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STEN 4: FLEET OF THE DAMNED
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Note


The titles of Books 1, 2, 3, and 4 are derived from 17th-century A.D. Earth and were a series of commands used to bring oceanic warships of the British Navy into battle. Book 5’s title was a semi-formal command to ship’s gunners.

—AC and CRB



BOOK ONE


LINE OF BATTLE



Chapter One


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 system-wide 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 boot-heels 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.

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-like.

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

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


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 re-established.

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

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 muscled – 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

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 semi-dress 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, battlescarred. 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 tacflight.

‘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


By the time Ferrari and Mason had finished the torment they called ‘muscle toning,’ it was later 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 hang-over 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 spiderweb ‘—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


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 re-experiencing 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.

Possibly there could be some kind of validity for that choice – for prospective infantry types. But for pilots?

Sten examined the helmet and found the input line. A little subversion was called for.

He curled his right fingers, and the surgically sheathed knife in his arm dropped into his hand. The double-edged dagger was one of Sten’s best-kept secrets. He had constructed it himself from an impossibly rare crystal. It had a skeleton grip, and its blade was only 2.5 mm thick, tapering to less than fifteen molecules wide. In other words, it could cut through practically anything. But in this case cutting wasn’t what Sten was interested in.

He used the knife’s needle point to rearrange a few tiny wires inside the sheath of the helmet input line. Then he replaced the knife and, as ordered, sat down and put the helmet on.

Let’s see. The tape has just begun. I should express bewilderment. Fear. Excitement. Doubt as to my ability. Shock on landing. Determination to accomplish the mission.

Sten’s Mantis schooling had included indoctrination on the various ways to fool any sort of mental testing machine, from the completely unreliable polygraph through the most sophisticated brainchecks of Imperial Intelligence. The key, of course, was to truly believe that what you were thinking or saying was the truth.

This training worked. Coupled with a conditioned, near-eidetic memory, it made Sten mental test-proof.

Let’s see now … Shavala should have seen that clotting tank show up … Horror … seen his combat teammates slaughtered … Anger … seen the tank rumble on … More determination … doodle around the tank getting various pieces shot off … Pain and still more determination … hell, the clot should be dead by now. Shock and such.

Sten pulled a corner of the helmet away from his ear and heard the tape behind him click to a halt.

More shock. Pride at being part of this Imperial stupidity.

Sten decided that was enough input, took the helmet off, and stood. He set an expression of sickness and firmness on his face and went out of the room, artistically stumbling just beyond the door.

Sten gasped to the hilltop, then checked his compass and watch. He decided he could take four minutes to recover.

The exercise was a modified version of that military favorite, the Long Run or March. But, typical of Selection, it had a twist.

Candidates were given a map, a compass, and a rendezvous point that they were supposed to reach at a certain time. Once that point was reached, however, there was no guarantee that the exercise was over. Generally the candidate was merely given, by an IP, another RP and sent on his or her way.

The exercise didn’t have much to do with pilot training, but it had a lot to do with tenacity and determination. Plus, Sten grudged, it probably showed which beings had learned that their brains were fools, telling the body to quit when the body’s resources had barely begun to work.

Again, it was simple for Sten – Mantis teams ran these exercises as recreation.

But it did trim the candidates. Already ten of the thirty-plus candidates in Sten’s group had withered and vanished.

Sten, flat on the ground, feet elevated, and in no-mind, heard footsteps.

He returned to reality to see the small woman who on their first day had made the cogent observation about pilots trot smoothly toward him.

Instead of going flat and shutting the systems down, she dropped her pack, went flat, and began doing exercises.

Sten was curious – this was an interesting way to con the mind into going one step farther. He waited until she finished, which added an extra minute to his time.

The downhill side of this part of the course was rocky. Sten and the female candidate – Victoria – were able to talk as they went.

Data exchange: She was a lieutenant in the navy. She was trained as a dancer and gymnast. Successful, Sten guessed, since she’d performed on Prime World. Sten even thought he’d heard of a couple of the companies she’d been with.

So why the service?

A military family. But also, dancing was work. She said being a professional dancer was like being a fish in sand.

Sten found the breath to laugh at the line.

Plus, Victoria went on, she had always been interested in mathematics.

Sten shuddered. While he was competent at mathematics – any officer had to be – equations were hardly something he joyously spent off-duty time splashing around in.

Sten’s internal timer went off – it was a break for him. Victoria kept on moving at her inexorable pace.

Sten watched her disappear in the distance and felt very good.

If there was anyone who was guaranteed to get through this guano called Selection and become a pilot, it had to be Victoria.

Sten ducked as the wall of water came green over the boat’s bows and smashed against the bridge windows.

The boat swayed, and Sten’s stomach did handstands. Shut up, body. This is an illusion. Shut up, head, the answer came back. I am going to be sick. The hell with you.

Sten, puking to the side, had to fight to follow the instructions whispered at him.

‘This is a twenty-meter boat. It is used to procure fish commercially. You are the captain.

‘This boat has been returning to harbor, running just ahead of a storm.

‘The storm has caught your boat.

‘Somewhere ahead of you is the harbor. You must enter that harbor safely to complete the exercise.

‘Your radar will show you the harbor mouth. But it is a failure-prone installation.

‘You also know that the entrance to this harbor crosses what is called a bar – a shallowing of depth. During storm times, this bar can prevent any ship entering the harbor.

‘Good luck.’

Sten had become experienced enough with the testing to instantly look at his radar screen. Ah-hah. There … somewhat to the right … so I must direct this craft … and, just as implicitly promised, the radar set hazed green.

Sten evaluated the situation – the illusion he was experiencing through the helmet. Unlike the Shavala-experience, in these tests any action Sten took would be ‘real.’ If, for instance, he steered the ship onto the rocks, he would experience a wreck and, probably, since Selection people were sadistic, slow drowning.

Simple solution. Easy, Sten thought.

All I have to do is hit the antigrav, and this boat will—

Wrong. There were only three controls in front of Sten: a large, spoked steering wheel and two handles.

This was a two-dimensional boat.

There were gauges, which Sten ignored. They were probably intended to show engine performance, and Sten, having no idea what kind of power train he was using, figured they were, at least at the moment, irrelevant.

Another wave came in, and the ship pitched sideways. Sten, looking at his choices, threw the right handle all the way forward, the left handle all the way back, and turned the wheel hard to the right.

The pitching subsided.

Sten equalized the two handles – I must have two engines, I guess – and held the wheel at midpoint.

Ahead of him the storm cleared, and Sten could see high rocks with surf booming over them. There was a slight break to the left – the harbor entrance.

Sten steered for it.

The rocks grew closer, and crosscurrents tried to spin Sten’s boat.

Sten sawed at throttles and wheel.

Very good. He was lined up.

The rain stopped, and Sten saw, bare meters in front of him, the glisten of earth as a wave washed back. Clotting bastards – that’s what a bar was!

He reversed engines.

A series of waves swept his boat over the stern. Sten ignored them.

He got the idea.

When a wave hits the bar, the water gets deep. All I need to do is wait for a big wave, checking through the rear bridge windows, and then go to full power. Use the wave’s force to get into the harbor.

It worked like a shot. The huge wave Sten chose heaved the boat clear, into the harbor mouth.

Sten, triumphant, forgot to allow for side currents, and his boat smashed into the causeway rocks.

Just as anticipated, not only did his boat sink, Sten had the personal experience of drowning.

Slowly.

GRADE: PASSING.

By now, Sten had learned the names of his fellow candidates.

The hard sergeant, who Sten had figured would be thrown out immediately, had managed to survive. Survive, hell – so far he and Victoria had interchanged positions as Number One and Number Two in the class standings. A specialist in ancient history would not have been surprised, knowing the man’s name – William Bishop the Forty-third.

Sten, not knowing, was astonished, as were the other candidates, who had dubbed the sergeant ‘Grunt,’ a nickname he accepted cheerfully.

The furry would-be beer aficionado, whose name was Lotor, was a valued asset. He was the class clown.

Since normal military relief valves such as drunkenness, passes, and such were forbidden, the candidates tended to get very crazy in the barracks. Lotor had started the watersack war.

Sten had been the first victim.

There had been an innocent knock on his door at midnight. He’d opened the door to get a plas container of water in the face.

Sten, once he’d figured out who the culprit was, had retaliated by sealing Lotor in his shower with the drain plugged. He’d relented before the water level hit the ceiling.

Lotor, after drying his fur, had escalated. He had decided that Sten had allies, Sh’aarl’t being one. So he’d tucked the floor fire hose under Sh’aarl’t’s door and turned it on.

Sh’aarl’t, awakened when her room got half-full, had sensibly opened the door and gone back to sleep.

Lotor had not considered that making a spider an enemy was a bad thing to do.

The next night, Sh’aarl’t had spun her web out from her window up a floor to Lotor’s room and gently replaced his pillow with a water bag.

Lotor, again looking for a new target, went after Grunt. He tied an explosive charge to a huge water bag, rolled it down the corridor, knocked on Bishop’s door, and then scurried.

Grunt opened his door just as the water bag blew.

His revenge required filling Lotor’s room with a huge weather balloon filled with water. Bishop, being the combat type he was, didn’t bother to figure out whether Lotor was present when he set the trap.

It took most of the barracks staff to free Lotor.

At that point, through mutual exhaustion and because no one could come up with a more clever escalation, the watersack war ended.

The only good effect it produced was the linking of Lotor, Bishop, Sten, and Sh’aarl’t into a vague team.

*

The team adopted Victoria as their mascot. She wasn’t sure why but was grateful for the company. The four never explained, but it was just what Sten had felt on the map exercise: One of them had to make it. And Victoria was the most likely candidate.

The five had discussed their options – which all agreed were slim – and also what those IPs really would turn out to be if they were required to wear uniforms instead of the blank coveralls.

Victoria had the best slander on Ferrari. She said the sloppy man must have been a Warrant-1, who probably blackmailed his commanding officer while stealing every piece of Imperial property that wasn’t bonded in place.

They had laughed, shared a cup of the guaranteed-no-side-effects herbal tea, and headed for their rooms and the omnipresent studying.

At least most of them did.

Possibly the herbal tea had no reported effects.

Sten and Victoria bade Sh’aarl’t good night at her door. Sten meant to walk Victoria to her room but found himself asking her into his own room.

Victoria accepted.

Inside, Sten gloried and disrobed Victoria pressured the bed and plumped the pillows. She touched a finger to her flight suit zip, and the coverall dropped away from her tiny, absolutely perfect body.

Sten had fantasized about making love to a ballerina – specifically Victoria. He hadn’t suggested it because he had the rough idea that if he suggested and she accepted, his capabilities would be exactly as impotent as Mason daily suggested.

Tension and all that.

Sten may have been accurate about his own potential. But he had no idea how creative an ex-professional dancer could be.

The next day both Victoria and Sten tested very, very low on the various challenges.

They’d had less than an hour’s sleep.



Chapter Eight


Selection moved on from written or livie tests to live problems, giving Ferrari and Mason a chance for real hands-on harassment.

Sten had the idea that the particular situation he was facing would be a real piece, since Ferrari was beaming and even Mason had allowed his slash of a mouth to creep up on one side.

‘This is what we call a Groupstacle,’ Ferrari explained genially.

Group. Obstacle.

The group was Bishop, Victoria, Lotor, Sten, and six others.

The obstacle was:

‘We’re standing here,’ Ferrari said, ‘in the control room of a destroyer. Flower class, in case you’re curious. It looks terrible, does it not?’

He waited for the chorus of agreement from the candidates.

‘The reason it looks so bad is because it has crash-landed on a certain planetoid. This planetoid has acceptable atmosphere and water. But there is nothing to eat and very little which can be made into shelter.’

Ferrari smiled.

‘Any of you who are eco-trained, do not bother to explain how illogical this planetoid must be. I do not set up these problems, I merely administer them.

‘At any rate, you see this control room we are standing in? Yes. Terribly ruined by the crash. You see this open hatchway, exiting onto the planetoid, which is quite colorfully provided.

‘Personally, I must say that I do not believe that trees can ever be purple. But I wander. Mr. Mason, would you care to continue?’

‘Thank you, sir.

‘I’ll cut it short. You losers have crashed. The only way you’re gonna live is by getting your survival kits out. The kits are down this passageway. You got two problems – the passageway is blocked.’

No kidding, Sten thought, staring down the corridor. He admired how carefully the problem had been set up. As they entered the huge chamber, it did look as if half of a ship was crashed into a jungle, crumpled and battered.

The inside of the ship was, with some exceptions – and Sten was noting those exceptions carefully – exactly like the flight deck and nearby passageways of a destroyer.

Sten wondered why, before the IPs had led the group into the chamber, Mason had taken Bishop aside and told him something – something very important from the way that Grunt had reacted.

Mason continued. ‘Second problem is that the power plant is in a self-destruct mode. You’ve got twenty minutes until this ship blows higher’n Haman.

‘If you don’t get to your supplies, you fail the problem. All of you.

‘If you’re still working on the problem when the twenty minutes run out, you fail the problem. All of you.’

‘Thank you, Mr. Mason.’

‘Yessir.’

‘The problem begins … now!’

There was a stammer of ideas.

Victoria had cut in – clot everything. What did they have to take out?

Grunt had said that was stupid – first they needed some kind of plan.

Lotor said that if they didn’t know how deep the drakh was, how could any plan be possible?

The situation was simple. The corridor to the survival kits was blocked by assorted ship rubble that could be easily cleared. But x-ed across the corridor were two enormous steel beams, impossible to move without assistance.

Two candidates proved that, straining their backs trying to wedge the beams free.

Lotor was standing beside a much smaller beam in the corridor ahead of the blockage.

‘This,’ he said, ‘might make a lever. If we had a fulcrum.’

‘Come on, Lotor,’ Grunt put in. ‘We don’t have any clottin’ fulcrum.’

‘Hell we don’t,’ Victoria said. ‘Couple of you clowns grab that big chart chest up on the flight deck.’

‘Never work,’ Bishop said.

Sten eyed him. What the hell was the matter with Grunt? Normally he was the first to go for new ideas. While two men shoved the map chest down toward the block, Sten did his own recon around the ‘ship.’

By the time he came back to the corridor, the map chest sat close to the blocking beams. The small beam went under one, and everybody leaned.

The first beam lifted, swiveled, and crashed sideways. The team gave a minor cheer and moved their lever forward.

‘This is not going to work,’ Bishop said.

Another candidate stepped back. ‘You’re probably right.’

He spotted a red-painted panel in the metal corridor, clearly marked ENVIRONMENT CONTROL INSPECTION POINT. Do not enter without class 11 Clearance. Do not enter unless ship is deactivated.

The candidate shoved the panel open. A ductway led along the corridor’s path.

‘Okay. This is it,’ the candidate announced.

‘Didn’t you read the panel?’ Sten asked.

‘So? This ship’s about as deactivated as possible.’

‘You’re right,’ Bishop agreed.

Again, Sten wondered.

The candidate forced himself into the ductway. The panel clicked closed behind him. After five seconds, they heard a howl of pain.

The demons who set up the Selection tests had provided for that. In that ductway should have been superheated steam. But this was a dummy, so all the candidate got was a mild blast of hot water – enough for first-degree burns – and then the ductway opened and dumped him out on the other side of the set, where Ferrari told him he was dead and disqualified from the test.

After the ‘death’ of the candidate, the team redoubled efforts to lever the second beam free.

Sten did his basic physics, said ‘no way,’ and looked for another solution. He went through the ship and then outside, looking for anything that could become a tool.

He found it.

By the time he’d dragged the forty meters of control cable that must have exploded from the ship’s skin into the jungle back into the corridor, the others were panting in defeat.

There was seven minutes remaining.

Sten did not bother explaining. He ran the 2-cm cable down to the beam, looped it, and wrapped a series of half hitches around it. Then he dragged the cable back up to a solid port frame that had pulled away from the ship’s walls, and back toward the beam.

Bishop stopped him. ‘What the clot are you doing?’

‘I’m sending kisses to the clotting Emperor,’ Sten grunted. ‘Gimme a hand.’

‘Come on, Sten! You’re wasting time.’

‘One time. Listen up, Grunt. We’re gonna block and tackle this cable and yank that beam out.’

‘Sten, I’m not sure that is going to work. Why don’t we talk about it?’

‘Because we got five minutes.’

‘Right! We don’t want to do anything wrong, do we?’

And Sten got it.

‘Nope.’

His hand knifed out, palm up. Sten’s hands could kill, maim, or coldcock any being known to the Imperial martial arts.

The knife hand sliced against Bishop’s neck, just below his ear. Bishop dropped like a sack of sand.

‘Shaddup,’ Sten commanded against the shout of surprise. ‘Get this clottin’ cable back around and then we have to pull like hell. Bishop was a sabotage factor. I saw Mason give him orders. Come on, people. We got to get out of this place!’

The block-and-tackled pulley yanked the beam free, and the team had its supplies out of the storage room and were clear of the ‘ship’ a good minute before time ran out.

Bishop, after recovering consciousness, told Sten he was right – Mason had told him to be a saboteur.

Ferrari grudged that they were one of the few teams to successfully complete the test in five years.

GRADE: OUTSTANDING.



Chapter Nine


Sten was having problems.

It wasn’t that he was quite a mathematical idiot – no one in the Imperial Forces above spear-carrier second class was – but he did not have the instinctive understanding of numbers that he did, for example, of objects. Nor could he, in the navigational basic courses Phase One shoved at them, translate numbers into the reality of ships or planets.

And so he got coaching.

From Victoria, there was no problem, since everyone knew that she was the only guaranteed graduate. But Bishop?

Math geniuses are supposed to be short and skinny, talk in high voices, and have surgically corrected optics.

So much for stereotypes, Sten thought glumly as Bishop’s thick fingers tabbed at computer keys, touched numbers on the screen, and, with the precision and patience of a pedant, tried to help Sten realize that pure numbers more exactly described a universe than even a picture or words, no matter how poetically or OEDly chosen.

Sten looked at the screen again and found no translation.

‘Clottin’ hell,’ Bishop grunted to Victoria. ‘Get the fire ax. Something’s got to get through to him.’

Victoria found the solution.

It took less than one evening to crosspatch Sten’s miniholo-processor into the computer. When he input numbers, the holo-processor produced a tiny three-dimensional star-map.

Eventually, after many many problems, Sten glimmered toward an understanding.

His grade:

MATHEMATICAL PERCEPTIONS: NEED IMPROVEMENT.

*

For some unknown reason, almost every school Sten had been punted into tested for gravitation sensitivity.

Sten could understand why it would be necessary to know how many gees someone could withstand or how many times one could alter the direction of a field before the subject threw up – but once that was found out, why was retesting necessary?

Sten knew that he personally could function as a soldier, without benefit of a gravsuit, at up to 3.6 E-gravs. He could work, seated, under a continuous 11.6 E-gravs. He would black out under a brief force of 76.1 E-gravs or a nearly instantaneous shock of 103 E-gravs.

All this was in his medfiche.

So why retest?

Sten decided that it was just part of the applied sadism that every school he had attended, back to the factory world of Vulcan, had put him through.

But of all the test methods he hated, a centrifuge was the worst. His brain knew that there was no way his body could tell it was being spun in a circle to produce gravitic acceleration. But his body said ‘bet me’ and heaved.

Of course Phase One used a centrifuge.

Sten curled a lip at the stainless steel machinery craning above him in the huge room.

‘You look worried, Candidate Sten.’ It was Mason.

Sten hit the exaggerated position that the IPs called attention. ‘Nossir. Not worried, sir.’

‘Are you scared, Candidate?’

Great roaring clichés. Sten wished that Alex was with him. He knew the chubby heavy-worlder would have found a response – probably smacking Mason.

Sten remembered, however, that Kilgour had already gone through flight school. Since Sten hadn’t heard anything, he assumed that Alex had graduated – without killing Mason.

Sten decided that Kilgour must have been sent to another Phase One than this one, made a noncommittal reply to Mason, and clambered up the steps into one of the centrifuge’s capsules.

Later that night, Sten’s stomach had reseated itself enough to feel mild hunger.

He left his room, still feeling most tottery, and went for the rec room. One of the food machines would, no doubt, have something resembling thin gruel.

Sh’aarl’t, Bishop, and Lotor sat at one of the game tables in complete silence. Sten took his full cup from the slot and sat down beside them. Lotor gave him the news.

‘They washed Victoria today.’

Sten jumped, and the soup splashed, unheeded, in his lap.

Bishop answered the unasked question. ‘She failed the gee-test.’

‘No way,’ Sten said. ‘She was a clotting gymnast. A dancer.’

‘Evidently,’ Sh’aarl’t said, ‘vertigo is not uncommon – even in athletes.’

‘How many gees?’

‘Twelve point something,’ Bishop said.

‘Clot,’ Sten swore. Even mild combat maneuvers in a ship with the McLean generators shut down could pull more than that.

He realized that all of them spoke of Victoria in the past tense. Phase One may have been sadistic in some ways, but when a candidate was disqualified, he was immediately removed. Sten was a little surprised that the three had any idea at all on what had flunked the woman.

He also realized that with Victoria, their talisman for possible graduation to the next phase, gone, none of them felt any hope of making it.


Chapter Ten

The bulletin display in the barracks’ lobby was known, not inappropriately, as ‘The Tablet of Doom.’ Sten read the latest directive as it flashed for his attention: 1600 hours, this day, all candidates were directed to assemble in the central quadrangle. He wondered what new form of mass torment the IPs had devised. There were, after all, only a few days left in Phase One, and there were still survivors in the program, including Sh’aarl’t, Bishop, and Lotor.

Then he caught the kicker.

DRESS UNIFORM.

Sten was in a world of trouble. He had been quite correct hiding his ribbons upon entering the school. He noticed that those with more decorations or rank than the IPs felt appropriate seemed to get far more than their share of attention and harassment. Thus far, in spite of Mason’s evident personal hatred, Sten had managed to run somewhat silent and somewhat deep.

Oh, well. All good things seize their bearings eventually.

‘My, don’t we look pretty, Candidate,’ Mason crooned. ‘All those ribbons and bows.’

Sten had considered not putting the medals on. But he knew that under the current circumstances it was an offense of basic regulations for a soldier not to wear the decorations to which he was entitled. It would be just like the IPs to look up everyone’s record jacket, then check chests or sashes for exactitude and use any difference to bust another candidate out.

Sten yessired Mason while marveling at Chief Instructor Pilot Ferrari. So much for the theory that fat slobs only get promoted to warrant officer. That might be his current serving rank, but Ferrari was now wearing the stars of a fleet admiral, with decorations banked almost to his epaulettes.

Sten noticed, in spite of his awe, that there appeared to be a soup stain just above Ferrari’s belt line.

‘If I’d known you had all those hero buttons, Candidate,’ Mason went on, ‘I would have given you more attention. But we still have time.’

Fine. Sten was doomed. He wondered how Mason would nuke him.

Minutes later, he found out.

Ferrari had called the class to attention and congratulated them. The formal testing was complete. Any of them still standing was successful. All that remained was the final test.

‘Do not bother,’ Ferrari said, ‘going through your notes and memories in preparation. The end test we are quite proud of, not the least because it has everything yet nothing to do with what has gone before. You have twenty-four hours to consider what such an examination might be. We find that suspense is good for the soul. The test, by the way, will be administered singly. Each instructor pilot will choose candidates, and it is his responsibility at that point.’

And now Sten knew how Mason was going to get him.



Chapter Eleven


The aircraft – at least Sten guessed it was an aircraft – was the most clotting impossible collection of scrap metal he had ever seen. It consisted of a flat metal platform about two meters in diameter, with two seats, two sets of what Sten thought to be controls, and a windscreen. The platform sat atop two metal skids. Behind it was some sort of power plant and then a long spidered-metal girder that ended in a side-facing fan blade. Above the platform was another fan, horizontal to the ground, with twin blades each about six meters long. The device sat in the middle of a wide, completely flat landing ground. Two hundred meters in front of the aircraft, a series of pylons sprouted.

Sten and Mason were the only two beings on the landing field. Sten turned a blank but – he hoped – enthusiastic face toward Mason.

‘We got a theory here in flight school,’ Mason said. ‘We know there are natural pilots – none of you clowns qualify, of course – and also a lot of people have flown a lot of things.

‘No sense testing someone for basic ability if we put them on their favorite toy, is there? So what we came up with is something that, as far as we know, nobody has flown for a thousand years or so. This pile of drakh was called a helicopter. Since it killed a whole group of pilots in its day, when antigrav came around they couldn’t scrap-heap these guys fast enough.

‘You’re gonna fly it, Candidate. Or else you’re gonna look for a new job category. I hear they’re recruiting planetary meteorologists for the Pioneer Sectors.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Not that we’re unfair. We’re gonna give you some help. First you get two facts: Fact number one is that this helicopter, unlike anything else I’ve ever heard of, really doesn’t want to fly at all. It won’t lift without bitching, it glides like a rock, and it lands about the same if you don’t know what you’re doing. Fact number two is it’s easy to fly if you’re the kind of person who can pat his head and rub his stomach at the same time.’

Sten wondered if Mason was making his notion of a joke. Impossible – the man was humorless.

‘Next, you and me are gonna strap in, and I’m gonna show you how the controls work. Then you’ll take over, and follow my instructions. I’ll start simple.’

Right, simple. Ostensibly, the few controls were easy. The stick in front controlled the angle of the individual fan blades – the airfoil surface – as they rotated. This stick could be moved to any side and, Mason explained, could make the helicopter maneuver. A second lever, to the side, moved up and down, and, with a twist grip, rotated to give engine speed and, therefore, rotor speed. Two rudder pedals controlled the tiny fan at the ship’s rear, which kept the helicopter from following the natural torque reaction of the blades and spinning wildly.

The first test was to hover the ship.

Mason lifted it, lowered it, then lifted it again. It seemed easy.

‘All you got to do is keep it a meter off the ground.’

He told Sten to take the controls.

The helicopter then developed a different personality and, in spite of Sten’s sawing, dipped, bounced the front end of the skids on the field, then, following Sten’s over-controlling, reared back … then forward … and Mason had to grab the controls.

‘You want to try it again?’

Sten nodded.

He did better – but not much. Power … keep that collective in place … real gentle with that stick.

Sten didn’t prang it this time, but the required meter altitude varied up to about three.

Sten’s flight suit was soaked with sweat.

Again.

The variable came down to plus or minus a meter.

Mason was looking at Sten. ‘All right. Next we’re going to move forward.’

Mason moved the helicopter forward about fifty meters, turned, and flew back, then repeated the whole maneuver.

‘I want you to hold two meters altitude and just fly down there in a straight line. I’ll tell you when to stop.’

The helicopter porpoised off. He scraped his skids twice, and his flight toward those distant pylons was a side-winder’s path. Mason took over and put Sten through the same routine three more times. Sten had no idea if he was about to be trained as a pilot or a weatherman.

The next stage took the helicopter all the way down to the pylons and S-curved through them. The first time Sten tried it, he discovered he had straight and level flight somehow memorized – the helicopter clipped every single pole as it went down the course. By the fourth try, Sten managed to hit no more than four or five of them.

Mason was looking at him. Then Mason signaled – he had it.

Sten sat back and, per orders, put his hands in his lap.

Mason landed the ship back where it had started, shut down, and unbuckled. Sten followed, stepping off the platform and ducking under the rotors as they slowed.

Mason was standing, stone-faced, about thirty meters away from the helicopter. ‘That’s all, Candidate. Report to your quarters. You’ll be informed as to your status.’

Sten saluted. Clot. So much for the Emperor’s ideas about Sten.

‘Candidate!’

Sten stopped and turned.

‘Did you ever fly one of these things before?’

And Sten, through his honest denial, felt a small glint of hope.


Chapter Twelve

A day later, Sten’s name, as well as Bishop’s, Sh’aarl’t’s, and Lotor’s, went on the list: Phase One. Accepted. Assigned to Imperial Flight Training, Phase Two.

In Phase Two, they would learn how to fly.

There should have been some kind of party. But everyone was too tired to get bashed. Of the 500 candidates, fewer than forty had been selected.

According to the clichés, graduation should have been announced by the IPs lugging in cases of alk and welcoming the candidates to the thin, whatever-colored line. Instead, Sh’aarl’t, Sten, and Bishop split a flask of herbal tea while they packed. All they wanted was away.

Waiting near the sleds that would take the candidates to their ships were Ferrari and Mason.

Again according to cliché, there should now have been understanding on one hand and acceptance on the other. But Mason’s expression was exactly that of the first day – he looked as if he was sorry that any of them had made it. And he turned an even harder stare on Sten.

Sten returned it.

Clot forgiveness and understanding – he wanted to meet Mason in an alley behind a hangar sometime and give him a scar to match the first one. Preferably across the throat …


Chapter Thirteen

The label ‘the Fringe Worlds’ suggests some sort of geographical or political cohesiveness to the spattered cluster that occupied space between the Empire and the Tahn System. There was almost none.

The cluster had been slowly settled by Imperial pioneers. They were not the radicals or the adventurers who had explored, for instance, the Lupus Cluster. They were people wanting things to be a little more simple and peaceful. A large percentage of them were retired military or civil servants starting a second, or even third, career. Others wanted a chance to establish themselves in comfort as small manufacturers or business people.

But if there were no hero pioneers, there also were none of the villains that pioneering creates. Not, at least, until the expansion from the Tahn empire brought new, and somewhat different, immigrants.

What government there was in the Fringe Worlds mirrored the settlers themselves. Whether confined to a single world or including a half dozen or so systems, it was generally some species of parliamentarianism, ranging from mildly liberal to mildly authoritarian. Since prospective tyrants went elsewhere, what armed forces existed were somewhere between customs police and coastal guards. The only unifying political force the cluster had was an economic summit that met to iron out modern problems every five years or so. It was a backwater cluster, content to remain as it was.

Until the Tahn.

The Tahn who immigrated into the Fringe Worlds were financially backed by their leaders, as the Tahn birth rate and political ambitions clamored for Lebensraum. These were true pioneers, looking for more. Since their culture encouraged communal economics, they naturally had an advantage over the ex-Imperialists. And so the situation escalated into violence – riots and pogroms.

The Imperial settlers were there first, so they had a chance to modify the government. Tahn were not permitted extensive freeholds. They were excluded from voting. They were physically ghetto-ized into enclaves either rural or urban.

The Tahn settlers’ resentment was fed by the Tahn Empire itself, which wanted the cluster added to its holdings.

The revolutionary movement was not only popular but well backed by the Tahn. And the Empire had done little to solve the problem. After all, backwater areas with minor problems – riots, no matter how bloody, are not as bad as active genocide – get minor attention.

The Imperial garrisons assigned to the Tahn worlds were fat and lazy. Instead of being peacekeepers, the officers and men tended to agree with the settlers. The Tahn, after all, were different – which meant ‘not as good as.’

There had been a brief time, not long before, when the confrontation between the Empire itself and the Tahn might have been prevented. Some of the more farsighted Tahn revolutionaries had recognized that if the confrontation occurred, they were liable to be crushed in the middle. Very secretly they had sent the head of the organization to Prime World. Godfrey Alain had been murdered in a plot that was aimed against the Emperor himself. Final negotiations between the Empire and the peace faction of the Tahn Council had also ended in blood.

The war drums were not even slightly muted, especially on the Fringe Worlds.

But no one in the cluster seemed to know how close Empirewide war was.


Chapter Fourteen

The dusty gravcar sputtered feebly over a country lane. It was an elderly design: long, boxy, with an extended rear cargo area. And the way it was balking, it was plain that it had been under constant and varied lease since it had left the factory.

The salesman hunched over the controls seemed as weathered and as old as the vehicle. He was a large man with a broad, friendly face and bulky shoulders that strained at his years-out-of-date coveralls. The man hummed peacefully to himself in an off-key voice timed to the sputtering McLean drive engine. As he drove in apparent complete ease and relaxation, his eyes swiveled like a predator’s, drinking in every detail of the landscape.

This was poor land, pocked with rocks and wind-bowed clumps of trees. It seemed to be one dry gale away from becoming a permanent dust bowl.

During the course of the day, the salesman had skimmed past a half a dozen sharecropper farms tended by a few hollow-eyed Tahn immigrants. He had hesitated at each place, noted the extreme poverty, and gone on. None of them were places where a normal being would have even asked for a friendly glass of water. Not because of the hostility – which was real and more than apparent – but because if it had been given, it might have been the last few ounces of water left on the farm.

In the distance he spotted a sudden shot of green. He shifted course and soon came upon a large farm. The earth seemed comparatively rich – not loam, but not rock either – and was heavily diked with irrigation ditches. In the middle of the spread were big shambling buildings surrounding a small artesian pond. This would be the source of wealth. Several people were working the field with rusted, creaking machinery.

Still humming, the man eased the gravsled to a stop next to a cattle guard. He pretended not to notice the instant freezing of the people in the field. He casually got out under their burning stares, stepped over behind a bush, and relieved his bladder. Then he struck a smoke, gazed lazily about, and walked over to the fence railing. He peered with mild interest at the men and women in the field – one pro judging the work of others. He gave a loud snort. If he had had a mustache, the honk would have blown it up to his bushy eyebrows. The snort seemed to be both a nervous habit and a comment on the state of things.

‘Nice place,’ he finally said. His voice hit that perfect raised pitch that a farmer uses to communicate to a companion many rows away.

The group drew back slightly as a middle-aged Tahn, nearly the salesman’s size, strode forward. The salesman smiled broadly at him, pointedly ignoring the others who were picking up weapons and spreading slowly out to the side.

‘Wouldn’t think you could grow kale crops in these parts,’ the salesman said as the Tahn drew closer. He looked more closely at the fields. ‘’Course they do look a little yellow-eyed and peaked.’

The man stopped in front of him, just on the other side of the fence. Meanwhile, his sons and daughters had half ringed the salesman in. He heard the snicks of safeties switching off.

‘Next town’s about forty klicks down the road,’ the farmer said. It was an invitation to get the clot back in the gravcar and get out.

The elderly salesman snorted again. ‘Yeah. I noted that on the comp-map. Didn’t seem like much of a town.’

‘It ain’t,’ the Tahn said. ‘Next Imperial place gotta be two, maybe two and a half days go.’

The salesman laughed. ‘Spotted me, huh? What the hell, I ain’t ashamed. Besides, being a farmer is the only citizenship I claim.’

The man stared at him. ‘If you’re a farmer,’ he said, ‘what you doin’ off your spread?’

‘Gave it up after eighty years,’ the salesman said. ‘You might say I’m retired. Except that wouldn’t be right. Actually, I’m on my second career.’

The farmer’s eyes shifted, checking the positions of his brood. He inspected the horizon for any possible Imperial reinforcements. ‘That so?’

Death was whispering in the salesman’s ear.

‘Yeah,’ he said, unconcerned. ‘That’s so. Sell fertilizer gizmos now. My own design. Maybe you’d be interested in one.’

He pulled out a much-used kerchief and honked into it. Then he looked at the kale fields again. He noted some blackened areas in the distance; this was just one of many Tahn farms, he understood, that had been hit by roving gangs of Imperial settlers.

‘Wouldn’t help with the withering, but one of my fellas sure as hell would take the yellow out.’

‘Mister,’ the farmer said, ‘you’re either a damn fool, or—’

The salesman laughed. ‘At my age,’ he said, ‘I’ve gotten used to a lot worse things than being called a fool.’

‘Listen, old man,’ the farmer said. ‘You’re Imperial. Don’t you know better than to come near a Tahn place?’

The salesman snorted. ‘Pish, man. You’re talkin’ politics. Never gave a damn about politics. Only thing I got in common with politicians is what I sell. Matter of fact, fertilizer’s a lot more useful. And my stuff don’t stick to your boots, either.’

He turned to the cargo compartment of his gravsled. Instantly weapons came up. The salesman just pulled several small bottles out of a carton. He held one out for the farmer, his face total innocence.

‘My calling card,’ he said.

Cautiously, the Tahn farmer reached over the fence and took one of the bottles. He looked at the printing on the side. The salesman figured that the time was ripe for introductions.

‘Ian Mahoney,’ he said. ‘Fine cider and fertilizer … Go ahead. Try it. Whipped that batch up myself. A little raw, but it’ll do the job.’

The farmer opened the bottle and sniffed. The sweet smell of apples drifted out. And underlying it, there was the sharp odor of alcohol.

‘It’s nothing serious,’ Mahoney said. ‘Maybe seventy-five proof or so. Take a shot.’

The farmer sipped, then sucked in his breath. It was good stuff all right. Without hesitation, he chugged down the rest of the bottle.

‘That’s damn fine cider,’ he said.

Mahoney snorted. ‘You oughta see my fertilizer. Nothing clotting organic in it. All pure, sweet-smelling chemicals. Great for the plants, and you don’t have to worry about the kids getting ringworm – long as you keep ’em away from your cattle.’

The farmer laughed. Mahoney noted the weapons being lowered. Then, with some relief, he saw the Tahn wave his hulking children over to him in a friendly gesture.

‘Say, mister,’ the farmer said. ‘You got any more of that cider?’

‘Sure thing.’

And with a honk of his nose, a grin, and a scratch of his behind, Major General Ian Mahoney, commander of the Imperial First Guards Division, reached into the back of his gravcar to buy the boys a drink.


Chapter Fifteen

It was a country inn – large, gleaming white, with exposed stained beams of expensive wood. The gravcars lined up outside were all reasonably new and worth many, many credits. For kilometers around, the farmland was sleek and water-proud. The name of the place was the Imperial Arms Inn.

Bloody figures, Mahoney thought as he reached for the door.

He heard voices shouting from within in heated debate.

‘Clottin’ low-life Tahn. Up to me, police’d clear out every one of them.’

‘Clot the police. We gotta take care of our own business. A being oughta kill his own snakes. I say we all get together one night and—’

Mahoney was spotted instantly as he walked inside. A church-hall hush fell over the room. Mahoney automatically honked into his handkerchief – cursing mentally to himself that he had ever dreamed up that touch – and strolled over to the bar.

He eased his bulk into a stool. ‘Shot and a beer, friend,’ he told the bartender.

All around him, every person was listening intently to each word he said. The bartender filled up a mug and placed it before him. A second later, a shot glass chinked beside it.

‘Traveling through?’ the bartender asked, sounding way too casual.

‘Sure am,’ Mahoney said. ‘But real slowly, today. Hell of a hangover.’

He took a sip of his beer and chased it with the full shot. The bartender refilled it.

‘Party too hard, huh?’

Mahoney groaned. ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ he said. ‘I happened by the McGregor place, yesterday. You know the spread – maybe thirty klicks out?’

The bartender nodded, as did the rest of the room. Everyone knew the McGregors.

‘They just married off their last kid,’ Mahoney said. That was far from news to the crowd in the inn. ‘I showed up just at reception time. Hit it right off with those nice people. They made me stay and filled me right up with all I could eat and drink.’ He snorted through his increasingly reddening nose. ‘’Course, they didn’t have to twist my arm much.’

Mahoney felt the room relax. A moment later it was all a-babble again. The bartender even bought him the next shot. Mahoney sipped at it and peered about the bar, just one friendly face looking for another.

A well-dressed, overstuffed man strolled over to him, carrying his drink. He sat down beside Mahoney.

‘You look like you might be in sales,’ the man said.

Mahoney laughed. ‘Hell, does it change a fellow that quick? Farmed two-thirds of my life. Now I’m into sales. Sorta.’

‘What do you mean by sorta?’

Mahoney instantly warmed to the man. He began dragging out circulars and brochures.

‘Fertilizer plants is my game,’ he said. ‘Look at these boys. Small, cheap, and you get an output for anything from a kitchen garden to a big sucker of a farm.’

The man seemed genuinely interested. ‘Say, maybe we could use something like that.’

Mahoney peered at him through his old man’s bushy eyebrows. ‘No offense, but you don’t seem the farmin’ type.’

‘No offense taken,’ the man said. ‘I’m into hardware. Got thirty-two stores and growing.’

‘Say, you are a find. Let me tell you about these little guys.’ And Mahoney went into what he called his dancing-bear act. It took many drinks and the good part of an hour. Other men joined the conversation. And soon Mahoney was handing out bottles of his ‘calling card.’

By now his mission had taken him to eleven or more Fringe World planets in nearly that many systems. He had his cover story fine-tuned. Now he was winding up on the Empire’s capital world for the Fringe System: Cavite.

Mahoney was passing himself off as an elderly farmer who had spent most of his life tending a large, rich spread on one of the key Imperial agricultural systems. He was also a habitual tinkerer, constantly inventing little devices to solve problems that irritated him.

Fertilizer was one of his big bugaboos. Mahoney could go on for hours about the rotten quality and expense of the average fertilizer – and he frequently did, to the dismay of casual dinner guests. Anyway, Mahoney the farmer had invented the dandy little fertilizer plant, then put his own money up to found a small company.

Presently, he was acting as his own advance man, touring agricultural areas to brag about his wares. The fact that he wasn’t asking for any money out front but was merely asking people if one of his salesmen could visit in a month or so eased the suspicions of even the overly hostile settlers of the Fringe Worlds.

Mahoney also thought his homemade cider was a nice touch, as was his old man’s chatter, with his knowledge of farming trivia and the ability to bore just about anyone. His only regret was the snort he had adopted to go with the act. Now he couldn’t stop, and he was wondering if he would ever be able to cure himself of the self-made habit. He was also bemoaning the fact that his constant snorting was turning his nose bright red.

‘Sounds great to me,’ the hardware man said. ‘Government give you any trouble in the licensing?’

Mahoney snorted a particularly snotty blast. ‘Licenses? Government? What kind of fool you think I am? Clot, dealt with the damned government all my life. Do everything they can to wreck a farm, if you let them.’

There were angry mutters of agreement from the gathered farmers.

‘Besides, I only got maybe thirty years or more in me. Time I got through those licensing butt bungs, I’d be long dead.’

The logic was ancient and irrefutable.

‘What about shipping? They givin’ you any trouble about that?’

‘Well, I ain’t shippin’ just yet. Right now, I’m gettin’ to know people, show off my plants. Why? You think I’ll have any trouble in these parts?’

The hardware man exploded. ‘Clottin’ right! I got orders stacked all over the place. Cash orders. And with all this business of the Tahn going on, I’m about ready to go broke.’

He went into a long litany of complaints, which were added to and spiced up by comments from a slowly growing crowd with Mahoney at its center.

They told him about the sneaky, lazy Tahn, about the attacks on their property and their counterattacks. They told him about an economy that was almost paralyzed, and about incompetent cops and worse than incompetent Imperial garrison troops.

They went on about their suspicions: mysterious lights over Tahn enclaves, probable stockpiling of weapons, and professional Tahn troops slipping in to reinforce their filthy brethren.

The Imperial settlers, of course, were blameless. They had tried so hard to bear up under the burden. Everyone in the bar had made a personal sacrifice, hadn’t he? Why, they had even dipped deep into their bank accounts to buy weapons to protect their farms and Imperial property.

Through it all, Mahoney allowed his face to become grimmer and grimmer in agreement. He rarely interrupted, except to snort or to buy another round of drinks.

By the time the night was over, he could have filled an entire fiche with his report.

He was also beginning to realize that the situation with the Mercury Corps was even worse than he had told the Emperor. The intelligence he was getting was at complete odds with what the Emperor had been hearing. In the Fringe Worlds, the corps had been pierced, corrupted, and broken.

It was enough to swear a good Irishman off drink.


Chapter Sixteen

‘… so then we told this Imperial piece of drakh to put his back taxes where the star don’t shine and get the clot out of our county.’ The big Tahn woman howled with laughter at Mahoney’s story and pounded him on the back.

‘Only way to deal with them,’ she said. She gave a huge beery belch and peered out into the night. ‘Turn here.’

Mahoney did as directed, and soon he was topping a rise. Just before them was the glow of the Tahn communal farm that his companion was headwoman of. Mahoney had met her at a local watering hole. Frehda was a big middle-aged woman who had spent most of her years managing the fortunes of a large Tahn enclave. Over vast quantities of beer, chased by a dozen bottles of his cider, they had become fast friends.

Mahoney had readily accepted her invitation to spend a few days at her enclave ‘to see how we do things in these parts.’ She assured him it would be an education. Mahoney had other reasons to believe her; little prickles of rumor and bar talk had led him in this direction.

Even at night the enclave was impressive. As they approached, Mahoney could see many large steel barracks surrounded by what seemed to be a fairly sophisticated security system and nasty razor-wire fencing. As he approached the gated main entrance, the figures of two heavily armed Tahn farmers loomed out.

Frehda shouted a few friendly obscenities at them by way of greeting.

‘Who’s the fella, boss?’ one of them wanted to know.

‘Salesman pal,’ Frehda said. ‘Good man. Drink anybody ’cept maybe me under the table.’

There were chuckles at this. Mahoney gathered that alcohol consumption was just one of many things Frehda was noted for. He had secretly used up nearly half of his ready supply of sobriety pills during the evening to keep even vaguely straight.

‘I’ll put him up at my place,’ Frehda went on. ‘Maybe one of you can give him a look-see around in the ayem.’

‘Anything in particular you wanna see, mister?’ one of the Tahn asked. Mahoney caught an undertone of suspicion. Frehda might be the boss lady, but she was way too drunk for someone to take her at her word on a stranger.

‘Got any pigs?’ he asked.

‘’Course we got pigs. What do you think we are, share-croppers?’

Mahoney snorted. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Just that I got a soft spot for pigs. Been studying all my life. I could write volumes on pigs.’

‘He can talk them, too,’ Frehda said. ‘Just about wore my ear out till I got him drunk enough to go on to somethin’ else.’

The two Tahn guards relaxed. They chuckled among themselves and waved the gravcar through.

*

Mahoney came awake to blinding sunlight piercing the barred windows of his room, and loud, barked shouts. His head was thumping from last night’s excess – he hadn’t been able to get away from bending elbows with Frehda for hours.

There were more shouts. They had a peculiar quality to them. Like commands? Giving an automatic snort that burned his delicate nose membranes, Mahoney got out of his cot and started dressing. Let us see, Ian, what we can see.

Mahoney blinked out of Frehda’s portion of the barracks. And the first thing he noted surprised even him.

Several men were putting twenty or more teenage Tahn through what seemed to be a very militarylike obstacle course. Ho, ho, Mahoney, me lad. Ho, clotting ho. He wandered over by one of the men and watched the kids go at it. Whenever any of them slowed or got tangled in an obstacle, there were immediate shouts of derision from the adults.

‘Whatcha got here, friend?’

The man looked at him. ‘Oh, you the salesman guy staying with Frehda, right?’

Mahoney snorted an affirmative.

‘To answer your question, mister, we’re just givin’ the kids a little physical training. Whittle off some of the baby fat.’

Riiight, Mahoney thought.

‘Good idea,’ Mahoney said. ‘Kids these days are lazy little devils. Gotta keep the boot up.’

He looked over at a coiled barbed-wire fence that a large farm boy was vaulting over.

‘What’s that contraption?’ he asked.

‘Oh, that’s a hedgehog. About the same size as all the fencing around here.’

Mahoney had to grab himself by the throat to keep from reacting in some obvious way. So, you call it a hedgehog, do you, mate? Mahoney knew that the man standing next to him was no poor Tahn farmhand. He was a professional soldier sent out by the Tahn military to train young meat for the slaughter to come.

‘Must be hell on the britches,’ Mahoney joked, rubbing an imaginary sore spot on his behind.

The man thought this was pretty funny. ‘Least you can sew up pants,’ he said.

Mahoney spent the next two days lazily touring the farm – which was well off even by Imperial settler standards – making casual talk and casual friends and wolfing down the enormous meals the communal farm kitchen shoveled out.

Except for that first obvious soldier he had met and possibly one or two others, everyone seemed to be exactly as he appeared. What he had here were several hundred hardworking Tahn farmers who had gotten tired of the poverty imposed on them by the Imperial majority. So they had pooled their talent and funds to make a life of it.

From some of the stories he heard over the table, their success had not set well with the local gentry and rich Imperial farmers. There had been many attacks, some of them quite nasty.

Mahoney could understand why the farmers had fallen so easily for the infiltrating soldier boys. Now they could protect themselves. Also, from their comments, Mahoney realized that they saw this as only a temporary solution. Sooner or later, unless events intervened, the commune would fall. Mahoney got the idea that the Tahn soldiers were promising an eventual rescue by their empire system. Tahn warships would someday come screaming in over the horizon, and the settlers would all rise up in support of their genetic friends of the cradle.

Mahoney knew from experience that in reality all those kids and their fathers and mothers would be used as a bloody shield for the pros.

Hadn’t he done it himself back in his Mantis Section days?

The farmers had given him free rein. He was allowed to go anywhere he wanted – except one place. Every time he had come near it, he had been edged away. About half a klick from the pig creches was a large, fairly modern – for the Fringe Worlds – grain silo. It was prefab, but still, it was an expensive thing to import and then to build.

At first Mahoney expressed interest in it, just to keep up his role. Actually he didn’t give a clot.

‘Oh, that,’ his guide had said. ‘Just a silo. You seen better. Always clottin’ up on us one way or the other. You ain’t interested in that. Now, let me show you the incubators.

‘Bet you never seen so many chicks crackin’ shells in your life.’

This was not a chick ranch. The birds were used only for local consumption. Therefore, the incubator was far from a machine to delight a tired old farmer’s eyes.

So, what was with the silo? Mahoney casually brought it up. And each time he was guided away. Ian, he told himself, it’s time you risked your sweet Irish ass.

*

He slipped out the last night of his stay, ghosting across the farm past the obstacle run and then the grunts of the pigs. It was easy. He picked up one of the soldiers snoring away in his hidey-hole on the path to the silo. Rotten discipline.

He circled the position, and soon he was inside the silo. A primitive sniffer was the only security, and he quickly bypassed it before he entered.

The silo was suspiciously empty. There were only a few tons of grain. Considering the bulging storage areas spotted about the farm, the space was much needed.

A Mantis rookie could have found the arms cache in a few minutes. Mahoney caught it almost as soon as he peeped his flash-beam around the inside of the structure.

In one corner was a large, busted-down bailer. One doesn’t bail grain, and this was hardly the place to put a temporary mechanic’s shop. The bailer was a rust bucket, except for the joint of one leg, which was shiny with lubricant. Mahoney gave a couple of test twists and pulls and then had to jump back as a section of the floor hissed aside.

Beneath the bailer was a room nearly the size of the silo floor. Carefully stacked in sealed crates were every kind of weapon that a soldier could need. About half of them were things that no farmer with the kind of training Mahoney guessed these people were getting could use. This stuff was for pros.

He caught the slight sound of a small rodent just behind him and to his left. Rodent? In a modern silo?

Mahoney back-flipped to his right as a hammer blow just grazed the side of his head. He half rolled to his left, then rolled to the right, hearing the chunk of something terribly heavy and sharp smash down.

As he came to his feet, he could sense a large blackness rushing at him. He fingertipped out a tiny bester stun grenade, hurled it, and then dropped to the floor, burying his head in his arms. His shoulders tensed for the blow, and then there was an almost X-ray flash through his hands.

It took Mahoney many shaky seconds to come up again. He woozily tried to figure out what had happened.

The bester grenade produced a time blast that erased very recent memory and time to come for some hours. As near as Mahoney could figure, he was missing only a few seconds.

He peeped his beam to the dark shape slumped near him. Oh, yes. It was the soldier who had been sleeping on duty. There must be some other alarm system besides the one he had dismantled.

Mahoney found it and disarmed it. He dragged his peacefully snoring opponent out and tucked him back into his bushes where he belonged. Then he rearmed both systems and slid back to his room.

He made loud, cheery good-byes to his new Tahn friends the next day, passing out presents, jokes, and kisses where kisses belonged.

Mahoney gave the snoozing sentry a few extra bottles of cider, and the man beamed broadly at him, clapped him on the back, and told him to be sure to stop by if he was ever in the area again.

The invitation was sincere.


Chapter Seventeen

‘I could tell you how to solve your Tahn problem,’ the farmer said, ‘and we don’t need the damned government to do it!’

The farmer was a short man with an expansive waistline and soft hands. His spread was many times larger than the Tahn communal farm Mahoney had recently visited, and from what Ian could gather, the Imperial settler spent his days tapping in figures on his computer or huddled with his bankers.

Mahoney beetled his brows in deep interest. He was seated at the dinner table with the man, his tubby pink-cheeked wife, and their large brood of obnoxious children. One of the snotty so-and-sos was trying to get his attention, tapping his sleeve with a spoon dripping with gravy.

‘A moment, son,’ Mahoney soothed, ‘while I hear what your father has to say.’ Little clot, he thought, I’ll wring your bloody neck if you touch me with that thing again.

‘Go on,’ he told the farmer. ‘This is a subject that concerns all of us.’

‘Clottin’ right,’ the farmer said. ‘The Tahn are lower than drakh and bleeding us all.’

‘Please, dear,’ his wife admonished. ‘The children.’ She turned to Mahoney. ‘I hope you’ll forgive my husband’s language.’

Mahoney gave an understanding smile. ‘I’ve heard worse.’

The woman giggled back. ‘So have I. Still … If you had to live with these Tahn, you’d understand why my husband becomes so heated. They really are—’ She leaned closer to Mahoney to make her point. ‘Different, you know.’

‘I can imagine,’ Mahoney said. He settled back with their good after-dinner port to listen to the farmer expand on his subject. It was enough to chill the blood of a tyrant.

Mahoney was absolutely sure what was going to be in his report to the Eternal Emperor. But he had decidedly mixed feelings about it. Like, who were the heroes and who were the villains?

‘Yes, please,’ he said. ‘Another splash of port would go down just fine.’


Chapter Eighteen

Imperial Flight School, Stage or Phase Two, began in deep space. Sten and the others in his class, now referred to as ‘mister,’ regardless of sex or whether they were even human, started with pressurized spitkits – space taxis.

Learn … learn in your guts … which direction to apply force. Understand when to brake. Learn how to calculate a basic orbit from point A to (radar-seen) point B. Then do it again.

Once they were competent, the next step put them in actual ships. More time passed as they learned, still in space, the use of the secondary – Yukawa – drive.

As they grew proficient, the navigational bashing intensified. A ship under AM2 drive, of course, could hardly find its ‘course’ under any but mathematical conditions.

Sten, in spite of his worries about calculating, was getting by. He still needed occasional offshift coaching from Bishop, but things were coming more easily.

One thing that helped, Sten thought, was that he was hardly a raw recruit. During his time in Mantis, he had gone through a great deal of real combat, from mass landings to solo insertions to ship-to-ship combat. There was a large mental file based on personal experience backlog that made it easier for Sten to translate raw numbers into a clotting great asteroid that he would rather not intersect orbits with.

On the other hand, Sten’s experience also made it hard for him to keep his mouth shut on occasion.

Phase Two of flight training differed from Phase One in that the IPs seemed as if they wanted all the students to graduate. But it was far from being perfect.

Too much of the tactics was theoretical, taught by IPs who had never flown combat in their lives or who were reservists called back as part of mobilization.

A lot of what was taught, Sten knew from experience, was a great way to suicide. He wondered about the teachings he didn’t have a reference point on – were they equally fallacious?

It was a great subject for BS. But only Bishop and he could really debate the point; with the others it quickly became a great excuse to slander whichever IP was on the ‘Most Hated’ list for the week.

Training progressed. All the students were rated as at least acceptable in deep space.

Then the hard part started: landings, takeoffs, maneuvers on worlds with various atmospheres, weather, and gravitation. Thus far training had washed out only a dozen cadets and killed just three.

But then it got dangerous.

Lotor had one bad habit – and it killed him.

A somewhat talented pilot, he stood above midpoint in the class standings. His failing, Sten learned later, was not uncommon.

Lotor felt that a flight was over and done with when he had his ship within close proximity of its landing situation. Sh’aarl’t had told him repeatedly the old cliché that no flight is complete until one is sitting at the bar on one’s second round.

Lotor’s oversight couldn’t be considered very dangerous in a time when antigravity exisited. He probably could have flown privately or even commercially through several lifetimes without problems.

The Empire trained for emergencies, however.

Situation: A combat team was to be inserted on a near-vacuum world. The ground was silicate dust pooled as much as twenty meters deep. Sharp boulders knifed out of the dust bowls.

Requirement: The combat team had to be inserted without discovery; a landing on Yukawa drive would stir up enough dust to produce a huge cloud that would hang for hours and surely give the team away. Also, the ship had to be landed in such a manner as to leave no lasting imprint in the dust.

Solution: Hang the ship vertically about fifty meters above the surface. Cut Yukawa drive and back down on the McLean generators. Hold centimeters above the surface long enough for the mythical combat team to unload, then take off.

The IP gave the situation to Lotor, who analyzed it and found the correct solution.

The two of them were in a Connors-class delta-winged light assault ship. Flight training not only taught emergency situations but, very correctly, sometimes used unsuitable ships. Sten agreed with that – he’d spent enough time in combat to know that when one desperately needed a wrench, sometimes a pair of pliers would have to make do.

But the wide wings were the final nail.

Lotor nosed up and reduced Yukawa drive. The ship dropped a meter or so, and he caught it on the McLean generators. He slowly reduced power, and the ship smoothed toward the dust below.

The trap of an antigravity screen, of course, is that ‘down’ is toward the generator and bears no relationship to where ‘real’ vertical should be.

The ship was three meters high and, to Lotor’s senses, descending quite vertically. Close enough, he must have decided, and he slid the generator pots to zero.

The ship dropped a meter, and one wing hit a protruding boulder. The ship toppled.

According to the remote flight recorder, at that moment the IP hit the McLean controls at the same instant that Lotor figured out that something was very wrong.

Lotor kicked in the Yukawa drive. By the time he had power, the ship had already fallen to near horizontal. The blast of power, coupled with the McLean push, pinwheeled the ship.

Cycloning dust hid most of the end. All that the cameras recorded was a possible red blast that would have been produced as the cabin opened like a tin and the ship’s atmosphere exploded.

It took most of the planet day for the dust to subside. Rescue crews felt their way in, looking for the bodies. Neither the corpse of Lotor nor the IP was ever recovered.

Sten, Sh’aarl’t, and Bishop held their own wake and attempted to sample all the beers that Lotor had not gotten around to trying before his death.


Chapter Nineteen

Others in the class were killed, some stupidly, some unavoidably. The survivors learned what Sten already knew: No amount of mourning would revive them. Life – and flight school – goes on.

The barracks at Imperial Flight Training were not as luxurious as the psychologically booby-trapped ones in Phase One. But passes were available, and the pressure was lightened enough for cadets to have some time for consciousness alteration – and for talk.

A favorite topic was What Happens Next. Sten’s classmates were fascinated with the topic. Each individual was assuming, of course, that he would successfully get his pilot’s wings.

They were especially interested in What Happens Next for Sten. Most of the cadets were either new to the service or rankers – they would be commissioned, on graduation, as either warrant officers or lieutenants. Sten was one of the few who was not only already an officer but a medium-high-ranking one. The topic then became what would the navy do with an ex-army type with rank.

‘Our Sten is in trouble,’ Sh’aarl’t opined. ‘A commander should command at least a destroyer. But a destroyer skipper must be a highly skilled flier. Not a chance for our Sten.’

Sten, instead of replying, took one of Sh’aarl’t’s fangs in hand and used it as a pry top for his next beer.

‘It’s ambition,’ Bishop put in. ‘Captain Sten heard somewhere that admirals get better jobs on retirement than busted-up crunchies, which was all the future he could see. So he switched.

‘Too bad, Commander. I can see you now. You’ll be the only flight-qualified base nursery officer in the Empire.’

Sten blew foam. ‘Keep talking, you two. I always believe junior officers should have a chance to speak for themselves.

‘Just remember … on graduation day, I want to see those salutes snap! With all eight legs!’

Sten discovered he had an ability he did not even know existed, although he had come to realize that Ida, the Mantis Section’s pilot, must have had a great deal of it. The ability might be described as as mechanical spatial awareness. The same unconscious perceptions that kept Sten from banging into tables as he walked extended to the ships he was learning to fly. Somehow he ‘felt’ where the ship’s nose was, and how far to either side the airfoils, if any, extended.

Sten never scraped the sides of an entry port on launch or landing. But there was the day that he learned his new ability had definite limits.

The class had just begun flying heavy assault transports, the huge assemblages that carried the cone-and-capsule launchers used in a planetary attack. Aesthetically, the transport looked like a merchantman with terminal bloats. Sten hated the brute. The situation wasn’t improved by the fact that the control room of the ship was buried in the transport’s midsection. But Sten hid his dislike and wallowed the barge around obediently.

At the end of the day the students were ordered to dock their ships. The maneuver was very simple: lift the ship on antigrav, reverse the Yukawa drive, and move the transport into its equally monstrous hangar. There were more than adequate rear-vision screens, and a robot followme sat on tracks to mark the center of the hangar.

But somehow Sten lost his bearings – and the Empire lost a hangar.

Very slowly and majestically the transport ground into one hangar wall. Equally majestically, the hangar roof crumpled on top of the ship.

There was no damage to the heavily armored transport. But Sten had to sit for six hours while they cleared the rubble off the ship, listening to a long dissertation from the instructor pilot about his flying abilities. And his fellow trainees made sure it was a very long time before Sten was allowed to forget.



Chapter Twenty


Sten loved the brutal little tacships. He was in the distinct minority.

The tacships, which varied from single-to twenty-man crews were multiple-mission craft, used for short-range scouting, lightning single-strike attacks, ground strikes, and, in the event of a major action, as the fleet’s first wave of skirmishers – much the same missions that Sten the soldier was most comfortable with.

That did not logically justify liking them. They were overpowered, highly maneuverable – to the point of being skittish – weapons platforms.

A ship may be designed with many things in mind, but eventually compromises must be made. Since no compromises were made for speed/maneuvering/hitting, that also meant that comfort and armor were nonexistent in a tacship.

Sten loved bringing a ship in-atmosphere, hands and feet dancing on the control as he went from AM2 to Yukawa, bringing the ship out of its howling dive close enough to the surface to experience ground-rush, nap-of-the-earth flying under electronic horizons. He loved being able to hang in space and slowly maneuver in on a hulking battleship without being observed, to touch the LAUNCH button and see the battlewagon ‘explode’ on his screen as the simulator recorded and translated the mock attack into ‘experience.’ He delighted in being able to tuck a tacship into almost any shelter, hiding from a flight of searching destroyers.

His classmates thought that while all this was fun, it was also a way to guarantee a very short, if possibly glorious, military career.

‘Whyinhell do you think I got into flight school anyway?’ Bishop told Sten. ‘About the third landing I made with the Guard I figured out those bastards were trying to kill me. And I mean the ones on my side. You’re a slow study, Commander. No wonder they made you a clottin’ officer.’

Sten, however, may have loved the tacships too well. A few weeks before graduation, he was interviewed by the school’s commandant and half a dozen of the senior instructors. Halfway through the interview, Sten got the idea that they were interested in Sten becoming an instructor.

Sten turned green. He wanted a rear echelon job like he wanted a genital transplant. And being an IP was too damned dangerous, between the reservists, the archaic, and the inexperienced. But it did not appear as if Sten would be consulted.

For once Sh’aarl’t and Bishop honestly commiserated with Sten instead of harassing him. Being an IP was a fate – not worse than death but pretty similar.

Sten’s fears were correct. He had been selected to remain at Flight Training School as an instructor. Orders had even been cut at naval personnel.

But somehow those orders were canceled before they reached Sten. Other, quite specific orders were dictated – from, as the covering fax to the school’s commandant said, ‘highest levels.’

The commandant protested – until someone advised him that those ‘highest levels’ were on Prime World itself!

The biggest difference between the army and the navy, Sten thought, was that the navy was a lot more polite.

Army orders bluntly grabbed a crunchie and told him where to be and what to do and when to do it. Or else.

Naval orders, on the other hand …

You, Commander Sten, are requested and ordered, at the pleasure of the Eternal Emperor, to take charge of Tac-Div Y47L, now being commissioned at the Imperial Port of Soward.

You are further requested and ordered to proceed with TacDiv Y47L for duties which shall be assigned to you in and around the Caltor System.

You will report to and serve under Fleet Admiral X. R. van Doorman, 23rd Fleet.

More detailed instructions will be provided you at a later date.

Saved. Saved by the God of Many Names.

Sten paused only long enough to find out that the Caltor System was part of the Fringe Worlds, which would put him very close to the Tahn and where the action would start, before he whooped in joy and went looking for his friends.

He was going to kiss Sh’aarl’t.

Hell, he felt good enough to kiss Bishop.

Graduation from Phase Two was very different from the last day in Selection.

The graduates threw the chief IP into the school’s fountain. When the school commandant protested mildly, they threw him in as well.

The two elderly officers sat in the armpit-deep purple-dyed water and watched the cavorting around them. Finally the commandant turned to his chief.

‘You would think, after all these years, that they could find something more original to do than just pitch us here again.’

The chief IP was busily wringing out his hat and didn’t answer.

Sh’aarl’t, Bishop, and Sten bade leaky farewells, vowing to write, to get together once a year, and all the rest of the bushwa service people promise and never do.

Sh’aarl’t was still awaiting orders. Bishop’s orders were exactly what he wanted – pushing a large, unarmed transport around the sky from one unknown and therefore peaceful system to another.

Sten wondered if he would ever see either of them again.


Chapter Twenty-One

There was no pomp and there was carefully no ceremony when Lady Atago transferred her command from the battleship Forez to the infinitely smaller Zhenya.

Admiral Deska had spent a good portion of his military career studying his superior. She despised the frills and displays of military recognition. All that she required was that one do exactly as she indicated without hesitation. She became very thoughtful about any icing upon that requirement.

Despite their size, the Zhenya and her sisterships were a major tech miracle for the Tahn. The design and development of the ships would have cost even the Imperial naval R&D staff a good percentage of its budget.

The Zhenya was intended for mine warfare of the most sophisticated kind, a type of combat that the Imperial Navy had given little attention.

It had been a very long time since the Empire had fought a war with an equal. Even the brutal Mueller Wars were, ultimately, a limited uprising. Mines were used in positional warfare to deny passage to the enemy or to provide stationary security for one’s own positions. They could also be laid to interdict the enemy’s own ship lanes. Mines simply hadn’t seemed relevant to the navy strategists.

The other reason for the navy’s lack of interest in mine warfare was its unromantic nature. A mine was a heavy clunk of metal that just sat there until something made it go bang, generally long after the minelayer had departed. Mine experts didn’t wear long white scarves or get many hero medals, even though mines, in space, on land, or in water, were one of the most deadly and cost-efficient ways of destroying the enemy.

The Tahn were less interested in glamour than in any and every method of winning a war. The Zhenya was one of the keys to their future.

Sophisticated space mines, of a kind never seen before, could be laid with impossible speed by the Zhenya. Each mine was basically an atomic torpedo that was immediately alerted to any ship in its vicinity. A ‘friendly’ ship would be transmitting on its Identification – Friend or Foe com line, and the mine would read the code and ignore that ship. An enemy ship or one not transmitting the current code to the mine would find a very different reaction. The mine – and any other mines within range – would activate and home on the enemy ship. With thousands of mines in any one field, even the most heavily armed Imperial battleship would be doomed.

The Tahn had also solved another problem. Space warfare, even one with established battle lines, was very mobile and its conditions changed rapidly. Retreating or attacking through one’s own minefield could be lethal, even if the mine had identified the oncoming ship as friendly. It still was a large chunk of debris to encounter at speed. And if battle conditions changed, the minefield might have to be abandoned – it took a lot of time and caution to sweep a field and then re-lay it.

The Zhenya could retrieve and redeploy mines almost as fast as it could lay them. It was an interesting way to be able to create, define, or modify the field that the enemy would be forced to fight on – in theory.

The Zhenya-class ships had yet to be proved. In the Tahn’s haste to add the ships to their combat fleets, there had been many failures – all ending with the deaths of the entire crew.

Deska was confident that all the problems with the Zhenya and her sister ships had been solved, but not so confident that he felt safe risking the Lady Atago’s life. He explained this to her, and she listened with seeming interest. She thought for a moment.

‘Assemble the crew,’ she said finally.

Although it was a small crew, gathered together they filled the Zhenya’s mess hall. The Lady Atago waited quietly until everyone was available and then began to speak.

‘Our task today,’ she said, ‘is to prove the worth of the Zhenya. On our success, much is dependent. You understand this, do you not?’

No one said a word. The audience barely breathed. But there was a stiffening of attention.

‘Previous trials have ended in disappointment,’ she continued. ‘This is why I am with you today. If you die, I die. It is therefore required that every one of you perform his individual task to his supreme abilities.’

She swept the room with her never changing eyes of absolute zero.

‘It goes without saying,’ she hammered home, ‘that if there is a failure today, it would be best for any of you not to be among the few survivors.’

She dropped her eyes and flicked at a crumb left on the otherwise spotless mess table in front of her. The crew was dismissed.

The drone tacship drove toward the Zhenya at full power. Between the robot and the minelayer hung a cluster of the newly developed mines. Lady Atago stood behind the mine control screen, watching closely.

‘Report.’

‘All mines report incoming ship as friendly.’

‘Change the recognition code.’

Sweat beaded one tech’s forehead. It was at this point that the accidents had occurred. All too often, when the IFF code was changed, the mine either refused to attack a no-longer-friendly – according to the recognition code – ship or launched on every ship within range, including the minelayer.

This time the control board barely had time to report the change in status and register that the mine was reporting an enemy ship before six mine-missiles launched.

The drone tacship fired back with antiship missiles. Two of the mines were exploded.

The third mine hit the robot and tore out its hull. Less than a second later, a score more were hunting the debris. The rest made note of the kill and returned to station.

‘Did the mines show any response to the drone’s electronic countermeasures?’ Atago asked.

The tech consulted a nearby screen. ‘Negative. All transmissions from the enemy were ignored once it had been identified.’

The Lady Atago turned her attention from the screen to Admiral Deska. She allowed one perfect eyebrow to raise a millimeter.

‘You may inform the council, Admiral,’ she said, ‘that we will begin full production.’

A half hour later the flagship was once again the Forez.

Lady Atago went quietly back to her maps and battle plans.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Sten landed on Cavite, central world of the Caltor System, as a commander without a fleet.

Among the other shortcomings of the tacships was that their tiny supply holds limited their range. Their delicate engines also required far more frequent maintenance intervals than did most Imperial craft. So the four tacships that were to be Sten’s command had been berthed in a freighter and now were somewhere between Soward and Cavite.

Sten made the long haul from Prime to Cavite as a liner passenger. He spent the voyage going through pictures, sketches, abstracts, and envelope projections, as besotted with his new assignment as any first lover.

Part of the time he devoted to a quick but thorough study of what was going to be his base planet. Cavite was about two-thirds the size of Prime World and sparsely settled. There was little industry on Cavite – mostly it was an agriculture-based economy, with a little fishing and lumbering. The climate was also similar to Prime – fairly temperate, with a tendency to snow a bit more than on Prime.

The rest of the time Sten pored over details involving his ships. It did not matter that at present his command consisted only of four brand-new Bulkeley-class vessels and himself. He was to man his ship on arrival on Cavite.

Under separate covers, a fax had gone to Admiral van Doorman, requesting full cooperation.

Sten had arrived on Soward just before his four ships were ‘launched.’ There wasn’t a great deal of ceremony – the hull builder had signed the ships over to a secondary yard, a transporter gantry had picked up the ships, complete less armament, electronics, controls, and crew compartment, and had lugged them across the huge plant.

Incomplete as they were, Sten was in love the first time he had seen the sleek alloy needles sitting on their chocks. To him, the entry in the new Jane’s update fiche was poetry:


6406.795 TACTICAL ASSAULT CRAFT

Construction of a new class of tactical ship by the Empire has been rumored, but as this cannot be confirmed at present, this entry must be considered tentative. Intelligence suggests that these ships are designed to replace and upgrade several current classes now considered obsolescent.

It has been suggested that these ships will bear the generic class of BULKELEY. Development of this class is considered to be under construction, with no information as to the number of ships contracted for, commissioning dates, or deployment dates.

To repeat: All information must be considered quite tentative.



Sten figured that the editor of Jane’s was practicing the age-old CYA, since the rest of the data was entirely too clotting accurate for his comfort:


CHARACTERISTICS:

TYPE: Fleet patrol craft

LENGTH: 90 meters est. (actually 97 meters)

D: Approx. 1400 fl.

CREW: Unknown

ARMAMENT: Unknown, but theorized to be far heavier than any other ships in this category.



The rest of the entry was a long string of unknowns. Sten could have filled in the details.

Each ship carried a crew of twelve: three officers – CO, weapons/XO, engineering – and nine enlisted men.

And they were heavily armed.

For close-in fighting, there were two chainguns. Medium-range combat would be handled by eight launchers firing Goblin VI missiles, now upgraded with better ‘brains’ and a 10-kt capacity. There were three Goblins for each launcher.

For defense there was a limited countermissile capability – five Fox-class missiles – but a very elaborate electronic countermeasure suite.

Bulkeley ships were intended either to sneak in unnoticed or to cut and run if hit. But the Bulkeley class craft were designed as ship killers.

Main armament was the Kali – a heavy, 60-megaton missile that was almost twenty meters long. Packed inside the missile’s bulbous skin was a computer nearly as smart as a ship’s and an exotic ECM setup. The missile was launched in a tube that extended down the ship’s axis. Three backup missiles were racked around the launch tube.

Crew space, given all this artillery and the monstrous engines, was laughable. The captain’s cabin was about the size of a wall closet, with pull-down desk and bunk. It was the most private compartment on the ship, actually having a draw curtain to separate the CO from the rest of the men. The other two officers bunked together, in a cabin exactly the size of the captain’s. The crew bunks were ranked on either side of the ship’s largest compartment, which doubled as rec room, mess hall, and kitchen.

The only cat that could have been swung inside the ship would have been a Manx – a Manx kitten.

Big deal. If Sten had wanted luxury, he would have opted for Bishop’s plan and flown BUCs.



Chapter Twenty-Three


Standard operating procedure: When an officer arrives at his new duty station, he reports to his new commanding officer.

In the Guard this had meant that one was to show up at the unit’s orderly room in semi-dress uniform. Officer and his new fearless leader would size each other up; the newcomer would be given his new responsibilities and whatever trick tips the old man chose to pass on and set in motion.

The navy, Sten had learned, was slightly more formal.

The ‘invitation’ to meet Admiral van Doorman had been hand delivered. And was printed. On real paper. That, Sten figured, meant full-dress uniform. Whites. Gloves. Clot, even a haircut.

By scurrying and bribing, Sten had gotten the batman assigned to his temporary bachelor officer’s quarters to electrostat-press his uniform and borrow or steal a pair of white gloves from someone. The haircut was easy, since Sten kept his hair about two centimeters from shaven.

The card requested the pleasure of his company at 1400 hours. Sten gave himself an extra hour for the civilian grav-car to wind through the packed streets of Cavite City. Even then, he arrived at the main entrance to the naval base with only twenty minutes to spare.

His mouth dropped when the sentry at the gate checked only Sten’s ID, then in a bored manner waved the gravcar forward.

Nice, Sten thought. Here we are on the edge of everything, and the taxi drivers can go anywhere they want. Great security.

He paid the driver at dockside, got out, and then goggled.

The flagship of 23rd Fleet was the Imperial Cruiser Swampscott. Sten had looked the ship up and found out that it had been built nearly seventy-five years previously; it was periodically upgraded instead of being scrapped. The description gave no inkling of just how awesome the Swampscott had become – awesome in the sense of atrocious.

The cruiser evidently had been built to the then limits of hull design, power, and armament. Upgrading had started by cutting the ship in half and adding another 500 meters to the midsection. The next stage had added bulges to the hull.

After that, the redesigners must have been desperate to meet the additions, since the Swampscott could now be described as a chubby cruiser that had run, very hard, into a solid object without destruction.

As a grand finale, there were twin structures atop the hull, structures that would be familiar to any Chinese Emperor of the T’ang Dynasty of ancient Earth.

Since the Swampscott had never fought a war, these excrescences did not matter. The ship, polished until it glowed, was used for ceremonial show-the-flag visits. It would settle down in-atmosphere in as stately a manner as any dowager queen going down steps in a ball gown. If a planetary assault had ever been required, the Swampscott would either have spun out of control or wallowed uncontrollably. In a wind tunnel, a model of the Swampscott might have been described as having all the aerodynamics of a chandelier.

Sten recovered, checked the time, and hurried into the lift tube.

Exiting, he saw not one but four full-dress sentries and one very bored, but very full-dressed, officer of the deck.

He saluted the nonexistent and unseen ‘colors’ – toward the stern – and the OOD, then gave the lieutenant a copy of the invitation and his ID card.

‘Oh, Lord,’ the lieutenant said. ‘Commander, you made a real mistake.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yessir. Admiral van Doorman’s headquarters are downtown.’

Downtown? What was that navalese for? ‘Isn’t this the flagship?’

‘Yessir. But Admiral van Doorman prefers the Carlton Hotel. He says it gives him more room to think.’

Sten and the lieutenant looked at each other.

‘Sir, you’re going to be very late. Let me get a gravsled out. Admiral van Doorman’s most insistent about punctuality.’

This was a great way to start a new assignment, Sten thought.

Admiral van Doorman may have insisted on punctuality, but it applied only to his subordinates.

Sten had arrived at the hotel in a sweaty panic, nearly twenty minutes late. He had been escorted to the lower of van Doorman’s three hotel suites, reported to the snotty flag secretary at the desk, and been told to sit down.

And he waited.

He was not bored, however. Awful amazement would have been a better description of Sten’s emotional state as he eavesdropped on the various conversations as officers came and went in the huge antechamber:

‘Of course I’ll try to explain to the admiral that anodizing takes a great deal of work to remove. But you know how he loves the shine of brass,’ a fat staff officer said to a worried ship captain.

‘Fine. We have a deal. You give me J’rak for the boxing, and I’ll let you have my drum and bugle team.’ The conversation was between two commanders.

‘I do not care about that exercise, Lieutenant. You’ve already exceeded your training missile allocation for this quarter.’

‘But sir, half my crew’s brand-new, and I—’

‘Lieutenant, I learned to follow orders. Isn’t it time you learn the same?’

Real amazement came as two people spilled out of a lift tube. They were just beautiful.

The ship captain was young, dashing, tall, handsome, and blond-haired. His undress whites gloved his statuesque body and molded his muscles.

His companion, equally blond, wore game shorts.

They were laughing, enjoying the free life.

Sten hated their guts on sight.

Chattering away, the two sauntered past Sten, down a corridor. The woman suddenly made some excuse, stopped, put her foot upon a chair arm, and adjusted the fastener on her sports shoe. And her eyes very calmly itemized Sten. Then she laughed, took her companion’s arm, and disappeared. She had a figure that made it nearly impossible not to stare after. So Sten stared.

‘That’s definitely off limits, Commander,’ the flag secretary said.

Not that he cared, but Sten raised a questioning eyebrow.

‘The lady is the admiral’s daughter.’

Sten wanted to say something sarcastic, but he was saved by the buzzing of the annunciator. He was escorted into the admiral’s office.

The term ‘office’ was a considerable understatement. The only chambers that Sten had seen more palatial were some of the ceremonial rooms in the Imperial palace. Always the cynic, he wondered if the suite had been furnished with van Doorman’s private funds or if he had fiddled something.

Fleet Admiral Xavier Rijn van Doorman was equally spectacular. This was a man whose very presence, from his white coiffed mane to his unwavering eyes to his firm chin to his impressive chest, shouted command leadership. This was a leader men would follow into the very gates of hell. After ten minutes of conversation, Sten had a fairly decent idea that was where most of them would end up.

It could have been said about van Doorman, as it had been about another officer centuries earlier, that he never allowed an original thought to ruin his day.

But still, he was the very image of a leader: fit to address any parliament, soothe any worried politician, address any banquet, or show any banner – and totally incompetent to command a fleet that Sten knew might be only days from being the first line of defense in a war.

Van Doorman was a very polite man, and very skilled in the minefields of social inquisition. He must have scanned Sten’s fiche before Sten had entered the room. Certainly he was most curious about Sten’s previous assignment – at the Imperial palace itself, as CO of the Emperor’s Gurkha bodyguard.

Van Doorman was proud that he had managed to attend several Empire Days and had once been presented to the Emperor himself as part of a mass awards ceremony.

‘I’m sure, Commander,’ van Doorman said, ‘that you’ll be able to bring us up to speed on the new social niceties. The Fringe Worlds are somewhat behind the times.’

‘Sir, I’ll try … but I didn’t spend much time at ceremonial functions.’

‘Ah, well. I’m sure my wife and daughter will help you realize you know more than you think.’

Clotting great. I am going to have to be polite to the whole family.i

‘You’ll find that duty out here is most interesting, Commander. Because of the climate, and the fact that all of us are so desperately far from home, we make allowances in the duty schedule.’

‘Sir?’

‘You will find that most of your duties can be accomplished in the first watches. Since I don’t want my officers finding this station boring – and boredom does create work for idle hands – I make sure that qualified officers are available for those necessary diplomatic functions.’

‘I’m not sure I understand.’

‘Oh, there are balls … appearances on some of the minor worlds … we have our own sports teams that compete most successfully against the best our settlers can field. I also believe that all duty makes Jack a very dull officer. I approve of my officers taking long leaves – some of the native creatures are excellent for the hunt. We provide local support for anyone interested in these pursuits.’

‘Uh … sir, since I’ve got brand-new ships, where am I going to find the time for those kinds of things?’

‘I’ve received a request to provide as complete cooperation as possible to you. That goes without saying. I’ll ensure that you have a few competent chiefs who’ll keep everything Bristol fashion.’

Sten, at this point, should have expressed gratitude and agreement. But as always, his mouth followed its own discipline.

‘Thank you, sir. But I’ll still have to pass. I’m afraid I’ll be too busy with the boats.’

Seeing van Doorman’s expression ice up, Sten cursed himself.

Van Doorman picked up a fiche and dropped it into a viewer. ‘Yes. The boats. I’ll be quite frank, Commander. I have always been opposed to the theory of tactical ships.’

‘Sir?’

‘For a number of reasons. First, they are very costly to run. Second, it requires a very skilled officer and crew to operate them. These two conditions mean that men who should be serving on larger ships volunteer for these speedcraft. This is unfair to commanders of possibly less romantic craft, because men who should become mates and chiefs remain as ordinaries. It is also unfair to these volunteers, since they will not receive proper attention or promotion. Also, there is the issue of safety. There is no way I can be convinced that service on one of your, umm, mosquito boats could be as safe as a tour on the Swampscott.’

‘I didn’t know we joined the service to be safe and comfortable, sir.’ Sten was angry.

And so, even though it showed only as a slight reddening around his distinguished temples, was van Doorman. ‘We differ, Commander.’ He stood. ‘Thank you for taking the time to see me, Commander Sten. I’ve found this conversation most interesting.’

Interesting? Conversation? Sten got up and came to attention. ‘A question, sir?’

‘Certainly, young man.’ Van Doorman’s tone was solid ice.

‘How will I go about crewing my ships, sir? I assume you have some SOP I should follow?’

‘Thank you. All too many of you younger men lack an understanding of the social lubrication.

‘You’ll be permitted to advertise your needs in the fleet bulletin. Any officer or enlisted man who chooses to volunteer will be permitted – after concurrence from his division head and commanding officer, of course.’

Clot. Clot. Clot.

Sten saluted, did a perfect about-face, and went out.

Van Doorman’s last, when translated, meant that Sten could recruit his little heart out. But what officer in his right mind would allow a competent underling to volunteer for the boats?

Sten knew he’d get the unfit, the troublemakers, and the square pegs. He desperately hoped that the 23rd Fleet had a whole lot of them.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Space is not black. Nor can spaceships creep along. Nevertheless, that was what Commander Lavonne visualized his ship, the Imperial Destroyer San Jacinto, doing as it moved into the Erebus System.

He was a spy, slithering slowly through the night.

The DesRon commander had detailed the San Jacinto for this mission. The navy prided itself on never volunteering for, but never rejecting, a mission, no matter how absurd or suicidal.

Officially, the assignment was not that out of the ordinary. Imperial destroyers were designed for scouting capabilities.

But only under wartime conditions. And not when, according to every bit of club poop that Lavonne had heard, every single specially designed spy ship that had entered the Tahn sectors disappeared tracelessly.

Orders, however, are orders.

Lavonne had spent some time planning his tactics before he plotted a course. This included shutting down every possible machine that could possibly be picked up by an enemy sensor – from air conditioning to the caffmachines in the mess. He theorized that the spy ships had been discovered because their course had originated from Imperial or Fringe worlds. So he’d selected a course that first sent the San Jacinto toward an arm of the Tahn Empire. The course then moved from the second point of origin farther into solidly Tahn-controlled clusters. His third course sent the destroyer back ‘out,’ closing with the Erebus System he had been directed to recon.

On a galactic and null-time scope, the San Jacinto’s course could be plotted as a hesitation forward.

For short periods of time the ship would enter AM2 drive. Then it would drop out and hold in place. During that holding, every normal sensor, plus the specially installed systems provided, was used to see if the San Jacinto might have been detected.

Lavonne knew that Imperial sensors were superior to anything the Tahn had. Since no Tahn ship had been detected by his screens, he felt he was still hidden in the shadows.

The San Jacinto hesitated toward the dying sun of Erebus.

And he found what he was looking for.

Input flooded. The system was a huge building yard and harbor. There were more Tahn ships in this one sector than intelligence estimates provided for the entire Tahn Empire.

Lavonne, at this point, should have closed down the sensors and scooted. He had far more data than any other infiltrating Imperial ship had gotten. Possibly, if he had fled, his ship could have survived.

Instead, Lavonne, hypnotized by what he was seeing, crept onward. After all, Imperial forces had a secret – AM2, the single power source for stardrive, provided only by the Empire, was modified before being sold to other systems. On the San Jacinto’s screens, Lavonne knew, any Tahn ship’s drive would show purple.

Lavonne did not know that certain Tahn ships had their drive baffled. The power loss was more than compensated for by their indetectability.

So when the screens went red and every alarm went off, the San Jacinto was far too close.

Lavonne slammed into the control room as the GQ siren howled and read the situation instantly: To their ‘right’ flank, a minefield had been detected; ahead lay the central Erebus worlds; and coming in from the ‘left,’ at full drive, was a Tahn battleship, schooled by cruisers and destroyers.

At full power, Lavonne spun the San Jacinto into a new orbit. Their only chance was flight – and Lavonne’s canniness. The emergency escape pattern led not out of the Erebus System toward the Fringe Worlds but rather toward the center of the Tahn Empire. Once he lost his pursuers, he could reset his course toward home.

Lavonne had a few minutes of hope – a new Imperial destroyer such as the San Jacinto should be able to outdistance any battleship or cruiser. The worst that Lavonne should face would be the Tahn destroyers.

Those few minutes ended as an analyst reported in properly flat tones that the battleship was outdistancing its own escorts and closing on the San Jacinto. Within five hours and some minutes, he continued, the battleship, of a previously unknown type, would be within combat range of the San Jacinto.

The battleship was the Forez. Admiral Deska paced the control room as his huge ship closed on the destroyer. He, too, was computing a time sequence.

Could the Forez come within range of the Imperial destroyer before it could conceivably escape?

If the Imperial spy ship survived, all of the elaborate Tahn plans, from improved ship design to construction to obvious strategy, would be blown.

He considered the ticking clock. There would be no problems. The Imperial ship was doomed.

At four hours and forty minutes, Commander Lavonne realized the inevitable.

There was one possible chance.

Lavonne ordered the ship out of AM2 drive, hoping that the Tahn battleship would sweep past. Their response was instantaneous.

Very well, then. Lavonne sent his ship directly at the Forez.

Sometimes the lapdog can take on the mastiff.

Lavonne ordered flares and secondary armaments fired at will. He hoped that the explosions, and whatever clutter his ECM apparatus could provide, might be some kind of smoke screen.

Lavonne knew that the San Jacinto was doomed. All he could hope was that his ship might inflict some damage on the huge Tahn battlewagon now filling the missile station’s sights.

He was only light-seconds from coming into range when the Forez launched its main battery.

Six Tahn missiles intersected with the San Jacinto’s orbit as Lavonne’s finger hovered over the red firing key.

And there was nothing remaining of the San Jacinto except a widening sextuplicate bubble of gas and radioactivity.



BOOK TWO


LET ALL DRAW



Chapter Twenty-Five


Throughout their history, the Tahn were always a bloody accident waiting to happen to anyone unfortunate enough to pass their way. It was a civilization born in disaster and nurtured by many battles.

Even the Eternal Emperor could barely remember the feud that had started it all. The origins of the Tahn lay in a huge civil war occurring in a cluster far from their present homelands. Two mighty forces lined up on opposing sides and went at it for a century and a half. The cluster in question was so peripheral to the Emperor that it was more than convenient for him to ignore the whole thing and let them settle it themselves.

Eventually, the people who were to become the Tahn suffered a final crushing defeat. The winners gave the survivors two choices: genocide or mass migration. The Tahn chose flight, an episode in their history that they never forgot. Cowardice, then, became their race’s original sin. It was the first and last time the Tahn ever chose life over even certain death.

Almost the entire first wave of the massive migration was composed of warriors and their families. This made the Tahn a group of people unwelcome in any settled society they approached. No one was foolish enough to invite them to share his hearth. This was another factor in the Tahn racial memory. They considered themselves permanent outcasts, and from then on they would treat any stranger in kind.

The area they finally settled was one of the most unwanted sectors of the Empire. The Tahn put down roots in a desolate pocket surrounded by slightly richer neighbors and began to create their single-purpose society. Since it was military-based, it was no wonder that it was so sharply stratified: from the peasant class to the ruling military council was as distant as the farthest sun.

The greatest weakness of the Tahn, however, became their greatest strength. They prospered and expanded. Their neighbors became edgy as the Tahn neared the various borders. Most of them tried to negotiate. In each case, the Tahn used negotiation only as a tool to gain time. Then they would attack with no warning. They would throw their entire effort into the fray, ignoring casualties that would have given pause to almost any other being.

The Tahn fought continually for over three hundred years. In the end they had eliminated their neighbors and carved out an empire. It was no matter that they had lost nearly eighty percent of their population in doing so. They had rebuilt before, and they could do it again.

The Eternal Emperor was now facing a revitalized Tahn Empire many many times its original size. The explosive growth had created a host of problems for the Tahn: there were more dissidents than ever before, and frequent and bloody ousters from the Tahn High Council were increasingly common.

Unwittingly, the Emperor had solved this for them. The Tahn were once again united in purpose and in their bitter world view.


Chapter Twenty-Six

A few weeks later, Sten was no longer a commander without a fleet. His four Imperial tacships, the Claggett, Gamble, Kelly, and Richards, had been off-loaded and lifted into temporary fitting-out slips in the huge Cavite naval yard.

But he remained a commander without a crew. The aftermath of the interview with Admiral van Doorman had produced exactly what Sten anticipated – zero qualified volunteers showed up.

But the 23rd Fleet did have its share of malcontents and such. After twenty interviews, Sten thought of the punch line from a long-forgotten joke of Alex’s: ‘Great Empire, not that shaggy.’

If Sten had been put in command of a destroyer, he might have been able to fit those applicant-losers into ship’s divisions without problems. But not with four twelveman ships plus a skeleton maintenance staff.

Time was running short. On three occasions he’d had a ‘friendly’ visit from one of van Doorman’s aides.

The man had sympathized with Sten over his problems and had promised he would do everything possible to keep things from van Doorman’s attention – just a favor from one officer to another. Sten surmised that the aide couldn’t get his gravcar back to van Doorman quickly enough to report how deep in drakh this young misfit was.

Or maybe Sten was getting paranoid. It was quite conceivable – all his time was spent on the tacships. When he remembered to eat, he opened a pack of something or other, heated it, and ate absentmindedly, his mind and fingers tracing circuitry, hydraulics, and plumbing across the ships’ blueprint fiches.

This particular day he had climbed out of the greasy boiler suit he had been living in, pulled on a semidress uniform, and set out to do war with the 23rd Fleet’s logistics division.

Every military has a table of organizations and equipment giving exactly how many people of what rank are authorized in each command and what items of equipment, from battleships to forks, are also allowable. The organization with too many or too much can get gigged just as badly as one that’s short of gear.

Sten had found out that the 23rd Log authorized one day’s basic load for ammunition and missiles – that being the amount of firepower a ship, in combat, would use up at maximum. Resupply in time of war for Sten’s tacships would mean breaking off their patrol routine and returning to Cavite’s enormous supply dumps.

Sten had tried to reason with the officer, starting with the logical point that the aborting of patrols when the weapons ran dry was hardly efficient and ending with the possibly illogical point that maybe, in time of war, those supply dumps might just get themselves bombed flat.

The officer didn’t want to hear about patrol problems, shook his head in irritation at the mere mention of possible hostilities, and laughed aloud at the idea that Cavite couldn’t destroy any attacker long before it had time to launch.

It was shaping up to be one of those days.

Sten set his sled down outside the security fence surrounding the fitting-out slips and absently returned the sentry’s salute at the gate.

‘Afternoon, Commander.’ The sentry liked Sten. He and his fellow guards had a private pool as to when van Doorman would relieve the commander and send him back to Prime for reassignment. It would be a pity, but on the other hand, the sentry’s guess was only a couple of days away, and drink money was far more important than the fate of any officer.

‘Afternoon.’

‘Sir, your weapons officer is already onboard.’

Sten was in motion. ‘Troop, I want the guard out. Now.’

‘But—’

‘Move, boy. I don’t have a weapons officer!’

The guard thumbed the silent alarm, and within moments there were five sentries around Sten, nervously fingering their loaded willyguns.

Sten took out the miniwillygun he always carried in the small of his back and started for the Claggett, the only ship with an entry port yawning.

A saboteur? Spy? Or just a nosy Parker? It didn’t matter. Sten put his six men on either side of the port and went silently up the ladder.

He stopped, listening, just at the mouth of the ship’s tiny lock. There were clatters, thumps, and mutters sounding from forward. Sten was about to wave the guards up after him when the mutter became distinguishable:

‘C’mon, y’ wee clottin’ beastie. Dinnae be tellin’t me Ah cannae launch twa a’ once.’

Sten stuck his head out the port. ‘Sorry, gentlemen. I screwed up. I guess I do have a weapons officer. I’ll file a correction with the OOD.’

The puzzled sentries saluted, shrugged, and walked away.

Sten went forward.

‘Mr Kilgour!’ he snapped at the hatch into the control room, and had the pleasure of seeing a head bang in surprise into a computer screen. ‘Don’t you know how to report properly?’

Warrant Officer Alex Kilgour looked aggrieved, rubbing his forehead. ‘Lad, Ah figured y’d be off playin’t polo wi y’r admiral.’

Alex Kilgour was a stocky heavy-worlder from the planet of Edinburgh. He’d been Sten’s team sergeant in Mantis Section, and then Sten had gotten him reassigned to the palace when Sten commanded the guard. Kilgour had made the mistake of falling in love and applying for a marriage certificate, and the Emperor had shipped him off to flight school months ahead of Sten, also commissioning him in warrant ranks.

Sten had no idea how or why Kilgour was on Cavite – but he was very clotting glad to see him, regardless.

‘It wasn’t much of a task t’ be assigned to y’r squadron, young Sten,’ Kilgour explained over two mugs of caff in the closet that passed for the Claggett’s wardroom.

‘First, Ah kept tabs, knowin’t y’d be runnin’ into braw problems y’ c’d no handle. Then a word here, a charmin’t smile there, an’ whiff, Kilgour’s on his way. But enow a’ young love. Clottin’ brief me, Commander. Where’s th’ bonny crew?’

Sten ran through the problems. Alex heard him out, then patted Sten’s shoulder in sympathy, driving the deck plates down a few centimeters.

‘Noo y’ can relax, wi Kilgour here. Y’r problem, son, is y’ dinnae be lookin’t for volunteers in the right places.’

‘Like hell! I’ve been recruiting everyplace but the cemeteries.’

‘It’ll no get s’ bad we’ll hae to assign the livin’t dead, Commander. You hae nae worries now. Just trust me.’


Chapter Twenty-Seven

‘Dinnae they be a fine bunch,’ Kilgour said proudly.

Sten looked askance at the thirty-odd beings glowering at him, then behind him at the firmly sealed portals of the prison. ‘How many murderers?’

‘Nae one. Twa manslaughters wa’ the best Ah could do. Th’ rest—’

Sten cut Kilgour off. He would have time later to agonize over the fiches. Suddenly the prisoners in front of him appeared as – at least potentially – shining examples of sailorly virtue. The problem was that Sten, never adept at inspiring speeches, was trying to figure out what to say to these beings to convince them that they did not want to remain in the 23rd Fleet’s safe, sane stockade.

Alex leaned closer to him to whisper. ‘Ah could warm ’em up, if ya like, lad. Tell ’em a joke or three.’

‘No jokes,’ Sten said firmly.

Alex’s response was immediate gloom.

‘No even the one about the spotted snakes? Tha’s perfect for a braw crew such as this.’

‘You will especially avoid the one about the spotted snakes. Kilgour, there are laws about cruel and unusual punishment. And if you even dream spotted snakes, I’ll have you keelhauled.’

Still glaring, Sten turned his attention to the task at hand. The glare must have had a great deal of heat behind it, because the men instantly stopped their shuffling and shifting.

Oh, well. At least he had their attention. Now all he had to do was some fancy convincing. Basic speechmaking – always talk to a crowd as if it were one person and choose one being in that crowd to address directly.

Sten picked out one man who looked a little less dirty, battered, and shifty than the others and walked up to him.

‘My name’s Sten. I’m commissioning four tacships. And I need a crew.’

‘Y’ comin’ here, you’re scrapin’ the bottom,’ another prisoner said.

‘Sir.’

The prisoner spat on the ground. Sten stared at him. The man’s eyes turned away. ‘Sir,’ he grunted reluctantly.

‘No offense, sir.’ That was the prisoner whom Sten had picked as the centerpiece. ‘But what’s in it for us?’

‘You’re out. Your records’ll get reviewed. I can wipe your charge sheets if I want. If you work out.’

‘What ’bout rank?’ yet another prisoner asked.

‘You qualify for a stripe, you’ll get it.’

‘What’ll we be doing?’

‘Running patrols. Out there.’

‘Toward the Tahn?’

‘As close as we can get.’

‘Sounds like a clottin’ great way to get dead.’

‘It is that,’ Sten agreed. ‘Plus the quarters’ll make your cells here look like mansions, the food would gag a garbage worm, and my officers’ll be all over you like a dirty shipsuit. Oh, yeah. You’ll be lucky to get liberty once a cycle. And if you do, it’ll probably be on some planetoid where the biggest thing going is watching metal oxidize.’

‘Doesn’t sound like there’s much in it.’

‘Sure doesn’t, sir.’ This was a fourth prisoner. ‘Can I ask you something? Personal?’

‘GA.’

‘Why are you doin’ it? Tacship people are all volunteers. You lookin’ for some kind of medal?’

‘Clot medals,’ Sten said honestly. Then he thought about what he was going to say. ‘You could probably get my ass in a sling if you told anybody this – but I think that we’re getting real close to a clottin’ war.’

‘With the Tahn.’ Sten’s target nodded.

‘Uh huh. And I’d a lot rather be out there moving around when it happens than sitting on my butt here on Cavite. Or, come to think about it, sitting here in this pen.’

‘I still think any of us’d be clottin’ fools to volunteer.’

‘Just what I’m looking for. Clotting fool volunteers. I’ll be in the head screw’s – sorry, warden’s – office until 1600 if any of you feel foolish.’

To his astonishment, Sten got seventeen volunteers. He never realized that the final convincement was his slip of the tongue – only somebody who had been a jailbird or on the wrong side of the law would call the warden a screw.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

‘How many generations has your family been warriors. Lieutenant Sekka?’ Sten asked with some incredulity.

‘For at least two hundred,’ the man across from him said. ‘But that was after the Sonko clan emigrated from Earth. Before that, we Mandingos, at least according to legend, had been fighting men for another hundred generations. That’s not to say that all of us have been just warriors. We have been military scholars, diplomats, politicians … there was even one of us who was an actor. We do not often discuss him, even though he was reputedly excellent.’ Sekka laughed. His baritone chortle was just as pleasing to the ear as the man’s perfect voice.

Sten looked again at Sekka’s fiche. It looked very good – there were just enough reprimands and cautions from superior officers to match the letters of merit and decorations.

‘You like taking chances, don’t you?’

‘Not at all,’ Sekka said. ‘Any course of action should be calculated, and if the potential for disaster is less than that for success, the choice is obvious.’

Sten put the fiche back in its envelope and shoved a hand across the tiny folding desk. ‘Lieutenant, welcome the hell aboard. You’ll skipper the Kelly. Second ship on the left.’

Sekka came to attention, almost cracking his skull on the overhead. ‘Thank you, sir. Two questions. Who are my other officers?’

‘None, yet. You’re the first one I’ve signed up.’

‘Mmm. Crew?’

‘You have four yardbirds and one eager innocent. Assign them as you wish.’

‘Yessir.’

‘Lieutenant Sekka? I have a question. How’d you hear about this posting?’

Sekka lifted an eyebrow. ‘Why from the admiral’s note in the current fleet proceedings, sir.’

Sten covered. ‘Right. Not thinking. Thank you, Lieutenant. That’s all. On your way out, would you ask Mr Kilgour if he would report to me at his convenience?’

‘Kilgour. You didn’t.’

‘Ah did.’

‘How?’

‘The typsettin’ plant o’ th’ shitepokes who run tha’ lyin’t publication hae na in th’ way ae security.’

‘So you blueboxed into it, and phonied the admiral’s own column?’

‘Is tha’ nae aye harsh way t’ put it?’

Alex, ever since his scam back on Hawkthorne and later with the prisoners, fancied himself quite the recruiter.

Sten changed the subject. ‘Is there any way he could trace who did it?’

‘Trace me, lad? Th’ man wha’ solved a conspiracy again’ our own Emperor?’

Sten put his head in his hands. ‘Mr. Kilgour. I know the navy is dry. But would there, by some odd chance …’

‘By an odd chance, there is. Ah’ll fetch the flask.’


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Alex liked some rain, like the nearly constant gray drizzle of his home world. But the tropical buckets that came down on Cavite tried his patience sorely. He counted unmarked alcoves down the narrow alleyway, found the correct one, and tapped on the barred door. From the inside his tapping probably sounded like a sledgehammer warming up.

‘What is the word?’ a synth-voice whispered.

‘It’s aye wet oot here, an Ah am lackit th’ patience,’ Alex complained. Not particularly angry, he stepped back and rammed a metal-shod boot-heel into the door.

The door split in half, and Alex pulled the two halves out of his way and entered.

He had time to notice that the inside of the brothel was quite nice, if one fancied red velvet and dark paintings, before the first guard came down the corridor at him. Alex batted him into the wall with one of the door halves. His mate came dashing toward Alex, was picked up, and went back up the corridor, in the air, somewhat faster than he had come down.

‘Ah’m looki’t for a Mister Willie Sutton,’ he announced.

‘Do you have a warrant?’ the synth-voice asked.

‘No.’

‘Are you armed?’

‘What kind of ae clot y’ thinkit Ah am? A course.’

‘Please keep your hands in plain sight. There are sensors covering you. Any electronic emission which is detected will be responded to. You will be constantly in the field of fire from automatically triggered weapons. Any hostile act will be responded to before you could complete such an action.’

Alex sort of wanted to test his reflexes against the robot guns, but he was trying to be peaceful.

‘You will continue down to the end of the corridor, past the entrance to the establishment proper. At the end of the corridor, you will find stairs. Continue up them, and then down the hall to the second door. Enter that room and wait, while we determine whether a Willie Sutton is known to anyone on the premises.’

Alex followed instructions. As he walked past, he looked into the whorehouse’s reception area, fell in love twice, smiled politely at those two women, but continued on.

Kilgour was on duty.

The room was more red velvet and more elderly paintings, dimly lit by glass-beaded lamps. The furniture was unusual, consisting of three or four wide, heavily braced hassocks. Kilgour stood with his back close to one wall and waited.

The door on the other side of the room opened.

‘Would my thoughts be correct in assuming you are interested in applying for work as my bodyguard?’

‘Willie Sutton’ waddled into the room. It was a spindar, a large – two meters, choose any direction – scaled creature that looked like an oversize scaly pangolin with extra arms. Since spindars’ own names were not pronounceable by the Homo sapien tongue, they generally took on a human name, a name prominent in whatever field the spindar chose to excel in.

Kilgour had no idea who Willie Sutton had been, but he was fairly sure that the human had not been a philanthropist.

‘Warrant Officer Alex Kilgour,’ he identified himself, not answering the question.

‘You, then, are a deserter, as I am?’

‘Na, Chief Sutton. But Ah hae consider’t it.’

‘You are not from the military police. Certainly not, from your grimace. How might my establishment and myself be of service to you? I am assuming, for the sake of argument, that you mean me no harm.’

‘We want you to come back.’

The spindar chuffed and sat back on its tail. ‘To the fleet? Hardly likely. During the years I served, I experienced enough courts-martial to find the experience irritatingly redundant.’

Sutton was telling the truth. There probably had been no supply specialist in the Imperial Navy who had been tried so many times, almost always on the same offense: misappropriation of imperial supplies and equipment.

There also probably had been no supply specialist who had been promoted back up from the ranks so many times, again almost always for the same accomplishment: Due to the outstanding performance and support of (insert rank at time) Sutton, (insert unit or ship name) accomplished its mission well within the assigned limits in an exemplary fashion.

‘We need a thief,’ Kilgour said.

The spindar chuffed twice more. Alex explained the problems that he and Sten faced.

The spindar, thinking, extruded claws from a forearm and raked part of the carpet beside him into shreds. Alex noted that the carpet was torn up in other parts of the room.

‘What about the present charges that, shall we say, made it desirable for me to absent myself from my last duty station?’

Kilgour took two fiches from inside his shirt and handed them to Sutton. ‘Tha first’s y’r real service record. Tha original. Consider tha a present.’
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