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  The Bomb 1




  





  Like a giant infant dragging a pull toy, starship ANDREW CARNEGIE towed a prototype T01 missile launcher through deep space. The ML T01 followed the directional signal emitted by the ANDREW CARNEGIE, holding steady at a distance behind the ship of three light-minutes.




  The two missiles within the ML T01’s hold both housed a new type of bomb. Within each, held in place by magnetic-bottle generators and surrounded by 100% vacuum, was a large mass of anti-matter.




  At the scheduled moment, Admiral Carnicero, Commander-in-Chief of the Third Fleet of the Trans-Universe Team (TUT), ordered the weapons test to begin. The command went from the ANDREW CARNEGIE to the ML T01. It launched the first bomb.




  This missile traveled the prescribed distance from the ML T01, then flashed into hyperspace. It re-appeared in the Einsteinian space-time continuum just above its intended target: a lifeless, atmosphereless world in an uninhabited solar system. Just a big ball of useless rock watched by a camera in orbit three hundred thousand kilometers above the surface.




  The magnetic bottle generators shut off. The missile released its load which, caught in the planet’s gravity well, plunged at high speed. When the chunk of anti-matter hit the planet’s surface, its momentum plunged it deep below the surface, though throwing up matter in a circle. However, before it could create a typical crater, its mass and that of the matter it contacted in the planet’s crust converted instantaneously into energy, causing a roiling explosion.




  The planet shimmied in its orbit, yawed back and forth, then broke into chunks.




  The men and women staffing the command deck of the ANDREW CARNEGIE cheered as they watched the pictures transmitted from the orbiting camera on their monitors and drank toasts to their success.




  On the next test, the second missile translated into hyperspace as planned. Once in hyperspace, a component of its trans-Einsteinian guidance system failed. The missile’s computer immediately flashed an alert back to the ANDREW CARNEGIE.




  Following Auxiliary Emergency Procedure AXY-7, the starship’s computer automatically returned a signal ordering the missile to go into Code Black Mode. That prevented the missile from setting off the bomb without a manual, D-TAC priority fail-safe override.




  Once apprised of this problem, Admiral Carnicero ordered her staff: “Direct it to return to its launch coordinates.”




  The missile received and obeyed the first of these commands. It locked the magnetic-bottle generators into permanent operational status. But it failed to respond to the second.




  When it translated out of hyperspace, it did not arrive in deep space close to the ML T01. Nor did it appear above its designated, lifeless target planet.




  The planet below the missile possessed an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, a hydrosphere and a biosphere—life. The missile crashed into one of the continents, close to the planet’s equator.




  Built to withstand many stresses, most of the missile remained intact. It could not blast off but, following the final instructions it received, its magnetic-bottle generators continued to keep the anti-matter suspended in vacuum. Following Code Black procedures, it began a continuous Position and Condition broadcast back to the ANDREW CARNEGIE.




  “At least we realize the bomb’s basic design functions, explosivewise, are operational.” Admiral Carnicero said to General Ivanovich, Staff Commander of TUT’s Central Command Station, through the ship’s hyperspace radio-miridi.




  “The hyperguidance techs will find the factor which sent the second missile outside its parameters, in respect to its destination. Losing the use of that anti-matter is our biggest setback—it takes so many production and energy credits to transfuse.”




  The ANDREW CARNEGIE’s Data Commander flashed the Admiral a readout of the latest information received from the second missile. He sent it directly to her Forebrain Modem. Per regulation, the Admiral’s vision of the outside world turned dark for an instant, then twice more—like blinking three times—to signal her the message’s importance.




  “We’ve located it,” the Data Commander’s voice in her head said.




  She closed her eyes and quickly absorbed the general conclusion. The details would remain in a consciously accessible database, retrievable upon command.




  Her blood rushed from her head. She said to General Ivanovich, “You must declare a Class Double A Secret Emergency and contact the Board Chair immediately.”




  “Report your findings now,” General Ivanovich said, surprise registering in his voice. Class Double A was just one notch below a military attack on the Trans-Universe Team. “The Chair is monitoring this channel already. He’s listening to everything we say.”




  Admiral Carnicero’s dry throat thickened her voice as she spoke.




  





  





  Chapter One




  





  Eyes squinting in the too-yellow sunlight, Yutaro prowled through the marketplace.




  Where was she? Ashcroft’s native student, his only contact on this crazy world.




  He stopped only to drink without tasting glasses of cold water, juices, teas and stranger beverage concoctions offered there. Although his muscles still felt limp from the thirty minutes of wind sprints he ran that morning to keep his heart strong in this planet’s weak gravity, he could not sit at the house again and wait.




  And wait. And wait some more.




  He enjoyed watching the women in the crowd. So brown, tall and lithe, their alien faces so beautiful.




  Both men and women wore a large assortment of colorful clothes designed for comfort, convenience and style, but not for human standards of modesty. This culture obviously had no nudity taboos, which delighted Yutaro. Many times in the three earth-months since he landed on this planet he used primitive sign language to take a lovely woman to his bed.




  Today he wanted only one in particular. He did not know what she looked like. He saw the pictures the explorer, Ashcroft, transmitted, but thirty earth-years ago she was still a young girl.




  He did not know where she lived now. He landed outside this city where Ashcroft reported this planet’s king stayed. These people had radio, newspapers, television and computer networking—they had to be broadcasting the news of his arrival. Where was she?




  Yutaro trod carefully through the crowds in the marketplace, alertly avoiding the bustling aliens. The quickness of their movements put his nerves on edge, though their faces remained calm and unhurried. Their evolution designed them for speed. Because Yutaro’s body was adjusted to a higher gravity, he should be faster than they, but his nerves resisted moving faster than he did in earth-normal gravity. It made him feel dizzy, out of control.




  Yutaro thought of the place as a ‘market’ although no money changed hands, because he had no other word for it. Nobody bought or sold anything. So far as he could see, they did not use money.




  Yutaro and everybody else took what they wanted.




  When he first arrived, he found a small, unoccupied house on the outskirts, cleaned it and moved in. Nobody tried to stop him. Nobody tried to collect rent.




  He found this ‘market’ and carried off all the furnishings he needed. Some men and women helped him move the heavy items in a large, hand-pushed cart. Every day, he ‘shopped’ there for food.




  As he walked down the long rows of offered items, the people behind each table spoke at him in a steady stream and tried to press samples into his hands, begging him to take their things home.




  Small statues, ornate candlesticks, woven rugs, hunting and throwing knives, jewelry, rocking chairs, multicolored glass dish sets, finely bound books illustrated with full-page engravings, and many other items.




  Yutaro could not put a name to many of them nor imagine or reverse-engineer their function. Everything was attractive, intriguing and exhibited excellent, painstaking work. The craftsartists pointed out the best features of their products to any passerby who would listen, including Yutaro although they knew he could not understand a word. They were too proud of their efforts to remain silent.




  Yutaro also saw many technological items on display: refrigerators, audio and video disks, calculators, computers, three-dimensional television and others he could not guess at. The representatives of the manufacturers behind each of these displayed the same fierce pride as the artisans.




  The aliens browsed in a strangely animated yet passive manner, paying attention to the displayers’ pleas only when genuinely interested in taking one of the products.




  Out of professionalism and his own social custom, Yutaro set his own face in the same mask of imperturbability. He did not show his feelings because he was a special agent on a secret mission and because he was a man. How could he control other people if he could not control himself?




  A gang of kids raced by, nearly knocking Yutaro over as they played a kind of tag. Reacting as trained, without thinking, Yutaro kicked out at the nearest child.




  His foot hit air. Even the children of these long-legged aliens could outrun him without trying. The boy sprinted on, unaware Yutaro nearly broke his leg.




  Feeling foolish and ashamed, Yutaro looked around to see if anyone noticed. Trying to pretend nothing happened, he walked on. He had to control himself.




  Yutaro wanted action, tangible results. Not this endless waiting. Where was that woman?




  He sighed, then forced himself to stop feeling that sudden sadness. Even when he found her, or she found him, this job was so safe and comfortable, not to mention dignified, open and aboveboard it made him want to puke.




  On his last assignment…he broke off the thought.




  A new table displaying stringed musical instruments attracted Yutaro’s attention. Hoping to calm his nerves, he wandered over to it.




  Seeing him, the woman behind the table picked up a fretless combination banjo and ukulele with seven strings and began to play. Several aliens paused to listen along with Yutaro. Some danced in the aisles.




  Half-hearing the jarring rhythms and unpleasant melody, Yutaro examined the other instruments.




  She constructed all with meticulous care. Intricate designs filigreed the bodies. Each was unique. They had different numbers of strings, so each had its own tuning, and the different shapes would produce different sounds, different resonances. A musician would have to learn to play each one separately.




  Noting Yutaro’s interest, the maker stopped playing and shoved a beautifully ornate instrument into his hands. Yutaro pushed it back toward her. He learned the guitar and koto when he was a boy, but had not played either since he joined the army.




  She smiled and made strumming motions with her hands. Yutaro shook his head. An imploring look on her face, she tried again to hand him the instrument. Yutaro shook his head again. Agony showed on her face, then hope. She waved her hands at the many other instruments on her table, asking Yutaro to accept one of them. He turned to walk away.




  She screamed. The sudden shriek hurt Yutaro’s ears.




  The woman grabbed the wood handle of the instrument she tried to force on Yutaro and slammed it down on the table, cracking the body. Without another cry, she swept the others off the table with her arm and began jumping on them.




  Several men and women grabbed her and pinned her arms and legs. She continued screaming.




  Yutaro stood in surprised shock, uncertain what was proper and acceptable for him to do.




  Would these aliens attack him? He could not escape—they ran much faster. He kept his laser in his pouch, but massacring these civilians would end his mission before it started. The Committee would then kill him more painfully than these aliens could.




  A man knelt beside the crying woman and whispered in her ear. The instrument maker stood, calmly picked up the instruments she did not smash and rearranged them on her display table.




  As he walked away, Yutaro laughed to himself. He loved this, the excitement of an alien world. Strange light, strange colors, strange odors, strange languages, strange customs and even stranger people.




  If the Committee forced him to retire after this job they better let him take a diplomatic position, anything, sweeping the halls, even if their rules kept him away from the women—so long as he was on an alien world. Teaching at the Academy would kill him with boredom.




  He decided to pick up food for dinner and leave. Maybe tomorrow the woman he waited for would find him.




  On his way to the produce section he noticed a large group and headed for it. Strange music drifted to his ears over the many voices. A high-pitched, haunting vibe, the booming of a pair of drums keeping time, and a shushing sound that reminded him of the wind blowing through the forest on his homeworld.




  A beautiful woman danced. Her arms moved up and down with the grace of a flower unfolding its petals, while she sped around the circle with dizzying speed. Yutaro squeezed through the crowd, glad for once of his relatively small size.




  A green and gold headband held her long black hair out of her eyes. A circle of green and gold, with a red dot in the center, hung down from the headband in the center of her forehead. She wore a simple green and gold one-piece dress. Loose fitting so it did not impede her movements, it flowed around her like a robe, emphasizing the beauty of her body lines, so thin yet round. As she whirled, Yutaro caught brief flashes of her breasts under the gauze fabric.




  The green and gold highlighted the fresh color of her skin, browner than Yutaro’s. This, with her alien side-set eyes slightly slanted, made her appear strangely Japanese to Yutaro, although no Asian woman not genetically modified for a low-grav world ever reached her towering height. And no genetic engineer ever designed a body that could move with her grace and sensuality.




  A gust of wind filled Yutaro’s nose with the fresh salt smell of the nearby ocean. The pounding rhythm of the music and the whirl of her feet resonated in his skull.




  Is this what they call ‘love?’ Yutaro wondered, half laughing at himself, half frighteningly serious. He never before felt such a powerful desire for one woman. Blood rushed to his head and he tasted fervent sweetness in his mouth.




  Suddenly she saw him and smiled at him as she danced on around the circle, catching his eye each time. Yutaro grinned. Maybe she wanted to try a human man.




  The music stopped. The woman made a sweeping bow, and the crowd shouted with approval. Yutaro started to walk toward her, but she ran to him first.




  In stiff, accentless, almost too-perfect Cyrillish, she said, “That was my farewell dance. I’m glad you were here to see it. Did you like it?”




  Stunned with shock, Yutaro could not speak.




  “I’m sorry. I’m going too fast, aren’t I? Da—you don’t know who I am. I’m Lavita, your translator.”




  “I’ve been waiting three earth-months for you,” Yutaro said, sounding stupid to himself. This was too good—too much to hope for.




  She spoke in a breathless rush. “I’m sorry. When I heard you arrived, I was on the other continent. I came as fast as I could. We don’t have spaceships like you, or jets or airplanes or even helicopters yet. We do our traveling by running on the ground. Or sailing on water. This dancing has been my second diou ever since Ashcroft stopped speaking Cyrillish. It helped comfort me, so I wanted to give one last performance before I started my first diou again.”




  “I’m glad you did. I loved it, I really did.” The sincerity in his voice embarrassed Yutaro. “Priyatno. We have a lot to do.”




  “Yes, I’m excited to get started. Do you like my good luck tattoo?” she asked, pointing to the glittering circle of green and gold with a red spot in the middle in the center of her forehead.




  “I noticed that during the dance, but I thought it was some kind of jewelry. Tattoo? How do you get it to sparkle like that?”




  “I don’t know—some kind of tiny flakes are embedded in the skin. It’s to concentrate my mind on happiness. I had it done right after I heard you came here. It means my whole life has changed from bad luck to good. I already found out where you’re staying. I want to change clothes and say good-bye to my musicians. Why don’t you go pick up two of those big round piba—you know which ones I mean?—fresh, caught in the ocean this morning—a bag of three or four kinds of vegetables, some fruit—oh, and a jug of wine. It’s not really wine, but the fish and the vegetables aren’t really fish or vegetables either, but I guess you understand that. It’s good alcohol, though. Take a jug with a red seal and a picture of a big bird—that’s the best in the city. It tastes good and it gives you a good lift-off. Ashcroft told me it’s also the best he found for a human metabolism. Then go home and wait. As soon as I can I’ll come and make a good home-cooked meal and we’ll talk about everything. Okay?”




  Yutaro felt pushed to exert some degree of control. “Don’t take too long.” Realizing how abrupt that sounded, he added, “I can’t wait.”




  Lavita leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t look so surprised. Ashcroft taught me lots of human customs.”




  She pulled him into her arms and gave him a quick, hard hug. “I’ve waited over twenty-five years for you to come. Ashcroft told me they’d send somebody else. You can’t know how happy I am to see you. It’s been very hard for me.”




  Lavita caught up with him just before he reached the house he occupied. Like almost all the buildings he saw on this planet, it was built of lightweight wood and canvas. It had a spacious airiness about it, yet somehow felt as snug, comfortable and secure as his sleeping niche in the life support unit in his starship. Like everyone else, he let the thin vines and grasses grow over the wide lawn. Purple and orange flowers bloomed.




  Lavita wore a plain shite shift and a diamond necklace. She tried to take one of his bags out of his arms, but he held on to it. “Your gravity’s less than what I grew up with. This sack doesn’t feel as heavy to me as it looks to you.”




  “Ashcroft came here from a higher gravity too. He told me you’d probably come here to set up some kind of deal with us. Is that right?”




  “Yes,” Yutaro said. “I’m here to start diplomatic relations between your planet and my company.”




  “TUT?”




  “Yes, the Trans-Universe Team.”




  “I wasn’t sure. I know you humans have other groups too, such as the Federation, right?”




  “Does it matter to you to talk to me?” Yutaro asked. “Ashcroft is also a shareholder in TUT.”




  “No, I just want to get it all straight. I’ve read everything Ashcroft had, but I still don’t understand your economics and politics.”




  “Anyway, I want so establish trade between us. You’d give us some of your goods and resources and maybe labor, and we’d share some of ours. We’d study you, and in return teach you. We hope to have a spaceport based here, to go exploring farther on.”




  “You mean, there’d be other humans here?”




  “At least several hundred.”




  “That sounds like fun for me. What comes first?”




  “One of Ashcroft’s reports said you have a king, and this is his capitol city. I want an audience with him. Will he see me?”




  “The…roi? Oh, yeah, now I know who you mean. That’s simple enough. When do you want it?”




  “As soon as possible.”




  “Don’t start cooking until I return. I’ve got some special sauces.” She turned around.




  “Where’re you going?”




  “To arrange your interview with the king, of course. I told you I couldn’t wait to get to work. Is tomorrow morning soon enough? It’s late in the day now. I’ve heard he usually catches up with his paperwork or takes a nap in the afternoon.”




  “Yes—zavtra—but, where—?” Yutaro stopped.




  Running with the same speed and grace as she danced, Lavita’s feet kicked up dust far back down the road toward the middle of the city. He adjusted the weight of the bags in his arms, shrugged and went inside.




  Several hours later, Yutaro wiped the last of Lavita’s fish sauce off his plate with a piece of golden-colored bread and swallowed it with leisurely enjoyment. He washed it down with another glass of wine and told her, “That’s the best meal I’ve had in years. Thank you.”




  “De nada. I hope it doesn’t give you the runs like Ashcroft used to get from our food. He hated it when I laughed at him about it.”




  “He reported that, so they gave me improved models of the specially designed chemical machines in my stomach and along the walls of my intestine. They’re much better at manufacturing the bacteria that can eat the proteins on this planet and break them down into substances my body can utilize.”




  “I’m glad you don’t have to spend half of every night squatting on the toilet.”




  Yutaro laughed. “There is one fruit I’ve learned to stay away from. But these new designs also monitor my digestion and will keep re-engineering the bacteria until they create a design that functions perfectly. They haven’t yet, so your food never tasted right to me, until this psyshcha you just cooked.”




  “You just don’t know how to bring out the best flavor.”




  “And you put away two fish by yourself.”




  “I was hungry.”




  “We have a lot to talk about.”




  “I can’t wait.”




  “We better take care of business first. I’m a professional, and taking care of business is always a good practice, especially when I’m not sure how drunk I already am or how drunk I’m going to be before we finish.”




  “I have not practiced my first diou for a long time. I was afraid I was going to die useless. I’m ready when you are.”




  “Did you arrange an audience with the king?”




  “Yes, for early tomorrow morning.”




  “Good. What time?”




  “We don’t use exact times like you. Right after breakfast is fine.”




  “That’s right—I forgot. Did you tell him why I’m here?”




  “A little. I don’t understand everything, and he should hear it from you.”




  “Basically, I just need his official approval to bring more humans from TUT here. We’re not allowed to have more than a few at a time on a world with sentient beings without official sanction. That’s why Ashcroft and the other explorers and I came alone. If your king says it’s all right, we’ll bring a few diplomat-types, agricultural and terraforming experts, and a marketing specialist.”




  “He’s not my king, but there shouldn’t be a problem with what you’re asking. Who said you had to come alone? Are you dangerous?”




  Yutaro forced a chuckle. “Everybody in space, at least in this section of the galaxy we know about, belongs to an organization we call the United Worlds. It has different human governments and other aliens too, and ten races and fifty different governments, some small, some large. A long time ago, they set up rules for exploring space, and especially for contacting other intelligent life, like you. The rules are meant to protect your culture from contact with us, before it can be studied and recorded. Officially, my company, TUT, regards these rules as an illogical restriction on fair trade. Unofficially, to keep peace, we follow them when we can afford to.”




  Lavita poured them both another glass of vin. “So you are dangerous to our native cultures?”




  “Meeting us is bound to change it, though maybe not for people as much as other races. I wanted to ask you—what do your people think of humans? Everybody acts nonchalant. They tolerate me, but they don’t pay me any particular attention. Most races are either curious about creatures from outer space, or hostile.”




  Lavita smiled and crossed her legs, giving Yutaro a glimpse of her sleek brown thigh. “You’re the biggest news of the year. I guarantee when you’re around, lots of people are talking about you. But they’re too polite to let you see it. They’re curious, but they don’t speak Cyrillish and you don’t know our yazik. Even if they could communicate, what could they do about you? What should they want to do? Ask for your autograph? They’re interested, but they still have their own dious to work every day.




  “The crops must be planted and harvested, the fish caught, the food chopped, the buildings constructed, the children raised and taught. Studying humans does not fall into any of the established diou categories. So far, I’m the only one who has learned your language. When more of you come here, the children who find you the most fascinating part of the universe will do more research. As you teach us different fields of knowledge, soma of us will want to take those as our dious. Pioneering a new diou is a challenge the most adventurous can’t resist, although it can have many drawbacks, as I know too well. I was afraid I would never practice my diou again. I really want to celebrate now. I’ll make the anniversary of this day a feiertag for the rest of my life.”




  “I wish I could make my own holidays. I’m also happy. I did not dare hope my interpreter would be so beautiful.”




  “Human men. I read in books how you’re always complimenting women on external beauty. Ashcroft said things like that to me too.”




  “It’s our custom. I wouldn’t have said anything if I didn’t like you as a person too.”




  “You hardly know me.”




  “But I have a feel for your personality, and I like it.”




  “I like yours too, though I don’t think I know you humans well enough to be sure of anything about you. But thanks for the flattery. I’m not ungrateful. I’m just more used to being judged by what I do. And since I couldn’t practice my first diou until today again, the judgments have not been good.”




  “I don’t understand. Why couldn’t you practice another profession? And you said you danced a lot—there’s nothing wrong with that. I thought you danced beautifully.”




  “I do—but it’s still my second diou. We don’t switch dious like you go from job to job. With us, our life’s work is just that. We can change clothes and change lovers, but not the dious we pick when we’re growing up. Everybody who’s civilized has a first diou. Most people have a second diou different from the first, something to do for relaxation, as a hobby, but it is not supposed to replace our first diou. I chose tree-style dancing for my second. Even if something happens so we can’t perform our first diou, we can’t change to another one. That’s a terrible situation. I’ve been a social outcast, a procazhonny. But now you’re here I can practice my first diou again. I only hope I do a good job.”




  “You speak Cyrillish very well.”




  Lavita moved closer to him on the couch. Her perfume gave off a scent like a bouquet of flowers.




  “I know I can communicate with you. Going back and forth between my language and yours is the hard part. It’s like trying to play the same piece of music with an orchestra and on a piece of string stretched out tight.”




  She certainly had a low opinion of her own language. The relative complexity of Cyrillish must have been what attracted her to study it.




  “Do you people have a name for yourselves?”




  “Lia. That is also the name of our planet. It’s hard to translate—it might mean something like ‘animal-creating.’“




  “It sounds pretty.” Yutaro poured more glasses of wine. “Where did you get ‘Lavita?’ That’s a human name.”




  “Ashcroft called me that. It was easier for him, until he learned our language. We don’t really have names, not like you do. What we call each other by is more like labels, or descriptions, and they change as our lives change. We do have a kind of name we’re given at birth. That’s registered in record-keeping cities like this one, and it never changes.”




  “Why the secrecy?”




  “They’re not secret, we just don’t use them in conversation, only legal documents. Mine takes five minutes to say. I won’t bore you with it.”




  “I’m not bored at all.” He draped his arm around her shoulder and gave her an intense look.




  Lavita smiled and said, “There’s something else I’ve missed since the last time I saw Ashcroft. She stood up, pushed the table away from the couch, sat on Yutaro’s lap and kissed him.




  “Ashcroft took me from my birth mother when I was still a child, the day we first met. He was my father, my brother, my son, my friend, my teacher, my mother, my student and my first lover.”




  “Are human men better?’




  “Nyet… just different. Maybe worse—it’s awkward and unnatural and sometimes painful, at least for me, but that makes it even more exciting.”




  “I understand.”




  They kissed again.




  Much later in the evening, Lavita rolled off the bed. Before Yutaro could move, she told him, “I have more things to do. Meet me in front of the, the…archives, the big building, early after breakfast.”




  “Wait,” Yutaro said. “You are moving in here, aren’t you?”




  “Of course, that’s why I have to take care of my things.” She rushed out the door. The candle flame danced in the draft.




  Yutaro leaned back against the stack of pillows and stared up at the dark ceiling. What a start.




  Yes, this woman changed everything. What this job lacked in danger and excitement, her delightful company in and out of bed more than made up for. Although he still craved adventure and the opportunity to show the Committee he was still a crack agent, this incredibly beautiful and sensual woman sure provided another type of adrenaline rush.




  And she had seduced him more than he her. A wise if unplanned move for him to make. If he let her feel in control of at least one aspect of their relationship, she was less likely to quit in anger if the situation ever got rough.




  Yutaro learned long ago keeping the goodwill of the people working with him was crucial to his success. Some agents bullied and tyrannized their subordinates, but Yutaro scorned that method of control. He preferred to trick his people into allowing him to use them, into wanting to fight for him, to die for him if need be. He found his technique more efficient and trustworthy.




  He suspected his brutal colleagues were secretly softhearted, and really did not like to use other people. Making their men and women hate them eased their consciences, for lying to and manipulating those men and women. They unconsciously felt they deserved only hate, so they forced it out of people who really preferred to take risks out of love, out of belief in a cause.




  Yutaro had no time for that. He worked for the welfare of TUT and so, indirectly and often unknowingly, did the people he recruited. Sometimes they paid the final price for believing in him, just as he had almost paid it several times and might still—a condition he accepted when he entered this profession, for the excitement and to escape the iron grip of the army.




  He felt no qualms about obtaining loyalty from others by any means necessary. Promises were easy to make and just as easy to break, even when he betrayed all those who trusted him.




  He had done so before and would do so again unless the Committee really did force him to retire at the end of this assignment. Fortunately, this was a peaceful and almost open one. He needed Lavita’s full cooperation, but translating was not an arduous or dangerous chore, and she was eager.




  Yutaro gulped more wine and, suddenly seized with restlessness, began pacing the room. He tried several times to lie down again, but could not stay still. He tried to plan what to say to the king, but could not concentrate. He kept remembering Lavita and the way she smiled. He threw the glass against a wall. It shattered.




  Suddenly tired, Yutaro fell back into bed, closed his eyes and was almost asleep when he heard his miridi beep. He hurried to answer it. What did See-See want now? This was not a scheduled communication.




  The voice from Central Command said, “Vice-President Struckhelm here.”




  Vice-President?




  “Where’s my case officer?”




  “That personnel holds not sufficient security clearance ranking to communicate with agent in your field of operations.”




  Yutaro felt a cold chill down his spine. What could have happened to change this assignment’s security to the vice-presidential level?




  Struckhelm spoke the code words which established his authority. When he said, “We are extending your defined operation. Happening outside your responsible area has imperatively given rise to new mission definition of highest priority ranking.”




  When Yutaro finished speaking to Struckhelm his heart pounded his ribs and his hands shook. He lay on his back and covered his eyes with his palms, but none of the relaxation techniques he knew could calm his nerves and muscles.
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