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  Nathan Pretorius stared at General Wilbur Cooper, who was standing in the doorway of his hospital room.


  “How’s it going?” asked Cooper.


  “How’s what going?”


  “Your recovery, my boy,” replied Cooper. “Your recovery.”


  “I’d tell you, but knowing you, you’ve probably spoken with every doctor I’ve got and know far more about it than I do.”


  “That’s my Nate!” said Cooper, forcing a chuckle. “This is your third prosthetic foot—or is it your fourth?”


  “I’ve lost count,” replied Pretorius sardonically. “You keep sending me out, and they keep blowing parts of me away.” He paused. “I’m stuck here, but you undoubtedly have a galaxy to run, so why not run it and leave me the hell alone?”


  “You do me an injustice, my boy,” said Cooper, trying very hard to look hurt. “I’m here to give you another medal.”


  “Leave it on the cabinet there,” said Pretorius, indicating the structure. “In case it’s escaped your notice, I’m not wearing my uniform.”


  “Not a problem. I’ll hang on to it for another week or so, until you’re up and around, and then we’ll have a proper ceremony.”


  “So you came all the way over here from headquarters to tell me you’re not giving me a medal today,” said Pretorius. “Why do I have some difficulty believing that?”


  “I came over to tell you that you and your Dead Enders did a first-class job in the Michkag affair.”


  “Is that what we’re calling them now?”


  “I thought it was your term.”


  “No you didn’t,” said Pretorius. “I’m due for some medication in another five minutes, so maybe you’d better cut through the crap and tell me why you’re really here.”


  Cooper nodded his head briskly. “We’ve got a hell of a situation on our hands.” He paused. “It’s tailor-made for you and your Dead Enders.”


  “They’re not mine,” replied Pretorius. “And let me remind you that they’re not yours either.”


  “Oh, they’re yours, Nate. Can’t break up a winning team.”


  Pretorius stared at the general for a long moment. “Are you ever going to get to the point?”


  Cooper made a face. “Got a real stinker for you, my boy. A real stinker!”


  Pretorius made no reply, and simply waited for the general to continue.


  “You know anything about the Q bomb?”


  “I know it’s the reason we’re losing the war against the Transkei Coalition in the Albion Cluster,” answered Pretorius. “Or are they coming closer with it?”


  “Well, yes and no,” answered Cooper.


  “Yes or no what?”


  “Yes, they’re getting closer with it, and no, we’re not losing the battle . . . exactly.”


  Cooper paused again, and Pretorius stared at him. “Someday I hope they teach you to speak in paragraphs instead of sentences. We might save enough time to develop a defense against the Q bomb.”


  “How did you know?” said Cooper, surprised.


  “How did I know what?” demanded Pretorius.


  “That we’ve developed a defense against the Q bomb?”


  “Good for us,” said Pretorius. “Now that the war is won, I’m going back to sleep.”


  “We’ve lost it,” said Cooper. “That’s where you and your Dead Enders come in.”


  “They’re not mine, and what the hell have you lost?”


  “The defense, damn it!” snapped Cooper. “After a dozen years, we finally came up with a way to neutralize the Q bomb.” He grimaced. “We used it against three attacks, and it worked. It actually worked!”


  “So what’s the problem?”


  “The bastards managed to kill most of the team that created it, and they’ve kidnapped the one man who was the brains of the operation, Edgar Nmumba.”


  “But you still know how to neutralize the Q bomb?” said Pretorius.


  “For the moment—they’re pretty easy for our instruments to spot—but the real problem is that our solution is an incredibly complex and delicate mixture of hardware and timing, it doesn’t allow substitutions, and there’s every likelihood that even as we speak they’re trying to pry his formulas out of him so they can change what goes into the Q bomb just enough to overcome our defenses.”


  “Can they do it?”


  Cooper frowned. “Nobody knows. He volunteered to let our psychiatric team insert a number of incredibly strong, complex mental blocks, and theoretically they can’t be broken by any means known or even conceived by us. But if there’s a chance, and of course there is, we have to stop them before he gives them what they need.” He paused, leaning against the rail of the hospital bed. “Nate, we haven’t made the figures public, but they have delivered seventeen Q bombs, and we’ve lost an average of close to a billion people per bomb. We can’t let them go back to using it.”


  “Why do I think I know what’s coming next?”


  “We think they’re holding Nmumba in a prison buried deep beneath the ground on a planet in the Antares Sector, and we think he’s still alive. What we know is that we’ve got to get him back before they can break him. That’s where you and your team come in. I want you to rescue him and return him to us—and if you can’t do that, then he’s got to be killed before he can tell them what they need to know.”


  “I didn’t enlist to kill fellow members of the Democracy,” said Pretorius coldly.


  “You didn’t enlist at all,” said Cooper. “You were drafted.”


  “The point is—”


  “Goddammit it, Nate, the point is that if you have to kill one Man to save three or six or ten million others, let alone a billion, you’ll do it and we both know it! You won’t like it, and neither do we, but you’ll do it.”


  Pretorius glared at him silently, because he knew that the general was right.


  “The doctors tell me you’ll be able to hobble around with your new prosthetic foot in another couple of days. You can practice with it while you and your Dead Enders are on your way to the Antares Sector.”


  “You don’t want them,” said Pretorius. “They have unique talents that worked last time, on that mission in Orion, but this is clearly a different—and in ways more difficult—situation.”


  “You brought ’em all back alive and intact, and we don’t know what we’re facing here, except that it’s a secure facility in an enemy stronghold, just like last time, so you’ll take the same team.”


  “They’re probably on five different worlds by now,” protested Pretorius. “They’re not military, remember.”


  “They’re military now,” said Cooper with a satisfied smile.


  “You conscripted all five?” asked Pretorius, wondering why he didn’t feel greater surprise or outrage.


  “Last week. They’re in the hotel across the street.” He frowned. “All but one, anyway.”


  “Snake?”


  “Sally Kowalski,” replied Cooper.


  “Snake,” confirmed Pretorius. A grim smile played around the edges of his mouth. “I know where she’s likely to be.”
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  “This way, sir,” said the robot, walking smoothly down the prison corridor. It reached the end, turned left, walked past a row of heavy doors, each with a small viewscreen at eye level, slowed its pace as Pretorius limped after it, and stopped at the last door.


  The robot looked into the room through the viewscreen, stood back as if in thought, then looked again, and finally turned to Pretorius.


  “You may enter, sir.”


  “Thanks,” said Pretorius, stepping into the cell as the robot ordered the lock to disengage.


  The small, slender, wiry occupant sat up on her cot. “Well, look who’s here,” she said.


  “Do you know how tired your government is of bailing you out of prison?”


  “Oh, come on, Nate. It’s only been four times. Well, five, counting today. And you must need me, so the bail money’s well spent.”


  “What did you do this time?” asked Pretorius.


  “Oh, hardly anything.”


  “It was that bad?”


  “Buy me lunch and I’ll tell you about it.” Suddenly she smiled. “Well, the heroic parts, anyway.”


  “Come on,” said Pretorius, walking out into the corridor. “And try not to steal any of the robots.”


  “You got a new gig, or you’d let me rot here,” she said, following him.


  “Rot here?” he repeated with a chuckle. “Have you ever seen a jail you couldn’t break out of in two days, tops?”


  “There was one on Altair III that took me a whole week,” she answered with a grimace. “Do you need just me, or are there others?”


  “The Dead Enders.”


  “Who the hell are they?” asked Snake. “They sound like a bad music group.”


  “I’ve heard some of ’em sing in the shower, and that’s exactly what they sound like.”


  “So really, who are they?”


  “You’re part of them,” said Pretorius. “They’re our crew from the last mission.”


  “Talk about a mismatched crew!” she said, snorting in derision. Then she shrugged. “What the hell. We all came through it alive. And it’ll be nice to see Pandora and Circe again.”


  “I’m glad you approve,” said Pretorius sardonically.


  “Is the critter back too?”


  He frowned. “The critter?”


  “The alien.”


  “Yeah, him, and also Felix Ortega.”


  “So we got a muscleman and a shape-changer.”


  Pretorius chuckled. “Close, but no cigar.”


  “I don’t smoke anyway.”


  “Felix is more machine than man these days. He can lift a ton and break down any door anyone can build, but he’s not doing it with muscles.”


  “Comes to the same thing,” said Snake.


  “Better,” replied Pretorius. “Muscles get tired. Felix never does.”


  They reached the main office of the prison. Pretorius had to stop to sign a pair of documents, and then they were outside, walking between rows of towering angular buildings toward the hotel where the rest of the team was waiting for them.


  “Just out of curiosity,” he asked, turning to her, “how did they catch you this time?”


  “Bad luck,” answered Snake. “I managed to wriggle all the way up to the third floor of the Worsell Planetary Bank”—she pointed to it, three blocks away—“and suddenly some asshole up on four or five got cold and turned on the heat. Fucking vent must have hit sixty degrees Celsius before I could get out of it.”


  “So you got warm,” said Pretorius. “That doesn’t explain why—”


  “I punched a hole in the ceiling and jumped down,” said Snake with a bitter smile. “How the hell was I supposed to know that Old Man Worsell would be screwing one of his assistants on the desk right below me?” She shook her head, as if to rid it of the image. “Still, I got within fifty meters of the back exit before security showed up.”


  “Just as well,” said Pretorius.


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  Pretorius smiled. “I don’t think even General Cooper’s clout could have got you out if you’d actually stolen whatever it was you were there to steal.”


  “Idiot!” she muttered. “If I’d stolen it, I’d be five parsecs from here, lolling on a beach.”


  “You’re not the beach type,” replied Pretorius. “You might well have been five parsecs away, but you’d just be pulling off another heist there.”


  She considered his comment, then shrugged. “Probably,” she admitted.


  “Well, you can help pull off a heist for your government and maybe even get your record expunged for it.”


  She came to an abrupt stop. “Maybe?”


  “All right,” he replied. “Definitely.”


  “Damned straight,” she said. “What are we stealing?”


  “Let’s keep walking. I don’t feel like explaining it twice.”


  She pointed to a tavern. “Want to stop for a drink first?”


  “Yes, I do,” said Pretorius, continuing to walk past the tavern.


  “Well, then?” said Snake, tugging at his arm.


  “First I’ll do what I have to do,” he answered. “Later I’ll tend to what I want.”


  “I’ll bet you were a fun guy before the military ruined you,” muttered Snake, falling into step beside him.
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  “Hi, Nate,” said the half-man half-machine who still answered to the name of Felix Ortega. “We were betting on whether or not the Snake would escape before you paid her bail.”


  “How are you feeling, Nate?” asked Toni Levi, who operated under the name Pandora.


  “Fine,” said Pretorius, entering the elegant suite that boasted an exquisite display of alien art.


  “No, you’re not,” said a blonde woman of such unearthly beauty that he still wasn’t sure whether she was a human, a mutant, or an alien.


  “I’m fine enough, Circe,” said Pretorius firmly. He looked around. “Where’s Proto?”


  A brown cushion suddenly seemed to morph into a nondescript middle-aged man. “Right here, Nate.”


  “Try to keep looking like this while I’m here,” said Pretorius. “It makes it easier to talk to you.”


  “Right, Nate.”


  “So what’s going on?” asked Ortega. “It’s been a month, and suddenly we’ve all been ordered to come to this suite.”


  “It seems the government was so happy with our last job that it’s come up with another one for us,” answered Pretorius. He was about to say more when there was a knock at the door. “Enter,” he said, and the door irised to allow a slender young woman with flaming red hair into the suite.


  “Hello,” she said nervously. “General Cooper told me to come over and report to a Colonel Pretorius. Would that be you?”


  Pretorius nodded. “Did he say why?” he asked.


  “No,” was the answer. “I got the distinct impression that you would be informing me of my assignment.”


  Pretorius cast a quick glance as Circe, who nodded her head almost imperceptibly.


  “Okay,” he said. “Have you got a name?”


  “Iris Fitzhugh.”


  “Rank?”


  She frowned. “I’m not in the service, sir.”


  Snake grinned. “What does he have on you?”


  “I beg your pardon?” said the young woman, turning to face Snake.


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Pretorius. “We’re glad you’re here. Probably.”


  “Probably, sir?”


  “Depends on what your special talent is, Red.”


  “How did you know?”


  “Know what?” asked Pretorius.


  “Everyone calls me Red.”


  “I can’t imagine why,” said Pretorius, which precipitated a peal of laughter from the others. “Okay, Red, why are you here?”


  “I told you, sir: General Cooper ordered—”


  “I’m not ‘sir,’” Pretorius interrupted her. “And what I want to know is why he ordered you to come here.”


  She frowned. “I have no idea, sir.”


  “Nate.”


  “I have no idea, Nate.”


  “Well, we’ll figure it out,” said Pretorius. “Have a seat, and welcome to the Dead Enders.”


  “Who the hell are the Dead Enders?” asked Ortega.


  “You are not impressing the lady with your intellect,” said Pretorius. “Red, this is Felix. He can crush a grape with just his thumb and his forefinger.” She smiled. “He can do the same to a bowling ball with the same fingers. But sometimes his brain is a little muscle-bound.”


  “I’m pleased to meet you,” said the woman.


  “I’m glad someone around here is,” muttered Felix.


  “This mini-person here is Snake,” continued Pretorius. “A fine acrobat, a contortionist without peer, and a thief without scruples.”


  “I disagree,” said Snake.


  “You have a peer, or you have a scruple?” asked Pretorius.


  “With calling her Red. Name like that, you ought to call her Irish.”


  “Are there any Irish anymore?”


  “What difference does that make?” replied Snake pugnaciously.


  Pretorius turned to the woman. “Which do you prefer?”


  “No one’s ever called me Irish before. I like it.”


  “You’ve made a friend for life,” he said, smiling at Snake. “Moving on, this is Toni Levi.”


  “Antoinette,” Pandora corrected him.


  “Right. But around here, she’s Pandora.”


  “What a fascinating name!” said Irish. “May I ask what—?”


  “What it means?” Pretorius finished her sentence. “She’s our computer guru. There’s no box of electronic secrets she can’t open. Or at least, we haven’t found one so far.” He walked over to the blonde, who seemed to possess an otherworldly beauty. “And this is Circe.”


  “A Greek goddess?”


  “Greek’s as good a guess as any,” said Pretorius. “No one knows where she comes from, and I’ll give plenty of ten-to-one that she doesn’t tell you either.”


  “What about the goddess part?” persisted Irish.


  “Well, she’s closer to that than to being Greek,” acknowledged Pretorius. “She’s our lie detector.”


  Irish stared at her intently. “A telepath?” she asked at last.


  “An empath,” said Circe.


  “Comes to pretty much the same thing,” said Pretorius.


  “Not really,” answered Circe. “Telepaths don’t feel your anguish when you’re terrified and scrambling for an answer.”


  “That’s amazing!” said Irish. “On the other hand, I don’t know if I’d care to have that particular ability.”


  “It can be more of a curse than a blessing,” answered Circe.


  “Yeah, I can see that,” said Irish.


  “Well, that’s the team,” said Pretorius.


  They turned at the sound of a man clearing his throat. Pretorius turned and faced Proto.


  “Forgive me,” he said. “Here’s our most recent member. His name, which I don’t think anyone can spell, and which I’m sure I’ll mispronounce, is Gzychurlyx.”


  Irish tried to form the word.


  “We call him Proto,” continued Pretorius.


  “Proto?”


  “For protoplasm.”


  She stared at Proto, frowning. “Protoplasm?” she repeated.


  “Proto, show her what you really look like,” said Pretorius, and suddenly the middle-aged man vanished, to be replaced by a shapeless lump of brown fur, perhaps six inches high and two feet in diameter.


  Irish gasped and stepped back. “A shape-changer!” she exclaimed.


  “Not quite,” said Pretorius with an amused smile. He turned to Proto. “As you were.”


  The lump of fur was instantly replaced by the middle-aged man.


  “He is a shape-changer!” insisted Irish.


  Pretorius shook his head. “He’s . . . I don’t know . . . I guess you’d call him an image-caster. If you walk over and touch his shoulder or shake his hand, you’ll find there’s nothing there.” She frowned and continued to stare at the alien. “Proto can make any being of any race we’ve discovered so far think that he’s what he appears to be—and he can appear to be anything from a tiny insect to something that dwarfs the dinosaurs on Procyon VI. But those are all projected images. He’s exactly what you saw: a little furry alien.”


  Irish frowned. “Machines don’t think.”


  “I do believe you’ve figured it out,” said Pretorius with a smile of approval.


  “He can fool any living creature, but he can’t fool a camera or an ID machine or any kind of scanner,” she said.


  “Right. Fortunately he remembers that, because it’s awfully easy for the rest of us to forget it.”


  “I’m pleased to meet you all,” said Irish. Another frown. “It makes me wonder what I’m doing here. I have no unique talent, not inborn like Circe or Proto, not acquired like Pandora.”


  “Oh, we’ll figure it out soon enough,” said Pretorius. “Cooper is a pain in the ass, but he’s not a dumb pain in the ass. If he sent you here, he had a valid reason.”


  “How long have the Dead Enders been a unit?” asked Irish.


  “We’ve been a unit for two months, maybe a little less,” answered Pretorius. “We’ve had a name for about twenty hours—and we’ve had an assignment for maybe an hour and a half.”


  “I don’t suppose you’d care to share with us?” said Ortega.


  “I’d rather spend a couple of more minutes surrounded by happy faces,” said Pretorius.


  “That bad?” asked Pandora.


  Pretorius shrugged. “Compared to what?”


  “How about: compared to kidnapping the enemy’s best general and replacing him with a clone?”


  “You guys did that?” asked Irish.


  “Barely,” said Pretorius.


  “Wow!” she said. “I’m in with experts!”


  “Lucky experts,” said Snake.


  “Very lucky,” added Ortega.


  “But you pulled it off!” enthused Irish. Suddenly she frowned. “How many members of your team did you lose?”


  “None,” said Pandora. She jerked a thumb in Pretorius’s direction. “Thanks to the genius here.”


  “None?” repeated Irish. “Suddenly I feel better. Awestruck, but better.”


  “Dumb luck,” said Snake.


  Circe shook her head. “We made our own luck. Or at least, Nathan did.”


  “Enough,” said Pretorius. “I’m too old to blush.”


  “Fine,” said Snake. “That’s history anyway. What are we all here for this time?”


  “Anyone here ever hear of Edgar Nmumba?”


  He was greeted by a roomful of blank expressions.


  “Left wing on the local murderball team?” suggested Snake sardonically.


  “No such luck,” said Pretorius. “Let me try another question. Has anyone here ever heard of the Q bomb?”


  “Of course we have,” said Ortega.


  “We’re not delivering a goddamned Q bomb?” demanded Snake. “I mean, we’ve got a space force to do that!”


  “No, we’re not going to deliver one. As far as I know, we don’t have a single Q bomb in our arsenal.”


  “Then we’re going to steal one from the Transkei Coalition!” said Snake.


  “Snake, do you want to tell them what we’re here for, or may I?” said Pretorius with a slight edge of anger in his voice that immediately caught her attention. She pressed her lips together and sat perfectly still.


  “Okay,” said Pandora. “Who is Edgar Nmumba?”


  “He’s a scientist,” answered Pretorius. “More to the point, he’s the genius who’s created a defense against the Q bomb.”


  “A defense?” continued Pandora. “What kind of defense?”


  “I don’t know the technical details—nobody but Nmumba does—but I know it works. It detects them, it negates them, and it stops them from doing damage, which as you know can be devastating.”


  “It really works?” asked Circe.


  “It has so far.”


  “I almost hate to ask the next question,” she said.


  “I don’t blame you,” said Pandora. She turned to Pretorius. “Okay, lay it on us.”


  “The Transkei Coalition has captured him,” replied Pretorius. “He’s got half a dozen mind blocks, put there by our best psychiatrists, but sooner or later they’re going to break through, learn what he knows, and find a way to circumvent it.” He paused while they assimilated the magnitude of the situation. “Those bombs take out close to a billion Men every time one makes it through our defenses. We have to get to Nmumba before they find a way past those blocks.”


  “And?” asked Snake, frowning.


  “We rescue him and bring him back before they get what they want.”


  “There’s got to be more to our orders than that,” persisted Snake.


  Pretorius nodded. “If we can’t bring him back, we kill him.”


  “Makes sense,” said Snake.


  “Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t,” said Pandora.


  All eyes turned to her.


  “How will we know if he’s broken by the time we get there?”


  Pretorius grimaced. “I don’t know,” he admitted. Suddenly he turned to Irish. “But I’ll bet someone here does.”


  Irish nodded her head. “That’s my specialty,” she replied. “I’ve been working with posthypnotic suggestions and blocks for the past five years.”


  “Isn’t that what Circe does?” asked Ortega.


  Circe shook her head. “I read emotions, not thoughts. If he doesn’t know he’s been tinkered with, if he thinks he’s giving us true answers to the questions we’ll be asking him, I won’t know if he’s been fed a bunch of phony answers because he won’t know.”


  “Then we do need you, Irish,” said Pandora.


  “Welcome to the team,” added Proto.


  “I just hope you’re as good as Wilbur Cooper thinks you are,” said Snake.


  “You hope so?” said Irish seriously. “Believe me, I hope so even more.” She looked around the room. “I’ve always thought I was pretty good at my profession—” she grimaced “—but having literally billions of lives depending on it . . . well, I find it unnerving.”


  “Cooper knows what’s at stake,” said Pretorius. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have what it takes.”


  “I hope you’re right, sir,” said Irish.


  “There are no sirs or ma’ams here. I’m Nate, you’re Irish.”


  “Yes, Nate.”


  “I mean it,” he continued. “We’re going to be out of uniform, infiltrating enemy territory. One ‘sir’ could give us away.”


  She nodded. “Got it.”


  “We haven’t got much time to waste,” continued Pretorius. “I’ll have at least a preliminary plan worked out by morning. We’ll meet in this room an hour after sunrise, go directly to the spaceport, and take off. I’ll make sure a ship is waiting.” He turned to Irish. “The others know the procedure. Leave behind anything military you may possess—insignia, weaponry, anything that could possibly identify you as a member of the Democracy’s armed services. We’ll all be supplied with IDs, clothing, weaponry, whatever’s needed, once we’re aboard the ship.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Irish.


  Pretorius frowned. “What?” he said harshly.


  “Yes, Nate,” she said.
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  The ship was totally nondescript. A bridge, a galley, eight cabins, minimal armaments, no military insignia, a few scars from space debris, and a pair of lifeboats, each capable of holding four passengers.


  The interior looked every bit as old and worn, but it had a few special features. Inside the shell of an old, decrepit computer was a new, state-of-the-art machine. The medical supplies contained nothing but bandages, painkillers, and antiseptics, but in the galley, inside a container labeled “candy,” were a number of powerful medications that Irish felt they might need if indeed Nmumba was still alive and they succeeded in getting him onto the ship.


  A military vehicle transported Pretorius and his crew from the hotel to the ship, waited until they had carried their minimal luggage aboard, and left.


  “Proto, check the galley,” ordered Pretorius. “Make sure we’ve got something you can metabolize.”


  “Right,” said the alien.


  “Irish, make sure we’ve got enough medications, and that they’re the right ones.”


  “Yes, Nate.”


  “Pandora . . .”


  “I selected it myself,” she replied, indicating the computer. “It’s exactly what we need.”


  “Make sure it’s still there under all that camouflage and still functioning.”


  “Nate, our side is the Good Guys,” said Pandora.


  “You think Snake’s the only Good Guy who collects what doesn’t belong to her?” replied Pretorius. “Check it out.”


  “Yes, Nate.”


  He assigned minor duties to the others, and half an hour later they were ready to depart.


  “Maybe now you really ought to confide in us,” suggested Snake. “Where is the prison, how are we going to break in and then break back out, and what other little tidbits would you like to share with us?”


  “First we have to pinpoint which world he’s on,” replied Pretorius. “So far all we know is that he’s in the Antares Sector. Antares itself has three populated worlds, two of them terraformed, and the Sector has another fourteen. I’m going to assume he’s on a planet that’s orbiting Antares. They’ve got a hell of a garrison on Three, strong enough to patrol the whole system. The other two planets are Two and Six. Pandora will monitor all traffic and messages going to and from the system and see if we can get a fix on where they’ve stashed him. Even using the Bastei and McGruder Wormholes, it’ll take us four, maybe five days to get there, and that’s assuming we aren’t stopped and don’t have to divert.” He turned to the alien member of the team. “Proto, did you study the holos I gave you?”


  “Yes, Nate.”


  “Okay, show us what an Antarean looks like.”


  The middle-aged man morphed into an orange-skinned tripodal alien with remarkable swiftness.


  “Note the ears,” Pretorius said. “And the oval shape of the foot.” He paused. “Any questions yet?”


  His crew was silent.


  “Okay,” he continued. “Now let’s see a native of Six.”


  “Aren’t they the same?” asked Ortega.


  “They’re the same basic stock, but this is an Antarean whose progenitors have been living on Six for seventeen or eighteen generations,” said Pretorius as Proto morphed again. “Note the elongated feet, and the much larger, cup-shaped ears. Is anyone likely to mistake a native of Three for an inhabitant of Six?”


  There was a general shaking of heads.


  “Okay, Proto, let’s see a Two.”


  The alien morphed again.


  “Ears and feet the same as Three, as you can see,” noted Pretorius. “But the eyes are much smaller, which makes sense when you’re that much closer to the sun, and the limbs, though jointed in the same places, are far leaner, due to the much lighter gravity. Are there any questions?”


  Again, he was met by silence.


  “Okay. Proto is at your disposal for the duration of the trip. Any time he’s not eating or sleeping, he’ll become any of the three prototypes you just saw until there is no doubt in your mind that you can identify each at first glance.”


  “Is there some reason why this is necessary?” asked Irish. “I mean, are we anticipating different reactions from different races?”


  “Beats the hell out of me,” answered Pretorius. “And since I don’t know and you don’t know, it makes sense to be prepared for any eventuality, even if the odds are that they’ll all view us as the enemy, that they all have many of the same strengths and weaknesses, and that they probably even speak the same language. But learning how to spot them seems a better use of our time than playing cards, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “I’m sorry,” said Irish, staring at the deck.


  “Don’t apologize. You’ve been working in a hospital. Now you’re going to be working in a totally hostile environment, a war zone, and it makes sense that you prepare for it differently.”


  She nodded her head. “Yes, it does.”


  “Now, Pandora will be getting us a thorough readout on the worlds in question, the three circling Antares, and the other fourteen. We’ll know the climate, the length of the days and nights, atmosphere, gravity, and any dangers the planets—as opposed to the planetary populations—offer to us. Any questions yet?”


  “Yeah,” said Ortega. “If they’ve moved him to a non-oxygen world, how do we get him out? We’ll look mighty suspicious carrying an extra spacesuit with us.”


  Snake laughed aloud, and all eyes turned to her.


  “You want to tell him, Snake?” said Pretorius.


  “Felix, how do you think they got him to wherever they’re keeping him in the first place, if it’s not an oxygen world?”


  “Damn, I feel dumb!” muttered Ortega.


  Snake seemed about to agree with him, and Pretorius quickly spoke again. “All right,” he said. “It would be nice if we could pinpoint where Nmumba’s at and approach that world directly, but the likelihood is that even an unmarked ship like this isn’t going to be allowed to approach without a reason, so I want a couple of you who aren’t doing anything else—Snake and Irish—to find the closest worlds to Antares where we can land without getting blown out of the sky or arrested the second we touch down.”


  “Right,” said Irish, and Snake nodded.


  “Can’t we just do it like we did with the Michkag job?” asked Ortega. “Sneak in aboard a supply ship?”


  “It’s possible,” answered Pretorius, “but until we know where he is and what else is there, we can’t count on it. Remember: when we had to sneak in and set up shop on Petrus IV during the Michkag mission, there was a garrison there that housed more than ten thousand soldiers, and supply ships came and went regularly. Now, maybe we’ll find the same situation here . . . but maybe Nmumba’s in a totally isolated place—an iceberg, a mountain, a cavern—with just a handful of guards, someplace that gets visited maybe twice a year by a very small supply ship.”


  “Okay, okay,” said Ortega. “I’m sorry I asked.”


  “I’ll be monitoring all communications from Antares and the nearby planets,” offered Pandora. “If anyone lets drop where they’re keeping him, rest assured we’ll know.”


  “All right,” said Pretorius. “We’ve got four or five days to pinpoint his location and fine-tune any plans we come up with. We might as well get going.”


  He nodded to Pandora, who ordered the ship to take off. It took them four minutes to emerge from the stratosphere, and then they switched to light speeds on their way to the Bastei Wormhole.


  “Amazing things, these wormholes,” mused Circe aloud. “When you hear the term ‘light speed’ you think nothing’s beyond your reach—and then you realize that even at light speed you can travel for a thousand centuries and still not leave the galaxy. I wonder where we’d be if it weren’t for these shortcuts.”


  “Back in the Spiral Arm and not at war with anybody,” offered Ortega.


  Circe shook her head. “I don’t think so. Men have always found someone to fight with, even if only other Men.”


  “Sometimes I’d settle for that,” said Snake.


  “If they find a way to unlock Nmumba’s brain and put it to work for them,” said Pretorius, “you just may get your wish.”
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  They were two days into their voyage, and in the space between their chosen wormholes. Pandora still hadn’t been able to determine which of Antares’s planets Nmumba was on, or even if he was on one.


  “It’s not enough to pinpoint a planet that can support human life,” she explained to Pretorius. “Some have military garrisons, some don’t. More to the point, they don’t have to keep him on an oxygen world. I mean, hell, how many non-oxygen worlds have you been on? If they’re only supplying him with oxygen and acceptable gravity in the one area they’re keeping him, that makes it that much harder for him to escape, or for anyone to rescue him.”


  “I know,” said Pretorius. “But start with the assumption that he’s in the Antares system.” He frowned. “You wonder how any life ever evolved there. The damned star is fifteen or twenty times the size of the sun.”


  “Antares Three is farther out than Jupiter is from the sun,” answered Pandora. “Probably warmer than our tropics, too.”


  “Whoopie,” muttered Snake.


  “And you’ve been monitoring all their transmissions, and there’s been no mention of Nmumba?” said Pretorius.


  “That’s right, Nate,” replied Pandora. “But it’s only been two days, and he’s hardly a threat. They may not mention him until he breaks.”


  “Or dies,” added Ortega.


  “Not good enough,” said Pretorius. “This isn’t like the Michkag mission, where the only important thing was to get him into place totally unnoticed, even if it took an extra month. Nmumba could break any day. We can’t waste too much time finding out where they’ve stashed him.” He paused. “We’re still in the Neutral Zone, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Okay. Take us to McPherson’s World.”


  “It’s a day out of the way,” replied Pandora. “There are no wormholes or other shortcuts.”


  “It’s worth it,” replied Pretorius.


  She shrugged. “You’re the boss.”


  “What’s on McPherson’s World?” asked Irish.


  “Nate’s favorite whorehouse,” said Snake with a grin.


  “I’m being serious,” said Irish, trying to keep her irritation in check.


  Snake turned to Ortega. “Tell her, Felix.”


  Ortega nodded. “It’s a whorehouse. The most famous in the whole damned Neutral Zone.”


  Irish frowned. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


  “They’re serious,” Circe chimed in. “It’s the only brothel with a reputation that extends beyond the Neutral Zone.”


  “Kind of a No Man’s Land,” said Ortega.


  “Except that it’s more of a No Woman’s Land, except for the staff,” added Snake with a chuckle.


  “We’re really diverting to go to a whorehouse?” said Irish.


  “Yes,” said Pandora. “We’ll be there in twenty-one hours, ship’s time.”


  “And he does this a lot, does he?” persisted Irish.


  “I’m right here,” said Pretorius. “You don’t have to pretend I’m not.”


  “I just . . .” she began, flustered. Then: “Never mind.”


  “I know you’re going to have a difficult time believing it,” said Pretorius, “but this may be essential to our mission.”


  “It was last time,” agreed Ortega.


  “Clearly I’m missing something,” said Irish.


  “Tell you what,” said Pretorius. “Once we land you can come along with me.”


  “To a whorehouse?”


  “To this particular whorehouse,” replied Pretorius.


  She shrugged. “What the hell. I’ve never been to one.”


  “Welcome to the Space Service,” said Snake with a big grin.


  Pretorius walked over to the control panel. “Land us just outside McPherson.”


  “The Tradertown?” asked Pandora.


  “Yeah. They don’t have a spaceport, unless they’ve built one in the last few months, so just find a nice empty space and set us down. You can get a readout of the temperature and oxygen content and the rest of it if you want, but it won’t make any difference. Place hasn’t changed in a few hundred years.”


  “A few hundred?” said Irish.


  “That’s right.”


  “How can you know that?”


  Pretorius smiled. “I’ve been told by an expert.”


  Everyone else laughed at that, while Irish merely looked more confused. “Is anyone going to tell me what’s so special about this place?” she said at last.


  “We’re heading for a Tradertown that was named for a man named McPherson,” answered Pretorius. “In fact, the whole world is named for him, probably by himself. It’s been in business for seven or eight hundred years, give or take. No one knows why the hell he landed there. Not much grows, no one’s discovered any fissionable materials, lot of dust storms, not much rain, not even much water. There’s a rumor that no one’s buried in McPherson’s grave, that he had enough brains to leave the damned place after just a few years.”
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