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  About the Author


  PROLOGUE


  Everything hurt.


  Pretorius lay on his back, trying to focus his eyes on the door some ten feet away from the foot of his bed. It took him almost two minutes of intense concentration for it to stop swiveling like a belly dancer.


  He gingerly tried flexing his left hand and felt the fingers move. He tried the same thing with his right hand and felt nothing.


  He ran his left hand over his torso, winced as it came in contact with medical dressings, and lay perfectly still until the pain subsided.


  Finally he turned his head to the left and saw half a dozen tubes leading from his body. Some went to what he recognized as the standard life-support machines, but two of them were connected to translucent vats. There was something in each of them—a pair of dissimilar somethings, actually—but he couldn’t make out what they were.


  A white-clad figure—he couldn’t focus enough to determine its gender—approached him and began manipulating something on his left side.


  “Damn, that smarts!” he muttered.


  “Ah, you’re awake,” said the figure in a feminine voice.


  “I’d prefer to think that I’m having a nightmare,” he replied.


  “You have a visitor, Colonel Pretorius, one who is very anxious to see you.”


  Colonel Pretorius. Right, that’s me. I’d forgotten. Then: I wonder what my first name is?


  “Tell whoever it is to go away,” rasped Pretorius. “We are not entertaining visitors.”


  The woman—he could focus enough now to see that it was a female doctor—laughed. “Same old Colonel Pretorius!”


  He frowned. “I’ve been here before?”


  “It’ll come back to you.”


  “In this lifetime?” he asked.


  She chuckled again. “I’ll let your visitor explain.”


  She walked to the door; it opened. She gestured to someone on the far side of it and stepped aside as a burly man with a shock of white hair and a matching mustache entered the room.


  “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll take it from here.” She nodded and walked out the doorway, which snapped shut behind her. “Welcome back, Nathan.”


  Son of a bitch! Nathan is me!


  “I’ve been gone?”


  “In every possible way.”


  Pretorius managed to focus even better and saw that his visitor wore a general’s uniform.


  “How many possible ways would that be?”


  The general smiled. “You went out on a mission—I’ll give you all the details later, if you have trouble remembering them—and you accomplished it, as you always do.”


  “I don’t remember a damned thing,” said Pretorius.


  “That’s because you’ve only been awake a few minutes.”


  “So where am I back from?”


  The general smiled. “You’re back from Benedaris IV in the Albion Cluster.” He paused. “You’re also back from whatever the hell is on the Other Side.”


  Pretorius frowned. “The other side of what?”


  “Life. You died for a few minutes during surgery.”


  Pretorius tried to shake his head and winced. “I don’t remember a damned thing.”


  “Too bad. There’s plenty that would pay through the nose to know what it’s like there.”


  “On Benedaris IV?”


  The general looked amused. “You have one more guess.”


  Pretorius grimaced. “I don’t want it.”


  The general threw back his head and laughed. “That’s my Nathan!”


  Pretorius stared at him. “I seem to remember you. Kind of.”


  “You ought to. We’ve been working together for a dozen years. I’m Wilber Cooper. Name ring a bell?”


  Pretorius concentrated, then frowned. “You’re the bastard who keeps sending me out on these missions.”


  “See?” said Cooper with a grin. “You do remember.”


  “What happened to me?”


  “We’re hoping you’ll tell us when you’re strong enough to be debriefed. But it was messy. See these two cases?” Cooper tapped the two translucent vats. “One of them is cloning you a spleen, and the other a pancreas. They should be ready for you, or you for them, in a week.” He paused. “Looks like we’re also going to give you a prosthetic foot, to replace the artificial one you ruined. There’s not a whole lot of the original Nathan Pretorius left.”


  “How long have I been here?” asked Pretorius.


  “A few weeks.”


  Pretorius frowned. “Weeks?”


  Cooper nodded. “You’ve been in a medically induced coma. They just let you wake up about an hour ago.”


  “And I fulfilled my mission?”


  “You always do.”


  “What was it?”


  “You led a team into a buried facility on Benedaris where the Bolio kept the weaponry they planned to use to disrupt the upcoming Spiral Arm Games. It was pretty sophisticated stuff. There’s not a scanning station in the Democracy that can spot it. Ten of those bastards could have wiped out, oh, eighty or ninety thousand spectators before we killed them.”


  “And I disabled the weapons?” asked Pretorius.


  Cooper smiled. “That’s one way of putting it. You blew up a third of the goddamned planet.” He paused. “They killed your men while you were escaping and came damned close to killing you. You were quite a mess when we found you.”


  “I thought you said I did die.”


  “In surgery, not in the field,” responded Cooper. “Though I suppose it comes to the same thing in the end.”


  “So since I’m clearly damaged goods, I suppose I should ask about my pension and the best retirement communities.”


  Cooper emitted a heartfelt belly laugh. “Forget it, Nathan! We’re in the middle of a war!”


  “You’re in a war,” said Pretorius. “Me, I’m in a hospital.”


  “For the fourth time,” said Cooper. “Or is it the fifth?”


  “How the hell should I know?” demanded Pretorius. “I didn’t even know my name ten minutes ago.”


  “It’ll come back to you. It always does.”


  “I get shot up a lot, do I?”


  “It’s a dangerous business,” replied Cooper. “But you’re the best covert agent we’ve got, and there’s no way you’re walking away from this.” The general paused, then added: “And once your brain and body are working again, you won’t want to.”


  Pretorius stared at him and had the uneasy feeling that he was right.


  1


  Pretorius was sitting in his room, staring out the window at the gardens just beyond, when the door opened and a tall orderly, not quite human but clearly humanoid, entered the room.


  “Excuse me, sir,” said the orderly in a harsh, rasping voice. “You have a visitor.”


  “I’ll excuse you if it’s anyone but that Cooper.”


  “That’s General Cooper, sir,” said the orderly.


  Pretorius grimaced. “How did I know?”


  “May I show him in, sir?”


  “Absolutely not,” said Pretorius. “He’s the last man I want to see.”


  “This is a military rehab center,” said a familiar voice from beyond the room. “You let me in and make yourself scarce or I’ll have you court-martialed.”


  “He’s lying,” said Pretorius. “He does that a lot.”


  “Sir,” said the orderly, “may I present General Cooper.”


  Cooper strode into the room and turned to the alien orderly. “Scram, son,” he said.


  “Good-natured as ever,” noted Pretorius.


  “Nathan, my boy!” said Cooper expansively. “How are you?”


  “I was fine until thirty seconds ago, and I haven’t been a boy in twenty years.”


  “Do I detect some veiled hostility here?” said Cooper with an amused smile.


  “Absolutely, except for the veil,” replied Pretorius. “Leave me alone.”


  “The medics tell me you’re being released tomorrow,” continued Cooper. “It’s time to talk business.”


  “It’s time to talk recuperation,” said Pretorius. “Leave me alone.”


  “Can’t do that, Nathan my boy! There’s still a war on.”


  “I’m not your boy, and there’ll still be a war on whether I listen to you or not.” He glared at Cooper. “I’d prefer not.”


  “That’s exactly what you said the last two times,” noted Cooper cheerfully.


  “You mean the last two times I was almost killed carrying out your hair-brained schemes?”


  “Need I remind you they were your schemes?”


  “They were your fucking impossible targets.”


  “Nonsense,” said Cooper. “You accomplished your missions, didn’t you?”


  Pretorius glared at him. “Go away.”


  “Do we have to go through this every time?” said Cooper with a heavy sigh.


  “No,” answered Pretorius. “You could just leave me the hell alone instead.”


  Cooper frowned. “What’s gotten into you, Nathan?” he asked with mock concern.


  “You want a list of every alien piece of crap they dug out of my body?”


  Cooper laughed heartily. “You always had a fine sense of humor, my boy!”


  “I’m thrilled that you appreciate it,” said Pretorius. “Now go away. Visiting time’s over.”


  “Oh, I’m going,” responded Cooper. “Just as soon as you get your clothes on. I’d wait outside, but first, we’re old friends, and second, you’d lock and barricade the door the second I walked through it.”


  “I’m not going anywhere.”


  “Yes, you are. We’ve come up with something really unique, a plan that’ll excite even you.” He paused. “Especially you.”


  “The only thing that excites me right now is the thought of solitude.”


  “I’m not kidding, Nathan. This is something we’ve been working on for three years. When you see it, it’ll just blow you away.”


  “I’ve been blown away,” said Pretorius. “It hasn’t got a lot to recommend it.”


  Cooper leaned forward, unable to keep the excitement from his face. “This is the Big One, Nathan—the one that could change the entire course of the war.”


  “It seems to me I’ve heard that before.”


  “Those missions you’ve gone on were major, there’s no question about it.” Cooper paused. “But this one’s a game changer, Nathan. It’s the game changer.”


  Pretorius sighed deeply. “All right, tell me about it.”


  Cooper shook his head. “I’m going to show you. Start getting dressed.”


  “Whatever happened to ‘Just listen’?” asked Pretorius.


  “I can explain it,” replied Cooper, “but it’ll make much more sense if you see it for yourself.” A pause. “You’re going to love it, Nathan!”


  “If it’s so great, why did you bother sending me out on the last couple of missions?”


  “This one wasn’t ready until now.” Cooper’s face brightened. “Wait ’til you see it, Nathan! It may change the course of the whole damned war.”


  “I’ve heard that before,” said Pretorius.


  “Not from me. Trust me on this, Nathan.”


  “It seems to me that I’m learning how to walk and breathe and eat again because I trusted you the last few times.”


  “This is war, goddamnit!” snapped Cooper, pounding the wall with a fist that made a metal clanging sound. “You think you’re the only soldier who was ever injured?”


  “All right,” said Pretorius with a defeated sigh. “Tell me what this is all about.”


  Cooper shook his head. “I’ve got to show you. It’ll make more of an impression.”


  “Are you trying to impress me or prepare me?”


  “Both.”


  “All right,” said Pretorius, getting to his feet. “Where are we going?”


  “Not far,” said Cooper. “Climb into your clothes and follow me.” A moment later Cooper was leading him out the door, down a corridor, and over to an airlift. They floated up to a docking station, emerged a few feet from Cooper’s personal flier, and were aloft a few seconds later.


  Before Pretorius could ask how far they were going, Cooper gave some coded orders to the autopilot and the flyer banked right, slowed down, hovered over the roof of a building Pretorius had never seen before, and descended slowly, landing with barely a tremor.


  “This way,” said Cooper, climbing out of the flyer and heading off for an airlift. When he got there he waited for Pretorius, who was still getting used to his new leg and still recovering from his organ transplants, to catch up with him.


  “How’re you holding up, son?” asked Cooper.


  “I’m managing, and I’m not your son” was the reply.


  “Follow me,” said Cooper, entering the airlift.


  “Is this thing working?” asked Pretorius as they passed the ground floor and kept descending.


  “Perfectly,” Cooper assured him.


  They descended five more levels and finally came to a stop. When they emerged, Pretorius found himself flanked by heavily armed officers, who fell into step with him behind the general.


  They walked down a corridor, entered a large room, crossed it, and came to a halt at a heavy door that reminded Pretorius of a bank’s safe, complete with what seemed to be a pair of state-of-the-art locks.


  Cooper uttered a coded command so softly that none of the men could hear him. The instant he did so a narrow beam shot out, examined the insignia on his uniform, matched it against his face and skeletal structure, and the door slid open.


  “You men wait here,” ordered Cooper. “Nathan, come with me.”


  The two of them walked into a large chamber, and the door snapped shut behind them.


  “Alone at last,” said Pretorius sardonically.


  “Not quite alone, Nathan,” replied Cooper. “Come this way.”


  He led Pretorius off to the left, where there was a single table, some ten feet long. On it rested a translucent container, almost eight feet long, three feet high, and four feet in width, topped by a shimmering energy field. As they approached it, Pretorius was able to make out the form of an alien. It was some six feet tall, with a prehensile nose, more like that of a proboscis monkey than an elephant’s trunk. It had two very wide-set eyes, both of them shut; earholes but no ears; and a sharply pointed chin. Its arms were the length of a gorilla’s and just as heavily muscled. Its feet were almost circular. Its head and body were devoid of hair, and its color, top to bottom, was a dull red. A number of small wires were attached to its head. And it was breathing.


  “Okay,” said Pretorius, “so you’ve got a Kabori. Get four hundred million more, and that’s one less threat we’ll have to face in this war.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Other than the fact that he’s breathing?”


  Cooper grinned. “Take a closer look.”


  Pretorius frowned, stepped closer to the alien, studied it, and suddenly looked up.


  “Jesus H. Christ!” he exclaimed. “You’ve actually captured Michkag!”


  Cooper’s grin grew wider. “Well, we’ve finally managed to impress you.”


  “You’re damned right you have.”


  “A clever ruse,” said Cooper.


  “Are you trying to say that isn’t Michkag?” demanded Pretorius.


  “In a way.”


  “All right,” said Pretorius, stepping back and staring at Cooper. “What are you talking about?”


  “Well,” said Cooper, “that’s Michkag genetically.”


  “Explain!” demanded Pretorius.


  “The Democracy, at the cost of quite a few lives, has managed to steal a sample of General Michkag’s DNA from his own medics, and we've managed to clone him. That's what you're looking at—the clone. He's in a state of stasis right now, with language and history being fed into his brain—but he's been awake most of the time since we created him two years ago.” He paused and gave the unconscious clone a loving pat on the shoulder. “There is a Kabori psychologist named Djibmet who has ample reason to hate Michkag and the coalition he leads, and for the past two years, even since we created the clone, Djibmet has been teaching him everything else he needs to know—schooling him in Michkag's gestures, verbal inflections, everything he can teach him to help him pass as the real Michkag.”


  “Will he pass?” asked Pretorius.


  “We think so,” said Cooper. “Even as he lies there, he’s being fed tapes. Still, there’s only one way to find out.” He flashed Pretorius another grin. “That’s where you come in.”


  Pretorius stared at him but said nothing.


  “Your job will be to lead a team that will kidnap the real Michkag if you can, secretly assassinate him if you can’t, but in any event put our clone in his place, where he’ll misdirect the enemy’s forces and find some way to funnel vital information to the Democracy.


  Pretorius shook his head. “This is crazy. We won’t get within five light-years of Michkag’s headquarters. He’s better protected than our own leaders are.”


  “But he won’t be in his headquarters two months from now,” replied Cooper. “We’ve intercepted a coded message to the effect that he’ll be meeting with members of a federation of human rebels, trying to convince them to join his side. The meeting will take place at a fortress in Orion in two months. You have that long to prepare your team. You can select it from any officers or enlisted men in my command.”


  “Not a chance,” replied Pretorius. Cooper opened his mouth to object, but Pretorius held a hand up to silence hm. “I used your people the last three times, and there are parts of me scattered all the hell across the galaxy. If I go, I’ll pick my own team—and they probably won’t be members of the armed forces.”


  “That’s absolutely out of the question!”


  “Fine. Get yourself another boy. I’m going back to the rehab center.” Pretorius began walking to the airlift.


  “Damn it, Nathan, it’s got to be a military operation!”


  “Round up your own military team and good luck to you.”


  “I could court-martial you for refusing a direct order in wartime!”


  “Go ahead. I’ll be safer in jail than trying to kidnap or kill the most important general the enemy has.”


  Cooper stared at him for a long minute. “You really mean that, don’t you?”


  “I really do.”


  There was a long silence.


  “All right,” said Cooper at last.


  “All right, I can choose my team, or all right, you’re court-martialing me?” replied Pretorius.


  “Choose your fucking team!” growled Cooper, walking past him and heading to the airlift. “Don’t just stand there! You’ve only got two months to turn the tide of this goddamned war. Time to get to work!”


  2


  Pretorius sat on his couch, with his favorite symphony playing in the background. It was some four hours after he’d spoken to Cooper, his first night out of rehab.


  He sat perfectly still for half an hour, letting the music wash over him, trying to get used to the feel of his new body parts. Then he pressed his right forefinger against the chip that had been embedded in his left wrist, and an instant later the entire wall of the room became a computer screen.


  “Orion,” he said, and the Orion constellation appeared.


  “Please tell me it’s not in the Rigel or Betelgeuse systems,” he muttered.


  “It’s not in the Rigel or Betelgeuse system, Nathan,” replied the computer obediently.


  “Thanks a heap,” growled Pretorius. “And call me Colonel.


  You want to show me where the damned thing is?”


  “What damned thing would that be?” asked the computer.


  “The goddamned fortress!” snapped Pretorius. “Cooper said it was programmed into you while I was in the hospital.”


  A bleak, barren, dust-covered brown world appeared.


  “That’s it?” asked Pretorius, frowning.


  “Yes.”


  “So where’s the fortress?”


  “Beneath the ground,” said the computer. “No member of the armed forces has seen it, so I cannot image it for you.”


  “Can you pinpoint its location?”


  “I just did. It is on the fourth planet of the star known to the military as Petrus.”


  “Can you pinpoint it any more accurately?”


  “Not without further data,” replied the computer.


  “I assume it’s not an oxygen world?”


  “You are correct.”


  “Wonderful,” muttered Pretorius.


  “I am glad you are pleased.”


  “You go to hell.”


  “I have been instructed by your superior to ignore that command,” replied the machine.


  Pretorius glared at the screen for a long moment, then got up, poured himself a glass of Alphard brandy, and began pacing restlessly around the room.


  “I don’t suppose anyone has told you what kind of armaments and defenses the damned planet or even the fortress has?” he said at last.


  “No.”


  “Or how big the fortress is?”


  “No.”


  He leaned back, closed his eyes, and considered his options. Finally he sat up again.


  “All right,” he said. “If we don’t know what’s awaiting us there, and we’re going to have to approach it world by world, some hostile, some neutral, hardly any of them friendly, I’m going to have to put together a very eclectic team. And a small team. I approach with a ship than can hold too many, they’ll blow us apart while we’re still approaching the damned planet, before I can even start lying about why we’re there.” Suddenly he shrugged. “What the hell. If he thought he could approach it with a large military ship, he wouldn’t have tossed the damned job into my lap.”


  He drained his glass, then uttered a curse.


  “Is something wrong?” asked the computer.


  “I’m supposed to sip that stuff,” answered Pretorius. “I got caught up in the problem and drained it, and it burned all the way down.”


  The computer offered no comment.


  “All right,” said Pretorius. “I’m going to rattle off a series of names, people I’ve either used before or at least seen in action. I want you to show me a holograph of each and a readout telling me how old they are, where they are now, if they’ve received any disabling wounds since I programmed their bios into you, if they’ve recovered from any such wounds—and wipe any who are deceased. Got it?”


  “Yes, Nathan.”


  “That’s ‘Yes, Colonel,’ damn it.”


  “Yes, Colonel Damn It.”


  Pretorius glared at his wrist and wondered how soon they could give him a new wrist and hand if he cut this one off just above the embedded chip. Finally he rattled off forty names, studying each as the computer produced a holograph and a readout for each.


  When it was done, he leaned back again and shook his head. “Nine of them dead,” he said. “That’s hard to believe. These were the best.”


  “I can produce copies of the death certificates if necessary,” offered the computer.


  “Definitely not necessary,” said Pretorius. He closed his eyes, lost in thought, for another long moment. “Okay,” he said at last. “I’m off to bed. You’ve done your job. Tomorrow I’ll start doing mine.”


  3A


  Pretorius walked down the midway, past the barkers, the hucksters, the hints of sinful pleasures within the old-fashioned canvas tents. There were strippers of both human sexes and three other sexes that had very little in common with humanity. There were half a hundred games of skill and even more games of chance. There were trained animals from a dozen exotic worlds, their number of limbs differing wildly.


  There were grifters, pickpockets, hookers, everything you’d expect to find in a carnival except a freak show. With over two hundred known sentient races in the galaxy and hundreds more presumed out there somewhere, one entity’s freak was another’s lifemate.


  “Kill a Pizo!” cried a barker, holding up some wicked-looking spears. “Three throws for fifty credits!”


  Pretorius grinned and continued walking. He’d seen Pizos in action. They looked reasonably normal: humanoid bipeds with two eyes, two ears, a purple tint to their skins, and totally without hair, down, feathers, or any other natural covering—and they could absorb just about anything from a dagger to a bullet to a laser blast with absolutely no ill effects.


  “You sure you want to walk away, fella?” said the human barker, grabbing his arm. “For you, we’ll make it four throws.”


  “Keep your spears,” said Pretorius. “I’ll pay you fifty credits if you’ll let me feed him a candy bar.”


  “Get outta here!” snarled the barker.


  Pretorius grinned. Not much killed Pizos, but contact with chocolate or sugar did it instantly.


  He continued walking, looking at the various signs, and finally he saw the one he’d been searching for: The Galaxy’s Strongest Creature.


  And in smaller type, just beneath it: Is he Man, Alien or Machine?


  Pretorius paid his admission and entered the tent. Only eight other spectators were there, two humans, four Robalians, and two whose races he couldn’t identify.


  Standing on a makeshift stage was a man, or rather, thought Pretorius, what was left of a man. He wore only a loincloth. His head was bald, and his eyes seemed to be entirely pupil and iris, with no white showing. He had gleaming metal prosthetic arms, heavy prosthetic legs made of a heavier metal, and his left ear was also artificial.


  “Okay, Samson,” said a voice over a speaker system, “show ’em what you can do.”


  The man walked up to a pair of metal weights, each emblazed with “500 pounds,” inserted his artificial hands into grips at the top of each, and lifted them until both arms were extended straight out from his body. There was mild applause, and he lowered the weights to the ground.


  “Now,” continued the voice, “if any member of the audience can lift even one of those weights, the management will refund double your money to every member of the audience.”


  One of the Robalians climbed up onto the stage, tried to lift a weight, grunting ferociously, and gave up after about half a minute.


  The mostly prosthetic strongman offered four more demonstrations of his prowess, and then the show was over, and the audience walked out.


  All except Pretorius.


  “Not bad, Felix,” he said. “Not bad at all.”


  The strongman peered into the darkness. “I’m Sampson,” he said.


  “You’re Felix Ortega, and you’re wasting yourself here,” said Pretorius.


  The strongman peered more intently, then straightened up. “Nathan,” he said. “What the hell are you doing here? Have you come to gloat?”


  “I’ve come to offer you work,” replied Pretorius. “Real work, not this bullshit stuff.”


  “I got this way from what you call real work,” replied Ortega. “And then,” he added bitterly, “when it was over, the military wouldn’t take me back. They gave me a bunch of money and medals and basically told me to go away. I think it made them uncomfortable to look at me.”


  “Nonsense,” said Pretorius. “You’re as good as new. Better, even. Could the old Felix Ortega lift a thousand pounds? And what do those eyes see? Infrared, telescopic?”


  “Both, plus microscopic, and I can also see well into the ultraviolet spectrum.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  “The problem is that I’m not a man anymore,” said Ortega. “I’m a goddamned machine.”


  Pretorius shook his head. “You’re an enhanced man, and the military was crazy to let you go. What’s in your head and in your heart is still Felix Ortega. The rest is just improvements.”


  “Easy for you to say,” replied Ortega.


  “You want a list of every body part I’ve had replaced?”


  Ortega stared at him for a moment. “No.”


  “So do you want to hear my deal?”


  “I don’t know,” said Ortega. “Why me?”


  “Because with your enhancements, that’s four or five normal men and women I don’t have to take.”


  “Normal men,” repeated Ortega bitterly.


  “That’s right,” said Pretorius. “And thanks to science, you’re a superior man. Maybe even a superman.”


  “I’d rather not be.”


  “I’d rather be happily married, working at a desk, going home every night, and looking forward to being a grandfather,” replied Pretorius. “But there’s a war on, and if we do our job, maybe some other poor bastard can enjoy those simple pleasures a few years from now.”


  “How long will this take?” asked Ortega.


  Pretorius grinned. “The sales pitch or the assignment?”


  “The assignment.”


  “Three months at the outside. If we haven’t accomplished it by then, we’re dead.”


  Ortega was silent for a long moment, then finally nodded his head. “I’ll do it.”


  “Good!” said Pretorius. “I’m glad to have you aboard.”


  “You didn’t ask my price.”


  Pretorius stared at him. “Well?” he said at last.


  “When it’s over, if we’re still alive, I want a body and a pair of eyes that’ll pass for normal.”


  3B


  Pretorius walked down the long line of cells. Finally the officer who was leading him came to a halt.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” she said, “but I’ll have to frisk you first.”


  “I turned over my weapon at the front desk.”


  “Even so, sir,” she said apologetically. “You have no idea how dangerous this prisoner is.”


  Yes, I do, thought Pretorius, as he extended his arms out and stood for the frisk.


  “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather communicate with her via holographic video?”


  “I’m sure.”


  The officer gave him a Well, you’ve been warned shrug, proceeded another fifteen feet, and faced the prisoner in the cell.


  “Stand back,” she said harshly and waited until her order had been obeyed. Then she drew her burner, held it on the prisoner, and ordered the cell door to slide open. Pretorius stepped through, and the door immediately closed behind him.


  “Hello, Snake,” he said.


  The inmate, a slender woman barely five feet tall, with her hair clipped as short as his, walked over and gave him a hug.


  “Hi, Nathan!” she said. “It’s good to see you again. Did you make my bail?”


  He shook his head. “There’s no bail, Snake. You were convicted, remember?”


  She frowned. “If you’re not here to spring me, use my real name.”


  He smiled. “Snake is your real name. Sally Kowalski is just the name the government knows you by.” He looked around the small cell. “You’re the best—or at least you were. There was almost no space you couldn’t slither through, no locked room you couldn’t break into or out of. How the hell did you ever wind up here?”


  “I trusted a man.”


  He shook his head. “You should have known what scumbags they can be.”


  “All except you, Nathan.”


  “How come you haven’t broken out of here?”


  “See the sink and the toilet?” she said, gesturing toward a corner. “No metal. Same with the bars, front and back. I don’t even have a hairpin.” She grimaced. “And the cell’s electrified, Damned hard to short it out with no metal.” She pointed to a camera that was mounted in the ceiling just outside her barred door. “Watch.” She walked across the call. The camera swiveled and followed her every move.


  “So they’ve finally build a Snake-proof jail,” said Pretorius.


  “Oh, I’ll find a way out,” she said. “It’s just taking a little time.”


  He shrugged. “Well, if that’s the way you want to get out . . .”


  “You got a better way?” she asked, suddenly alert.


  “It’s a possibility,” he said. He looked around the small cell. “I don’t know how you keep in shape in a place like this.”


  “Watch,” she said, twisting her body in ways he would have sworn no human could bend. “Satisfied?”


  “You’re still the best contortionist I ever saw,” he said.


  “Don’t need a whole lot of room to stay limber,” she replied. “Though I probably can’t run a four-minute mile these days.”


  “Could you ever?”


  She grinned. “It depended on who was after me.”


  Pretorius laughed aloud. “Damn, I’ve missed you, Snake!”


  “Enough to spring me from durance vile?”


  “That’s what I’m here to talk about.” He paused and pulled a small metallic cube out of his pocket. “Activate.” The cube suddenly glowed with power. “Okay, no one can monitor us now.”


  “You mean spy on us.”


  “Comes to the same damned thing in these surroundings.”


  “Okay.” She smiled at him. “Who do you want killed?”


  “Maybe no one.”


  “Robbed?”


  “Try not to get ahead of me,” said Pretorius.


  “Okay,” she said. “But every minute you drag this out is another minute I’m stuck in this goddamned cell.”


  “You ever hear of General Michkag?”


  “Who hasn’t?”


  “What would you say if I told you I was putting together a team to kill or kidnap him and put a double in his place?”


  “You know better than that, Nathan,” she said. “They’ll spot him in ten seconds.”


  He shook his head. “Not this one, Snake. He’s a clone.”


  “How the hell did they pull that off?”


  “I’ll tell you all about it if we can come to an agreement,” said Pretorius. “I ran all the factors through the computer. It says it’s a suicide mission. It gives us a six percent chance of surviving.” He paused. “But it gives us a ten percent chance of pulling off the replacement before we’re killed. How do you feel about ten-to-one odds against?”


  “Sounds generous,” she said.


  “Probably is,” agreed Pretorius.


  “You think there’s a better-guarded person in the whole damned galaxy?”


  Pretorius shook his head. “I doubt it.”


  “I hope they’re paying you a lot for this,” said Snake. “Because right off the bat, you need to buy a computer that can dope out the odds better.”


  He laughed. “So . . . you want in?”


  “I want out,” she replied. “Of here.”


  “Okay.”


  “Does this job pay anything?” she asked. “I mean, besides the cost of my funeral?”


  “Not much,” said Pretorius. “But before the mission starts I can get your entire record expunged.”


  She laughed. “Fat lot of good having a clean record’ll do when they bury us in . . . ?”


  “Somewhere in Orion.”


  “Right,” she said. “You found anyone else with a death wish besides you and me?”


  “Felix Ortega.”


  “Never heard of him.”


  “You’ll meet him soon enough.”


  “May I make a suggestion?” she asked.


  “I’m listening.”


  “Get Toni Levi to join us.”


  “I’m way ahead of you,” said Pretorius. “I’m having dinner with her tonight.”


  3C


  Toni Levi, who hated her nose, her eye color, and the name Antoinette, sat across the table from Pretorius. She’d had two cosmetic surgeries, had spent countless hours in a local gym, and was on her third hair color—and was still disappointed with her appearance, and the fact that most people didn’t find her ugly but indeed quite ordinary did nothing to alter her opinion.


  “That was an excellent dinner, Nate,” she said as a robotic waiter took the empty plates from the table. “I’ve always loved Belargian shellfish, and this is a great wine.”


  “I’m glad you liked it.”


  “Are you going to tell me why we’re here, or would you rather wait for dessert?”


  “I may have a big job for you,” said Pretorius.


  She laughed aloud. “Of course you do, Nate,” she said. “When’s the last time either of us worked on a little job?”


  “Point taken,” said Pretorius, pulling out the security cube and activating it. “It won’t pay that well, it’ll take three months out of your life, and the odds are that you won’t survive it.”


  “You really know how to charm a girl,” she said with a smile.


  “If it’ll make you feel any better, the Snake’s coming along.”


  “Sally Kowalski? I like her.” She paused. “I hate the nickname you’ve given her, though.”


  “She gets into places even a snake can’t penetrate.”


  “It’s even worse than what you call me.”


  “Pandora?” said Pretorius. “But it fits. There isn’t a computer or lockbox or anything else that you can’t open.”


  She laughed. “So far,” she replied. “But I don’t like it anyway.”


  “It fits,” he said, holding up the cube. “Remember this?”


  “Remember it?” she replied. “Hell, I created it.”


  “All the more reason for calling you Pandora. I can’t give you a name in some code that only you and three computers in the whole galaxy can speak.”


  “Even so.”


  “Settle for it. It’s better than Sexpot.”


  “And those are the only two nicknames you know?”


  He smiled. “The only two that are left and that fit you.”


  “I’m almost flattered,” she replied. “Okay, what’s this mission that you thought was worth the most expensive dinner in town?”


  “Even been to Orion?”


  “Not many people have—and even less have returned to tell about it.”


  “Aren’t you even a little curious about it?”


  “Of course I am,” she answered, “but I think General Michkag might have a little something to say about it.”


  “Oh, I doubt it,” said Pretorius with a smile.


  She studied his face for a moment. “Okay, what do you know that I don’t know?”


  “Not a hell of a lot, according to your resume.”


  “Cut the bullshit, Nate,” she said irritably. “What do you know about Michkag that I don’t know?”


  “He’s going to be traveling with us.”


  She stared at him. “You don’t look crazy, but that’s as crazy a thing as I’ve ever heard you say.”


  “We’ve got a clone—not a look-alike, not an android, but a living, breathing clone of Michkag.”


  “Great,” she said. “So now there are two genocidal geniuses with the same DNA.”


  Pretorius shook his head. “We grew this one up from his DNA, and we’ve got a turncoat Kabori who used to work for Michkag and is teaching the clone his mannerisms, his choice of words and phrases, the way he carries himself, everything.” He paused. “I’ve seen him, Pandora. He really exists.”


  “Okay, he really exists,” she said. “Now, I suppose you could put him on video and have him surrender. That might fool some of his troops. Or you might shoot him in cold blood—always assuming these Kabori bastards have any blood—and ruin the morale of his troops and countrymen, or countrythings, or whatever the hell they are. But no, that’s not half dangerous enough for Nate Pretorius.” She looked him full in the eye. “You’re putting together a suicide mission to replace the real Michkag with the clone.”


  “Well, it’s a mission, anyway,” acknowledged Pretorius. “And with the right team, it might not be a suicide mission.”


  “Hold on,” she said, reaching for one of the seven miniaturized computers she wore attached to her belt and tapping in a code with her forefinger. A moment later a response flashed briefly on the screen. “I just put the proposition to the Master Computer on Deluros VIII,” she continued. “You know what it says the odds of any member of your team living through it are?”


  “Six percent.”


  “Close,” replied Pandora. “Seven percent.”


  Pretorius smiled. “Damn! I’m doing something right!”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “It was six percent before you and Snake joined the team.”


  “I haven’t joined anything, Nate.”


  “But you will,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “Because no one’s ever broken into Michkag’s personal computer, and no one’s ever deciphered their secret codes—and you can’t resist that kind of challenge.”


  “You think not?” she said pugnaciously.


  He shot her a confident smile. “I think not.”


  “You’re a fool,” she said. “You never asked why I retired from the service two years ago.”


  He shrugged. “I figured you had your reasons.”


  “I did,” she said, nodding her head. “I do. Close to a billion reasons as of last month.” She lowered her voice. “Since I quit, I’ve robbed seven of the enemy’s biggest banks, and now you want me to actually go to Orion and kidnap or kill their most powerful and best-protected general?”
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