Book One In The Mag Force 7 Series
The Nights O The Bl ack Earth

CHAPTER 1

Be extrenely subtle, even to the point of form essness. Be extrenely
nmysterious, even to the point of soundl essness. Thereby you can be the
director of the opponent's fate.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

Shortly after they |anded on Laskar, the four men went out and bought a
car. They paid cash for it, so Friendly Burl, the friendliest vehic dealer in
Laskar, was not fussy about such details as Who are you really? and Were have
you cone fron? Besides, he thought he already knew the answer. Four gray and
facel ess suits; probably on an illicit holiday; an escape from boss,
si g-others, Kkids.

"You guys planning on being in Laskar |ong?" asked Friendly Bud of Burl's
Friendly Vehics.

Two of the men carried briefcases; none of themcarried | uggage.

"No," said one of the suits, handing over the requisite nunber of gol den
eagl es.

The manner and tone in which the man said that single word sucked the
"friendly" out of Burl and caused himto revise his original estimte. These
were not stressed-out execs. He began i medi ately and sonewhat nervously to
count his noney. Finding it correct, he rel axed.

"Sal esmren, huh?" Bud ventured. He wi nked knowi ngly. "Or maybe not selling
but deal i ng?" The nen did not answer. They put their briefcases in the Car
Unusual . Li ke everything and everyone el se in the sin-soaked city of Laskar
rental cars tended to lead brief, albeit exciting lives. Consequently, rental
deal ers demanded a hefty anobunt of plastic up front. Insurance, they called
it.

It cost a bit nore to buy a vehic on Laskar, but the purchaser was
generally glad to pay extra for the conveni ence and the peace of mnd. Upon
| eaving the city, the car could always be resold--for scrap nmetal, if nothing
el se. And paying in cash left no trail.

By now, Burl was really curious. He had a lot of friends and sonme of them
inthe city would be very interested in knowing if conpetition was about to
nove in.

"You fellers ever been to Laskar before?" Burl asked, eyeing the
bri ef cases.

"No," replied the sane suit who had paid for the car. He was staring in
the direction of the city, squinting against Laskar's garish green sun

"Then you sure don't wanna | ose your way drivin' around town," Bud offered
casually. "If you'll tell ne where you' re going, | can give you directions."



He waited hopefully. No response.

He tried again. "I got a conpu-map | can install in halfa-jiffy. No
trouble. Just tell me where you' re headed and I'Il programit--"

"No," said the suit.

The four nen clinbed into the car--an ordinary, mdsize hover, nothing
speci al, nothing fancy--and drove it off the lot. Two rode in the front, two
in the back. Friendly Burl saw themoff the lot, gave thema friendly wave,
then hurried inside to contact a few "friends."

Friendly Burl's was conveniently | ocated near the public spaceport, on the
outskirts of the city. Finding the way to the city was easy--the only hi ghway
ran past the spaceport.

One nman drove. The man seated in the front next to the driver navigated.
The two in the back renpved needl e-guns fromtheir inside suit jacket pockets,
kept watch out the w ndows.

"Al'l going according to plan, Knight Conmmander."
into a snmall handhel d voi ce-recorder

The hover's driver spoke

The hover reached the entrance to the highway. Here a decision was
required. Turn to the left and there, silhouetted against the green sky, were
the high-rise whorehouses, the glitzy casinos, the hol odones of pl anet
Laskar's major claimto fame, the city Laskar. Turn to the right and there
were cactus and weird rock formati ons and eventually, a |ong distance away,

t he box-shaped barracks, the hal f-nmoon hangars, the sand-blasted tarmac of the
Royal Naval Base.

d anci ng up and down the highway, the driver said, "How far is Snaga
Ohne's from here?”

"Straight across country. About fifty kiloneters," was the reply.

Those fifty kilometers brought one to the palatial mansion and vast estate
of the | ate Snaga GChne, former weapons purveyor to the galaxy's rich and
war |l i ke. Several years previous, the wealthy Adonian had died, |eaving his
ext ensi ve and conplicated financial affairs in conplete disorder. To give him
credit, Ohne had not expected to be mnurdered.

Al ways pleased to be able to help one of its citizens, the mlitary had
assisted Chnme's creditors by i mediately seizing control of the Adonian's
estate, including all weapons, designs for weapons, and prototypes of new
weapons that the | ate Snaga Ohne had invented. "Is Knight Oficer Fuqua stil
i nside the Ohne estate?" "Yes, sir. But according to his |latest report, his
unit is due to transfer out anytime now. He'll have to leave with the unit, of
course. "

The driver nodded. "He has served his purpose. | doubt if we could learn
anything nore fromhim We will proceed to Laskar."

Arriving at the intersection, the hovercar turned left.

Laskar was not a planned conmunity. Its streets had not been laid out
according to any grand design. Rather, its buildings had sprung up like
fungus, sprouting wherever the spores happened to fall. Buildings rarely faced
each other, or fronted a street, but stood sideways to one another, |ike two



hookers working the same bl ock, who pretend to ignore each other yet keep a
wat chful eye on the conpetition. Consequently, the streets had been laid out
around the buildings, which resulted in a great many serpentine roads,

i nnurrer abl e all eys, dead ends (aptly named), cul-de-sacs, and streets that had
started out going sonmewhere only to end up lost and confused in the center of
a very bad nowhere

The four nen were driving to one of the worst nowheres in Laskar
VWi ch was why there were four of them And the needl eguns.

The navi gat or gui ded them unerringly through the naze of ganbling dens,
liquor bars, drug-bars, cyber-bars, bloodbars. They drove past the live sex,
sem -live sex, senmiconscious sex joints. They ignored the hookers of every
age, race, sex, gender, and planetary origin. They paid scant attention to the
occasi onal cop-shop--fortified bunkers fromwhich the cops rarely energed and
then only to collect protection noney that provided the citizens of Laskar
protection agai nst nobody but the cops.

"Travel down Painted Eye half a kiloneter, sir. Turn north onto Snake
Road. Brownstone wal k-up. Number 757. Qur man is on the top floor. Apartment
9e."

No unnecessary talk between them No names. The two men in the back were
deferential to the two in the front, especially the driver. The two in back
never spoke unl ess spoken to and then answered respectfully in as concise a
manner as possible.

The driver, who was the |eader, followed instructions, swerving sharply to
avoid hitting a woman with an Adam s apple and a | owcut dress, revealing a
hairy chest, who swore at themin a gravelly voice and gave the car a few
savage kicks with her high heels as the hover skinmred past.

The driver pulled up in front of 757. He, the man in front, and one of the
men in back got out of the car. The | eader carried a briefcase. The second nan
had his hands free. The third man thrust his needle-gun into his suit coat
pocket. The fourth man remmi ned seated in the car. H s needl e-gun had been
repl aced by a beamrifle assenbled fromhis briefcase. The rifle lay across
hi s knees.

The | eader stood on the cracked and litter-strewn sidewal k, .gazing
intently at the building, studying it carefully. It was nine stories high
made of brick formed fromthe | ocal stone, which neant that it was
sandy-col ored and, in the heat of the |ate afternoon, took on a slightly
greeni sh cast from Laskar's oddly col ored sun. (The sun was not green
According to scientists, sonething in the atnosphere was, which gave the sun
its strained-pea tinge. The natives were proud of their green sun, however,
and disputed the scientific claim)

VWet her the green was in the sun or the sky, the sickly tint did nothing
to i nprove the building s appearance, but rather gave it an unwhol esonme | ook
Al the windows on the |lower floor were boarded up, with graffiti scraw ed
across them Here and there, on upper floors, TO m-T signs had been pl astered
onto cracked gl ass--the spots of white | ooked |ike an outbreak of the pox.

Peopl e on the sidewal k brushed past the nen w thout a glance. The citizens
of Laskar had their own problenms to pursue, the tourists had their own
pl easures, and none of them gave a damm about anyone el se. A couple of
bor edl ooki ng wonen in see-through plastic skirts sidled over to the driver
and, in a few well-chosen words, described a possible evening' s entertainment.



The | eader didn't even bother to answer and, with a shrug, the wonen sauntered
of f.

Several of the locals, |ounging on the pavenment, grinned and | aughed, eyed
the car with the expert air of those who know the current market val ue for
that particular nodel, stripped down.

The | eader paid no attention to them either

"Cover the back exit," he ordered the man with the needl e-gun

"Yes, sir.

The man with the needl e-gun took off down a dark and gri ml ooki ng al |l eyway
that snelled of body waste and garbage. A hand reached out--pal mup--froma
bundl e of rags and cardboard as the man passed. A voice nunbl ed sonet hing
unintel ligible.

The man with the gun kept wal ki ng.

The beggar threw an enpty junp-juice bottle at him The bottle smashed
into the pavenent at the man's feet. He crunched calmy over the broken gl ass,
continued into the noisome dark of the alleyway. He m ght have been |ess
confortable in his dangerous surroundi ngs had he not been wearing full body
arnor beneath his nondescript suit.

The two nmen in front gave the third tine to get into position. Wen a
barely heard beep on a commink inforned themthat he was ready, the two nen
mount ed splintered and broken stairs--unquestionably the nost dangerous
obstacle they'd faced yet. Shoving open a rickety door, they wal ked inside the
vesti bul e.

The | eader took anot her careful | ook around.
"Security canP"

"Tenporarily out of order, sir," was the answer.
The | eader exami ned the entry door.

"I't's locked, sir. Mdern system The owner doesn't want any honesteaders.
W could blowit .... "

The | eader shook his head. He shifted the briefcase to his left hand,
reached up, pressed the buzzer for 9e. No response.

He pressed it again, this time held it |onger
No response.
He gl anced at his subordi nate.

"Bosk's inside, sir. He never leaves until after dark. But he'll be
reluctant to answer the door. He's in debt. Local noneyl ender."

The | eader raised an eyebrow. He pressed the button again, spoke into the
intercom "Bosk. You don't know ne. |'mhere on business. It could be worth
your while to let me inside. |'ve got an offer to make you." Still no
response.



The | eader hit the button again. Leaning down to the intercom he spoke
two words clearly and distinctly. "Negative waves."

He stepped back, waited for as long as it mght take a man to get up out
of a chair, cross a small room

There canme a click on the Iock of the entry door

The | eader and his subordi nate entered, shut the door behind them The
| eader again took a careful |ook around.

"You wait down here," he said.

Hi s subordinate took up a position in a shadowy corner beneath the
staircase. From here, he could see, but not be readily seen. Qutside, the
| ocal s approached the car, backed off hurriedly when they saw the beamrifle.

Fol ding his arms across his chest, the subordinate settled hinself to
wai t .

The | eader began to clinb nine flights of stairs.

CHAPTER 2

Vengeance, deep-brooding o' er the slain

Sir Walter Scott, The Lay of the Last Mnstre

Bosk stood unsteadily by the door, staring at the intercomas if it could
answer his questions. He was a little drunk. Bosk was always a little drunk
t hese days. It eased his pain, cut the fear. He was always a little afraid
t hese days, as well.

The intercom had no answers for him The room seenmed to heave a bit, and
so Bosk--knowing that it would be a long wait while his guest clinbed nine
flights of stairs-stunbled back over and plunked hinmself down in his
di | api dated recliner.

Directly across the roomfromhim the vid was blaring loudly. James M
War den, personable television personality, was conducting an interview wth
H s Royal Majesty, Dion Staff ire.

Bosk gul ped a swig of junp-juice froma cracked gl ass, focused blearily on
the screen.

The young ki ng was answering a question about the |ate Warl ord Derek
Sagan.

"He was not perfect. No man is perfect,"”
"He made mi stakes."

H s Majesty was saying gravely.

"I beg your pardon, Your Mjesty," Janmes M Warden respectfully
contradicted, "but some might consider the word m stakes inappropriate for
what many consider to be heinous crines."



"Try murder!" Bosk yelled loudly at the screen

Hi s Majesty was shaking his head, alnost as if he'd heard Bosk's conment.
"Lord Sagan was a warrior. He acted out of his own warrior code, which, as you
know, is a harsh one. But he held to that code with honor. He took part in the
revol uti on because he believed that the government under my late uncle's rule
was corrupt and ineffective. That it was about to collapse into anarchy, which
woul d have put all the people in the galaxy in the gravest danger

"When Lord Sagan discovered that the new governnent under President Peter
Robes was every bit as corrupt as the old, the Warlord concl uded t hat he--one
of the few surviving nmenbers of the Bl ood Royal had the right to try to seize
control. Gircumstances, the Creator, Fate--call it what you will--intervened.
Lord Sagan's anbitious and, sone night say, his despotic plans failed."

King Starfire's hand cl enched. The fanous Starfire blue eyes were lit from
within by a radiance that | ooked well on the vidscreens. The red-golden lion's
mane of hair framed a face that was youthful, handsome, earnest, intense. His
godl i ke | ooks, his vibrant personality--all were rapidly making a rel uctant
deity of a very nortal young nan.

"But | tell you, M. Warden, and | tell my people that | would not be here
now, | would not be wearing this crown, the gal axy would not be at peace
today, if it were not for the sacrifices of Lord Derek Sagan. He attenpted to
correct the great wrongs he had done and, in so doing, gave his life that
others might live. He is one of the greatest men | have ever known. | will
al ways honor his menory."

Bosk tossed the remainder of the junp-juice at the vidscreen. "Here's that
for his fuckin' menmory." The juice trickled down the screen, soaked into the
t hr eadbare carpet which covered the floor of the shabby studio apartnent.

A crisp knock sounded on the door

Lurching to his feet, Bosk went to answer it. On his way, he nmade a detour
to the bottle, poured hinmself another drink. Reaching the door, he peeped out
t he one-way peephole, saw a nan dressed in a suit, carrying a briefcase. The
man didn't | ook threatening. He didn't | ook anything. He had one of those
faces you nmeet and five mnutes later you can't recall ever having been
i ntroduced to himbefore. Bosk was nore interested in the briefcase. It is
sai d that Adoni ans can snell noney.

Bosk' s nose twitched. He opened the door

"Yeah?" he said, looking first at the briefcase, then finally lifting his
gaze to nmeet the stranger's. "Wat's the deal ?"

"l don't believe it would be wise for us to conduct our business in the
hal | way, " the stranger said. He wasn't even breathing hard after the |ong
climb. He smiled in a pleasant and di sarm ng manner. "Your nei ghbors don't
need to know your affairs, do they?"

Bosk followed the stranger's glance, saw Ms. Kasper standing in her
hal f - open door. He gl ared at her

"I heard a knock," she said defensively. "Thought it night be for ne." She
sni ffed. "Another of your 'clients'?"

"Nosy old bitch!" Bosk retorted. He opened his own door wider. "C non in,
then. ™



The stranger entered. Bosk shut the door, took a | ook out the peephole to
make sure Ms. Kasper had gone back into her apartnent. She had a bad habit of
loitering in the hall, listening outside closed doors. Sure enough

Bosk flung the door open, nearly knocking Ms. Kasper down.
"Care to join us?" He |eered.
Di sgusted, she flounced back inside her apartnent and sl ammed her door

Bosk shut his door again, turned around to face his guest. The stranger
was tall, well-built, handsome if you went for older guys with hair graying at
the tenpl es, which Bosk did not. The cl othes were expensive but not
ostent ati ous. Snaga Chnme woul d have approved the choice of colors: muted bl ues
and grays. The face was a mask. The lines and winkles had been trained to
betray nothing of the thoughts within. The eyes were one-way mrrors. Bosk
| ooked in, saw hinself reflected back

Havi ng once been close to sonme of the nobst powerful people in the gal axy,
Bosk recogni zed and appreciated the quiet air of control and authority this
man exuded, like a fine col ogne that never overwhel ns, never cloys the senses.

"I assune that you are the Adoni an known as Bosk?" The stranger was
polite.

“I"'man Adoni an and ny nanme's Bosk. That answer your questions?"

"Not all of them" The stranger continued to be polite. "Wre you once in
the enpl oy of the |late Snaga Chne, forner weapons deal er ?"

Bosk swallowed. "I wasn't in his "enploy,' mister! | was his goddam
friend! Hs best friend. He trusted ne, nore'n anyone. He trusted nme. | knew
all his secrets.”

Bosk brushed his hand across his eyes, wi ped his nose with his fingers.
Adoni ans are a sensitive race, who have a tendency to get maudlin when they're
drunk. "1 was his confidant. Me. Not those other fops, those pretty
boys--fawn' I ng and preening. And the wonmen. They were the worst. But he | oved
nme. He loved ne."

Bosk drained the glassful of junp-juice.

The stranger nodded. "Yes, that is consistent with nmy information. Snhaga
Chne told you all his secrets. He even told you about his project code-naned
Negative Waves."

"Maybe, maybe not." Bosk eyed the stranger warily. "You want a drink?"

"No, thank you. Mnd if I sit down?"

"Suit yoursel f." Bosk wandered back to the bottle.

The stranger wal ked across the small room Bosk wat ched hi mout of the
corner of his eye. The stranger's novenents were fluid, controlled. He was in
excel | ent physical condition, with a hard-nuscl ed body, good refl exes.

Pity he's not twenty years younger, Bosk thought.

The stranger pulled up a battered nmetal fol d-out chair-one of the few



articles of furniture in the apartnent. In front of the chair was a conputer

A highly sophisticated and expensive personal conputer, it |ooked considerably
out of place in the poverty-stricken surroundi ngs. The stranger seated hinsel f
in the chair, regarded the conputer with adm ration

"That's a fine setup, Bosk. Probably worth the price of this whole
apartnment buil ding."
"I"d sell nyself first," Bosk said sullenly. He had sold hinmself first,
but that was beside the point. He hunched back down in the recliner. "Snaga
Chne gave that conputer to nme. It's one of the best, the fastest in the whole
damm gal axy."

A phot ograph of Snaga Chne--bronze, beautiful, as were npst
Adoni ans--stood in an honored place beside the crystalline storage lattice.

The stranger nodded, smled in synpathy, placed the briefcase on his
knees, and waited for Bosk to resune tal king. But Bosk's attention had been
recaptured by the vidscreen. The king was speaki ng again, this time about the
| ong- expected and widely anticipated birth of the royal heir.

"Fucki n' bastard,"” nmuttered Bosk. "I hate the fuckin' bastard. H m and
that fuckin' Derek Sagan. Wasn't for that fuckin' Derek Sagan, he'd be alive
t oday. "

A gl ance at the photograph of Snaga Chne clarified the pronoun
"Tell me about Derek Sagan, Bosk," the stranger suggested.
Bosk tore his gaze fromthe vid. "Why d' you wanna know about Derek Sagan?"

"Because he was the reason for the Negative Waves project, wasn't he,
Bosk?"

Bosk hesitated, regarded the stranger suspiciously. But the Adonian had
had far too much to drink to nake the mental effort to play ganes, keep
secrets. Besides, what did it matter anyway? Ohne was dead. And when his life
had ended, so had Bosk's. He didn't even have revenge to keep hi m going
anynore. So he nodded.

"Yeah. Sagan was. | don't care who knows it. If H s Mjesty sent you--"

"His Majesty didn't send me, Bosk." The stranger |eaned back confortably
in the chair. "Hi s Majesty doesn't give a damm about you, and you know it.
Nobody gi ves a danmm, do they, Bosk?"

"You do, apparently,"”
could conmpl etely drown.

Bosk said with a cunning not even the junp-juice

"I do, Bosk." The stranger opened the briefcase. "I care a lot."

Bosk stared. The briefcase was filled with plastic chips-black plastic
chi ps, stanped in gold, arranged in neat stacks.

Bosk rose slowly to his feet to get a better |look, half afraid that the
liquor mght be playing tricks on his mind. It had been al nost four years
since the night Snaga Chme had been nurdered. Four years since the night
War| ord Derek Sagan had seized control of the dead man's mansion and its
weal th. That night, as Sagan's arnmy marched in the front, Bosk had exited the
mansion via the secret tunnels in the back



During these intervening four years, Bosk had never seen one black chip
stanped in gold, nuch less ... how many were in that briefcase?... He took a
conservati ve guess on the nunber of chips in each stack, counted the nunber of
stacks across, counted the nunber of stacks down, did sone nuddl ed
mul tiplication, and drew in a shivering breath.

"Twenty thousand, Bosk," said the stranger. "It's all yours. Today."

Bosk found his chair with the backs of his | egs, sat down rather suddenly.
Life up till now had been an endl ess lineup of junp-juice bottles, selling his
favors in cheap bars and bat hhouses, and dodging the | ocal collection agency.

"I could go back to Adonia," he said, staring at the black chips.

"You coul d | eave toni ght, Bosk," said the stranger

Bosk licked dry lips, took another drink, gulped it the wong way,
coughed. "Wat do you want ?"

"You know," said the stranger. "You tried to sell it a couple of years
ago. Bad timng. No market."

"Negative Waves." Bosk's gaze strayed to the conputer
The stranger nodded, closed the lid of the briefcase. The light seenmed to
go out of the room

"Tell me about the project, Bosk. Tell ne everything you can renenber."

"Why do you want to know?" "Just to make sure we're tal king about the sane
project." A mental hand was tugging at the coattails of Bosk's brain, trying
to get his attention. But the junp-juice and the gol d-stanped bl ack chips
conbi ned to cause himto shoo it away.

"Yeah, sure," Bosk said. He reached for his glass, discovered it was
enpty, started to head for the bottle.

He found the stranger holding on to it. Bosk staggered back, blinked. He
had no clear recollection of seeing the stranger nove, yet the man was
standing right in front of him

"We' || have a drink to celebrate closing the deal," said the stranger
smling and holding on to the bottle. "Not before." He wal ked back to his seat
by the conputer.

Bosk was going to get angry and then decided he wasn't. Shruggi ng, he went
back to his chair. The stranger returned to the folding chair, set the bottle
down next to the conputer, beside the picture of Snaga Chme. On his way past,
the stranger flicked off the vid. Congenial reporter Janmes M Warden and Hi s
Maj esty the King dwindled to insignificant dots, then were gone.

A commentary on life, Bosk thought, staring at the enpty screen with
wat ery eyes.

"Where should | begin?"
"The space-rotation bomb," specified the stranger

Bosk gl ared, suspicions returned. "You nmust be fromthe king. No one el se



knew about that."

"I"'mnot fromthe king, Bosk," the stranger said patiently. "Maybe soneday
["I'l tell you where | amfrom But for now, |I'd say you're being paid enough
not to be curious. Let nme help things along. W know about the space-rotation
bonb. We know how Warl ord Sagan cane up with the design for it. How he needed
someone to build it. Needed it done quick and quiet, because he was pl anni ng
to overthrow the gal actic government. And so he went to Snaga Chne."

"The only man in the universe who could have built that damm bonb," Bosk
said with noist-eyed pride. He sniffed, wi ped his nose with the back of his

hand. "Whoever had that bonb coul da overthrown six billion governnments." He
gazed back into the past, shook his head in admiration. "It was sweet. Best
work Chme ever did. He said so hinself. Blow a hole in the fabric of the
uni verse. Destroy ail life as we knowit."

"That was only theorized."

Bosk waved his hand, irritated at the stranger's sl owness of thought.
"That's not the point. Blackmail. The threat. Hold it over their heads. Sword
of somethi ng-er-other--"

"Danocl es," said the stranger
Bosk shrugged, not interested. He coughed, licked his lips, |ooked
longingly at the bottle.

The stranger ignored the |ook. "Chme built the bonb according to the
Warl ord's specifications, using Sagan's financing. But then it occurred to
Chne that, with this bonb in the Warlord's possession, Derek Sagan m ght get
a--shall we say--swelled head?"

"Snaga Chnme was the nost powerful man in the gal axy," Bosk averred. "The
top weapons deal er and manufacturer alive. No one could touch him Kings,
war | ords, governors, congressnen, corporate |eaders--they all cane running
when he so nuch as twitched his pinkie their direction."

"Chme feared that the Warlord if and when he cane to power--m ght put him
out of business. So Chnme built the negative wave device to kill Derek Sagan."

Bosk shook his head vehenently. "Not kill him"
"Keep Sagan in line, then."

"I'f he | eaned on us, we could | ean back." Bosk was defensive. "W were
| ooki ng out for our own interests."

"Sagan has the bonmb, blackmails the governnent. Chne has the negative wave
devi ce, bl ackmails Sagan."

"It was an ingenious idea. You gotta admit that."

"Al'l predicated on the fact that Sagan was specially genetically designed.
One of the Blood Royal. The device would kill himand himalone, even in a
cromd. Yes, a truly remarkable concept. If it worked .... "

Bosk snorted. "It worked, all right."

"Chme tested it?" The stranger appeared surprised, intrigued. "W weren't
aware that he'd built a working nodel."



Bosk opened his nouth, suddenly closed it again. He shrugged, surly now,
and deciding to be uncooperative. Wo was this bastard? Coning here with al
his damm stupid questions. And hoTMthe hell did he know so nmuch? \What was
goi ng on?

Standi ng up, a bit unsteadily, Bosk stal ked over, grabbed the bottle,
st al ked back, and poured hinself a drink. He flopped down in the chair,
reached for the renote, turned on the vid. Janes M Warden was resurrected. He
was still interviewing H s Majesty the King. Her Majesty the Queen had joi ned
t hem

The nental hand that had been tugging at Bosk's brain gave hima sudden
sharp jab that made himflinch, literally. He saw it all now Everything
became suddenly clear, as clear as it could be through a |iquor-soaked haze.

You jui ce-head, he swore at hinself. You dam near let himwalk off with
this for a neasly twenty thou. It's worth ten tinmes---hell, nake that a
hundred times--nore!

Bosk stared hard at the vidscreen, his brain flopping around, wondering
how best to appear conpletely unconscious of the fact that he'd scamed the
whol e scherme and that it was big, really big, and that he was going to nmake a
bl oody fortune off it.

I can't let on that | know, though, was his next thought, which of course
made hi mwonder if he'd already given hinself away. He slid a glance over to
the stranger, slid it back quickly. The stranger was staring at the screen
too, but with the abstracted gaze of one who is using a visual aid to enhance
far-renmoved thoughts.

Bosk breathed easier. Noticing his hand was cl enched around the gl ass so
tightly that his knuckles had turned white, he forced hinself to relax. He
started to take a drink, then thought better of it, then was afraid that not
taking a drink m ght seem suspicious. He brought the glass to his lips, set it
down agai n untasted, and wondered uneasily how to bring the conversation
around to where he wanted it.

At that nonment, James M Warden broke for a message from his sponsor

Bosk cleared his throat. "What | meant to say is that the theory behind
t he devi ce was sound. Chme knew it would work. There was no reason to doubt
it. It's all in there." Bosk gazed fondly at the conputer

"You ended up with the design," said the stranger
"I ended up with it," Bosk said softly. "It was ny chance, you see. M
chance to get even. The night Chme was nurdered, all hell broke | oose. Sagan's
troops had the goddamm pl ace surrounded. In the confusion, | raided Chne's own
personal computer. | downl oaded, then destroyed, all the flies on the Negative
Waves project. I'mthe only person alive who's got them™

Bosk added the last with enphasis. He was watching the vidscreen with a
snmle on his face, felt enbol dened enough to repeat hinself. "I'mthe only
one."

The stranger nodded. "Yes, so | understand. You searched for backers to
finance the project. But with the government coll apsed and the new ki ng taking
over, no one was interested in spending a fortune on a weapon with such
l[imted potential."



"Sagan was still alive," Bosk muttered
"True, Warlord Sagan was still alive and had enem es. But by the time they
m ght have been willing to invest, Derek Sagan had nanaged to get hinself

killed. He was the I ast of the Blood Royal --the only people Chne's device was
designed to destroy. The demand for your product went right down the toilet."

"Not the last of the Blood Royal," Bosk said, with a sly glance at the
vi dscreen. "Sagan wasn't the last. The king. Dion Staffire. He's the last."
The stranger was nonplussed. "There could be others." "Sure, sure." Bosk
staggered to his feet. H s unsteady hand knocked his glass to the floor. "Wat
do you take ne for? A brain-rotted old queen, too juiced to know who |I'm
climbing in bed with? This is big. Really big. Bigger than twenty thousand
fuckin' eagles. I'lIl go back to Adonia. |I'Il go back in style. No nore hangi ng
around the Laskar bars, letting guys like you in your expensive suits think
you're doin' nme some big honor by rubbing your ass against mne, then throw n
me out the next norning like | was too filthy to live. You need ne, dam it.
You need ne and | want ny share or 'l ... ["1ll "

"You'll what, Bosk?" asked the stranger calnly.
Bosk realized too late that he'd gone too far. Fear knotted his belly,
sent the gastric juices surging up, bile-bitter and burning, into his throat.

H s jaws ached; saliva flooded his nouth. He was afraid he mght vomt.

He swal | owed several times. Sweat, cold and clamy, chilled on his body,
made hi m shi ver.

"*TIl find other buyers." He decided to bluff it out.

The stranger considered, said gravely, "Very well, Bosk. W'Ill neet your
price. Just think of this as a down paynment." He patted the briefcase.

Bosk didn't like it. The guy had given in far too quickly. Still, the
Adoni an reflected, | have got himby the short hairs.

"You'll need a technical adviser." Bosk slurred his words. The shivering
fear caused a trenor in his right leg. He clanped his hand over his leg, to
stop the nuscle jerking. "There's a lot of data... | left out... not in... the
files."”

"Bound to be," the stranger agreed. He stood up fromthe folding chair.
Pl acing the briefcase on the table next to the picture of Shaga rhine, the
stranger smled, indicated the conputer screen. "Bring up the files. | want to
see what |'m buying."

Bosk hesitated. "It'll take a while to get the material all in order. Big
files, scattered. I'mnot all that organized."

"I understand completely. | just want to take a | ook before | go. Scan it,
get a feel for the project. That's all. | think that's only fair, considering
my initial investrment. Then, when you have the data conmpiled, 1'll be back to
pick it up. At that time, I'lIl bring the rest of your paynment. Besides," the
stranger added with a slight lift of his shoulders, "lI'd |like to know the

project's really in that conputer of yours."

"It"'s in there," Bosk said, gloating. "And' it'll work." He stunbled over
to the chair, sat down in front of the conputer



Bosk pl aced his hands on the input keypads. After a second's wait, the
screen began to glow. A red light flashed; the I og-on script for Bosk came up
on the screen. He had yet to hit any keys. Once the sequence was conplete, the
menu appear ed.

Bosk cast a cunning glance at the stranger. "Wy don't you go take a | ook
at the view O maybe you should check to make sure no one's stol en your car."

The stranger smiled to indicate he understood conpletely. Leaving the
vicinity of the conmputer, he strode nonchalantly over to the w ndow and peered
out through the grime to the street bel ow

Once the stranger's back was turned, Bosk accessed a file rifled
"Classical Literature through the Ages"--guaranteed to be a snorer. Opening
that, he selected the choice: "ldylls of the King." The conputer responded by
demandi ng a retina scan. Bosk noved his face closer to the screen, flinched as
the scanning beamswiftly crossed his eyeball ten thousand tines.

The word "verified" appeared on the screen, followed by a display that did
not appear to be, on first glance, classical literature.

"Al'l right," Bosk said after several ninutes had el apsed, silent mnutes
punctuated by the clicking sounds of the Adonian's fingers on the keyboard and
nmut ed voi ce commands to the computer's audio interpreter

He gestured at the screen. "There it is. Negative Waves. |'ve brought up
the outline of the initial concept, plus the prelimnary diagrans of what the
weapon shoul d ook like when it's completed. | figure that should be enough to

convince you that what |'ve got is the real thing."

The stranger left the wi ndow Hands cl asped behind his back, he strode
over to the conmputer. He bent down to see the screen, |eaning over Bosk, who
had remni ned seated. The stranger studied the text intently.

"Scroll on further," he said, making no nove to touch the keyboard.

Bosk obediently, and proudly, did so. He, too, was reading the text,
witten in Snaga Chne's precise, organized, neticulous style. The concept was
sound. It would work. Bosk raised his hand, reverently touched the computer
screen.

"Ceni us," he murnured.
"I ndeed, " said the stranger, and he sounded i npressed.

Bosk heard the stranger straighten. The Adoni an turned around, grinning in
el ation, prepared to nane what he considered his absolute m nimum price for
the files and his know edge concerning them and found a handhel d | asgun
within ten centineters of the bridge of his nose. Terror surged. He opened his
mouth to beg... scream.... Wth careful precision, the stranger shot Bosk
t hrough the center of the forehead. The beam bored a neat bl oodl ess hol e
t hrough bone and brain. The Adoni an slunped, slid out of the chair.

The stranger shoved the body aside, sat down in the chair. "Dam," he
muttered softly.

Wt hout Bosk's hands on the keyboard, the screen had gone bl ank

The stranger was only nonmentarily thwarted, however. Though he had not
anticipated this problem he was prepared to deal with it. He spoke calmy



into his commink. "It's finished. Come up."

Bendi ng over the corpse, the stranger slid what appeared to be plastic
t hi nbl es over Bosk's fingertips. Then, adjusting his lasgun's intensity, the
stranger nodified the beamto a cutting tool and proceeded to renove Bosk's
right eyeball. This grisly task conpleted, he placed the freshly severed
eyeball in a holder, stood the holder on the table next to the conputer. He
then removed the fingertip plastics, now bearing the whorls and |ines of
Bosk's fingerprints. Carefully, the stranger drew them over his own fingers.

Seating hinself at the computer, he rested his fingers on the keypad of
t he bl anked conputer. The screen |ogged in "Bosk." The menu appeared. Studying
the list, the stranger hesitated. There was, no doubt, a trap in here. Even if
he happened to guess the right file, bringing it up in the wong sequence
m ght cause it to self-destruct.

Unabl e to discover even a hint of a clue, the stranger exited the nmenu.
Bosk had been smart, but he had al so been | azy. Hopefully too lazy to nake
certain all the doors into his files had been shut and | ocked.

Hands on the keyboard, the stranger typed--in case the conmputer was
attuned to Bosk's voice---the command: "Recall |ast accessed project." An old
trick, but it worked.

A file appeared. Wrds, arranged in a definite pattern, filled the screen;
words in a | anguage | ong dead and forgotten by all but a few The stranger was
anong the few who could read them but this wasn't what he was after. He
tensed. The conputer scrolled down to the |ines:

Wearing the white flower of a blaneless life, Before a thousand peering
littlenesses, In that fierce |ight which beats upon a throne, And bl ackens
every bl ot.

Suddenly, "ldylls of the King" disappeared. The screen went blank. This
was either what he was searching for or he'd lost it.

The stranger picked up the eyeball, held it to the retina scan. Afile
cane up. He read the header and sml ed.

"Negative Waves."

CHAPTER 3

You're not a man, you're a machine.

George Bernard Shaw, Arns and the Man

The W edermann Detective Agency, with offices in every major city of every
maj or planet in the heart of the gal axy, handled only cases that were far too
i mportant, discreet, and delicate for other, |ess sophisticated (and | ess
expensi ve) agenci es. The Wi demann Agency woul d not, for exanple, tail your
phi |l anderi ng husband unl ess he happened to be the prine mnister and the
ensui ng scandal could topple a governnent.

The agency was expert in corporate intrigue, both detecting it and



performing it. They did not handle ordinary or sordid cases. They woul d
negotiate with terrorists and ki dnappers for you, but it would cost you

pl enty. They would not undertake to break your uncle out of prison, or renove
himfroma penal colony, but they would refer you to people who did that sort
of thing. They would not find out who poi soned your sister unless you had
proof that the local police were being deliberately obtuse and your credit
rating indicated you could pay for a prolonged investigation

The agency's offices were always |ocated in upscal e downt own prof essi ona
bui | di ngs, rubbing shoul ders confortably with law firns that had twenty-seven
nanmes on the letterhead, and the offices of doctors whose nanmes were foll owed
by that many initials. The agency's own offices were spacious, elegantly
appoi nted, a soothing gray-blue in color schenme. Corporate headquarters were
| ocated on Inner Rankin, the smaller and nore exclusive planet of a two pl anet
system the larger planet (industrial base) being known as Quter Rankin.

Only the nost inportant clients were ever permtted to enter the agency's
cor por at e headquarters, which was why the receptionist--a live, human
receptioni st--placed her finger on the security button when the cyborg wal ked
t hrough the mai n doors.

It was a long walk fromthe main doors--steel gl ass, bl astproof--across the
polished floor to the receptionist's desk, and so she had time to get a good
| ook at the cyborg. He had obviously made a m st ake.

The W edermann Agency took on cyborgs as clients, but such cyborgs were
sophi sticated types. Expensive body jobs. Not even their own nothers could
have guessed they were nore nmetal than flesh. Plastiskin and fl esh-foam
nmuscl e-gel and qui et - as-a-whi sper notors, battery packs and punps enabl ed nost
cyborgs to blend in with ordinary flesh-andbl ood beings, the main difference
bei ng that cyborgs always tended to | ook just a bit too perfect--as if they'd
been tail ormade, not picked up off the rack

This particular cyborg was, however, what the receptionist would classify
(did classify, for security purposes) as "hard labor." Mst planets sent their
convicted felons to hard-1abor canps. Located on frontier planets or noons,

t hese canps were generally mining conmmunities or agricultural colleefives. The
wor k was hard, physical, and often dangerous. Those prisoners injured in

acci dents were provided cybernetic |linbs and other body parts nmade to be
strong, efficient, and cheap--not cosnetic.

This cyborg was bald. Acid bum scars nottled the skin on his head. His
eyes---one of which was real, both of which were dark and broodi ng--were set
deep beneath an overhangi ng forehead. His right hand was flesh, his |left hand
net al

The security diagnostic that came up on the receptionist's recessed screen
di scl osed that seventy percent of the cyborg's body was artificial: |left side,
hand, |eg, foot, face, skull, ear, eye. But the receptionist could see this
for herself. Unlike any other cyborg she had encountered, this one scorned to
hide his replacenent parts. In fact, he appeared to flaunt them

He wore conbat fatigues that had been cut off at the hip on the left |eg,
reveal i ng a broad expanse of gl eam ng, conpartnmented, and jointed netal. The
left sleeve of his shirt was rolled up over the netal ann, revealing a series
of LED lights that flickered occasionally, performng periodic systens checks.
H s metal hand could apparently be detached fromthe wist, to judge by the
| ocki ng nmechani sm and replaced with different hands---or tools.

Hi s age was indeterninate, scar tissue having replaced nost of the



original flesh of his face. But the right half of his body--the half that was

still humanmwas in excellent physical condition. Arm nuscles bul ged; chest and
t hi gh nuscles were smooth, well defined. He walked with a peculiar gait, as if
the two halves of his body weren't quite in sync with one another

Truly, he was one of the worst cyber-jobs the receptionist had ever seen

"I woul d have sued," she muttered to herself, and put on the W edermann
smle, which would be conpletely wasted on this man, who had probably come in
to use the toilet.

"Good nmorning, sir," said the receptionist, giving the cyborg the snile
but not the Wedermann warnth that was reserved for paying clients. "How can |
hel p you?" She could hear, as the cyborg approached the desk, the faint hum of
hi s machi nery.

"The nane's Xris," he said, a mechanical tinge to his voice. "I received a
subspace transm ssion. Told to be here, this building, eleven hundred hours."
He gl anced around w thout curiosity, but appeared to note in one swft
overvi ew every object in the large room inchiding--froma nonentary pause and
stare--the surveillance devices.

The receptioni st was confused for a nonment, then renenbered.

"You're applying for the janitor's job. I'"'mafraid you' ve nade a mi st ake.
They shoul d have told you to use the rear entrance---"

"Sister." The cyborg placed his flesh hand and his metal hand on either
side of her, |eaned over her. She was disconcerted to see the artificial eye
readjust its focus as his head drew nearer. "I told you. | have an
appoi ntment . "

“I"1l check the files," she said coldly.

"You do that, sister."”

"What was the nane?"

"Xris. Wth an X Pronounced 'Chris,' in case you're interested."
She wasn't. "Sunme."

"Xris'll do. There's only one of ne."

The receptionist flashed hima | ook which said the universe could
undoubt edly count this as a blessing, then brought up the appoi ntment cal endar
on a screen beneath the gl eam ng glass top of her desk. Her fingers flicked
over the snooth surface.

The cyborg gl anced around the reception area again, noted a security-bQ
glide out of a recess in the wall. Casually, Xris reached into the pocket of
his shirt, drew out a golden and silver cigarette case, adorned with a shield
on the top. The receptionist, had she been | ooking, would have been highly
i npressed. The shield was the crest of the Starfire famly, belonged to the
young king. The case was, in fact, a gift fromthe king. Xris opened the lid
and wi thdrew an ugly, braided, foul-smelling formof tobacco known as a twist.
He thrust the twist in his nouth, started to light it with the thunb of the
netal hand.

"No smoking." The receptionist indicated a sign to that effect.



Xris shrugged, doused the light. Keeping the twist in his mouth, he began
to chewon it. "CGot any place | can spit?"

The receptionist glanced up, eyes narrowed in disgust, but she had | ocated
hi s name on the cal endar and was therefore obligated to add the W eder mann
warnth to the Wedermann smile, which had, unfortunately, slipped slightly.

"I"'msorry for the confusion, M.... Xris. You are to see M. Wedermann."

Xris continued to chew reflectively. "Wedernmann hinsel f, huh? |I'm
i mpressed. "

"That is M. Wedermann the younger," clarified the receptionist, as if,
yes, Xris should be inpressed but only noderately. "Not M. Wedermann the
el der. Pl ease proceed to the eighteenth floor. Someone will meet you there,
escort you to M. Wedermann's office. Put this badge on your pocket. Wear it
at all tinmes. Please do not take it off. This would activate our alarm
system"”

Xris accepted the badge, clipped it on the pocket of his fatigues. "About
that janitor's job..." he began conversationally.
"I"'msorry for the mstake," the receptionist said coldly. The W eder nann
snmle could have, by now, been packaged and frozen. "Please go on up. M.
W eder mann doesn't like to be kept waiting."

She answered a buzz fromthe conmink. She didn't |ike being around
cyborgs, even the well-oil ed.

The cyborg circled her desk to reach the lifts. The receptionist was
talking to a prospective client. A touch of netal on her shoul der made her
junp, flinch, so that she accidentally disconnected the call.

"I was about to say, you couldn't afford nme," Xris told her. "Sister."

Taking the twist out of his nobuth, he tossed the soggy, half-chewed nass
in the reeeptionist's trash disposer, then wal ked of f.

It shouldn't gnaw at him but it did. Grawed at the part of himthat
hadn't been---couldn't be--replaced by machi nery. People in general, wonmen in
particul ar--the way they | ooked at him O didn't look at him You asked for
it, you know.

"Yeah, that's true," Xris agreed with hinmself. Taking out another tw st,
he stuck it in his nmouth, clanped down on it hard with his teeth.

But he preferred the pity, the disgust to be up front. Better that than
later. Behind closed doors. Not that there ever was a later. A door that ever
closed. It happens to all cyborgs, eventually. Even the "pretty" ones. Sure,
when she digs her nails into your fake flesh, it'll bleed fake bl ood--the
mracle of nmodern technol ogy. But when you hold her close, she'll hear the
drone, the whine, the rhythmc clicks. And her flesh, her living flesh, grows
cold in your arns, grows cold to your sensor devices. She realizes a nmachine's
maki ng love to her. She thinks: | mght as well be screwing a toaster

The Iift had stopped. It had been stopped for some tinme, apparently, for
it kept repeating "Floor eighteen" in a nmanner that was begi nning to sound
irritated.



Berating hinmself--My God! How many years has it been since the
operation-anyway? Nine? Ten?--Xris strode off the I[ift. A young man, dressed
in atwed suit, tie, and knifecreased pants, was waiting for him

"Xris? How do you do? |'m Dave Bal dwi n." The young man extended a hand,
didn't wince at Xris's grip, even gave as good as he got. "M. Wedermann's
expecting you."

Turning, Baldwin led Xris down a carpeted hallway, done in nmuted tones,
with muted |ighting, polished woods, and the piped-in sounds of a string
quartet. Cccasionally, passing by an office with its door open, Xris glanced
i nside to see soneone working at a conputer or talking on a coremink. In one,
he saw several people seated around a | arge polished wooden tabl e hol di ng cups
of coffee and small el ectronic notepads.

"Where's your shoul der hol ster?" Xris asked.
The young man sniled faintly. "I left mne in ny other suit.”

"Sorry. | guess you rmust hear that all the tine."
"It's the detective vids," Bal dwi n explained. "People believe that stuff.
When they see these offices and they find out that we | ook just as boring as
any other office place, they' re disappointed. W' ve had a few even wal k out.
M. Wedermann--that's the ol der M. W edernmann---once suggested that we
should all dress the part. War guns. Snell |ike bourbon. Go around in our
shirtsl eeves with slouch hats on. We think he was kidding." "Was he?"

"You can never tell with old M. Wedernmann," Baldwin said carefully. "
know our appearance disillusions people, especially when they find out that
nost of the trails we follow are paper. The only footprints we trace are
electronic. W don't tail beautiful nysterious wormen in mnk stoles. W do
file-searches until we find sone tiny little discrepancy in her persona
finances which proves she's a spy or an enbezzler or whatever. W study
psychol ogi cal profiles, sociological patterns.”

The young man stopped, eyed Xris quizzically. "But you know all this,
don't you, sir? |I've read up on your case," he added in explanation. "You used
to work for the investigative branch of the old denocracy."

"I was a Fed." Xris nodded. "But we wore hol sters."”

Bal dwi n shook his head, obviously synpathetic. "M . Wedermann's office
is at the end of the corridor." "The younger," Xris clarified.

"Right. The elder's alnost fully retired now. Through this door."

Through a door, into an outer office that appeared to be used as a storage
room for boxes of computer paper, stacks of file folders, stacks of plastic
di sks, ol d-fashioned reels of magnetic tape, nmags, actual bound books, al
thrown together in no particul ar order

"M. Wedermann doesn't |like secretaries,”" Baldwin explained in a | ow
tone, pausing in front of the closed door of the inner office. "He says he's
seen too many ruin their bosses. The staff takes turns running his errands for
him He's a genius."

"He nust be," Xris observed, glancing at the clutter. "Either that or
Daddy owns the conpany."



"He's a genius," Baldwin said quietly. "He doesn't often see clients. Your
case interested him | nust say it was unique in nmy experience."

He tapped on the door. "M . Wedermann."
inside. "M. Xris here--by appointnent."

Opening it a crack, he peered

"Int" came an irritabl e-soundi ng voice.

Bal dwi n opened the door wider, permitted Xris to enter. Gving the cyborg
a reassuring smle, the young man asked if he could bring coffee, tea.
Bourbon. Xris shook his head.

"Good luck, sir. Have a seat. Say your nanme a couple of tines, just to
rem nd himyou're here."

Bal dwin left, shutting the door behind him
Xris | ooked at M. Wedermann, the younger

A thin man with a pale face and a shock of unconbed sandy bl ond hair sat
behi nd what m ght have been a desk. It was conpletely covered over, hidden by
various assorted objects, some of which had apparently been el bowed out by
others and were now |l ying on the floor.

M. Wedermann not acknow edgi ng his presence, Xris glanced around the
room It had no windows, was |lit by a single |lanp on the desk, and by the
| anbent [ight shining fromtwenty separate conputer screens that fornmed a
semcircle behind the nan's chair. The rest of the roomwas in shadow.

W edermann sat with his chin in his hands--his hands bent so that the chin
rested on the backs, not the pal ns-perusing a docunent of some sort, studying
it wwth rapt, single-ninded intensity. He breathed through his nouth. A bow
tie---clipped to the open collar--slanted off at an odd angl e.

Xris removed a stack of files froma chair, kicked aside the clutter
surroundi ng the desk, dragged the chair over, and placed it on the newy made
bare spot on the floor

W eder mann never | ooked up.

Xris had just about figured this seening abstraction was an affectation
and was starting to growirritated, when the blond-haired man lifted his gaze.

He stared at Xris with watery, very bright green eyes, said, "l've been
expecting you."

The gl ow of the computer screens behind himcast an eerie halolike effect
over the man. That and the darkened room made Xris think he'd accidentally
broken in on some weird religious service.

Xris opened his nmouth to introduce hinmself, but Wedermann had shifted his
attention to his desk. He nade a sudden dive at a pile, snagged and pulled
out wfrom about a quarter of the way down--a thick manila folder. The renoval
of the folder sent everything that had been stacked on top of it cascading to
the floor. Xris |eaned down to pick themup

"Don't touch them" W edermann snapped.

He opened the file folder, flipped through the contents quickly.
Satisfied, he returned the green-eyed gaze to Xris.



"A gatherer," Wedermann said.
"I beg your pardon?" Xris blinked.

"I"'ma gatherer. As in hunter/gatherer. Racial nenmory. Qur ancestors. Men
were hunters, wonen gatherers. Men went out, hunted food. Wnen foraged. Men
could find game al nost anywhere. Wnmen had to remenber where the berry patches
were | ocated fromone year to the next, even after the tribe had noved from
one hunting ground to another. Nature gave wonmen the ability to renmenber the
| ocation of various objects that would guide themto the food.

"Take a woman. Show her unrel ated objects scattered at random on a desk.
Rermove her fromthe room Thirty mnutes |ater, ask her what object was where
and odds are she'll be able to renenber. A man, given the sane test, won't
have a clue. |I'ma gatherer, nyself. | suppose, over the centuries, some of
t he gender |ines have been obscured."

It occurred to Xris that a |lot nmore than W edermann's gender |ines had
been obscured, but the cyborg kept quiet. Wedernmann did not expect a
response, apparently. He was no | onger paying attention to his client, had
begun flipping through the nyriad docunments in the file.

Xris shifted restlessly. Tiny beeps fromhis cybernetic ann and the faint
hum of his battery pack bl ended with the hum of the various computers behind
W edermann. The detective continued to peruse the file, but Xris had the
i mpression that Wedermann's thoughts had drifted off sonewhere el se.

Xris decided it was tinme those thoughts returned to him
"Uh, |ook, M. Wedernmann--"
"Ed. Ed W edermann. The younger."

"Fine. You sent for ne, Ed. | take it that means you' ve made sone progress
on ny case?"
"Yes. Yes, we have." W edermann nodded, continued to study the file.
"We've conpleted it successfully, in fact."

The surge that went through Xris had nothing to do with his batteries.
El ati on sparked, its jolt nearly stopping his heart with bright, intense
pl easure. He spent a nonent reveling in the triunph, then said slowy, "You
mean you've found him Rowan,"

"Dalin Rowan." W edermann savored the name. "We're close. Very close.™
Xris shut his eyes. Enotion brought tears, burned behind the lids. His

hand- - hi s good hand, resting on his good knee---clenched into a tight fist.

Nails dug into his flesh. Good flesh, warm fl esh. Bl ood--warm bl ood, real

bl ood-throbbed in his tenples. A buzzing sounded; his system was warning him

that it was having difficulty conpensating for this sudden adrenaline rush

t hat was unacconpani ed by strenuous physical exertion. He drew in several deep

breaths to try to calmhinmself down. "Tell me--where is he?"

"I don't think so. I've called a halt to the operation," Wedernmann said

of f handedl y, frowning at the file in his hands.

"You did what?" Xris couldn't believe he'd heard correctly, thought his
audi tory system m ght have shorted out.



"I spoke clearly enough."” Wedermann was testy. The green eyes narrowed.
"I'"ve halted the operation. | have a good idea--an excellent idea, in
fact--where this case is headed. And | don't like it. W could find oursel ves
in a great deal of difficulty. Qur fu mis not, at this point, prepared to
accept the risk. |I've spoken with ny father and he "

Wth his good hand, Xris shoved aside an enormous stack of folders,
toppling themto the floor. He | eaned over the desk, planted the |eft el bow of
the netal armin the newy cleared space directly under Wedermann's nose.

"You see this?" Xris wiggled his nmetal fingers. "N ne years ago, this arm
was real. So was ny leg, nmy eye, and all other parts of me. | won't bore you
with the details--you ve got themon file. |I danmnear died in that expl osion.
Dalin Rowan, ny friend and parner, saved ny life. But | never got a chance to
thank him After the accident, he di sappeared.

"I owe him" Xris was forced to pause, readjust hinself. He was
experi enci ng monentary breathing difficulty. "I owe himbig. | spent a year of
my own life searching for Dalin Rowan. No |uck. You've spent six years' worth
of my nmoney searching for him You tell me you' ve found him but you won't
tell me where he is. | think you m ght want to reconsi der. Hand over that
file."
"Certainly." Wedermann was calm not the least intimdated. "But you
wouldn't find it much help. It's not your case. Here, see for yourself."

Xris backed off. He'd played enough ante-up to know when a man was
bluffing. "All right, then. Were are ny fil es?"
"I'n the conputer.” Wedermann indicated the screens behind him "One of
the conputers. You'll never find them you know. Not if you searched a
lifetime. And | didn't say | wouldn't tell you. | haven't decided." "Wat do
you want?" Xris demanded. "Mre noney?" W edernmann shook his head. "W operate
in this galaxy at H's Majesty's pleasure. At any tine, the gal actic government
could revoke our license. If that happened, the total worth of the Crown
Jewel s couldn't conpensate us for our |losses. If your case results in | ega
action against us, | want to be certain we have a chance to win."

"Legal action?" Xris snorted. "VWat |legal action? I"'mtrying to find ny
friend--"
"It's up to you," Wedermann interrupted. "If we decide not to proceed,
you won't be charged for our time. We'll refund your retainer. You won't be
out anything."

"Only eight years of nmy life," Xris said through clenched teeth.
"Tell me your story."

"I told you the goddamm story once. Your operative, that is. It's in the
bl asted files!"

W eder mann | eaned back in his chair. Crossing bony | egs over bony knees,
he put the tips of his fingers together

Xris eyed the conputer screens. His fngers twitched. He was good with
conputers, but he wasn't that good. Dalin Rowan--now there had been the
conputer expert. In all these years, Xris had never run across anyone as good
as Dalin.



Slowmy, reluctantly, the cyborg sat back down. Xris paused a nonent to get
his thoughts in order. It didn't take Iong. Not a day went by but that he
didn't think about it. Whndering, trying to make sense of it.

"I't was back during the days of the denocracy. | was a Fed, a nmenber of
the bureau detailed to handle interplanetary crime. | don't know how rmuch you
know about the agency; probably quite a bit."

W eder mann smil ed, nodded. "The bureau hasn't changed all that ruch under
the new regi ne. C eaned up some, maybe. But basically the sane.”
"No reason it should change,"” Xris said. "They've got good people. W were
good, nost of us. Dedicated. Loyal. And if there was sone corruption, hell
that's only to be expected in an organization that big. O course, | didn't
know at the rime that the whol e damm governnent was corrupt, | fromthe
presi dent on down. Not that it would have made much difference, | guess. | did
what | did for the bureau for ny own reasons."

"And those were?"

Xris shrugged. Taking out the cigarette case, he held it in his hand, but
didn't open it. He tapped it thoughtfully with a good finger

"It's no big noral thing with me. Right. Wong. Good. Bad. Ethics vary
fromplanet to planet. On Adonia twenty years ago, it was |l egal to abandon a
child for being ugly. W had a hell of a tinme with local laws. But that's not
i nportant. What got to nme, what kept ne going, were the people who got fat off
ot her people's msery." "Yes, go on."

Xris shifted in his chair, attenpted to nmake hinself nore confortable. Not
an easy task when half his body was mnetal

"I don't suppose you'd |let me snoke?"
W eder mann shook his head, patted his chest. "Asthma."

Xris removed a twist fromthe case, clanped his teeth down on it, chewed
it. The bitter juice flooded his nmouth, washed out the faint netallic flavor
that he always tasted, despite the fact that the doctors told himit was al
in his mind. Some days the taste was stronger than others.

"I't's what kept me from being on the take, | guess. | had ny chances, but
| knew where the noney canme from babies who were born whacked out from drugs,
si xteen-year-ol d hookers smashed up by their pinps, old people sw ndled out of
their life savings. These people were at the bottomand at the top were guys
in the fancy linojets who held handkerchiefs over their delicate noses when
they drove through the stinking slums they hel ped create. Bringing those guys
down, making themlie flat on the pavenent in the nuck and the filth, rubbing
those delicate noses in it--that's why | worked for the bureau.”

Xris thrust the case back in his shirt pocket. "I had noney enough
Everything | needed, everything | wanted. My wife and | "

Xris stopped abruptly, smiled easily. "But you don't want to hear al
that. It was a long tine ago, anyway. And it all came down to one job. One
simple, murine job .... "



CHAPTER 4

To unfailingly take what you attack, attack where there is no defense. For
unfailingly secure defense, defend where there is no attack

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

Iris and his longtine friend and partner Mashahiro Ito forced their way

t hrough the crowds pouring out of the nmass transit station, wal ked the short
di stance to the main entrance of FISA headquarters. The season was spring on
Janus 2. The gardens decorating the grounds were just beginning to come back
tolife after their winter's hiatus. Budding trees extended protective |inbs
over the tentatively bloom ng flower beds. Ito had once di scoursed at great

I ength on the synbol ogy of the protective trees, the hel pless flowers. Xris,
grinning, had once told Ito what he could do with his synbol ogy.

A large and massi ve sign read ADM NI STRATI VE GOVERNVENT FACI LI TY, JANUS 2.
The sign nade no nention of the fact that the Federal Intelligence and
Security Agency was housed inside the building; it was supposedly top secret.
But everyone on the planet knew. Janus 2 was quite proud of it. The building
was a regular stop for tour shuttles.

The agents dodged a group of uniformed school children, who squealed wth
delight. "I'lIl bet he's a Fed?

"Hey, mister, can we see your gun?"

Xri s shook his head, kept wal king. A large and ugly electrified fence--a
grimcontrast to the flower beds-surrounded the building. Xris was al ways
meani ng to ask Ito what synbol ogy the fence held.

"Any idea what this nmeeting is about?"

"Nope," Ito answered, lowered his voice. "But it's bound to be about the
Hang. We've been working on this damm case for nonths now Wrd is it's ready
to break."

"About time! | hope this isn't another of those goddamm ass-nunbing talk
sessions. Sit around and yamer at one another for hours and get nothing
done. ™

Ito | aughed, but he wasn't very synpathetic. He |liked the planning part of
any assignnent, considered it a "cerebral exercise." Xris considered it
bull shit. He liked the action-the forty-four-decawatt |asgun pointing at sone
punk's skull and the "Freeze, Federal agents! Hands behi nd your head!" part of
t he operati on.

"I's Rowan com ng?"
"I don't know," Xris said shortly. "I haven't seen rmuch of himlately."

Ito cast a sharp glance at his friend. Xris was aware of the scrutiny, did
his best to ignore it. Dalin Rowan was the third nmenber of what a fewin the
agency jokingly called the Trinity. Xris, Ito, and Rowan: Father, Son, and
Holy CGhost, so named because Xris was the ol dest and the biggest; Ito was
short, slender, and the youngest; Rowan was qui et, unassum ng, and could wal k
t hrough a conputer wi thout |eaving a trace behind. The three had worked



toget her for years now and were one of the top teanms in the agency. They were
a]so close friends. Or rather, they used to be.

The two agents entered the first checkpoint--a small access building with
two doors. One door provided entrance through the electrified fence, the other
door granted access to the facility. Security guards checked | D badges and
i ssued visitor passes to those who were cleared for them

The senior guard | ooked up fromhis newsvid reader and nodded.

"CGoing to cause any trouble today, Xris? | just need to know, so's | can
pl an ny lunch break around you."

Xris shook his head. "Hell, that was an accident, Henry. | didn't nmean to
set off the alarnms. | forgot | had the dam knife on ne."

"Huh-uh." Henry grinned. He'd been an agent once, until he could no | onger
pass the physical. But that had been at age eighty. He still had a grip like a
nul l grav steel vise---as Xris had good reason to know

"You're in charge of himtoday, Ito. I'mgetting too old for this sort of
t hi ng. "

"You'll outlive us all, Henry." Ito |aughed.

Xris was to renenber that rennark.

He and Ito entered the main adm nistration headquarters buil di ng,
encount ered anot her security guard.

Ito pulled his lasgun out of his shoulder holster and placed it on the
counter. "Mrning, boys." Folding his arms, sighing, he settled back to wait.

Xris laid his regulation | asgun on the counter. He drew forth a snall
nodi fied derringer fromhis suit pocket and placed it on the counter. Next
cane a long, thin blade fromthe back of his jacket, a needle-gun froma |eg
hol ster, and a boot knife.

"dad you're here to protect us, Father," Ito said.

"And | always will be, ny son,’
t he head.

Xris returned solemly, and patted Ito on

They wal ked wi t hout incident through the weapons detectors, headed for the
lifts.

"Floor thirty-five," Xris said, and inserted his security card

The Iift whisked them up, stopped. Stepping out, Xris and Ito glanced up
at the briefing screen

"M ssion briefing 2122027, 0845hrs, 3506."

"That's us."

The two were early for the briefing, but they weren't al one. Another man
sat at a desk in the back, sipping coffee and working on a portable conmputer

He | ooked up, sniled, nodded. Xris and Ito nodded back, took their seats at
t he desks that made this roomresenble a classroom



Xris was back up a nonment | ater, going to get coffee for hinself, tea for
Ito. He'd just returned to his seat when Ito nudged him Dalin Rowan had
wal ked i n.

"Dalin, hows it going?" Ito asked pleasantly.
"Ckay," Rowan replied.

Hs lips jerked in what was intended for a smile, but didn't quite nake
it. And nothing sounded | ess okay than his "Okay."

He took a seat in the center of the room about four chairs renoved from
Xris and Ito. The stranger in the back had finished his coffee, continued to
work on the conputer.

"Been a long tine, buddy," Xris said quietly. "I've been worried about

you." It was an apol ogy.

Rowan gl anced up. He was pale, thin, had obviously |ost weight. He
attenpted the jerky pseudo-smile again.

"Sorry | haven't Called, Xris. I ... I've had a lot on ny nind lately."
Rowan gl anced at the stranger in the back, added, "I'Il talk to you after the
nmeeting."

Xris nodded, settled back, relieved. He and Rowan had not parted on the
best of terms and he hadn't seen or heard fromhis friend in a nonth. Al
because of that damm bitch. Xris had tried to point out to his friend what
everyone el se knew but was too polite to nention: The whore was taki ng Rowan
for aride. Awild and thrill-packed ride, maybe, but a ride nonethel ess. An
expensi ve ride.

You goddamm fool! You're thinking with your zipper, not your brains! Xris
recal l ed those words clearly. They were the |last words said between them

Runor had it now that the slut had | eft Rowan. Wien he could no | onger pay
for the tickets, the anusement park had shut down the rides. Looking at his
friend, Xris guessed that this tine the runmor was true. He wondered
unconfortably if other runors were true, as well. That Rowan was in big
financial trouble, seriously in debt.

Vell, Xris reflected, I'lIl find out soon enough

The superintendent entered, acconpanied by an ol der worman wearing a flight
suit. Xris and Ito exchanged gl ances. They'd been right. The super was Jafar
el Amadi, top man on the Hung Conspiracy case. So that's what this was al
about .

The neeting canme to order.
Amadi opened with a frown; but then, he always frowned.

"Agents, this briefing will be kept short. First, 1'd like to introduce
your controller, Agent M chael Arnstrong.”

Xris twisted in his desk. The man in the back acknow edged the
introduction. Tall, thin, and m ddl e-aged, Arnstrong didn't |look as if he had
the stam na for fieldwork; probably why he was assigned to the nore sedentary
controller role.



"Next | want to introduce Captain Lisa Bolton, skipper of the Vigilance,
our new orbital control ship. Al right, let's get down to business.

"To sum up: we have reason to believe that the Hung have infiltrated the
very top levels of the galactic governnent. We don't have any hard evidence,
but there are several indications, nost noteworthy being Senator G avesborne
changing his vote at the last mnute on the arnms control |egislation which
went down to defeat |ast nmonth. Because of this defeat, the Hung were able to
start up a nunitions plant on Tl Sor 13 and a weapons factory on Tl Sor 8. The
syndi cate doesn't need these weapons; the Hung are well supplied. Obviously,
they' re not manufacturing guns for thenselves. They're selling them And now
we think we know who's buying--the Corasians."

Xris sat up straight. Even Rowan, who had been staring listlessly at his
desk, lifted his head, his attention caught. The Corasi ans occupi ed the gal axy
next door and wanted to take over the entire nei ghborhood. Unfortunately, when
t he Corasians noved in, they had a bad habit of devouring the neighbors. Mde
entirely of energy, the fiery bloblike entities roamed about searching for
food--any living being would do, but Corasians were particularly fond of human
flesh.

"This is only a suspicion, mnd you. W can't prove anything--yet. That's
why you're all here today. As you can inmagine," the super continued grimy,
"I"ve got the boss on ny back on this one. Chief Superintendent Robison is in
my office nore than | amlately. President Robes has taken a personal interest
in this investigation, |adies and gentlenen, so let's do this one right.
want to retire in four years on schedule. Got it?"

They all nodded. Xris, glancing at Rowan, was pleased to see sone color in
his friend's wan face. Wrk the best remedy for whatever ailed you. Even a
br oken heart.

"Let's get down to details. Xris, you and Ito and Rowan will conduct a
raid on the rmunitions plant on TISor 13. Word is that's where their centra
conputer systemis |located. Rowan will handle the conputer end. Xris and Ito
will find out what's being produced and if it's been designed with those dam
Corasi an bl obs and their robot casings in nind. Once we get hard evidence, we
can bust this thing w de open

"Xris and Ito will land on TISor 13 first, stake out the factory. 1've
booked passage on the 1JD LentJan for the two of you, arriving at TlISor 4 in
seven days. Fromthere, you'll rent a spaceplane and fly to Tl Sor 13.

"Rowan, you'll travel with Armstrong on the Vigilance, then link up with
Xris and Ito planetside just before the raid.

I have no idea what sort of conputer equi prent these people are running,
so bring everything in your tool kit."

Xris was di sappointed that they weren't traveling together. Get Rowan
al one for seven days and his two best friends would have himjust about back
to normal in no tine.

"Excuse the interruption, Super,"
along with us?"

Xris spoke up. "But why not send Rowan

Amadi was extrenely irritated at the interruption. "W've intercepted sone
coded transmi ssions fromthe Hung. Qur conputers can't crack them | want
Rowan to work on them and he can do so only with the sophisticated equi prent
on board the Vigilance. | trust this nmeets with your approval, Agent?"



Xris ignored the sarcasm The super was under a |ot of pressure these
days. "Sure thing, sir." He | ooked over at Rowan, who gave hima snmle--a rea
smile.

"CGood." Amadi grunted. "Now, where was IT" He peered at his notes.
"Arnmstrong, your post will be on the Vigilance. You'll act as onsite m ssion
conmander - - gui de everyone into the factory and out again.

"Now listen to ne." Amadi rested both hands on the desk, |eaned over it.
"I don't need to tell you howvital this mssion is. Everything must go
according to plan. Yes, I'mtalking to you, Xris. You listen to the controller
on this one and do exactly what he says or so help me you'll be back on
Jackson's Moon busting cyberpunkers; Understood?"

Xris caught 1to's wink and swal | Owed the retort that would have only
| anded himin trouble. There wasn't rmuch he could say in his own defense. He'd
]been right in ignoring the controller's warnings two tinesl out of three, but
it was the third when he'd been wong C-that had nearly gotten them al
killed. It was also the reason they now had a new controller. Xris heard that
Pol i nsl eai had taken early retirenent. He nodded gluny

The super turned. "Captain Bolton, how soon will your ship be ready to
| eave?"

"Six days, sir. We've just finished sleip's run-up, trials, and need to
take on all provisions and | oad the systems conputers with the operationa
data for this mssion."

"Very well, then, Captain. Six days it is. Arnstrong, you and Rowan
coordinate with the captain here for all transport details. You will establish
contact with Xris and Ito on TlISor 13 at oh-two hundred hours on the ninth.
Rowan, you'll get a chance to fly one of the Vigilance' s new intrusion
shuttles. You'll neet up with Xris and Ito on the surface, and Agent Arnstrong
will guide you in fromhis post on Vigilance. Anything el se?"

Armstrong raised his hand. "l1'd like to run over the details of the plan

with the other agents after this, if that's convenient with them"
The super gl anced around. The ot hers shrugged, agreed.
"If there's nothing else, good |luck!" Amadi dism ssed the neeting.

Everyone stood as the superintendent and Captain Bolton |eft. Wen they
were gone, Ito wal ked over to their new controller, held out his hand.

"Mashahiro Ito. | haven't net you before. Are you new in the agency?"

Armstrong shook hands. "No. |'ve been in for a few years now, working out
of Central Headquarters. My specialization is the Corasians. |'ve been acting
as our liaison with Naval Intelligence. | was due a change, so | requested a

field assignnent. They figured | could be useful on this case."

"Fed up with the politics, huh?" Xris was synpathetic. He, too, shook
hands. "Name's Xris."

"No one can pronounce his surnane, so we just skip it," Ito added.

For a man with not nmuch nuscle tone, Arnstrong's handshake was
surprisingly rata and strong. "Life in the capital is pretty stressful," he



said in answer to Xris's question

And that, thought Xris, is all we'll hear about HQ For a while, at |east.
Though Arnstrong doesn't | ook the type to open up. Pity. It'd be nice to know
if the word floating around about disorganization and turmoil at the top is
true.

Rowan shook hands with their new controller, nunbled "Nice to neet you,"
then asked abruptly, "What tinme's the briefing?"

Armstrong blinked and answered, "Twenty-two hundred, if that's okay wth
everyone? | thought--" "Fine."

Rowan left, noving so rapidly that Xris fell over a desk in his effort to
catch up. He caught his friend at the door

"Hey, buddy, | thought we were going to talk. Look, |I've got an idea. Cone
hone with ne to dinner. W' ve got six hours before the briefing with
Parnstrong. Marjorie's cooking sonething special--one of her famous 'wel conme
hone' meals. She'd |l ove to see you. She said she didn't hear fromyou the
whole tine | was away. You know how she worlies .... "

Rowan was shaki ng his head, doing his best to escape out the door. But
Xris was a big man, broad-shoul dered and tall, and made a sizabl e obstacle.

H s attenpt foiled, Rowan halted, stared inpatiently past his friend into

the hall. "Thanks, Xris, but | just renenbered an appointnent--" "Cancel it."
Rowan shook his head. "I'mafraid that's not possible. I'll see you at the
briefing."

He tried to step around. Xris grabbed hold of his friend s arm
"Goddammit, Dalin, |I'msorry--"

Rowan | ooked directly at Xris for the first time since he'd entered the
room "For what?" Rowan asked bitterly. "Being right?" Slender, shorter than
Xris, Dalin Rowan was wiry and agile. He feinted left, noved right, and was
out the door before Xris could stop him

"No | uck?" said Ito, com ng up behind.

"Hell no. He's acting strange, Ito. He could be in trouble. Big trouble.
heard--"
"Excuse me," Arnstrong interrupted politely. He was standi ng behind them
"I'f I could get past? | need to put together a few things."

"Sure. Sorry." Xris nmoved one way, Ito the other
Armstrong stepped between them gave thema smile, and wal ked off down the
hal I .
"What have you heard?" Ito asked.
"Not hing," Xris answered. "Skip it."
Ito shook his head. "You heard he was on the take. | heard it, too, and
don't believe it." "I didn't. Until |I saw him"

"Rowan's straight arrow. You'll never convince ne."



They both stood in the doorway, watched their friend step into the lift.

Xris took out a twist, stuck it in his mouth, chewed on the end. "Maybe

one of us should ... well ... keep an eye on him"

"Dam it, Xris, we're tal king about Rowan! Dalin Rowan!" Ito snorted. "If
you want to tail a nan who's been your best friend for ten years, who's saved
your ass more than once, then go ahead. |'m going out for a drink. You
com ng?"

Xris went with Ito for that drink. But he was to wonder | ater--wonder over
and over again--what woul d have happened if he hadn't. What if he'd tailed his
friend, his pal, his buddy? What woul d he have seen? Rowan neeting with the
Hung. Taking their filthy blood noney. Selling his friends out.

VWhy? Why the hell didn't | go after hinP? Xris was to ask hinsel f that
guestion during the |ong, pain-tornented nights. And he always canme up with
the sanme answer.

Because he was ny friend. A man doesn't tail his best friend.
But then neither does a nman set his best friends up for the kill

Armstrong was already in the briefing roomwhen Xris entered. He sat down
and waited. After a few nonents, Ito wandered in, glanced worriedly at Xris,
who had been nmobody and norose in the bar

Xris smled, nodded, indicated that he was once nore in his right senses.
An excellent neal--all his favorite foods--and Marjorie's reassuring,
| evel headed conversation had eased his mnd. Dalin hadn't sold anyone out.
He'd be fine. Sone things a man had to work out on his own.

Ito grinned, relieved. He began to exanine a map of Tl Sor 13 that
Armstrong had brought up on the |arge vidscreen

Dalin cane in, sat down next to Xris.

"I"'msorry," Rowan said abruptly. "But everything's going to be okay now.
It's all ... taken care of."

"What is? Look, Dalin, if you need cash, |'ve got a few extra credits in
my account "

"No, no," Rowan said hastily, with a bleak smle. "It's all arranged.
can't explain now. Wen this job's done, I'"'mgoing to be all right. |I promse
Xris. Don't worry. It's going to be all right."

He | ooked at Xris anxiously, either begging himto drop the subject or
desperately eager to talk. Xris couldn't tell which, and whatever he m ght
have said in return never got said because at that nmonent Arnmstrong started
t al ki ng.

Turning to the wall-nounted vidscreen, he called up a map of the nmunitions
factory and surroundi ng areas.

"I"ve prepared sonme briefing notes; you can go over them at your
convenience. |'ll cover everything first, and then you can ask questions."

Using a red-light |laser indicator, Arnstrong pointed out a gray area near



the munitions plant. "You'll make your approach fromhere. This swanp is the
only easy point of access. The water and assorted plant |ife provide excellent
cover right up to within three neters of the fence that surrounds the
facility."

"Swanp!" Ito repeated, horrified. "Assorted plant |ife! Wat does that
mean? And what about assorted animal |ife?"

Armstrong was soothing. "lI've checked it out. According to our
bi omet eor ol ogi cal research scientists, there's nothing too dangerous in the
swanp." "How the hell do they know? Have they been there?" "No, but studies on
swanps on planets with the same type of atnosphere and tenperature would seem
to indicate that the flora is standard for warm wet environnents. Nothing
wor se than skunk plants and plenty of vines. They don't think any of the vines
are sentient."

"Don't think they're sentient," Xris kidded, nudging Ito under the table
with his foot. Ito pal ed.

"You shoul dn't have to worry about the fauna, either," Armstrong
continued. "Primarily your standard water |izards and tubor snakes and they
don't like anything bigger than they are.™

"Snakes ..." Ito repeated in a whisper

"Tubor snakes. Not poisonous. You'll be provided with the standard
snakebite kit, just in case. To continue"-Arnstrong hastened on, ignoring
Ito's garbled protest-"you'll enter the swanp here and nove to this point,
closest to the fence. You'll exit the swanp, cut open the fence, and enter the
vehi cl e | oadi ng dock--"

Xris grunted. "After we set off every sensor in the place, not to nmention
being fried by the electronic fence."

Armstrong shook his head. "Renenber, Agent, this is a |l egal operation for
the Hung. They have all the necessary pernits; the community's even given them
tax breaks. It's not against the law to produce and sell small arns and
ammuni tion. And you can be certain that if said arns are making their way to
Corasia, the Hung have it all very well disguised. No, gentlenmen, you won't
find any electric fences or force fields or fancy sensor belts. The Hung don't
want to nake the good fol ks of TISor 13 suspicious. Qur prelimnary reports
indicate that this fence is chain-link. Its main function is to keep out the
swanp creatures.”

"What swanp creatures?" Ito demanded | oudly.
Arnmstrong, with a wy grin, only shook his head.

"You won't find any 'live' guards, either. The plant enployees live in a
trailer park some eight kiloneters fromthe facility. An automated system
keeps watch at night, one of those with its own investigating 'bot. You know
the kind--the 'bot can put out a small fire or report a major one. Kills large
rodents, that sort of thing." "Rodents." Ito shuddered.

"You'll have to disable the "bot, if it |locates you. As | said, you'l
enter here, via the |oading dock." Arnmstrong pointed. "That will put you
i nsi de the shipping warehouse. Proceed through the chenical storage
room--here--and into the nain assenbly area. From here, you will nake your
way to the central control office--marked on this map with a circle. Your
bri efing packages contain copies of all of these maps. The main conputer is



located in the control office.

"Rowan will gain control of the conputer system establish a ground-space
link to the Vigilance, and upload the entire nenory core. W estinmate
transm ssion time at around eight mnutes. Once you're finished, return the
systemto its original state and exit via the sanme route you entered. You
shoul d cl ear the conpound by oh-three-twenty hours. You will then proceed to
the l4gilance's shuffle and return to orbit. We'll analyze the data and deci de
on a course of action. Any questions?" Ito cleared his throat. "About those
snakes ..." Laughter, even from Rowan. The meeting broke up. Xris offered to
stand drinks. Ito said yes, just a minute, began anxiously searching through
his briefing papers for the bioresearcher's report. Armstrong declined
politely. Gathering his material, he left the briefing room Rowan said sure,
he'd join themin a monment. He'd just thought of a question he needed to ask
Ar nstrong.

Xris dragged Ito away fromthe snake report. They took the lift to the top
floor, to the enpl oyees' private |ounge. They had their drink and then
another. Ito finally went hone. Xris waited a long rine before he admitted to
hi nsel f that Rowan wasn't coning

The transport run to TISor 4 was dull. Ito and Xris had pl ayed busi nessnen
on a marketing trip before and were very polished at it. They were good, so
good that it was beginning to bore them They didn't talk nmuch. Xris divided
his time between scanning his briefing notes and worryi ng about Rowan. Ito
read a book rifled Poisonous Reptiles Indigenous to Cass 4 Mons. Arriving at
space dock, they transferred to a pl anet-bound shuttle and headed for the
conmer ce sector of the capital city of G eenlock

Since there was only one city on TISor 4, calling it a capital was a bit
grandi ose. Greenlock did act as the capital for all of TISor's noons, though
SO0 no one questioned its selfstyled inportance. The planet TI Sor was
uni nhabi t abl e, a huge orange gas giant. Circling it were twenty-two noons,
five of which had at nosphere and were warm enough to support life. Only TI Sor
4 was heavily popul ated. According to Arnstrong's report, the other noons
catered to a few | owbudget resorts, several struggling factories, and lots of
signs posted on lots of tracts of barren | and boasting that they were
"schedul ed for future developnent." TISor 13 was the ideal |ocation for a Hung
factory. No one gave a danm what they produced or who they sold it to, as |ong
as they provided jobs and forked over tax credits.

Xris and Ito checked into an old hotel on the end of what passed for the
| ocal social strip and waited until norning. Not much happened on Tl Sor 4 at
night, and the people liked it that way. The bars were qui et drinking holes,
the entertai nment industry was zero to nonexistent. Neither man felt much |ike
being entertained. Xris called Marjorie. Ito checked in with Armstrong. The
plan was still a go. No changes.

Armstrong had reserved a short-hop spaceplane for them The courtesy
hovervan fromthe rental agency arrived to pick themup early the next day.
Xris and Ito showed their conmercial pilot's licenses to a sleepy clerk, who
barely gl anced at them

"Slot D, " she said, yawni ng and handi ng over the codes needed to initiate
t he conputer sequence that would fire the plane's engines. "I hope it starts,”
she added in a tone which indicated she'd be amazed as hell if it did.

They wal ked out onto the concrete tarmac and | ocated their spacepl ane--a
shabby WR nodel in desperate need of a paint job. The plane had short wings, a
smal | cockpit, and was unarnmed. The central cargo area was only three neters



long, but all in all the craft was exactly what they wanted. It certainly
woul dn't draw anyone's attention, arouse anyone's suspicions.

"A good choice," Xris said, giving the outside a careful exam nation.
"I"ve got to give Arnstrong credit: He seens to know his stuff.”

"Does that mean we get to keep him Daddy? Huh? Pl ease, please?" Ito
begged, tugging on the sleeve of Xris's flight suit.
"Sure, son," Xris answered magnani nously. "But you've got to feed him and
clean up after him" He grinned. 'TlIl stow the gear. You check the nay
conputer and see if it has any idea where Tl Sor 13 is | ocated.™

Xris boarded the plane through the drop-down hatch that he trusted
woul dn"t drop down when they were deep in space. Ito checked the conputer
began shaking his head and nuttering to hinself.

"Not hi ng much here, Xris. It provides the normal approach vectors, climte
and weat her reports--probably outdated--and a directory of inhabitants. |'m
runni ng the inhabitants agai nst our known Hung nmenber list, but |I don't expect
to find anything."

A few seconds passed as Ito cross-correlated the data with the list.
"Nope, nothing here. 1'll feed the standard i nbound vector to the nay conputer
to take us in. Once we're in the atnosphere, you can fly us to our |anding
zone. "

The conputer nmade the necessary course corrections. The plane took off and
they settled down to thirty mnutes of unexciting flying. There were no
| andi ng authorities on the nmoons, so there was no need for radio traffic. And
the conputer wasn't the type that had been programed to entertain the
passengers.

"You hear about those XJ series conputers Warl ord Sagan's devel oped to put
in his new Scimtars?" Xris asked. "I talked to one of the pilots. The pl anes
are fast and nore maneuverabl e than a Laskar belly dancer, but Sagan installed
this computer XJ-type that's got a mind of its own. Actually argues with the
pilot if it doesn't like what you' re doing. Plus he says the dam thing never
shuts up."

They di scussed conputers and the current unstable political situation
with the various Warlords plotting to fill the power vacuumleft by the
i ncreasingly ineffective government of the Galactic Denocratic Republic.
Peopl e were grunbling and starting to talk about a return to the "good old
days" under the Blood Royal. Since all the Bl ood Royal were--supposedly--w ped
out by the purges during the Revolution, their return appeared highly
unli kel y.

The rush of atnosphere across the spacepl ane's fusel age ended their
friendly wangling. Xxis took over manual control of the spaceplane; Ito
started calling out course corrections. They |ocated the nunitions plant, made
one high-altitude pass over it. Xris had connected a small, portable conputer
to the space sensor array on the plane. Normally, the sensors were calibrated
for use in close navigation in space. They didn't have the processing power or
the resolution for high-altitude-to-ground surveillance. The addition of
Xris's conputer and the el ectromagnetic refracting |lens apertures enabled the
systemto provide a scan of the area.

Xris shot several images, destined to be converted to tactical naps.
Armstrong had provided maps, but these were probably outdated by severa



months. On a warmworld, the terrain changed from season to season. There was
no irritation worse--and sonetimes no greater danger than working with
out dat ed maps.

TI Sor 13 was an interesting noon. An orbiting moon rarely rotated on its
own axis, but this was one of them According to Arnmstrong, the rotation made
it difficult to determi ne planet-rise and planet-set wi thout a computer. Most
of the night wasn't truly dark, being illunminated by the toOCh'S gas gi ant
not her, which cast an eerie orange gl ow over the ground. Only about four hours
were dark at any one time-this would play nmerry hell with their recon
schedul e.

Xris hovered the spacepl ane into a dense woods, set it down in a small
clearing. Surrounded by tall ugly graynottled trees, spackled w th orange
spots that were either sone sort of disease or due to the orange light, the
pl ane was easy to canouflage. It was already the sane gray as the trees. Xris
and Ito both changed into gray field coverails, field webbing, and cloth hats.
Xris carried a 44-decawatt |lasgun in a side holster, a 22.3-decawatt |asgun in
a shoul der hol ster, a synthusteel Eversharp fighting knife in his boot, two
thurmte grenades and one tear gas canister in a pouch on his webbing, and a
gas mask.

Ito carried the regul ati on 38-decawatt |asgun and a gas mask. H s
secondary armanent consisted of a knife/fork/ spoon set and a Xirconian Arny
multi knife. He carried no other weapons, being burdened with the tool kit,
whi ch contained wire cutters, data-link with nultiple interchangeabl e access
ports (you never knew what conputer you m ght have to interface with these
days), mnishovel, cutting |laser, spreader clanps, and a can of spray neoprene
rubber. Nightvision goggles rounded out both agents' gear, and then there was
Ito's snakebite kit.

They waited for relative darkness before comenci ng. They had plenty of
time; no need to hurry. The Vigilance wouldn't be arriving for another
ni neteen hours. Once the orange ball of fire had dropped bel ow the horizon
the two agents nmoved out together. Their |anding site was about two kil oneters
fromthe facility. The trees near the swanp were shorter and arranged in
clunps, but the grass was long, nearly shoul der height, and had a sliny feel
The grass rippled in the night breeze |like water

Xris went first, walking slowy and crouching lowto the ground. Ito did
the sane, sone ten neters to his rear. Neither spoke. Every fifty nmeters or
so, Xris stopped and pulled out his night-vision goggles and scanned the area.
The pl ace was assunmed to be deserted, but Xris's credo was: Assume, and get
your ass shot off. He saw not hi ng, however.

Foll owing their map, they circled the entire facility, nmoving no faster
than a craw, stopping only when they found cover. A few security lights lit
t he outside of the building, but they were poorly placed, left large areas in
deep shadow. About one-third of the lights had burned out and had not been
repl aced. The factory appeared to have been hastily constructed of the crude
| ocal brick and | ooked |owtech for a munitions plant, but there was no need
for better. They weren't producing missiles for the Warlord' s naval vessels,
just small arns charges, grenades, and handhel d rockets for the dam
technologically illiterate Corasians.

Nearing the back end of the facility, close to the |oading dock, Xris
entered the warm o0o0zing water of the swanp. Behind him he heard a splash and
Ito's soft, disgusted grunt. The two agents craw ed al ong the squi shy bottom
propel ling thenmsel ves forward by grabbing on to whatever was grow ng down
there. This was the fastest nethod of traversing a swanp, though not the nost



pl easant. Try wal ki ng and you'd end up either sunk to your knees in rmuck or
hopel essly tangl ed.

The trick was not to think real hard about what it was you were using for
handhol ds. Once Xris grabbed what he thought was grass, only to feel it
wriggle and slide out of his hand. The shiver up his spine nade ripples in the
wat er and he knew -fromthe sound of soft sweating--that Ito had encountered
somet hing simlar.

But once again, Xris gave Arnmstrong credit. This approach--through the
swanp--was the best and closest they could make. The swanp extended to within
several meters of the chain-link fence. And Arnstrong had been right about the
fence, although Xris wouldn't have called it "ordinary." The fence was far
sinmpler. No sensing devices, no magnetic anonaly detectors, no defense
systens, no nothing. It was a plain hardware-store chain-link fence.

Xris touched Ito's arm cautioned himto stay put. Xris slithered out of
the swanmp. Reaching relatively dry land, he belly-craw ed up to the fence. He
pul l ed out his boot knife, stood it handl e-down on the ground, and then
released it, letting the metal blade fall onto the fence.

No spark. Armstrong was fight about that, too. The fence wasn't
electrified.

X ris pulled out his night-vision goggles, took a |ong, careful | ook
Not hi ng noved anywhere in the facility. Retrieving his knife, Xris slipped
back into the water. He and Ito spent an hour watching the | oadi ng dock and
saw no signs of life except for something that night have been a cat slinking
from one shadow to another. By now, the gas giant was on the rise again; Xris
could see things swi nmng through the swanp. FromlIto's nmuffled curse, he
could see them too. The two returned to their spacepl ane.

Once inside, they peeled off their wet clothes. Ito winkled his nose,
hel d his rmud-covered coverails at arms Iength. "Man, that swanmp stinks! And

to think we've got to go back tonight. | swear, Xris, | saw a snake three
nmeters long and as thick around as your leg. Al that crap about it being nore
scared of me than me of it ... hah! The damm thing floated right in front of

me, stared at me with its little snaky eyes."

"It didn't bite you, did it?" Xris asked, grinning, scraping muck off his
face.

"No," Ito retorted, "but probably because it had just chowed down on a
wart hog or whatever kind of pork they grow around here. I'Il be glad to get
this job over. And if you think I'mbad, wait till M. Finicky white-I|ab-coat
Rowan sets foot in that slim soup."

"Maybe sl ogging around in nuck'll take his mind off that female. 1'll see
if I can't find a nice fat cephal opod to drop down his back."

They changed into denins, spread out their equipnment to dry in the hot
sun. Xris routed the spacepl ane's sensors through his conmputer, set the
sensors to pick up any noverment in the vicinity. The two went to sleep

A light on the portable communit started to flash, acconpanied by a
beepi ng sound. Xris was i medi ately awake. He rose fromthe spacepl ane's bunk
and slid his feet into his boots. He | ooked at the clock. 2700, Standard
Mlitary Tine. R ght on schedul e.

He shook Ito, who could sleep through an artillery barrage. "The Vigil ance



isinorbit."

Ito funbled his way out of his bunk. Xris sat down at the corenlink. The
channel was clear, and he entered the decryption code into the coremunit to
begin to receive encoded nessages. Earphones in place, he tested the link
"Sunray, this is Delta One. How do you read ne, over?" |Imediately, Armstrong
was on the net. "Delta One, this is Sunray. You will proceed to the facility
and begin your entry. Assune Bl ackjack situation--all control is exercised
fromthis station. Do you understand, Delta One?"

Ito paused in nmidyawn, gave Xris a puzzled |look. Xris shook his head,
annoyed. He didn't know what was goi ng on, either

"Sunray, this is Delta One. Confirmthat we are to begin our entry. W
haven't linked up with Javelin yet. Has sonethi ng gone wong?"

Javelin was Rowan's comm call sign

"Delta One, this is Sunray. You will imediately begin your entry. If
Javelin doesn't arrive, do not wait. Do not execute any action w thout first
clearing it with this station. Is that clear, Delta One?"

"Very clear, Sunray. Delta One, out." Xris sat back, glared, frustrated,
at the commink. "I don't like this," Ito said.

"Me, either. We should wait for Rowan." Xris scratched irritably at a red
welt on his arm one of the local insects had bitten him "Unl ess that
conputer systemis dirt easy, there isn't nuch you or | can do to break in."
"What do we do?"

"Hell, there's nothing we can do! You heard Armstrong. W nust assume
Bl ackj ack. No arguments, no questions." Xris kicked the console with the toe
of his boot.

Ito was silent a nmonent, then said quietly, "You think it's Rowan, don't
you? Sornet hi ng' s happened. "

"I don't know what to think!" Xris stood up, stomped around the small
pl ane. Then he stopped, glared at nothing. "No, dam it. Whatever persona
probl ems Rowan's got, he wouldn't let themget in the way of his job." "You
said it yourself--he's been acting pretty strange." Xris didn't respond. He
nmoved back over to stand in front of the conmunit. H's fingers itched to
touch the controls, call up Arnstrong, demand an expl anati on Bl ackjack or no
Bl ackj ack.

Not that Armstrong would tell himanything. The controller wasn't there in
order to satisfy Xris's curiosity. The controller was in charge of the
m ssion, and what he said went. Xris would only get hinself into sonething
deeper and darker than that dam swanp if he started di sobeyi ng orders again.
Amadi woul dn't go easy on Xris this tine. Xris would be stuck behind some desk
somewher e. Besides-Xris's conmon sense took hold--if Arnstrong was trying to
grapple with an energency, Xris mght jeopardize the whole m ssion by
attenpting to reestablish contact.

"Maybe sonething's gone wong with the shuttle,” Ito said, reassuring.
"That's a new type Rowan's flying in, you knON"

Xris snorted. "Rowan's as experienced on flight systems as either of us.
Maybe nore. "



"So what dowe do?" Ito asked again.
"You heard the man." Xris went outside the plane, grabbed his coverails,
and started to dress. "Rowan's probably on his way. We'll [ink up outside the
munitions facility."

Ten minutes later, both were ready, their equi pnent strapped on. They put
on earpi ece headsets and keyed their data transm ssion to pass through the
corem ink on the spacepl ane, enabling themto keep in touch with their orbita
conmand vessel. The sky gl owed an eerie orange. The gas gi ant was j ust
setting. They headed for the swanp.

They sl ogged al ong side by side. No sign of Rowan. No word fromthe
controller. Judging by Ito's tightly drawn |ips and | owering brows, he was
t hi nking the sane thing as his parner.

Suddenly Ito came to a halt.
"This isn't right, Xris. W deserve some sort of explanation.”

Xris |l ooked up at the sky, instinctively and inanely searching for Rowan
in the heavens.

"You know as well as | do that as far as the bureau's concerned, we don't
deserve a damm thing outside of our paycheck. But," he added grimy, "you can
bet I'mgoing to have a whole | ot of questions to ask once we get aboard
Vigilance. And the faster we do this, the faster we're back."

The ni ght was nuch darker than it had been on their first trip to the
facility. They could actually see the stars--a rare sight on TlISor 13 and one
that occurred only when one of the other noons was in position to conpletely
bl ock the light of the planet. The eclipse was one of the reasons Arnstrong
had chosen this date for their incursion

The two agents stayed cl oser together this time, but noved faster. They
had been over the ground once already and knew where they were going. Every
fifty neters they hunkered down, pulled out their night-vision goggles, and
scanned the area. The factory | ooned ahead of them They skirted the trees on
the perimeter, heading for the building s back end.

The two slipped slowy and cautiously into the swanp, avoi ding any noi se.
For the better part of fifteen mnutes, they slid forward on their bellies,
crawl i ng through bottom muck, sliding over fallen trees and rocks.

Xris reached the tree stunp closest to the |oading dock fence and pulled
out hi s night-vision goggles. |Inside the conmpound, nothing nmoved; he could
detect no heat sources that would indicate a living presence. Something heavy
slid across his boot as he knelt in the water. Ito hissed and drew his | asgun
A snakeli ke creature, over ten neters in length, slithered past. It kept
going, but Xris noticed that Ito didn't put his gun away. Xris knew how his
parmer felt. It wasn't the snakes. Sonething was wong. And still no word from
Rowan.

Ito slid closer. Xris lifted his headset to hear
"The nore | think about it, the | ess sense it makes. We can't do a damn
thing wi thout our conputer expert. Why don't you call in and request an abort

on this one.'? We're allowed to do that much, even under Bl ackjack."

Xris toggled the transmtter switch. "Sunray, this is Delta One. Request



perm ssion to abort. Javelin has not linked up with this call sign yet."
"This is Sunray. Proceed. Qut."

The two stared at each other. Ito shook his head. Cursing under his
breath, Xris drew his | asgun, sloshed out of the swanp, and craw ed to the
fence. Seeing nothing in the conpound, he notioned Ito forward.

Ito cane slowy, dragging his tool kit bag behind him

Xris pointed at the fence. He'd tested it yesterday, but he wasn't about
to trust anything or anyone, especially now

Ito pulled out a signal analyzer

"I't's not electrified and it doesn't have any sensor data fl owi ng through
it," he reported.

Xris nodded, sprayed neoprene on the section of the fence that he was
going to cut. The rubber hardened into a black nmass on the fence's netal
links. Using laser wire cutters, he cut a hole in the fence | arge enough for
themto pass through. The neoprene prevented the |laser frombuilding up a
resonance within the wire, possibly setting off a passive sensor sonmewhere.
The rubber also coated the ends of the wire, keeping it from snaggi ng the
agents' clothing when they crawl ed through. In case a quick exit was needed,
they didn't want to worry about getting hung up on the fence.

Ito slipped through the hole onto the paved | oading area. He ran to the
front of a hovertrack that was backed into the dock, and quickly scanned the
area. No signs of life. He notioned Xris forward.

Xris slid through the hole in the fence. Once inside the conpound, he
began i nspecting the hovertruck---a basic container carrier, used to offioad
space containers fromshuttles and nove themto the factory. The power was
shut off. The track rested on its air-cushion skirts.

After a quick look, Xris again keyed the conun unit and whi spered,
"Sunray, this is Delta One. W are inside the conpound and are preparing to
enter the facility. Any further instructions?"

Armstrong's answer was i medi ate and terse. "This is Sunray. Proceed.
Qut."

"Sunray, this is Delta One. The area is deserted. W could hold here unti
Javelin arrives."

"This is Sunray. Proceed. Qut."

Sonething was definitely wong. Xris took a twist out of its waterproof
case in his pocket, stuck the tobacco in his nouth, chewed on it.

"I'f you decide to pack it in, I'll back you up,” Ito said in a | ow voice.

Xris considered, but not for very long. He and Ito had cone too far to
quit now. They'd been ordered in by their controller, who knew the situation
They didn't. They'd do the best they could wi thout Rowan. After all, they only
needed evi dence of a probable Hung alliance with the Corasians in order to
start an official investigation. A carelessly witten neno m ght provide that
nmuch.



Xris swall owed the renai nder of the soggy twi st and nodded gloonmily. Ito
began to nove, heading for the access door leading into the building. Xris
st opped hi m

"The door's probably got an alarmon it. This truck's backed in and seal ed
into the | oading dock. If we go through the cab and cut our way into the cargo
contai ner, we should be able to just walk inside. Plus, it'll make this | ook
nore |ike a robbery attenpt."

The door to the cab of the hovertruck was unl ocked. The two clinbed in,
craw ed over the seats. Ito took out a small cutting | aser, opened up a
six-inch hole in the back end of the cab. He peered through it into the
trailer portion.

"Enpty," he reported.

He started to cut a larger hole, but it soon became apparent that this was
going to take too much tinme. Using a spreader clanp, Xris quickly w dened the
aperture to about a meter

"You go first and check the truck's back doors. If they're unlocked, open
them a crack and scan for movenent inside the |oading dock."

Ito wormed his upper body through the hole, ripped his gray fatigues on
the jagged netal edges. Pausing, he rotated onto his back to gain |everage,
dragged his legs through. He I anded on the trailer floor and ran to the rear

The doors were not |ocked. Ito pushed one side slightly ajar. Taking out
hi s ni ght-vi sion goggles, he peered into the darkness beyond. He notioned Xris
to foll ow

Xris was considerably bigger than his parner and had difflculty squeezi ng
t hrough the hole. He decided to go feetfirst and was doing fine until he cane
to his chest and shoul ders. For a pani cked monment, he thought he m ght be
stuck permanently, but a grunt and a heave bent the netal and propelled him
forward, though he left a |large anbunt of fabric and skin on the jagged edges.

Ito waited for himat the back end of the truck. "I figured |I m ght have
to |l eave you here, a little present for the Hung. | was going to tie a red bow
around your ankles."

"Very funny,"
and nove out."

Xris muttered, wi ncing and rubbing his shoul ders. "Shut up

I nside the | oadi ng dock, all was quiet. Mintenance |ights cast a pale,
sickly yellow gl ow over the entire area. The two junped out of the truck, ran
for cover behind a row of shipping pallets. Pausing, they | ooked around,
mat ching their location to-that on the mental map each carded inside his head.

The dock was filled with row after row of container pallets. To one side
was a small office, probably for the shipping supervisor. At the back of the
area was a divider wall, with several sets of double doors. The cheni cal
storage room doors were marked bright yellow, with black warning signs posted
on them

I[to studied his scanner. "All clear."

Xris keyed his comii nk.

"Sunray, this is Delta One. W are inside. Over."



"This is Sunray. Proceed. Qut."

Ito took the lead. They |left the |oading dock through the doubl e doors,
entered the chenmical storage room It was conpletely dark. Only the red exit
sign on the far side of the room provided any |light, and the two padded
silently toward it. Xris lit his nuke lanp, flashed it over a set of double
doors fitted with el ectronic sensors.

He glared at it. "Damation! This wasn't in the plans. M ght be sone sort
of newy installed alarmsystem"”

He coul d contact the controller, but if it wasn't in Armstrong's origina
pl ans, he wasn't likely to know anything about it, either. Rowan woul d. He
could tell fromthe type of sensors used whether file door was rigged to alert
someone on opening or if it was just an ordi nary automated door

Xris whispered, "Ckay, Ito, ny son, we bust through as fast as we can. You
dive right and I'lIl go left. Got it? Let's nove."

The two of themran. The door started opening. They both sprinted through
dove for cover. Ito crouched behind a drilling nmachine, his lasgun arcing |eft
and right. Xris was under a table, doing the sane.

They saw nothing in the room but nachinery gleaning in the yell ow gl ow of
the mai ntenance lights. Ito stood up and started toward the office containing
t he mai n conputer.

Xris was just sliding out fromunder the table when suddenly his ears
buzzed with static.

He stood up, tapped his comm Ito was apparently experiencing the sane
thing, for he turned around, |ooked at Xris with a puzzled expression on his
face.

The static dissipated; the channel went clear. A feardistorted voice
shouted, "All Deltas/Joker's wld/For Gods sake, get out of there/Joker's
wild/Joker's wild/"

'q' he abort code!" Xris yelled at Ito, who had heard the same and was
al ready nmoving. "Get the hell out of here!"

But it was too | ate.

Behind them in the chem cal storage room a small detonator attached to a
storage container filled with refined high expl osives triggered its charge.

The expl osion hurled Xris backward. He | anded under a large table with a
laser drill press on it, just as the blast wave struck. The heavy table and
machi nery crashed down on top of him

Ito was caught out in the open. The blast ripped himapart. He died
instantly, never knowi ng what hit him Xris wasn't so |ucky.

He writhed in agony. Blinding white agony ..
Bet r ayed.

Fade to gray ...



Rowan.

Bl ack ...

CHAPTER 5

We have to distrust each other. It's our only defense against betrayal.

Tennessee WIlianms, Cam no Rea

"So that's ny story,"” Xris concluded, shifting his good leg into a nore
confortabl e position. He made a conscious effort to appear rel axed, keep his
hand hi s good hand---from cl enching, unclenching. That was his story, al
right. Most of it--up to the ending. He left out the part about Rowan's
betrayal . "Rowan arrived later in the shuttle, saved ny life. He nust have.
Soneone pulled ne out of that burning factory--"

"But not Dalin Rowan," said W eder mann.

Xris's eyes narrowed. The fingers of his good hand tw tched.
"In this business," Wedermann continued, "we are used to our clients
lying to us. W expect it. We don't take offense. Al part of the job. Dalin
Rowan didn't save your life, because Dalin Rowan wasn't there at the time the
factory blew up. And the reason Dalin Rowan wasn't there was because he knew
it was going to blow up. AmI right?" Xris took out another tw st, put it in
his mouth. "Go on." "You spent a year in the hospital having nost of your body
parts replaced by netal --a god-awful year, if what |'ve heard about recovery
fromthis sort of procedure is true. Wien you were finally rel eased, you went
hone to your wife, but that didn't last long. Your marriage couldn't stand the
strain. You wal ked out on your wife--"

"That has nothing to do with anything," Xris observed coolly.

"The next place you went was FlI SA, the bureau." Wedermann either hadn't
heard or wasn't interested in the interruption. "They offered you your old job
back. But you didn't take it. You turned themdown flat. You began asking
guestions. Questions about Dalin Rowan: Where was he? What had happened to

hi n? What did the bureau tell you?"

Xris hesitated, then said, "According to Armstrong's report, Rowan left in
the shuttlecraft. That was the | ast anyone heard fromhim The next thing the
bureau knows, one of Warlord D Luna's ships reports that they received a
distress call fromVigilance the day of the m ssion. The Warlord contaeted the
bureau, waited until they arrived--standard procedure, due to all the
classified stuff we handl ed--then sent out a search-and-rescue team They
found the ship dead in space. Dead's the right word. The crew had been
mur dered. Mbst died from asphyxi ation--a deliberate air |eak. The captain and
bri dge hands had been shot.

"Only Armstrong was still alive. He was trapped in the control room He'd
been supposed to die in the vacuum but apparently the air leak triggered sone
sort of energency device that shut the blast doors, sealing himup inside.
When t hat happened, he guessed i medi ately what was goi ng on and gave us the
abort code. Too late. He was trapped inside the control roomuntil the



search-and-rescue team found him about twenty-four hours |ater

"It was easy to figure out what took place. One of the shufflecraft was
m ssing. Logs indicated Rowan took it. No one ever saw hi m again."

"You didn't get a chance to talk to Arnmstrong personally, did you?"

"No. He was killed shortly after that. Not surprising." Xris grunted.
"Those who deal with the Hung have a habit of dying prematurely. But | read
his report."

"And you believed it."
"Why the hell shouldn't IT"

"Yes, why shouldn't you? The bureau told you that what you had | ong
suspected was true. Rowan had been on the take. The Hung had bought him Dalin
Rowan | et you and your partner walk into that factory, knowing it was going to
bl ow up. He wanted you dead. Wy?" W edermann shrugged. "Probably figured you
had caught on to him You were going to expose him That's the reason the
bureau gave you, wasn't it.'?"

Xris didn't respond.

"The bureau clainmed that they had been searching for Rowan all this tinme.
No luck. They said he was probably living on sonme tropical paradise, richer
than Snaga Chme. You said you were going to track Dalin Rowan down if it took
you the rest of your life. The bureau was extrenely hel pful. Extrenely. How
long did you | ook for Rowan?"

"A year," Xris answered, chewing on the twist. "Then | ran out of nobney."

"Find any trace of hinP"

Xris shook his head. "It was |like he dropped off the edge of the
uni verse."

"In a way, he did," said Wedermann softly.
Xris's fist clenched. "You have found him Goddammit, you've found him™"

W edermann shifted his gaze, regarded Xris specul atively, curious to see
his reaction to his next statement. "Yes, | found him The bureau lied to you.
They knew where he was all along. They know where he is."

Xris sat very still. LED lights flashed, tiny beeps and clicks ran up and
down his cybernetic ann, indicating a systens check. One of the lights flared
red i nstead of the usual yellow and green. Xris nade a m nor adjustnent
wi t hout thinking about it.

"That doesn't surprise ne," he said after a monment. "For soneone to
di sappear that conpletely, he'd had to have had help. But if he was on the
t ake--"

"Al'l the better. Gave the bureau | everage. Here's what we were able to
find out. About nine nonths after the explosion, while you were in the
hospital, the bureau cracked a big case--one of their biggest ever. They broke
up the Hung, the largest crime syndicate in the inner part of the gal axy. One
of their undercover agents had infiltrated the Hung's organi zation, raided
their computers, probed their files, discovered everything about them



Contacts, bribes to governnent officials, tax evasion schenes, noney

| aunderi ng, phony corporations, dealings with the Corasians--he found out
everything. Not only did this infiltrator raid their files, he nade a few
"adjustnents,’ mned themfinancially. That hurt the organization worse than
their | eaders doing prison tine."

"Conputers,"” said Xris. "Rowan."

"Right. He spent nmonths patiently worming his way into the system
burrowi ng deeper and deeper, crawling through |ayer after |layer. He knew al
their secrets, every one. And he used those secrets to bring them down. He
spent anot her couple of nmonths on the witness stand, |aying those secrets
bare. Two attenpts on his life were made during the trial. God knows how many
others that were never nade public. Wen the trial was over, Dalin Rowan
wal ked out of the courtroom and was never seen again. The bureau gave hima
new i dentity."

Xris frowned, thinking. "What about Arnstrong?"

"Li ke you, he was trying to track Rowan down. Cbviously, he succeeded. He
was probably the one who | ed the agency to Rowan, who was already in bed with
the Hung. Nice and convenient."

"And instead of blowing the traitor's head off, the bureau uses him" Xris
took the twi st out of his mouth, |eaned forward. "Wat have you got? A nane, a
planet? That's all | need. Gve that to ne and we'll call it a deal. I'll take
it fromhere."

"Ah, this is where | enter a noral and |egal dilemm," W edernmann stated

sonorously.

"Fuck it!" Xris swore. "I'm paying you enough to get over your noral and
legal dilemma. | want to talk to him that's all."

W eder mann studied Xris, gazed at himlong and intently.

The cyborg could see his own nmetal body reflected back to himin the
detective's pale and watery green eyes.

"Havi ng heard your story, | would say that you are entifled to that much,"
t he detective conceded. "If anything goes am ss--"

"You won't be involved."

"Dam right, we won't be," Wedermann snapped. "l've already established
that you lied to us. Qur |awers have indicated to me that we'll be in the
clear--"

"Clear for what? You worried about the bureau? Hell, this was al nost nine
years ago. W've gone through a nmajor change of governnent since then. PISA s
still around, of course, but | doubt if anyone's left in the departnment who
remenbers--"

"Not the bureau," said Wedermann shortly. "I'Il bring up the file."

He swiveled in his chair, rolled the chair over to one of the conputers,
and pl aced his hands on the keyboard. Data and a blurred picture scrolled
rapidly past Xris's vision. A printer whirred. Hard copy slid out into a tray,
i ncluding-Xris could see fromhis vantage point--a col or photograph. Xris
waited with ill-conceal ed inpatience while W edernmann exani ned the docunents,



collated them tapped theminto neat order on the desk, then handed them over
to Xris.

The phot ograph was on top

Xris looked at it, |ooked up at Wedermann. "Wo's this?"
"Dalin Rowan. Not his real nane now, of course."”

Xris frowned, eyes narrowed. "What is this? A joke?"

"I never joke."

"Neither do I." Xris rose to his feet. Flinging the photo and the rest of
the data onto the desk, he | eaned over it, |leaned into Wedermann's face. "I
pai d you--paid you damm well--to get information for ne. As for what | do with

that information, that's none of your goddam busi ness! You--"

"Pl ease, sit down," W edermann said.

"Not until you give ne ny information! The real information!" Xris clanped
his netal hand over Wedermann's collar, bowtie and all, and twisted. The tie
crunpled into a wad. Wedermann tilted his head back; his Adam s appl e bobbed
up over Xris's fingers.

"That is the information," Wedermann croaked, remaining calm "Read it,
if you don't believe ne. Frankly, | didn't believe it myself. But when you
t hi nk about it--"

Xris let |oose, shoved W edermann backward. The cyborg renmai ned standing a
nmonent | onger, glaring, deciding what to do. Slowy, he relapsed back into his
chair and, grudgingly, picked up the data, including the photograph. He | ooked
at it again.

Dalin Rowan had been two nmeters tall, with dark hair, slender build, brown
eyes, and a wide and infectious smle. Above all, Dalin Rowan had been a he.

The picture Xris held was of a she.
Most definitely--a she.

"You have to admt,"
di sgui se. "

Wedermann said in admration, "it's the ultimte

CHAPTER 6

On ne ne$ pae femme: on le devient. One is not born a woman: one becones
one.

Si nrone de Beauvoir, Le deuxiene sexe

"lid arl ene Mhini." Wedermann had run off his own copy of the data in
the file, was reading aloud. "Thirty-six. Unmarried. No children.” Xris
snort ed.



"She has a very neat little history. Al conpletely phony, of course.
Enpl oynent record, college transcript. |I'msurPrised the bureau didn't make
her homecom ng queen. Her fake history is seanl ess. Not a gap. As you can see,
t he bureau was even able to forge a past realistic enough for her to gain her
security clearance."

"Rowan did that, not the bureau,” Xris nuttered.

He stared at the photo. It had been taken by a hidden cam as she was
wal ki ng down a street. He searched for a trace of his friend beneath the
makeup. The jaw ine, perhaps. The eyes were a possibility. If he could once
see that smile .

Xris felt slightly dizzy, as if his internal conputer system had gone on
the blink, screwed up his chem cal bal ance, was feeding himtoo rmuch jQ ce. He
popped open his wist, did a quick systens analysis. Al registered normal.

"A disguise, you said." Xris shifted his gaze to Wedermann. "Rowan goes
around all day dressed up like a womannt

"Ah, | didn't quite nean 'disguise,'" Wedermann anended. "He's not nerely
dressing the part. O perhaps | should say 'she." W |ocated the hospita
where they perforned the surgery.”

Xris gaped. "Wat? You don't mean-- Look, a change in identity neans that
a guy shaves his beard, not his legs! He gets a new driver's |license. He
doesn't have certain body parts whacked of f and ot hers added on!"

W eder mann said nothing. He merely stared pointedly at Xris's netal arm
The wrist hatch was still open, the various lights blinking, the small
conput er screen scrolling through its readout on the cyborg's interna
wor ki ngs. Xris, flushing, snapped the hatch shut.

"That's different. This saved nmy life."

"What's your point?" Wedermann gestured to the photo. "Dalin Rowan
br ought down people who were worth billions, mned themfinancially, sent them
to prison. If there is one person in this entire universe those people hate,
it is Dalin Rowan. You think they can't touch himjust because they're | ocked
up?"

"Al'l right. Yeah, | know. But still ..." Xris shook his head.
"You--his best friend--didn't recognize him"

Xri s paused, thought about that. "You're right. I wouldn't have recogni zed
him Her."

Sure, Dalin Rowan had been worried about the Hung coming after him But he
was probably a |l ot nore worded about soneone el se coming after him Soneone
who' d known himso wel |

Xris stared at the photo. "It's starting to nake sense,"” he admtted. He
| ooked up. "I suppose you've got proof. | wouldn't want to make a m stake."

W edermann flipped the papers. "All in here. Including a DNA
mat ch- - Darl ene Mbhini equals Dalin Rowan." "DNA nmatch? How the devil did you
get a DNA match?" W edermann grinned. "I understand that you are the | eader of
a nmercenary organi zation. You do odd jobs for people. People who are--shall we
say---high up on the social ladder. It was, in fact, runored that you once



wor ked for Her Mjesty--"

"Ckay." Xris raised his hand. "W've all got our professional secrets.
Just curious, that's all." He flipped through the data file, found the
information on the DNA; read through it tw ce. Again, he shook his head, said
silently, You're a clever bastard, Dalin Rowan. No wonder | ran snmack into a
brick wall searching for you. But |I've got you now, "old friend." |'ve got you
NOW.
"And then there's the name." Wedermann was ranbling on. "That, to nme, was
t he concl usi ve proof--froma phil osophical standpoint, if you will."

"What about the nane? Darlene?" Xris spoke with a slight sneer. "I think
Rowan once had a girlfriend naned Darl ene, but--"

"No, not Darlene. Although the fact that both begin with the letter d and
have two syllables, with the accent on the first in each case, is suggestive.
No, it was the use of the name Mdhini which | found significant. Your friend
was a scholar, well read?"

Xris shrugged. "Coll ege degree. Advanced. Conputer science--"

"Perhaps he dabbled in Earth religions such as H ndu? Wll, never nind
Not inportant. According to H ndu | egend, the god Shiva was so powerful that
the other gods feared if he sank too deeply into neditation, the resulting
energy could engulf and destroy the world. Therefore, in order to jolt Shiva
fromhis neditative state, the other gods asked the god Vishnu to distract
him Vishnu did so by adopting the guise of a beautiful woman. Guess what her
nane was? Mhini." Wedermann was triunmphant. "Interesting, don't you think?"

Interesting. And, yes, damm it, it was |like Rowan. Always trying to put
some sort of cosmic spin on every ball, whether he sank it or not. Seeing
hi nsel f as a god. Saving the world. But he'd gone too far. Decided he was
above the | aw, above the ordinary, the little people. Above honor, friendship,
loyalty .... Yeah, it figured, Xris tried to tell hinself.

Except it didn't. Not Rowan.

Xris glared at the file, frustrated. He'd cone expecting answers to his
guestions. Mre that, really, than expecting to find Rowan. If | could just
understand ....

"So, you know where he... she lives... his... her place of enploynment?"
Xris found this all very confusing. "In the file."

The cyborg gl anced through, gave a | ow whistle.

"Now you see ny problem"™ W edermann remarked. "I don't give a damm about
the bureau. | don't want trouble fromthe Royal Navy."

"You' ve got a point," Xris conceded.

Ni ne years ago, the gal axy had been under the control of powerful
War | ords, who had each ruled his or her sector of space with enornous battle
crui sers, destroyers, spaceplane carriers, fleets of spacepl anes. Since the
return of the king, the Royal Navy was now t he nost powerful force in the
aniverse--a force to be reckoned with, run by a man Xris 'knew well. Knew and
admred. Lord of the Admralty, Sir John Dixter

Xris had worked for both Dion Staffire--now H's Majesty the king--and John



D xter in the past. The cyborg tapped the paper with a finger, frowned. He
didn't particularly like crossing swords with either Dion or Sir John on this
one. Still, it couldn't be hel ped.

"Il have to be extra careful, that's all
"Enpl oyee of 'RFConBec,'" Xris read. "Wat the hell is that?"

"Royal Fl eet Conmunications Security Establishment. W're not certain, of
course, but we figure it deals with coded transmi ssions ship-to-ship, and such
i ke. Mohini lives on base in secure acconmodations. The base itself is
classified, off limts to unauthorized personnel. W couldn't even find out
where it was located.” "ldeal," Xris remarked dryly.

"Certainly. Mhini has the entire Royal Navy to protect her. And they
probably don't even know they're doing it. As | said, she was able to obtain
security clearance. Probably lowlevel. W couldn't find out precisely what
she does. Her job description reads 'CCA-2 FCWng.'" "Any guesses?"

"Clerical work, maybe. W have no idea what CCA stands for, but a
| evel -two enpl oyee--if that's what CCA-2 neans--is usually pretty far down on
the scale, wouldn't be likely to have top-security clearance, for example."

Rowan, a clerk. Xris tried to imagine him.. her crunchi ng nunbers,
tagging files, maybe doing a little programming for variety ....

He felt unaccountably sick inside; was al nost sorry, at this point, that
he'd gone through with this. He chewed the last bit of twist, swallowed the
acrid tobacco juice, |ooked for soneplace to deposit the wad. W edermann
i ndi cated a trash di sposer unit on one side of the desk. Xris dunped the wad,
pi cked up his file, prepared to | eave. He needed to be out in the fresh air,
needed to be by hinmsel f, needed to think

"What do | owe you?"
W edermann rose to his feet. He was taller than Xris had supposed, tal

and excessively thin. When the detective stood, his shoul ders sl unped forward,
hi s chest caved in.

"We' || send you our bill. It was a pl easure working on your case. A rea
puzzle. Your friend Rowan was cl ever, very clever. He didn't nake many
m stakes." Just one, Xris thought. He left me alive.

"Do you know how we finally got on to hinP" Wedernmann was prattling on
"Hi s medical insurance forns. They're still on file. By law, you have to keep
themon file for a certain nunber of years. | don't suppose you ever thought
of | ooking at those?"

Xris had no coment, but he nade a nmental rem nder of this slipup. Medica
i nsurance. Why hadn't he thought of that? Probably the same company, the sane
policy that had covered him obtained through the bureau. Rowan had never been
sick a day in his life, but still

"One of our operatives noticed your friend had been under treatnment by a
doctor during the trial. Could have been stress; probably what people were
told. But in checking through the insurance files, our agent discovered that
the doctor was adnministering a drag at frequent intervals. Except the drug
wasn't a stress drug. Hornmone shots. Femal e hornones. They have to inject the
hor mones several nonths in advance of the surgery. Swells the breasts, anong
ot her changes. Prepares the body and the m nd, you see."



Xris didn't want to see. He wi shed Wedernmann woul d shut up. The cyborg
edged his way toward the door

W edermann trailed al ong behind. "Once we'd gone that far, the rest was
easy. Then we ran into the death certificate. A nice touch. Al nost stopped us
cold." It stopped Xris. He turned, stared.

"It was in the hospital conputer,” Wedermann explai ned. "Dalin Rowan di ed
on the operating table. Date, time. W nearly lost himthere, but | figured
out what he nust have done. Dalin Rowan died the day Darl ene Mhini was born
| knew what to | ook for and, sure enough, | found it--a woman checki ng out of
t hat hospital who had never checked in. | included a copy of the death
certificate for you. It's in the file. Thought you m ght be anused."

A death certificate. Rowan had witten his own death certificate. Well,
maybe that nmade things easier

Xris reached the outer office, negotiated his way around the boxes of
ancient, forgotten records of ancient, forgotten cases. He and W eder nann
shook hands. Wedermann's grip was cold and danp, fishlike. Xris didn't
prol ong the goodbyes. He stood outside the closed door. Opening the file, he
| ocated the death certificate, stared at it, not really seeing it.

He was back inside that hospital. Back inside the nights, inside the
terrible pain. Back inside the days, |earning howto wal k, talk, see, hemn
live all over again. If you could call it living.

He snapped the file shut, was about to continue on his way out of the
bui | di ng when the door popped open

"Ch, by the way" W edernann peered out--"when you see Darl ene Mhini, you
m ght mention that if we were able to find her, so could others. Like the
Hung. Her cover's blown. She's in real danger. You'll be sure to tell her
that, won't you?"

"Yeah," said Xris, shifting the file to his cybernetic hand, getting a
secure grip onit. "I'lIl be sure to tell her."

CHAPTER 7

The Way means induci ng the people to have the sanme aimas the | eadership,
so that they will share death and share life, without fear of danger

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

The large, private spacegoi ng vessel left Laskar at a leisurely speed. The
shi p--a typical research nodel, known as Canis Mijor Research /--was not
supposed to be equi pped to make the junp to hyperspace. Such nodifications to
uni versity research ships were extrenely expensive, generally unnecessary, and
woul d have excited coment, required the need for explanations. As it was, the
killers were able to slip off Laskar quietly, orbital-traffic control giving
t hem bor ed cl earance.

Inside a small room on board the ship, one of the four men--the one who



had murdered Bosk--sat in front of a conputer terminal. He was working on the
term nal and at the sane time speaking into a coremink. He stopped both when
the hatch slid open and one of his subordi nates entered.

"Knight Oficer. |I've nonitored Laskar's evening news, sir.
"Yes, and--?"

"The fire destroyed the building conpletely. A single body was discovered
in the weckage. The body was burned beyond recognition, but only one tenant
remai ns unaccounted for and it is presumed that the body is that of an Adoni an
known as Bosk. The fire was suspicious in origin, believed to have started in
t he apartnent of the dead man. He was known to have ties with the nob.

Nei ghbors reported that four nmen--armed--paid the deceased a visit shortly
before the fire broke out. They described the vehicle the suspects were
driving. It was discovered abandoned a short tine later, stripped and burned."

"The local authorities are satisfied that it was the nob?"

"Yes, sir.
"Case cl osed, then."

"I would say so. Yes, sir. The Laskar police will not get involved in nob
busi ness. "

"Very good. Tell Knight Oficer Captain he may depart when ready."
The subordi nat e nodded, depart ed.
The | eader returned to work.

"You heard his report, Knight Commander?" the |eader asked over the comm
"Satisfactory. Continue. What is it you have found?" The voice at the other
end of the comm ink was |aconic, crisp, and obviously bel onged to a nachi ne.
The speaker entered his or her words into the conputer, the conputer spoke
t hem al oud. No one, not even the highest-ranking officer of the kni ghthood- - of
whi ch Bosk's killer was one--ever heard the Kni ght Comander's voice. No one
had ever seen the Knight Conmander. No one knew his or her real nane. Al
i nformati on was exchanged via conml i nk--voice only.

"Contrary to initial reports, Commander, it appears from Chne's files that
he actually constructed a worki ng nodel of the negative wave device."
"l ndeed. "

"The devi ce was crude. apparently, but operational. Chne's records
i ndicate that he performed a test on a living subject. And that the test was
successful . "
"A living subject." Knight Comrander mused. "How is this possible? He
woul dn't have dared test it on Derek Sagan. And if I'mnot m staken, there
were no other Blood Royal known to exist at the tinme."

"That is true, Commander. This was just prior to Sagan's discovery of the
wher eabouts of the young king. Snaga Chnme did not have a Bl ood Royal on which
to test his device, but that presented no problemfor him He couldn't find a
true Bl ood Royal and so he created one. If you will recall, sir, Chnme had an
ext ensi ve coll ection of weapons dating back to ancient tinmes. Appropriate for
a weapons deal er.



"Anmong his collection was a bl oodsword. According to the notation in
Chne' s catal og, the bl oodsword was obtai ned during the Revol ution, when npst
of the Bl ood Royal were eradicated. Inside this sword are the m cromachines
that are injected into the body of the Bl ood Royal when they insert the
sword's needles into their hands. These m cronmachi nes connect the body and
brain with the sword and are used to activate both the sword and its shielding
device. A certain anount of these micromachines remain in the bl oodstream and
are activated every tinme the sword is used.

"Chme rempoved the fluid containing these mcromachines fromthe bl oodsword
and injected that fluid into his test subject. He then used the newy created
negati ve wave device on the subject and recorded the results.”

"Was the subject aware he or she was being used for such purposes?”

"According to Chnme's account, no, the subject was not aware. Chne feared
that the subject's awareness mght influence the test results.”

"He was probably right. Did the subject die?"

"No, Conmander. Chne didn't want to kill the subject, who night prove
useful to himlater. Chme wanted to study the effects of the device on the
m cromachi nes in the subject's bl oodstream"”

"How di d Chrme manage to keep such an experinment on the subject secret?"
The nechani cal voice held no inflection, but the officer could discern that
hi s superior was skepti cal

"The subject was a male, in his late twenties, and, according to the
record, a Loft."

"Slang termfor habitual drug user, if I'mnot m staken?"
"Yes, Kni ght Commander."

"An expression that has its roots on Earth. The fruit of the |lotus or
| ot ophagi, as the Geeks termed it, was supposed to induce in those who ate it
a state of dreany forgetfulness, a loss of desire to return honme. One mi ght
al nost consider the entire human race as |lotus-eaters. But they wll renenber
their home." The voice was soft, ominous. "W wll make themrenmenber.”

A pause, then the voice returned to business. "Surely such a heavy drug
user as a Loti would be an inappropriate candidate for testing?"

"Chme recogni zed this problem sir, but deternmined that the drugs in the
subj ect's system woul d have no influence on the mcromachi nes and vi ce versa.
It appears, frommy prelimnary investigation of the files, that GChne was
correct."

The Kni ght Commander was not convinced. "GChnme was a genius, there is no
doubt about that, but he did not possess the patience and neticul ous nmind of a
good researcher. He obviously chose this Loti because the nan was conveni ent
and not liable to ask questions. However, we nust work with what we have. Wat
were the results of his experinent?"

"Unfortunately, Conmander, the exact results of the test are not recorded
inthe files. The last entry is dated the day on which Chnme was nurdered. It
reads, 'The experinent has been highly successful.' Nothing nore. Bosk makes
some attenpt to fill in the experiment's results, but he was not in Chne's
conpl ete confidence. Careful analysis proves that Bosk 'knew very little; nost



of what he added was nere specul ati on gai ned from observing the test subject,
who |ived and worked in Ohne's nansion.”

Silence fromthe comm ink. Then, "There is nothing nore?"
"No, Knight Commander."

"Are you certain, Knight Oficer?"

"Yes, sir.
"Damm! " said the Conmander. "We need nore information!"

Si | ence. The Knight Oficer, having nothing further to contribute,
mai nt ai ned di sci plined quiet. He made no suggestion as to their next course of
action, would make none unl ess he was asked. Looking out the viewscreen, he
wat ched the planet Laskar dwindle to a small green marble.

A wetched planet, corrupt, vile, he thought. But really no different from
countl ess others in the galaxy. Humanity trashes its hone, flees it, seeks out
others, and ends up destroying them It is only a matter of time before it
will all end out here. Then the swarm of humanity will turn their faces
honeward again. Then they will come to us and say hunbly, "W are sorry."

"I't would be extrenely valuable to us"--the Commander spoke suddenly and
abruptly, startling the Knight Oficer--"if we could get our hands on the test
subj ect.”

"Yes, Commander." The officer brought up the file containing infornmation
on the Loft. "Bosk had the same idea, apparently. He began to search for the
man, but only in the nost desultory and haphazard fashi on. He soon gave up
The subject is an Adonian, as was Snaga Chme. You are familiar with the
Adoni ans, Conmander ?"

"A degenerate race of people who live solely for their own pleasure and
gratification. Intelligent, channing, and conpletely anoral. GChne was typica
of his breed. | suppose this Loti is another?"

"A hired assassin, Conmmander. Specializing in chem cal poisonings, as one
m ght expect from someone who i s dependent on chemicals. Chne kept this Loti
around to perform'odd jobs now and then. Chnme surrounded hinself with his
fell ow Adoni ans. Bosk was anot her."

"As a race, Adonians are extrenely attractive--the nmen and the wonen.
Snaga Chme could not stand to be long in the presence of an ugly person. The
only thing that overcanme his squeani shness on this point was noney. Continue,
Kni ght O ficer."

"Yes, sir. This Loti had other advantages. He is firmfriends--has an
al nost synmbiotic relationship--with an enpath.™
"Not unusual ," remarked the Commander. "Enpaths enjoy being around Loti
because their drug-induced tranquillity is rarely disturbed and thus the
enpath is not subject to disturbing enotions.”

"The two were rarely apart, according to Chne's notes. The Loti is the
only one who can understand the enpath. He acted as a sort of translator
whenever Ohne needed to know what someone was thinking or feeling." "What
race i s the enpath?"



"Bosk clains no one knows. The empath was al ways cl oaked in sonme sort of
di sgui se. No one ever saw the face. Chnme had no interest in trying to find
out."

"So |l ong as the enpath proved useful, Snaga Chnme woul dn't care.”

"On studying the enpath's description, Commander, | think it probable that
we are dealing with a Tongan."

The Kni ght Commander was silent again.

"I have exanmined all the facts, Knight Commander. The enpath is extrenely
short in stature. He is always disguised, which indicates that there is
somet hi ng unusual about his features or his body, and the Tongans as a race
are as ugly as the Adonians are beautiful. He appears to have not only
enpathic abilities but telepathic abilities as well. Tongans are the only race
to neet all these requirenents.”

"You know, of course, Knight Oficer, that Tongans are forbi dden on pain
of death fromleaving their home worl d?"

"Al'l the nmore reason for the disguise, sir.

"Perhaps you are right. At any rate, such an unusual pair would be fairly
easy to track."

"Bosk had no difficulty, at first. He and the Loft kept in contact. Both
of them were eager to avenge Chne's death. But whereas Bosk had deternined
that Chme was nurdered by Derek Sagan, the Loti was followi ng a different
theory. He was convinced that the nmurderer was a man known as Abdi el
Fol lowing this theory, the Loti worked in the Exile Caf6 on Hell's Qutpost,
figuring that either Abdiel or soneone who knew the old man's whereabouts mnust
cone to this place eventually. The |ast nmessage Bosk received fromhim the
Loti was joining up with the late Lady Maigrey Mrianna. They planned on
entering the Corasian system-"

"So," said the Knight Commander, "the Loft was part of that small band of
heroes. His Majesty owes both his throne and his life to them Their |eader
was a cyborg--a rather unusual cyborg, as | recall.” "I have no information on
that, sir," the officer admtted. He was not surprised that these facts were
known to the commander. The Kni ght Commander knew every proni nent and/ or
i nfamous person in the gal axy; he was fanmiliar with the political situations
on i nnunerabl e maj or planets; he was privy to know edge not readily accessible
to ordinary citizens of the realm Once, when the officer had first joined up
wi th the organi zation, he had used such clues in an attenpt to puzzle out the
Kni ght Commander's true identity. That had been al nost twenty years ago. Now
the officer--a true fanatic--no |l onger knew or cared. He revered. And obeyed.

"No further information beyond that?"

"No, sir. Bosk indicates that he never heard fromthe Loft again and that
attenpts to find himproved beyond his nmeans."

"I believe | know where to | ook. Return to hone base, Knight Oficer
Proceed with the construction of the negative wave device and await ny
conmands. Wen t he whereabouts of this Loti are discovered, you will be
i nforned. "

"Yes, Kni ght Commander."



"What is the Loti's name, by the way?" "Raoul, sir. And the enpath is
known as the Little One." "Raoul and the Little One," repeated the Knight
Conmmander. "Yes, it is them They are nmenbers of a nmercenary team called Mg
Force 7. Their leader is a cyborg known as Xris."

CHAPTER 8

and, lips, 0 you The doors of breath, seal with a righteous kiss A
dat el ess bargain to engrossi ng deat h!

W1 liam Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Act 5, Scene 3

The two minor governnent officials stood in the waiting area of the Mdena
Spaceport, looking up at a termnal displaying the arrival time for incom ng
flights. The time had not varied in the last thirty m nutes--the transport
woul d be half an hour late--but the officials continued to check it just the
same, both of themacutely aware of the man in the dark suit. Leaning
confortably against a nearby pillar, he scanned intently the people gliding
past on the noving sidewal k.

"What's he | ooking at themfor?" the wonman irritably asked her conpanion
"We're the ones he's follow ng."

"Probably viewing themas targets on the shooting range," returned the
man. "Look at the way he's smling."

The woman shivered. "Don't. This is bad enough. Do you think he suspects
us?"

The man considered. "No. W're only doing our job, after all. Meeting the
anbassador from Adonia. | don't much like this scheme, but the cyborg is said
to be one of the best in the business. W have to put our faith in someone."

"More than our faith. Qur very lives!" The woman swal | owed, put her hand
to her throat. "lI... | think I'Il go to the restroom"™

The man in the dark suit shifted his gaze to the woman, watched her enter
wat ched her return.

"He kept an eye on you," her conpanion nuttered beneath his breath. "No,
don't look. He's still watching."

"I can't stand this," the woman said. "Il---"
She was interrupted by the arrival of a flight attendant. "Pardon ne, sir,
madam are either of you booked for this flight?"

"W're neeting sormeone,” the woman replied.

The attendant nodded, relieved. "I was afraid you were passengers. You've
no i dea what a nightmare we go through now. Al the fornms that have to be
filled out. Checking docunents. Not that |I'm conplaining, mnd you," the
attendant added hastily. "I amin conplete agreenent with the government's new
regul ati ons concerning civilian travel restrictions. It's just--"



The arrival of the transport saved the attendant from further
i ndi scretions. She hurried off to unlock the door, admt the disenbarking
passengers, of which there were very. few The drab, unhappy world of Mdena
was not a pleasant place to visit these days.

"How do you suppose we'll recognize hin?" the woman asked.

"l don't believe we'll have much trouble,’
an Adoni an, after all."

the man answered dryly. "He's

They had absolutely no trouble recognizing him

It was rather as if the full color spectrumhad just breezed in by
transport and, on arrival, blown up. The Adoni an was dressed in a tight,
formfitting junpsuit colored a deep royal blue. Over this he wore a
floor-length vest made of garish, rainbow hued silk that billowed out behind
hi m when he wal ked, revealing purple socks and enerald shoes. The sight was
actually a shock to the central nervous system of the conservative Mdenans.
The two governnent officials, stunned by the inpact, were nmonentarily unable
to nove.

The Adoni an, seeing no one else in the vicinity and assum ng, therefore,
that these people nmust be waiting for him flung hinmself in their direction
and exploded in their nidst.

"I assune that you nust be waiting for ne," he cried, smling. "I am
extraordinarily delighted to nake your acquai ntances."

The Adonian, with a graceful gesture of his hands, flipped |ong black hair
over his shoul ders and gave everyone in the vicinity his charnming snmle

"M M. Anbassador." The man gave the formal greeting, though he was
somewhat hesitant about it. Perhaps he was wondering uneasily if the
appel lation "M ster" was entirely correct.

"Your Excellency." The woman avoi ded the gender problemneatly by using a
title acceptable to any sex. "Wl conme to Mddena."

The two bowed.

The anbassador was an Adoni an nmale--at least that's the sex his passport
clained. Hi s appearance raised cause for doubt, but the fact that he was an
Adoni an expl ai ned everything. Like nost of his people, he was, quite
literally, an extraordinarily beautiful human being. He was sl ender, of
shapely build, with delicate bone structure and a lilting, mncing walk. H's
hair was wai st-1ong and gl eaming black. His eyes were |large and | ustrous--too
| ustrous. C ose exam nation revealed themto be slightly unfocused, the pupils
abnormal Iy dil ated. He swayed slightly, as though in a gentle w nd, and gazed
about himw th vague, happy curiosity.

The man and wonman exchanged gl ances. "He's on drugs," the man said out of

the corner of his mouth, speaking Modenan. "A Loft!"

"What do we do now?" the woman demanded. "I thought you said this
nmercenary force was reliable!"
"We can't do anything here," the man returned grimy, with a sidel ong
glance at the man in the dark suit, who was stating with fixed interest at the
new arrival .



"Thank you," said the Adonian suddenly. "I have | anded safely and soundly
on your fair planet. Your welcone is nost gratifying. | consider this a
fortuitous omen of future friendship between our peoples.”

He extended a hand. The fingernails were |long and polished; the fingers
glittered with jewel ed rings.

The man took the hand, but was totally at a loss as to what to do with it,
since the hand's owner did nothing with it hinmself. Perplexed, the man
transferred the flaccid hand to the worman, who returned the hand to the
anbassador as quickly as possible. The sweet, pungent scent of gardenia
envel oped t hem

"I am Dolf Baejling, aide to the undersecretary of Foreign

Affairs of Mbdena. This is ny associate, Mary Kranmmes. And now, M.
Anbassador--" the man began

"Raoul de Beausoleil,"
Dol f. Everyone does."

sai d the ambassador lightly. "Please call nme Raoul

"I ... | hardly believe that woul d be respectful, M. Anbassador," said
Baej | i ng, frowning.

"Respect ful ?" Raoul gave the matter brief thought. "I don't quite
under st and how you can conme to respect me on such short acquai ntance, Doll and
| certainly have no respect for you. So we nfight as well be on a first-nmme
basi s, shouldn't we?"

Baejling frowned, insulted. Krammes laid her hand on his arm "I don't
bel i eve he nmeant that quite the way it canme out. We're being watched."

After an inner struggle and a surreptitious glance at the man in the dark
suit, Baejling managed a grudging smile. He was about to suggest that they
retrieve the anmbassador's | uggage when Kxammes--nudging him-indicated a small
and strange-| ooki ng personage who had apparently been standing cl ose to Raoul
the entire time but was only at this nonment visible, due to the settling folds
of silk.

"I beg your pardon, Excellency," Krames said faintly, "but what--I nean,
who is ... what is ..."

Raoul stared at the woman a noment as if endeavoring to renenber where
he'd seen her before, then--looking in the direction she was | ooking--he
smi | ed.

"Ah, | beg your pardon." He waved his hand. "The Little One. My constant
conpanion. He is with nme. Al ways."

It was inpossible to determine the Little One's species, race, or anything
about the creature, nuch beyond the fact that it was, apparently, alive. The
Little One said nothing. He kept his hands--if he had hands--in the cadaverous
pockets of an oversized raincoat. The turned-up collar hid the | ower part of
the creature's face, the fedora hat hid the upper. Al anyone could see of the
Little One were two bright and penetrating eyes, gazing solemly out fromthe
shadow cast by the hat.

"How ... how do you do?" Krammes said, not quite knowi ng how to address
t he apparition.



The Little One gazed unblinking at the two.

Kramres gul ped. Baejling made a snorting sound and the two exchanged
al arnmed gl ances. The anbassador, meanwhile, was studying the spaceport with
| anguid curiosity.

But when Raoul turned to Baejling, the aide was disconcerted to note that
the Loti's eyes were not quite as lustrous and unfocused as Baejling had first
supposed.

"Remar kably enpty for such a large planet, isn't it, Dol f?" Raoul
observed. "Your people don't indulge in spaceflight, | take it."

Baejling glanced at the rows of enpty plastic chairs, the nearly deserted
hal | ways, the closed restaurants and shutdown vendors' stalls. The few people
who were in the spaceport wal ked swiftly and kept their eyes on the ground, as
if by refusing to acknow edge anyone el se's presence they could successfully
hi de their own.

"OfFf-world travel's restricted, Excellency." Baejling spoke carefully,
m ndful of the man in the dark suit. "Qur governnent believes that the people
of Mddena have no need to | eave their hone world."

"I'sn't that marvel ous," said Raoul, smack by the notion. "How very ..
donestic."

Baejling' s frown deepened. He cleared his throat, |ooked hopefully at the
open door |eading to the spacepl ane.

"The ot her menbers of your party--" Dolf began

"W're it," Raoul said cheerfully.

Baejling protested. "W were expecting a coll eague of yours. A cyborg ..

"I beg your pardon, Dol f?. You spoke so softly, | failed to catch nost of
what you said." Raoul |eaned near. Gardenia fragrance rolled off him

Baej | i ng coughed. "A man naned Xris."

"Ah!" Light dawned. "You are referring, no doubt, to Xris Cyborg. He was
not able to come. He is otherw se engaged. He sent us instead." Raoul gave his
dimnutive friend a tap on the fedora. "W are sufficient for the task."

Dol f Baejling did not exude confidence at this statement. Mary Krammes
si ghed, gl anced sideways at the man in the dark suit, tw sted her hands
toget her. Raoul bent down gracefully to confer with his compani on, though not
a word was spoken. Raoul straightened, with a jangle of bracelets.

"Pardon me for nentioning this, Dolf. As | amunfamliar with the |oca
customs, what | am about to question may be nothing nore than Mbdenan
curiosity, but the Little One infons ne that the gentleman standi ng over by
that pillar is taking a great deal of interest in us."

Baejling did not even bother to look. "He is one of our respected secret
police," he said in a careful nmonotone. "The governnment of Mddena takes very
good care of its citizens. He is here to ensure our safety as well as yours,
M. Anbassador."

"My safety? Are you certain?" Raoul asked, touched. "I nust say, that is



very kind of him And he is rather attracfive, in a thuggish sort of way."

"The secret police are extrenely interested in everything that the people
do," Dolf said neaningfully, hoping Raoul would take the hint. "They acconmpany
us ... everywhere. Now if you would--"

But Raoul was not to be deterred. He gazed steadfastly at the man in the
dark suit. "He's not all that 'secret,' is he? For secret police, | nmean. |
t hought those fellows usually hid in |luggage bins, popped out at you from dark
al | eyways. "

"Be careful what you say!" Mary Kranunes whi spered, clutching Raoul's ann
"He and his kind run the country now. They can do what they want. They have
only to answer to her."

"Her ?" Raoul was intrigued. "Wwo is her?"

The Little One shuffled his feet, tugged on the silken folds of the vest.

Raoul gl anced down, |istened, then nodded. "Ah, yes. Madane President."

"Damm it, keep your voice down !" Dol f cautioned angrily. He paused a
nmonent to regain control, then said stiffly, "If you would excuse us,
Excell ency, | need to confer a monent with ny colleague. | fear that a problem

has arisen in regard to your hotel suite."

Raoul gave gracious assent. Baejling drew Kranmes to one side. The two
began to talk in an undertone in their own | anguage.

Casting an interested glance at the man in the dark suit, Raoul snoothed
his hair, fluttered his eyelids. Then he redistributed the bracelets on his
arm sliding three up above the el bow, four below. Not |iking the effect, he
nmoved the third back down bel ow t he el bow again. This acconplished, he opened
a velvet drawstring bag he carried on his wist, drew out a mrror, studied
his own reflection.

Running the tip of his little finger around his lips in order to repair
m nute snmudging of his lipstick, he said to the Little One, "What are they
di scussi ng?"

No one was quite certain how Raoul and the Little One communi cated. So far
as anyone knew, Adoni ans did not possess telepathic abilities. Tel epaths
tended to energe fromraces noted for their well-devel oped sensitivity to the
feelings of others. No one had ever accused the Adoni ans of such a
characteristic, the Adoni ans bei ng notabl e gal axywi de for their al npst
conplete and total self-absorption. How these two tal ked was, therefore, a

nystery.

VWi |l e Raoul sonetimes spoke to the Little One aloud, the Little One was
never heard to speak to Raoul, or to anyone else, for that matten Only Raoul
could understand and interpret what the Little One said, and how Raoul nanaged
to do that was beyond the ability of everyone--including the | eader of Mg
Force 7, Xris--to figure out.

The two had been part of Xris's elite commando team for al nost four years
now. Xris theorized that the mnd-altering drugs taken by the Loti had sonmehow
made Raoul susceptible to the Little One's thoughts. This was the only
expl anation for the phenonenon--that and the fact that the two had formed an
unusual and exceedi ngly strong bond.

"Isn't that interesting?" Raoul murrmured in response to his partner's



silent flow of information. "Dolf wants to send us packing. He doesn't trust
us, doesn't believe we're capable of carrying out the contract. If we bungle
the job, he fears that he and the woman will be arrested, probably killed. The
Kranmes worman reminds himthat to get rid of us now woul d | ook extrenely
suspi ci ous. How woul d they explain the fact that the Adoni an anbassador
suddenly changed his mind about establishing diplomatic ties with the Mdenan
government and went honme? Xris Cyborg will not be pleased if they break the
contract. Yes, | suppose we would get to keep file deposit "

Raoul brushed back an errant strand of hair that had fallen over his face.

"Here they conme," he said quietly. "Have they reached a deci sion?"
The Little One gave a violent nod which caused the fedora to slip down
over his eyes.

The two returned. Baejling was breathing heavily, gave the appearance of a
man who has been in an argunent and |ost. Mary Krames was pal e and
tight-1lipped. She had triunphed, but was obviously having second thoughts.

"Thank you for your patience, M. Anbassador. W will escort you to your
hotel . Your luggage will be sent over. If you and your ... uh ... conpanion
woul d acconpany us to the car "

"I's the hotel far fromhere, Dol f?" Raoul continued admiring his own
reflection in the mrror. "Wthin wal ki ng di stance?"

"Yes, Excellency," Baejling answered cautiously, wondering what new
wei rdness was about to be perpetrated. "But the car is quite confortable--"

Snappi ng shut his mirror, Raoul returned it to the velvet bag. "M
conpanion and | would prefer to wal k, Dolf, dear, if that does not di scomode
you. W& would | ove seeing the sights of your fair city. | had so little
exercise on the flight over. | nust have gained a kilo at |east. WAl king keeps
t he cal ves shapely, did you know t hat?"

Raoul took Baejling's arm-though it had not been offered--and drew the
man cl ose. Baejling flinched, choked in the gardenia fumes, but he coul dn't

very well insult the Adoni an anbassador
"Besi des," Raoul continued languidly, "this cozy walk will give us a
chance to get to know each other better. | have heard runmors to the effect

that the hotels on Mbdena are crawling with bugs."

Baejling stiffened. "I assure you, Excellency, that you are being accorded
the finest accommodations--" He stopped suddenly, gave the Loti a penetrating
look. "Ah, I... um.. believe it would be a fine day for a walk. | nust warn

you, though, that the traffic noise is terrible. It's sonetimes difficult to
hear yourself think. You see, Excellency," he added, "everyone walks this tinme
of day. Everyone." He cast a significant glance at the man in the dark suit.

Raoul lifted a plucked eyebrow, smled. "Perhaps | can be of sone
assi stance. "

Baejling | ooked alarmed. "I don't think that would be wi se--"

Raoul ignored him Releasing Baejling's arm the Adoni an wal ked rapidly on
ahead, his high heels tapping the floor, the silken vest flow ng behind him
like gaudy butterfly wings. The Little One anbled al ong after, occasionally
tripping over the long hemof his raincoat. Baejling and Krammes, slow off the



mar k, hastened to catch up

The man in the dark suit saw the group | eaving. He prepared to follow was
suddenly intercepted by Raoul. The Adoni an veered, tumed, and wal ked right up
to the policeman, who was staring at himin astoni shnent.

Kramres went white. Baejling swore under his breath.
"What the devil is that whacked-out Loti doing?"

One hand on his hip, Raoul let his painted eyes rove over the policenman's
body, starting with the head, moving lingeringly down, gliding back up. The
pol i ceman flushed an ugly and enbarrassed red.

"Here, now-" he began roughly.

"Don't be coy. | saw you watching ne." Raoul gave the man a sinpering
wi nk. Reaching into the velvet bag, he drew out a gold case, flipped it open.
"My card.” The policeman gave the card a cold stare

Not the | east disconcerted, Raoul tucked the card into the man's suit
pocket, gave the pocket a caressing pat. He gazed up at the man through

provocatively |l owered eyelids. "I'mstaying at the G and Mddenan Hotel, near
the presidential palace. Ask for ny roomnunber at the desk. 1'Il be in ...
all night."

Pursing his lips, Raoul kissed the air between the two of them favored
the policeman with a nelting smle, turned, and strolled off to rejoin the
ast ounded Baej | i ng.

"It is ny considered opinion that the gentleman will no | onger follow us,"
Raoul said gravely.

The policeman did not follow them fromthe spaceport. But, as Dol f
mentioned grimy, that meant little. The police undoubtedly had backup agents
i n place.

"They' re keeping an eye on us because we're neeting with an off-worl der
Al t hough"--Mary Kranmes nanaged a snmile for the first tine since Raoul had net
her--"1 imagine that they no | onger consider you and your compani on nmuch of a
threat."

The four were seated in an outdoor caf6 |ocated al ong one of the
tree-lined boul evards of the capital city of Mddena. The volume of traffic
al ong the major streets was heavy. The air was filled with the screech of
brakes and the honki ng of horns. Mdenans still drove wheel ed vehicles, since
hovercraft were banned in the city proper, with the exception of the police,
whose streandi ned vehicles coul d be seen whi zzi ng above the congested streets,
sirens adding to the din. Unaccustonmed to the snell emitted by gas-powered
aut os, Raoul held a scented handkerchief to his nose and refused all food. The
| ocation had one advantage. No one coul d overhear their conversation. They
could barely hear each other

"Thi s woman, Madane President, is a nonster,"” Dolf was explaining. "CQur
President is a good man. Probably too good. That's how she was able to get her
clutches into him He met her shortly after he was elected to office. Al of
us saw what she was after. But he was blind, poor fool. He was in his fifties,
unmarri ed. One of those scholarly types who just never seened to get around to
rel ati onships. She's in her thirties, intelligent, charmng--"



"Beautiful,"” Mary Kranmes added.

"Yes, she's beautiful." Dolf shook his head. "And deadly. She married him
and al nost the very next day she was grabbing the reins of power. She had her
organi zation already in place, ready to nove. She put her people in toplevel
positions--Mnistry of Defense, Law Enforcenent, Justice Departnent. She
ei t her bought off the right senators or blackmailed them Those who denounced
her sinmply di sappeared. Now the senate tamely approves all her new
| egi sl ation.

"You' ve seen the result of the travel restrictions for yourself. She's
shut down all vid stations, closed up all the newsmags who opposed her. Those
who spoke out were arrested. W' ve heard runors of concentration canps, nass
grave sites. Entire famlies have disappeared; their relatives don't dare ask
about themfor fear they'll be next. Sonething's got to be done.

"She's surrounded by bodyguards, of course. She travels in an arnored car
when she travels at all, which isn't nmuch. She has to keep her claws in her
husband. "

"He's a weck," Mary added sadly. "Poor man. He was a fool, but he's
paying for his folly now You hardly ever see himin public. She nmakes him
appear on occasion and then he's a puppet, dancing to her piping. He never
opens his nouth but that he | ooks to her for approval."

Raoul attenpted to appear deeply interested and profoundly synpathetic,
but his gaze wandered. He stared at the trees, the flowers, the drab people
wal ki ng by--all of whomreturned the favor by staring hard and suspiciously at
the col orful Adonian. Finally, when this occupation grew tiresonme, he sneezed,
dabbed his nose with the handkerchief, and stifled a yawn.

"Pardon me," Dolf said irritably, "but have you been |istening to anything
we' ve sai d?"

"Frankly, no, Dolf," Raoul returned |anguidly, blinking his mauve-col ored
eyelids. He fluttered a delicate hand. "Wy should |I? You have hired the

Little One and nyself to murder the wife of your president."” "Good God, man!"
Baej ling pal ed. "Keep your voice--" "Bah! No one can hear us. You have a
guilty conscience. that's all. Wich is why you are taking all this time and

trouble to explain to ne and my conpani on your own justifications and
notivations. Personally | don't give a damm about you or your country or your
probl ems. And neither does the Little One. Wiy should we?"

The raincoated figure indicated, with a shake of the fedora, that such was
the case.

Mary Kranmes stared into her enpty wineglass. Dolf Baejling took out a
neatly fol ded handkerchief, toyed with it.

"l suppose you're right. It's just that |1've never done . .. |'ve never
even imagi ned..." He nopped his sweating forehead.
"It's for the good of the country,” Mary Krames said automatically as if
she'd been repeating the words over and over again, even in her sleep. "That
worman' s death is for the good of the country.™

Raoul shrugged. "Of course, that is what all traitors have said, since the
begi nning of time."

Baejling rose stiffly to his feet. "W should proceed to the hotel



Excel l ency. Tonight is the Enbassy Ball. You will be formally introduced and
presented to the President and Madne President. You can neet her, get a good
| ook at her. Tonorrow you deliver your letters of mark--"

"Al'l forged, you know. Quite a good job. W have a nmenber of our team H s
nane i s Tycho. He--"

"Tormorrow. " Baejling hung on grimy. "You will proceed to the pal ace
tonmorrow -"

"Ch, we won't be staying that long," Raoul said conplacently.
Baejling sat back down again.
"What ? But--How? Surely you're not thinking of"-Baejling swall owed,
| owered his voice to a hoarse whi sper--"assassi nati ng Madane President during

the ball!

She' || be surrounded by bodyguards! Her supporters. They'd catch you. We'd
all be shot on the spot!"”

Raoul gazed at Baejling |ong noments. The Loti's drugfuzzy eyes slid into
focus, becane fixed and cool, without pity, w thout conpassion

"I aman expert at nmy work. The Little One is an expert at his. You either
trust us and allow us to proceed as we think right or you term nate our
enpl oynent this nonent."

Baejling | ooked sick. Mary Kramres, white to her lips, said sonething to

himin her own | anguage. He nodded heavily, w ped the handkerchi ef over his
head again. Lifting his previously untouched w neglass, he downed the drink at

a gul p.

Raoul gl anced out of the conmer of his eye at the Little One. The Adoni an's
eyel ashes flickered. He smiled serenely. "Well, what will it be, Dolf, dear?"

Baejling' s hands clenched into fists. "Do it," he said harshly.

"I's ... is there anything you need ... fromus?" Mary Krammes asked
faintly.

"No, Mary, darling, thank you," Raoul said. "W have everything we need.
However, | assunme that you two will be in attendance?"

"Yes. Yes, of course."

"Good. And now, | do believe that we should be proceeding to the hotel

This beastly snell is giving me a poundi ng headache. And headaches cause
wrinkles. As does stress. You should really do sonething about that, Dolf.
Those frown |ines around your nouth--npst unattractive. | could give you sone

cream | found on Avedai Arden. G| of cucunber. Rub it in three tines daily

Raoul took hold of Baejling's arm sauntered off, talking of his favorite
subj ect next to clothes--cosnetics. The Little One shanbled after, small |egs
forced to take two steps to the humans' one. Hi s shoul ders, beneath the
rai ncoat, heaved up and down.

Mary Kranmmes, hurrying along fearfully behind, wondered if the strange
little creature was | aughing.



The Enbassy Ball was a glittering affair, held in the G and Ballroom of
the Presidential Palace. Men and woren, dressed in their very finest, nost
el egant cl ot hes, drank chanpagne and ate small, fancifully decorated and bl and
tidbits, which were being circul ated throughout the ballroomby tall,
fancifully dressed waiters. Since all present knew that the waiters were spies
for the secret police, the conversation anong the guests tended--1like the
food--to be el aborate and innocuous.

Tal k picked up considerably with the arrival of the Ambassador from
Adoni a. Raoul was in full regalia; he night have gone onstage as the Sun God
or even a sun itself. He was dressed all in gold, froma rayed gol den
headdress, to gol den doubl et and knee breeches and hose, to gol den
slippers--1ow heel ed, since he mght possibly be going into action. Every
centimeter was crusted with gol den bangl es and/or sequins. H's eyelids were
painted with gold and he wore nmetallic gold lipstick, of which he was
evidently worded about snudging, for he kept his |lips always slightly apart,
was careful never to bite themor pass his tongue over them

The Little One, trundling along at Raoul's side, wore the sane raincoat
and hat--a small and shabby satellite orbiting a gorgeous sun

The maj ordonmo pounded his staff on the polished marble floor, made his
sonor ous announcenent. "Hi s Excell ency, the Anbassador of Adonia."

Raoul extended a shapely, gartered | eg, bowed | ow, sweeping a |arge
feathered fan across his body. Rising to what he assumed were admiring nnrmnurs
fromthe audi ence, he gl anced about vaguely, accosted a passing footnan, who
i ndicated the reception Iine, where the President and his wife and ot her
dignitaries waited to greet their arriving guests.

Raoul floated that direction, spreading charmng smles and cl ouds of
lilac perfume. He passed down the line, blithely ignoring the cold and
wi thering stares of the mnisters of Defense and Morality. He gave the nen
what passed for an Adoni an handshake--dabbling his fingers lightly in the
palm Wth the wonen, he brought their hands near his |ips but never bestowed
a kiss on any of them undoubtedly to protect his flaw ess |ipstick

But, when introduced to Madanme President, Raoul behaved quite differently.
Awed by her beauty, he nmurrmured a few words of polite and correct greeting,
then actually deigned to press his gol den-coated |ips against the skin of her
ext ended hand.

Madarme President found this all highly anusing. She nmade a polite response
to Raoul, then, switching off her translator with a feigned, casual gesture,
she said sonething to her husband having to do with "fairies and fags." Al of
which the Little One passed on to Raoul

Raoul , snmiling coyly, advanced to pay his respects to the President. The
Adoni an ambassador was apparently not all that inpressed with M. President,
who was shrivel ed and shrunken, a withered husk covered by winkl ed skin.
Raoul , gazing at the man, specul ated seriously on vanmpirismin nodemti nmes.

Madame President, neanwhile, was delightedly and | aughingly exhibiting to
her nei ghbors the gold lipstick inpression left on her skin. She would, she
clained | oudly, never wash this hand again. Her comments drew polite |aughter
fromall those within heating distance, as well as fromthose who could not
possi bly have heard but considered it politic to | augh anyway.

Raoul wended his way through the crowmd. He di scovered Baejling and Kramres



huddl ed together in a distant coner of the gigantic ballroom attenpting to
appear nonchal ant and confortable, with the result that both managed to | ook
extrenel y suspi ci ous.

"Ah, here you are!" Raoul sang out loudly. "I've been searching for you
everywhere. Don't kiss ne, either of you. You'll rnuss ne."

"What the devil are you doing?" Baejling demanded in a furious undertone.
"You're drawi ng everyone's attention to US--"

"There's sonmething | nust tell you," Raoul whispered, adding loudly, wth
an admring glance, "You're right about one thing, Dolf. Madane President is a
remar kably beautiful woman." He gave a rapturous sigh. "I'mquite snmtten. Is
nmy |lipstick snudged, Doll7."

Baejling gave hima disgusted gl ance, started to turn away. Krammes tugged
on her partner's sleeve. Several of the waiters were eyeing themclosely.

Raoul renpved his mrror froma gold | ai n6 shoul der purse, studied hinself
critically. "I'"m snudged! How beastly !"

"Hot in this room isn't it?" Baejling said |loudly, adding in a | ow voi ce,
"Look, we're calling this off. W' ve had word that the secret police are on to
us. Wiy don't you--"

"Ah, a bit late for that," said Raoul quietly. "The deed is done."

Baejling darted a swift glance at the reception |ine, where Madane
President--1ooking extrenely fit and heal t hy-continued to receive guests.

"What is this? Some kind of sick joke?"

Raoul renoved a small vial fromhis purse, then began dabbing the contents
on his lips.

"I'n about six hours,"” he said, speaking softly, under cover of nusic from

a small orchestra, "your Madame President will start to feel extrenely unwell
About an hour after that, she will be in excruciating pain and convul sions. In
twent yf our hours, she will no |onger be able to nove her |ower extrenmities. In

forty-eight hours, she will be dead."

The Little One pulled a handkerchi ef out of one of the raincoat's pockets,
handed the cloth to Raoul

"Thank you, ny friend," he said gravely, and began to w pe his lips.
Baejling' s jaw sagged. "How -"

"The lipstick," Raoul said sinply, taking extrene care to renove the | ast

vestige. "The poison is in the lipstick. One of ny favorite techniques. | wear
a protective base coat underneath and | amquite careful, of course, never to
i ngest any myself. But it is always wise to take precautions. | amdrinking

the antidote for it now"

He consuned the contents of the vial, then exam ned his lips critically.
Certain that every trace of the golden, poisoned lipstick was gone, he
returned the mirror to his purse.

The Little One held open a plastic bag nmarked HAZARDOUS WASTE. Raoul
deposi ted the handkerchief and the enpty vial inside. The Little One snapped



the bag shut, thrust it into a pocket. Baejling and Kramres watched the
proceedi ngs i n dazed disbelief.

Raoul reached into his purse, drew forth a second vial of the clear
liquid. He held it out.

"What's this?" Baejling eyed it suspiciously, refused to touch it.

"The antidote," Raoul said with a sly smle. "Adm nistered anytine in the
next twenty-four hours, it will save Madane President's life. The choice is
yours. She will not be in such extreme pain that she cannot negotiate. You
m ght, perhaps, be able to strike a bargain with her. The antidote in exchange
for an extended trip on her part to a distant noon. If the |ady proves
recal citrant"--Raoul shrugged--"you let her die."

He pressed the vial into Baejling' s hand. The man's fingers cl osed over it
nervel essly.

Kramres clutched at him "This gives us a chance! W don't have to be
nmur derers--"

"Unl ess she refuses. O orders us shot anyway. The safest course to foll ow
woul d be not to tell her. Let her die."

"Adifficult decision." Raoul was synpathetic.

Baejling stared at the antidote, then lifted his haggard gaze to Raoul
"Dam you. "

Raoul smiled sweetly. "Qur work is guaranteed or your noney wll be
cheerfully refunded. And now, if you both will excuse us, we have a transport
to catch.”

"You won't be able to |l eave. There are no transports for off-world--"

"Ah, | have the distinct feeling that one will soon be naking an
unschedul ed departure. Not to won'y. W can take care of ourselves. Farewell.
It's been lovely. Gve me a kiss good-bye, DolL"

Shuddering, Baejling backed up a step

Laughi ng, Raoul turned on his golden heel, sauntered |eisurely through the
crowmd. Taking his tine, he paused to drink a glass of chanpagne. The Little
One trotted doggedly al ong behi nd.

So very civilized. Didn't want to do the dastardly deed yourselves, did

you?" Raoul raised his glass in a toast to Kranmes and Baejling. "Here's to
what you ki ss next, ny dears."

CHAPTER 9

Assess the advantages of taking advice, then structure your forces
accordingly, to supplenment extraordinary tactics. Forces are to be structured
strategically, based on what is advantageous.

sun Tzu, The Art of War



"What the hell's keeping that damm Loti ?" Xris demanded.

Switching on the screen in the center of the table--a screen that provided
a view of the large bar area of the Exile Cafe--he scanned it for sone sign of
the flanboyantly dressed Adoni an.

"Relax, will you, Xris? He'll make it. He said he wanted to say hello to a
few old friends from back when he used to work here. You didn't say it was
urgent, you know," Harry reminded him "This is just a planning session, isn't
it?"

"Yeah, yeah." Xris was roanming restlessly around the room "It's just
| want to get on with it, that's all."

The ot hers present exchanged gl ances, raised eyebrows, asked silently what
was up. Mst specifically, all |ooked to Harry Luck, who had been with Xris
and the Mag Force 7 teamthe | ongest.

Harry shrugged his shoul ders, made a face. He didn't have a cl ue,
indicated silently to the rest, You know as much as | do.

Each one of the nenbers of Mag Force 7 had received a coded transm ssion
to neet on this date in the Exile Cafe on Hell's Qutpost--a desol ate chunk of
rock that could barely be dignified with the term"noon." Drifting on the
fringes of the galaxy, Hell's Qutpost was made uni que by the Exile Caft,
described politely as "a neeting place for professionals in search of
enpl oyment." All file galaxy knew, however, that the Exile Caf6 did not cater
to the sort of professionals likely to scan the vid classifieds.

But even if one was not looking to hire or to be hired, the Exile Caf6 was
an excellent meeting place. A large bar area | ocated on the ground fl oor
provi ded decent liquor and edible neals. The waiters and waitresses were
attractive and would provide their own form of entertainment for a price.
Weapons coul d be worn but not used--on penalty of imediate death. This was a
pl ace of business and those who cane here were serious.

Rooms in the Exile Caf6 were guaranteed private by the managenent, who
boasted that not even the Royal Navy took such precautions to keep identities
conceal ed and conversations secret. The user paid for such luxuries, of
course, but the people who frequented the Exile Caf6 could generally afford
it.

And thus the nenbers of Mag Force 7 who were present were wondering what
they were doing here. Planning sessions were usually held in Xris's condo on
Al pha Ganma. Mag Force 7 was a nercenary team handpi cked by Xris hinself.
They were licensed by the government, had a wel |l deserved reputation as being
the best in the business. They had done jobs for the topnost of the top levels
in government. Xris was on a first-nane basis with the Lord Admiral, Sir John
Di xter, and had once saved the life of the fleet adjutant, Mendaharin Tusca.

It was rumored, but not known for certain, that Xris had once been secretly
enpl oyed by Her Majesty the Queen

Mag Force 7 didn't need to take on shabby or dirty little jobs. And though
they took care to keep a client's business secret--if that's what the client
want ed- -t hey had never before taken the extraordinary precaution of mneeting at
the Exile Caft.

Xris took another turn around the room Harry--whose specialty was



piloting every craft that flew, floated, or ran on wheel s--watched his boss in
perplexity. The two had been together a long time--years, in fact. Qher
menbers in the original team had come and gone. Died on the job, some of them
Chico, killed by the Corasians on Shiloh's Planet; Britt dead in the tunnels
of a Corasian slave |abor nine. Lee had quit the teamto get married. Harry
was the only one left of the old bunch. He'd never seen Xris--usually as coo
as the netal he was nostly made of --nervous, on edge.

A lilting voice cane floating through the conmink. "It is--"
if the person speaking had to think about it.

A pause, as

"Raoul ," said Harry, grinning.
"Raoul ," decided the voice. "And the Little One."

Xris switched the screen fromthe bar area to the hallway outside the
nmeeting room

Raoul , resplendent in an eye-piercing fluorescent green unitard, smled
blissfully and waved to the cam

Xris activated the controls, adnmitting the Loti, the raincoated Little
One, and a heady wave of perfune.

Raoul wafted inside the room "Xris Cyborg," he said gravely, gliding over

and giving Xris a light kiss on his left cheek. "I amextrenely pleased to see
you again. The Little One al so extends his nbst gracious conplinments." The
rai ncoat shook itself, like a dog readjusting its fur. Xris, accustonmed to the

typi cal Adonian formof greeting, submitted to the Loti's kiss with a good
grace, but only after he'd taken a close, scrutinizing | ook at Raoul's |ips.
Not that Xris feared Raoul woul d deliberately poison his boss, but the fact
that he was wearing lethal lip gloss occasionally slipped the Loti's
drug- f ogged mi nd.

"Peach-fl avored, nothing nore." Raoul flicked his tongue over his
orange-tinged nout h.

Xris grunted. "You're late."

"1 an®? For what?" Raoul was astoni shed

"The meeting. | didn't bring you here to celebrate old home week," Xris
added wyly.

"Meeting ..." Raoul cast a vague gl ance around the room suddenly noticed
there were ot her people present. He gave thema charning smle, fluttered his
fingers at them "The team assenbled. | amextrenely pleasured to see you al
again. The Litfie One, as well. W are sorry to have kept you waiting." He

turned to Xris with a reproachful air. "W were not inforned that our
presences were required in a tinmely and i mredi ate fashion."

"The nmeeting was called for thirteen hundred hours--"

"But you didn't tell us we had to be here by then," Raoul pointed out with
an aggrieved air. Geen eyelids--to match his unitard--fluttered. "I do not
see how this can be ny fault, Xris Cyborg."

Xris opened his mouth, shut it on what woul d have been a caustic remark.
The last thing he wanted to do now was hurt the Adonian's feelings. The
t hought of Raoul's face, streaked with tears and green eyeliner, was too nuch.



Besi des, what Raoul had said was true. The Loti operated on his own tine
system which bore little or no relation to any other time systemcurrently in
use anywhere in the galaxy. Xris had never quite figured it out. Wen tining
was critical to the operation, Raoul and the Little One were al ways where they
wer e supposed to be at the precise second. But to casually nention to Raoul
that he should be attending a nmeeting at 1300 hours ..

Raoul 's eyes were starting to shimer. "In the days of ny forner
enpl oyment in this location--due, if you will recall, to the untinmely and nost
treacherous death of nmy late former enployer, Snhaga Chme--1 nade a

consi der abl e nunber of acquaintances here at the Exile Caff, all of whom were
quite pleased to see nme again. But if you would have told ne, Xris Cyborg,
that you had called a neeting of the team-"

"Very well, Raoul," Xris interrupted testily. "It's all nmy fault.
apol ogi ze for you being late."

"And | forgive you," said Raoul graciously.

He brushed his finger lightly across the cyborg' s feshand-bl ood ann, then
m nced across the roomto take a seat with the rest of the team who were now
grinning at each other.

Xris waited with exenplary patience for Raoul to settle hinmself. \Wen the
Adoni an had his | egs crossed and his hair arranged on his shoul ders and his
lip gloss reapplied and when the Little One had pl opped hinself down on the
floor and pushed the fedora back to reveal the bright, gleanting eyes, Xris
called the nmeeting to order.

"As you've probably all guessed by now ..." He paused a nmonent to take out
atwist and light it, then had to wait further while Raoul put a scented
handker chi ef over his nose. "W have a job. It's going to be a tough one.
Dangerous ... and sonething nore."

He took a drag on the twi st, blew snoke. The LED |lights wi nked on his arm
emtted a quick series of beeps. He glanced down, nade a m nor adjustnent,
| ooked up. "There could be sone possible ranifications. Legal ones. |'m
telling you all this up front, so that if any one of you wants to drop out,
you can go with nmy blessing.”

"What are you getting at, Xris?" Harry asked. "Hell, we've all broken our
share of |aws before now "

Xris nodded, held the twist in his hand between his thunb and forefinger
"Local laws. This job is going to require us to break into a top-Ievel,
secret, secure Royal Naval military facility."

"Shit," Harry Luck said, alnpst reverently.

The Little One, curled up at Raoul's feet, stirred and shivered beneath
his raincoat. Raoul murnured sonething, patted the enmpath soothingly on the
fedora. The Loti regarded Xris with a peculiarly intense and suddenly focused
stare that was extrenely disconcerting.

Xris shot a glance at himand the Little One, frowned. "Whatever
i nformati on that damm enpath is draining off ne, he better keep it under his
hat . "

Raoul coughed delicately into the handkerchi ef.



Xris, glaring, took a last drag on the tw st, snubbed it out, and tossed
it in a receptacle.
"You'll be paid double,” he went on, "but if anything goes wong, we're
going to have our tails caught in one hell of a tight crack. 1'll take ful
responsibility. But | want you to know what you're in for. So"--he started to
[ight another twi st, caught Raoul's eye, and thrust it irritably back into the
case--"that's it. If you want out, |eave now. The | ess you know, the better."

The ot hers exchanged uneasy glances. It wasn't that they were worried
about the job. They were nore worried about their boss.

"I forgot to mention one nmore thing," Xris went on before anyone could say

a word, "this is a kill job. 1'"mgoing to be taking out a nman--worman. |'I1l do
the killing nyself. It's sort of legal. There's been a warrant out for his
arrest for years. But essentially I'll be taking the law into nmy own hands. If

anyt hi ng goes wong, you could be charged with accessory to murder."

"Is it permitted, Xris Cyborg," Raoul said quietly, "to ask the nane of
our client? Who is the one hiring us to kill this person?"

Xris took the twist out, began to chewon it. "M."

"Ah!" Raoul breathed a deep sigh. Settling back in his chair, he clasped
hi s hands, sparkling with rings, over his shapely legs. "And is it also
permtted to ask what crinme this man and woman have committed that you have
mar ked them for death?"

"Not a man and a woman," Xris said inpatiently. "A wonman."

"You said a man and a wonan, Xris Cyborg."

"I made a nistake. A wonan. As for what he did, he was responsible for the
death of a friend of mne. And for a |l ot of other deaths. Maybe thousands.
Because of him the Corasians got their robot claws on sone of the latest in
firepower--weapons they used agai nst our people on places |Iike Shiloh's
Pl anet . "

The Little One jerked suddenly as if in pain.

"Shut up," said Xris softly, taking the twist fromhis nouth. "Just shut

up.
The Little One cringed and shrank back agai nst Raoul's | egs.

"He was responsible for the deaths?" Raoul was puzzled. "Wwomis it that
we are di scussing? He who?"

"I meant shel"™ Xris snapped his teeth viciously down on what was |eft of
the tw st.

"First he is a he, then a she, then a he again, and now back to a she.
beg your pardon, Xris Cyborg"--Raoul shook his head gently, so as not to muss
his hair--"but I amextrenely confused."

"Look, Xris," Harry spoke slowy, reluctantly, "I'mnot one to question
your judgment. If you say this ... uh ... person's got to die, then that's
good enough for me. But if there's a warrant out, why take the chance on being
sent to the term nator? Why not just arrest ... this person?”



"Because he's dead," Xris said. Raoul gave a faint noan, pressed his hands
to his tenples. "Legally he's dead. In reality, he's still alive, but I'd have
a hell of atime proving it. Not that the case would ever conme to trial," Xris
continued bitterly. "They'd see to that-FI SA. They've got their own dirty
little secrets to hide."

"My gawd!" Harry's jaw sagged. "The Royal Navy and the bureau?

"You can | eave,’

Xris said coldly. "There's the door. No one's keeping
you.

"Look, Xris. I'msorry. | didn't mean-- It's just that--"

"Xris Cyborg." Raoul stood up. Taking care to avoid stepping on his
dimi nutive partner, the Loft wal ked over to Xris, laid a gentle hand on the
cyborg's good ann. "You are not being sensible. Not being logical. And this is
very much not like you, ny friend. You are pernitting this woman who is a dead
man to run away with your enpotions. You know that everyone in this roomis
nost | oyal to you, Xris Cyborg."

The others in the room nodded earnestly, openly voiced their support.

"Precisely." Raoul neatly cut themoff. "But, as the saying goes, you mnust
| ook at yourself fromthe rear in order to tell if your panty hose are
crooked. "

"Does all this have a point?" Xris denmanded

"My friend, if you cane to yourself with this job and told yourself what
you have told us... you nust admit, Xris Cyborg, that you would tell yourself
to go play in hyperspace. If you would reveal the truth to your friends--tel
us, for example, the fact that this dead man/woman is the one responsible for
t he expl osi on which |eft you--"

"AI'l right!" Xris snapped sullenly. He glared at the Little One. "So nuch
for trying to keep anything private around the nental sponge."

"He neans no harm And |I think that you will feel better if you will ease
your soul of this--"

"Your lipstick's snudged," Xris pointed out.

Raoul paled. "Is it? Very badly?" H s hand went to his nouth.
"Sneared all over your face."

Raoul was stricken. "If | mght be excused--"

"The bathroom s over there." Xris indicated a door

Grabbi ng his makeup kit, the Adoni an departed.

Xris could not | ook at the rest of the team He wal ked over to the w ndow,
stared out noodily. "The crazy Loti's right. | cane into this ass-backward. To
make a long story short--"

"You don't need to tell me any nore, Xris," Harry interrupted. "I know al
| need to know. Count ne in. And you don't have to pay me double. The usua
pay's good enough. "



"I"'min, Xris," said Jam| Khizr. "You can pay ne whatever you consider
amworth."

He was worth plenty, and he knewit. So did Xris. The handsone,
bl ack- ski nned human had been a heavy weapons instructor in the Royal Marines.
He had caught Xris's attention during a raid on Tarm gan, when Mag Force
7--acting under cover on request of the Lord of the Admiralty--had infiltrated
the marine unit posted there in order to flush out a spy.

Maj or Khi zr had been of enornous hel p, showing a real talent for this type
of work, talent that was being wasted in firing off practice rounds and
droning classroom |l ectures. Wien Xris nmade himan offer, Jam | responded by
resigning his conm ssion that very day. Unmarried and professing to like it
that way, Janmi|l was interested in one thing: noney.

Tycho spoke through his translator. "I'mcashing in ny chips."

Xris, after a nonment, realized the alien nmeant that he should be included
in the deal, not that he was about to get shot in the back. Translators
normal Iy reduced nost alien |anguages' nore colorful inmagery to clich6s in
order to better facilitate human understandi ng. Unfortunately, either Tycho's
translator had a glitch in it somewhere or the alien's imagery was nore
colorful than usual, for the results were often interestingly garbled

The wiry Tycho was of a race that was so exceptionally thin that nost
humans m st ook his people for insectoids, an inpression that was enhanced by
the allen's ability to alter at will the color of his skin--anything from
porcelain white to ebony black to brown to forest green. H's people were thus
known, unofficially, as "chanel eons."” Such an ability was an advantage in his
line of work. Tycho was a highly trai ned assassin, who came recommended by
former Warlord Bear d efsky.

An expert shot--Xris had never seen a better--Tycho had once taken out the
i nf amous Ber gernei ster of Densel haus, the capital city of the A efsky
Hegemony, from a di stance of six thousand neters with a nodified needle rifle.
Bei ng doubl e-j oi nted, Tycho was al so capable of clinbing up, into. over, or
under neat h al nost any obstacle. He was also a financial expert and handl ed the
monetary affairs of Mag Force 7.

The man seated to Tycho's left stood and bowed. "I, too, would be honored
to be included, Xris. To catch the bastard who injured you woul d be nost
pl easing in the eyes of the Master of the Universe."

Dr. Bill Quong was the newest menber of the team and one of the npst
remarkabl e. He was an expert at fixing or altering any type of machine
currently in use anywhere on any planet in any galaxy. In addition, he could
al so fix nost "broken" |iving organi sms, human or alien. He held advanced
degrees in mechani cal and hydraulic engineering, and was a doctor of nedicine.
He'd had little luck holding a job, however. Quong--or Doc, as he was
known--had an unfortunate tendency to treat machines |ike people and people
i ke machines. Xris hadn't hired the doctor for his bedside nmanner, however.
One of Quong's nmmjor responsibilities was keeping the cyborg's nechanical half
i n good working order.

Xris | ooked around at his team started to say sonething, couldn't. He
shook his head, shut his nouth.

Feeling a tug on the hemof his pants |eg, he | ooked down.

The Little One was | ooking up



"You're in, too?" Xris said, smling
The fedora nodded violently. The Little One raised a small, clenched fist.

"Thanks," Xris said quietly. "Thanks all of you." He drew a deep breath,
noti oned themto gather around a table. Switching on a hol ogram he said,
"Here's the plan--"

The bat hroom door opened. A ruffled and indignant Raoul energed.

"My lipstick was not either sneared!"

CHAPTER 10

She's a phony. But she's a real phony!

Truman Capote, Breakfast at Tiffanys

' Must have been a trick of the light," Xris told Raoul soothingly.
"Ah, certainly."

Happy once again--a visit to a mrror always inproved Raoul's
spirits---the Adonian started to head for a sofa.

"I was just about to explain the operation." Xris intercepted Raoul
i ndi cated the hol ographic i nage. The ot her teton menbers--grinning
hugel y- - gat hered ar ound.

Raoul blinked. "But I was going to do ny nails."

"You and the Little One have a critical role to play," Xris said
patiently. "lI'd appreciate it if you' d join us." "You could explain it to ne
later."

"W only have the roomfor six hours, and once we | eave here, we don't
di scuss the plan, even anpbng oursel ves."

"I understand, ny friend," Raoul said quietly, noting the steel edge in
the cyborg's voice. "Perhaps | could do both at once."

The ot her menbers of the team nade room for Raoul. He pulled up a chair,
brought his makeup kit, and proceeded to carefully paint opal escent polish on
his fingernails while listening to Xris. The Little One curled up on the
floor, head pillowed on Raoul's purse, and went to sleep

The enpath never participated in planning sessions, never |ooked at a
hol ogram or a map, never took any sort of instncttion from anyone except Raoul
Early on, when the two first joined the team Xris had harbored m sgivings
about this arrangenent; he was never quite certain whether or not

Raoul was absorbing anything said to himor was off in sonme Loti
drag-i nduced dreamworld of his own. Yet the two al ways managed to cone
t hr ough when needed.



Xris glanced at Raoul, who was taking care to spread the polish evenly on
each nail, his glistening jet-black hair falling over his shoul ders and
conpl etely obscuring one comer of the hol ographic nodel of the space station

The word reliable cane into Xris's mind and he al nost coughed. He supposed
a person could get hinmself a nice quiet sanitariumroomwth a view and a
caretaker to go with it for referring to a Loti Adonian as reliable. Yet, in
all these years, during which the two had worked on some very danger ous and
delicate assignnents, Raoul and his small, nysterious cohort had never | et
Xris down. He'd have to remenber to ask how their job on Mbdena had gone. It
was a mark of his confidence that he'd taken it for granted it had "progressed
in a manner nost satisfactory,” as Raoul woul d say.

Raoul suddenly | ooked up fromhis work. H's eyes met Xris's and their gaze
was steady, intense, not the dreany, unfocused gaze of the Loti. Raoul smled,
a secret, knowing smle for just the two of them And he did know he knew t he
truth, knew everything about Dalin Rowan/Darl ene Mhini. The Little One, who
was also a telepath as well as an enpath ("It cones with age anong his
peopl e,” Raoul had once expl ai ned), had peered out from under the brimof the
fedora and seen right inside Xris. Hell, the Little One probably knew nore
about what Xris was thinking and feeling than Xris did hinmself. And in sone
strange and i nexplicable nmanner the Little One had transferred his know edge
to Raoul .

Was Raoul for real? Xris wondered, not for the first tinme, as he returned
Raoul's smile with a reluctant, grudging half smle of his own. The I|ipstick,
the clothes, the nail polish; the foppish behavior, the affected mannerisns.
Certainly they were typically Adonian. So very typically Adonian that it was
al nost too typically Adonian. It was too real ... surreal. And the drags. Was
Raoul a true Loti? O was that, too, some sort of charade? In emergencies, he
could react with split-second timng, something no true Loti could acconplish.
He was inventive, creative, a genius with chemcals--traits the
pl easur e-seeking, indolent Loti did not possess. Yet the unfocused eyes, the
dilated pupils, the blissful, unperturbed, nost assuredly drag-induced
euphoria were all typical--again, to the point of being atypical

But if his was an act--why? Wiat was the purpose?

Xris could al nost suppose that Raoul, behind those painted, drag-drenched
eyes, was |aughing at them al

"Yes, Xris Cyborg?" Raoul's eyelids fluttered lazily. "What is wong? Not
the mascaral"

"Your hair's blocking part of the space station," Xris said, pointing.

"I beg your pardon." Raoul flipped his hair over his shoul der and,
breathing a sigh of relief to know that his mascara wasn't snudged, continued
with his nails.

Xris shoved aside a vial of nail polish remover that was sitting in a
docki ng bay, and began. "What you are |ooking at is a hol ographic i mage of
RFConSec. I n case you can't translate the acronym RFConBec stands for Royal
Fl eet Conmmuni cations Security Establishment." Harry gave a | ow whistle.

"Yeah, | know," Xris said. "For obvious reasons, it wuldn't be a good
i dea for any of you to know how | managed to obtain this layout. So don't even
bother. O," he added for Raoul's benefit, "if you know, keep your nouth

shut. "



Raoul gl anced up, sniled, returned to nore inportant work.

Xris continued. "Inside this space station is where the Royal Navy
formul ates the codes and ci phers that keep their secrets secret. It's also
where they work at decodi ng ot her people's secrets. Security is as tight as
Raoul 's buns."

The Adoni an nodded his head to indicate he appreciated the conplinment.

"The space station sits squarely in the mddle of nowhere. It's near one
of the Lanes, but nobst hyperspace traffic zips right past, never realizing the
station's there. No inhabited star systens within a couple of hundred
light-years. RFContSec is heavily shielded and conpletely self-sufficient,

except for one small detail, which I'Il go into later. This |large conplex in
the center here"--he indicated the hub of what | ooked |ike a gigantic
wheel --"is the headquarters, the work area. These spokes radiating out fromit

provi de housi ng, shops, gymand recreation areas, that sort of thing. Qur
man--"

Raoul lifted his head.

"Wiman, " Xris corrected hinself grimy, "lives and works on the station
rarely | eaves. According to the files, she's only left twice in the seven
years since he ... she's been assigned to it. Those trips were duty-related."

"Perhaps," Raoul suggested mildly, studying his nails with a critical air,
"if we called her by nane, this would alleviate the confusion in your mnd
Xris Cyborg."

"Whi ch nanme? She's got two.

Raoul shifted his gaze and again the eyes were disconcertingly focused.
"The nane you attach to her in your thoughts. The nane of the person she was
to you. For that is the person who nust die."

Xris said nothing for |long nmonments, just chewed on the twist. Finally he
said, "Rowan. We call her Rowan. That's who she was and, as far as |'m
concerned, who she is."

Raoul nodded conpl acently, repeated "Rowan" to hinmself several tines,
spread his fingers, and waved his hands in the air to dry the nail polish.

Xris again indicated the hol ograph. "Best-case scenario would be to catch
Rowan al one in her apartnent, which is |ocated sonewhere in this block. But
that's out, for several reasons. Getting onto the space station itself is
going to be dam difficult. Once we get there, we're going to have a linited
amount of tine, so we'll have to nove fast. One thing the nmilitary doesn't
give out is the addresses of its people. W could spend hours wandering around
the station searching for her housing unit, only to find out when we get there
that she's not at hone.

"But she works in a place called FCWng. Once we're inside, we tap into
the conputer, ask it where to find FCWng, and let the conputer |ead us right

to him Her." Raoul rolled his eyes, gave a delicate sigh
Xris pretended he didn't hear. "If Rowan's in an office by herself no
problem 1'Il need five mnutes al one--"

"Five minutes! To take out a mark?" Harry. was a bit thick-headed.



Xris stared fixedly at the holograph. "I need time for a short
conversation."

Harry | ooked unconfortable. "Sure, Xris. Sorry. | wasn't thinking."

Xris turned, wal ked away fromthe table over to the trash receptacle
| ocated beneath a fully stocked bar. He spit the soggy wad of tobacco into the
trash, then hel ped hinself to a brandy--Mtaska 7 Star. The
seven- hundred-year-ol d variety. He poured hinself a glass. Looking in the
mrror, he could see the others exchange questioning gl ances, with the
exception of Raoul, who calmy blew on his nails.

Xris swall owed the brandy, returned to the hol ogram "Any questions so
far?"

Raoul raised a hand. "Wat happens if this Rowan is not alone, ny friend?"

"Then I'1l know for certain there's not a God," Xris returned quietly.
"TIl need one of your special concoctions." The cyborg indicated his weapons
hand. "Something | can snear on a needle, inject into the flesh. Sl ow acting,
no antidote."”

Raoul was thoughtful, intrigued. "I have just the thing. It is known as--"
"'TIl leave the details to you." Xris indicated a large digital clock
placed in a prom nent |ocation on the wall. "W're running short on tinme and
we' ve got nore inportant details to cover."

"Such as how we get onto the space station,”
bl asting our way through is not an option."

Quong observed. "I take it

"We'd never nake it within torpedo range. The base is well arnmed with
strong defensive capabilities. It switches on its marker lights only when a
ship is near, to aid in docking. And the only ships that ever dock are Royal
Navy, plus a select few A very select few A fleet of Corasian nother ships
woul d have a tough time taking that space station out."

"But you have a plan," said Harry, grinning.
"I have a plan." Xris bent near the hologram "As | said, the base is
nmostly self-sufficient. Mostly. They have one little problemthat requires
outsi de intervention."

Xris straightened, shook another twi st out fromthe case, and lit it.
"Fl eas."” He inhal ed the noxi ous snoke.

"Fl eas!" Harry guffawed.

"They don't consider it a laughing matter. It seenms that about twenty
years ago, sone colonel's kid sneaked a stray dog on board the space station
The dog was infested with a particularly virulent type of flea. Not only is
this flea harder than hell to kill, it carries a highly infectious, flulike
di sease. It's not fatal to healthy adults, but it puts themout of action for
a considerable length of time. Came damm close to shutting down the entire
RFConSec operation for about a nonth the first tinme the plague hit.

"Since then, the Navy's tried every trick known to men and aliens to
eradi cate the pest. The best they can do is keep it under control. This
requires a teamof specially trained exterm nators to cone in once a nonth."



"Every nonth?" Jam | asked, skeptical. "lIs this reliable?" "Every Standard
Mlitary month," Xris said, "for the last twenty years."

"Twenty years! Wiy doesn't the Navy just do it thensel ves?"

"The Royal Navy is not in the bug-killing business,” Xris returned.
"Besides, this exterm nation conpany invented the systemthat keeps the fleas
dormant. No one's quite sure howit works and the extermi nators won't tell
They hold patents on the entire system and they have an open-ended excl usive
contract to take care of it.

"Here's what we do know. The externminators place robots that rel ease the
chemicals in minute doses all over the station to control the fleas on a
continuous basis. If' the "bots run across fl ea-breedi ng grounds, they
actively seek out the fleas and their |larvae and eradicate themusing a
chemical spray and microl asers. Every nonth the Aicien personnel bring the
"bots in to a central checkpoint for maintenance and chemi cal replenishnent."

"Nice profitable operation they've got going," Tycho observed through his
translator. "Paid for by our tax credits. 1'Il bet they stick the Navy for a
fortunel™

"Quit worrying about your tax return. At any rate, this is one tinme the
Navy's not going to get their noney's worth. As | said, the externi nators
visit once every SMI nonth. Every nmonth they fly their own craft, which | eaves
fromtheir own hone world. They make the junp, arrive on the space station
The crew goes in--just like they' ve been going in once a nonth for twenty
years."

"Same old sane old," Harry said softly. 'TIl bet no one even bothers to
check their IDs."

"Yeah, but is it the sanme crew all the tinme?" Jam| wondered. "If so
we' ve got problens."

Xris shook his head. "No, they've got other contracts to handle. Plus the
usual amount of enployee attrition and turnover. W may have a tough tine
expl aining why all of us are newto the job, but I'"msure that's sonething our
know edgeabl e Adoni an sal esman can handl e.” He | ooked at Raoul, who gri maced.

"I do not enjoy playing sal esnen, Xris Cyborg."

Xris was synpathetic. "I know, but you're so good at it. And | think it's
about time that Aicien Pest Control tries to sell the Navy sone additiona
services. Their charnming representative will keep the security systens officer
on RFConBec engaged in bug-related small talk--" Raoul shot Xris a

reproachful gl ance.

"--while the rest of us take care of business. At this point, we face a
problem The exterm nators are supposed to remain in one secure area. The
security officer keeps tabs on themby followi ng their novenents on his

screen. Any deviation fromthe normand we'll have the whol e bl asted Navy on
us. And," Xris added, taking another drag on the twist, "it's highly probable
that once | locate Rowan, |'mgoing to have to | eave the area to get to her."

"I am a good conversationalist," Raoul said gravely, "but | do not believe
I am capable of distracting a person with airy chatter---even on a subject as
fascinating as fleas-while his nonitor is flashing alarns and urgently
attenpting to gain his attention."



"I don't expect you to." Xris snubbed out the twist. "Wen the Little One
picks up the first indication that this officer has spotted somethi ng wong,
you give hima quick fix. Nothing lethal--1 don't want any innocent people
killed. Just sonmething to send himto la-l1a land while we finish the job."

Raoul nodded conpl acently, admred his nails. "I see no problemin this,
Xris Cyborg."
"There is one little thing | better nention, Raoul,"” Xris said slowy.

Not liking the cyborg's tone, Raoul |ooked up in alam . "Wat is that, ny
friend?"

"You have to wear ... coverails."

Raoul ' s eyes wi dened. "Baggy coverail s?" he whi spered, aghast.
"Bright yellow"

Raoul shudder ed.

Xris was relentless. "Wth a large black beetle on the back."

Raoul shut his eyes, unable to contenplate the horror. "I will take that
doubl e pay, after all."”

Xris | ooked around at the others. "That's the general plan. Now we'll
cover the details. Any questions so far?"

"What happens if we get there and this Rowan's taken the day off or is
wor ki ng the night shift?" Jam | asked.

"She won't be," Xris said shortly. "I have her work schedule.”
"Dam!" Harry was admring. "Wat'd you do, Xris, ask Lord Adniral D xter
to hand over the Navy's classified files?"

"Something like that," Xris said easily. "Any nore questions?"

They di scussed how they were going to hijack the craft, what they were
going to use to subdue the exterm nators before they could be stripped of
cl ot hes and equi pnent. The teamtried to anticipate anything that could go
wrong and formed a variety of contingency plans to deal with various
scenari os.

Xris brought the neeting to a close. "Qur tine's al nost up. When we | eave
here, we don't nention any of this. Not a word. Fromthis point on, we

separate. You four split up. I'll keep the Loti and the enpath with ne. You'l

find the date, tine, and |ocation of our neeting place in a coded file in your
own individual conputers. That will also give you the location of Aicien Pest
Control. Raoul, you and the Little One will arrive early, ahead of the rest of

the team in order to conduct your research. You're going to have to learn a
| ot about fleas."

Raoul gave a heart-wenching sigh. "The sacrifices | nmake for mny careen
And the Little One"--he glanced at his slunmbering friend--"will find this nost
di stasteful. He has the strong aversion to insect life-forns that is so
preval ent anong his kind."

"He'll get over it," Xris said, who had no idea what "kind" the Little One



was and who knew better than to ask, having been through that once with Raoul
and gaining nothing fromit except a throbbing pain behind the eyes. "Wke him
up. |'ve got sone additional instructions for you both."

The others filed out, pausing to ask final questions or obtain
clarification on some mnor details. The |last man had gone before Raoul roused
the Little One. The enpath shook hinsel f, straightened his raincoat, and
stared up frombeneath the brimof the fedora at Xris.

The cyborg reached across to the control panel, shut and seal ed the door
"Now here's the plan for Aicien "Xris began, then interrupted hinmsel f. "What
the hell does he nean--staring at ne |ike that?"

"The Little One says you are unsettled in your mnd, Xris Cyborg, and that
is most unlike you. Not even when you were contenplating that fool hardy
venture to | aunch a oneman rescue of your wife fromthe Corasian prison
cant >---"

Xris frowned, interrupted the flow "If this is |eading somewhere, get to
it. W don't have nuch time and | still have to pack up the equipnent."
"Not even during that dark tinme were you this ... this ..." Raoul

fluttered his hands, searching his fog-ridden mnd for a word. "Deranged."

"Deranged." Xris clanped his jaw down angrily on a twist. "He thinks |I'm
der anged. "

"Perhaps that is not the word | meant. Possibly you would prefer
unhi nged?"

"I'd prefer you both out of sight and out of mnd!'" Xris glared at the
Little One. "But | suppose that's inpossible, since you're traveling with ne.
This is the last | want to hear of it, or you can both nmake the trip hone
| ocked up snugly in the storage conpartment. Now here are your orders--"

"We are telling you this for your good, Xris Cyborg." Raoul was defensive.
"Usual ly your brain is like a | aser beam-clear, focused, flashing in a
straight line toward your goal. But now, ny friend, you are a | aser beamin a
room full of reflectors. You bounce off one and are distracted by another. You
are zapping all over the place." "Thanks for the analysis," Xris said. "Send

me a bill." "The bill may be a large one, ny friend." Raoul's eyes were
extraordinarily clear, intense. D sconcerting. "And we--the others and
nmysel f---are the ones who will pay. You are too enotionally involved. This

could lead you to conmt rash and hasty acts. You are al ready making
m st akes. "

"Clear out." Xris ground the words between his teeth and the twist. "Both
of you. Now. I'll neet you at the spacepl ane.”

He pointed at the door

"In just a nonment." Raoul appeared to have taken root. The Little One
entrenched hinself behind the Loti's legs. "You must listen to us."

Xris sighed. Unless he wanted to get physical --which Raoul woul d have
probably enjoyed--there woul d be no budgi ng the Adoni an. The fastest way to
get rid of himand the enmpath was to sinply let them have their say. And,
al t hough he was fairly certain no one could plant any listening devices aboard
hi s spacepl ane without his knowing it, he was up agai nst sonme of the best in
t he busi ness--the bureau, the Royal Navy, and the Hung. Sure he was acting



paranoid. It was unlikely any of these groups would have found out about him
yet, but--as the saying went--just because you' re paranoid doesn't nean
someone's not followi ng you. Best to |l et Raoul unburden hinself inside a
secure room

"I could always shut down the circuits that control ny hearing," Xris
muttered to hinmself. But he didn't. He had a strange need to listen, like
poki ng at an aching tooth to feel the pain. "Ckay, but make it quick. Wiy am|

unhi nged?" "Number one. You did not ask John Dixter for those files on the
space station, as you led Harry to believe. You obtained the files illegally,
by raiding the Royal Navy's computers, using the access code John Di xter gave
you the time we did sone work for him You betrayed a friendship and a trust
and you are not pleased with yourself. Such an action bothers you deeply."

"It does not. | had to do it. I'Il explain later. Rowan's a security
risk."” Xris indicated the chrononeter set into his wist. "You' ve got five
nore mnutes.”

“"Nunmber two. In your mnd, you have al ready judged, tried, and convicted
your forner friend and partner. This Rowan nust die. He--or she, as the case
may be---deserves death. That is what you have decided and this decision is
unal terable."”

Xris renoved the twist. "Yes."
"Then let nme kill her," Raoul said softly.

Xris shook his head. Dropping the twist, he ground it beneath the heel of
his steel |eg.

"A mstake." Raoul sighed a delicate sigh. "You are not a killer, Xris
Cyborg. Not a killer in cold blood, like nyself. | have no consci ence--t hank
t he maker of pharnmaceutical s-but you do. It would be far easier and far safer
for the teamif | were to be Rowan's executioner."”

Again Xris shook his head. "I need to have a little talk with Dalin
Rowan. "

"Tal k!" Raoul was inpatient. "Recall the dictumof the |late Warlord Derek

Sagan. 'Do not talk---shoot!' It was a saying of which he was very fond and
whi ch kept himalive far | onger than one night have consi dered possi bl e under
the circunstances. You put us all in jeopardy, ny friend."

"You can always wal k, Loti. You and the sponge."

The fedora--the hat was now all Xris could see of the Little
One- - qui ver ed.

Raoul ' s eyes began to shimen "How can you say that? W are your friends,
Xris Cyborg."

A tear trickled down the rouged cheek

"Now, don't start crying," Xris said, exasperated. "You'll rain your
makeup. Your nose will swell. You can't go out of here |ooking like that."

"I don't care," Raoul returned with unexpected passion. He grasped hold of
Xris's good arm "Tell me you will at |east consider what we have said."

Startled by the Loti's unusual outhurst--Raoul was generally placidity



personified--Xris gently renoved the bej ewel ed hand.

"Il consider it," he promised. "Now |'m going to give you your orders.
Do you think you' re cal menough to handl e thenf"

Raoul renoved a | ace-trinmed handkerchief from his purse, dabbed carefully
at his eyes. "Yes, Xris Cyborg. | amonce nore in control of nyself."

VWhat ever that neans. Aloud, Xris continued, "You'll be traveling to
Aicien Pest Control corporate headquarters--"

"I's this when I'm a sal esman, wearing coverail s?"

"No. This is before you' re a salesnman. This is how you get to be a
sal esman. First, you have to find out all you can about the dicien Pest
Control Conpany and how they operate. You are the representative for a conpany
who owns floating platforns--"

"Where do they float?" Raoul asked in a muffled voice, blow ng his nose.
"In space," Xris said with el aborate patience. "Your conpany is having a
pest problem and your platforns need servicing. The Oicien people will say,
"Certainly. Only too pleased.' They will then provide you with the |ocation of
the franchi se which services space stations, tell you to contact them
directly. This will be the franchi se which services RFConSec. They have only

one. You will ask for a tour of this franchise, mentioning that several other
menbers of the corporation will be joining you."
"Ah, | see!" Raoul smled.

Xris thought it just as well to make certaim"This Oicien Pest Contro
Conpany has franchises in every major city on Alinus Msk. Only one of them
devotes itself to outer space work. You're going to find out which one and
arrange for us to get inside. Once there, we do a quick, quiet takeover.
hijack their vessel, and that's that. Understand?"

Raoul fluttered the handkerchief. "Of course."”

"Use conmercial transport. Anything else would | ook suspicious. I'll take
you back with me to Al pha Gamma. You can | eave fromthere. Miintain contact.
You know the routine."

"Very well, Xris Cyborg. The Aicien Conpany on Alinus Msk. The bug place
sounds perfectly ghastly. But we will be there."
"I know you will. And listen." Xris paused a nonent, then said quietly, "
won't let the teamdown. I'Il do what | have to do."

Raoul shrugged, smiled his euphoric smle as though he hadn't a care in
the universe. "Tine will tell, won't it, Xris Cyborg?"

Shepherding the Little One, who had rel axed considerably, the Loti headed
for the door. Xris was quick to hit the controls, open it. "One | ast
guestion.” Raoul teetered on the threshold. Xris remained patient. A glitch in
his system was the probable cause of the fingers on his netal hand cl enching.
"What ?"

" About those coverails--"

"Yes. You have to wear them" Xris gave the Loti a push, shut the door



Left al one, the cyborg returned to the table to pack up the hol ographic
equi prent. He deleted the image of the space station, was about to shut down
t he power when, on inpul se, he touched a control, brought up another
hol ogr aph.

A man. Dalin Rowan.

Xris had taken Darl ene Mhini's photograph, fed it into the conputer, made
a few changes, and found his friend. At that point, he'd begun to believe.

"Way did you do it?" he asked the silent inmage. "Set us up for the kill?
just need to know why!"

A red light above the clock began to flash. A female voice advised Xris
politely that his time was up. Qther clients were waiting for the room The
door slid open and woul d not shut agai n--managenent's way of saying it was
tine to | eave

Xris killed the inage, packed up his equipment, and left.

CHAPTER 11

So if you know the place and tine of battle, you can loin the fight froma
t housand mi | es away.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

"Sir, Knight Conmmander has received your nessage. He is on the comm"
The officer nodded in silence, retired to his private quarters.

"Kni ght Conmander. The circul ation of the descriptions of the Loti and the
enpat h known as Raoul and the Little One has produced results. At twenty-two
hundred yesterday, SMI, a nenber of our order observed the two of themin the
Exil e Caf 6. The cyborg Xris was also present. The three left together in the
cyborg's spaceplane.” "Were is the Loti now?"

"W are unable to ascertain, Knight Commander. Their plane made the junp
to hyperspace. "

"I'f one of our knights had this Loti under observation, why didn't he
capture hinP"

"They were inside the Exile Caf6 at the tine, Knight Commander. No
violence is permtted. The rules are very strict on that point and are rigidly
enforced. Besides, the cyborg was with himand the cyborg is a form dable
opponent . "

The Kni ght Commander appeared to consider this. "True. Well, there will be
another tinme. God will deliver himinto our hands."

"Assuredly, sir. And this does provide us with conclusive proof that the
Loti is part of the cyborg's mercenary team"



"l had reached the same conclusion. | have received information that this
team was involved in secret dealings with Her Mjesty the Queen on the wonan's
pagan, Goddessworshi ping pl anet of Ceres. The Loti, Raoul, and the enpath
known as the Little One traveled to the planet on commercial transport. |
obt ai ned records of their entry. I amtransnmitting these to you now. Since we
lost himat the Exile Caf6, these m ght be useful in tracking himdown."

The officer waited in silence for the files. The Kni ght Conunander
conti nued tal ki ng.

"It is quite probable that the Loft has a nunber of passports registered
to hi munder various aliases. This time, as you see, he used his real name--if
Raoul is his real name-and listed his planet of origin as Adonia. The Little
One probably uses the same passport every tine, since he has been granted
"m xed breed' status. Planet of originis listed as 'unknown.'"

"My guess is that these two were involved in the inexplicable illness and
subsequent sudden di sappearance of the wife of the President of Mbdena.
Eyewi t ness accounts put the two at the reception during which Madanme Presi dent
fell ill. The two left before we could send a squad to capture the Loti, and
at that point we |lost them"

"I do not think they will be difficult to track, sir," the officer
replied. "The cyborg has several different dwelling places. W have posted nen
at all of them W have also arranged for Raoul's hone on Adonia to be kept
under constant surveillance."”

"Excellent. We nust be patient, however. Wait for themto split up. As you
say, the cyborg Xris is a form dable foe. Not only that, he has friends in the
hi ghest places. W do not yet want to call undue attention to ourselves.
Therefore, do not attenpt to apprehend the Loti in the cyborg's presence.
There will come a tinme when this Raoul and his small conpani on are al one.
Strike then." "Yes, Knight Conmmander."

"Contact nme i medi ately when you have effected the Loti's capture. Any
guesti ons?"

"Yes, sir. What are we to do with the creature known as the Little One?"

"He is of no use to us. Kill him"

CHAPTER 12

In battle, confrontation is done directly, victory is gained by surprise,

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

Christy's Cracked Egg Restaurant was | arge, crowded---especially for this
early in the nmorning. According to Xris's research, the all-you-can-eat
breakfast buffet was extrenely popul ar, attracting |arge nunbers of
peopl e--ideal for Xris's purpose. Wen he entered, no one even glanced tw ce
at the cyborg. Dressed in a business suit that covered his mechanical |inbs, a
sun visor hiding his cybernetic eye, and a foamflesh and pl astiskin cosnetic
hand attached to his arm Xris |ooked the part of an Aurigan executive.



Having informed the 'bot who steered himto his table that there would be
four joining him Xris |oaded his plate with the |ocal fare and sat down to
eat and wait.

Tycho was next to arrive. The tall, skinny alien did attract a few curious
stares, but the custonmers soon returned to their neals, having nore interest
in Aurigan mush---considered a delicacy. Located on one of the major trade
routes, the capital city of Auriga was honme to a large intergal actic
popul ati on. Not nuch surprised the citizens of Auriga. Tycho located Xris, sat
down.

"Steer clear of the nmush," Xris advised in a | ow voi ce.

A vegetarian, Tycho gave the nmush a | ook, grimaced, and told the 'bot he
woul d be having only carrot juice.

"Any trouble with the weapons?" Xris asked.

It was not necessary to keep his voice down. A cheerful people, Aurigans
enj oyed tal king--the | ouder, the better. Consequently, the restaurant was a
din of noise, with every Aurigan in the place shouting shrilly and gleefully
at every other Aurigan. Xris had turned his hearing down to the bare m ni mum
necessary and still the row was deaf ening.

Tycho shook his head. Hi s |ong-fingered hand coul d have w apped twi ce

around the glass of juice. He sipped at it. "No problenms. | expected none. So
long as | do not bring the rifle on board the spacecraft with me, | amrarely
stopped. After all, it |ooks the same as any other beamrifle. | carry the

duonam c sights hidden on ny person in a shielded case."

Xris nodded. Duonami c sights were the hallmark of the professiona
assassin and were illegal in npbst parts of the galaxy. Wth those sights,
whi ch detected any formof radiation fromheat to light, as well as Doppl er
nmoverent, Tycho could not only see through walls, he could shoot the person
standi ng on the ot her side.

"There won't be any need for gun play,"”
snooth. I'mfeeling lucky. I'mdue this."

Xris said. "lIt's going to go

Tycho | ooked at himstrangely. "lIt's well to be prepared. Better safe than
sitting in your canoe wi thout a paddle.”

Xris could feel another lecture comng on, wasn't in the nood; and so he
didn't respond. He ate his nmush nore for the sake of putting food into his
body t han because he was hungry. He was too tense, too wired to be hungry.
What he truly wanted was a twi st, but snmoking was forbidden in the dining
establ i shment. He went back to the original subject.

"Where did you |l eave the rifle?"

"I'n the hovervan. Harry's parking it now | met himand Quong outside. The
Doc had to go powder his nose. They should both be here any minute." "They're
here now. "

Standing in the entrance, partially blocking it with his |arge body, Harry
was scanning the crowd. Tycho waved his |l ong ann. Quong energed fromthe
bat hroom and the two joined the rest of the team Harry left imediately to
fill his plate at the buffet table. Quong selected fruit and cereal. Returning
to the table, he eyed Xris in concern. "Are you feeling well?"



There were tinmes, Xris decided, when having your own private nmedic was a

di stinct disadvantage. "Yeah, Doc, I'mfine."
"You don't look it." Quong was blunt. "I'd like to run a systens anal ysis
"I said I'mfine. Just alittle keyed up, that's all. Adrenaline punping."
Xris took out a twist. "I'mnot going to snmoke it," he inforned the waiter

"bot, who had | ocated and zeroed in on the forbidden object with the speed of
a sublight torpedo.

The 'bot continued to |urk about, obviously convinced that Xris was goi ng
to light up the nmonment its electronic eye was turned, and finally Xris gave up
and put the twi st away. The 'bot retreated and Harry cane back with two
pl at es.

"Fried neat, fried potatoes, eggs. You' re going to need a heart
repl acenent before you're forty," Quong observed testily.

"Sure, Doc." Harry was unperturbed. "Good thing |I've got you around to
take care of ne."

"Not when you abuse your systemlike that. Besides, of what use is a new
heart if the arteries leading to it are clogged? | amfifty years old and in
far better physical condition .... "

The argurment went on, as it did alnost every tine the two sat down for a
nmeal together. The di scussion about chol esterol levels flowed around Xris. He
found it irritating, had to bite off a snide conment.

Fortunately, Jam| had just entered. Xris waved to his friend, who was
| ooki ng extraordinarily handsome in his expensive business suit. As he passed
t hrough the restaurant, several women, with typical Aurigan forthrightness,
yelled at himto join them Janil smled, nmade polite responses, and sat down
besi de Xris.

"Breakfast?" Xris asked.
"The food's not bad,"” Harry munbled, his nmouth full

"I"'ve eaten already,’
onel ette.”

Jam | answered, adding casually, "She nakes a great

Harry gul ped, swall owed. "She? How the hell do you nanage? You just got
here |l ast night!"

"He keeps hinself in excellent physical condition,"
appreciate that."

Quong intoned. "Wnen

"Fine, then." Xris interrupted what was likely to be either an argunent
about clogged arteries or a discussion of Jam|l's sex life. "Harry, did you
check in with Raoul and the Little One |ast night?"

"Yeah." Harry nodded. "I met the Loti in the bar of the fancy hotel he's
staying in. Qicien's putting themup in style.”

"Did Raoul manage to get a layout of the dicien place?" Harry patted his
suit pocket. "I've got the diagram here. Raoul paid thema visit yesterday.
The bug peopl e gave hima personal tour and took himto dinner. Adonian charm



you know. The franchise is famly-owned, small. This RFConSec contract is

t hei r bi ggest account and, since they've got the equipnment to service space
stations, they're eager to land others Iike it. Ch, and by the way" Harry
wi nked--"as far as they're concerned, RFContSec is a Naval 'refitting and
mai nt enance station.'"

"That's what they've been told to say, obviously. Does Raoul think the
Aicien people know the truth?"

"Not a chance. Ch, they knowit's a Naval base--"

"Al'l the people running around in uniforms would probably tip themoff,"
Xris said dryly.

Harry grinned. "Yeah. According to the Little One, no one at dicien has
the | east suspicion that they're dealing with anything as big as a top-secret
Naval base. Not even the personnel who go up there. The enpath gave themthe
onceover. To them the space station's nothing nore than a floating
body-repair shop."

"What's the tinetable?" Janm | asked, preparing to set his chrononeter

"It's oh-eight-hundred now We travel there, get ourselves into position
by oh-ni ne-hundred, which is when you and Harry are supposed to neet Raoul at
the Aicien HQ" Xris | ooked at Harry, who confirned

"I went over that with Raoul last night. He says it's all fixed up. Jaml
and | are high-level conpany executives. He's arranged for us to neet with
t heir manager at oh-ni nehundred."

"Fi ne. The spaceplane with the exterm nators on board | eaves the dicien
grounds at ten hundred. The exterm nators are scheduled to arrive at the space
station at thirteen hundred."

"Three hours?" Harry was inpressed. "They nust have hyperdrive."

"They do," Xris said. "I took a | ook at the plane yesterday, spent sone
time chatting with one of the nechanics. Said | was | ooking for work. The
pl ane--"

"You short of credits, Xris?" Harry asked anxiously. "'Cause |'d be happy
to loan you a few "

Xris scratched his forehead. Harry was a good fighter, an excellent pilot,
and the best hovercraft driver in the business. But, over the years, the big
man had taken one too many stun-blasts to the head.

"No, Harry." Xris was patient. "I'mnot. But thanks anyway. W' re dealing
wi th your standard |ight-cargo spaceplane, with a few naj or exceptions. These
i ncl ude hyperspace capability and an XP-28 conputer upgrade.™

"Conplinents of the Royal Navy, no doubt. Your tax dollars at work,
gentl ermen, " Tycho nuttered through his translator

"The Aicien plane's crew never deviates fromtheir time schedule,” Xris
continued, "so neither can we. They've got a thirty-m nCe wi ndow to nake their
| andi ng on the space station or the trip's scrubbed for the day, reschedul ed.
Security reasons, obviously. RFConSec wants the exterm nators there when the
place is quiet--which suits us fine." "I amall in favor of quiet," Quong
agr eed.



"Raoul and the Litfie One join us at the Aicien plant at oh-nine-hundred.
That gi ves Quong and Tycho and nme an hour to hijack the plane, load all the
equi prent. Plenty of tine, even if sonmething goes wong, which it won't."

"He's feeling lucky," Tycho observed.

Xris ignored him

"Meanwhi |l e, Raoul and Harry and Janil take over the Oicien facility. WII
you need access codes for the spaceplane, Harry?"

"Wth hyperspace drive and an XP-28, you can bet On it. The bug people
won't want to chance anyone taking joyrides in that baby. XP-28--ny favorite
conputer system" Harry rubbed his hands together in anticipation. "This is
going to be a treat."

"How | ong to secure the facility?" Xris |ooked at Jam|.

"Ten mnutes. Twenty if we have to search for code cards and reprogram
them™

"Il give you thirty, just in case. Meet us at the plane at
Oh-nine-thirty. How |l ong do you figure preparation for takeoff, Harry?"

"Not | ong. Most likely the course will already be laid into the conputer
Ten mnutes."

"And we've got thirty. That gives us sone breathing room Everyone ready?
Then let's nove out."

Xris notioned to the 'bot, who trundled up. The anount they owed fl ashed
across its screen. Tycho entered the credit account number. The 'bot thanked
t hem and hoped t hey had a wonderful day.

"We intend to," Xris told it as they left.

They clinbed into the hovervan. Harry asked the computer for directions to
AQicien Pest Control. A threedi nensional map appeared on the screen. They
drove off.

Jam | studied the layout of the facility. Raoul had | earned--under
duress---how to draw a fairly clear diagram But he found the task tedious in
the extrenme and Xris had never been able to break the Adonian of the habit of
enbel I i shing the nundane work with fanciful doodles. Jam| was forced to trace
his route fromthe entrance to the manager's office through several |arge
beetl es; two eyes and a snmiling nouth had been added to the Oof "Oicien.”

Quong worked on Harry's "contraption"m device neant to | ook like a
souped-up bug killer, but which had other, far nore interesting applications.
Xxis removed his business suit, put on body arnor which had been nodified to
free up his cybernetic armand | eg, detached the usel ess cosnetic hand. From a
conpartnent built into the leg, the cyborg renmoved one of his weapons hands,
attached it to the arm

Quong | ooked up fromhis work. "Wich one is that?"
"Smal | rocket |auncher."

The rockets were heat-guided. Xris's servoelectric 'eye processed the



target's i mage and downl oaded it to the rocket just before |aunch. The small
rocket would zero in on its prey with unerring efficiency.

"Heavy-duty for this job," Quong observed. "I trust | won't have to use
it," Xris said quiefiy. Quong said sonething else, but Xris pretended he
didn't hear. Once he was outfitted and had done a systens check, he took out a
twi st, nmoved over to sit next to the van's open wi ndow for a snoke. He al so
pretended not to see that the others had exchanged gl ances all around. They
wer e wor dednmmot about the job, but about him

Damm it, just let ne alone! he told themsilently. Wen this is finished,
it'll all be okay. And this is going to finish it. | knowit. I'mdue. I'Il be
okay.

He watched the snoke fromthe gl owi ng tw st whip out the wi ndow, watched
the end of the twist bumred in the rushing w nd.

Quong finished work on Harry's bug "contraption," set it aside, and
changed into body arnor and fatigues. Tycho was wearing his arnor beneath his
civvies. A type devel oped specially by his people, the body arnor was
conpletely transparent, to acconmodate his changes in skin coloration

Chanel eons are not accustoned to wearing clothing, which interferes with
their natural ability to blend in with their surroundi ngs. They are not,
therefore, shy or nodest. It had taken the other team nenbers a short tinme to
get used to Tycho's transparent body arnor. Now they no | onger noticed. But
the sight of the naked chamel eon often cane as a shock to other, nore
i nhi bi ted humanoi ds.

Once everyone was dressed, they settled back into their seats. Tycho
assenbled his beamrifle. He and Quong di scussed the current rise in Royal
Treasury bonds and whether or not Tycho thought the rise would continue and
Quong shoul d invest now or wait. Janill checked his weapons and sang along in
his rich baritone with the music fromthe |ocal radio station. Harry enjoyed
the drive. No one attenpted to talk to Xris, although he could feel their
anxi ous gazes slide over him then slide quickly away. He snoked anot her
tw st.

They left the central city, buzzed over the suburbs, and entered a | arge
i ndustrial park, which appeared to be trying to hide the fact that it was an
i ndustrial park by canpuflaging itself with trees, pruned hedges, and a few
pl aci d ponds. The buil di ngs housi ng the various busi nesses were
i ndi stingui shabl e from one another--1ong, |ow warehouses trying valiantly not
to |l ook Iike warehouses.

A sign posted at the entrance to the park warned that space vehicles took
off and landed on this site. Hovercraft were advised, for their own safety, to
keep close to ground | evel and stay in the marked | anes.

"AccoMng to the map, we're coming up on it, Xris," Harry reported,
peering intently at the various signs adorned with various conpany | ogos.

Xris left his seat in the rear of the van, came to sit beside Harry.
"You can't miss it. The building s painted bright yellow and there's a
giant plastic bug on the front lawn. By the way, the spaceplane's painted the

same color."

Harry shook his head. "Hell of a thing to do to an XP-28. They're
sensitive, you know. "



"I know." XJ'is was synpathetic. "You two can conmi serate- over it.

Harry slowed the van. The others stared with interest out the w ndow.
"Keep going," Xris advised. "The airstrip is another kilonmeter on ahead,
at the end of this tarmac. You can see the hangar--"

"It's hard to miss,"” Jam | said dryly.
"I'"ve seen sonme ugly shades of yellow, but that's the worst," Quong
stated. "Don't you go turning color to match." He poked Tycho in the ribs.

"I don't believe that woul d be possible." Tycho shudder ed.

The van flew al ong the marked route past the AQicien facility, heading for
t he hangar.

"The takeoff site's about a kilometer fromthe hangar, which puts it two
kilometers fromthe main building. The hangar sits between the buil ding and
t he spacepl ane, so there's not much chance that anyone happening to | ook out a
wi ndow of the main Aicien building would see anything funny going on wth
their spaceplane. Just in case anyone did see us and took it into his head to
report us to the local cops, Quong's going to disrupt their communications,
bot h phone and ridnet."

"Just as long as the Doc doesn't disrupt ours in the process," Jam | said.
"Remenber the CGuaranty Fidelity Bank security job?"

Quong stiffened. "That will not happen again, | assure you, Mjor Khizr!
The device | have with nme bl ocks m crowave transm ssions only. Qur comrs work
on the VHF band. Therefore, Major "

Xris was quick to intervene. Wen the doctor got formal, trouble |ooned
"Look"--Xris pointed--"they've got the spacepl ane out." The others could
barely see the plane. Janil produced binocs. Xris adjusted the lens in his
cybernetic eye, brought the distant plane into sharp focus.

"I can see four people fromthis angle. Here's where we | eave the narked
route, Harry. Take us to that |low rise over there, the one that overl ooks the
tarmac. "

Harry peered through the w ndscreen, nodded.

"Drop us off there," Xris ordered.

Harry steered the hovercraft for the hill, brought the vehicle down for a
gentl e | andi ng. Quong produced his scanner, did a quick search for other
craft. They were alone. No other vehicles nearby.

Xris opened the back end of the van, clinbed out. Quong, frominside,
handed the equi pnrent to him Tycho---rifle in hand--junmped to the ground and
i medi ately began studying the area, |ooking for the best possible site. Wen
everyt hing was unl oaded and Xris had run through the checklist, he | ooked at
hi s chrononeter.

"Ch-eight-forty-five." He turned back to the van. "On your way, Harry.
Conmuni cations inside Adicien go down at oh-nine-hundred. W'll see you at the
spacepl ane at oh-ninethirty. Jam|--renenber the code cards. Good-bye and good
uck."



Xris slammed shut the double doors. The van lifted off, headed back in the
direction of the bright yellow building that was Oicien central

"Move out," Xris ordered Tycho. "Keep us covered. Stun setting.”

The tall alien nodded. He was al ready beginning to alter skin color, was
now a nmottled brown to match the brown bushes and scrub trees that dotted the
barren hillside.

Xris and Quong gathered up their equipnment, started wal ki ng down the
sl ope. They headed for a creek that ran at an angle between the small hill and
t he spacepl ane. The two splashed into the shall ow water, proceeded upstream
toward the tarmac and the spacepl ane.

Xfis stopped every few neters or so, scanned the area. He had | ost sight
of Tycho, but that wasn't unusual. The alien was probably hunkered down in the
brush. He'd be the exact color of the hillside itself by now

Xris turned his attention to the van, which was just pulling into the
parking lot of the AQicien facility. Harry and Jam | both clinbed out,
straightened their ties. Briefcases in hand, they entered the main door of the
bui | di ng. 0855.

Quong halted, took off his backpack. He renoved a collapsible netallic
di sh, placed it on the ground on the edge of the creek bank, ained the dish at
the vidnet antenna on top of the Aicien building. Using a spectrum anal yzer
he scanned the comunication airwaves for the frequencies in use, downl oaded
the information into the dish.

Looki ng back at the anal yzer, he said, "All blocked."

0901.

Xris removed a grenade fromhis |leg conpartment, set its delay for six SMI
hours, activated the detonation nechani sm and placed the grenade beside the
metallic dish. He nade it a practice to always take out the garbage. Xris
spoke into the commiink

"Tycho, this is Xris, do you read ne?"

"I read you loud and clear. | amin position. There are four targets on
the tarmac in front of you."

"I see them I'mgoing to give themfive mnutes. Wth luck they'll nove
to the far side of the plane. If not, you'll have to take themout."
"Under st ood. "

Xris didn't want to have to cross the tarmac in full sight of God, the
giant plastic beetle, and the crew of the spaceplane. He didn't want a bunch
of comatose bodies littering the ground, either. The sight of fellow crewren
droppi ng over was al npbst certain to cause soneone to panic and then all hel
woul d break | oose.

"Come ore" he said to the crewren under his breath. "Leave, dam it."
Al nmost as if obeying his order, three nen wal ked around to the far side of

the plane. A fourth remai ned, however, working on a nmaintenance panel on the
wi ngl et .



"G along, kid," Xris told him "CGo follow after your buddies."

Quong stood beside him squinting agai nst the sunlight, unable to see
anything nore than the plane itself.

"Ch-ni ne-oh-five, Xris."

The Doc was hol ding a short-barrel ed autogun. It could fire two hundred
bursts per second and was 'known as a "corridor broom' for its capability of
maki ng a cl ean sweep of any snmall area. It had no stun capabilities, but it
was Doc's favorite weapon. Xris could trust Quong not to use it unless there
was absolutely no other way out. And that wasn't going to happen

Xris was feeling |ucky.

The nechani ¢ shut the panel. Bendi ng down, he picked up his tool kit,
started wal ki ng away.

"Xris!" Tycho was back. "Go for it! I've got you cow ered!"

Xris began running across the tarmac. Running was not an easy task for the
cyborg, and one he generally tried to avoid. The nmetal part of his body worked
faster and better than the physical; the flesh-and-blood half seened a drag on
the artificial. Consequently, his run was awkward and ungai nly.

He felt unconfortable, unstable, and off balance. In the back of his mnind
lurked the fear that he nmight stunble and fall and sonething vital inside him
woul d short out. He had visions of hinself |ying hel pless on the tarnmac.

Not today, said a voice. Today's the day. After all these years, it's
finally com ng together.

Xfis relaxed, let the physical part of his body glide into synch with the
nmetal, and | oped across the landing strip. Quong was at his left, keeping pace
easily. The m ddl e-aged doctor wasn't even breathi ng hard.

The spacepl ane stood on a tripod | anding system The plane was a new node
based on an ol d design dating back to the dawn of spaceflight, but over the
centuries no one had cone up with anything as reliable and efficient. Two
wi ngs swept back fromthe fuselage, formng the delta-w ng configuration
necessary for in-atnosphere travel. It was big enough to acconmpdate
passengers and cargo, was equi pped with shields and reinforced superstructure
to withstand the rigors of hyperspace.

Xris gestured. Quong headed for the nose of the spaceplane. Xris ran to
the tail section.

The four crewren were bunched together, gathered around a | arge
mai nt enance ' bot, cheerfully discussing something being displayed on a
conput er screen. None of themwas arned; not surprising.

This was all so easy. So damn easy.

Xris rounded the plane's tail, eased to a wal k. He rai sed his weapons
hand, ai ned.

"Good norning, friends." Xris shouted above the conversation to nake
hi nsel f heard. "If you all keep very still, no one will get hurt."

At the sound of a strange voice, four heads jerked around. One of the nen,



who recognized Xris fromtheir talk yesterday, grinned as if he thought this
was a joke. The grin slid fromhis face when he got a good |ook at Xris's arm
noticed the metal projectiles that had replaced the cyborg's |l eft hand.

Quong appeared from around the plane's nose, the autogun |evel ed.

The crewren began to yanruer. Typical Aurigans, they wanted to di scuss the
matter. A notion fromXris's netal hand silenced them They raised their arns
inthe air.

Quong kept the nen covered. Xris hurried to the hangar, |ooked inside. The
hangar was extrenely dark, especially after the brightness of the sunlit
tarmac. Hi s natural eye went tenporarily blind, but his artificial eye
instantly refocused and adjusted filters.

Only one man was in the hangar, and he was seated before a small conputer
shouting commands at it. In addition, some sort of machine with a | oose
beati ng was maki ng a deafening racket. The man hadn't heard anything that had
gone on outside, apparently. Xris walked right up to him poked the hard stee
of his weapons hand into the base of the man's skull.

"Don't say a word," Xris ordered. "Mowve your fingers away fromthe
keyboard. Now. "

It was possible the conputer was tied to a central systeminside Aicien
A verbal or typed warning could sound the alarm The mechanic was too shaken
by the sudden feel of cold steel on his flesh to do anything, however. He went
rigid with fear. Xris eventually gave up trying to get the nmechanic to raise
hi s hands. The poor guy coul dn't nove.

Xris nmotioned. "Bring 'eminside."

The ot her four crewren marched into the hangar, their hands on top of
their heads. Quong dragged the fifth man out of the chair, added himto the
group, and herded theminto the center of the hangar

Xris was back on the comm "Tycho, this is Xris. Al is secure. Mwve in."
"I mon ny way."

Xris left Quong on guard duty, went back outside. He touched a control on
his ann. A door on the side of his mechanical |eg popped open, revealing a
hol di ng rack for tools and weapons. Xris detached his weapons hand, placed it
in the correct slot, and replaced it with a tool hand. The conpartnent door
cl osed.

Maki ng some minor adjustnents, Xris wal ked to the mai ntenance 'bot, read
t he nmessage on the nonitor: Miintenance check conplete. Al systens within
operational paraneters.

"Couldn't have timed it better if 1'd tried!"™ Xris gloated, and actually
| aughed.

He | ooked out over the tarmac, searching for Tycho. A flash of sun off the
barrel of the beamrifle was the only clue to the alien's location. Tycho's
skin had turned black, in order to blend in with the tarnac.

0910.

Smoot h. Very snoot h.



Xris nmoved to the | oading doors |ocated on the other side of the
spacepl ane. They were seal ed shut, |ocked. He found the security keypad,
studied it. The numbered and om nously gl owi ng pad was designed to all ow
access only to those who had authorized fingerprints and punched in the
correct code. An alarmwould sound if anyone el se so much as breathed on the
wrong key.

Xris touched a control on his nechanical hand. A durasteel cutting dril
extruded fromthe center digit. He activated the drill, plunged the whirling
bit into the "9" button on the keypad. The drill cut through wires and into a
netal plate behind. Sparks flew. The keypad went dark. He held his breath.

No siren howed. Slowy, the hatch began to rise.

Tycho appeared at Xris's side, seeming to materialize out of the tarnac
itself.

"N ce work, boss."

"It's a standard Morubundi K-33 Keypad. Any teenager with a screwdriver
could have taken it out. Navy probably required themto install sone sort of
security systemand dicien bought the cheapest on the narket."

"You can't blanme them" said Tycho. "Wat are the odds that sonething |ike
this woul d happen to thenP" "I guess this is just their lucky day," Xris said,
grinning. He headed back into the hangar, rejoined Quong and his prisoners,
who were now sl unbering peacefully on the cement floor. Quong exhibited a can
of hypno-spray. Xris nodded.

Tycho set up his rifle on top of a storage bin, aimed the weapon at the
doubl e doors leading into the Aicien facility. Quong began to strip off the
crew s yel l ow, bug-adorned coverails.

0915.

Al'l going according to plan.

And then his conm buzzed.

Quong and Tycho | ooked up, faintly alarned.

"Xris here," Xris answered briefly.

"I's this M. Borg's office? Is that you, Mable?" Harry's voice. "Uh, put
me through to Cy, will you, sweetheart?"

Soneone must be listening in.

Xris took out a twist, put it between his lips. "This is M. Borg. Wat's
wrong, Harry?"

"It's Raoul, Cy. You heard from hi nP"
"No, not a word. What's the matter?"

"He's not here, Cy. Raoul never showed."



CHAPTER 13

Attack when they are unprepared, make your nove when they do not expect

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

"Shit!" said Xris loudly and with feeling.

The response canme over clearly on Harry's cel'link. Harry | ooked at Jam |,
who shook his head. It was not exactly the response likely to cone fromthe
chi ef executive of an outer space floating platformcorporation. Harry | ooked
askance at the dicien receptionist, afraid she, too, had heard the expletive.

But the receptionist had begun talking to Harry and Janmi| the nonent they
entered the door and hadn't paused, except to draw breath. She continued to
tal k now, and probably hadn't heard, though she was starting to sl ow down and
was obviously getting a bit too interested in Harry's conversation. Janil
di stracted her, asked a question about Raoul that got her started again. Harry
noved cl oser to the door, tried to see out to the tarnac.

"This is weird, Xris," Harry said in a | ow voice, under cover of Jaml's
conversation. "W've waited for Raoul as long as we can."

"Did you try his cornre?"

"No response. What's really strange, he was supposed to nmeet one of their
peopl e for breakfast at the hotel. He never showed."

" Somet hi ng' s gone wrong. "
Harry gl anced at his watch. 0918.
"The question is, boss, do we go ahead?"

"We've gone too far to quit now Proceed as planned. 1'll try to raise
Raoul . Qut."

Harry stared a nmonment at the link, then replaced it in his briefcase,
snapped the case shut. Jami| was watching him Harry nodded once. Janil

flickered his eyelids in understanding.

"W'd like to neet with your manager anyway, if we could. Undoubtedly M.

de Beausoleil will be here nonentarily."
"Certainly. I'Il let M. Darm nderpal and Ms. Kohli know you are here. Too
bad about M. de Beausoleil. 1'd try calling himagain, but our |inks don't

appear to be working at the noment. Qur conmink company is so inpossible.
This is the second tinme this nonth. Such a fine-Iooking young man, and so
polite. We had a nice conversation yesterday. And his funny little friend in
the raincoat. Never says a word, does he?" The receptionist, still talKking,
gazed curiously at Harry, who had begun to unpack the "contraption" fromits
case. "Wy, what on Allus--"

"W thought we'd bring along the device we're currently using for
extermnating the little critters,” Jam| explained. "This unit just isn't
doing the job for us. W figured your people should take a look at it."



Harry fit his arnms into shoul der straps, hoisted a battery pack onto his
back. A short length of hose trailed out the right side of the pack. He
attached the hose to a large netal ring, attached three netal tubes to the
ring, formng a triangle. Finally, he clicked into place a pistol grip with a
triggering device. He flicked a switch. The battery pack humed. The ring with
t he tubes began to rotate.

The receptionist stared at it, then began to giggle. "Wy, you could
destroy bugs the size of the one out there on our front lawn with that thing!"
"Why, yes. Yes, ma'am we could," said Harry gravely. The "contraption" was,
inreality, a disguised 4.2-megawatt | aser pulse cannon with triple rotating
barrels. Specially designed and built by Quong, the cannon could take out the
bui | di ng, and everyone i nside.

"I"'msure M. Darm nderpal will be fascinated by it. He has a collection
of exterm nation devices fromall over the galaxy .... "

Continuing to talk to them the receptionist nanaged, at the sane tinme, to
informa M. Kohli that she had visitors.

Thi s done, the receptionist taned her attention and her conversation back
to the prospective new clients.

Harry reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a small spray can. "Then
there's this product. We've tried applying it to our skin, but the dam bugs
actually seemto enjoy the taste. Perhaps you're famliar with the brand?"

He held the can for the receptionist to see. As she | eaned forward,
peering intently at the | abel, Harry sprayed the contents of the can directly
into the woman's face. She gasped involuntarily, inhaling the spray. Not that
i nhal ati on was necessary. As soon as Raoul's hypno-spray made skin contact,
the victi mwas comat ose.

The receptionist flopped forward across the desk

Harry lifted her, propped her up in the chair, turned the chair away from
both the hall and the front door

Jam | took a quick glance out the door, locked it shut. "No one outside,"
he reported. "But we have conpany inside."

A woman in a brown suit was wal king toward them Jam | mnoved swiftly.
"Good nmorning. |I'mKevin Coleridge. This is ny colleague, Jeff Fuqua."

"How dya do?" Harry bobbed his head.

"Jeff, why don't you wait here for M. de Beausoleil ?" Janil| glanced
significantly at the front door. Ms. Kohli stared at the cannon. "Wat's that
thing?" I'Il explain later. W mght even give you a denonstration. \Were's
your office? Nice building you have here. Such an interesting color."

Jarnil took hold of Ms. Kohli by the arm propelled her politely but
fh'my back down the hallway. "It seens that our M. de Beausoleil is late.
W're operating on a rather strict time schedule. If we could go ahead with
our neeting ..."

"Of course, M. Coleridge. Cone back to ny office. 1've sent for M.
Dar mi nder pal, our senior technician. Ch, just a monment. | forgot " Pausi ng
the woman turned to the receptionist. "Mdeline?"



Harry was bendi ng over the desk, apparently having the nost interesting
conversation with the receptionist and nanaging to bl ock the view of anyone in
t he hal | way.

"Madel i ne, please hold ny calls.” Ms. Kohli didn't wait for a response.

She entered the office, nmoved aside to let Jani|l pass in front of her. A
thin man, clad in yellow coverails, was standing at the wi ndow, staring with
fixed intensity outdoors in the direction of the tarmac.

"That's odd ..." the nman began

Jam | gave a | oud and hacki ng cough

Startled by the sound, the man turned his head.

Jam | was on himinstantly, grabbing the technician's hand and shaking it
heartily. "How do you do, sir? |I'm Col eridge. Kevin Col eridge."

"Darm nderpal ." The man gave his name vaguely. He turned his head, |ooked
back out the wi ndow. "What is it?" Kohli asked.

"I thought | saw a stranger out there--"

"My business card."

Jam | reached into his pocket, took out a can of hypnospray and bl asted
Darm nderpal in the face. The nman gagged, gargled. H s eyes rolled. He sl unped

forward. Jami| caught the flaccid body, lowered it to the floor

"Don't nove or nake a sound," Jam| ordered, holding the spray can in
front of Ms. Kohli.

@ iding past her, Jam | shut and | ocked the office door. Then, pocketing
the spray can, he pulled a .22-decawatt |asgun from a shoul der hol ster. He

gl anced at his watch. 0930. They were running | ate.

"Keep very quiet and no one will get hurt. Your friend on the floor is
just taking a nice little nap."

"What do you want ?" the wonan asked fearfully.
Jam | gestured with the gun toward a wall safe. "Cpen it."
Kohli shook her head.

"I's the money really worth your life?" Jam | denanded, his voice hard,
gruff. "Wat about his?" He tumed the gun on the comatose technician

"But--but ... there is no noney." Kohli extended her hands in a pleading
gesture. "You have to believe nmel W only k-keep cash on payroll day and this
isnt--"

"What?... Damm!" Jami| blustered. "Raoul really screwed this up good. He
said this was payroll day!"

The woman just stared hel plessly at him

Jam | waved the gun. "Then if there's no cash, you won't m nd opening the



safe, will you? O would you rather see nme open up your tech's head?"

Kohl'i gul ped, munbl ed, "No, please. Don't hurt--"

"Move! "

She noved, opened the safe with her hand print and a coded entry.

Jam | shoved her roughly to one side. Peering in, he swore loudly. "M
God! You're telling the truth. Nothing but plastic." He snatched up the
spacepl ane' s code cards. "Let's see how rmuch you have in your accounts." He
thrust the card into the conputer

"But those aren't credit cards. They only operate--"

"Operate what?" Jani| demanded, though he knew perfectly well.

The woman bit her lip, shut her nouth.

Muttering to hinmself, pretending to be frustrated over his inability to
di scover a bank account, Jamil|l was, in actuality, swiftly altering the code on
the cards. This done, he renoved themfromthe conputer, slid theminto his
pocket. "Ah, hell! 1'll work on this later. Wait till | get nmy hands on that

Adoni an! "

He pulled the aerosol can out of his pocket. "You're going to take a
little nap now, like your friend. You might want to sit in the chair first."

The wonman sank down in the plush chair behind the desk. Jam | sprayed her
in the face. She blinked once, and sl unped forward.

Jam | slid the I asgun back into the hol ster. Opening the office door, he
gl anced qui ckly up and down the hall.

"Yes, | know the way out, Ms. Kohli. Thanks. We'll be in touch.”
Shutting the door, Jam| wal ked swiftly down the hall.

"Any troubl e?"

Harry rose to his feet. "Nope, all quiet. You?"

"Their senior tech spotted one of our guys out by the plane. | sprayed him
before he got a good |ook. Let's get out of here. We're already late."

"Did you get the cards, make the code change?"

"In here." Janmi| sl apped his pocket.

Harry unl ocked the front door. They both wal ked out into the bright
sunshi ne.

"Keep nme covered,"” Jam | ordered

Harry posted hinmsel f outside the front door

Jam | opened his briefcase, renoved a | arge canister. On the way into the
conpany, he had | ooked for and found the building's central air-conditioning

unit, located on the roof. Jarnil clinbed the maintenance | adder attached to
the building' s exterior wall. Once on the roof, he placed the canister beside



the air intake system pulled the ring tab on the top of the canisten Wite
snoke began to rise and was i medi ately sucked into the systenis intake. Jam|l
cli mbed down, rejoined his partner

Harry was on the comm "Xris, we've got the code cards. W' re now | eavi ng
the building. Jamil's rel eased the gas. Everyone inside should be sound asleep
by now. "

"Good work. \When you cone, bring the van. There's been a change in plans.
Qut."

The two exchanged gl ances, then each | ooked at his watch
0940.
It was rather late for a change in plans.

VWen the van pulled up to the hangar, Xris was there to neet it. The
cyborg yanked open the door on Jaml's side.

"I"'mgoing to find out what's happened to Raoul. I'Il take Harry with mne.
You and the others |load the gear in the plane. Search through the conpany's
flight records--you'll find themin the hangar office. Find the |atest codes

and approach vectors for today's run."

Jam | junped out. Xris, barely waiting for him clinbed inside the van.
Tycho and Quong, wearing bright yellow coverails, stood near the spacepl ane.

"What about the clock?" Jam | shouted over the roar of the hovervan's
engi ne.

"Screw the clock!" Xris yelled. "W need Raoul and the enpath! Don't
worry. We'll make up the tine en route.™

He sl ammred shut the door. Jami| backed hurriedly away.
Inside the van's cab, all was quiet. Harry was | ooki ng unhappy.
"Just drive, damm it!" Xris said irritably.

Harry drove, wheeling the vehicle around so swiftly that the blast from
the air jets nearly knocked Jam | off his feet.

"Where's his hotel ? Near here, | hope.™
"Yeah, Xris. Not far. But "

Xris brought up the conputer map. "What's the nanme? I'Il punch it in. GCet
the fastest route.”

Harry | ooked even nore unhappy. "Unh, that's just it, Xris. | can't
renenber the nanme of the hotel. But"--he perked up---"1 do renenber his room
nunber. Ten-ni neteen."

Xris renmoved the twist fromhis nmouth. "You what?"
"I don't remenber the name of the hotel, Xris," Harry said mserably. "I'm

sorry. |I'd had a few drinks. It just didn't register. But the room number.
know t hat."



"That's going to be a fucking big help. Do you know how many hotels there
are in this bloody city?"

Xris didn't often swear. Harry's hands tightened on the wheel. He stared
strai ght ahead. A muscle in his jaw tw tched.

"I know about where it is, Xris," he said suddenly. "And | know what it
| ooks like. It's a fancy building. 1'll knowit when | get there."

Xris drew in a deep breath, let it out slowmy. "Al right. | guess that'l
have to do."

"I"'msorry, Xris. | didn't think it would be inportant."
"Just drive, Harry. Just drive."
0945.

Harry recogni zed the hotel--the Grand Aurigan---easily. It was big and
el egant. Val ets swarned around the front entrance, eager to relieve
travel -weary guests of all their burdens, including their nmeans of
transportati on.

"Val et parking, Xris," Harry said, slowing the van to a crawl about a
bl ock away fromthe hotel

"We can't risk that,” Xris replied. "We're going to need to | eave here
fast. Drive around."

They |l ocated a side entrance, with only a doorman on duty. Vehicles of al
types lined the street. There was no place to park. Harry dropped the van to
street |evel

"Stay here. Keep the engine running and your conmon," Xris instructed,

j unpi ng out.

He had renoved the tool hand, replaced it with the fl eshfoam hand, but had
not bothered to change out of his fatigues. The doorman glared at him "He
can't hover there," he said.

“I'"ll only be a minute," Xris told him heading for the door

"But--" The doorman started to argue.

Xris shoved the man asi de, yanked open the door. \Wen the elevator didn't
arrive fast enough to suit him the cyborg found the stairs, took themtwo at
atime to the tenth floor

He emerged through a fire door, began scanning room nunbers. A woman with
a small child passed him both in swinsuits, evidently on their way to the
pool. O herwi se, the corridors were quiet, enpty.

"No one around," Xris reported to Harry over the comm "I was half
expecting to find the hallway jamred with cops. But nothing appears to be
wr ong. "

"The damm Loti took an overdose,"” Harry returned. "You' |l probably find
hi m spaced out of his mind. O maybe he net someone in the bar last night. O
some thing. | hate to think what you m ght be walking in on."



It's possible, Xris agreed, just not probable. In all the years he'd
worked with Raoul, the Adonian had never let the teamdown. Xris halted in
front of a |arge doubl e wooden door with 1019 in brass digits.

He listened. H s augnmented hearing woul d have picked up the flutter of
Raoul 's fal se eyel ashes. No sound.

Xris scanned the hall. No one in sight except a cleaning 'bot down at the
far end. Renoving his lasgun from his shoul der holster, Xris lightly tapped on
the door with the barrel.

"Raoul !'" he call ed.

He hoped--hoped |Iike hell--the door would open. He'd find the enbarrassed
and apol ogetic L9ti trying to kiss him

The door renained cl osed.

"I"'mgoing in," Xris told Harry.

@un in hand, Xris kicked his steel leg into the door, burst it open
Splinters flew. The | ock snapped. He dashed in, his gun nmoving in a tracking
arc, looking for targets. He saw nothing nore alarning than one of Raoul's
hat s.

The room was nmade up. The beds hadn't been slept in. Raoul's |uggage was
open, clothes strewn about--on the bed, on the floor. Ared taffeta cloak was
draped over the rid. Xris night have concluded i medi ately that the place had
been trashed, but Raoul's bedroom back home | ooked exactly the same, only
wor se. Even an overturned | anmp was nothing out of the ordinary, if Raoul
happened to be suffering through a bad hair day.

And then, "Dam it all," Xris said softly.

"What is it, Xris?" Harry heard the cyborg's omi nous tone. "What've you
f ound?"

Xris didn't answer. Wal king over to a creamcolored wall, he exam ned the
| arge wet splotch, touched it. Then he swore.

"Blood. And it's fresh."

"You need ne up there?"

"No. Stay with the van."

Xris found several nore red spots on the carpet, still nmore in front of
t he bathroom Gun raised, he slowy pushed open the bathroom door with the toe
of his boot, | ooked in the mirror on the wall to see if anyone was inside.

No one was. At least not that he could see fromthis angle.

Xris shoved open the door, whipped around it.

"Dear God in heaven!" he said, appalled.

"Xfis! What is it? You okay?"

"I"'mfine," Xris said bitterly. "lIt's the Little One."



The smal |l figure lay huddled in the bathtub. Blood was spattered all over
the walls and the sides of the tub; the raincoat was soaked red, especially
around the collar. The fedora was askew on the battered head.

Gently, Xris renoved the hat, to try to get a better ook at the injuries.
He recoiled in revul sion and shock. Not fromthe sight of blood or the brutal
puni shrent the small body had taken; Xris had seen people beaten up before. It
was the sight of the small body itself.

"Xris?" Harry was getting nervous. "You better hurry. That doorman's been
rai sing hell about our parking in a nopark zone. Wiat's going on? |Is the
little fell ow dead?"

"Beats the hell out of ne," Xris said, baffled. "At first |I thought his
face was smashed in. Now |I'm beginning to think he was just born this way."

Kneel i ng beside the body, Xris put his hand on what he presuned was the
neck. He thought he could feel a pulse, but if so, it was faint and thready.

He gl anced swiftly around the bathroom |ooking for a towel to stanch the
bl eedi ng, saw an object on the counter

His lips tightened. He changed his mind about the towel. Shoving the
lasgun into its hol ster, he went back to the bedroom yanked a bl anket off the
bed, returned to the bathroom He worked swiftly, trying to be gentle, but
aware that tine was ticking away.

Time for the job. Tine for the Little One's life.

He wrapped the small, bloodied body in the blanket, lifted it easily in
his arms. Making certain the bl anket covered every part of the Little One,
Xris carried the enpath out of the hotel room He took the stairs again,
figuring the odds of neeting anyone on the fire escape were slim

"Harry, I'mcoming out. |1've got the Little One with ne. See if you can
di stract that doorman."

"No need to worry, Xris," Harry returned. "I think he's gone to get the
cops."

Xris made it down the stairs and out the door, practically knocked over a
couple entering the building. They | ooked at himand his burden in startled
surprise

"Sick kid," Xris said, barreling past them

Harry was waiting outside the van. He had the back doors open. Xris laid
the Little One inside, then junped in hinself. Harry had already returned to
the driver's seat. The van lifted into the air, soared down the block just as
the doorman, in conmpany with a traffic cop, rounded the corner

"So what's happened?" Harry gl anced back worriedly at the bl anket-covered
body. "Is the Little One dead? Were's Raoul ?"

"I don't think the little fellow s dead, but he's not all that alive,
either. We'll take him back to Quong. If anyone can fix himup, it'll be the
Doc. As for Raoul ..." Xris paused, then said, "I found his makeup kit on the
bat hr oom si nk. "

Harry gave a | ow whistle, shook his head.



"The roomwas a nmess, like there'd been a fight," Xris continued. "All his

clothes are still there."

"Raoul wouldn't go to his own funeral w thout his nmakeup kit," Harry
observed, glanced sideways at Xris. "Except in this case, naybe?"

"l don't think he's dead." Xris drew the bl anket cl oser around the Little
One, tucked it in. "W'd have found Raoul in the sane condition as the Little
One. The Loti's been snatched. Soneone ki dnapped Raoul ."

Harry was silent a nonent, pondering. Then he said, in all seriousness,
"But, Xris ... who would want hinP"

CHAPTER 14

It is a bad plan that admits of no nodification

Publitius Syrus, Maxims, 469

Who in the universe would want Raoul ?
"A good question," Xris admitted.
"You think it's got something to do with this job?"

The t hought had already occurred to Xris. He'd discarded the notion before
he was hal fway out the hotel room

"Not | ogical. The people at Aicien sure as hell didn't expect us, did
t hey?"

Harry neatly naneuvered his way around a |lunbering truck. "Nope. They were
real surprised.”

"And if the Royal Navy was on to us--say Wedernmann went crazy and tipped
themoff--they'd be after me. Raoul's made a | ot of enenies over the years,
but nmost of those would want hi m dead. Wy take him alive?"

"Information," Harry guessed. "About us."

Xris shook his head. "You ever try to get information froma Loti? Half of
it you can't believe and the other half you don't want to believe. But that's
not the problem"

"Yeah." Harry grunted. "The job."

The job. What to do wi thout Raoul and the Little One? Raoul, the charnmer,
the tal ker. Raoul, who was supposed to distract the security guard at
RFConSec, then shoot himfull of dope to keep himfrom sounding the alarm And
the Little One, who was supposed to read the guard's mind, alert Raoul to
possi bl e danger.

Xris glanced down at the small body. Blood was starting to soak through
the blanket. If the Little One survived, he wasn't going to be reading



anyone's mnd today. And who woul d he cormunicate with if he did? The Little
One never "tal ked" to anyone except Raoul

Xris swore softly to hinmself. He should abort the job right now End it.
Gve it up. Call it off. The Aicien people would think it was a bungl ed
robbery, leave it at that. Breaking into RFConSec was too dangerous w t hout
Raoul and the Little One.

Too dangerous.
And yet, Xris said to hinself, when will | have this chance agai n?

AQicien wuld be on their guard after this. Plus the Royal Navy--eternally
par anoi d- -woul d undoubtedly conclude that this "robbery" had something to do
with their top-secret space station. They'd tighten security until not even
H s Majesty could get on base wi thout being strip-searched. Wat's worse, the
Navy m ght start asking questions ....

Xris took out a twist, absently chewed on it, stared out the van's w ndow.
He was seeing not the Aicien Pest Control factory, which was |oon ng ahead
but another factory. A factory in a swanp. A factory that had becone a tonb.

Atomb for the living, as well as the dead.

For though they ternled him"alive," the living Xris, the Xris he had
been, was buried in the rubble al ongside what renmained of Ito.

The van glided to a halt, set down on the tarmac. The rest of the team
surged out of the hangar. Xris shoved open the doors.

"Doc!" he called. "Take a ook at the Little One. Harry, start the plane
up. The rest of you get on board; Doc and I'lIl be along in a second. Soneone's
ki dnapped Raoul. We'll have to go without him"

Harry canme around to the back end of the van. Doc was al ready inside,
examning the Little One. Tycho and Janmi|l |ooked at Harry, |ooked at each
ot her, |ooked at Xris.

"W are going,'

Xris said, his voice tight. "W've gone too far to stop
NOW.

The others nodded, left. Xris couldn't tell whether they agreed with him
or were sinply too well disciplined to argue.

Not that it mattered.

He turned back to the van

"Holy Master!"™ he heard Quong say, and the man sounded awed.

"Well, Doc? How is he?" Xris tried to curb his inpatience to be gone.

Quong turned. Hi s al nond-shaped eyes were wi de; his nmouth gaped.

"Xris, did you know? He"--the Doc gestured at the Little One--"he is a
Tongan! |'ve never seen one before, but |I'd stake my professional career on
it."

"I don't care if he's Derek Sagan's grandnother,’
alive?" "Yes, but--"

Xris said acidly. "Is he



"Can you hel p hin®"

"I think so." Quong sounded dubious. "I don't know that much about Tongan
physi ol ogy. No human in our profession does. You see, no one's ever had a
living specimen to study. Or a dead one, for that matter. No human has ever
been all owed on the planet and, so far as | know, not a single Tongan has been
permtted off-planet. This is a rare opportunity--"

"Save it for your thesis!" Xris snapped. "Let's get himonto the plane!"

"Certainly, Xris." Quong was calm efficient. And he was once again eyei ng
Xris with concern. "If you could carry him Be careful. Try to support the
head .... "

Xris reached down, lifted the Little One in his arns, and stal ked off to
t he spacepl ane.

"Good norning, XP-28." Harry eased hinself into the pilot's chair in the
spacepl ane's cockpit. "My nane is Harry Luck. I'mthe new pilot. You m ght
want to adjust your voice activation to ny verbal patterns.”

"Good norning, Pilot Luck. Please enter your dicien authorization nunber
to transfer pilot functions."

Harry took the code card Janmi| had obtained in the AQicien offices, slid
the card into the console. A series of letters and nunbers appeared on the
conput er screen, flashed on and off. Then canme the word: Proceed.

"Pilot Luck," said the conmputer. "Wl cone aboard. You nust be a new
enpl oyee. According to ny bioscans, the entire cleaning crewis new. One of
your people is injured. Wiy is this person being brought on board? |I reconmend
that he be left on the ground for treatnent.”

Xris arrived in the cockpit, pointed grimly to the plane's chrononeter
1030. They were already behind schedule by thirty mnutes.

"I have received and duly noted your recomendation, XP-28," Harry said
calmy. "One of our people is a doctor. He's treating our friend now But
t hank you for your concem |'muploading the flight plan, approach vectors,
and the authenticity codes for the flight to the space station. Ch, and we're
running a bit late. Bypass the fuel conservation program if you have to, in
order to reach RFConfSec on tine."

The conputer humred to itself a nmoment, then said, a bit stiffly, "Yes,
Pilot Luck. | suppose you will be taking manual control now?"

Harry | eaned back confortably in his chair. "No, no. You handle it."

The conputer's screen actually appeared to glow with pleasure.

"It is obvious you are a true professional, Pilot Luck. Unlike others I
could mention. | perceive no difficulty in making up the time. In fact, |

could get us there twenty m nutes ahead of schedule."

"Uh, no," Harry said hastily. "They m ght not be ready for us. W'd only
have to sit in the docking bay and wait."

"I understand. Please strap yourselves in. W will be taking off in ten
mnutes. |I'Il be leaving you now, to begin prelaunch cycle."



"It's all yours," Harry said conplacently.

The conputer busied itself. The hatch seal ed shut, lights cane on
Li fe- support began its conforting hiss.
"Some pilot you are," Xris nmuttered, taking advantage of the delay to
change into the bright yellow coverails. "Sitting there doing nothing.
t hought you hated letting conputers run things."

Harry shrugged. "In some cases. In this one, |I've made the conputer ny
friend."
"True. | thought we were in for a fight there."

"W woul d have been, with an old XJ nodel. Those independent-ni nded
conputers were a pain in the ass. These XP-28s ..." Harry gave the conputer a
pat on its console. "You just have to know how to handl e them Mbst pilots
don't. They refuse to relinquish control. \Wich makes no sense. The conputer
can handl e the nundane stuff--takeoff, |anding, routine flights--nore
efficiently than any human pilot. And, as you can see, it gets a real ego
boost. | always work this way with an XP-28. From now on, | can do no wong."

Xris granted and ripped a seam out of the shoul der. He was far bigger
than the last man to wear this bug outfit.

Harry cast an adniring glance at the cargo plane's cadaverous, ugly,
utilitarian interior. "This plane is a beauty, Xris. | don't suppose we could
keep it? | could give it a new paint job."

"W're going to be in enough trouble already. |If anything goes wong at
RFContec, every ship in the Navy will be on the alert for this craft. W'l
use it to throw off pursuit. Once we reach hone, we'll set the plane on
autopil ot and send it back."

"A real shame." Harry sighed.

Xris took over the copilot's seat, sw veled around.

The plane's interior was dark, green, and snelled of chemnicals and grease.
Since the plane's main function was to transport cargo on short hops,
passenger confort was not a priority. There were no w ndows, except in the
cockpit. Large tracks, designed to wheel heavy equi pnent on and off, ran from
the tail section, down the center, alnost to the cockpit. Passengers and crew
sat on metal -frame seats bolted to the bul kheads or rested in netal -frame cots
attached in the same manner. It was in one of these that Xris had laid the
Little One. They had stowed the bug-'bot (as Tycho called them maintenance
machi nery in the rear. Everyone was now strapped in, ready for takeoff.

"How s the Little One, Doc?"

"He'll live. Hi s people apparently have renmarkably thick skulls. A blow
like that would have pul verized mine. H's is cracked, but not seriously. He's
lost a lot of blood and he's going to be unconscious for a while, but he'l
wake up with no nore than a nasty headache."

"Not in the mddle of the raid, | presune?”

"Unlikely. We'll be | eaving himon board?"



Xris nodded. The spaceplane lifted off, began rocketing through the
at nosphere. The dicien Pest Control Conpany was suddenly a bright yellow
patch on the fast-receding ground. No one spoke until the plane had cl eared
the planet's atnosphere, was heading for the Lanes, where they would make the
junp to hyperspace. Star-studded bl ackness surrounded them At that point, the
conputer switched off the main thrusters and it was possible to hear again.

Jam | asked the questions that were on everyone's nmind. "So what's the
change in plan? How do we nmanage without the charmer and the erapath? Wo's
going to keep the guard occupi ed?"

"Harry will take Raoul's place,"” Xris said.
Harry blinked. He | ooked as if he'd been hit over the head with a
pl asti steel pipe. "Wat? Me? But--"

"It makes sense," Xris continued. "I want you to stick close to the
spacepl ane so that if anything does go wong, you can reach it before all hel
breaks | oose. As for the guard, just talk to him that's all."

"But | don't have the drug!" Harry protested. "Raoul was supposed to drug
t he guy!"

"You' ve got the hypno-spray--"

"Yeah, right. Some iron-guts Marine lets me waltz up and shove an aeroso
can in his facel Right!" Harry was bitter

"You'll think of something," Xris said curtly.

Unst rappi ng hinmsel f, he headed back to the rear cargo bay to doubl e-check
t he equi pnent. The ot hers exchanged gl ances. Discussion over. Quong shook his
head.

"Pilot Luck," said the computer, "we are comi ng up on the Lanes. Wuld you
care to review ny calculations for the junp to hyperspace?" "Unh, yeah. Sure."
GQumy, Harry returned to his duties. The spacepl ane made the junp. The team
menbers were, for the nost part, silent. Xris had not returned fromthe rear
cargo bay area. They could see him an indistinct shadow brightened by
occasional glints of anmbient light off netal. They could all smell the rank
t obacco snoke. They all concluded rightly--that he wanted to be left alone.

Quong remmi ned near the Little One. The enpath had not regai ned
consci ousness. The doctor took the opportunity to exam ne his comatose
patient. Speaking into a handhel d recorder, he entered all his newy
di scovered informati on on the physiol ogy of a Tongan

Jam | found a cot, stretched out for a nap

Harry, hunched norosely in the pilot's seat, was playing ganes with the
conput er.

Tycho canme forward, tossed avid cassette in Harry's lap. "Here, | found
this when | was back at the bug place. | figured I'd give it to Raoul, but it
| ooks i ke maybe you could use it."

Harry picked up the vid, glanced at the title and groaned.

Fl eas: The Imortal Eneny.



CHAPTER 15

VWen the speed of rushing water reaches the point where it can nove
boul ders, this is nonmentum

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

"Pilot Luck, we are entering the one-light-year exclusion zone around the
RFConSec space station. | have already obtained prelimnary clearance through
flight operations, but security would like to speak to the person in charge.
They have scanned us," the conputer added w th nmaddeni ng conpl acency, "and
t hey have sone questions."

Harry gl anced at Xris, seated in the copilot's chair.

"Rel ax. | expected as much." Xris | eaned forward. "Put ne through.”

The conputer conplied and the next voice they heard was RFConfec.
"dicien Two Five Niner, this is Approach Control. Are you receiving ne?"

Xris spoke calmy. "This is AQicien Two Five Niner. W are on approach to
your station on our regularly schedul ed pest extermination visit. W' ve given
you the security passwords and cl earances. |Is there a problem Approach
Control ?"

"No, Oicien Two Five Niner. Al that's fine. But according to our scans,
you're not the regular crew, plus you' re short-handed. There's normally
seven. "

"Approach Control, the regular crew has been stranded on dinius. They
were doing a job on that planet when their ship was struck by lightning. Fried
the electrical circuitry. My crew was the only crewwith the requisite
cl earances to act as replacenents for this one trip,"

Xris chewed on a twist. If Approach Control was the |east bit suspicious
and tried to check up on themthrough Aicien, this trip was going to be a
short one. But he was counting on the fact that this sort of incident couldn't
be all that unusual. In twenty years of flea eradication, there nust have been
ti mes when the regular crew didn't show Danmit, it wasn't that big a deal

Let it go right, Xris pleaded silently with Fate. You owe ne this one.
Let it go__

"dicien Two Five Niner, you are cleared to Shuttle Bay One."
Harry exhal ed | oudly. "You know the procedure, XP-28. Take us in."

Quong came forward into the cockpit, a subcutaneous inserter in his hand.
"CGentlenen, it is tine for me to insert the comunicators.”

Harry grimaced, rubbed the back of his neck. "Jeez, | hate those damm
things! It hurts like hell going in and | always end up with a rash. | think
I"mallergic. Why can't we just use our regular comminks?"



"Because the real exterm nators woul dn't have sophisticated equi prent |ike
that," Xris answered. "We didn't find any type of conmunication devices in the
equi prent they had ready to |l oad on board. It's likely they just use the
station's internal comunicati on system Mke sure, when you talk into these
that no one hears you."

"I know. | know," Harry grunmbled. "But won't they hear us anyway? | mean,
with all the fancy scanni ng equi pnent they' ve got on board, aren't they likely
to pick up our signal?"

"The odds are against it." Jam| joined themin the cockpit. "Renmenber,
the arrival of the extermi nators on RFConfSec is a conmon occurrence. People
are used to it; they're conplacent. They won't be | ooking for trouble and
unl ess you're scanning specifically for this type of transm ssion, you won't
find it."

"It's a chance we'll have to take. Wi ch means we keep comuni cation down
to the bare minimum H gh urgency/ need-to-know only. Besides"--Xris patted
Harry on the knee--"you're going to keep the guard so enthralled with your
scintillating conversation that he wouldn't notice a direct hit froma plasm
cannon. "

"Yeah." Harry snorted. He flinched when Quong pl aced the cold netal
i nserter on his skin behind his ear, yel ped when the device went in. "It's the
sound | hate. Thunp! Like it hits bone or sonething."

"It's all in your head," Quong said, and |aughed loudly at his own joke.

He was the only one. Harry didn't get it. Xris didn't hear it. He was
staring fixedly at the space station. "Xris ..."

He gl anced around. "Wat? Did you say sonething, Doc?"

"I"ll need to make adjustments to your receiver to put you on the sane
frequency,"” Quong repeated patiently. He'd said the same thing three tines
NOW.

Xris tilted his head. The Doc depressed a tiny button in back of the
cyborg's left ear, opened a small panel. Using m nuscule, delicate tools,
Quong rmade the necessary adjustnments.

"Ckay, boss. Gve it atry."

"Right, listen up. Does everybody hear ne?"

Harry nodded, grunbled. "Yeah. It tickles. | hate that damm tickle."

Tycho's voice reverberated in Xris's ear. "Check."

Jam | canme in next.

Quong confirned his with a quick nod. He snapped shut the panel

"What do you want ne to do with the Little One?"

"Leave himhere. He'll be all right, won't he?"

"Yes, but that wasn't what | neant. Surely soneone on that station is

going to ask why only five of us show up for work when they've scanned six
life-forms on board."



Xris swore to hinself and at hinself. | should have considered that,
al ready made plans. I'mslipping. Too enotionally involved. Yeah, |I'm
enotional ly invol ved!

He made a pretense of running a systens check on his cybernetic ann.

"Good thinking, Doc. Bandage up the little guy's face real good. Hide the
bl oodst ai ned rai ncoat and hat. Cover himw th a blanket. 1'Il feed thema line
if they ask."

Quong departed. The others stood around, stating at him

Concer ned.

Xris glanced at themirritably. "You guys got nothing better to do?"
They filtered out.

"Coming up on the thousand-kil oneter marker, Pilot Luck," the computer
report ed.

The t housand-kil oneter marker was a small navi gati onal buoy placed in the
approach |l ane to guide incomng vessels. Acting as gui de was apparently not
its only function, however. Strobe l|ights began to flash.

"W are being scanned, Pilot Luck," XP-28 informed them

"I thought we'd already been scanned," Harry protested.

"They're | ooki ng for weapons," Xris said briefly.

"Well, they won't find any on board this plane," Harry stated with an
accusatory glance at Xris. "They're all stacked neatly in that bloody hangar
back at Aicien."”

Xris smled, shrugged. Leaving the weapons behi nd had been--and obviously
still was--a sore point. Wien he'd first nentioned that the team would have to
enter the facility weaponl ess ("Naked!" Tycho said indignantly), Xris was
afraid he'd have to either call off the project or find a different team
Harry had bal ked, Tycho and Jam | had argued vehenently. Even Quong, who
general |y obeyed orders with col d- bl ooded nechani cal precision, had expressed
doubt s.

"If everything goes according to plan," Xris had argued patiently, "we
won't need weapons. | don't want to take the chance of an innocent person
getting hurt. W'll be |ong gone before anyone ever figures out sonething' s
wrong. We stroll in, stroll out. An hour after we've |left, Dalin Rowan drops

dead. Cause: unknown." This part of the plan had not net with genera

ent husiasm "And if something does go wong?" Jam | had asked. "The station is
crawming with armed Marines,” Xris had replied lightly. "You won't have any
troubl e finding weapons. "

"W just can't shoot anyone," Jam| had said glunly.
"Right."
The cargo plane flew slowy past the marker

Xris reached in his pocket, pulled out a twist, and lit it. The statenent



that there were no weapons on board wasn't quite accurate. Tycho had brought

al ong the duonanic sights. Xris was armed. H s weapons hand and its assorted
devi ces were packed into his | eg conpartment. Shielded, of course, but a truly
sophi sticated scanner mght just pick themup ....

Aicien Two Five N ner set off no al arns.

RFContsec rotated |ike a pinwheel in space. The central hub, bristling with
conununi cations antennae, transmtters, receivers, was brightly lit. Four arms
extended fromthe hub to an outer ring. This ring--the living area for the
t hree thousand residents of RFConfec--was dark by conparison. Only a few
sporadic tiny specs of light, shining through wi ndows, glittered against the
dar kness.

"Cutting engines," the conmputer announced. "W will coast in until the
magnetic tractor beanms |lock on." A slight jolt indicated that this had
occurr ed.

"Cicien Two Five Niner,"
control ."

cane a voice, "you are now under station

Soon, Xris told hinself, alnost shaking with excitement. In maybe thirty
mnutes or less, I'll be face-to-face with Dalin Rowan.

He coul d swear that he could see Ito's face floating in front of him

At the hub's center, a door one hundred neters wide and fifty neters tal
began to open. The spaceplane glided into the aperture. The plane's netallic
skin shimered with the reflected energy of the atnmospheric integrity force
field, which maintained the atnosphere inside the station during the tine
shuttl e bay doors were open. Once the craft was inside, control personne
gui ded t he spaceplane slowy to the mddle of the bay, rotated it, and set it
down.

Looki ng out the plane's viewscreen, Xris read, in Startg dard Mlitary,
the words: Unsecured. Quaranti ne.

"Dam!" he nuttered, blow ng snoke. "Quarantine! W' ve been scanned. Wy
the hell are we being quarantined?"

"Maybe they're | ooking for bugs?" Harry chortled. He prodded the cyborg.
"That's a joke."

"Conputer, is this standard procedure?" Xris snapped, in no nood for
hunor .

"Yes, sir. We normally enter this area. The plane and its cargo are
checked by security. The equi pment is scanned here, then the plane is noved
over to the |oading dock. It's routine."

Routine! Xris stared at the yellow markings. at the steel doors that were
now runbling shut. Ito's face di sappeared.

| shoul d have asked about the routine, Xris told hinself. The one nmenber
of the flight crew who has been here-probably a hundred tines or nore--is the
XP-28 flight cornputer. | should have taken the time during the flight to find
out fromthe conputer exactly what the | anding procedure was. It's what |
woul d have done on any other job. Another error in judgment.

"Go on back, tell the rest what's going on, and see if they need help with



the equi pnent,” Xris told Harry. "I'll be there in a mnute."

Harry hesitated, then said softly, "Sure, Xris." He unstrapped his harness
and left.
"So far, |'ve been lucky," Xris said aloud to nobody. "The next m stake
make could be the |ast mistake | nake."

He unclipped the shoul der harnesses holding himinto the copilot's chair,
stood up, and noved back to the cargo area.

"Don't worry. There won't be another,"” he said to hinself--and to the

menory of Mashahiro Ito.

The team was assenbled, all wearing their yellow coveralls with the |arge
bl ack beetle and OLI Cl EN PEST CONTRCL erabl azoned on the back. The Little One,
his extraordinarily ugly and battered face conceal ed by bandages, sl ept
soundly on the cot. Quong had bundl ed the erapath in bul ky bl ankets to concea
his small stature. The bl oodstai ned fedora and the raincoat had been safely
stowed away in a | ocked conpartnent.

"Everyone know what he has to do?" Xris glanced around.

They all replied in the affirmative. Calm They were all confident,
sel f-possessed, calm Xris envied them

"This is it, then," he continued. "Harry, go back to the cockpit. Take the
pl ane to the | oading dock, then head up to central security ops and start
shi noozi ng about fleas. Computer, open the cargo bay hatch."

The hatch opened. The | oadi ng ranp descended to the deck of the shuttle
bay. A Marine lieutenant, backed up by a detail of six armed soldiers, was
there waiting for them The ranp thudded into place. The |ieutenant notioned
for the pest control teamto join him They all clunpPal down the ranp.

"Who's in chargeT the |ieutenant asked.

"I am" Xris said, stepping forward. He extended his good hand. "Aaron
Schwartz."

The |ieutenant shook hands cordially, glanced at Xris with only mi ninal
curiosity. The Marine had obviously seen his share of eyborgs.

The yell ow coverails effectively hid Xris's netal leg. He had attached his
tool hand, however, equipped with drill and screwdriver and ot her
instruments--routine, with one small exception. The thunb was a speci al
design, housed a tiny needle. Wen activated by contact. the needl e popped
out, injected a del ayed-action |ethal drug.

"I see you've got a newteamthis tine, Schwartz." The |ieutenant was
rel axed, jovial, obviously thankful for any excuse to break the nobnotonous
duty on this isolated space station. "So Kloosterman and Lypps got stranded on
Cinius, did they? Poor bastards. Dullest planet in the galaxy. And you got
tagged for this detail."

"Yes, sir. W were the only ones avail abl e who were cleared for the job."
Xris gestured behind him "You want to | ook over our equi pnent?"

The lieutenant gave it a bored glance. "Maybe a quick | ook. Just to nake
sure you guys aren't trying to smuggle junp-juice in here." He laughed. Xris



gave a polite chuckle.

The |ieutenant did a head count. "Qur scans indicated six |ife-forns.
Wio's still on board?"

"My pilot is waiting to nmove the plane over to the docks, and |I've got an
i njured crew nenber. The | oad shifted when we made the junp. He got clonked a
good one."

The |ieutenant was concerned. 'Tll summon a nedic."
"Wn't be necessary, sir, thanks. He's out cold.”

"But it won't be any trouble,
check himover while you work."

the lieutenant persisted. "Qur doctor could

"One of our guys is an EMI. He bandaged himup. It's not really necessary
to bother your medical staff. Besides, technically he was injured on AQicien
property. The conpany's responsible. Your people would have to fill out a
di skl oad of forns, what with worker's conp, insurance, nedical release
wai vers. It wouldn't be worth the hassle just for a bunp on the head."
"You' ve got a point." The |ieutenant considered the situation a nonent,
wr ot e down sonething on his electronic notepad. He showed it to Xris, offered
an electronic pen. "I've made a notation that | offered medical treatnment and
that you refused. If you'd sign here..."

Xris did so, solemmly scrawing the name "Aaron Schwartz" on the line
i ndi cat ed.

"There. That should satisfy the authorities." The |lieutenant snil ed,

relieved. "Sergeant, take your detail on board."

The soldiers trooped up the ranp. Janil and the others noved to one side
to let thempast. A few of the Marines gave Tycho an odd | ook. The chanel eon's
skin had, unfortunately, changed to the same obnoxi ous yellow color as his
coverails.

Five mnutes later, the Marines exited the plane. The sergeant made his
report.

"Not hi ng out of the ordinary, Lieutenant. All the equi pnent checks out.

The injured man seens okay. He's asleep. | didn't want to disturb him"
The lieutenant turned back to Xris. "Very well, Schwartz. Move your plane
over to | oading dock 28L. The sergeant here will escort you gentlenen to that

| ocation to unl oad your gear, then on to Engi neering. C ear?"

"Yes, sir. Thanks." Xris yelled up to Tycho, who had keyed the intercom
button on the door control. "Tell Harry he has clearance to nove into | oading
dock 28L. We'll neet himthere."”

Tycho solemnly repeated the nessage via the spacepl ane's comm al t hough
Harry had al ready heard everything over his own internal coremink

The spaceplane lifted fromthe deck and glided snmoothly forward.
The |ieutenant spoke a few words to the sergeant, then headed for the

exit. The sergeant ordered one of his men to stay with the team and di sni ssed
the rest.



"Good hunting, Schwartz," the sergeant said, smling.

"Thanks for the hel p, Sergeant."

The sergeant left. Xris and his team acconpani ed by a young Marine, were
mar ched over to |oading dock 28L. They found the plane there ahead of them
settled on the deck in the designated area. Harry | owered the cargo ranp.

Jam |, Tycho, and Quong | ocated several floating air-carts, activated
them and took themup the ranp into the spaceplane. Harry joined Xris on the
deck. The escort Marine stood several nmeters away, his beamrifle carelessly
slung over his shoulder. He was rel axed, interested in the proceedi ngs, which
were a change from boring routine. He certainly wasn't expecting trouble.

In | ow tones, Harry asked, "Everything go okay?"
"So far."

Tycho and Janil| appeared, pushing air-carts |oaded with equi pment down the
ranp.

Quong shoved the last cart out of the plane. He reached over to the
control panel to close the hatch

Xris waved, caught the Doc's attention. The hatch took twenty seconds to
cycle through before it opened. Those twenty seconds might mean the difference
between life and death if they had to make a fast exit.

Quong left the hatch open, the ranmp in place, and joined the others on the
| oadi ng dock.

"W're all set to go, boss," Jam| said |oudly.
The Marine gl anced back at the spaceplane. "You' re not going to shut the
hatch, sir?"

Xris grinned. "Wy, kid? You afraid soneone's gonna steal ny plane?"

The Marine stared, nonmentarily taken aback. Then he | aughed, sonmewhat
shanefacedly. "No, sir. | guess not. If you'll follow me. Oh, and, uh, sir.
I"msorry, but snoking's not permtted anywhere in the space station."

Xris had the twist in his mouth. He started to offer his customary
expl anati on that he wasn't going to snoke the damm thing, then decided it
woul d be easier to put the twist away. He didn't want trouble of any sort.

He and Harry hel ped push the heavily | oaded carts. Xris paired hinmself up
with Jam |, the only ex-mlitary man anong them They exited the |oadi ng dock
entered the space station interior

W de double doors led into a faintly lit access corridor. Pipes and cabl es
were visible overhead, providing heat, power, oxygen, and other services. The
wal | s were painted white. Energency oxygen stations and fire-fighting
equi prent were nounted in conpartrments in the wall every twenty neters. The
team noved along in single file behind the Marine.

They passed two nore sets of double doors, marked by signs in Standard
Mlitary. The first read SS-SIG NT 2--2 and the other HS-SIGd NT.



Xris, nmentally going over the |ayout of the space station, tried to get a
fix on their location. "What does that mean?" he asked Janmil, not bothering to
lower his voice. Wth the rattle of the equi pnent and the whoosh of air from
the cart, the cyborg wasn't worried about being overheard.

"Siglnt stands for 'Signal Intelligence,'" Jam | returned. "I don't know

what the other letters nean.”
"Let's hope it isn't inmportant."

The access corridor opened into a large, brightly Iit work area. Overhead
cranes were built into tracks in the ceiling. Huge netal - panel ed doors |ined
the walls. Yellow and bl ack floor markings were covered by puddl es of greenish
not or oil
"Pl ease wait here, sir,"” the Marine instructed. 'TIIl inform Conmander
Drake that you've arrived." The Marine left.

"This is Engineering," said Janm|.
Xris marked it on his mental nmap.

Monents | ater, pistons hissing, the nmetal doors along the right side began
to open. Looking through them Xris spotted sone of the nost inportant units
in the space station-water punps. Water was a highly valuable resource in
space, second only to air. The air exchangers were |ocated here. too, along
with the myriad other machines all designed tO keep the living inside the
space station alive.

The Marine returned, acconpanied by a short, stocky, muscul ar man weari ng
regul ati on coverails with commander's tabs on the collar. He smled broadly,
shook hands all around.

"Greetings, gentlenen. |I'm Bradl ey Drake, chief plant engi neelL"

"Aaron Schwartz. W're here to performthe routine maintenance on the
exterm nator drones and to restock their chem cal supply.”
"Sure, same as usual," said the conmander. "You guys are new here. Do you
know where to find everything?"

"Actually, no. The regular teamwas stranded on Cinius, no way to brief
us. If you could show us where the 'bot control station is |ocated and, uh
this man here" he indicated Harry--"needs to be escorted to the centra
security station."

Xris could al nost see everyone in the teamtense up. This was the crucial
part of the entire operation. |If the commander bal ked, they were in trouble.

As it was, Drake did appear startled by the request. "Wy do you need a
man at security? That's not normally part of your routine."

Xris nodded. "We're installing a new software mai ntenance release in the
exterm nator 'bots. If they stray during testing, they're liable to set off
your alarms, and we don't want some trigger-happy Marine to vaporize them |
don't suppose the Navy'd be thrilled about having to pay for replacenents.”

"Right, right. | see your point. The private"--Drake indicated the young
Marine--"will take your man to security. 1'll let themknow he's com ng.
You'll find the bug-'bot station over there, by Air Exchanger Three next to



t he bul khead. Let me know if you have any probl ens."

The commander returned to his office. Harry, |ooking nervous, grabbed a
tool box and left with the Mrine.

Xris notioned for the rest of the teamto follow him headed for the
service area--a conputer station |ocated near a major air exchange unit. Three
large air conduits, over a neter in dianeter, entered the exchanger. From
there, the conduits branched out, stopped at various access ports throughout
the station.

"You're in charge, Quong," Xris told him

The Doc noved over to the conputer, began tapping on the keyboard. After
studying it a nonment, he turned to the others.

"According to Xris's information, there are twenty-ei ght exterm nator
robots roam ng around the facility, inside the air ducts. W bring them down
t hrough that conduit there to check their programm ng, update it if necessary,
and replenish their chem cal supply. Jam |, you and Tycho renove the air duct
access ports. |I've called 'bots one, two, and three down for servicing."

A large netal conduit, attached to the air ducts, canted downward at a
gentl e slope, ending at deck level. A large netal plug sealed it shut. Tycho
and Jam | renoved the plug just as the first 'bot runbled down the conduit and
exited onto the floor. The 'bot was cylindrical in shape, noved on craw er
tracks, and didn't | ook particularly intelligent.

Jam | hooked up the hose fromthe chemical tank on his cart to 'bot one.
As he refilled its tanks, Tycho ran the selfcheck programbuilt into the unit.
That was routine. What wasn't routine was the placenment of a mcrochip
speci ally designed by Quong. Mnuscule in size and perfectly harm ess--unl ess
activated--one nmicrochip inside the 'bot's conplex inner workings would never
be noti ced.

By the time the team had finished with the first 'bot, numbers two and
three had arrived. Quong ordered robot one back into the duct. Tycho pl aced
identical mcrochips in 'bots two and three.

"Bot five had just been serviced when Xris heard a beep in his ear. He
| ooked around. Station personnel were noving through the work area, going
about their business. No one was paying any attention to the exterm nators.
Xris activated the comm "Xris here.”

"Harry here. I'min the can just outside security. |I'm surrounded! Two
guys are working the conputers and nmonitors and that damed Marine's stil
with nme. Nobody told himhe could go home, so he's sticking to my ass |like one
of those fleas | was reading about. |I'msurprised he's not inside the stal
with me. What the hell am | supposed to do now?"

Raoul , where are you when | need you? Xris asked silently. The charning
Loti would have sent the Marine out for coffee and a sandwi ch, kept the
security officers sniggering at the |atest Adonian ribald jokes, while
artlessly | eading the conversation around to FCWng. ("I heard the juiciest
runor about one of our enpl oyees and one of yours. Doing sonething nore than
killing bugs, if you know what | nmean! He worked in ... let nme see ..
somewhere called FCWng. Yes! In the wonen's restroom no less!")

And while the security officers were thinking about FCWng, the Little One
woul d have sucked their mnds dry.



"Harry, we've been through this." Xris remenbered to be patient. "Tell the
security personnel you've got to keep an eye on these 'bors and in order to do
that you have to know where the conduits run. Have security pull up floor
pl ans, and study them When you cone to one called CCA-2 FCWng, |let nme know
where it's located.”

"Ckay, right." Harry sounded glum "I'Il give it atry. Qut."

Xris shook his head, turned to Quong. "This may take a while, Doc. Once
you' ve serviced 'bot fifteen, slow down a bit. Buy us sone tine."

Quong passed the word to Tycho and Janil, who began to ease up. They had
just serviced 'bot twenty, with no word fromHarry, when Quong tapped Xris on
t he shoul der.

"Here comes trouble,” the Doc warned under his breath.

Conmander Drake had energed fromhis office. "You guys are running a
little behind schedule.™
"It's this new software upgrade,” Xris explained. "It's taking a while to
install--" His commink buzzed in his ear

"Xris!" It was Harry.

"Maybe you should explain this to ne." Drake was tal king at the sane tine.

Xris | ooked blank. "D d you say sonethi ng, Commander ?"
Drake raised his voice. "I was sayihg naybe--"

"Sorry, Commander!" Xris shook his head violently, tapped on his ear. "M
heating unit appears to have shorted out. If you don't mind, I'lIl go fix it.
Al eko here will answer your questions." Tycho, taking the hint, pounced on
Drake, began talking. "We're updating the maneuver routines in the robots,
Conmander. The plan is to allow one 'bot to go to the aid of another 'hot if
it finds a |large breeding nest. We figure that this will increase the
ef fecti veness of the programimensely. Have the fleas been bad | atel y?"

Xris nmoved off, keeping a close watch on Drake. Fortunately, the comander
was nmore interested in fleas than in mal functioni ng cyborgs.

"Xris here. What's up, Harry?" Xris asked in a | ow voice, cupping his hand
over his ear.

"I think I've got a fix on that |ocation for you. Lima Three Niner, Deck
Eight. If FCWng's not there, it's real close.”

"Right. Harry, pay close attention to the nonitors. There's going to be
some activity up there, so be prepared to handle it. | can't talk anynore.
W' ve got conpany." Xris cut off Harry's protest.

"We' ve been having a problemw th the fleas down here," Drake was saying
to Tycho. "The filters catch themin the air exchangers and they're
br eedi ng--"

Xris returned. "If you don't mnd, Commander, we are running behind
schedul e and ny nmen need to get back to work."



"You want nme out of the way." Drake sniled broadly. "I understand. Stop by
my office before you leave, if you have tine. The other crew usually does.
|'ve got hot tea, fresh doughnuts."

"Sure thing, sir. Thanks," Xris said, and watched the comrander wal k of f.

A nice guy. Xris hoped like hell nothing would go wong. He turned to
Quong, who was scratching at his neck.

"Wth all this talk of fleas, I'mstarting to itch."
"It"s all in your head. Listen, |I've had word fromHarry.
Lima Three Ni ner, Deck Eight."

Quong ran a check. "That area's serviced by 'bot el even---one Tycho's
already 'fixed.""

Xris breathed a sigh. That would save tinme. H s |uck was hol di ng.
"Il start the malfunction cycle." Quong pulled out a handheld
m ni comput er fromthe pocket of his coverails.

He tapped in several commands, extended the small antenna, and transmitted
i nstructions. Several seconds later, the mcrochip that Tycho had installed
into the "bot's control circuitry responded.

"Al'l systens go," the Doe announced.

A mnute passed. Xris glanced at Quong.
"Don't worry, Xris. It'll work."

Tycho and Janil continued to performtheir chores on the 'bots, but both
kept an eye on Quong's conputer

Anot her m nute passed. Xris | ooked back at Drake's ofrice. The door
remai ned shut. Another mnute ..

Conmander Drake burst out of his office, waving his arnms to attract their
attention. He began shouting at them when he was still about twenty neters
di stant.

Xris ceased work, loped toward him "Wat is it, Comander? \Wat's all the
exci t ement ?"

"Security called. One of your '"bots is malfunctioning! It's dunped its
chemicals. The stuff's dripping down out of the ceiling into the offices! Is
it poisonous? Should |I evacuate personnel ?"

"No, sir!" Xris said hastily, not having foreseen such a drastic response.
"No need to evacuate anyone. The chemi cals are perfectly safe. Unless you're a
flea," he added with a grin that he hoped didn't | ook as corpselike as it
felt.

Drake wasn't amused. "Well, toxic or not, that gunk's liable to get into
t he conputer systems. You better take care of it."

"Yes, sir. We can probably fix it fromthe station."



Xris moved back to Quong. Drake tronped al ong behind, breathing down his
neck. "One of the 'bots is malfunctioning. See if you can bring it up on the
screen.”

"Sure thing. Were is the 'bot |ocated, Conmander?"

"FCWng. "

"And where's that, sir?"

"Lima Three Niner, Deck Eight. It should be in the ducting off junction
t hr ee- ei ghty-one."

Quong brought up the control routine for 'bot eleven. He tapped keys,
gl oom |y shook his head.

"It doesn't seemto be responding. | can't gain control fromhere." He
gl anced at Xris. "You'll have to go fix it by hand." Drake frowned. "That's a
secure area. |'mnot sure--" "Excuse nme, Conmander," Janmi|l intervened. "But if

this "bot is dunmping its chenmicals, it's probably shorting out. Wich neans it
could lose its programm ng and take off on its own. If it starts wandering
around the air ducts, we mght never find it. It might crash into sonething
vital."

Drake | ooked worried. "Right, | see your point." He thought a nonent. "Wy
don't you give ne instructions on howto fix it. I'lIl go--"
"It takes special tools. I'lIl have to train you--"

"There's no tine for that, Schwartz,'
to veer off course!”

Quong yelled. "The 'bot's starting

Drake | ooked frazzl ed. He coul d handl e an eneny bonbardrment. A runaway
bug-' bot was sonething new in his experience. "Hell! Wait a minute. |I'll get
sonmeone to escort you."

The commander bel | owed. Everyone in the area halted, froze. The commander
bel | owed again, this tinme added a nane.

A short man in Navy coverails jerked his head up, waved in response, cane
trotting over.

"Technician Collins." Drake perforned hurried introductions. "Schwartz
here's got a nmal functioning 'bot. Take himup to FCWng. Help out if he needs
it."

"Yes, sir. Schwartz, if you'll followme ...

Xris had to restrain hinmself fromgrinning widely at the others. Looking
serious and stern, he grabbed a tool box fromthe cart, followed the

t echni ci an.

Behi nd him Comrander Drake called out, "Good hunting, Schwartz."

CHAPTER 16



VWen the speed of the hawk is such that it can strike and kill, this is
pr eci si on.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

Qutside the work area, Xris and his escort entered a corridor with dim
lighting, white walls that ended in a T-junction. The teeh turned |left,
punched an el evator button.

"Deck Eight," Collins commanded when the lift arrived and he and Xris were
i nsi de.

The doors opened onto another corridor that |ooked exactly like the first,
except that this one had a large "8" stenciled on the wall and a sign reading:
SECURE AREA. AUTHORI ZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

"'TIl need to stay with you at all tines, sir," said the tech

Yes, well, that was going to be a small problem
Xris smled, nodded, said nothing.

Collins took the first corridor they cane to, which branched to the left.
He stopped in front of the second door on the right. The conputerized sign
above the door read FCW NG

Alarms on Xris's cybemetic arm started beeping, LEDs fl ashed red.
The tech glanced at himin astoni shment.

Xris jerked up the sleeve of his coverails, nade a qui ck adjustnent of the
fluid levels to the hydraulics. His heart was punping |ike a photon conbustion
chanber. "All fine now," Xris said.

The technician raised an eyebrow, but placed one hand on the security pad
to the right of the door, held up a pass with the other. "Collins,
Mai nt enance, Access Two Ei ght One Al pha Two."

The door opened.
The tech entered, Xris alnost tripping on his heels.

The roomwas softly Iit, glowed with the eerie Iight of innunerable
conput er screens of various shapes and sizes. Xris's augnmented hearing caught
the soft hum of the machinery that was banked along a wall to his right.

The center of the room contained several work desks. Xris recognized
standard data- and comm ink receivers and transnitters, digital state
di agrams, and three-di mensi onal hol ographi c data abstraction di agrans--all had
been hastily shoved aside. A puddle of orangish, greenish |iquid-dripping from
the ceiling--had accurmul ated on the desk and was slowy starting to ooze to
the floor.

A man, standing beside the desk, was staring up at the ceiling in baffled
ast oni shment. A wonan was on the comm vyelling at security.

Xris gave the worman a close scrutiny, conparing her to the picture of
Darl ene Mhini burned into his brain. It wasn't her



He gl anced swiftly around the room

On the left-hand side was a wall with a single door. The wall was
pl astered with electronic scratch boards. Across them were drawn mat hemati ca
equations, bits of conmputer code, diagramnms, and sketches of equi prment. Perhaps
it was wishful thinking, but Xris could have sworn he recogni zed the neat,
preci se handwiting. He | ooked again at the door

It was shut. But another conputerized sign on the wall beside it flashed:
CCA-2. Xris heard Wedermann's reedy voice echo in his mnd. Her job
description reads: CCA-2. Cerical work, maybe. We have no i dea what CCA
stands for, but a level 2 enployee ..

"I"'mfromdicien Pest Control," Xris began. The words came out a croak
and he was forced to stop to cough, clear his throat. "It looks as if you' ve
found our mal functioning 'bot."

"I's that what it is?" The nan, stating at the ceiling, shook his head. "I
never woul d have guessed."

"Who woul d? One of those damm bug-'bots," said the woman, from her
position next to the comm "And you said it was the toilets backing up."

"So? What do | know?" The man glared at Xris. "You gonna fix it or what?"

The wonman remai ned standing next to the comm Xris discovered that his
nmetal hand had clenched into a fist. He nmade a conscious effort to relax. He
had to get rid of these two and the tech

Dalin Rowan was in that office. Xris knewit as surely as he knew he was
trapped inside his damm netal body. And he wondered why, with all the
conmotion, Rowan hadn't cone out to investigate. A thought chilled him Maybe
Rowan was on coffee break. Lunch break. Gone to powder her nose..

Xris had a sudden nmenory of his friend--hunched over a conputer, rapt,
enthral |l ed, conpletely oblivious to anythi ng happeni ng around him Once they'd
been caught in a firefight, forced to shoot it out with sone goons. Rowan,
breaking into the conmputer, had been negotiating a maze of security traps in
an effort to crack the system The goons attacked. Laser beans flashed around
him He kept working. He'd won a comrendation for bravery. Only he and Xris
and Ito knew-and often joked about it |later--that Rowan hadn't even been
aware a firefight was going on. "Who's in there?" Xris asked, pointing at the
CCA-2 sign. The wonman followed his gaze. "That's Major Mhini's office. W
didn't want to interrupt her work. But perhaps | better tell her--" She
started toward the door

"No, that won't be necessary," Xris intervened. "The problem s out here."

Movi ng to the desk, he noticed a splotch of green on the sleeve of the
man's uniform "You didn't get any of this on your skin, did you?"

The man gl anced down. "Well, some of it splashed onto ny hand and t he back
of my neck, but--" "Is it toxic?" The woman was al ar ned

Xris had no idea whether it was or not, but this was too good to pass up
"Look, | don't want to frighten you," he began in a calm soothing tone
guaranteed to scare the hell out of everyone. "But you better get to the
washroom Scrub that stuff off. Use strong soap. Does it burn or itch? You're
not dizzy, are you?"



"Well ... maybe a little ..." The man was gul pi ng, rubbing at his hand.
"And it ... it is beginning to burn--" Xris turned to the other two. "Take him
to the john. Washthat stuff off him Then get himto sick bay. You both better
go with him He may feel faint."

The woman hurried to help her friend.

"I'" mnauseous," he said in a quavering voice. "I'"mnot sure | can wal k."

"Lean on ne," the woman told him

"You better go, too," Xris told the tech
"But |'m not supposed to | eave you--"

"I'f he keels over, she'll never be able to hold himup." Xris noved cl oser
to the tech, spoke in |low, urgent tones. "You' ve got to rinse the skin with
wat er and soap within five mnutes or that stuff can seep into the
bl oodstream And then ..." He shrugged. The tech wavered.

"l feel sick." The man rocked on his feet.

Either the stuff was toxic or he was extrenely susceptible to the power of
suggesti on. The woman struggled to support him but she was short and he was
tall.

"Crewman! G ve ne sone help herel™

"Yes, ma'am" Cbeying orders was deeply ingrained. The tech turned to
Xris. "Please stay here until | can send someone to escort you, sir. It's for
your own safety.”
"Sure thing," Xris promised. "Ch, if they don't see me at first, tell them
not to panic. | may be up inside the air ducts.”

The tech waved his hand in acknow edgnment and ran off.
The door shut, seal ed behind him

Xris clinmbed onto the desk, reached up, renmpved a couple of ceiling
panels. If security entered the room they'd spend the first few nonents
searching for himup there. Once the panels were gone | eaving a gaping hole in
the ceiling-Xris junped down, turned to the door marked CCA-2.

"Jam|," he said over the conm "I'min FCWng. | sent ny escort off and
I'"mal one now, but | won't be for long. Everything okay with you down there?
Still got conpany?"

"Everything's quiet. Security reported you found the mal functioning 'bot.
The conmander was thrilled. He went back into his hole."

"Good. Listen, I've located Rowan. In an office off a main roomup here.
This is a secured area. My escort had to show a pass and use a palmprint to
enter. The door to the office is shut. |I don't see any card slots or pal m pads
or code buttons, just a plain ordinary door control. Is it likely to be
ri gged?"

"If it's like other mlitary bases |'ve been on," Jam | returned, "the
answer's no. Way bother? If you've got clearance that far up, you're not the



type to go around snoopi ng through other people's offices. My guess is the
door won't even be | ocked."

"I hope like hell you're right."
| ocated Rowan and |I'mgoing in."

Xris switched comm channels. "Harry, |'ve

"Xris!" Harry was whi spering, sounded tense. "Security's sending someone
up--"

"Take it easy, Harry. It's under control. | only need five mnutes. CQut.

Xris had to pause a nonent to stop shaking. The green ccn-2 flared bright,
bl urred around the edges. He started wal king and it seemed to himthat he had
been nmaking this wal k, taking these steps, ever since that nonent when he
first woke up in the hospital and 'knew that his life was over.

He checked the needle in his thunb, nmade sure the mechani smwas worki ng.
He reached the door, hit the control

It slid silently open

A worman sat in a swivel chair at a desk. Her back was turned to Xris. A
he coul d see was a tunbl ed mass of shoul der-length curly brown hair. Above her
swirled a mat hemati cal nodel. She was staring at it intently, using a conputer
hol ographi ¢ pointer to make changes in the al gorithm

Xris cast a quick glance around, searching for electronic eyes, security
cans.

Not hi ng. The room was essentially baren, devoid of life. No photographs of
famly, a lover, not even a pet. No green .plants to relieve the gray
sterility of her surroundings. Nothing except conputer equipnent. But all of
it was inpressive. Expensive state-of-the-art machines, the very latest in
t echnol ogy.

Alittle warning went off in Xris's mnd. This was some fancy setup for a
nere clerk.

He stepped inside the room A touch of the control and the door slid shut
behi nd him The wonman never noved, didn't appear to have noticed his entry.

The way she was sitting, the tilt of the head, the very novenent of the
hand--all famliar. So very faniliar

Tiny al arm beeps went off in Xris's arm He ignored them

"Rowan." He t?ied to say it twice, but his voice failed. The third time it
cane out strong. "Rowan. Dalin Rowan."

The hand hol ding the pen froze in mdair. The woman didn't nove for a |ong
nmonent, the space of a thudding heartbeat. Then, slowy, taking care to nake
no sudden notions, she put the pen down on the desk

"Hello, Xris," she said quietly, and turned around.

Her face contorted in pain when she saw him Xris kept tight control of
his own face, determ ned to show no enotion, not even the fury that was

suddenly engul fing himlike white-hot flane.

He | ooked for Dalin Rowan in the woman's features and he found him Rowan



was there, although it |ooked as if soneone had taken an eraser and rubbed off
all the sharp, masculine edges, made themrounded, blurred. But the eyes were
the sane: intelligent, a bit red from overuse, and-oddly--sad and resigned.

"You know ne," Xris said and his voice grated harshly. "And | know you. So
| guess we both know why |'m here."

Rowan nodded, sighed. Her hands were folded calmy in her lap. "I've been
expecting you. O them The Hung." She shrugged. "I didn't know which woul d
find me first."

She smled, lopsided. "lronic. Al these years, |'ve listened for the
foot step behind nmy back. When it finally cones, | don't hear it." Rowan | ooked
up at himsteadily. "I'"'mglad it was you, Xris. dad and ... strangely enough

relieved." She glanced around. "It's all over at last."

Xris was at a loss. This was certainly not what he'd expected. He'd been
i magi ning the fear. The ook of guilt. The frantic plea for understanding, for
life--which he would take grimpleasure in denying. He hadn't expected
resignation, sadness. It was starting to unnerve him

He brought up the nmental picture of Ito.
"You're going to die, Rowan." Xris held up his netal hand, w ggled the
thunb. "There's a needle here. Wen | touch you, it'll inject poison into you.
It's a pity," he added, working hinmself back into his confortable anger, "but
you won't feel any pain. Not like Ito. Not like ne. You'll be unconscious for
about an hour--1ong enough for ne to | eave-and then you'll die. OF unknown
causes. This leaves no trace, and there's no antidote."

Rowan listened to all this gravely, as she once used to listen to Xris
outlining a plan for a bust. Wen Xris was finished, she sat notionl ess,
| ooking up at him She said nothing, no word in her own defense.

Xris was becomni ng exasperated. "Why? Just tell nme why. |If you needed noney
that bad, you could have conme to ne. | didn't have rmuch, but what was m ne was
yours. You knew that! Damm it, Rowan, we were friends! Wiy didn't you talk to
ne?"

And now her gaze | owered. Her hands trenbl ed. She shook her head. The I ong
brown hair fell forward, hiding her features. Still, she said nothing.

"I see. Maybe you needed nore than we had. So you set me and Ito up." Xris
grunted. "l guess | should be glad--"

"Xris!" It was Harry's voice. "Security's in FCWng! They're | ooking for
you!"

"Hey! dicien Pest Control!" The shout came from outside the closed CCA-2
door. "Are you up inside the ducts there? Come down here a mnute."

Xris didn't bother to respond. He was cold, brisk, efficient. He took a
step toward Rowan, netal hand reaching for the wonman's ann

"You can scream for help," he said, "but it won't do you a damm bit of
good. Sorry it has to end this way between us, Rowan--"

I f she had screaned, junped up, rushed him she would have been dead.
Rowan renmai ned seated, watching himw th those calm sad eyes. She held
perfectly still, and that probably saved her



That and her next words.
"Joker's wild, Xris. For CGod's sake, get out of there. Joker's wild."
He heard, once again, a frantic and unrecogni zabl e voi ce:

Al Deltas! Jokers wild! For CGod's sake, get out of there! Joker's
wi | d/ Joker's wild!

Xris paused, his hand not four centineters fromthe woman's arm "Yeah?
The abort code for the m ssion. What's that supposed to prove. You knew it.
Armstrong woul d have given it to you."

But Armstrong woul dn't have given Rowan that little added cry of panic
that had echoed in Xris's mind during the terrible days of pain that followed.
That wasn't part of the abort code.

For Cod's sake ...

Rowan stood up, noved nearer, courting death. "They told you |I killed the
crew, stole the shuttle, left you and Ito to die. If | had betrayed you, why
would | have transnmitted the abort code? And | was the one to transmt it that
day."

"Bug man!" The voi ce outside the door was starting to sound inpatient,
suspi cious. "Are you up there? Harrison, go on up and check."

Xris stared at this wonan who was Rowan and who wasn't Rowan. Somet hing
i nsi de hi mgave way--a dam bursting, a seething cauldron boiling over, a
festering sore draining. He wanted to believe. Dear God, he wanted to believe!

But Rowan was smart, creative. He--she'd had all these years to think up a
clever lie.

"W have to talk, Xris!"™ Rowan put her hand on his arm the deadly arm
"You have to hear what | found out. You have to let ne explain!"

"He's not up here, Captain,"” cane the report from outside the door
"Security! Intruder alert. Unauthorized personnel at large in FCWng."
Al arms sounded.

The cyborg's nmetal hand twi tched. He noved it back, away from Rowan. Then
he nodded once, abruptly.

She touched the control. The door slid open

"Captain. Call off the alert. The gentleman's here--"
"Jam | |" Harry was shouting into the conm "I can't raise
Xris! Al hell's breaking | oose! You guys head for the plane.
I'"mgoing after him"

"Harry, don't--" Xris began, then stopped.

Al'l he could hear over the comlink was Harry shouting, someone el se



sweat i ng, gl ass breaking, and lasgun fire.

And then Harry's comm went dead

CHAPTER 17

The prayer of the chicken hawk does not get himthe chicken

Proverb, Swahil

Xris's hand--his good hand, flesh-and-bl ood--closed over Rowan s arm He
jerked her back into the room hit the door controls. The door slid shut.

"I's there another way out of here?"

"Yes," Rowan answered, short and sweet, not wasting time for explanations.
Just like the old days.

Could he trust her like the old days?
He' d soon find out.

H's leg conpartment flipped out. He pulled out his lasgun, fired,
effectively sol dered the door control

"Where's the other door?"

"At the opposite end of the room to your left."
"I see it. Does it |ock?"

"Yes, but the guards could override it."

"I"'msure you could fix it if you wanted to. And believe nme, you want to."
Xris aimed his | asgun at her.

Rowan smi | ed, shrugged, and sat down at the conmputer. "There," she said
after a monent's work. "We can get out. No one el se can get in. Not without
pl astic expl osives," she added.

"Funny." Xris snorted.

Qut si de, he could hear voices: "Security, |'ve found the intruder. He's in
FCW ng, Mjor Mhini's office. The door controls have been frozen. W can't
get inside."

A phone on Rowan's desk began to buzz insistently. She | ooked at Xris.

He picked it up

"What we have now," Xris told whoever was on the other end, "is a hostage
situation. |'ve captured your major. |I'marmed. One nove to break in here and

your major's dead."

He hung up, tipped the phone off the desk, tossed it-wires dangling--into



a coner. "Derek Sagan was right," Xris nuttered to hinself. "Shoot--don't
talk. I'd have saved nyself a hell of a lot of trouble if 1'd just gone ahead
and shot her!"

He heard the captain repeatedly calling, "Security!"; then, "I can't raise
anyone. Sonething's wong. One of you nmen go check central security ops."

Harry must be doi ng somet hing constructive. Xris hoped his pilot was not
getting hinself killed at the sane tine.

"Jam|." Xris was back on the comm "What's going on down there?"

"Xris!" Jam| sounded relieved. "Were--"
"Answer the question!" Xris snapped.

"W made it to the spacepl ane two junps ahead of Commander Drake and a
squad of Marines. We're okay, but they're sure as hell not going to let us fly
out of here."

"Hang tight," Xris gromed. "I"'mworking on it."

Li ke hell he was. Trapped inside a conputer roomw th his one-tine best
friend who had maybe tried to kill him while half the Marines on the space
station were lined up outside waiting for him "I can help," Rowan offered.
"Just tell me the setup.” Xris hesitated, studied her. Logic told himnot to
trust this woman; she was battling for her life. But it was Rowan tal king and
they were together again, their backs against it, outnunbered, everything
goi ng wong that could go wong. And in the brown eyes that were Rowan's eyes
was the same bright excitement of |ong ago--the delight in the challenge, the
exhil aration of the adrenal rash, the fun of beating the odds.

Besi des, when it canme down to it, what choice did he--or his team-have?

"Remenber this," said Xris, lifting his nmetal hand, wi ggling the thunb
with its deadly needle. "If you let me down, so help nme, I'II--"

He didn't finish. It wasn't necess. ary.

"l understand,"” Rowan said quietly.

"Here's the deal. 1've got a man stuck in security. |'ve got three nore
men trapped inside our spaceplane, which is |ocated on | oadi ng dock 28L. None
of my men is arned. They have orders not to kill."

Rowan rai sed her eyebrows. "You're Kkidding."

Al was quiet outside the door--too quiet.

"No one dies," Xris said. "We're in enough trouble already."

"You bet you are," Rowan agreed. She was seated at the conputer, fingers
danci ng across the keyboard. "See if you can raise your man in security."

"You're conming with ne, you know," Xris told her. "I want to hear that
expl anati on of yours." Then he was back on the comm "Harry, Harry, can you
read ne?"

Rowan paused, |ooked earnestly at him "Taking me would put you in one
hell of a lot of trouble, Xris. Mre than you coul d ever imagine."



"You're conming with ne," Xris said with finality. "E ther you conme or |
bl ow your cozy little setup here sky-high. I'msure the Navy woul d be rea
interested in know ng that once upon a time you used to pee standing up."

Rowan | ooked at hima nmonent | onger, then-unexpectedly--she chuckled, |ow
in her throat. Still |aughing, she went back to work.

Xris was back on the comm "Harry! Harry, cone in--"

"Harry here! Xris, are you all right?"

"Never better," Xris answered wyly. "Wt the hell is going on down
t here?"
"Security had a make on you. So | knocked 'emout. Like you said." "Then

what was all that racket? The hypno-spray--" "Hypno-spray? Jeez, Xris.
forgot all about the damm hypno-spray. | just used ny fists. Oh, uh, and |I've
got a lasgun now. A couple of "em in fact." "Dam it, Harry---"

"They'll be okay, Xris. Wen they conme to."

"I's that your man?" Rowan interrupted.

"Unl ess soneone makes nme a better offer," Xris returned bitterly.
"Can he reach the spaceplane fromhis location in three m nutes?"

Xris relayed the nessage, received an answer in the affirmative. "But
t hey' ve probably got the plane guarded," Xris added.

"Maybe one or two Marines posted outside the door to the |oading dock."
Rowan shrugged. "After all, they know you're not goi ng anywhere."

"But we are, aren't we, old friend?"

"Yes, old friend," Rowan replied, with that |opsided smle. "W are. Tel
your man to nove out. He's got three minutes, starting now" Xris gave the
order.

Rowan, breathing a sigh, sat back in her chair.

"What do we do now?" Xris asked.

"Vait."

Xris pulled a twist out of his pocket, lit it.

"Snoki ng's not allowed,"” said Rowan, amnused.

"Add it to the list of charges.” Xris eyed her. "I never thought |'d say
this, but you don't make a bad-I|ooki ng woman. Just what is it we're waiting
for?"

"An eneny attack," Rowan returned gravely.

"Fortuitous timng."

"Yes, isn't it. Ah!"



The deck shook beneath Xris's feet, nearly knocking himover. He grabbed
hol d of the edge of Rowan's desk

Rowan stood up. "That will be the eneny now. Com ng?"
Red lights were flashing, Klaxons soundi ng.

Rowan negoti ated her way through the nmaze of conputer equi pnent, headi ng
for the side door. Xris, lasgun in his hand, foll owed.

"What was that ?"

"I set a plasma venting systemto overload, caused an expl osion on Level
CC, Section 2. Don't worry. No one was around. That section's been abandoned
for years. Unused living space. The hull's been breached--according to the
conput er by an eneny Corasian torpedo."

"Let me guess: There are no Corasians within a zillion light-years of this
pl ace."

"I shouldn't think so," Rowan returned calmy. "But according to the
conputer, there's an entire eneny fleet out there, conplete with nother
shi ps. "

"But the scanners--"
" Shut down."

"Hell, all anyone has to do is | ook outside the danan wi ndow. They'l| know
we' re not under eneny attack."

"True," said Rowan. "But it's going to take themat |least two hours to
convince the conputer othewise. In the neantinme, all the blast doors have been
shut, which neans nost people are trapped in their own areas. The Marines are
under orders to report to their conbat stations--if they can get to them™

"But they'll be able to manually override the controls."

"Not anynore." Rowan had reached the door. She | ooked at Xris. "There'l
be guards outside waiting for us."

Xris waved the lasgun. "You' re ny hostage, renmenber? Just a minute. If the
bl ast doors are shut, how do we get out?"

"W have manual security override," Rowan answered. She had her hand on
the controls, but she didn't open them "You wouldn't have asked ne such
guestions in the old days, Xris."

"I'to hadn't been blown into a fine red mist in the old days. And | wasn't
a machine. I'mletting you live, Rowan. Don't ask ne to trust you into the
bargain." He jamed the [asgun into her side. "Open the door. And watch what
you say and do."

She nodded, touched the controls.

The door slid open.

Five Marines, beamrifles leveled, were waiting for themout in the
corridor.



Rowan rai sed her hands, stepped out. Xris crowded cl ose behind her, using
her body as a shield.

"I"ve got a 22-decawatt |asgun,"” he told the Marines. "It's set to fire
the second the pressure of ny finger relaxes. You so much as stun nme and the
maj or dies."

"He's not bluffing," Rowan said swiftly. "He's a mercenary, working for
the Corasians. Part of the eneny attack force. Now, if you'll just let us
pass--"

The captain of the Marines | ooked uneasy. "You know we can't do that,
Maj or Mohini. We have standing orders to shoot you, rather than allow you to
fall into eneny hands."

Rowan gl anced back over her shoulder. "lI'msorry."
Xris glared at her. "Wy, you--"

The lights went out. The wi ndow ess corridor was suddenly, intensely,
unbel i evabl y dark

Xris's infrared vision clicked on; he could see warm bodi es. The Mari nes,
on the other hand, were conpletely blind. The cyborg took out the captain wth
a blow of his metal hand to the jaw, sent the man reeling. A kick of his stee
| eg sent another Marine to the floor

Grabbing hold of Rowan's arm Xris dragged her after him began running
down the corridor.

Leaderl ess and unable to see, fearful of hitting each other, the Marines
were calling for security to turn on the emergency backup |ights.

Security wasn't respondi ng.

"Lights out--your work, too?" Xris asked Rowan. "Taking a chance, weren't
you?"

"Not really." She shrugged. "I know you. | figured you'd have sone sort of
infrared.”

They came to a blast door. Rowan punched in a code on the keypad. The
bl ast doors shuddered, slid open. Xris and Rowan slipped through. Rowan hit
the controls on the other side, the doors slid shut. This corridor was stil
brightly lit.

"The el evators won't be working. W'll have to take the fire stairs. OCh,
shit."

People were milling about in the hallways. One, spotting Rowan, started
toward her. "Major, what's going on? W can't reach secur--" "Wat the devil

are you peopl e doi ng out here?" Rowan demanded. "Don't you hear the damm
al arn? W're under eneny attack! Get to your posts!™”

Sone returned to their offices. Others remai ned huddl ed uncertainly in the
corridor. But at |least her orders gave them sonething else to tal k about.

Rowan shoved open the fire door, began runni ng down the narrow mnet al
stairs. Xris clattered after her



"Were those soldiers serious?" he yelled over the noi se they were naking.
" About shooting you?"

"Yes!" Rowan yelled back. "I told you. You're going to be in a |lot of
trouble."

He grunted, said nothing, saved his breath for running.

They exited out into the work area near the bug-'bot station. And there
was Harry, |ooking nervous, |asgun in hand, waiting for them He was so
relieved at the sight of Xris that the cyborg was afraid for a mnute Harry
was going to hug him "Were is everyone?" Xris cast a swift glance around.
"Some Marines were all bunched up around the door |eading to the |oading dock
and our plane. | hung around, making myself scarce, wondering how | was going
to get past them Then the floor began to shake and the al arns went off.

That commander fellow tal ked to someone, then said sonmething to his nen
about the hull being breached and they had to get up there right away. He |eft
a couple of Marines on guard and the rest left. | took care of the Marines. |
used the hypno-spray this time," Harry added hurriedly. They ran through the
deserted work facility.

"XP-28's got the engines warm ng up," Harry continued. "But unless you
want nme to blast that plane through a nullgray steel door, we're not going
anywhere in a hurry. And then there's the tractor beam"

"Al'l taken care of," Rowan said briskly.
Harry | ooked at the woman runni ng al ong beside himin considerable
ast oni shment. He nudged Xris. "Wo's that?"

"Rowan. Dalin ... Darlene ..." Xris gave up

"Just Rowan," she said, with her crooked smle

"The person you were gonna kilt," said Harry.

Xris didn't see any need to answer that.

Harry grinned, rubbed his hands. "That's great,"'
win the pot."

he said. "Really great! |

Xris glanced at him puzzled. "Wat pot?"
"The bet. Wth the others. | said you couldn't kill her, Xris."

Fortunately for Harry, Xris was too busy at the nonment to respond. They
dashed past the comatose forns of two Marine guards and entered | oadi ng dock
Lima 28. The spaCepl ane was lit up, engines throbbing, ready for takeoff.
"I"ve got Xris, Janmil," Harry said into the coomm "Lower the ranp and
prepare for takeoff." He cast a dubious glance at Rowan. "I sure as hell hope
you know what you're doing, lady."

The ranp | owered. They hurried on board.

Harry went straight to the pilot's chair, Rowan right behind him Xris
cane right behind her.

"She's Rowan. |'Il explain later," he said in response to startled | ooks



fromthe rest of the team

"Strap yourselves in tight,
takeof f."

Harry ordered. "W could be in for a rough

Rowan sat down in the copilot's chair. Xris kept as near her as possible,
strapping hinself into the seat closest to the cockpit. He still held the
[ asgun in his hand. Rowan glanced at it, then | ooked away.

"This is what |'ve done." She spoke to Harry coolly. "I've set the docking
bay door controls on automatic. Wen the spacepl ane approaches them they'l
begin to open. Once they've started to cycle, the control tower can't prevent
the blast doors fromrising. That's a safety feature."

"Ckay, so we can fly out of here. \Wat about that damm tractor beanf"

"I"ve rerouted all power fromthe tractor beamto the food processing
panel s and recycling plants. It'Il take themawhile to figure that one out."

"Al'l right," Harry said slowy, assimlating the information, "so we fly
out and away fromthe tractor beam Then the Navy locks us on target with the
bi g guns and shoots us down."

Rowan shook her head. "The | ascannons are all being ained at the Corasian
i nvasion fleet."

Harry gasped. "What? A Corasian invasion--"

"Never mnd!" Xris snapped. "Just get us out of here!"

"You're going to fly into a Corasian invasion fleet? Xris, that's sui--"
"It's not real!"” Xris shouted.

"He's right,"” Rowan said soothingly. "lIt's not real. 1I'll explain later
You can take off safely now "

But Harry was not to be rushed. "Wat about patrol planes? W"---he tapped
the cargo pl ane's consol e--"have no shields, no guns."

"There'll be a few patrol planes out there,"” Rowan adnmitted. "Not nuch
could do about those. But nbst of the squadron pilots have di scovered that
t heir docki ng bay doors won't open. | activated a mintenance programthat--"

"Skip it." Xris knew from experience how |l ong some of Rowan's expl anations
could last. "Get us the hell out of here now"

Harry gl anced over. "You trust her, boss?"

"It doesn't nuch matter, does it? W can either fly out of here or wal k
out with our hands on top of our heads. Wiich is it going to be?"

Xris had avoided the question of trust and everyone in the plane knew it.
The ot hers exchanged gri m gl ances.

"Well, when you put it that way ... XP," Harry ordered, "bring main
engines on line and fire maneuvering thrusters."

"Excuse me, Pilot Luck," said the conputer respectfully, "but | am
programed to renind you that we have not received pernission to | eave--"



"Take over manual control,"” Xris conmmanded.
"Sorry about this, XP," Harry said, giving the conmputer a conciliatory
pat. "But switch flight control over to manual. That's an order."

"Yes, Pilot Luck. | was only doing nmy duty. | trust that will be so noted
inthe log."

"Ch, sure, sure," Harry said absently.

He was absorbed in his job now, oblivious to all else. The expression on
his face even altered fromone of al nost perpetual befuddl ement to intense,
focused concentration. He seenmed to flow into the spacepl ane, alnost |like the
| egendary Bl ood Royal, who had reputedly been able to connect thenselves wth
their own spacepl anes through the mcromachines in their bl oodstream Harry
had no m cromachines in his blood. He connected with the plane by feel and
t hought, by instinct and intuition

The spaceplane lifted off the | anding pad, turned, headed for the gigantic
netal doors.

The cockpit speaker crackled to life. "Aicien Two Five N ner, you are not
cleared for takeoff. Repeat, not cleared. Return to your assigned parking
area."

Harry shut off the speaker and aimed the nose of the spaceplane at the
bl ast doors. He fired the thrusters. The doors shivered. The plane flew
nearer, nearer, picking up speed.

"As fast as we're flying," Tycho observed to no one in particular, "we

won't be able to stop.” No one answered.

Xris glanced at Rowan, who was staring at the doors with a pale, set
expression on her face. Maybe this is how she's going to end it, he thought
suddenly, his stomach nuscles tightening. Go out in a ball of fire. And this
tinme she'll make sure of nme, as well.

The plane's speed was increasing. Harry steered for the bottom of the
bl ast door, planning to swoop out the nmonent he had enough room

If that nmonment cane ....

They were within two hundred meters, rocketing toward nullgrav steel doors
that could absorb a direct hit froma neson without buckling. The spacepl ane
woul d smash into the blast doors, explode, and maybe | eave a bl ack char mark
that woul d probably wash off with a little soap and water

One hundred and fifty meters. Jam Fs ebony skin glistened with sweat.
Quong' s eyes were closed, his nmouth noving, either in prayer or reciting
al gebrai c equations; he did both in emergencies. Tycho's thin fingers gripped
the arns of his chair; his skin had turned a sick pink not due to col or
alteration, but to strain. One hundred neters.

"Ah!" Harry breathed softly in satisfaction
The bl ast doors shivered, began to rise--at a craw.

"Come on, baby," Harry said to the doors. "Faster."



The doors were now a little over a quarter of the way up
"I"'mgoing for it," Harry shouted. "Hang on."

The pl ane shot through the opening and soared into the black vacuum of
space.

"Did you hear a scraping sound?" Tycho asked, his transl ator squeaking. "I

heard a scraping sound. 1'll bet we've left a streak of yellow paint on that
dam door . "
"I think I left a streak of yellow down ny pants leg," Jam | nuttered.

"We're not out of this yet," Harry cautioned. "There's a Katana fighter
comng for us. Not on visual yet, but you can see it on the screen."

Xris looked--a blip on the sighting screen was convergi ng on them
"Where's the nearest Lane?"

"The one we took coming in. Qut past the thousandkil oneter marker." Harry
gl anced at the screen. "W'Il be in range before then. And this cargo pl ane
has all the maneuvering capability of a Sol osian el ephant. No offense," he
added, for the conputer's benefit.

"None taken, Pilot Luck," responded the conputer. "I am aware of the
plane's limtations. And it is nmy duty to report that the Navy fighter is
requesting us to shut down our engines and stand by for tow ng."

"TIl take that under advisement. In the nmeantinme, increase speed. Gve ne
everyt hing you' ve got."

"Yes, Pilot Luck," said the conmputer, adding, after a noment, "I rnust
admt, | find this rather exhilarating. | was once assigned to a short-range
Scimtar nyself, when | was in the Navy."

"Were you?" said Harry, his gaze divided between the thousand-kil oneter
buoy, blinking up ahead, and the Katana itself, which could now be seen
t hrough the vi ewscreen. "Then perhaps you could tell me why it's not firing at
us. W nust be dead in the pilot's sights.”

"Pilots are not pernmitted to fire this close to the station, sir, unless
under eneny attack."

"And maybe the soldiers were bluffing back there,"
Rowan. "Maybe they don't want to bl ow up Mjor Mohini."

Xris said, eyeing

"It's possible."” Rowan appeared thoughtful
Tracer fire flashed past the viewscreen

"Warni ng shot across the bow," Harry said. "XP, plot the junp. | want to
be ready the noment we hit the Lane."

"What course?" XP asked.
Harry | ooked questioningly at Xris.

"d efsky's system The rendezvous site. |If Raoul manages to extricate
hi nsel f from what ever predi canent he's in, he'll know to meet us there."



Harry nodded, provided the conputer with the coordi nates. Another shot
fromthe Katana streaked past the viewscreen, this one so close that it seened
to blaze right through the cockpit, tenporarily blinding all of them

"Coming up on the thousand-kiloneter marker," Harry reported calnly.
"Pilot Luck," the conputer said, "the Katana warns that it has orders to
attenpt to disable us."

"Fine, fine." Harry waved his hand vaguely. "You ready for the junmp?"

The t housand-kil oneter narker flashed past.

"Yes, sin

"CGood. Start cycle. In four ... three ..
The pl ane shuddered, rocked. Everyone held on for dear life.

"W have been hit, Pilot Luck," the conputer said unnecessarily. "Ending
junp cycle." "Dam it! \Wat danmage?"

Rowan | ooked at the screen where a nodel of the spacepl ane was being
di spl ayed. "Tail section, but it's minimal. Nothing else hit."

"Thank the Creator it wasn't the engines. Restart junmp cycle. Four..
three ... two ... one.”

A sickening sensation of being turned inside out. A nonentary horrifying
notion that all your guts have been sucked out through your nose and nouth and
are now twisting in the air outside your body. And then just before you pass
out--or, in some cases, right after you conme to--you | ook out the viewscreen
and notice that soneone has switched off all the starlight. But they' d made
it.

"Questions," Xris said, endeavoring to unstrap himself fromhis chain
"Have to ask ... questions." He was dimy aware of lights flashing on his arm
warni ng al arms, then he felt heavy. Far too heavy. "Questions ... Rowan ..."

Doc's face fl oated above Xris. He heard the word, "Ml function--"

Then it seemed that the enpty, silent, and innmensely conforting bl ack
bl anket of hyperspace w apped around him tucked himin for the night.

CHAPTER 18

Incomng fire has the right of way.

Murphy's Mlitary Laws

The adjutant strode rapidly into the Lord Adniral's chanbers, banging the
heavy ornate door and causing the eyebrows of the admiral's aide---one
Ser geant - Mpj or Bennett--to lift in disapproval



"Where's Dixter?" the adjutant demanded uncerenoni ously.
"Good nmorning, sir," Bennett said with a withering stare. "If you are
referring to Sir John Dixter, he,---" "Never mnd, | spotted him Thanks."

The adjutant sprinted across the |arge office, knocking askew severa
antique pieces of furniture. This offense brought a shocked Bennett to his
feet.

"Real |y, Commander Tusca!" Bennett entered the race, noving to intercept
t he adjutant before the adjutant could intercept the Lord Admral

"Ceneral Dixter! | mean, ny lord! Sorry, sir, | forgot there for a
nmonent . "

The adjutant--a well-built human nale, small-framed, with black skin and
tightly curled black hair--brought hinmself up sharply in front of the Lord
Adni r al

"What is it, Tusk?" Dixter smled. He didn't mnd being rem nded of the
ol d days--the days when he'd been a | eader of a band of mercenaries. It was
one reason he'd invited a former nercenary to serve as his adjutant. That and
the fact that Mendaharin Tusca---or Tusk, as he was known--was Dixter's
cl osest friend.

"An urgent call from RFContec, sir."

"My lord, your appointment with H s Mjesty," Bennett rmnurnured, hovering.
Di xter hesitated. "Epsilon Red, sir," Tusk said. "Top priority. Urgent." Not
even Bennett could argue with an Epsilon Red. 'TIl informH s Mjesty that
you're dealing with an energency situation, my lord."

"Yes, thank you." Dixter frowned. Turning, he acconpani ed Tusk back
t hrough his office, out a door, down a corridor, and into the comm A
startling contrast--comng fromthe | enon-scented, highly polished oak-desk
environnent of the admiral's office to the cold bright el ectronic buzz of the
central conmuni cations operations for the Royal Navy.

"Any idea what this is about?" Dixter asked Tusk

"No, my lord." They had just entered the comm and Tusk al ways made an
effort, when around other nmenbers of the Lord Admiral's staff, to use the
correct formof address. "The comrander insisted on speaking to you
personally. It nust be sonethin' big, though. They've run up every flag they
could find: Epsilon Red, level one, top priority, urgent, nost secret. And the
transm ssion's being scranbled fromHell's Qutpost back again. They sure as
hell don't want any eavesdroppers."”

Di xter fished around in a pocket for his antacid tablets. Finding them he
gul ped down two. "RFConfSec never has energencies. They're not supposed to have
energencies. They're out in the mddle of an uncharted regi on of space for the
sol e purpose of not having energenci es. Wi ch comm station?"

"Over here, ny lord." A captain rose to her feet, nade roomfor the Lord
Admi ral. "RFConBSec standing by, ny lord. Admiral Lopez."

"Thank you, Captain."

She noved discreetly away. Tusk was about to make hinsel f scarce, but
D xter indicated that his adjutant was to stay.



A harried-1ooking face appeared on screen. The stars on his uniform
i ndi cated an adnmiral, a rear adniral

"John. Good to talk to you again. It's been too Iong. A damm shane it's
like this, though."

"Good to see you, Roderigo. You're right. It's been too | ong. Pardon ne
for saying I wish it was |onger. \Wat's up? Wat've you got? Corasi ans?"

The rear admiral grimaced. "Funny you should nmention that. It's not the
Corasians. | alnpst wish it was. It's Major Mhini. Mjor Darlene Mhini
She' s been taken hostage, ki dnapped."

Di xter stared in silence at the screen, scanning the name in his mnd
trying to renmenber. Then, "Good God!" he said, and sat down in a chair. "How
did it happen?"

The rear achniral ran his hand through his thinning hair. "It was a
prof essi onal job. You know that damm fl ea probl emwe have? A team of five
conmandos di sqgui sed thensel ves as exterminators, broke through our security.
They went straight for Mhini, so they knew who they were after and how to
find her. You want to hear the real kicker, John?"

"Not really, Rod," Dixter nuttered under his breath. "But | suppose you're
going to tell me." Beneath the cover of the console, he rubbed his stomach.

"Mohini was in on it. Had to be. The conmandos knew the | ayout of the
pl ace, the routine. And no one except a genius |like the major could have so
t horoughly screwed up all our computer systens. W' ve just now managed to
convince our mainfrane that the whole Corasian fleet isn't parked outside our
space station."

"Damation." Dixter swore softly. H's fingers drummed the console. "This
is one hell of a ness, Rod."

"Don't | knowit." The rear admiral was | ooking worried, as well he mght.

"There'll have to be an inquiry," Dixter said slowy, thinking as he went.
"If it wasn't the major herself, you ve got a security |eak somewhere. Do you
have vids on the comrandos?"

"Security cans got sonme good shots. So did one of our pilots, by the way.
He fired one of the new 'tick' tracking devices at the spaceplane. Says it was
a direct hit on the tail section. W'll know where and when the commandos cone
out of hyperspace. Here are the vids. |I'Il be standing by."

The admiral's face was replaced by a shot taken by a security cam hi dden
inthe ceiling. It showed an attractive woman, wearing a naval uniform being
forcibly escorted fromher office by a man in bright yellow coverails. Severa
armed Marines had them surrounded.

The man was saying, "l've got a 22-decawatt lasgun. It's set to fire the
second the pressure of my finger relaxes. You so nuch as stun me and the maj or
dies."

At that point, Dixter said, "Good God!" again.

And this time Tusk joined him



Both of them stared in shocked di sbelief at the vidscreen

"Sir ... that's Xris!"
"It can't be," Dixter said flatly. "Conputer, give me still shots,
enl arged, wi th enhancenents, of each second of that vid. | want a voice print,

too. Then search the files and see if you find a match for the photos and the
voi ce. "

The conputer went to work. Tusk and Di xter watched the rid again

"It's the cyborg," said Tusk after the second time through. "1'd know Xris
anywhere. | should. He saved ny life, sir," he added pointedly.

Dixter was grim "I don't like this any nore than you do, Tusk. Xris and
hi s team have done good work for us. If you renmenber, he was alnost killed
trying to protect Her Majesty. But he is a mercenary. He works for noney.
Maybe soneone offered him..."

He stared at the vid again, then shook his head. "That woul d explain the
security leak. Xris had | owlevel access. | gave it to him"

"What good woul d | ow | evel do hinP"

"Alot, apparently,” Dixter said wyly. "Maybe just providing himw th the
fact that the damm space station has fleas!"

"He wouldn't do that, sir. Xris wouldn't betray you. Dam it, | know him"
"Match," sang out the computer suddenly, with what Tusk consi dered an
irritating note of triunph. "Photo |I.D. Cyborg. Nane: Xris. Planet of

origin--"

"\What about the voice?" Dixter snapped, interrupting the flow of
statistics.

"Match. Voice print I.D. Cyborg. Nanme: Xris. Planet of origin--"
Di xter ordered the conmputer to be quiet.
Tusk shrugged hel pl essly. "There has to be some explanation, sir!"

Di xter said nothing, turned his attention back to his rear admral. "W
think we have an |I.D., Rod."

"You do? Damm, that was quick. And we've just received a report fromthe
"tick.' The plane's course will have it coning out of hyperspace in about six
hours. The question is, do we shoot to kill, know ng they've got Major Mbhin
aboard? O do we try to capture themand risk |osing then®"

D xter was silent, thinking.

Tusk was thinking, too, about the tine he'd been shot all to pieces, about
Xris comng to his rescue, hauling himthrough heavy eneny fire to safety.

"This is Xris, sir!" Tusk couldn't hel p saying.
Di xter cast hima stern glance. "I am aware of that, Comuander."

"Sorry, sir." Tusk knew he'd gone too far, overstepped the line.



Di xter sighed, stared at the photo |I.D. of the cyborg, who had nore than
once put his life on the line for a nunmber of people John D xter cared about.

“Maj or Mohini rmust not be allowed to remain in eneny hands," he said
slowy. "G ve her captors every opportunity to surrender. If they don't,
orders are: Shoot to kill."

"Yes, ny lord." The rear admiral signed off.

Di xter | ooked suddenly old, tired. "Now we wait."
Tusk was studying the still photos, staring in baffienent at

Xris and the attractive, intelligent-|ooking wonan he was hol di ng at
gunpoi nt u

"Who is this Major Mhini, sir?" Tusk asked. "And why is she so dam
i mport ant ?"

D xter told him

CHAPTER 19

U . . because the only people for me are the nad ones, the ones who are
mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved ....

Jack Kerouac, On the Road

Raoul was not happy. He was not enjoying hinself--an unusual and al arm ng
state of affairs for a Loti. Lying naked on a bed, his hands and feet | ocked
in steel paralyzers, was a situation that--under different circunstances-m ght
have afforded Raoul a certain amunt of pleasure. The roomin which he was
i ncarcerated was actually quite charmng, tastefully decorated, w th anbient
lighting and a view of the stars outside his wi ndow. The bed was confortabl e,
the sheets delicately scented. But even these anenities--and the interesting
situation in which he found hinself---could do nothing to raise the Loti's
spirits.

"I attribute this, first, to the large and undoubtedly unsightly bunmp on
nmy forehead." Raoul mourned al oud. "And second, to the fact that | have been
deprived of sustenance for a period which nust surely exceed four-and-twenty
hours."

By sustenance, he did not nean food. He had, in fact, been given a neal,
wat ched over by an extrenely ugly man, who had renpved the paral yzers |ong
enough to permt Raoul to spoon down sonething that seened to be an excuse for
soup. The man woul d not speak and he refused to bring Raoul wine with his
nmeal . Raoul, therefore, had been unable to eat. Accepting this with
phi |l osophi cal indifference, the ugly nman had replaced the paral yzers, taken
the food, and left the room sealing the door shut behind him

"I am grounded, mny friend," Raoul lanented. "I ama cold chicken. O is it
turkey? | amforced to confront reality. The horror," he added in a shuddering
whi sper. "The horror..."



One m ght have questioned just how "grounded" the Loti truly was,
considering the fact that he was talking to the Litfie One, who was
light-years away. But Raoul had to talk. He was accustomed to tal king and he
was accustoned to talking to his friend. Now he was bereft of his conpanion
al one, and extrenely puzzled. Wiy in the nanme of all that was hall uci nogenic
had sonmeone done this to hin®

Per haps he had enem es... perhaps there were people out there who didn't
like him.... Poisoners do not make friends easily. Raoul knew this as a sad
fact. It was a long tine before Harry Luck could bring hinself to eat a
sandwi ch confortably in Raoul's presence. But surely he had never done
anyt hi ng bad enough to nerit such treatnent! And the Little One hadn't done
anything at all. And yet they'd hurt him Hurt himbadly.

Thi nking of his small friend, wondering what had happened to him Raoul
couldn't stop hinmself fromsliding into the darkness of depression

O reality, whichever cane first.

Desperate to escape by any neans possible, Raoul altered history, invented
the conforting fantasy that the Little One was still with him This achieved
several key objectives. First, Raoul was able to apol ogi ze profusely to the
rest of the menmbers of Mag Force 7.

"Tell them | was undevoi dably attained," he begged solemly, too sober to
make sense.

Second, and nost inportant, he took confort in the know edge that the
Little One was with him And by the tinme Raoul had spoken to his friend for a
while, fantasy tiptoed across Raoul's admttedly blurred Iines. In what
remai ned of Raoul's mind--a nystery to everyone, Raoul included--the Little
One was listening to himand perhaps even respondi ng.

"I wish 1l could tell you where | am ny friend," Raoul nurnured. "But I

cannot. Al | knowis that | amon board some type of spacegoi ng vessel and
know this only because | can see nothing but a black void punctuated by stars
outside a window. The stars are moving. | amnoving. ! therefore consider it

likely that I am moving through space.”

He was arrested by a sudden thought. "Either that or the bunp on my head
is worse than | thought." He sighed a dismal sigh

"I amsorry, ny friend. | becane distracted. To continue, | am apparently
being fl own through space with a bunp on ny head. It is due to the bunp that |
have no recollection of where | am very little of what happened to nme. The
entire night last night was a ghastly experience. Now ! know why you"--here
Raoul swal |l owed--"nmy poor Little One, were upset a great portion of the
eveni ng. You were undoubtedly aware of the dark thoughts being directed
agai nst us. But being unable to define your fears--these nmen were quite clever
in concealing their evil designs--you, ny unfortunate friend, were not able to
warn ne.

"The last thing | renenber is these dreadful hul king beasts bursting into
our room at an ungodly hour, dragging me bodily out of ny bath, and . .. and
hurting you."

Raoul blinked back tears. The menory was blurred, but it was terrible. He
recal l ed hearing a thin, high-pitched wail, remenbered seeing a shadowy hand
smash down on a small and defensel ess figure. The wail abruptly ceased.



Despite this, the hand descended agai n and again, several tinmes. It was at
this point that Raoul rather indistinctly recalled feeling an unpl easant but
oddly stimul ati ng enotion.

"Rage. Anger. Fury. | hurled nyself at the attackers,"” Raoul reported with
qui et pride. "They ripped ny silk kinono, but | persevered. And it was then, |
rather imagine, that | received the blip on the headbone. Because the next
thing I remenber is waking up here, with an ugly hairy man bendi ng over ne.

Raoul shuddered again at the recollection

"I amtelling you all this, ny friend," Raoul continued plaintively,
"because | need you to explain to Xris why | did not arrive at the Aicien
Pest Control factory in ny yellow coverails. It was the first time | have been
where | was not supposed to be instead of where | Was."

That statement nonentarily confusing even Raoul, he paused to try to
figure it out, gave it up as a bad effort.

"Ah, but | amcertain Xris went in search of ne. | amcertain he found
you, ny friend, and that you are all right. Yes, | know you're all right!"
Raoul repeated, his lips trenmbling. "You must be. | can't bear to think of you

lying there, hurt, alone ....

It seened to Raoul that he heard a voice, a whisper, inside his head. It
was familiar, reassuring, and it even provided instructions.

"Find out the name of the ship," Raoul repeated to hinself. "Very well. If
you think it will help." The door slid open and the ugly man wal ked i nsi de.
Raoul turned his head into the pillow "Really, ny friend," he whispered to
the Little One, "this person is sinmply too frightful to bear! | amsurprised
he has the nerve to show such a face in public!"”

The ugly mall said nothing. Crossing the roomto the bed, he renpved the
paral yzers that bound Raoul's ankles and wi sts.

"Wuld you do ne the favor of informng me why | have been absconded
wi t h?" Raoul asked pleasantly, keeping his eyes averted. Hi s stomach was
gueasy enough as it was. The voice in his head prodded him "Ah, yes. And what
is the name of this ship?"

The ugly man did not answer. He grabbed hold of Raoul roughly by the
shoul der and dragged himto his feet.

The roomtilted. Raoul tilted with it.

The ugly man held out a hospital gown. It was gray, nany tinmes washed,
pressed, and sterilized. It was held together with three ties and a snap
"Here, Loti, put that on."

Raoul | aughed politely.

"I said put it on."

Raoul regarded the alleged garment with shock. "You can't be serious."

The ugly nman tossed the gown at him "W don't have nuch time. The
doctor's waiting. If you don't put it on, | will."

"Go ahead, by all neans,"” Raoul said, returning the gown. "You can't



possi bly get any uglier And by the way, while you' re undressing, what is the
nane of this ship?"

The man grow ed and took a step forward, and then Raoul understood.

"Ah, you nmean you woul d dress nme! Thank you," he said, snatching the gown,
"but no."

Funbling at the ties, accidentally ripping one off, struggling to separate
t he sl eeves, which adhered to the gown as though they'd been glued to it,
Raoul was at |ast sem dressed.

The unsightly garnent was the ultimate torture, and the experience al nost
shattered him At the sight of hinself in the mirror, Raoul suffered
excruci ating pain, very nearly gave way to despair

The ugly nman shoved Raoul toward the door

VWet her due to the erratic notion of the spaceship, the bunp on his head,
or his lack of what the Loti usually referred to as "support," Raoul
di scovered that wal king was an adventure in itself. Attenpting to locate the
door, he wandered into a corner The ugly man was forced to place hairy hands
on Raoul again, steer himback on course.

"Whoever is flying this ship nust be swilling junpjuice,"” Raoul said
t hi ckly, careening through the hal f-open door and out into a brightly lit
corridor. "I don't suppose he'd share?"

The ugly man did not answer. He did not appear to be having any difficulty
wal ki ng the undul ati ng, heaving, and tw tching deck, but guided Raoul's
floundering steps with a rough and uncouth touch

It was when the walls started to throb, pulsing to the rhythmof a
gigantic beating heart, that Raoul began to fall apart.

"Sonmething's wong with the engines!" He cane to a giddy stop, |ooked
around in terror. "Can't you hear it? Kathunmp. Ka-thunp."

The ugly nman paid no attention. Another shove started Raoul noving,
brought himto a seal ed door The ugly man opened it with a touch on the
controls, then retrieved Raoul, who had drifted off down the corridor
Returning with the Loti, the ugly man herded Raoul in through the open door

The nane of the ship/ said the insistent voice inside Raoul. Find out the
name!

"I can't." He noaned, weak and barely conscious. He'd caught anot her
glinpse of hinmself reflected in a | arge steel glass window. "I can't."
A woman clad all in white, with a white cap over her hair, white rubber

gl oves, and a white sterile nmask over her face stood beside a nedicbot.
"Put himhere," said the woman.
The ugly man did as requested, forcibly seating Raoul in a chair
Raoul stared at the woman in the mask. "Wat happened to your nouth?"

The wonman's eyes, visible above the mask, narrowed. "Loti!" she nuttered
in disgust. "Leave us al one."



The ugly man protested. "He's been given the detoxifiers and he's on a
real downer. You might need help with him Doctor."

The woman sniffed, shook her head. "I can manage this wetch. And | don't
want to risk contaminating the sanples. Wait outside the door. You can carry
the bl oodwork to the lab."

The man nodded, |eft. The door slid shut.

The wonman turned to the 'bot. "You may begin. Start with the blood, then
do the bone narrow "

The nedi cbot went to work. Raoul sat back in the chair. The 'bot produced
a laser extractor, placed it into position, switched it on. The wonman wat ched
closely, then sat down at a conputer term nal, began to nmake voice entries.
The voi ce inside Raoul was sympathetic, but demanded acti on.

" Speaki ng of nanes" though no one had been--"what is the name of the
shi p?" Raoul asked the "bot. It did not answer.

Raoul watched, fascinated, as his own red blood flowed into the extractor
Fromthere it was deposited into various tubes and vials, all of which the
"bot carefully | abel ed and arranged on a tray.

At length, growing |ight-headed, Raoul allowed his gaze to wander

"I amin aroom ny friend, in which there are several white beds,
separated from each other by curtains hanging fromtracks on the ceiling--"

The woman with no nmouth, absorbed in her work, glanced up. "Wat did you
say?" she asked irritably.

"What is the nane of the ship, nadanme?" Raoul was extrenely polite. It
was, he thought, a reasonable question

The woman snorted, returned to the conputer

Raoul shrugged, continued. "They are taking nmy blood away from me and
putting it into little tubes. | don't have the slightest notion why. Unless I
am bei ng held prisoner by vanpires .... "

This fascinating and titillating thought carried himthrough the next few
nmonents by providing certain entertaining fantasies. Then a particularly nasty
jab fromthe 'bot returned himto what passed for reality.

Hi s gaze--which had been wandering aimessly around the room flicking
over various serious-looking machi nes-1anded on a cabi net nade of steel with a
code-key | ocki ng device. Raoul blinked, focused both his eyes and his
attention. He lurched forward in his chair, occasioning a scolding fromthe
nmedi cbot .

The woman with no nouth turned. "Please sit still," she ordered. "The
extractor is very sensitive equiprment." Then she noticed Raoul's fixed and
rapt expression.

"What is in the cabinet?" he asked.

"Supplies,"” the woman answered, frowning.



"Ah..." Raoul sighed, sat back in the chair, and stared at the | ocked
cabi net .

"Test sanples conpl eted," announced the ' bot.

The wonman collected the vials, finished the [ abeling, and called the ugly
man back into the room "Take these to the lab," she said.

The ugly nman took the vials and di sappear ed.
The woman approached Raoul . She had pull ed down her nask.
Raoul junped, stared at her vaguely. "Have we net?"

She drew up a chair, took out a small vidcam placed it in front of Raoul
ordered it to activate.

"The subject is an Adonian of undeterm ned age. He is also, purportedly, a
Loti. | am beginning the interview now " She | ooked at Raoul. "You were once
in the enploy of the weapons deal er Snaga Chne."

"Ah," said Raoul sadly. "My late forner enployer. A channing man. But nost
unfortunate. He nanaged to get hinmself nurdered, you know-"

The wonman was not interested. "How |l ong were you with Snaga Chne?"

Raoul shrugged. "Wat is tinme but an ephenmeral butterfly, flitting through
t he dead garden of our wretched existence?"

The wonman asked ot her questions, interm nable questions, which Raoul
answered absently wi th whatever cane into his head. H s gaze had returned to
the steel cabinet.

The | aboratory door slid open; the ugly man wal ked i nsi de.

"Knight Oficer wants to know how the interrogation is going."

The wonman switched off the ridcam handed it to the nan. "He can judge for
hi nsel f." She sounded pl eased. "I would say the evidence is conclusive."

"The bl ood sanpl es have been eval uated. They test positive."
The wonman gave a stiff nod. "I will await Knight Oficer's orders."
The ugly nman gl anced at Raoul. "Good riddance,” he said, and left.

Raoul sank back in his chair. Tine passed. The woman appeared i npatient.
She paced back and forth. The medi cbot whirred about the room cleaning up

Then a voice cane over a comm "The interviewis satisfactory, Doctor. You
may termnate the subject.”

"Yes, Knight Oficer," the wonan answer ed.
"Term nate the subject,” Raoul repeated dreanily

That means you, twit! They're going to kill you the voice inside Raoul's
head shouted. Do sonet hi ng.

Yes, | should do sonething. | should, Raoul thought, fight for my life.



Yes, that is what | should do

But he was feeling weak-headed and | ethargic, conpletely uncaring. Various
noti ons of attacking the woman flitted into his skull, danced around there
aimessly, and eventually fluttered out. Fighting required so nuch effort

"You will take care of Xris for me, won't you, ny friend? He and the
others will be terribly lost without me. You can comunicate with him by--Ah!"

Raoul sucked in his breath. The woman had gone over to the cabinet.
Rermovi ng a plastic card fromthe pocket of her white coat, she inserted the
card into a slot, punched in a series of nunmbers on a keypad.

Raoul watched through hal f-cl osed eyes.

The cabi net was, as he had supposed, filled with small bottles. Each small
bottle was filled with a chemi cal substance.

Life mght be worth living, after all.

The wonman renoved a vial containing a reddi sh orange liquid. She enptied
the contents of the vial into an infusor that was attached to the 'bot's
mechani cal arm "lInject him" she comranded.

The nedi cbot trundl ed toward Raoul

Hal fway there, however, the '"bot rolled to a stop. Its mechani cal head
swi vel ed ar ound.

"I have run a routine analysis on this drug. Are you aware, Doctor, that
the injection of this substance will be lethal to the patient?"

"Of course |I'maware,"
i njection."

the woman returned, irritated. "Continue with the

"I cannot, Doctor." The medichot ground to a halt. "My progranming wl|l
not permt ne to kill a patient."

"Then give the damm thing to me."
' bot .

The wonan sei zed the injector fromthe

Raoul watched the wonman draw near. A dim terror-filled haziness seened to
slowtime, to stretch it like an elastic band. Seconds | engthened to hours,
hours to eternities. The speed of sound sl owed. The woman's | oud, thudding
footfails reverberated through Raoul's body. A squeaking bearing on the 'bot
grew | ouder and louder until it was a shrill, screeching scream

A voi ce booned over the coom It had a strange, echoing quality to it,
which made it difficult for Raoul to understand what was being said. He heard
the words, some part of his brain understood; other parts watched themdrift
past .

"Synchroni ze chrononmeters to Zulu Time--now. M ssion go/nogo will be
transmitted in sixty-six hours. M ssion conpletion, barring nogo, will occur
by ei ghty-one hours. You have your orders."

This made no sense to Raoul, but it jolted the wonan. She stopped, stared
at the coomas if she would have liked to interrogate it.

The ugly nman reentered the room He was in haste and appeared greatly



excit ed.
"Have you terninated the subject yet, Doctor?"

"I am about to do so now," the woman responded. "I had trouble with the
"bot. | heard the announcenent. The mi ssion is starting. May the one true God
be with us."

"God is with us," the man answered reverently. "Sonething' s happened with
t he Royal Navy--" The doctor was al arnmed. "They've discovered us!" "You're
paranoi d." The ugly man scoffed. "How could they? No, | don't think that's it.
Knight Officer isn't talking specifics, but he says the mlitary's got big
problems and that this proves God is working for us in this matter. Wrk on
t he devi ce has been conpl eted, except for the final test ran. Speaking of the
test, the ternmination order for the subject is canceled."

The wonman stood about six centimeters from Raoul. She continued to hold
the injector in her hand. Raoul --attracted by the bright reddi sh orange col or
of the poison--stared at it in fascination

"Why is that?" The wonan sounded annoyed.

"Further exam nation reveal ed the possibility of undanaged m cronmachi nes
in the subject's bloodstream If this is true, it will make himthe idea
candi date for the last runthrough of the device. W won't have to sacrifice
one of our own. Knight Oficer wants you to | ook at the bl ood sanmples, to see
if you reach the sane conclusion.”

"Interesting,"”
right up."

the wonman said in thoughtful tones. "OfF course. | will be

Turni ng, wal king away from Raoul, she laid the injector on a countertop
Raoul stared at the injector, its color the only bright spot of warnth in the
cold, sterile room

"What are we going to do with the Loti in the meantine?" the ugly nman

asked. "Wen he goes into total withdrawal, he will be a confounded nui sance.
A raving lunatic. W'll have difficulty managing him"
"I will give hima strong sedative, render himcomatose. After that"--she

shrngged--"the test itself will kill him"

"Report to the |ab as soon as he goes under. | will send one of the
squires to keep an eye on him™"

The wonman returned to Raoul, laid a long-nailed and col d-fi ngered hand on
his shoulder. "Stand up," she ordered. "Go Iie down on that bed."

Raoul obeyed, neandered off in what appeared to be the general direction
of the bed. The medicbot intercepted himhalfway to the steel cabinet, gently
turned himaround, gently steered himto the bed.

Raoul |ay down. He had the vague inpression that they weren't going to
kill himafter all. He supposed he shoul d be happy about this, but what had
truly perked himup, caught his attention, were the words "strong sedative."
"Gve himforty ccs.” The woman was issuing instructions to the nedicbot.
"I presume your programming allows you to do that," she added sarcastically.
"Yes, Doctor," said the '"bot, and whirred toward Raoul. Raoul watched it
approach with blissful anticipation. The 'bot placed the injector on Raoul's



upper arm The drug flowed into him Raoul experienced a sudden feeling of
i ntense drowsiness that very nearly put himto sleep. He closed his eyes.

"There, that should take care of him" said the wonan, and Raoul was dimy
consci ous of the fact that she left the room

The nedi cbot, no | onger needed, shut itself down.

After several nonents, Raoul opened his eyes, sat up. He yawned,
stretched, |ooked about himwith interest. Feeling relaxed, alert, as after a
good night's rest, he junped down off the bed.

The injector lay forgotten on a tray. Raoul took it, studied it, sniffed
at it, nmade his analysis, and hid the injector beneath the pillow of the bed.
He wal ked over to the conputer, scrolled back through the doctor's entries,
read themw th interest.

VWhat is the nane of the ship?

The voi ce was nuch cl earer now and Raoul recognized it. Hopeful
exhi | arated, he searched the | ab room found nothing. He hastened back to the
conputer files. Nothing there, either

Frustrated, Raoul glared at the conputer, began fol ding and unfol ding the
hem of the detested hospital gown.

It was then he noticed the nmarkings stenciled on the bottom Laundry
mar ki ngs.

Raoul smiled blissfully. Returning to the bed, he lay down, rested his
head on the pill ow

"The nane of the ship is Canis Major Research |," he reported to the
Little One, then settled back to enjoy being heavily sedated.

CHAPTER 20

-

0 . . And thereby hangs a tale

W1 liam Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act 2, Scene 7

Xris woke with a start and the panicked feeling that always hit himwhen
his systenms shut down. The sound of a snore was highly conforting. He gl anced
over to see the Doc, sitting upright, his head lolling backward, asleep in one
of the netal frane chairs

Tycho, who didn't handle junps well, was stretched out on a cot, feebly
twi tching and groaning. The Little One was a bundl e of blankets. Above the
usual rattlings and thrunm ngs of the plane, Harry's | oud voice could be heard
di scoursing on the subject of fleas.

Xris did a careful systenms anal ysis. Everything checked out. Quong mnust
have fixed himup. Standing, Xris walked forward into the cockpit.

Jam |, looking intensely bored, was listening to Harry. Rowan was



pretending to listen. In reality, she probably hadn't heard a word, sat
stating out into space.

Xris began to chew on a twist. "Hello," he said. "How s everything goi ng?"
"Fine, everything's fine," Harry said cheerfully.
"You okay?" Jami| asked gruffly.

Xri s nodded, changed the subject. He hated tal king about the tinmes when he
"crashed," as Quong put it. "Wat's our ETA?"

Harry gl anced at the instrunents. "Six hours fifty-four m nutes and seven
seconds. "

"Good. Now why don't you and Jam| go take a walk."

Jam |, casting a glance at Rowan, was already on his feet. Harry just sat
t here, | ooking bl ank

"Take a wal k, Harry," Xris repeated. "Beat it.
"Cnon, Harry." Janmi| prodded the big man. "You can show nme that video."
"Ch, uh, sure. If you really want to see it. You know, | never knew bugs

could be so interesting. Wiy, were you aware that the flea is known for its

agility in | eaping--"
The two wandered off back into the interior of the cargo plane.
Xris | eaned agai nst the console, chewed on the tw st.

Rowan continued to stare into space.

Xris stirred, shifted his gaze to join hers. "Gve me one good reason," he
said quietly, "why | shouldn't throw you out there."

She finally | ooked at him
"Where do you want nme to start?"

Xris waved his hand. "Ch, how about when you decided to betray us to the
Hung?"

Rowan sighed. "I didn't, Xris. You have to believe ne. | didn't."

Xris remai ned silent, was unconvinced. He finished off the tw st, took out
anot her.

"I admt | made mistakes, Xris. | know that now. | knew it then, but by
the tine | realized ... | should have talked to you ... | wanted to ..."

Shutting her eyes, she shivered. The spacepl ane was cold and her
uniform-a crisp white blouse and knife-pleated bl ack sl acks--was intended for
the sheltered, tenperaturecontrolled space station. Xris realized he was stil
dressed in the yellow coverails. He glanced around, found a downfilled
jacket--Harry's, to judge by the enornous size--and tossed it to Rowan. She
wrapped it around her slender shoul ders, hunched into it.

"I"ve often wondered if it would have nmade any difference," she continued.



"Maybe if 1'd opened up to you that day of the briefing, before we left for
TISor 13... net you in the bar, like | prom sed, tal ked about--" She abruptly
ski pped that part. "Maybe | woul d have been | ess preoccupied with nyself. |

m ght have seen the warning signs ...."

She stared at him bl eakly. Her hands lay linply in her lap. "I couldn't! |
wanted to, but | couldn't! Dam it, Xris, can't you understand? You' d been
right! You' d been so goddamm right. And | hated you for being right. | didn't
want to hear you say, 'l told you so' I"

Xris took the twist out of his mouth. "Year, | figured that. | wanted to
apol ogi ze. Your private |life was none of ny business. | should have kept ny
mouth shut. It's just--" He shook his head.

"You were trying to save me fromnyself," Rowan said, smling the
| opsided, sad smile. "I knowthat. | knewit then. And | knew the truth about
her, too. | just didn't know the truth about nyself."

She was silent a monment, seened about to add sonething. She did add
somet hing, eventually. But Xris had the feeling it wasn't what she'd intended.

"I wanted to be loved. It was nice, having soneone to conme hone to at
night. | wanted what you and Marjorie had .... "

Xris tossed the chewed-up twi st onto the deck
Rowan gl anced at him | ooked away. "I heard. I'msorry."

"So you were saying you should have talked to ne,’
har d.

Xris pronpted, cold and

"Yes," said Rowan, "I should have talked to you ....

Dalin Rowan sat in his seat in the shuttlecraft, pretending to study the
material he'd been given yesterday, during the briefing at agency
headquarters. He was pretending to study it because the new controll er--what
was hi s name? Annstrong. M ke Annstrong--was seated beside himand obviously
wanted to pass the time in conversation

Ordinarily, Rowan woul d have enjoyed the opportunity to talk with sonl eone
who had worked in HQ who could have filled himin on the |atest changes,
promotions, who was in, who was out. But not now Not today. He didn't want to
talk to anyone. Not even his best friend.

Rowan was hurting. When he'd been a new recruit to the agency, he'd
recei ved training in hand4o- hand conbat. He'd been punmel ed, stepped on
ki cked, thrown, stomped, and naul ed. There hadn't been one part of his body
that didn't hurt. It was how he felt now, except the hurt was inside, not out.
And though he told hinself it was his ego that had taken the beating, not his
heart, the pain was there and it was real. He knew, too, that he was indul gi ng
hinself in his pain, luxuriating in it, getting some sort of a perverse
satisfaction out of it. He was doing his best to prolong it.

You're being a real asshole, Rowan told hinmself. You shouldn't have stood
Xris up last night. This wasn't his fault.

Yes, but he's enjoying this, came the ugly rejoinder from sone croaking
denon i nsi de Rowan

He knew that wasn't true. Xris probably hurt as nuch for his friend as



Rowan hurt for hinmself. But the denmon woul dn't shut up, wouldn't |et |oose.
And because he knew he was treating Xris unfairly, Rowan felt guilty as well
as hurting. Irrationally, he blamed Xris for adding to the pain.

Soneone touched his ann. Rowan gave a violent start, nearly dropping his
el ectroni ¢ not ebook.
"Sorry! Didn't nean to startle you." Arnstrong was obviously astonished at
Rowan' s reaction. He made a vague gesture. "You can see Vigilance fromthe
vi ewscreen now. Thought you might want to take a | ook, the ship being new and
all .... "Hs words dried up

Rowan fl ushed. "Yeah, thanks. | should put this stuff away anyhow. | guess
we' || be docking soon." He switched of f the notebook, thrust it into the netal
traveling case, and tried to appear interested in the new space cruiser

And then, in spite of hinself, he was interested. Vigilance was the newest
weapon in the agency's arsenal. The ship was equipped with the latest in
sensi ng and communi cati ons devices. Its main function was to act as an
orbiting command post for planetside operations. The relatively sinple raid on
TI Sor 13 was to be the test run

"Sorry | haven't been very good conpany,"” Rowan apol ogized. "It's just
well, 1've got alot on nmy mnd."

"Sure. | understand," said Arnstrong, and then pronptly proved he didn't
by addi ng, "Fromwhat |'ve heard, this job should be relatively sinple for a
conputer genius |ike you."

It was the type of conplinment Rowan detested. It made himsound |ike sone
sort of freak. And then he wondered just exactly what Arnstrong had "heard."
And was the reference to "genius" a subtle sneer? Rowan forgot about his own
internal mseries, studied Arnstrong nore closely, taking a good | ook at the
guy for the first tinme since they'd met yesterday.

VWhat he saw was unprepossessing. Probably in his late forties, Arnstrong
had sandy hair, tanned skin with a smattering of freckles that gave hima
friendly, youthful appearance. He was of average build, average height,
apparently average intelligence--an all-around average sort of guy. And from
hi s vacuous snmile, Arnstrong had intended his remark to be a conplinent.

Qovi ously not the subtle type.

A good steady man to have on the team probably make a good controller.
But he wouldn't ever be a friend. Not like Xris. Not like Ito.

Rowan was disgusted with hinsel f. Suddenly he wanted to talk to Xris.
Needed to talk to him The |ogjamof selfpity and anger was begi nning to break
up inside. He knew what he had to do now It would be a confort to let the
pai n pour out.

['1'l have ny chance, he prom sed hinself. Wen this job is finished and
Xris and Ito and | are flying back on Vigilance together, it'll be like old
times, sitting, talking over a beer. 1'lIl tell themeverything ....

The shuttle docked with Vigilance. The two agents gathered their
bel ongi ngs, prepared to di senmbark. Captain Bolton was on hand to neet them

"Wl come aboard the Vigilance. Your berths will be up forward off the
forward mess. Stow your |uggage. Then neet me on the bridge. 1'Il give you a
tour of the ship."



Wth a cool nod, Bolton returned to her duties.
"She must be a good captain,” Rowan said, shifting his |luggage fromhis
right hand to his left. Mdst of what he carried was equi pment intended to help
hi m break into an unknown conput er

"How can you tell?" Armstrong asked. "And which way is forward?"

"This way. Follow ne." Rowan | ed off, Armstrong trailing along behind. "As
for Bolton being a good captain, you can generally tell by the feel of the
ship. The crew carrying out their duties efficiently, briskly."

"No one's lurking about in dark corners plotting mutiny. Is that it?"

"Somet hing like that,"
spaceshi p?"

Rowan agreed. "First time on board a working

"I's it that obvious? | nust say, it's a bit different fromyour standard
passenger ship, isn't it? Everything's so ... well ... small."

"Efficiency, not confort."

As Rowan said this, both he and Arnstrong had to flatten thensel ves
agai nst the bul kheads to all ow an apol ogetic crewran to slide past.

They continued on down the corridor, Rowan |eading the way. The ship even
snelled new. The walls were a creamy off-white in color, and he coul d detect
t he odor of fresh paint. There were, as yet, no streaks or marks on them
al t hough several of the access panels were already snudged with fingerprints.
Neat red stripes outlined cabinets containing emergency equi prent, such as
fire-fighting gear, vacuum suits, oxygen bottles, and first-aid equiprment. All
the doors were automatic sliding panels, with override controls built into the
bul kheads.

The corridor dead-ended. Rowan indicated a | adder |eadi ng upward.

"Great," Arnstrong nmuttered. He began to clinmb awkwardly, dragging a smal
duffel bag behind him "I'mglad | packed light."

Rowan fol |l owed, noving al nost as slowy and awkwardly as Arnstrong. After
a laborious clinb, the two men reached the top, paused to watch a crewran
slide down the | adder with ease, not even bothering to use the rungs. Looking
up, she flashed thema grin. Both nen | ooked at each other, shook their heads
dol efully, and continued on
"This is the forward ness," Rowan said. "Hopefully we have a cook this
trip. Living off frozen and/or dehydrated neals can be hell." He took a brief
survey, nodded his head. "This is fine. Really first class. Even a bar." He
opened cabi net doors, peered inside. "WlIlzstocked, too."

Armstrong smiled politely, glanced at the bar wi thout interest.

Doesn't drink, Rowan decided. "Do you play cards? Ante-up? Bridge?" He
i ndi cated several tables, surrounded by confortabl e-1o00king chairs. The ness
was the focal point of life for the crew, who used the room for neetings and
recreation as well as eating. "W'll have enough for a foursone when we hook
up with Xris and Ito."

"No, sorry." Arnstrong shrugged. "Never |earned. \Where did you say our



roons are?"

Taking the hint, Rowan led the way to their quarters. He showed Arnstrong
his, then left to find his own. The cabin was small, contained a single bed
and a sink. Drawers were built into the bul kheads. Rowan enptied his clothes
onto the bed and began tossing theminto the drawers.

"So Armstrong doesn't drink and he doesn't play cards," Rowan nmuttered to
hinsel fi "Just as well. W won't have to include himin our all-nighters. Not
a bad sort, though. Just boring."

Captain Bolton came over the ship's commto announce that they'd be
| eaving the systemin ten mnutes. A knock on the door was Arnstrong,
wondering how to find the washroons.

"It's known as a 'head' aboard ship,” Rowan told him and advised himto
try the end of the corridor

Arnstrong thanked himand left.

Cl ot hes put away, Rowan began to unl oad his conputer equipnent. He checked
it, repacked it into a backpack cartier, stowed it away. He'd have it out
agai n tonight, checking it again. Before they entered orbit around Tl Sor 13,
he'd recheck his equi pment a dozen tines. Ever since that botched assi gnnent
in the Omacron Interior, ruined because sonme bastard had broken in, renoved
all his interface cables without his knowing it, Rowan had becone obsessive
about making certain that whatever went into his pack stayed in his pack

This conmpl eted, he lay down on the bed and realized that he didn't want to
get up. He was rel axed, nore relaxed than he'd been in a nmonth, and he knew he
coul d sl eep-sonething el se he hadn't done for a while. H s financial woes
woul d sort thenselves out--surely, after all these years of being a
responsi bl e custoner, his creditors would take a tolerant attitude. As for
Kim well, she was gone and that was that. The hurt was fading rapidly and
that should tell himsonething. If he had | oved her--truly | oved her, the way
Xris loved Marjorie--then the hurt wouldn't let loose. In a way, this was
good.

The knock on the door jolted hi mawake.
"Yeah?" he call ed.
"Me, Arnstrong." The voice canme through the door. "Ready for the tour?"

"No, not really," Rowan grumbl ed, wondering for a noment if he could get

out of it. You' ve seen one bridge, you ve seen 'emall. Arnstrong was

i nterested, of course. As controller, he'd be working on board this ship. To
Rowan, it was a neans of transportation, nothing nore. Still, he didn't want
to offend Captain Bolton. "I'm com ng."

He spl ashed cold water on his face, ran his hand through his hair, and
opened the door.

The bridge was the usual blinking display of electronic equi pnment and
control panels--all the very latest. Any other time, Rowan woul d have been
fascinated. Now, the bright lights blurred in his eyes. Captain Bolton
formally wel coned the two agents to the bridge, and gave them a gui ded tour
She expl ai ned the navi gati on and hel m positions, comunications station, and
the command station. Rowan deftly turned a yawmn into a sneeze. "lIn this room
Agent Arnstrong, is the controller station.” The captain opened a seal ed door



off the port side of the bridge. Arnstrong entered, took a long and interested
| ook around. He asked questions, she answered. Rowan, after listening a few
nmonent s, | ounged back agai nst the door, let the conversation flow past him
Armstrong was sharp, intelligent, obviously knew what he was doi ng.

"Monitors ... infrared ... sensing ... ground conmuni cation" fl oated
around Rowan. He smiled and nodded whenever either of them | ooked at him had
no i dea what .was going on. He'd take tinme later to study the setup when he
went to work on the Hung codes--after about twelve hours' sleep.

"Excellent," Arnstrong was saying. "I'Il try a few sinulations just to
shake it down. Then I'll programthe station for our upcom ng m ssion and | oad
the tactical imagery. That is, if | have tinme. How long until we junmp?"

"We' |l nove out of this systemand into open space in the next four hours,
then make the junp around oh-threehundred. |I'Il sound general quarters fifteen
m nutes previous, so that you can return to your berth and prepare for the
junp. After we conme out, we'll travel under linear drive to the Tl Sor System
That will take around twenty-four hours."

Armstrong nodded absently. He was al ready seated, starting work.

Captain Bolton watched hima nmonent, then turned back to Rowan.

"Wuld you care to see anything el se, Agent?" she asked.

"Yeah." Rowan yawned. "The insides of ny eyelids."

The captain | aughed. "Strap yourself in your bed so that we don't have to
wake you for the junp."

"Sure thing. Thanks, Captain. See you, Arnmstrong."

The controller didn't even | ook up. Rowan returned to his room fell onto
the bed, strapped hinself in, then remenbered he hadn't taken off his shoes.

"The hell with it," he started to say, but before he had finished the
sentence, he was asl eep

"Agent Rowan, report to the bridge."

Rowan struggl ed to wake out of a deep slumben He had the inpression the
voi ce had been calling for himrepeatedly; it had managed to work itself into
his dreans. He tried to get out of bed, wondered for a frantic instant why he
couldn't nove, renenbered that he was strapped in. He funbled at the belts and

webbi ng, stood up groggily, and lurched over to the conm "Rowan here."
"Message fromthe captain, sir. W will be entering the Tl Sor Systemin
approxi mately one hour." "Thanks."

He'd been asleep for over twenty-four hours. No time nowto work on those
Hung codes. He'd do it on the trip back

Rowan dug out clean clothes, went to shower, eat breakfast, and drink
about six cups of coffee. Following this, he felt sufficiently restored to
qualify as a menber of the human race. He returned to the room collected his
equi prent, checked it over and, finding everything as it should be, headed for
t he bridge.

The bridge aboard a small ship such as this one was unique in that it was



the only area on board with a | arge steel gl ass vi ewscreen. The screen m ght
seem superfluous to sone; instrumentation gave highly accurate and detail ed
readi ngs about what was outside the ship. A few races (notably the eyel ess
Corasians) relied totally on instrunments, didn't bother to go to the expense
of adding costly viewscreens. But humans needed them The screen provided the
crew with a visual duplication of what their instruments were telling

them -essential to humans, who receive a disproportionately |arge percentage
of their sensory input through their eyes.

Entering the bridge, Rowan paused, stared, awestruck. The view entering
the Tl Sor System was mnagni ficent. The numerous noons shone with the reflected
light of the systemls sun and the radiance of its orange gas-gi ant planet.
Times like this, he wondered if the people who were touting the now
fashi onabl e worship of God were really on to sonething.

Vtgilance slipped into orbit around the thirteenth nmoon. Rowan entered the
controller roomto check in with Arnmstrong. The agent was already on the
cotton channel talking to Xris and Ito.

Rowan cast a cursory gl ance over the equipnent. He hadn't had tine to
study it; but then, it wasn't really his concem And there was always the
return trip.

Armstrong gave hima brief and businesslike nod, then returned to his
conversation with Xris.

"Everyt hi ng okay down there?" Rowan asked Arnstrong when the conversation
had ended.

"Yes. You may proceed. You'll find the day's codes in the conmputer. |'l]
send you the cipher key. The shuttle is standing by."

"Uh, | don't suppose ! could send Xris and Ito a message--sonethi ng rude
and crass. You know. Between friends."

Armstrong gave hima cold look. "That's strictly against regulations."
"Sure, | know. It's just-- Ch, hell. Never mind." Rowan wal ked off, headed
rearward for the shuttle bay. | nmight have figured Arnstrong for a by-the-book
bastard, Rowan thought. Probably all that time at HQ Mist be sonething they
put in the water.

He found the crew chief inspecting the shuttle. The woman had a worried
frown, was shaking her head.

"How s she | ook, Chief?" Rowan asked.

"Well, sir, I"'mnot certain. | think everything's okay. It's just that
|'ve been | ocked out of all of the nmaintenance routines on the onboard
conputer.” "Did you ask Armstrong?"

"He said that was regul ation--security purposes. | guess he doesn't trust
us. W're on your side, you know. " The chief was angry, insulted.

That m ght be regul ati on--Rowan wasn't certain--but if so, it was a bit
heavy-handed. He rem nded hinmself to have a little talk with Armstrong when
t hey came back. Regul ations were fine, but they shouldn't interfere with a
good working relationship with the ship's crew. Rowan did his best to snooth
t hi ngs over.

"I"ve never flown one of these new intrusion shuttles before, Chief. Very



i mpressive. Wuld you show ne around?"

Two shuttlecraft were docked in the bay. Somewhat nollified by his
i nterest, the chief gave Rowan a tour of the craft he would be flying, pointed
out its significant features.

Rowan listened politely. He'd never flown an intrusion shuttle before, but
he had studi ed them extensively.

"Everyt hing | ooks okay to ne, Chief. Including the conputer.”

"I checked the conputer out before we left, sir." The chief was stil

defensive. "It was working fine then."

"Then I'mcertain it's working fine now Don't worry about Arnmstrong. He's
just been reassigned fromHQ He'll |oosen up.”

"If you say so, sir.

The chi ef | ooked doubtful, but she sniled and waved good-bye, headed back
into the shuttle bay control , oom

Rowan boarded the shuttle and nmoved to the cockpit. Shuttles were |aunched
and recovered by magnetic tractor beanms. Unlike spacepl anes, shuttlecraft were
not designee to handle the tricky nmaneuvering required to | and or take cff
from spacecraft. The chief, on board the nother ship, was in control of the
shuttlecraft during | aunches and | andi ngs.

Rowan keyed the conmmink. "Sunray, this is Javelin. How are ny coms?
Over."

Armstrong answered fromthe mssion control room "Sunray here. Al conms
check out. Proceed with your |aunch and descend to the noon's surface. Sunray
out."

Rowan transferred control of the shuttle to the crew chief for |launch. The
chi ef acknow edged and started the suction punps that removed the air fromthe
shuttlecraft bay.

VWhen hard vacuum had been achi eved, the shuttle bay doors opened. Magnetic
tractor beans lifted the shuttle off the deck. Slowy, it nmoved out into
space. As the shuttle cleared the bay, it was no longer in the ship's
artificial gravity environnent, and Rowan went weightless. H's webbing held
himin his seat, but he hated the sensation. Spacepl anes and | arger spaceshi ps
were equipped with artificial gravity field generators. Shuttles were not. At
| east not the shuttles purchased by the agency.

"Cheap bastards!" Rowan nuttered.

This won't last long, he told hinmself. When he drew near the noon, its
gravity would begin to take effect. Soon he'd be sitting in the pilot's chair
like a normal person, not |like some heliumfilled balloon tethered to a
string.

VWhen the shuttle was one thousand neters off the aft of the ship, the
chi ef bid Rowan good-bye and good | uck
"Sunray, this is Javelin." He reported in. "The shuttle is under ny
control, and | am begi nning ny descent. Please feed the coordinates of the
ground ops and the cipher key for tactical conununications into my nav



conmputer."
"Javelin, stand by to receive ground ops coordi nates and ci pher key."

Agai n, routine procedure. The cipher key was the codes that woul d be used
by the team during the operation. For security reasons, the codes were changed
on a daily basis and were issued to the operatives i mediately prior to the
job. Xris and Ito woul d have already received the day's codes.

"Roger, Sunray. Receiving ground ops data now. Thanks. Javelin out."

The shuttle turned in a graceful arc and headed for the thirteenth noon's
surface. Upon entering the nmoon's atnosphere, the shuttle encountered
upper -1 evel turbul ence, began to buck and rock--a nmost unconffortable and
unnervi ng experience. But at |east now the nmoon's gravitational pull was
conpensating for the shuttle's lack of gravity. Rowan sank back down in his
seat and felt better.

The descent was a | ong and boring process. He had nothing to do. The
conput er would handl e the entry until the shuttle had dropped to the noon's
strat osphere, at which point he would take over. Rowan sat back and pl ayed
tourist, admring the spectacul ar view of the gas giant and its many noons. He
kept his nfind as enpty as the darkness around him refusing to | et anything
intrude on the job at hand. He was | ooking forward to seeing Xris and Ito,

t hough. They'd be a bit leery of him but a handshake, a nod, a smle, and his
friends woul d know he was back on track. "Entering the stratosphere," the
conputer reported. "Taking over manual control,"” Rowan informed the conputer
and began to line up with his projected bearing of descent. He turned to the
left. The shuttle did not.

Rowan checked his instrunents. They registered the correct turn, but the
shuttle was flying in the sane direction, at the same angl e of ingress.

"Computer, release flight control to ne."
"Flight control is already in pilot's control."

"Conputer, your systens registered a turn, but the shuttle has not turned.
Expl ai n. "

"Flight and navi gati on conmputers have registered a turn of forty-one
degrees. Your new bearing is twenty-one degrees, angle of descent thirty-one
degrees, speed of "

Rowan didn't need to hear his speed, which was rapidly increasing. \Wat
the hell was wrong?

Not hi ng--according to the conputer
"Conputer, bring up maintenance routine two-one--flight controls."
A text message flashed across the display consol e: Access deni ed.

Rowan swore. The shuttl e was now nearing dangerous velocity. The hul
tenmperature was rising due to friction with the noon's atnosphere.

"Conputer, how long until inmpact with the noon's surface?"

"Four minutes thirty-one seconds."



The hull tenperature indicator continued to rise.
"How | ong until hull has lost integrity?"
"Two mnutes three seconds.”

Rowan activated the comm "Sunray, this is Javelin. Mayday! Mayday!
Mayday! My nav conputer is out and | can't bring up the mai ntenance routines
in order to correct it. Manual is out. Please advise."

No response. Only static. The conm was working; no one was hone.
"Damit, Sunray! Mayday! Mayday! Where the hell are you?"

The static on the Iine was now bei ng drowned out by the runble of the
shuttle's hull, creaking with the stress of its accel erating descent.

|'ve been | ocked out of all of the mmi ntenance routines on the onboard
conputer. The chief's voice echoed in Rowan's mni nd

Sabot age. Deli berate sabotage. That was the only expl anation. Someone
want ed hi m dead.

Rowan took a deep breath. He didn't fight the instinct to panic; rather
he put panic to good use, as he'd been trained--keep calm use the adrena
rush to aid your thought process. Unstrapping hinself fromthe webbing, he
left the cockpit and headed for the rear conpartnent, grabbing his backpack on
t he way.

"Conputer, give me a tine check every twenty seconds until hul
degr adation. "

He searched for, quickly located the access panel to the maintenance
conput er.

"One mnute forty seconds until hull degradation."

The bolts were hand-fasteners, neant to come off quickly in case of
energency--such as this. He yanked the panel free. The conputer was a seal ed
unit, but it had a small display screen and test points, allow ng access for
repairs.

"One mnute twenty seconds until hull degradation.”

Rowan opened the backpack and dunped its contents on the deck. G abbing
his small handhel d conputer, he attached leads to the test points, toggled the
control switch fromvoice to keyboard access, typed in a comrand.

The mai nt enance conputer remai ned bl ank for several seconds, then read:
Manual node. Enter comand. "One nminute until hull degradation.™”

Rowan took a few seconds to think. He had to assume that all high-1evel
conmands had been frozen out by the saboteur. It was unlikely, however, that
his killer would have bot hered---or maybe even thought about--freezing out
| oWl evel commands. "Let's try 'self-test,' "Rowan said, typing in the
conmands. The conputer started running its diagnostics procedure-which could
take far longer than Rowan had left to live. He stopped it.

"Reboot from backup,"” he ordered.



The system hesitated, and then restarted.
"Forty seconds until hull degradation."

The mai nt enance comput er began | oading its progranm ng from stored
backups.

Rowan cursed the tinme that it took. He switched the computer to voice
node.

"Mai nt enance conputer, do you hear ne?"
No response.
"Mai nt enance conputer! \Wake the hell up!"

He'd done all he could. A strange thought crossed his nind. Only a few
days before, he had seriously thought about killing hinmself. Now he was
fighting desperately to survive. It was as if God was teaching hima | esson

"Twenty seconds until hull degradation."

"Come on, dam it!" Rowan swore beneath his breath. Sweat poured off his
body. It was hotter than hell in the shuttlecraft.

And then the mai ntenance conputer's display area lit up. "Successful
reboot . "

Rowan coul d have kissed it. "Mintenance conputer, respond!”

"Mai nt enance here. Wat's the problen?" Even the voice was different from
the voice of the flight computer. These shuttle designers thought of
ever yt hi ng.

"Mai nt enance conputer, the flight conputer has nal functioned. Pil ot
aut horizes you to take over flight control now "

"Mai nt enance conputer here. | have now taken over flight control."

Rowan sighed in relief. "Reduce shuttle speed to full stop and reduce rate
of descent to ten neters per second!"

Mai n engi nes cut. Forward breaking thrusters fired. Inertial danpeners
ki cked in. Everything in the conpartment |urched forward. Rowan and all of his
equi prent slid across the deck to the foot of the forward conpart ment
bul khead.

Brui sed and battered, he regained his feet, staggered across the listing
deck to the console. The timer had stopped.
"Good work, maintenance,"” Rowan said, hoping his thudding heartbeat would
return to nornmal sonetinme soon. "Restore all onboard computers to their
ori gi nal backup prograns and i nformme when that is conmplete.”

Rowan switched to the conm "Sunray, this is Javelin. Do you read? Over."
No response.

He sat and t hought. Someone had tried to kill himby |ocking himout of
the conputer. The chief said the computer was fine when she checked it on the
ground. Wiich nmeant that the killer had tanpered with the conputer after the



chi ef had checked it. Which neant the killer was on board Vigilance. And
either the killer had silenced Arnmstrong or else ..

Good CGod! Xris and |to!

VWoever tried to kill nme wouldn't be likely to stop there, Rowan realized.
The only reason to kill me is to halt this mssion

He had to warn them tried the frequency he'd been given.
"Delta One, this is Javelin. Cone in, Delta One."
Not hi ng. No response.

Rowan tried again and again until at |ast he was trying only out of sheer
frustration. Either he'd been given the wong cipher--Xris and Ito woul dn't
respond to anything except the correct daily codes--or Rowan had been given
the wrong coordinates. O maybe both. It was all starting to fit together

"Pilot, navigation and flight conmputers have been restored."

"Thank you, maintenance. Return control back to the primary conputers and
mai ntai n surveillance of all conmputer activity. Tell me if any other
nonst andard code shows up."

The restart of the nav conputer had wiped its short-term nenory. The
| andi ng coordinates on Tl Sor 13 were no | onger displayed. The sensor array
still held a fix on the nother ship, however. Rowan had two choices. He go
could on--not being certain where to I and or what to do after he landed. O he
could return to Vigilance. Fromthere, he could obtain the correct frequencies
and check the cipher codes, get in touch with Xris.

And, hopefully, find the bastard who'd done this. He headed back to the
ship--as fast as the shuttle would fly.

Vigilance cane into view, silhouetted against TlSor's sun. Lights were on,
everyt hing | ooked nornal .

"Shuttlecraft to Vigilance. Conme in, Vigilance."
No response fromthe bridge.
Wiy wasn't he surprised? His heart rate had slowed; now it was sinking.

The shuttle bay was open, but no friendly tractor beams reached out to
gui de hi mi nsi de

He nudged the shuttle forward slowmy, crept into the shuttle bay.
The other shuttle was gone.

Rowan | anded the craft on the deck. The chief was not at her post in the
control room None of the crew was around, at |east that Rowan could see from
the cockpit. No one to shut the shuttle bay doors. He snuggled into his vacuum
Suit.

Rowan exited the shuttle and noved to the airlock, a 38-decawatt |asgun in
his hand. Entering the airlock, which separated the shuttle bay fromthe main
portion of the ship, he hit the button to cycle the atnosphere.



Not hing. A red warning light flashed insistently. No air on the other side
of the airlock.

Rowan pulled the override handl e and opened the door |eading to the ship's
i nternal compartnents. The warning |ight had been right. No air. Finding a
conm panel, he tried to raise the bridge.

No response. He hit the emergency button on the panel, setting off alarms
all over the ship. He could hear no sound in the vacuum but the alert lights
flashed red. This part of the ship was in hard vacuum and the enmergency al arm
had not been activated. He kept going.

Entering the shuttle bay control room Rowan found soneone--the crew
chief. Dead. Her hands were clasped to her throat, her eyes bul ged, her I|ips
were blue; she'd died of asphyxiation.

Rowan shut the shuttle bay doors and exited the control room Moving down
the corridor, he found nore bodies. Everyone was dead, all suffocated.

A terrible accident? Possibly, but Rowan didn't think so. Ships were
equi pped with all kinds of fail-safe devices to prevent just this sort of
tragedy fromoccurring. Someone had overridden them deliberately bled the air
fromthe ship.

He entered the bridge. The scene was al nost the sane-al nost. Everyone was
dead. But these people had been shot to death, |asgun blasts to the chest and
head.

Captain Bolton sat in her command chair, a | ook of surprise frozen on her
face. There was a hole in her chest--a lasgun blast at short range. The bl ood
had started to ran, but had frozen in m dstream

If there had been any doubt in Rowan's m nd, he was convi nced now. Murder
and sabot age. Someone wanted this operation to fail and had gone to terrible
| engths to achi eve that goal

And Xris and Ito were on the ground, with no idea that they could be
wal king into a deadly trap.

Unl ess sonehow Armnstrong had nanaged to warn them....

Rowan started to hit the pad to open the door to the controller's station
then stopped. A green light on the panel indicated that there was atnosphere
on the other side of the door. He pushed the override button, held on fast to
a nearby console with one hand, his lasgun with the other

The door slid open. The rush of air nearly blew himoff his feet. Wen he
could nmove, he darted inside, nore than half expecting--or hoping--to find
Armstrong' s bl oody body sl unped over the control panel. Arnmstrong wasn't
there.

Rowan entered and shut the door. Air imrediately began to punp into the
smal |l room restoring pressure.

The controllet's workstati on was set to automati ¢ node. Rowan sat down at
the conputer, attenpted to bring up the comrunications | og.

A message fl ashed across the screen: Access deni ed.

Again, all high-level commands were frozen out.



Rowan sl ammed his fist down hard. He didn't have time for this! And then
as the air and the pressure inside the roombegan to return to nornal, he
could hear Arnstrong's voi ce.

"This is Sunray. Proceed. CQut."
A recordi ng. A goddam recordi ng!

Rowan ran back to the bridge. Dragging a body fromthe chair, he sat down
at the comm workstation and pulled up the automatic comunications | og.

There it was. Thank God! All the comm paraneters had been stored in the
ship's | og.

"Conputer, restore the |ast comunications paraneters set by the m ssion
controller, and set up transmitter two to use these same paraneters."”

Rowan coul dn't shut down the controller's conputer, but he could talk on
t he sane frequency, using the day's codes.

"Al'l Deltas! Joker's WIld! For God's sake, get out of there! Joker's WId!
Joker's Wld!"

He waited to hear Xris's voice, demanding angrily to know what the hel
was goi ng on.

Sil ence. The sil ence was sickening.

"Maybe they didn't hear," he said to hinself, and sent the nmessage two
nore tinmes. He was going to send it a fourth when he forced hinself to stop

There was not hing nore that he could do. He sat in the chair, glaring at
the orange gas giant floating serenely in space--in bitter frustration. They'd
been betrayed, and there was no question in Rowan's mnd who was responsi bl e.
The frustration and his fear for Xris and Ito gnawed at him He had to do
somet hing. He activated the ship's energency distress signal, which would beam
out into space, requesting help fromthe nearest vessel. Then Rowan returned
to the rear of the ship.

Before entering the shuttle bay, he stopped at the weapons storage | ocker
picked up a plasma rifle with scope, and a box of thurmapl asma grenades.
Stowi ng the weapons in the cargo conpartment of the shuttle, he flewthe
shuttl e back out, again under his own control

Now, how to find Xris and |to?

Rowan accessed the Vigilance's sensor conputer, got a fix for the |ast
transm ssion fromthe surface of the noon, entered the coordinates into the
nay computer. Then there was nothing to do but wait. The shuttle trip this
time was not a lot nore pleasant than his last. Hs owmn life wasn't in danger
but apprehension and fear twi sted his insides, made the waiting unendurable.

He tried to tell hinmself that everything would be all right. Mybe--please
dear CGod!--Xris had decided to flout the controller's authority, go off on his
own. Neither he nor Ito would want to enter that factory without the third
nmenber of the team w thout Rowan.

"TIl find Xris hip-deep in sonme swanp, nadder than hell, ready to take on
the entire agency. And Ito yamering about snakes. But 1'll find them" Rowan



repeated. "1'll find themalive."

The flight took two hours, seened |ike two hundred. He reached the
| ocation, overflew it by about one hundred neters. He didn't imrediately |and.

There was no need. He had his answer.

The factory was a pile of twi sted, snoldering steel. Fires still burned.
As he watched, a small blast took out a far corner. Thick snoke snudged the
nor ni ng sky.

No fire trucks. No one around to put out the blaze or rescue any
casual ti es.
"Probably paid off," Rowan said bitterly. "O called to the other side of
town. O maybe this jerk-water place doesn't even have a fire departnent.”

He | anded the shuttle inside the fence line, set off his own energency
beacon. He was going to need hel p. He hoped like hell he was going to need
hel p.

He was still wearing the vacuum suit, which would protect himfromthe
heat, though not fromfalling beans, radiation | eaks, or exploding amunition
He put on the helnmet, took it back off, and detached the breathi ng apparatus.
He would need to be able to hear, if someone called for help.

He'd need to be able to answer.

Strappi ng the oxygen tank to his belt, he put the nask to his face,
energed fromthe shuttle, and | ooked sw ftly around.

He saw the hole in the fence. He damm near cried in fury and frustration

"They went in," he said softly. "They went in! And now you know it's
hopel ess. Absol utely hopel ess. No one inside that place could have survived.
And you know that Xris and Ito went inside."

Dogged, refusing to listen to hinself, Rowan took a deep gul p of oxygen
and plunged into the inferno.

CHAPTER 21

Forsake not an old friend...

Eccl esi astes, Chapter 9, Verse 19, Apocrypha

"I never did find Ito," Rowan said. She spoke quietly, telling the story
i n monot one, never once looking at Xris, but staring into the past with dark

and pain-filled eyes. Her face was pale, drawn, and haggard.

If she's lying, she's doing a damm good job, Xris thought. But then, we
were all of us trained to lie.

"I found you," she continued, and for the first tine since she'd started
speaki ng, she shifted her gaze to him "I don't know how. Those who believe in



God woul d say an angel led me." She sniled that sad, |opsided smle.

Xris snorted. He'd been sitting on the edge of the console during her
narrative, and he was startled to discover that his flesh-and-blood | eg had
gone to sleep. Gunting, he stood up, tried to restore the circul ation.

"You expect me to believe that?"
"l guess not," she said, shrugging. "But it's true. | did find you in that
hel | hol e. Accident. Coincidence. Logical reasoning. Angels. Wo can say? Maybe
they're all one and the sane anyway.

"I was standi ng sonewhere near what had once been an outer wall, yelling
for you, yelling for Ito. | caught a glinpse of novenent. It was your hand
poki ng out of the rubble. You were |lying under sonme sort of heavy worktable.
The table protected you fromthe blast. It saved your life .... That was about
all it saved."

Rowan paused, grew paler still. "My God, Xris. |I'd never seen anything
like it. Bones crushed, the broken ends sticking through your flesh, blood ..
so nmuch blood .... One eye ... one side of your face ... gone. Just gone. But
you were breathing. You were still breathing.

"I didn't know what to do. There wasn't anything | could do. | was afraid
to nove you. Some ship would hear my distress signal. Someone would cone. |
kept telling nyself that. |I told you that. And | told you then just what |'ve
told you now. | told you the whole story.

"*"We'll get Armstrong, you and I, Xris,' | said to you over and over.
W'l | make him pay.'"

"Maybe ... sonme part of you heard ne?" She stared at him pl eadi ng.

Xris didn't answer.

Rowan shrugged. "l supposed not. | kept hoping..." She let the sentence
hang, sighed. "Anyway, that's about it. The next thing |I remenber, a soldier
was standi ng beside nme, yelling for a nedic. Wafiord Di Luna's battle

crui ser--the Athena--had picked up the distress call. The nedics worked on you
for a long time on the ground, then they transferred you back up to Athena. |
went al ong, made my report to the captain. She ordered Vigilance to be towed,
sent out her soldiers to search for Arnstrong. He must have | anded on TI Sor

13. The shuttle was snall--one of those ship-toground transports. It couldn't
have nade the trip to any of the other moons--"

"It could have been picked up by another ship," Xris said.
Rowan sat forward eagerly, her eyes suddenly bright. A tinge of color
stai ned her pale cheeks. "You believe ne!"

Xris shook his head. "Just a reflex action. | suppose that there'd be sone
record of all this com ng and going in Athena's | ogs?"

Rowan sank back down, her shoul ders slunped. Warily, she | eaned agai nst
the console. "I don't know Maybe. Maybe not. You see," she said quickly,
forestailing Xris, "a day after we'd been on board Athena, Amadi fromthe
bureau arrived. He had a cl osed-door session with the captain. He called ne
in, asked me what |1'd seen, what |1'd heard. | told himand then | said
wanted one thing fromhim one thing only. | wanted Arnstrong.



"Amadi said | could have him It would nean goi ng undercover, infiltrating
the Hung. | agreed. You were in a coma, Xris. They'd anputated your left Ieg,
your left ann.

They told me they could keep you alive, but you' d be nmore machi ne than
man. The decision would be up to Marjorie.

"I said good-bye to you there, on Athena, and | left with Amadi. As we
were |l eaving, | saw the Athena hit Vigilance with a plasma fusion torpedo. The
ship was vaporized, nothing left. The famlies were told that the Vigilance
had been struck by an asteroid. No survivors, bodies never recovered. That may
be on Athena's log, but again it may not. The captain may have been told to
forget she'd ever seen Vigilance, you, or me. The bureau was a pretty powerful
force in those days."

"Al'l very convenient for you, isn't it, old friend?" Xris said, chew ng on
the end of a twist. "Records expunged. Arnstrong dead. | supposed that was
your wor k?"

Sl ow y, she shook her head. "I was a little too late. H s own people took
himout. He'd served his purpose. They didn't trust him Once a traitor
always a traitor." "Tell me about it." Xris sneered

Rowan fl ushed deeply, the color returning to her face in a rush. She was
on her feet, confronting him "Dam it, Xris, we were friends! Friends! How
could you think 1'd betray you?"

Her angry voice carried through the cargo plane. Harry and Jam | stopped
tal king. Quong, jolted out of a sound sleep, peered around, nuttered groggily.

"Everything all right, Xris?" Jam | called

"Sure, yeah, fine."

Xris eyed Rowan. "So, you go undercover, send a few of the Hung's top boys
to the gas mines on Nogal es 4, and then you pop out to buy a new wardrobe and

a body to match."

Rowan's face was now cold, pale. She no | onger expected to be believed.

Per haps she no | onger cared. She continued to face him her eyes | evel. "That
job was hell, Xris. | worked undercover for nine nmonths and | knew every
nmonent that passed was going to be nmy last. |I'mnot asking for sympathy. | did
good work. | broke them But in the process, sonething broke inside ne.

"When | was finished, | told the bureau | wanted out. The feeling was
mutual . They wanted fid of me, too. | knew the truth about Arnstrong, you see.

I'd becone an enbarrassnment. Amadi offered ne a new identity, but | knew that
changi ng ny name and shaving off my beard wasn't going to be any kind of
protection.”

"Fromthe Hung ... or fromnme?" Xris asked
"I heard you were out of the hospital, asking questions about nme. | wanted
to see you, Xris. | wanted to tell you the truth. But it would have been too

dangerous. Not for ne,
stared at her.

she added before he could comment, "for you." He

"Haven't you figured it out yet?" She was inpatient. "It was the bureau
who set ne up, Xris! They set ne up to take the fall. | didn't see it com ng
| didn't realize until it was too late. And if | didn't play their gane, they



woul d have killed me, you, Marjorie. Anyone who knew anything. You see, | not
only found out about the Hung, | found out about their connection with the
bur eau. "

It was all starting to make sense. Xris watched a light flash on the
consol e. "Wen you said 'they' killed Armstrong, you didn't nean the Hung, did
you?"

"That was when | decided to do this." Rowan gestured to herself, to her
body. "Dalin Rowan had to die. He knew too much. If he died, the rest of you
mght live."

"Why didn't he die for real, then?" Xris demanded harshly.

"Because he intended to cone back fromthe dead," she said softly. "One
day, he was going to return and make things fight."

"Way didn't he?"

She was silent a nmonment, then said, "You don't feel any pain when you're
dead, Xris. Resurrections hurt."”

He coul d have said sonething to this, was about to when the conputer
interrupted. "We will be com ng out of hyperspace in mark: thirty mnutes and
counting." "Harry!" Xfis yelled.

"I"'mon my way." Harry entered the cockpit. "Excuse nme, ma'am" he added
awkwar dl y, blushing, as he tripped over Rowan's feet.

"TIl move," she offered. "My throat's dry. Talking too nuch."” She smiled
faintly, said something about getting some water, and |left the cockpit.

Xris stared at nothing. He had a twist in his hand but had forgotten about
it. Harry | ooked extremely unconfortable, as if he wanted to ask a question
but couldn't think of any way to phrase it. He punched a few buttons in a
desultory fashion and darted glances at Xris out of the corner of his eye.

Ignoring him Xris sat down in the copilot's chair, began to strap hinsel f

Rowan didn't return. Probably needed sone tinme to herself. Tine to recover
froma painful ordeal? O tine to think up nore lies? After all, she'd had
al nrbst ten years to devise that nifty little story.

He had to find out if she was telling the truth.

Xris motioned to Quong.

Yawni ng and stretching, the Doc wandered over. "How are you feeling?"

Xris waved that away. "Look, is there any way we can conmuni cate with the
Little One? | could really use the enmpath's hel p about now "

Quong shook his head. "I doubt it. He and Raoul seemto have devel oped
some sort of strange symbiotic connection. I'"'mnot certain the Little One even
under st ands what we are saying. My guess is that he gets everything filtered
t hrough Raoul. If | knew nore about Tongans, maybe | coul d suggest sonet hing.
But | don't. | doubt if any human does."

"Then we have to find Raoul. At least the Little One ought to be able to



tell us something about what happened to his buddy. Maybe he coul d answer
yes-or-no questions. You know -one blink of the eye for yes, two for no."
"Il give it atry,"” Quong prom sed, but he didn't sound hopeful. Shaking
his head, he went to examine his small patient.

Xris clenched his fist, his good fist. Damm it! Trust the Loti to get
hi nsel f snat ched ri ght when he m ght be useful

Harry was warni ng everyone to strap thensel ves in.

"Comi ng out of hyperspace in one minute. Counting down. Fifty-nine.
Fifty-eight..." The conputer chanted the tine.

Conming out of the junp was not nearly so traumatic as going into it.
Everything seened to slow, to nove in slow notion, but Xris had read that this
was a psychol ogi cal reaction to the process. O course, the ship was
essentially sl owing down, but the human mi nd was not capabl e of conprehending
the change. The main difference one noticed was that one mnute there was
not hing visible and the next mnute, the viewscreen' was filled with stars.
Stars and ...

"Holy shit!" Harry gasped, swore.

A Naval battle cruiser, sleek and huge and powerful, came into view.
Conpared to the i mense cruiser, the Aicien Pest Control plane was as small
and hel pl ess as the black beetle painted on its bright yellow hull

"Whey can't be after us!" Harry protested, his eyes bul ging.

A war ni ng shot streaked past the viewscreen

"Ch, yeah?" Xris demanded. "That one was close enough to snell! Take us
back into hyperspace.” "But how did they know-"

"Just do it, dam it!" Xris shout ed.

"The mssile cruiser Starfire requests that we cut our engines and prepare
to be towed," said the conputer. "May | add that |I'mnot enjoying nyself
anynore? | think it would be advi sable---"

"Conputer, switch to manual," Harry commanded. "Now !"

Sullenly, the computer did so. "It's going to take a nmnute to nake the
cal cul ations--"

Jam | crowded into the cockpit. "I'Il tell you how they found us. That
wasn't any missile that hit us back there at the space station! Navy Katana
pilots can shoot straighter than that. It nust have been sone sort of tracking
devi ce! "

"Thr ough hyperspace? That's inpossible!"

A second warni ng shot skinmmred past them so close that the cargo plane
bucked and rocked.

"Ask your girlfriend!'" Jam| said grimy, and before Xris could make an
angry retort, Rowan appeared.

"He's right, Xris! The Navy's been working on a device capable of tracking



shi ps through hyperspace."

Xris glared at her. "You knew about this!"

"Xris, please--" Rowan began. "Skip it. How does the thing work? Can we
get rid of it?" "The device attaches itself to the outer hull. It doesn't
actually track the plane, like a homing device. It doesn't need to. It has one

sinmple function, and that is to tap into our plane's conputer, downl oad our
coordi nates, and transmit them Once our plane has nmade the junp, the
coordi nates can't be changed, and so the Navy knows when and where a pl ane
will come out of the Lanes."

"You know a | ot about it," Xris said

"I invented it," Rowan answered. She was silent a noment, then added. "I'm
glad to see it's working."

Xris snorted, but he caught hinself alnost snmiling. The old Rowan all over
again ....

"Your tax dollars at work," Tycho was mnuttering.

"Evasi ve maneuver! Hang on!" Harry shouted.

The stars whirled. The cruiser disappeared. Everyone clung to whatever
they could find to cling to. Athud, a yelp, and a curse cane fromthe

vicinity of the cargo bay. Quong nust not have heard the warning.

Xris was on his feet. "Conputer, how soon can we nake the junp into
hyper space?"

"W will not be going into hyperspace,"” said XP-28 in self-righteous

tones. "W have no shields, no weapons. | have decided that it would be in our
best interests to surrender. | have | ocked out manual control." "Harry, take
over!"

"I can't, Xris. It's getting sone sort of signal fromthat cruiser out
there) | can't override--"

"I can, Xris," Rowan said quietly. "You know | can."
Xris stared at her, grim doubtful

"Spacepl anes, " reported Janil, peering out the viewscreen. "Flying to
intercept. W won't outmaneuver them W better do sonething fast."

"Trust ne, Xris," Rowan pl eaded

Xris spit the soggy wad of twi st out on the deck. "If you screw us, you'l
die with us. Because |'mnot about to surrender.”

He was bluffing and he figured Rowan knew he was bl uffing. The old Rowan
woul d have. But this one only nodded and turned to the conputer

"XP-28"--she rested her hands on the keyboard--"goodbye."
"What the devil is going on?" Quong appeared in the cockpit, highly

i ndi gnant, a large and swelling bunp on his forehead. "And why am | al ways the
| ast one to know?"



"Il explain later--" Xris began

"Hang on, gentlenen,"” Rowan war ned.

Her eyes shone; her face was flushed. Her fingers tapped swiftly, lightly.
She was enjoying herself. And she was, Xris found hinmsel f thinking
i ncongruously, a damm attractive wonan.

"Making the jump in five, four

There was a mad scranbl e; everyone rushing to find seats, funbling with
the conplicated straps and webbi ng.

"Anot her rough junp!" Tycho groaned.

"I hope you realize this is upsetting ny patient," Quong snapped, hurling
hinself into a chain "He'd be a ot nore upset in the brig," Xris returned.
Stars flashed before his eyes and so did nost of his [ife. They were naking
the junp. And this one, as Tycho had said, was rough

VWhen Xris could breathe again and was relatively certain that his body
parts--real and nechanical--had all returned to their respective |ocations, he
unstrapped hinself with a shaking hand.

"Everyone nake it?" he asked.
Tycho, his hand over his nouth, was on his way to the head.

Xris returned to the cockpit. Harry, nopping his face, |ooked a bit green
around the gills, but appeared otherw se fine.

Rowan was reclining back in her seat. She was pale; her eyes were closed.
Her brown hair was danmp with sweat and starting to curl around her face. But
she was smiling, obviously extraordinarily pleased with herself. Xris stood
over her.

"You're no level -two governnment clerk. The Navy doesn't make clerks
maj ors. The Navy doesn't threaten to shoot clerks rather than let themfal
into eneny hands. And the Navy sure as hell doesn't take the time and trouble
to plant hom ng devices on clerks to find out where they're going. Just what
the hell do you do for RFContec, 'old friend ?"

Rowan | ooked gravely up at Xris, and told him

CHAPTER 22

He was a gentl eman on whom | built An absolute trust.

W1 liam Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 1, Scene 5

"Chief crypto analyst." Tusk stumbl ed over the words, then said, "Wat the

hel| does that nean, sir?"

"It neans we're in a bad situation. Potentially, a very bad one." Dixter
was back at his desk in his office. He had placed an urgent call to the king,



was waiting for Hs Majesty to return it. "Major Mhini is our top-level code
maker and breaker. She was responsible for designing and setting up the

hi gh-1 evel secure comunications used by every ship in the fleet. And now
she's been ki dnapped. Think about it, Tusk. Think about it."

Tusk did. He stared at the picture of the wonman he held in his hand, said
several words appropriate to the situation, then added | anely, "Begging your
par don, sin"

"No need to apol ogize." Dixter sighed, ran his hand through his grizzled
hair. "I've been saying the same nyself. Do you realize that fight now at
this moment, our security is breached? Whoever has the mgjor could potentially
gai n access to the novenents of the fleet, the current position of every ship
of the line. Wirrse then that"--Di xter's voice | owered--"they could send out

fal se commands. Scatter the fleet all over the galaxy. Order our ships into
Corasia, for God' s sake!"

Tusk was on his feet, pacing about the room "But why, sir?" Conming to an
abrupt halt, he put his hands on Dixter's desk, |eaned over it. "Wy would
Xris--Way woul d anyone--Wat motive--"

"Revol ution," Dixter said dryly, "for one."

Tusk gave a low whistle, slowy straightened. He considered the matter
then shook his head. "No, sir. Not Xfis."

"We can't ignore the evidence!" Dixter slanmed his hand down on top of the
rid shots. "And | can't afford to take chances! That's why | ordered them shot
down. "

Tusk turned away, wal ked over to the wi ndow. The view of the Gitter
Pal ace--residence of Their Mjesties, King Dion Starfire and his Queen
Astarte--was magnificent. The palace's crystal walls were streaked with the
reds and purples and oranges of a spectacul ar sunset. Tusk didn't see it; any
of it.

Once again, he was back in the Corasian gal axy, was |ying wounded,
hel pl ess on the ground beneath his shot-up spacepl ane. Corasi ans had him
surrounded: lasfire streaked around him And then Xris appeared, com ng out of
t he snmoke. Using his extraordinary strength, the cyborg lifted the injured
pilot in his armns.

W' ve got a better chance inside the plane than out, Xris told him
You, maybe. Tusk vaguely remenbered arguing. Not ne. Go on. Leave ne.

He saw the cyborg's grimsmle, the brooding, scarred face. He felt the
strong arns, conforting, protecting ..

A firmhand rested on his shoulder. "lI'msorry, son,"
"I know he was your friend."

D xter said quietly.

"Dam it all, sir," Tusk said, blinking back tears, his voice choked. "I
just don't believe it! Not Xris!"

"Good nmen have gone bad before now, Tusk," Dixter said, his voice
softened. "Every nman has his price, they say. Every nman ... and every woman."
The comm buzzed. Both nen junped, turned. "Rear Admiral Lopez, ny lord,"
Bennett reported. Dixter hurried to the commroom Tusk right behind. Al
nonessenti al personnel had been ordered out. The rest renained at their posts,



carryi ng on business as usual, though with a hei ghtened tension. Everyone knew
somet hi ng was wong; no one yet knew what. All eyes glanced at Dixter as he
entered, inmedi ately shifted back to their brightly lit screens.

Di xter sat down in the chair, faced the screen, saw the expression on the
admral's face, and sighed. "That bad, eh, Rod?"

"W had them John," the rear admral reported. "The 'tick' worked just
like it was supposed to. The Aicien spacepl ane cane out of hyperspace fight
under our guns-Starfire, missile cruiser. Captain James Manto ordered them
twice to surrender, then sent a signal to the onboard conputer which should
have | ocked it up. But sonmeone was able to override it. The next thing Captain
Mant o knows, the plane has di sappeared back into hyperspace. And now the
goddam hom ng devi ce has shut down. O course,"” he added wyly, "you know who
designed it."

Tusk breathed a soft, relieved sigh
D xter glared at him

"Sorry, sir," Tusk said, half ashaned of himself. "I know this is serious,
but--dam it--Xris nmust have sone | ogi cal expl anation.™

"I can hardly wait to hear it!" Dixter nuttered. "But this | eaves ne no
choi ce. Captain?" He turned to the conmunications chief. "I amcalling a
hol o-conference with all flaggrade officers in the fleet now-Al pha One
pfiofity."

Everyone in the conmroom exchanged gl ances. No one even pretended to
work. Dixter started for his office, Tusk in acconpani nent. Once they were
alone, in the small corridor that separated Dixter's office fromthe comm
room Tusk | eaned near

"You were relieved, too, sir. Wren't you?"

"In case it hasn't occurred to you, Commander," Dixter said grimy, "we

may be facing arned rebellion, a revolution. Or a mass assault fromthe
Corasi an Enpire. The next order |I'mabout to give will throwthe fleet into
di sarray, disrupt Naval operations in every sector of the gal axy."

Di xter funbled in his pocket, produced nore antacid tablets, threw themin
hi s nouth, and crunched them down.

Pausing at the door to his office, he said quietly, "Yes, maybe |I was."
Then, shaking his head, he added, "But | shoul dn't have been."

Wth that, he entered

"Bennett, | will be holding a holo-conference with nmy flag officers."

Bennett's gaze flicked over the Lord Admiral's uniform The aide counted
two coffee stains on the sleeve and what appeared to be the remmants of a bran
muffin on the breast.

"I"ll send to your quarters for your other uniform sir."

"No time for that!" Dixter snapped, heading for the conference table.

Bennett planted hinself in front of the Lord Admiral. The aide said
not hi ng, but stared pointedly at the bran muffin crunbs.



D xter | ooked down.

"Do what you can, then," he said inpatiently.

Bennett noved in, brushing and buttoning and strai ghtening seans.

Caught, Dixter waved his hand toward the vid panel. "Tusk, get everything
set up."

"That is the best | can manage under the circunstances, ny lord," Bennett
said severely. "l suggest you keep your hands fol ded and your arnms on the
table.” He indicated the coffee stains.

"I wish that was the worst | had to worry about."
at the constficting collar. "How are we com ng, Tusk?"

Di xter grimaced, tugged

"Taking roll call now, sir."
"I'f you will excuse us, Sergeant-Major."

The aide left the room Tusk, seated at the console, nodded, indicated
they were ready. Dixter sat down at the large conference table. O asping his
hands together, he placed his arns on the desk

The hol ographic inages of fifty-one officers of rear adnmiral rank or
hi gher appeared around the conference table. Some | ooked sl eepy, had obviously
been dragged out of their beds. One alien was still fumbling with her
translator. Others, sensing that something big was up, |ooked alert,
apprehensi ve. One of them-Adnfiral Lopez--I|ooked sick

Dixter drew in a deep breath. "Ladi es and gentlenen. As of this nonment, |
am i npl ementi ng Operation Macbeth."

Drowsy officers woke up. Those who had been waiting for sonething big
obvi ously hadn't been expecting anything as big as this. Around the table,
expressions went fromstartled to amazed to baffl ed

"This is not a drill," D xter continued. "I repeat, not a drill. You will
i Mmediately relay the order for the inplenmentation of this operation to al
shi ps and units under your command. I|--"

Admi ral Krylyn, commandi ng the Konbs Sector, interrapted. "What the hell's
goi ng on, John? |'ve got sonme of ny ships on a pretty dangerous mi ssion into
Corasia and | can't just--"

"I"msorry, Souchmak." Di xter gave a small shrug. "No exceptions."

Several others started to speak, to ask questions, to protest. Dixter cut
themoff. "One final command will be issued fromHQ within the next thirty
m nutes. You have your orders. Transm ssion closed.”

The i mages wi nked out, |eaving behind an odd, enpty inpression

Di xter sat in the conference chair, staring at the table. Tusk |ooked at
himworriedly.

"Are you feeling all right, sir? Maybe you should go Iie down. O get
something to eat."



"I"'mfine," Dixter said, grimacing. "lI've got to go report this to H's
Maj esty. "

"Before you | eave, sir, renenber that I'mthe new kid on the bl ock. This
one wasn't covered in any of the manuals. \Wat is Operation Macbet h?"

"The plan was devised follow ng the Ghost Legion incident, in order to
handl e simlar incidents--a challenge to the crown or civil war. Such a
di sruption mght nean that elements of the Royal Mlitary could be in revolt.
O some outside force mght attenpt, through false orders, to rempve ships
fromstrategic | ocations. Therefore, as of now, no ship is to nove or initiate
conmuni cation. They are authorized to first warn, and then fire on, anyone
attenpting to comruni cate with them"

"Good CGod!" Tusk said softly, considering the ramfications. "They can't
talk to each other. They can't talk to us. If they do, they get shot! This'l
nmean chaos, sir!"

"I agree, son, but |I've got no choice. The way it | ooks now, our top code
breaker has gone over to the other side-whatever the other side is. W don't
even know that rnuch!"

Tusk was silent, awed at the inplications of this drastic act. He tried to
i magi ne what it would be like--to be captain of a destroyer, hundreds of lives
on board, suddenly cut off, isolated, alone in space. Even distress
signal s--especially distress signal s--wuld be suspect; nore than one ship had
been lured to disaster by phony calls for help. "How long will this |ast,
sir?"

"W shoul d have new codes devel oped within seventytwo hours, at which tine
"1l cancel Operation Mcheth.

Each ship has its own stand-down comrand, unique to that vessel. Each has
to be contacted individually, by voice, its code verified. Which could take
anot her forty-eight hours."

Bennett reappeared. "My lord, H's Majesty will receive you now. "

"Thank you, Bennett." Dixter rose slowy to his feet, flexed aching

shoul ders. "I don't mind telling you, Tusk, that |I hated |like hell issuing
that order. My old friend, Admiral Souchmak Krylyn, has several ships involved
in a delicate operation on the Corasian frontier. |I've risked countless |lives

by doing this."

He stopped in front of Tusk, gazed at himsteadily. "And now | want you to
do sonmething you're going to hate."

"I think I know, sir. The final conmmand." Tusk, unconfortable, waved his
hand in the direction of the corridor. "Look, sir, I'msorry about what | said
back there-about being relieved that Xris had escaped. | guess | didn't
realize how serious this was."

"Understood."” Dixter's grimface relaxed monmentarily in a smile, which
al nost i medi ately di sappeared. "You will draft an executive order to go out
gal axy-wi de. To all |aw enforcenent agencies and to all conmmands: The cyborg
Xris, every nmenber of his team-we shoul d have photo |.D.s of them by now -and
Maj or Darl ene Mohini are wanted crimnals, to be arrested on sight or their
deaths confirmed if capture is not possible. Is that clear, Comuander?"

"Yes, ny lord," Tusk answered.



"After that"--Di xter sighed--"shut us down."

CHAPTER 23

Like pilgrims to th' appointed place we tend; The world's an inn, and
death the journey's end.

John Dryden, Pal anon and Arcire, Book 3

"The "tick' is deactivated," Rowan reported.

Leani ng back in the chair, she lifted her arnms above her head, stretched,
then put her hands behind her head, stretched again. Xris watched. He'd seen
Rowan performthat stretching maneuver a hundred tines. Maybe a thousand. But
it was |like watching an actor portraying his friend. Darlene Mhini as Dalin
Rowan. O Dalin Rowan as Darlene. Xris missed his friend, he realized
suddenly. M ssed himvery nuch.

"I think | got to the "tick' before it transmtted our destination," Rowan
continued. "But we won't know until we get there." She started to say
sonet hing el se, was interrupted by a yawmn. "Sorry. It's been a |long day."

A couple of lifetimes, Xris said to hinself. He | ooked questioningly at
Harry.

The big man shrugged hel plessly. "Beats nme, Xris. | tried to follow what
she was doi ng, but she lost ne on the second conmand. "

"Comi ng out of hyperspace in thirty mnutes," reported a subdued and
slightly altered XP-28

"I guess we'll see what happens when we get there," Xris said through the
twi st clenched in his teeth. "W can al ways nake the junp again if we need
to." "Ch, please! No!" Tycho groaned.

"I'mto the point where |I'd al nost rather be shot,"” Jam| nuttered.
GQumy, they strapped thenselves in and waited.

The cargo pl ane came out of hyperspace and into black, starlit |oneliness.
No carriers, no destroyers; not another spaceplane within instrunent range.

"Take us home," said Xris.

Hone was a spacious | odge |located in the nmountains of Sol-garth, ruled
over by the gigantic and jovial humall known as Bear d efsky.

Formerly a Warlord under the Gal actic Denocratic Republic, O efsky was a
longtime friend of the current ruler, H's Majesty, Dion Starfire. Certain
gossi prongers anong the vid-mags had romantically |inked O efsky's daughter
Kami| with the king. But, with the queen pregnant and about to give birth and
the king | ooking and acting extrenely happy over the event, the gossip had
faded away.



Xris knew the truth of the matter; he'd been involved in the mddle of the
potential scandal, managed to get hinmself shot up in the process. He admred
Queen Astarte, had once thought hinself in |love with her. But then al npst
every man who came in contact with Queen Astarte fell in love with her. The
feeling had been easy to dispel. He was half a man. She was fully a wonan, one
of the nost beautiful and powerful wonmen in the gal axy, a woman expecting a
child, a woman conpletely devoted to her husband. But the danger Xris and
Astarte had faced together had forged a bond between them Wen Astarte and
Dion offered to give Xris an estate as a reward for his services (he'd turned
down a kni ghthood), Xris chose this site, near O efsky's castle, as the
| ocation for what was now his favorite hone.

Built of tinber and stone taken fromthe land itself, the | odge stood on
the side of a nountain, its many roons sprawl ed across the nountain's face.
Trees surrounded it, and because the | odge was nmade of the same trees and
formed of the same stone as the nmountain behind it, the dwelling was well
canoufl aged. Xris called it Journey's End.

Xris had access to the Bear's own private |landing site, |ocated over
thirty kilonmeters away fromthe | odge, for his own spacepl anes. Hoverjeeps
were used to transport themto the | odge; no other vehicle could make the
rough trip.

Harry | anded t he spacepl ane on Solgarth w thout incident. The regi on was
isolated, with a small population. Air traffic control was nonexistent in this
area. Once on the ground ("And so thankful to be here!" Tycho said fervently),
t hey unl oaded their gear. Quong carried the Little One fromthe cargo hold,
took himto one of the hoverjeeps Xris kept parked at the landing site, and
settled the enpath confortably in a backseat. Then, wi thout saying a word, one
by one they each quit their tasks, gathered together on the tarmac, and stared
at the spacepl ane.

Mount ai ns soared above them pine trees surrounded them white clouds
scudded across a cobalt-blue sky. The tarnac was nade of slate. Am d the grays
and greens and blues of nature, the bright yellow cargo plane, with the bl ack
beetl e on the side, shone |like a garish, |lunbering sun

"You can probably see it fromthe sun,"” Tycho renarked.

"What do we do with the damm thing?" Harry asked. "Bury it?"

"W do what we always planned to do," Xris returned. "Set it on automatic

pilot and send it honme." "That |eaves us w thout transportation,” Jaml
observed. Xris glanced over at several |ong-range Scinmitars and a Schi avona
gunshi p, belonging to Bear O efsky, parked on the tarmac. "If we need a pl ane,

we can borrow one. For the nonent, we're not going anywhere. Not until we
figure out what's happened to Raoul. Speaking of which, Doc, hows the Little
One?"

"He is doing quite well. Remarkable, | would say, except that such swift
recovery may be perfectly normal for a Tongan. | would like to do a research
paper on him | would keep his identity secret, of course.” A dreany, wistfu
| ook appeared in Quong's eyes. "It would cause a stir in the nedica
community. | would nost assuredly be asked to present it at the Royal College
of Surgeons----"

"What | mean, Doc," Xris said tersely, interrupting the dream "is when
can | talk to hinP Wien will he be conscious?"

Quong was startled. "He is conscious now. Somewhat groggy fromthe injury,



but consci ous. How do you plan--"

"Good. Harry, you get rid of the interstellar beetle. The rest of us wll
| oad the gear into the jeeps."

The others in the team exchanged gl ances. It was guaranteed Xris had sone
plan in nmnd, but in his current dark mood, he wasn't likely to share it. The
rest di spersed about their duties. Harry continued to stare gloonily at the

spacepl ane. "Maybe they'll be able to trace it back to us sonehow. ™ "I'II
scranble the log," Rowan offered. "By the tine I"'mfinished with it, that
plane will think it's been to Corasia and six other gal axies."

"Yeah, you could," Xris said. "Or you could fix it so that it would | ead
someone right to us."

"For CGod's sake, Xris!" Harry exploded angrily. "Lay off her! If she'd
wanted to lead themto us, she could have left that damm 'tick' to do the job
Cone on board, ma'am"”

Rowan | ooked uncertainly at Xris, who gave a grudgi ng nod.

Is it a matter of trust? he wondered, watching the two of themwalk to the
plane. Or is it a matter of not wanting to |l ose the hate that's kept ne alive
all these years? Wthout that, what do I have left?

He turned around to find Janm|, Quong, and Tycho staring at him
"I"'mtired. We're all tired," Xris said by way of expl anation
They said nothing, returned to their chores.

They're losing faith in me, Xris realized. And | can't blame them Damm
it, I'"'mbeginning to lose faith in nmyself! |'ve never had a job go this wong.
If | was superstitious, |'d alnpst say it was cursed.

He'd been right about one thing, though. They were all exhausted. Turning
back, he saw Rowan stumble wearily on the uneven tarnmac

"Allow ne, ma'am " Harry offered, catching hold of her, steadying her

She thanked him The two continued on toward the spacepl ane, but not
before Harry had cast Xris a final reproachful |ook over his shoul der

"Great! So now I'mthe bad guy," Xris said bitterly.
Renoving the butt end of the twist fromhis nouth, he tossed it on the
stone, ground it out beneath his heel

"You have to admit, Xris, your friend did a neat job of saving our skins."
Tycho came over to stand beside the cyborg. "She didn't have to do it. Harry's
right. She could have arranged it so that we'd be | ocked up in some brig right
now. Not only would she be safe, she'd be a hero. Instead

well ... she's inthis up to her neck. Right along with as.”

"Do you believe the story she told you? About Armstrong and what happened
at the factory?... Sorry," Jam | added with a rueful smile, "but | had to
listen to something other than Harry's lectures on the lives and habits of
fl eas. Her explanation sounded logical to ne."



"Yeah, but then it would, wouldn't it?" Xris said, frowning. He didn't
like tal king about hinself, his past, didn't |like his wounds open for public
viewi ng. But he owed his team sonething for this, even if he could offer

not hi ng nore than unl oadi ng the netal casing that housed his soul. "She's had
years to cone up with it. | don't know " He shook his head noodily. "I just
don't know. And she still could have betrayed us. | don't feel safe, not even
here.”

"I know what you mean," Quong said, glancing around uneasily.

The woods were silent, but it wasn't a confortable silence. Even aninal
sounds were hushed. That could be the result of the spacepl ane's | andi ng;
probably was. But everyone stirred restlessly, kept |ooking around, fearful of
anbush. Jami| even peered up into the sky, as if he m ght catch a glinpse of
Naval battl eships cruising anong the cl ouds.

"A lot of people know about Journey's End, Xris. Your friend Dixter, for
one. He's been a guest here." Jam | shook his head gloonmly. "The Marines are
probably on the way."

"They'l|l have to get through Oefsky first. He's a major power in this
part of the galaxy and no one, not even the Lord Admiral, will want to offend
him Still, you' ve got a point. W should get ready to nove out." Xris opened
up the cormiink. "Harry, make it quick. W could have conpany."

"Rowan says five mnutes,’

Harry reported, then added, "She sure is a nice
guy.

"Yeah," Xris nuttered. "She sure is."

He saw again in his mnd Harry take hold--politely--of Rowan's arm Rowan
t hanking Harry--politely--and then gently, politely, noving away. For the
first time since they'd come together, it occurred to Xris to wonder if his
friend was now a woman as in... well... a wonman. O was this disguise only
skin deep? His file said he'd taken fenal e hornone shots. Xris wondered what
that meant exactly. He'd have to ask Raoul, who was nobst assuredly informed on
the matter. Adonians were said to change sex as easily and as often as they
changed cl ot hes.

Rowan acted like a wonan, but then he had al ways been a good actor, one
reason he'd done so well infiltrating the Hung. He was forced to play his
roles as if his life depended on them and he'd been playing this role for
al nost seven years now.

But whi ch was Rowan inside: nale, female? Did she even know? Did she care?

Xris suddenly recalled a part of the report he'd received on her. She had
rarely, in seven years, left the space station. She lived al one. No husband.
No | overs. No close friends.

Al one.

Maybe t hat answered his question.

Shaki ng his head, Xris shouldered his share of the equi prent, headed for
t he hoverj eep.

CHAPTER 24



Mut e and magni ficent..

John Dryden, Threnodia Augustallis

Thoe hoverjeeps pulled up in front of the house. dinbing up, Xris |ooked
toward the wooden bal conies on the upstairs floors, nore than half expecting
to see pantyhose hanging out to dry--a sure sign that Raoul had returned.

The bal coni es were enpty, the house | ocked up
"Dmn," Xris nmuttered, and | ooked at the Little One.
He was disconcerted to find the Little One | ooking back at him

The battered and bl oodst ai ned fedora was perched at an odd angle on the
enpat h' s bandage- swat hed head. Only one eye was visible, and that because
someone--probably the Little One hinself had shoved the bandage up in order to
see. That one beady, gleaning eye was staring at Xris intently and it suddenly
occurred to the cyborg that the Little One needed to conmmuni cate with him as
urgently as Xris needed to conmmunicate with the enpath.

The Little One knew-through the strange, alnost synbiotic
rel ati onshi p--where Raoul was and what was happening to him Xris was sure of
it.

But how to get that information out of the small person, who had never
been heard to utter a word? Who might not even conprehend what they were
sayi ng? But he would certainly know what they were thinking. "Take the jeeps
around to the garage,"” Xris ordered, clinmbing out. "Get rid of any tracks we
may have left. Once we're inside the house, we keep the blinds | owered. Don't
switch on any lights. I want anyone approaching this place to think it's stil
deserted. Check the sensors on the back door before you enter. Rowan, you're
with me. Quong, bring the Little One."
"Pictures," suggested Quong as they clinbed the stairs, waited on the
front porch for Xris to check the sensor readings. "Primtive man conmuni cat ed
with pictures."
"Primtive men weren't enpaths,” Xris returned. Then, "Sensor readings
check out. No one inside." He unl ocked the door, touching his hand to a
security pad.

The door opened directly onto a spacious living room airy, open, wth
beam ceilings, an entertai nment center, a fireplace in the nmddle of a sunken
pit surrounded by confortabl e | eather-cushi oned couches. Large
floor-to-ceiling one-way wi ndows provided the spectator with a spectacul ar
vi ew out si de, yet prohibited anyone fromseeing inside. Of the living room
was a kitchen.

The bedrooms, gane roons, offices ranbled off in different directions,
some upstairs, sone down. An observatory on the top doubled as a conning
tower, | ookout station. Xris's office was directly off the living room faced
into it. Inside he kept his computers, his books, and his own personal arsena
and col l ection of antique weapons: an old gas mask, a commrando knife, a
flashlight, a grenade belt and pouch, his own |ucky grenade. That grenade, by
not detonating, had once saved Xris's life.



"The house is beautiful, Xris," Rowan said, gazing around in satisfaction
appreciation. "It's what you al ways dreamed of building."

She m ght have said what you and Marjorie always dreaned of building, but
she didn't, for which Xris gave her points.

Xris notioned for Rowan to sit down. Quong fussed over his patient. The
Little One perched on the very edge of the couch, his feet not touching the
floor. Rowan pulled her shoes off. She yawned and, before Xris could stop
hi nsel f, he was yawni ng, too.

"W should all get sone rest," Quong said severely.

"Yeah, in alittle while," Xris returned. He sat down opposite the Little
One.

Quong was frowning. "I mght remind you, ny friend, that--after all--this
is Raoul .... "

Xris gazed at Quong steadily. "He's a nenber of the team Doc. | don't
abandon a nenber of the team Any nenber." Quong lifted an eyebrow, said
nothing nore. Xris began to think of, to concentrate on Raoul. Inmediately the
Littl e One becane ani mated. He cl apped his small hands; the single eye visible
beneath the fedora glistened.

"Do you know where Raoul is?" Xris asked, speaking slowy and enunciating
each word clearly, with no particular object in mnd other than that it was
what one tended to do when tal king to soneone who spoke a foreign tongue.

He must have al so raised his voice |evel, because Quong observed tersely,
"He's mute, Xris. He's not deaf." There was a pause. "At least, | don't think
he's deaf."

The fedora bobbed up and down ent husi astically.

"Where is Raoul ?" Xris asked.

The Little One excitedly pointed at the ceiling.

"Upstairs?" Xris tested. "In his roon"

The fedora shook violently. Xris breathed a sigh. At |east now he knew t he
Littl e One could understand what was being said to him

"You nmean up ... up in the sky. The stars. Space."

The Little One cl apped his hands again, rocked back and forth excitedly on
t he couch.

"Great. Just great. On average, how many inhabited star systens would you
say there are?" Defeated, Xris pulled out a twist, bit down on the end.

"Look, Xris." Rowan touched his arm
The Little One was shaking his head, waving his hallds.
"Not a star system™" Xris said.

The Little One indicated it was not.



The ot her menbers of the teamentered one by one, all of them| ooking worn
out .
"Nothing to report,"” Jam | said, stretching and flexing his aching
nmuscl es. "W covered our tracks. Harry made sure the security cans are in
pl ace and worki ng. The gear's unl oaded, stowed away. Any objections if | take
a nap?"

Xris shook his head.

"I'"'mgonna get a beer," Harry said. "Anyone el se want one? You, nma'anf
Anything | can get for you? A glass of white w ne?"

Rowan gl anced at Xris, bit her lower lip to keep fromsmling. "No, thank

you.
Harry wandered off to the kitchen. Jam | went upstairs. Tycho flopped his

| ong body onto the couch, closed his eyes, and turned off his translator. His
skin col or gradually assuned that of warm brownish red | eather

"Raoul 's not in space," Xris tested again.
The Little One waved off the assertion
"Raoul is in space. He's--"

"On a ship!" Rowan guessed.

"He's being held prisoner on a spaceship!" Xris felt as if he were playing
char ades.

The Little One made fists of his hands, snmashed them together--apparently,
a sign of approbation

"Well, that narrows it down to a billion or so," Quong observed hel pfully.

"Xris"--Rowan was excited--"if the Little One could give us a name, |
could get into the Navy's registry files. If the ship's got hyperspace
capability, they have to register a flight plan. If not, they'd still be

fairly easy to locate. 1SDS--Interstellar Ship's Directory System-keeps track
of everything that noves through space. W know the ki dhappers were on
AQicien's hone planet just a day or two ago. They m ght have left a trail
asked for clearance for |anding, gone through custons--"

Xris shook his head. "Not likely. Probably set down in sone deserted
airfield, |ike space pirates.”

"I"'mnot so sure," Rowan argued. "On a heavily popul ated system | ike
Auriga, landing at a deserted airstrip could put thema thousand kil oneters
away fromthe city. And why nmm the risk of attracting the wong kind of
attention? At a busy spaceport, they could easily smuggle their victimon
board, offer sone kind of excuse in case anyone asked. Maybe he's been taken
ill or was on the juice--anything. 1'll bet they cane and left as legitinate,
| aw abiding citizens. And I'Il bet | can find themin the files."

"Except that the Navy's probably shut you out of those files by now "

Rowan smiled. "This is me we're tal king about, Xris. But | do have to have
the ship's nane."



And that proved inpossible. The Little One obviously wanted to tell the
nane to them as nnch as they wanted to hear it, but he couldn't nanage to get
it across. Xris began by handing the Little One a conmputer draw ng pad and an
el ectroni c pen.

The Little One recoiled in horror, refused to even touch them (This was
the first indication Dr. Quong had that the Tongan are terrified of nbdem
t echnol ogy.)

Rowan tried an ordinary pad of paper and a pencil, drew a few synbols to
get the idea across.

The Little One took hold of the pencil awkwardly, w apping his entire hand
around it. He scrawl ed a heavy line on the paper, ripped it, then tossed both
pad and pencil away in frustration

Harry sat down with his beer, began coming up with spaceshi p nanes.
"Enterprise, Fortitude, Hercules ..."

The Little One stared at him bl ankly.

Xris called a halt. "Face it. This is hopel ess. W could be here for the
next twenty years doing this."

"Maybe | could rig up some kind of conputer mnd-1ink," Rowan suggested

t houghtful . "Enpaths and tel epaths usually have extremely strong el ectronic
impulses in their brains. It mght take days and it woul d be crude, at best,
if it worked at all. I don't know Dr. Quong, what do you think?"

"1 think"

A war ni ng Kl axon sounded, acconpani ed by a computerized voice. "Sensors
have been tripped in grid M1. Repeat. Sensors have been tripped in grid MI1."
Xris took the twi st fromhis nouth.

"Mbose?" Harry asked, and set down the beer

"The sensors are set to pick up only humanoid lifeforns," Xris said
calmy. He opened his |l eg conpartment, took out his weapons hand.

The al arnms continued to sound.
Tycho woke up, funbled with his transl ator

Jam | came running down the stairs, clad only in his undershorts. "Wat is
it, Xris?"

"I don't know yet, but it should be on-screen. Go check it out."
Jam | left, heading for the security room

"Sensors have been tripped in grid K-I
Sensors have been tripped in grid K-1."

reported the voice. "Repeat.

"M1. K-1." Harry went into Xris's office, stood |ooking at a map of the
property, tracking a line with his finger. "They're noving this way, and
fast."

Jam Fs voice canme over the comm "The cain's dead in grid M Xris. It went



bl ack just when I got in here.

Switching to grid K | have ... No. That cam just went dead."

Xris performed a systens check on his arm He had attached the automatic
fl echette-round shotgun. Wen you didn't know what was com ng, the shotgun was
t he best choi ce.

"Sensors tripped in grid D-10," reported the conputer

Everyone, with the exception of the Little One, had gathered in Xris's
of fice, was huddl ed around the map.

Tycho followed the line. "On this route, they're headed for the front
door. "

"Probably a diversion. The main force is likely coning at us fromthe
back. Janil, you see anythi ng?"

"Not a damm thing! They must be crushing these canms with a TRUC "

"Not hi ng nore you can learn there, obviously. Report back here. Tycho,
head up to the tower."

The alien nodded, selected a beamrifle equipped with a sniper sight from
the wel | -stocked arsenal, headed for the tower.

"Sensors tripped in B-7."

Jam | returned, carrying two nore beamrifles, one of which he tossed to

Quong.

Xris continued giving orders. "Harry, cover the back door. Doc, the east

Wi ng.

"Xris." Rowan was on her feet. "Wat can | do?"

"Go down the basenent,"” Xris said.

"What ?" Rowan stared at him

"Co down the blasted basement!" Xris told her. "The door's there, off the
hal I ."

Motioning to Jam| to take a far wi ndow, the cyborg noved over to a w ndow
that provided a view of the front door.

Rowan hadn't noved. She had a stubborn, determ ned | ook on her face that
Xris knew all too well.

He left his post. G abbing Rowan by the arm the cyborg pushed her
forcibly toward the basement door. "The walls and door are reinforced null gray
steel. They can withstand about anything, including a direct hit froma
| ascannon. "

Xris opened the door. Rowan halted, planting her feet firmy and refusing
t o budge.

"Il pick you up and throw you down there if | have to,"
grimy.

the cyborg said



"You don't trust me. | swear to you, Xris--"

He cut her off. "You're right, old friend. | don't trust you. But that's

not the reason. | need you alive and well, Mijor Mhini. You' re the ticket out
for my men. If anything happens to ne, you tell Dixter it was between us--you
and I. My nmen were just follow ng orders. They had no i dea what was com ng
down. You'll tell Dixter that."

She stared at hima nonent, then said, "Sure, Xris." She entered the door
stood on the top step. "I'Il tell him"

"Sensors tripped in grid A-5," said the conputer

Xris started to |l eave, to shut the door. He paused, not |ooking at her
"You can't ever go back. You realize that. Your cover's blown. |I'msorry about
that. | didn't nean tO--"

What had he nmeant? Meant to nurder her. He shook his head.

"It doesn't matter," Rowan said, with a slight shrug. "It doesn't natter
at all. Take care of yoursellL Xris."

"I"'mnot easy to kill. As you know "

He shut the door.

"Xris!" Jam| shouted. "I can see novenent."

Tycho's voi ce cane over the comm "Xris. |'ve got themin ny sights.
recogni ze one of them It's ..." He paused, then said, "You' re not going to
believe this."

Jam | lowered his rifle, grinned. "CGuess who?"

Xris relaxed. "Not the Royal Marines."

Jarni|l shook his head.

A thundering crash nearly staved in the front door

"The nei ghbors, cone to call."

Xris hurried to open the nullgrav steel door before it shattered.

CHAPTER 25

That proverbial saying, "Bad news travels fast and far

Pl utarch, Mrals of Inquisitiveness

Agi ant of a man, O efsky not only had to duck to slide his head beneath
the doorfrane, he had to rotate his enornous body, and then was forced to
squeeze his way through the door. Wen he succeeded, he shook hinmself in a
manner simlar to that of the | arge shaggy hunting dog that trotted at his



side. Hs tw sons followed, grinning sheepishly and bobbing their heads.
"My friend! By ny lungs and liver, it is good to see you again!"

Bear O efsky enfolded Xris in an enbrace that conpletely engul fed the
cyborg, squeezing the air fromhis body and setting off an alarmon his
breat hi ng apparatus. Releasing Xris, the Bear regarded himgravely.

"But not perhaps under these circunstances. Have you been watching the
gal acti c news?"

"No," Xris wheezed, nmaking adjustnments. "We' ve been preparing for an
assault. We thought you were the Marines. Wy the devil did you take out our
security canms?"

A ef sky, brow furrowed, gl owered mound at his two boys. The Bear towered
over Xris by about a meter and the Bear's sons--though only fourteen or
fifteen--were taller and broader than their father. Both young giants held
their father in nortal dread, however. At his glare, they turned extrenely red
and shuffled their big feet, though it was obvious they had no idea what crine
they had committed.

The Bear barked questions at themin their own | anguage.

Bot h boys nmade feeble protests. Aefsky listened in patience for a few
nmonents, then ended the defense with a nmotion of his big right hand. Foll ow ng
this, he cuffed each boy soundly and ordered them out of the house. Hanging
t heir heads, the boys tronped out, both of them managi ng to knock over severa
smal | pieces of furniture on the way. The dog, evidently thinking it was in
trouble as well, cringed and |licked the Bear's hand.

The Bear shook his head, heaved a sigh that nearly blew the Little
One--who had crept up to stare at the dog--off his feet. "Ah, | nust nake
certain that these boys of mine see nore of the universe. But with fifteen
sons ..." He shook his head again. "I apologize, friend Xris. These two
| unberi ng dunder heads"--he jerked his thumb in the direction of the porch
where the two boys waited--"found one cam and thought it was the evil eye,
pl anted on you by some sorcerer. They bashed it with a rock. As for other cans

You said there were others?" Xris nodded.

The Bear tugged at his long curly black beard. "I regret to say that they
did not see any others. Neither did I. Wre they |ocated on the ground?”

"Never mnd, Bear,"
smling. "No harm done."

Xris said, putting a twist in his mouth to keep from

d anci ng outside, he could see defsky's boys picking bits of bark and
twigs fromtheir animal-hide clothing. The Bear's clothes were covered with
| eaves. A small branch-caught in the fur of his cape--trailed behind him Now
that he | ooked, Xris could detect shards of broken glass on the Bear's | eather
boot s.

Fairly certain that they were no | onger under attack, Xris called Harry
and Quong back fromtheir posts, brought Tycho down fromthe tower. Jamil
joined them still in his underwear. He glanced at Bear, saw the big man's
stern face and dark expression, and sighed.

"Looks like we're going to be awake for a while. Anyone el se want coffee?"

Rowan energed fromthe basenment. Her eyes wi dened at the sight of their



guest .

Xris performed introductions, though, he noticed, these weren't really
necessary. Rowan recogni zed O efsky fromthe newsvids and it was obvi ous--from
the sharp, scrutinizing gaze Bear fixed on her--that though he may not have
known her, he knew sonet hi ng about her. Not a good sign

"Send nme a bill for the cans,"
sayi ng? Ah, yes. The---"

A ef sky said, waving his hand. "Wat was |

The Little One, with a strange, inarticulate cry, suddenly hurled hinself
at Xris, flung his arns around the cyborg' s |egs.

"What the--" Xris stared down.

Now that the enmpath had Xris's attention, the Little One let |oose his
hol d. He ran across the floor, raincoat flapping, and this tine flung his arms
around the dog's neck, nearly dragging the large animal to the floor

The dog, accustoned to a household that always seenmed to possess at | east
one toddler, took the mauling patiently, stood with its tongue hangi ng out,
gri nni ng.

"We' |l get you a pet next week," Xris said, his mind on the Bear. "Now,
sir, you were saying--"

The Little One ran back, caught hold of Xris's pants leg, tugged on it,
and pointed urgently to the dog.

"I"1l be damed," said Rowan suddenly, and left them abruptly, heading for
Xris's office.

Sonet hing had clicked. Xris knew that rmuch fromthe intent, introspective
expression on her face. He watched her sit down in front of the conputer
order it to come on, bypass his security with absentm nded ease. Asking her
guesti ons now woul d get himexactly nowhere. She woul dn't even hear him She'd
left this world as conpletely as if she'd made her own personal junmp into
hyper space. She was now i nside the nachi ne.

The Littl e One abandoned the dog, trundled into the office after Rowan. He
stood at her el bow, careful to make no sound, not disturbing her. 4 efsky,
obviously nystified, ordered the dog out of the house.

Xris took out a twist, lit it. "Sorry about the interruption, sir. He's
fond of animals. You were saying?"

The Bear eyed Xris narrowWy and with a hint of cool ness. "The gal actic
news. You are all over it, ny friend. What are you up to?"

Xris didn't know quite how to answer. Bear O efsky dressed in ani mal
skins; his shaggy hair and beard were uncut, unconbed, unkenpt. Skulls,
scal ps, and other |ess recogni zabl e, nore repugnant trophi es adorned the wi de
belt that encircled his broad mddle. He and his shieldwife lived in a castle
with no central heating, no running water. Hi s people were fierce and warli ke,
spent their lives cheerfully bashing each other over the head or bandi ng
together and flying off to bash other tribes in their star systemover their
heads.

A ef sky was a powerful force in the gal axy, however. Hi s peopl e adored
him And though he preferred fighting with spear and shield, he comanded a



fleet of starships that he used in defense of his systems. He was a persona
friend of the king and queen and was exceptionally |oyal.

"It's along story, Bear," Xris said finally, |anely.

"I think it must be," O efsky runbled.

Rol ling casually over the furniture, leaving a trail of destruction in his
path, the Bear approached the | arge-screen vid. One roomin the defsky castle
was filled with hightech el ectronic equi pnrent, manned by two of Bear's ol der
(and nore educated) sons. The Bear hinself had as little to do with such
nmodern horrors as he possibly coul d.

"How does it work?" he demanded, reaching out a hairy hand.

"Allow ne, sir," Quong offered hastily.

He brought up the continuous news channel. Gal actic reporter James M
Warden's digitized, chiseled features filled the screen. After sitting through
several mnutes of news on the king and queen, news on the prime mnster and
the Parliament, followed by vid idols and a feature on the | atest fashions,
whi ch made everyone present think of Raoul, the news report cycled back around
to the | ead-off story.

"The Royal Navy announced a surprise gal axy-w de 'readi ness' test today.
When asked by this reporter what exactly this neant, a spokesman for the
admralty was extrenely vague, citing Naval security. She did add that al
ships of the fleet were on full alert and would be for the next seventy-two
hours."

Warden smiled. A sardonic slant to his nmouth and a quirk of the eyebrow
let the viewer know that "this reporter” didn't believe a word. He | eaned
slightly forward, drawing the viewer into his confidence. "This reporter has
obt ai ned exclusive information, froma highly placed source in the Cabinet,
that this alert is not a test. The admiralty has assured us that no threat of
danger exists to the citizens of this gal axy, yet we rem nd you, viewers, that
t he Navy has never before conducted such a 'readi ness' test and one can only
ask, why is such a test being conducted now? We understand that menbers of the
Parliament were not infornmed, that they are demandi ng an expl anation fromthe
prime minister, and that a protest has been | odged by the Loyal Opposition. W
wi Il keep you apprised of this situation as it devel ops.

"I'n what may be a related matter, a gal axy-w de manhunt i s under way for
this man"--a photo of Xris flashed across the screen--"and ot her nenbers of a
conmando team cal ling thensel ves Mag Force 7.

"Described as well-trained nercenaries, these men are wanted 'for
guestioni ng concerning the alleged break-in of a Naval establishnment.' The
| eader is a cyborg, known only as Xris. A forner federal agent under the old
regime, he left that job to formhis own nercenary unit, which has done work
for--so we understand--sone extrenely high-ranking people.™

Warden paused to allow the audience to catch his nmeaning, then continued.
"These nen are considered arned and highly dangerous. |If you see any of them
you are urged to take no action yourselves, but to contact your local |aw
enf orcenent agency."

James M Warden | eaned forward again in his chair, placed his hands on the
table. "A Naval establishment attacked, a crack team of nercenaries wanted for
‘questioning,' the surprise 'readiness' test of the Royal Navy. Coincidence,



vi ewers?" Warden closed with his standard line. "I think not." "You see
there!" O efsky waved at the vid. "By ny bowels and spleen, you are the nost
notorious crimnals in the galaxy!" H s gaze narrowed. "I could sumon ny
sol diers. You should be cooling your heels in ny dungeons.™

Xris started to say sonething to the effect that it would take an entire

regi ment of the Bear's soldiers to capture him if he decided to fight. But he
woul dn't fight and A efsky knew it, so why bother? Xris kept his nouth shut.

"You still won't tell me what is going on," Bear said, his tone grim

Xris stared noodily out the window "It's all a mistake. A
m sunder st andi ng. "

The Bear frowned, tugged at his beard.

"I can explain everything to the Lord Admiral," Xris added. "Ten m nutes
with Dixter and we'll be in the clear."

The Bear was shaki ng his head.

Rowan appeared in the doorway. "Xris," she said excitedly, "I think |I've
found somet hi ng. "

Xris was about to follow her when he di scovered he wasn't goi ng anywhere.
Bear's massive hand had cl anped down on the cyborg' s good shoul der.

"I"'mgoing to call Dixter right now " Xris prom sed.

"It is not as easy as that, | amafraid, ny friend," Aefsky replied. "You
heard this news about the Naval 'readiness test.' I'Il tell you what is truly
going on. | have been informed. Operation Macbeth, it is called." "Macbeth!"
Rowan repeated, stunned. "Good God!" "Operation Macbeth"--the Bear runbled
on--"is designed to thwart a revolution. Al conmunication between ships is
silenced. Anyone who tries to comunicate with a ship of the line will be
fired on."

"It's because | know t he codes,"” Rowan numl ured, |ooking dazed. "Of

course. | never imagined that they would go this far, but | don't suppose they
have any choice. | could take over the fleet! Macbeth would be the only way to
stop ne."

"But we're not trying to take over the dam fl eet,
"And if | can just talk to Admiral Dixter--"

Xris said inpatiently.

"That's the point, laddie," said the Bear. "Ybu can't talk to Dixter or
anyone else in the Royal Navy. No one can, not even nyself. Not for
seventy-two hours."

"What a bizarre situation!"™ Rowan spread her hands in a hel pl ess gesture.
"The Navy shuts down conmuni cations because | could betray them and because
commmi cations are shut down | can't communicate with the Navy to |l et them
know | ' mnot a traitor. What do we do?"

The Bear gazed at them from beneath thick, |owering brows. "Turn
yourselves in to the authorities.”

"That's not a bad idea, Xris." Jam | spoke up. "We could go to the nearest
| and- based arny unit. Walk in the front door with our hands in the air. Then
they'Il have to listen to US. "



"And what happens to Raoul in the neantime?" Xris demanded.

A ef sky was i medi ately concerned. "Raoul ? What have you done with the
Peacock?"

The Bear was fond of the Adonian and of the Little One and woul d
frequently invite themboth to the castle. Raoul's burning goal inlife was to
instill a sense of fashion consciousness in the A efskys and, although the
Adoni an found the task daunting, he bravely and resolutely refused to shrink
fromthe challenge. He was constantly carrying over various ensenbl es,
spendi ng fatigui ng hours endeavoring to convince O efsky that smelly deer hide
whil e practical--was not suitable for formal dinner invitations to the Gitter
Pal ace. Al of which the AQefsky famly found highly diverting and hung the
new clothes up on the walls as curiosities.

"Where is the Peacock?" O efsky peered around.

"Someone snatched him Beat up the Little One. W don't know why. W don't
think it has anything to do with... this other."

The Bear glanced at the Little One, who was clinging to Rowan's uniform
jacket. O efsky noticed, for the first time, the bl oodstai ned bandage. He
grow ed, frowned, paced about thoughtfully, tranpling a small end table.

Xris took out a twist, tapped it on his knee. "I won't abandon a nenber of
my team | signed contracts with all of you and I'lIl keep ny end of the
agreement. |'Il go after Raoul nyself if | have to."

Jam | was defensive. "Dam it, Xris, | didn't nmean we shoul d abandon hi m
You know I'mwi th you. | was just being--"

"I know." Xris interrupted, softened his tone. "I understand. You were
just being logical. I'msorry, guys. I'mtired. We're all tired. | got you
into this. What Jam | says does nake sense. Go with him take his advice.

He' Il know how to handle it. You'll probably get reduced sentences.”

Harry said "No!" loudly and glared at Jam|.

Jam | | ooked grimand unconfortable and nmuttered something to the effect
that it was a sound idea and they should consider it.

Quong, his eyes closed, was apparently approaching this as he m ght have
approached the solution to a mathematical equation, even to the point of
absently working cal culations with slight noverments of his fingertips.

Tycho yell ed sonething unintelligible; he'd grown so flustered he'd
accidentally switched off his translator. Jam | and Harry both loudly told him
to turn it on. "Bear," Xris said quietly, talking beneath the confusion, "I
know Di on, renenber? Hell, | helped put himon the throne! | swear to you
on... on what's left of ne"--he held out his flesh-and-blood arm-"that we're
not fomenting a revolution. W' re not intending to overthrow the king or
assassi nate himor anyone. May this ann be cut off if I'mlying."

"Yes," the Bear said, "go on."

Xris drew in a deep breath, let it out slowy. "G ve nme these seventy-two
hours to find Raoul and do what | can to straighten out this ness. By the end
of that time, no matter what happens, 1'Il turn nyself in."



"You are in great danger, ny friend," O efsky observed. "Not only is the
Royal Navy after you, every |law officer and bounty hunter in the galaxy will
be out to capture you, bring you in--dead or alive." Xris said nothing, had
nothing to say to the obvious. O efsky stared at him rum nated. Suddenly the
Bear | eaned forward, snote Xris on the back, a blow that jarred every rivet in
t he cyborg's body.

"I trust you. | believe you. You have seventy-two hours. What's nore, if
you need a spacepl ane other than that yellow nonstrosity in which you
| anded"--the Bear grinned-"you may borrow one of mine."

"Thank you, Bear," Xris said, offering to shake on it. "You won't regret

this."

"I do not think I will." Bear heaved a sigh. Then, clasping firmhold of
Xris's good hand, O efsky added sol emmly, "The good God help you if you are
lying, laddie. In that instance, | nmyself will be the one who takes this ann."

The Bear squeezed his bul k back through the door. Alerting his two sons to
his presence with a playful blow on the back of each shaggy head, he thudded
down the stairs, strode off into the woods. Hi s |unbering sons and the dog
crashed al ong behi nd.

The Bear's final threat had been emphasized by a crushing grip. Xris could
still feel the ache. He had his seventy-two hours. Just what the hell he was
going to do with themwas currently open to question

He turned to Rowan. "Yes? \What have you got? Did you find Raoul ?"
She nodded, gently placed her hand on the Little One's small shoul der

"He gave you the clue. A research vessel, registered to a university. The
nane i s Canis Major Research |."

The Little One made sone sort of guttural, alnost feral sound, and nodded
so vigorously that the fedora toppled off, revealing the bandaged face. Mboving
with remarkabl e swiftness, the enpath retrieved his hat, clapped it back on
his head. "And how the hell did you figure it out?" Xris asked. Rowan grinned.
She was actually enjoying herself. "Wen the Little One hugged the dog, it
occurred to ne that what he was trying to tell us had sonmething to do with
dogs. What could it be, except the nane of the ship?

"Once | knew that, | went into the files of the I ocal spaceport on Auriga,
downl oaded the nanes of vessels that had requested |anding perm ssion during
that particular tine period--"

"Wait a minute. You just waltzed in?"

"Well, maybe it wasn't quite that easy." Rowan | ooked nodest. "I'm dead,
so far as conputer access is concerned. Al ny passwords have been wi ped
clean. | can't even log on to nmy own personal computer in ny apartnent. But
peopl e are always | eaving back doors open. It was fairly sinple, actually,
gi ven what | know. Anyhow, once | had the nanmes, | did a search through the
list. Nothing with the word dog turned up. But | was certain it had to be
there.

"So was he." She gestured to the Little One. "He was practically glued to
me. | knew | was on the right track. So | tried dog in other |anguages, nerged
that list with the list of ship names and there was the match--Canis Major. |
asked the LiMe One if that was the name and he indicated yes. | asked himif



his friend Raoul was on that ship and he nodded yes again."

The Little One was still saying yes. Wenever anybody | ooked at him
si deways he woul d nod and pound his two snall fists together

Xris glanced at Quong for confirmation. "How reliable is this, Doc? How
woul d a Tongan know the word Canis had anything at all to do with dogs?
Unl ess, of course, Raoul is teaching his little buddy dead | anguages in his
spare time."
"It is very nuch possible,"” Quong replied. "Many tel epaths use nental
i mgery to convey their thoughts and read the thoughts of others. They do not
need words. For exanple, Raoul hears the name 'Canis Mjor,' thinks 'the dog
star,' thinks of dogs, bringing up an image in his mnd of a dog. The Little
One brings up the image of a dog in his mnd and attaches that to A efsky's
ani mal . Maj or Mohini"-

Quong bowed to Rowan--"searches for names having to do with dogs and,
findi ng one, produces a very strong nental inage of a dog in her mnd, which
is picked up by our small friend."

"I can track the ship, Xris," Rowan offered. "It is a Verdiclass vessel
the kind typically used for research or short hops between planets. It has no
hyper space capabilities, no weapons, no shields. A long-range spacepl ane coul d
catch it in, say, eight hours."

Xris took a drag on the twist. "A research vessel. You nean the kind
coll eges use to go out and chart star systems and study insect life on other
pl anets and all that?"

"That woul d seem so, given the nane," Rowan responded.
Xris snorted. "Then this nmakes no sense. What the hell are a bunch of
egghead professors doing with Raoul? Witing a thesis on the correct shoes to

wear with knee-high velvet pants after five?"

"Judgi ng by what they did to the Little One, ny friend, this is not a
joking matter," Quong observed gravely. "The beating he took was a

prof essional job. They intended to kill him™
"Yeah, | know. | found him renmenber?" Xris considered, then nade up his
mnd. "Very well. I'"'mgoing to pay a little visit to this Canis Mjor Research

"W're with you, Xris," said Jam|. He | ooked unconfortable. "And, uh
about what | brought up earlier, about turning ourselves in. | didn't nmean--"
"Forget it. You made sense." Xris massaged his ann. It still ached. "I
know everyone's exhausted, but since we only have seventy-two hours, we need
to |l eave right away. We can catch sone sleep on the plane. Gather up your gear
and let's nove out."

The rest left. Xris found hinmself alone with Rowan. At | east as al one as
they could be, considering that the Little One was hanging on to Rowan's
slacks like a | ost child.

Xris decided the best way to go about this was quick, cool, businesslike.
"You can't stay here by yourself. It wouldn't be safe. 1'll take you over to
A efsky's--"



She was smiling, shaking her head. "I'mcomng with you, Xris. | know you
don't trust ne, but--" "I told you once," Xris interrupted coldly, "I need you
alive. Besides, it's not your problem Raoul's ny nan and "

"And he's the only way | have to prove to you |I'mtelling the truth."
Rowan rested her hand again on the Little One's shoulder. "He can't tell you
what |'mthinking and feeling. I'mnot sure he understands. But his friend
Raoul will. He will tell you. And you'll believe him won't you?"

Xris believed already. He couldn't help hinmself. He was having to work
very hard at not believing.
"Yes," he said. "I'll believe him" He snubbed out the twist. "Well, now
guess we go see a nan about a dog."

CHAPTER 26

Therefore those who skillfully nove opponents make formations that
opponents are sure to follow, give what opponents are sure to take.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

"Unknown spacepl ane, this is Canis Major Research |I. You are in violation
of intergalactic safety regul ati on nunber 2158-B3, which requires a
five-kilometer exclusion zone between--"

Harry cut in. "W're going to be in violation of a helluva |ot nore safety
regul ati ons unl ess you shut down your engi nes now and prepare for boarding."

Monentary silence, then a human voice replaced the digitized one. "This is
t he captain speaking. You are in flagrant violation of intergalactic |aw Qur
vessel has no weapons."

"W do," Harry returned. "You can either shut down your engi nes now or
we'll shut 'emdown for you."

More silence. Then, "Due to nodul ati on frequency wave interference, your
| ast nessage did not cone through--"

"Fire on them" ordered Xris fromhis place in the copilot's seat. "Don't
hit anything vital. Just show t hem we nean business."

"You hear that, Tycho?" Harry asked over the eonniL

The alien was ensconced in the Schiavona's gun turret, located in a bubble
above the cockpit.

Tycho's answer was a well-ained precision blast fromthe | ascannon t hat
took out a condenser coil on the ship's stem

"You've lost the air-conditioning,"
you |l ose the air."

Harry said cheerfully. "The next shot,

"It's this way, Canis Major," Xris addexi, "you have no weapons. W do.
You have no shields. We do. You're holding a friend of ours hostage on board



your vessel. We intend to get himback. Shut your engi nes down and prepare for
boarders."

The Canis Major had no response.
"But they've done it," Harry reported, studying his instrunentation
"They' ve shut down their main engines. They're dead in space. Conputer, how
| ong before they can start up agai n?"

"Main engine startup on a Verdi-class requires six hours to recycle."

"They won't be goi ng anywhere soon," Harry said in satisfaction
"W have shut down our engines," came the captain's gri msoundi ng voi ce.
"W have no choice. W consider this a crininal action. W feel obliged to

i nformyou that we have activated our automatic distress signal. Al vessels
in our vicinity are required by law to respond."” Xris glanced at Rowan.

"W know we don't have to worry about the Royal Navy," she said. "They're
under orders not to respond to distress signals. But a civilian vessel could
and probably woul d. At |east, they'd cone take a |ook." "How | ong?" Xris
asked.

She shrugged. "This is a busy secton Alot of traffic. But | didn't see
anything in the vicinity when | was tracking this ship, so |I'd guess we have
at | east an hour."

"It shouldn't last that |Iong. Not with a bunch of professors on board.
Take us in for docking, Harry. Can everyone hear ne?"

Xris stood up, clinbed the |adder to the living quarters. The cockpit of a
| ong-range Schi avona fi ghter-bonmber is |ocated bel ow the spacepl ane's nmain
deck area, separated by a netal railing, accessible dowmn a four-ranged stee
| adder. Designed for interplanetary flights--unlike its short-range
counterpart, which is used mainly for ship-to-ship or ship-toplanet
operations--the standard | ong-range Schiavona is self-sustaining. It provides
adequate, if not particularly luxurious, living facilities for a two-nman crew
on a longer flight, short-term accomodati ons for a |arger nunber of people on
a brief haul.

The Schi avona on this m was extremely crowded. In addition to the extra
peopl e, they had to stow their gear on board. This included a small arsenal of
weapons, Royal Naval uniforns (in case they were caught, they planned to bl uff
their way out), food, tools, and Quong's box of mnedical supplies. Xris had
been forced into a slight altercation with the Little One. The cyborg caught
the enpath attenpting to lug an overl arge suitcase on board.

"What's this?" Xris had demanded.

The Little One had opened the suitcase, proudly revealed its contents:
seven silk scarves, a half-dozen frothy |acecovered bl ouses, ten pairs of
hi gh- heel ed punps in various shades, nulticol ored spandex unitards, and a
flashy gol d ensenbl e adorned with sequi ns and bangl es.

"No," Xris had said. "Absolutely not. Raoul will have to get along w thout
hi s war drobe. "

The Little One had gesticulated wildly, flinging his small hands in the
air and junping up and down.



Xris had remai ned adamant. The suitcase was | eft behind.
"You hear ne, Tycho?" Xris said now over the conmto the gunner's turret.
"Loud and cl ear, boss."

Rowan, the Little One, Jaml, and Quong sat in snmall fold-down chairs
bolted to the bul kheads. They gave Xris their full attention

"Ckay, this is the plan. When we dock, they'll open the airlock--"

"What if they don't?" Harry demanded fromthe cockpit. He liked to have
every eventuality covered.

"They will, or you'll shoot something else off. I'mleaving you inside the
pl ane. "

Harry nodded conpl acently.

"We' || take control of the bridge. Jam | and Tycho will remain on the
bridge. The Little One and I will go | ook for Raoul. Doc, you'll conme wth us,
in case he needs nedical attention." Xris |ooked at the Little One. "Raoul's
alive, right?"

The Littl e One nodded vigorously.

"And you can find himon board that ship? Even if they've hidden hi m away
sonewher e?"

The Little One nodded again, clenched two fists and brought them together
"Al'l right, then--"

"What about nme?" Rowan asked.

"You stay on board with Harry. | want you to nonitor-Wat the devil is
wrong wi th hi m now?"

The Little One had begun by wringing his hands and shaki ng his head. He
ended by flinging hinself onto Rowan, clutching at her and tugging at her
uni f orm

"I believe he wants nme to go with him" Rowan sai d.
"Qut of the question.”
"I don't mind, Xris."
"Damm it, | do! Technically speaking, you' re ny prisoner--"
wp

"Techni cal |y speaking," Rowan interrupted, smling, m your friend."

Xris ignored that. "--and | don't want you--"

The Little One becane frenzied. He pulled on Rowan's uniformw th such
vi ol ence that he ripped an epaul et from her shoul der

"He shoul d not be exciting hinmself like this." Quong was on his feet,
attenpting to soothe his patient. "He wants ne to go!" Rowan pl eaded.

"Then he can get over it." Xris was adanant. The computer canme on



"Docking in ten, nine, eight--" "You better sit down and strap in!" Harry
warned. "This is a forced docki ng maneuver. They're not hel pi ng us one damm
bit."

The Little One refused to be pried | oose from Rowan. dinging to her, he
peered at Xris fromunder the brimof the fedora.

"I promise |l won't try to escape,” Rowan said.
"At this point, it mght be better if she did," Jam| muttered under his
breath to Quong.

But Xris heard. "All right, then! Go on board," he snarled. "The whole
fuckin' universe can go on board, for all | care."

He slid down the |adder, back into the cockpit, sat in his chair and
strapped hinself in. Gimy silent, he stared out the viewscreen

The conputer's m ndl ess voi ce broke the unconfortable still ness.
"Five, four, three--"

"Ch, shut up," Harry nuttered, and killed the audio.

The | andi ng was a rough one.

The hatch whirred. Xris pushed it open, pulled hinself cautiously up and
out. He took a good | ook around, but--as

Harry had reported from sensor readings--the aifiock was pressurized and
enpty. Xris, perched on top of the spacepl ane, | ooked down, notioned the
others to join him

Jam | canme next. He slid down the Schiavona's outside | adder to the deck
of the Canis Major Research 1, ainmed his beamrifle on the door to the
ai fiock. Tycho followed, carrying his special sniper rifle. The alien joined
Janmi | .

There was a brief delay. Xris peered inpatiently down into the hatch. The
Little One was slowy clinbing upward, tripping over his raincoat. "Hurry!"
Xris ordered. He was a target-shoot up here. The Little One received a boost
from behind from Quong, al nmost flew out of the hatch. Xris caught hold of the
enpat h, steadied him started himcreeping across the hull over to the | adder
The doctor eased hinself out next. Once on top of the Schiavona, he reached
down to receive a beamrifle and his medi cal gear handed up to hi m by Rowan.
She came | ast, noving easily and expertly. She carried a |lasgun in a shoul der
hol ster.

Xris eyed the weapon.
She caught his glance, flushed. "I can |leave it--"
He shook his head, notioned her to hurry.

"We're out, Harry," he said into the conm "Leave the hatch open and keep
t he engi nes running." "Right, boss."

Xris clinmbed down, joined the others. He nodded to Jami |, who hit the
controls. He and Tycho burst through the door, weapons raised, expecting
resi stance.



Al they encountered were two extrenely angry and indi gnant acadenic types
in white lab coats, who fired nothing nmore | ethal than a barrage of protests.

"What is the nmeaning of this? W are a research vessel! W have nothing on
board--"

"Hands in the air," Jam | ordered.

"This is a piratical act. W have your spacepl ane's nunber and--"
"He said, hands in the air." Tycho enphasized the statenent with a
menaci ng notion of his sniper rifle.

Xris took up a position where he could keep an eye on the corridor
"l protest--"
The two, still talking, reluctantly raised their hands over their heads.

Jam | grabbed one, Tycho the other. They shoved both professors facefirst
i nto the bul kheads. Quong patted them down expertly for weapons, reported them
bot h cl ean.

One of the professors, a woman, turned her head. "I am Dr. Brisbane
| eader of the research team W have nothing on board that would be in the
| east valuable to you scum W have activated a distress signal. Help will be
arriving any nonent now. | suggest--"

She broke off, stared in amazenent at the sight of the Little One, who
cane barreling through the door, tuggi ng Rowan al ong behi nd. The enpath woul d
have dragged Rowan off down the corridor if Xris hadn't stopped them

"Take it easy,"
shoul der.

he said quietly, resting his good hand on the Little One's

The Little One apparently understood--either Xris's words or his
t hought s--for the enpath cal nred down, though he kept casting |onging gl ances
at the corridor. Xris studied the professors in their immacul ate coats. The

femal e doctor was tall, stemfaced, gray-haired. The other--a mal e--was tubby
and pi nk-faced. Neither |ooked the least bit sinister, only upset and
frightened and---in the woman's case--mad enough to chew off the cyborg's

steel hand. She started in again, yanmering about pirates.
Xris decided to continue the hard-Iine approach, see where it got him

"Shut up!" His netal -edged voice cut off all further protests. He fixed
his attention on the femal e doctor. "Listen to nme, sister, and no one wll get
hurt. We're not pirates. W have reason to believe that you are holding a
friend of ours hostage on board this vessel. H s name is Raoul. He's an
Adoni an. Rel ease him turn himover to us, and we'll fly away and | eave you to
your books."

He expected evasions, denials, nore protests. Wat he got instead were
baffl ed | ooks, disbelief, and inconprehension. He m ght have been speaking
Tycho' s | anguage, wi thout benefit of the translator

"You're accusing us--us--of ... of kidnapping?' Dr. Brisbane was so angry
she was spluttering.



Her tubby cohort actually giggled, then blushed red at the doctor's
bal ef ul gaze.

"Centl enen--" the tubby one began neekly.

"Don't dignify themwith that term™" Brisbane snapped.

The tubby one bl ushed again. "We're a research vessel, studying the
effects of vented gas plasma di scharge fromjunk-drive engi nes on various
species, flora and fauna. We've never kidnapped anyone. | believe you've made
a terrible mstake."

Xris was beginning to think so. If that was true, he was certainly on a
roll. It was Rowan who'd dreaned all this up. Dog stars! If she ... If this
was a trick..

Xris clanped his teeth down on a tw st.
Not hing to do now but play it out.

"Then | guess you won't mind us searching your ship,'
themclosely to see their reaction

he said, watching

And there was the break, the crack. Not nnth. If he hadn't been so damed
keyed up and on edge, he might have mssed it--Tubby's eyes slid sideways.

Bri sbane was good. She had scared but indignant down to an art form
Absolutely no reason for themto search her vessel, upset her staff. Risk
contam nating the experinments, |oss of nonths of valuable research ..

Tubby, receiving his cue, nowjoined in. But that's just what his sideways
gl ance had been. He was asking for his cue.

Xris gave the teamthe go-ahead.

Jam | grabbed Tubby by the collar, shoved a | asgun in his back. Tycho took
charge of Brisbane.
"Take us to the bridge," Jam| ordered. "W prom se not to step on the
flowers. And keep your hands where | can see them and your eyes straight ahead
or you'll be fertilizing your 'flora and fauna.' March."

The processi on noved down the corridor: Jam| and Tycho and the prisoners
in front; Quong, Rowan, and the Little One right behind; Xris bringing up the
rear, watching their backs. They met no one on the way. Apparently everyone
el se on board the vessel had been warned to keep out of sight.

They continued down the corridor |eading fromthe airlock, until they cane
to an intersection. Their corridor went on ahead, another branched off to the
right. Dr. Brisbane--her jaw clanped--indicated the right turn. At this, they
nearly lost the Little One. He canme to a dead stop, pointed frantically
strai ght ahead.

Bri sbane eyed the Little One narrowWy. When she caught Xris watching her
she shifted her gaze.

"The bridge is that direction," she said coldly.

Xris nodded, gave Janil the sign to go ahead. Rowan said something to the
Little One, who trailed along reluctantly, holding on to Rowan's hand.



Apparently their progress through the ship was being nonitored, because
the door to the bridge was standing open. Captain and crew were waiting for
them No security guards; no one was even arned. So far, the Canis Mjor
Research 1 was what it clained to be--a |lunbering, inoffensive research
vessel , cruising studiously through space.

Xris began again to have doubts. Jamil's rigid back and set jaw and the
fact that Tycho's skin had not changed color to match his surroundi ngs
i ndi cated that they were al so dubi ous about their m ssion. Rowan wore her
eni gmati c expression, which Xris remenbered fromthe old days. That expression
nmeant either she thought he was way off target, but wouldn't jeopardize the
operation by saying anything, or she was on to something. Quong was i npassive;
but then, he was always inpassive. If it hadn't been for the Little One's
excitement, Xris mght have nuttered an apol ogy and sl unk off.

"Captain"--Xris stepped forward--"we're going to take control of the
bridge. Instruct your people to stand aside and let nmy nmen do their jobs and
no one will get hurt. W'll do what we cane to do, then |eave and |l et you
carry on."

The captain | ooked at Brisbane, who said bitterly, "W have no choice. W
must do as they say. They have sone insane notion that we have ki dnapped one
of their friends. They intend to search the ship."

The team went to work, swift, efficient. If they had any doubts about Xris
or their reason for being here, they did not |let these doubts interfere with
their jobs. At a command fromthe captain, the crew-three people--rose to
their feet, noved away fromtheir consoles. Tycho herded the crew, Dr.

Bri sbane, and her tubby conpanion over into a recessed bay area. Quong kept
them covered. Xris stood by the door, keeping watch down the corridor. Janmil
made the captain return to the pilot's chair, a gun to his head.

A red light was flashing on the console--the distress signal. Jam|l
nmotioned to it. "Shut it off," he ordered. The captain shook his head. "I
can't."

Jam | exam ned the control. "My guess is that he's telling the truth. Once
it's activated ..." he shrugged, "company."

Rowan could probably kill it, but it was unlikely the Little One woul d
turn her | oose.

"No help for it," Xris said. "Jam |, you keep everyone here. Tycho, take
over for Quong. Doc, you're with nme."

"You are wasting your time," Brisbane said, her voice |loud and strident.
"The only people aboard this ship are the crew and nmy fell ow scientists.”

But as she said this, her eyes shifted involuntarily to the Little One.
The erapath stood near the door, hopping inpatiently fromone foot to the
ot her.

"If that's true, Doctor, you have nothing to worry about. If it isn't..."
Xris notioned his group out, headed out hinself.

"COkay," he said to the Little One. "Lead on."

Keepi ng hold of Rowan, the Little One took off down the corridor, kicking
i npatiently at the hemof the raincoat. Xris and Quong trudged after their



smal | friend.
"They're all hiding sonmething," Rowan said, over her shoul der
"Ch, year? How do you know t hat ?"

"W were expecting to see a research shiiy--intellectual types in white
coats, nonprofessional crew, that sort of thing."

“Yes."
"And that's what we're seeing."”

"I"mseeing exactly the sane things |'d see if | were on a research
vessel, which neans that |'m not "

"You know what |I'mgetting at," Rowan retorted.
Xris did. It was the main reason he was marching down this corridor behind
an enpath in a raincoat who had gotten themall here by huggi ng a dog.

They headed down the same corridor they'd used to reach the bridge from
the airlock. But when they arrived at the intersection, the Little One turned
right instead of left. He continued down another hallway, made a |l eft-hand jog
at anot her junction, then another left. He paused only at the intersections,
and then he didn't appear confused as nmuch as he appeared to be attenpting to
determ ne the fastest way to reach his goal

No one and nothing interfered until they reached a section of the vesse
separated fromthe main part by a huge, heavy bl ast door |abel ed AUTHORI ZED
PERSONNEL ONLY.

Odd. Xris was famliar with the Verdi-cl ass vessel and this door was not
standard equi pnent. He got on the commto Jaml.

"Rescue-two, this is Rescue-one. Can you see us?"

"Rescue-one, |'ve got you on the security cam™

"What's on the other side of this blast door?"

"An enmpty corridor. Doors leading off of it. Nothing special that | can
tell; but then, the cans don't pick up the inside of the roons, only the
hal | ways. "

"Any change in radiation |levels, Rescue-two? Air quality? Pressure?"

A pause. Jam | was checki ng out instrunent readi ngs. "No, Rescue-one.
None. Everything reads normal ."

"COkay," Xris said. The Little One was glowering at himinpatiently from
beneath the fedora. "Open it up, RescuetWD"

The door clanked, began to revol ve ponderously to one side. The Little One
I et go of Rowan's hand, junped through as soon as the crack was | arge enough
to contain his small body. He was hal fway down the corridor before Xris,
Rowan, and Quong nmanaged to catch up

Xris stared curiously at the other doors as they passed, wondering why
this particular area had been made off limts and who it was off limts to.



"Aut hori zed personnel " night nmean the crew only, excluding the profs, or it

m ght mean the profs, excluding the crew. The first would tend to indicate
that this area had been seal ed off because it had sonething inmportant to do
with the running of the ship--which seemed unlikely, since there were only
doors and a corridor, no high-voltage electrical equipnment or thrunm ng

machi nery. The other m ght nean that the crew was being kept in the dark about
t he experinments being carried on inside.

Sone of the doors were narked, but the nmarks were in a strange | anguage,
not the usual Standard Mlitary. Rowan slowed her pace to stare at them Xris
nearly bumnped into her

"Aren't those weird?" she said.

Xris agreed, caught hold of Rowan's el bow, steered her on. It had not been
unknown, when they were agents together, for Rowan to stop in the mddle of a
guns-drawn, badges-flashing raid to read a flier tacked on a wall.

The Little One made a sudden turn to the right. He was runni ng now,
dashing al ong at such a rapid, eager pace that he tripped hinmself up
conpletely and spraw ed flat on the floor. He was up again before anyone could
reach him racing madly down the con'idor. He skidded to a halt in front of a

door, pointing and junping up and down. "This is it? Raoul's in there?" Xris
asked.

The Little One nodded so violently that the hat slid over his eyes.
Xris was back on the comm "Rescue-two? Can you see us now?"

"I have you, Rescue-one. You're on Deck eight, level B-two. And you're in
the clear. That corridor's enpty in all directions."

"Everyone behavi ng thensel ves up there?"

"Two i ndi gnant outbursts, one request for a glass of water---denied--and
one prom se to see us all behind a force field, but that's been about it so
far. There's a blip on the screen; someone coming to check on the distress
signal. Looks like a freighter, nmoving pretty slowly, but it is noving, so
don't dawdle."

"Right. You reading anything inside this roonf"

"Not hi ng here. But like | said, | can't see."

Xris glanced again at the Little One. The fedora bobbed.

"Rescue-two, we're going in."

Xris touched the controls. The door stayed shut.

"Or maybe not. Rescue-two ..."

"I"'mon it, Rescue-one. Just a sec. Okay. Ready when you are."

Xris notioned to Quong. Lasgun in hand, the Doc took one side of the door
while Xris covered the other. Rowan had drawn her lasgun. Wth her other hand,
she grasped the Little One firmy, dragged hi mbehind her, out of the |line of

fire.

"Ready. "



The door slid open. Quong dove low, |asgun ready. Xris dodged in after
hi m

They were inside what appeared to be a sick bay. Three hospital beds,
separated by hanging curtains, were |lined up side by side. Various nonitors,
conput ers, and ot her equi pnent, including a deactivated nedi cbot, cluttered
the room

An extrenely startled-Iooking nedic, seated in a swivel chair in front of
alit screen, spun around, said, "Wat the--" and junped to his feet.

"Hold it," Quong told him aimng the lasgun at the man's chest. "Ri ght
there. Don't move. Hands up."

The nedic, |ooking bew | dered, did what he was told.

Xris glanced swiftly around the room saw no one el se.

No one else living, that is.

A still form covered with a white sheet, lay on one of the beds. A hand
was all that was visible, hanging linmp and lifeless off the bed. The delicate
fingers were decorated with gaudy tings. The nails were |ong, manicured, and
pai nt ed nmauve.

"Damm. Dam it to hell,"” Xris said softly.

He turned, with sone idea of telling Rowan to get the Little One out of

there, but he was too |l ate. The enpath broke away from her, ran past Xris,
headi ng straight for the shrouded figure.

"Doc!" Xris called warningly. "I've got the nedic covered. You go take
care of " He left the sentence unfinished. There was probably very little
left to care for ... except the Little One. And what they'd do with him Xris

coul dn't i nmagi ne.

The Little One was clinbing up onto the bed.

Quong | owered his weapon. Wth soot hing words, he endeavored to stop the
enpath. But the doctor was too late. The Little One plucked the sheet fromthe
body.

Raoul lay beneath it. The Adoni an was dressed in a hospital gown. ("He
must be dead!" Xris nmuttered to hinself.) The |ong black hair was unconbed,

di shevel ed. Wde, unseeing eyes stared at the ceiling.

The Little One grabbed hold of Raoul's hospital gown with both small hands
and tugged.

"My friend, please!" Quong attenpted to renonstrate. "He is dead. There is
not hi ng--"

"How did this happen?" Xris demanded.

The nedic started to babble. "We found hi m stowed away on board our ship.
He was in a drugged stupor. We did what we could, but--"

"Il bet." Xris sneered. "I also don't believe a word. Rowan, go help the
Doc. Rowan ..."



She wasn't |ooking at himor listening to him She was stating at the
nmedi ¢c' s conputer. Rowan could have no nore wal ked by a computer without
stopping to | ook than poor Raoul could have wal ked past a cosmetics counter
She sat down in front of it.

"Stay away fromthat!" the nedic yelled.

Rowan bent nearer, reading the screen

"My God ...

She pl aced her |asgun on the console. Her fingers went to the keyboard.

The nedic was |ivid.

The Little One shook Raoul's body. Quong attenpted to pacify the
di straught enpat h.

Xris turned back to his prisoner. "You ve got five seconds to tell me the
truth about what happened to nmy friend there before | start shooting holes in
various parts of you--parts that won't interfere with your mouth.”

"Xris ..." Rowan said, excited. "You won't believe this! Conme |ook--"

"Rescue-one!" Jam | was on the comm "You' ve got trouble. |I don't know
where the hell they canme from but a whole goddam regiment is closing in on
you!"

"Seal off Deck Eight, all levels!" Xris shouted.

He made a spring for the door control and, at that nonent, the medic nmade
a spring for Rowan.

Xris had time to shout a warning to her, but that was all he could do. H's
mai n concern had to be for the door. Reaching it, he caught a glinpse of arned
men raci ng down the corridor. Laser fire burst over his head.

Xris slamed his hand on the controls, shut the door. He spun around.

The nmedi ¢ had Rowan in an expert strangl ehold. He held her own lasgun to
her head.

CHAPTER 27

I f your advance is going well, you' re walking into an amnbush.

Murphy's Mlitary Law

Xris could hear banging on the door, but that didn't last |ong. He could
trust Jam| to keep the door controls | ocked up, nake sure the door stayed

shut--at least until sonmeone came back with a plasma cutting torch

"Just take it easy." Xris raised his hands in the air. "W don't intend to
hurt anyone. W just want to find out what happened to our friend there. You



said you found himin--"
"Shut up!" the nedic snarl ed.

The man was rattled; he was in charge of the situation, but he had no idea
what to do with it. He pressed the gun agai nst Rowan's tenple, glanced
nervously around as if |ooking for help. H s gaze went involuntarily upward.

Guessing that he wasn't searching for spiritual guidance, Xris followed
the nedic's gaze and saw the security cam He cursed hinself for not having
seen it sooner. Someone had been watching, and not fromthe bridge,
apparently, since Jam | couldn't see them Which nmeant there was sone sort of
centralized control on board the vessel that had nothing to do with the crew

VWhat the hell was going on?

Rowan knew-he could tell it fromthe excited, eager expression on her
face. She was within a finger's twitch of having a hole burned through her
skull and she was only interested in relating what she'd found out.

| know what they're after/ She was telling himsilently.

Her dark eyes gl eaned. She cast a |l ook at the conputer and then her gaze
becarme pleading. But | need nore tine/

He coul d hear her as clearly as if she'd spoken out |oud. And he felt the
sane famliar rash of frustration and irritation that he'd had in the old
days, working together. Not only did Rowan expect himto get her out of
this--to get themall out of this--but she wanted himto buy her tinme on the
conputer as well! And all with a gun to her head!

The nedi ¢ had decided on a course of action. He began draggi ng Rowan
backward toward t he bed, where he could get a clear view of Quong and the
Little One.

"You there. You two. Move out in front of ne where | can see you." The
nmedi ¢ tightened his choking grip on Rowan, notioned with the |asgun

Rowan had gone a shade pal er; she was gasping for breath. Her eyes were
enornous in her white face and theft gaze never left Xris. She was slowy
suf f ocat i ng.

Quong lifted the Little One fromthe bed. The enpath went linp in the
doctor's grasp. Quong set the Little One gently on the floor, stood
protectively near him

"Move this way. Over by the tin man," the nedic ordered, waving the
[ asgun. "You. Cyborg." He turned to Xris. "Shut your battery down."
"Rescue-one." Janm| was back on the comm "I|'ve sealed off the corridors,
but they're using manual overrides to open the blast doors. It'lIl take thema
whil e, but not long. You' ve got five in your inmediate vicinity. There were
seven, but two of themleft, probably to get a cutting torch. What's it |ike
at your end?"

"Hostage situation. | can't talk," Xris returned.

"Shut up!" the nedic yelled. "And shut down. You've got five seconds
before | start shooting body parts. Hers!"



Pani ¢ began to rise, to bubble up inside Xris, creep out of his pores in a
cold sweat. H s worst nightrmare, his only nightmare, his constant, continuous
ni ght mare was shutting dowmn. Wth his battery turned off, he was hel pl ess, the
cybernetic parts of hinmself died, froze. Wighted down with the heavy hunks of
wire and steel, he couldn't nmove. He could barely keep hinself alive--if you
wanted to call it alive. The artificial heart would continue to punp, but the
bl ood would flow to paral yzed, unfeeling |inbs.

"Five ... four ..." The nedic was counting.
And behind the nedic, the corpse of Raoul was slowy sitting up

For a stunned nmonent, Xris wondered if his battery pack had shut down. His
heart lurched and then reality hit him Raoul was not dead. He'd never been
dead! He'd been lying in the bed--God and the Loti only knew why--with the
sheet pull ed over his head!

Al of this went through Xris's mind in a flash, just as he realized he'd
been staring too fixedly in Raoul's direction. The nedic had noticed his gaze,
started to | ook around.

Raoul was on his hands and knees, crawling to the end of the bed. He held
an injector in his hand.

"There's obviously been a ni stake,"
forward. "Let nme talk to Dr. Brisbane.”

Xris said loudly, and took a step

"Dr. Brisbane gave us perm ssion to come down here," Quong added. He, too
had seen Raoul. The doctor took a step forward.

Al armed, feeling threatened, the nedic shifted the | asgun from Rowan,
aimed at Xris, and fired.

Raoul |eaped on the man from behind, plunged the injector into the nedic's
back.

The burst caught Xris in the left arm spun himaround, knocked himto the
floor. His electrical systemwent berserk; three fingers on his weapons hand
shorted out. Tiny jolts of electricity slivered through his body and then the
automatic relays kicked in and cl osed down the damaged circuits, rerouted the
power .

Xris rolled over, fighting to catch his breath, waiting for his heartbeat
to stabilize. There was one thing he could still do. He raised his |asgun
whi ch he carried always in his good hand---nmainly because of situations |ike
this. He didn't aimat the medic. who was withing on the floor, in a tangle
wi th Rowan. Taking careful aim Xris shot out the security cam

Quong was bendi ng over the medic, who had gone suddenly I|inp.
"Dead," the doctor reported.
Quong turned to Rowan.

She was on her feet, waved the doctor away. "I'mall right. Go see about
Xris."

"I'"'mokay, Doc." Xris picked hinself up. He was out of breath and dizzy,
but that woul d pass. "Sone circuits fried. Nothing major." He touched the
comm "Rescue-two, this is Rescue-one. All secure down here. What's going on



out si de our door?"

He didn't really need to ask. He could hear the hissing of the plasnma
cutting torch, see a charred spot start to form around the door controls.

"Seven nen on Deck Eight, your level," Jam | reported. "They' ve got a
torch and they're cutting their way through the door. Someone tried to shut
down my view, but | was able to block the attenpt. Rescue-three is on his way
under my gui dance. He's on Deck Six, but he's going to run into a few del ays.
They're still playing with the manual overrides. I'll keep you posted."

"Are they attacking the spacepl ane?"
"Harry reports all clear. They're only interested in you, ny friend. Qut."

Xris tuned in Tycho, picked up the sound of |aser blasts. "Rescue-three,
can you hear ne?"

"Barely!" Tycho shouted. There was a pause, then the whine of the iridium
sniper rifle. A blast. "Three down! One to go! | tell you sonething,
boss"--the alien's tone was grim-"these guys sure as hell aren't college
pr of essors!”

No, they sure as hell weren't.
Quong was beside Xris, inspecting the danage.

"“I'" m okay, Doc. Nothing you can do about this now. You go cover the door
Tycho's comi ng down to get us out, but he may be del ayed. He's facing
resi stance. "

Quong, who could hear for hinself in his own conm nodded. Rowan coul d
hear, too, but she was back at the conputer, working feverishly. Xris |inped
over, stood behind her

"\What have you got ?"

"I"'mnot sure," she nurnured, her gaze on the screen, her brow furrowed.
"I"mestablishing a |ink between our plane's conputer and this one. Hopefully,
| can do it without them finding out--at |east not right away." She | ooked up
at him "l need time, Xris."

"W're not going anywhere real soon," he said wyly. "How | ong?"

"Ten mi nutes?"
"Five," he nodified, and hoped he neant it. She grimaced, shook her head,
and went back to work. X ds turned to Raoul. The Little One had his arns
around his friend' s | egs, hugging him Raoul was patting the enpath on the
shoul der.

"I don't suppose it would do any good to ask you what's going on?"

Raoul ' s eyes were glazed, unfocused. "I amafraid not, Xris Cyborg. They
did terrible things to ne. They were going to kill me. That deadly drug"--the
eyes sharpened, their gaze rested on the injector |ying near the body--"was

neant for ne."

"You don't know who these people are?"



Raoul shook his head, the eyes once nore vacant, vacuous. "l have no idea.
They did terrible things. They made me wear this .... "H s hands plucked at
t he hospital gown.

Xris was struck with sudden inspiration. "That's why you were |ying under
the sheet!"”

"OfF course." Raoul lifted his plucked eyebrows, astonished that Xris
hadn't arrived at this conclusion earlier. "You don't imagine | could |et
anyone see nme like this." His hands fluttered in disgust. "In this ... thing!
And with no makeup!"

The charred arc was hal fway around the door controls. Rowan, her teeth
cl anped down on her lower l[ip, was concentrating on her work. It would take a
bonb bl ast to get her to | eave now

"Rescue-one, this is Rescue-three. |I'mon Deck Seven, noving your way."
That was Tycho, and the next nmonent Jami| was on.

"Rescue-one, this is Rescue-two. They've broken through the door controls
on Deck Three and there's nothing nore | can do to stop them You're going to
have about twenty armed sol diers on you."

"Five nore mnutes," Rowan begged
Raoul was plucking at Xris's sleeve. "I have to go back to ny room change
my clothes. It's just down the hall--"

Xris caught hinself about to laugh. He took a twist, thrust it in his
nouth, bit down on it.

"Rescue-three, let me know when you're in position on Deck Eight."

"Coming up on you now, Rescue-one," Tycho responded. "Targets in sight."

"Ri ght. Quong, grenade. Everyone--take cover!"”

Quong took a thurmapl asna grenade fromhis belt, placed it in front of the
door, set the timer, and ran like hell. He dove behind a steel cabinet. Raoul
quit conpl ai ni ng about his wearing apparel, grabbed the Little One. The two of
themhit the floor and scuttled underneath the bed.

Xris was on his way to finding his own cover when he noriced that Rowan
hadn't noved. She was still sitting at the damm conputer

He junped for her, took her down, chair and all, just as the door bl ew

The bl ast knocked out the | ower section of the door, plus anyone standi ng
near it. Xfis, peering through the snmoke and flane, could see bodies on the
deck. But there must have been sonmeone up and novi ng around because the next
nmonent he heard the whine of Tycho's gun

"Move out, Rescue-one,"
covered. "

Tycho call ed over the comm "I've got you

Quong, at a sign from Xris, made his advance. Cautiously, weapon raised,
he | ooked out the door

Rowan was on her knees, back at the conputer



"We're in," she reported triunphantly. She touched a key. The screen
cleared, then filled with text. "And, hopefully, they won't find out for a
while."

Scranbling to her feet, she wiped away a trickle of blood froma cut on
her scalp. "W've got to hurry," she said to Xris inpatiently. "I want to get
back to the plane and log on."

Xris grunted, haul ed Raoul and the Little One out from under the bed.

"My clothes are in nmy room which is down the hall to your right, about
si x or seven doors--" Raoul began

"Never m nd your clothes. Get mpoving."

Raoul cane to a dead stop, regarded Xris with a cold stare. "If you think
that | amgoing out in public, wearing this ..." Wrds failed him

"Damit!" said Xris through teeth clenched over the twist in his nouth. He
gave Raoul a shove that sent him staggering. "There are people out there
shooting at us! Now get going!"

Raoul recovered hinself, drew hinself up with dignity. "May | rem nd you,
Xris Cyborg, that people are generally always shooting at us. That is no
excuse for not appearing at our best."

"Hurry, Xris!" Rowan was shouting at himfromthe door. Quong had stepped
out si de, was notioning for themto cone.

Xris was on the coomto Jam|. "Rescue-two, what's our status?"

"You're safe where you are for the nonent, Rescue-one, but you're going to
run into a major roadblock in front of the spacepl ane. Sorry, Rescue-one.
Not hing | could do. They were laying for us."

Layi ng for us. An anmbush. A bunch of professors. Wiy? Wat the devil was
goi ng on? "How nany?"

"Thirty, thirty-five. Forty. Armed to the teeth.”

Xris shut his eyes, tried to think. He hadn't swi tched off the comnmand in
t he background he could hear the distress signal. And he remenbered that,
too---a freighter, coming to investigate. Just one nore damn problem A snall
problem conpared to the fact that there were forty or so arnmed and
wel | -trained sol diers standing between his teamand their only way off this
not her of a ship. He could either go out and neet themand try to blast his
way through or wait here until they cane to get him and try to blast his way
out. Lousy odds, either way. He was going to | ose sone people, sonme damm good
people. It-

The di stress signa
Only way off...
The plan was there, bursting inside his head with dazzling clarity.
El ati on, excitenment tingled through himlike a powerful narcotic. He lived for

monents |ike this.

The problemwas how to explain it. It was unlikely that their
transm ssions were being nonitored, but Xris wasn't putting anything past this



bunch.

He was on the coremto Jam|. "Rescue-two, |eave your post. At ny signal
we're getting out of here. But before you go, turn out the lights and | ock up
t he house. Then follow the signs. You got that, Rescue-two?"

A pause. In the background, the distress signal. Then Jam | said quietly,
"I"ve got it, Rescue-one. Waiting your signal."

Xris shut down the transm ssion, glowered at Raoul. "You coming with us or
not ?"

Raoul fluttered his eyelids demurely. He al ways knew when Xris'd had
enough. "1'm com ng. "

The Adoni an stepped daintily over the bits of burning weckage, making
futile attenpts to pull his gown shut in back. At |ength, shrugging, he gave
up. Pausing, he took a look at his reflection in the carbon-streaked netal
wal | .

"Ch, well." Raoul shrugged. "Fortunately, | have a nice tight ass.”

"You better nove your nice tight ass or it's going to get shot off," Xris
said grimy. Gabbing hold of the Little One, the cyborg lifted the enpath
over the ruins and the bodies, plunked hi mdown on the floor near Quong. "Keep
an eye on these two. And Rowan," he told the Doc. Quong nodded.

Tycho stood at the end of a corridor littered with bodies. Seven humans.
Al of them Xris noted, were wearing black uniforms decorated with silver
insignia. He didn't recognize either the uniforms or the insignia, but that
didn't count for much. Every planet, country, city, city-state, corporation
and radical fringe group had its own paramlitary force. These guys j ust
happened to be better than nost. They'd fool ed himconpletely.

Xris nmotioned for Tycho to join them

"Al'l clear down here," Tycho reported.

"Yeah," said Xris, spitting out the twist. "That's because there's a
reception commttee waiting for us at the spacepl ane."

"How many?" asked Tycho.

"Too damm nany. W're clearing out."

Tycho's face darkened. "Janmil's trapped on the bridge--"

"He's abandoning ship. W all are."

They stared at him

Xris switched on the coomto Janmi|. "Rescue-two-now" Xris hoped Jam | had
truly understood his nmessage. Turn out the lights and | ock up the house. Then
follow the signs. If not

A second's worry-packed delay, and then the lights went out. The air went
of f. Emergency lights flickered on, casting an eerie bluish gl ow over

everything. A computerized voice echoed through the corridor

"Warni ng! Life support has shut down. Follow the white |ights and proceed



to the emergency exits. Stay calm Warning! Life support has shut down. Foll ow
the white lights and proceed to the enmergency exits. Stay calm Wrning!..."

Small white lights, enbedded in the deck, began to flash in a distinct
pattern, leading in one direction

Quong nodded hi s head; he was begi nning to understand. Rowan had it; she
was smling in approval. Tycho was al ready changi ng skin color to blend into
t he sem darkness. Raoul | ooked delighted. He was probably enjoying the Iight
show.

"Move out," Xris ordered

Fol I owi ng the guide lights, they headed down the corridor at a ran. Tycho
took the lead; his rifle scope had infrared sights. Quong shepherded Rowan,
Raoul , and the Little One. Xris brought up the rear. They met no one. Al
resi stance, apparently, was gathered around their spacepl ane.

"Rescue-five." Xris alerted Harry. "Take off. W can't reach you."

"Rescue-one, | didn't catch that. Wuld you repeat?"

Xris sighed, shook his head. "Rescue-five, dammt, take off! W' re going
out in the escape pods."

"But Xris! Spacepl anes can't recover escape pods! I--"

"Orders, Rescue-five," Xris snapped.

"Sure, Xris. | mean, Rescue-one."

It was all very easy after that. So easy, in fact, that once they reached
t he pods, Raoul announced that he had time to go back after his clothes. Xris,
not even bothering to conment, shoved the Adonian into the escape pod.

The pods aboard a Verdi-class vessel are built to hold eight people--not
confortably, but then escape pods weren't neant to be used for extended
periods of tine. Since Verdiclass ships had no hyperspace capabilities and
were not arned, they weren't likely to venture into the wilds of space.
Travel i ng near the busy trade routes, a ship in trouble was likely to have
hel p within hours. And, as Xxis knew, help was already on its way.

When everyone was cramed inside the pod, perched on the hard benches,
t heir heads and backs pressed against the curved walls (the tall Tycho was
bent double), Xris sealed the pod, pressed the energency rel ease. The pod
dropped of f. Small rocket thrusters fired, taking them a safe distance from
the ship before shutting down.

Bursts of fire indicated the | aunching of a second pod, not far from
theirs--that would be Jam|. In the distance, Xris could see the Schiavona
spacepl ane hovering near the pods like a distraught nother hen. They had
escaped neatly, easily. He wondered how long it would take the soldiers |ying
in ambush for the teamto figure out they weren't comng. Al they had to do
now was sit back and wait for that freighter. And think up a plausible story.

"Harry," said Rowan into the conm al nbost as soon as the pod had ejected,
"put me through to the computer.”

She gave detailed instructions to the conputer on howto break into its
counterpart aboard the Canis Major, how to sneak around w t hout being noticed,



what files to find, and how to begin downl oadi ng them Then she sat and
fidget ed.

"l suppose it has occurred to you, Xris, that we may be rescued, then
i mediately tossed into the brig." Tycho was often grunbling and irritable
after a raid. "What's to keep the professors”"--he jerked his Iong thunb toward
the vessel--"fromclaimng that we seized their ship, terrorized them then
fl ed when things got too hot?"
"They won't," said Xris, chewing lazily on a twist. He began investigating
the danmage to his arm "In fact, it's ny guess they won't even stick around.”

"But Harry said they couldn't start their engines for another six... I'lI
be dammed." Quong was keeping watch out the porthole. "You were right. There
they go. Full main thrusters.”

"Stop them Xris," said Rowan suddenly. In her urgency, she reached
across, rested her hand on his good one. "Tell Harry to shoot them down. Now "

"Are you crazy?" Xris stared at her. "Fire on an unarned ship--sone
hel pl ess research vessel? In full view of that freighter? OCkay, the bastards
weren't so hel pless, but that freighter captain doesn't know that. W'd not
only be tossed in the brig, we'd be thrown into the disrupter!™

"Not after they saw the evidence |I'm downl oading. Do it, Xris!" She was in
earnest. Her grip on himtightened.

"Too late," Quong said coolly. "By the Holy Master, they had hyperspace,
as well! They're gone!™

Xris pushed his way forward, peered out the porthole. No sign of the Canis

Maj or. The ship had junped into one of the nearby Lanes. He sat back down.
Wtat the devil was going on?

"Someone went to a |lot of expense to nodify that ship," Tycho observed.
"I magi ne, addi ng backup |inear drive and hyperspace to a Verdi-class!"

"OfF course they would," Rowan said irritably. "They would have to, with
what they're planning."

"What are they planni ng? What have you got on then?" Xris demanded
She | ooked over at him

"Less than sixty hours fromnow, they're plotting to assassinate the
king."

CHAPTER 28

Let fortune's bubbles rise and fal

John Greenleaf Wiittier, A Song of Harvest

"And that," said Raoul, spreading his hands dramatically, "is ny story."



He was obviously enjoying hinmself, enjoying his audience, enjoying being
the center of attention. So nuch so that Xris, sucking on a tw st, regarded
himw th suspicion

Quong rolled up the Adoni an's sl eeves, nade a brief exam nation of his
arm "He's had bl ood drawn. You can see the discoloration on the skin."

"It's all in the conputer files, )(ils," Rowan added. "Well, not all of
it. W were only able to downl oad a snall segnent before they made the junp.
There are a ot of holes. But it adds up."

"Maybe. But to what?"
"To regicide," Rowan said. "Like |I told you."
Xris shook his head.

Wthin an hour of their escape from Canis Major Research |, the team had
been picked up by the freighter. The captain listened to their story--how
they'd heard the distress call, stopped to help what they thought was a
di sabl ed vessel, boarded the ship, were then set upon by thugs, and barely
escaped with their |ives.

The captain had been dubi ous: not surprising, considering Tycho standi ng
there holding a specialized iridiumsniper rifle; Raoul, blushing in shame, in
his hospital gown; Xris with half his left armsizzling and popping; and Rowan
bl eeding froma scal p wound. To say nothing of the Little One.

There was the possibility, of course, that the captain watched the nightly
news, would recognize them But Xris wasn't overly concerned about that. Even
if the captain had seen the news, freighter captains were notorious for
m ndi ng their own business. They had their own problens, including delivery
dates to neet.

The vessel that had sent the distress signal had di sappeared; the crew
wasn't around to speak for thensel ves. The captain asked a few questions--j ust
enough to make his report | ook good then was only too happy to transfer Xris
and his team back to their spaceplane and be rid of them

Once on board the Schiavona, Xris attenpted to put together the pieces of
what was turning out to be an extrenely bizarre puzzle. Just what did the
ki dnappi ng of a fashi onconsci ous Adoni an Loti have to do with the
assassi nation of a king?

"You said Dr. Brisbane asked you questions."
debriefing. "Wat about?"

Rowan pursued Raoul 's

Raoul shrugged. "My late former enployer, Snaga Chme. The time | spent
with ny late forner enployer. | nust say that it brought back very painful
nmenories.”

The Adoni an was lucid--or at |east as lucid as Raoul could ever be,
consi dering that no one was actually certain where he ended and his
drug-i nduced euphoria began. Quong had gi ven Raoul, now dressed in a flight
suit, a mld sedative--to help himget over the shock of the hospital gown,
whi ch seemed to bother himnore than any of the other tornents he had
suffered. Wth the exception of his true concern for the Little One.

Raoul ' s gaze strayed often to his friend, as if reassuring hinself the
erapath was safe, and he occasionally patted the Little One on whatever pan of



the small being was handy. The Little One huddl ed possessively near Raoul, the
one visible eye gleaming in triunph.

There was still the matter of Rowan. Here was Xris's opportunity to ask
Raoul and the Little One about Rowan's veracity. He'd been | ooking forward to
doi ng just that, but now that the nonent had cone, he put it off. This other
matter was nmore inportant, he told hinself. O maybe it was because he al ready
knew t he answer.

"What specific questions did Dr. Brisbane ask you about Snaga Chnme?" Rowan
persisted patiently. Raoul fluttered his hands. "It was all so ... dreadful
and confused. That hi deous gown. | was not ny accustoned sell if you 'know
what | mean." He glanced at themfromthe corners of his eyes.

"W get the idea," Xris said wyly.

Raoul sighed, attenpted to concentrate. "I believe that the dreadful
femal e kept asking ne if Snaga Ohne had ever given ne any sort of injections.
If he had used nme for any sort of tests or experinents."

"And did he?" Rowan sat forward, interested

"No." Raoul |ooked bewi | dered. "Wiy would he? My | ate enpl oyer, Snaga
Chne, was a purveyor of weaponry. What had | to do with such onerous devices
as bonbs and tanks?"

"What indeed ...."Rowan nurnured. "You told Dr. Brisbane this?" "Yes."
"And ..."

"She did not appear to believe ne. It was at that point that she announced
that she was going to terminate nme." Raoul shuddered delicately.

"But she didn't," Xris said.
"l don't believe so." Raoul was forced to consider the matter
"Did she give you any reason why?"

"The only thing she gave me was an extremely powerful sedative. At which
point," Raoul added gravely, "I began to feel nuch better."

"Il bet you did," Xris muttered. "You don't know why she kept you
alive?"

"I didn't say that," Raoul returned with dignity. "You asked if she gave
me a reason. No. She did not. But | heard her talking to the ugly man. The
ugly man said--and | quote--'Some of the micromachines in his body have not
yet exploded. He will be an excellent test subject for the device.' Unquote."

Rowan was noddi ng her head, |ooking well satisfied. She was the only one
who had read the stolen conmputer files. This nmust be maki ng sone sort of sense
to her. It nade none to Xris.

"Come off it, Loti." Harry chortled. "The only people who have
m cromachines in their bloodstream are Bl ood Royal. You don't expect us to
bel i eve you're Bl ood Royal, do you?"

"Do you suppose | could be?" Raoul was blissful. "A cousin to H's
Maj esty! "



"I think it highly unlikely," Xris responded.

Raoul gave the matter thought, shrugged. "You're probably right. Munmy and
Daddy were both courtesans and it is a well known fact that the Bl ood Royal
did not generally go in for that line of work. On the other hand--"

"Don't expect an invitation to the Starfire famly reunion," Xris
interrupted. "So far as we know, there's only one person left alive in the
gal axy who is Blood Royal, and that's the king." He was going to add, Look
Raoul , level with us. Wiy did they really snatch you ? But before he could get
the words out, Quong interrupted.
"This is incredible.” Quong was studying the conputer printouts. "They did
find mcromachi nes in Raoul's bl oodstream "

Jam | snorted in disgust. "You're not telling us the poisoner over there
isinline for the throne?"

"No. No. The Adonian is not Blood Royal. He could not be; Adonians were
not considered a suitable race for genetic altering, which was how t he Bl ood
Royal becanme Bl ood Royal, how they were able to take the nicronmachines into
their bodies and use them Which brings up the question: How did the
m cromachi nes get into the Adoni an's bl oodstrean? And what do his captors nmean
by ' expl oded' ?"

"That's why they kept asking himabout injections,” Rowan said, excited.
"Snaga Chnme nust have injected the mcromachines into Raoul's bl ood."

"But why? And where woul d Chne get then?" Quong wondered
The Little One tugged on Raoul's sl eeve, demanding his attention

Raoul listened to that silent voice, then translated. "The Little One
recalls that there was a bl oodsword in the possession of our |ate forner
enpl oyer. If you renmenber, Snaga Chme was not only a purveyor of weapons but a
collector as well."

"That's it, then!" Quong announced. "GChne coul d have renoved sone of the
fluid containing the mcromachines fromthe sword and injected it into Raoul."

Xris was thoughtful. "But why? As far as | know, the only Bl ood Royal
Snaga Chme ever had | ong-term dealings with was Warl ord Derek Sagan. There was
no | ove | ost between those two. In fact, the Warlord once hired ne to do a spy
job on the weapons deal er. Derek Sagan had given Ohne the plans for the
space-rotation bonb and the Warlord wanted to make damm sure Chne wasn't
trying to double-cross him O course, Sagan didn't tell ne all that. No one
knew about the bonb then. But Ohne appeared to be dealing fairly with the
Warlord at that tine."

"Because Chne was plotting to nmurder Derek Sagan!" Rowan sai d. She pointed
to the conputer printout. "That's in this file. Chnme planned to nurder Sagan
by using some sort of weapon that would only kill Blood Royal. React with the
m cromachines in their bodies.”

"I's that possible, Doc?" Xris asked.
"Certainly," Quong replied. "Wat was it Raoul said? 'Explode.' There are
mllions of mcromachines in the bl oodstream of the Blood Royal. |If Chme had
found a way to cause themall to explode ..."



He regarded Raoul with interest. "Chme nust have injected you with those
m cr omachi nes! O herwi se how coul d these peopl e have found themin your
bl oodstrean? You're positive Snaga Chne never gave you any type of
i nj ections?"

"Positive." said Raoul
Quong frowned, perpl exed.

Xris shook his head. "Look, this theory is all very interesfing, Doc, but
it is just a theory and--"

"Unl ess you count the collagen treatments,"” Raoul added offhandedly.
"What col |l agen treatnents?" Quong and Rowan both spoke simultaneously.

"I took themto erase winkles. | was developing a few around ny eyes.
Very few, and they're not noticeable now, due to this new creamI|'musing. It
is an extract of the--"

Quong was triunphant. "Chme did give himinjections! He clainmed they were
collagen treatments for winkles!"

"What el se did he do?" Rowan demanded.
"Not hi ng"--Raoul | ooked slightly dazed--"that | can remenber."
"Dam it--" Xris was |osing patience.

Rowan reached out, laid a hand on his arm his good ann. Her touch was
cool, oddly soot hi ng.

"Perhaps Chne had you test out a new nmachine at the same tinme," she
suggested to Raoul

"Why, yes. Now that you mention it, ny late enpl oyer Snaga Chne had j ust
recently purchased a new tanning bed. He offered to let ne try it out. He said
it woul d assist the collagen treatnments to eradicate the winkles."

Quong and Rowan exchanged know ng gl ances, nodded.
"Did the winkles go away?" the doctor asked.

"No." Raoul was aggrieved. "Now that | think of it, they did not. And not
only did the winkles not go away, | didn't get a tan and | devel oped the nost
terrible skin condition. Huge purplish splotches--1ike these bruises, only
wor se- broke out on ny face and arnms. No amount of makeup woul d hide them |
was unfit to be seen in public. | took to nmy bed for a week."

"That's it," stated Quong, |ooking around at the team "The coll agen
treatments were, in reality, mcromachines being injected into Raoul's
bl oodstream Then Chme put the Loti in this 'tanning bed" that was, in
reality, a device designed to blow up the mcromachines. |If Raoul had been
injected with a significant nunber of mcromachi nes, he'd be dead. Al of them
woul d have burst at once, |ike bubbles in chanpagne, causing massive
henorrhagi ng. Death would be rapid and extrenely painful. As it was, the small
nunber of m cromachi nes that did expl ode caused only m nor danmage--the
brui sing on the arnms and the face."

"Xris," said Rowan excitedly, clutching his hand, "do you realize what



this nmeans?"
He | ooked at her. She flushed, renpbved her hand fromhis arm

"I see where you're headed. But you two can't be serious! This is ..
[ udi crous!"
"Look at how it fits," Rowan argued. "Snaga Chnme invented this machine in
order to kill Derek Sagan. But Fate intervenes. Snaga Chme di es before he has
a chance to use the machi ne. Then Derek Sagan dies. Al the Blood Royal are
dead. "

"Except one," Quong added.

"One," Rowan repeated. "And while Chne nay be dead, his machi ne could be
very much alive." "Wich neans--" Quong began

"I know! " Raoul cried, ecstatic at having figured it all out. "I know
Bubbl es in the blood!" He was pleasurably horrified. "They're going to
carbonate the king!"

CHAPTER 29

"Holmes!" | cried. "I seemto see dimy what you are hinting at! W are
only just in tine to prevent sone subtle and horrible crinme."

Sir Arthur Corian Doyle, The Speckl ed Band

"And, according to the files, they're going to go through with the
assassination in sixty hours. Less than that now, of course. That has to be
what this means.” Rowan exhibited the printout, read it al oud.

"' Synchroni ze chrononeters to Zulu Time--now. M ssion go/nogo will be
transmitted in sixty-six hours. M ssion conpletion, barring nogo, will occur
by ei ghty-one hours. You have your orders.'"

Raoul nodded his head. "I heard themsay that."

Xris regarded him skeptically.

"I did," Raoul protested. "I renenber quite clearly. That dreadful fenale
was, after all, coming at me with an injector full of poison at the tine. Such
an occurrence does tend to stinmulate the cerebral cortex. The nmessage about
Zul us and nogos--what ever they are--cane over the | oudspeaker. Then the ugly
man canme in and said that God was with them and that dreadful woman asked him
why and he said because ... because ..."

Raoul s | ashes fluttered.

Xris, exasperated, sucked in a breath, but Raoul waved his hand.

"No, no. Just a nmonent. It's com ng back to ne. | have it! No one could
stop them because the Royal Navy was effectively paral yzed!"

Xris looked swiftly at Rowan. She stared fixedly at him



"My God," she rmurnured.

"You can say that again! Son of a bitch!"™ Throw ng down his tw st,
stepping on it, Xris stalked over to stare gloonily out the Schiavona's
vi ewscreen at the stars.

"What the devil do we do now?" Jam | asked.

"Your guess is as good as mne,’
i deas?"

Xris said grimy. "Anyone got any bright

Tycho, who had absentmindedly allowed hinmself to turn the gray col or of
the nmetal bul kheads, shook his head.

Quong m ght not have heard the question. He had placed his hands on his
knees, was gazing at a point in the center of the deck

Pl eased with the response, though he had no i dea what caused it, Raoul
pattered on. "The Royal Navy. Sonething about the military has big problens
and those dreadful people intended to take advantage of the situation.” "D d
they say anything el se?" Xris asked.

Raoul ' s brow furrowed i n thought, sonething he never woul d have
permtted--furrowing was bad for the conplexion--but the situation appeared
grave. At this point, the Little One nudged himw th an el bow. They held one
of their silent conversations and Raoul's brow cleared. He assisted the
dewri nkling process by smoothing his skin with his hand whil e he tal ked.

"Yes, that is correct. My friend remi nds nme that the dreadful wonman
nmentioned something to the effect that the nunber of hours stated didn't give
them a great deal of time. The ugly man replied that the 'device' was
conpl eted. They nmerely had to transport it to the location and set it up. And
then he said that my termnation order was canceled. But | don't see how"

The Little One clinbed up beside his friend and shook his arm Raoul
listened to the unspoken voice. H s eyes wi dened; his gaze went to Xris.

"Dear, dear," he said. "I'm beginning to understand. W do have a problem
don't we?"
"Well, | don't understand." Harry was bew | dered. "You guys always do this

to me! What's goi ng on?"

"Just this," said Xris, turning around. "If something does happen to the
king, we're the ones who're going to be blaned for it."

"Huh?" Harry was baffled. "Wy?"

"It will look as if we kidnapped Rowan in order to disrupt the
conmuni cati ons of the Royal Navy in order to assassinate the king." "Ch," said
Harry. "Gotcha." The news sank in. "Ww " "But we're still not sure that's

what they intend,"” Jam | argued. "Who are these people? Wiat is their
nmotivation? How did they get hold of the plans for Snaga Chne's nmachi ne? And
are they really serious about this?"

"They're serious, all right," Rowan said, studying the conputer printout.
She | ooked at Raoul. "Did you know soneone cal |l ed Bosk?"

"Ch, yes." Raoul and the Little One exchanged gl ances and nods. Raoul



sniffed. "We never |iked Bosk, personally. He thought far too highly of

hi nsel f. Everyone knew his hair wasn't his own. And what he did have, he

bl eached. Yet, for sone reason, our |ate enployer, Snaga Chne, took a fancy to
the man."

"Bosk was in Ghne's confidence,” Rowan conti nued.

"Hi s confidence, his bed, you name it." Raoul flipped his own |long hair
| angui dly over one shoul der

"And i f anyone in that household knew Chnme's secrets, it would be Bosk."

"Yes. Not a doubt. He was the one who could have used the coll agen
treatnments,” Raoul added in an undertone to the Little One.

"Bosk is dead, Xris," Rowan said. She handed himthe printout. "They
murdered himto get the plans for the device. It's all right here."

It was: a detailed report on the nurder of the wetched Bosk, related in a
conpl etely professional, detached manner that chilled the bl ood.

| shot the subject through the head, read one portion. | then proceeded to
cut out the subject's eyeball. Holding it to the scanner, | was thus able to
obtain the necessa .ry files.

Yes, there was no doubt these people were serious. They'd murdered once.
And, judging by the beating they'd given the Little One and the threats they'd
made to kill Raoul, they were prepared to nurder again. Xris read through the
rest of the material. It was disjointed, inconplete, the downl oading of the
files having been interrupted by the Canis Major's unexpected junmp to
hyper space. But he was finding enough to make himstart to believe that the
young king's life was truly in danger

Xris had been one of the envied fewinvited to attend the coronation. Dion
Starfire, the enbodi nent of hope for a war-toru gal axy, kneeling at the foot
of the archbi shop, pledging hinmself to serve the people, to dedicate his life
to that service.

And Xris renenbered another tine--a tine tinged with snoke, hot with fire,
soaked in blood. The tinme he'd seen Dion Starfire work a miracl e.

And then there was the king's wife, the beautiful Astarte.

Xris shook his head irritably. He was spending far too nuch tinme these
days tronping down nenory | ane.

"But who are these people?" Jam | sounded irritated. "I've asked twi ce

NOW.

"The Knights of the Terra Nera," Xris read, flipping through the printout.

"Sounds pretty hokey to nme," Jam | observed.

"Not hing on them" Xris said. "I wonder--"

"I can still get into the bureau's files," Rowan offered.
Xris regarded her silently. She flushed beneath his gaze.

"I needed to keep track of the Hung," she said defensively. "Wuat they



were doing. Who was in prison. Wo was out."

"I take it the bureau doesn't know you're rifling through their secret
files?"

She shook her head.

"Go ahead, then. See what you can dig up on these knights--if anything."'

Rowan went down to the bridge. A nonent |ater, he heard her conversing
with the conputer.

"Il ... just go along with her. See if she needs sone help," Harry
added, bl ushi ng.

"Dam!" Xris took out another twist. He stared at it gloomly, thrust it
back into the case--the case the king had given to him "If only | could get
hol d of Dixter!"

"Maybe we're worried about nothing," Jam | argued. "Wth the Navy on
alert, expecting revolution, the Royal Guard will certainly be taking extra
precautions to protect the king."

"Unfortunately, they won't be able to protect him against this type of
device," Quong pointed out. "Since it must use an energy beamto expl ode the
m cromachi nes, the device doesn't have to | ook |like a weapon. It could | ook as
i nnocent as ..." he paused, shrugged, "a mcrowave oven."

"That's sort of what the damm thing is," Xris said, scanning the file.
"Here"--he tossed the file to Quong--"see if it makes sense to you. It reads
like a lot of scientific voodoo to ne."

Quong read. The nore he read, the graver his expression. "It is not
voodoo, Xris." He |ooked up. "They're tal king about buil ding a phase-nodul at ed
maser with a tungsten core guide in the
t en- poi nt -t wo- hundr ed- t went y- ei ght gi gahertz-band transmtten If they have

truly devel oped such a device. it will do exactly what Snaga Chne intended it
to do. It will kill anyone with mcromachines in the bloodstream It wll kill
the king." "How? Explain in words of three syllables or |less." Quong gathered
his thoughts. "I said it could look like a mcrowave oven. That is basically
how it works. A microwave oven resonates water nol ecul es when tuned to the
correct frequency. This device--they call it a negative wave device--both

transmits and pul ses energy waves. These waves are designed to cause the
crystal power lattice of each micromachine in the king's body to resonate. The
resonati on causes the lattice to becone unstable, the pul sing causes the
lattice to shatten The process takes just over a mnute.

"At that time, all of the micronmachines in King Dion's body will expl ode.
The explosions will perforate every vein and organ, causing the young man to
bl eed to death. The pain would be excruciating, a terrible way to die. No
matter how qui ckly medi cal help arrived, no one could save him Once the
expl osions go off, there is no way possible to repair such massive danage.

"I would say these knights are quite serious,"” Quong added. "They have
gone to enorunous expense to produce such a device. They intend to use it."

"W can send a nessage to the king," Janill offered. "Warn himto cance
all his plans for the next few days. Certainly that would get through."

Xris almost | aughed. "Do you 'know how many warnings |like this Dion gets



every day? Hi s Mjesty has a secretary who does not hi ng but handl e death
threats. Dion's never let it stop himbefore. Wiy would he do so now?"

"W have a saying, 'One who lives in fear of death has already died.' He
is a w se young nman," Quong renarked.
"He may be a dead young man," Rowan said, clinbing up fromthe cockpit.
Harry trailed al ong behind her. "I found that group. They've got quite a thick
file, dating back a good long time. Here's the gist of the report.

"The organi zation is known as the Knights of the Terra Nera. Transl ation
t he Knights of the Black Earth. This group dates back to the tine when
Eart h--t hrough overpopul ation, pollution, and a few | ocal nucl ear wars--was
starting to become uni nhabitable. That was when humans took to the stars.

"Originally, the knights began as a group of environmentalists. They
di sapproved of space travel. They tried to convince people to remain on Earth,
use their talents and noney for inproving the planet, not abandoning it. But,
of course, no one |istened.

"At about this time, the knights turned violent. They went from hol di ng
passive sit-ins to blow ng up rocket-launching sites. But they were unable to
stop progress."

"So what's their problemnow?" Harry asked. "Are they still against
spaceflight ?"

"Hardly. Over the years, their organizati on changed, evolved. That's what
has kept them going. According to the information the bureau was able to
gat her, the Knights of the Black Earth now see their mission as one to
preserve mankind's heritage. Al things related to Earth are held sacred. The
kni ghts' home base is on Earth." Rowan gl anced at Tycho. "Anything produced on
other, alien planets is considered corrupt. This goes for everything: food,
custons-but especially religion

"To nost of us, Earth is a world of skeletal cities, rotting garbage,
unbr eat habl e at nosphere. But to the knights, the Terra Nera is holy ground.
Only those humans who are born on Earth or who can trace their ancestry back
to someone born on Earth are pernmitted to enter the knighthood."

Rowan | ooked over at Xris. "The bureau had a heck of a time finding
someone who was capable of infiltrating."

"They sent soneone in?"
"Yes." Rowan nodded. "The bureau takes this group very seriously. Here's
what they found out. And, unfortunately, here's where our theory starts to
break down. The knights were pl eased when Dion Starfire became king. It seens
that his ancestry can be traced back to Earth."

Xris caught on. "So the knights have no reason to kill the king."
Rowan shrugged. "Maybe he did sonething to nmake them change their mnd."

"You said they were fanatics about Earth-based religions. The queen is a
H gh Priestess of a religion that got its start on another planet. The king's
been pronoting that religion pretty heavily these days. Maybe that's what got
t hem pi ssed off," Xris said thoughtfully.

"And maybe that is what this neans." Quong referred back to the printout.



"'The king's death will serve as a warning to all nonbelievers. The gal axy
will be thrown into chaos, but, since our Knight Conmander is a well-known
person in a highly visible position, he will arrange for one of our own to
t ake over the governnent.'"

"It is revolution, then," said Jam| grimy. "Wat the Navy is afraid of
happeni ng i s going to happen."

"And the Navy will figure that we're the ones making it happen," Xris
sai d.

"And when this nmachi ne goes off and the king drops down dead, our lives
won't be worth the paper they're printed on," Tycho added darkly, if somewhat
obscurely.

"Does the bureau have any idea who this Knight Commander is?"

Rowan shook her head. "The infiltrator couldn't find out. Apparently no
one in the kni ghthood knows for sure. His identity is kept a closely guarded
secret, even fromhis own people."

"Well, what do we do now, boss?" Harry asked.

The others regarded Xris expectantly. He took a twist fromits case,
stared at it, not them

"The way | see it, there's only one logical solution. I go to the nearest
Naval base. | turn nyself in. | tell themthis was all my doing, you guys were
just obeying orders. | cut a deal."

The others were silent.

Xris didn't see what they were doing; he was |ooking at the twist. "As for
Hs Majesty, I'Il tell them what we know-"

"That's good," Jam| grow ed. "Plead insanity."

Xris glanced up

"I't won't work, Xris." Rowan shook her head.

He started to argue, but Janm| waved a hand.

"I can see it now. You stroll onto a Naval base, apol ogize for breaking
into their top-secret facility and ki dnapping their nunber-one code expert at
gunpoi nt. Then you tell themthat it was all a m stake and you're sorry and
oh, by the way, you've discovered a bunch of knights fromold Earth who are
pl anning to m crowave the king."

"And they send you to the [oony planet for twenty years or so," Harry
added, grinning. "Not rmuch of a plan, Xris."

"I't won't save H's Majesty,"” Quong pointed out. "You yourself said he gets
threats like this every day. We're the only ones who know that this threat is
real. That these people are both willing and able to put it into action.”

"And it may not save you, Xris," Rowan added softly. "Especially if what
you predict actually conmes to pass. They'll blanme you--and they'|ll execute
you. "



"l suppose you want to go after these characters yourselves," Xris said,
| ooki ng around. One by one, they all nodded.

"I will abide by the decision of the mgjority." Raoul yawned. Pillow ng
his head on the Little One's small |ap, the Adonian was al nost inmmediately

asl eep.

Xris suddenly realized how tired he was, bone-hurting, nuscle-aching
tired. The rest of the team he guessed, were in nuch the sane condition. They
were all casting envious glances at the slunmbering Raoul

"How nuch tinme have we got ?"

Rowan consulted her watch. "Fifty-eight hours. About two and a half days."
"String up the hamocks,"” Xris ordered. "W'Ill get sone rest while we can.
Qdds are we won't be getting nuch later."

Jam | pulled the rolled-up hammocks out of storage, handed themto Tycho,
who strung them across the living quarters. Harry went down to check on the
conputer. He returned to announce that they'd be coming out of hyperspace in
about eight hours, near O efsky's hone planet, and did Xris want to change
t hat ?

Xris thought about it, said no. They'd have to find out the king's
travel i ng and speaki ng schedul e, especially where he'd be at the end of
fifty-eight hours. O efsky could do that for them

Noddi ng, Harry went back to con finn the course before he went to bed. The
others had already clinbed into the hammocks and were soon at rest, rocking
slowy back and forth with the notion of the spacepl ane. Raoul remai ned where
he was, curled up on one of the steel benches, his head on the Little One's
lap. The Little One remmi ned awake, one small hand gently stroking Raoul's
shi ning bl ack hair.

Xris paused, stood in front of the Little One. The enpath stared up at him
with that one bright gl eam ng eye

"She's telling ne the truth, isn't she?" Xris asked in a soft undertone.
"About Arnstrong, about the expl osion, about everything. She's telling the
truth.”

The single eye closed, opened again. The fedora bobbed up and down.

"And 1've put her life in jeopardy. |I've blown her cover. |I've killed her
just as surely as if | had shot that poisoned needle into her."

The Little One made no response. The single eye flickered. Perhaps he
hadn't understood a word Xris had said.

It didn't matter. Xris knew the truth now anyway.

He found his hamock by the |ambent |ight shining fromthe cockpit down
bel ow, where the conmputer was awake and working. No one el se was, except him
The silence of their sleep was thick and warm

That wouldn't last long. Harry snored; Jam | ground his teeth. Tycho nmade
a weird bubbling noise in his chest, |like a teakettle coming to a boil, while
Quong occasionally perfornmed surgery in his sleep, tal ked hinself through the
operation. But for now, the plane was quiet.



Xris lay in his hammock a long tine, stating into the silence.

CHAPTER 30

One man in a thousand, Sol omon says, WII stick nore close than a
brother... But the Thousandth Man will stand by your side To the gall ows
foot--and after!

Rudyard Kipling, Rewards and Fairies, "The Thousandth Man"

"Xris," said Harry, shaking himby the shoulder. "Xris. Wake up. W got
trouble.” Xris was awake i mredi ately. "Wat? Wat's wong?" "W cane out of
hyper space and contacted O efsky on that special channel he gave us. He says
that your house is under surveillance. @Quys in suits. They're nonitoring space
traffic. | did a |ong-range scan. There's sone sort of big ship around on the
far side--" "Who's got us under surveillance?" Xris tried to wake up. "Darl ene
says that it's probably the bureau. Likely they got a nake on us fromthe Navy
bef ore conmuni cations were shut down."

Xris funbled for a twist. He eyed Harry. "Darl ene?"
Harry bl ushed. "Mjor Mhini."
" Rowan. "

"Al'l right, then. Rowan. Anyway, | junped us back outta there. W're in
the Lanes again. A short hop. | didn't know what you wanted to do."

Xris didn't, either. He'd planned on communicating their information to
Bear d ef sky, but that now appeared to be inpossible, what with the bureau
crouching in front of the hole, waiting for the mce. Besides, Xris reflected,
what could | really tell QO efsky? That he'd believe? O that would be at al
hel pful to the king or those guardi ng hin®

Keep on the | ookout for a bunch of radical knights w elding a deadly
m cr owave oven?

He started to follow Harry, noticed a red light flashing on his arm H s
battery was running low. Qpening his | eg conpartnent, he switched packs, put
in a fresh charge. Wen that was done, Xris glanced at his chrononeter. The
assassi nati on was schedul ed to take place fifty-nine hours fromwhen they'd
left the Canis Major. Subtract ten hours for sleep and travel. They were down
to forty-nine hours now

Xris went forward, descended into the cockpit. He found Rowan awake,
| ooki ng runpl ed and bedraggl ed. She was sitting in the copilot's chair,
staring bleakly out at the unendi ng bl ackness of hyperspace. She | ooked
depressed, unhappy. Harry | ooked guilty.

"So what have you two been up to?" Xris denanded.

Harry flushed again. "Nothing," he nunbl ed.

"Come off it, Harry. You can't lie your way out of a paper bag." A



Tychoi sm

"Don't blame Harry, Xris." Rowan rested her head on her hand. "I asked
himto try to put me through to Dixter."

"I didn't think you'd mnd." Harry was defensive.

"I had to, Xris," Rowan continued. "Don't worry. | didn't put us in any
danger. The call was brief." "How brief?"

"Very." Her nouth twisted in that |opsided, sad smle. "Ch, well." She
shrugged it off. "I didn't expect anything el se.”

But it was eating at her. And it occurred to Xris, for the first tine,
t hat Rowan had enjoyed |ife at RFConSec. She had worked |l ong and tirel essly,
gai ned the respect, esteem and trust of her superiors. It was what he knew
suddenl y-she had lived for. That, too, was ruined. Gone, beyond reclamation

Xris chewed on a tw st, but even that noxious weed couldn't eradicate the
bitter taste in his mouth. Maybe, just maybe, this was one way he coul d nake
t hi ngs good for her again.

He rested his hand, his good hand, on her shoul der. The novenent was
awkward, clunsy. But her face was illum nated. She | ooked up at him

"I'msorry," he said softly.

Her eyes dimred with tears. She placed her hand over his, paused a nonent

to clear her throat. "I"'mnot. | hadn't realized..." She stopped, swall owed,
started over. "I was in prison, Xris. A confortable cell, but it was prison
Now I'mfree. I"'mfree."

She swivel ed the chair to nove herself out from beneath his touch, briskly
wi ped her eyes and dragged her hand across her nose. "If we can't talk to
D xter or Oefsky, we're going to have to go it alone. The first thing we need
to do is find out the king' s schedul e of public appearances. W need to know
where he's going to be in tw days' tine. Because that's where the
assassination attenpt will take place."

"Ask Raoul ," Harry suggested. "He's a Royal watcher. He reads all those
gossip mags. |If anyone would know, he would."

That was true. Raoul 'knew everything there was to know about the Royal
Fami |y, plus nine-tenths of what there wasn't. Last year, Raoul and the Little
One had been honored by a personal visit and conmendation from Their Mjesties
for bravery and val or during the Ghost Legion incident. Raoul now consi dered
hinself a friend of the famly and deemed it his right and duty to listen to
every bit of gossip about their private lives, to know and criticize every
dress in Her Majesty's wardrobe, and to conment freely (and severely) on His
Maj esty's taste in neckwear. The Adoni an's fondest dream was to enul ate the
gqueen's ability to apply her eyeliner in a subtle, yet highly effective,
manner .

Xris clinmbed back up the stairs to the Schiavona's living quarters. The
rest of the team was awake and nmoving. Tycho and Janmi| were both gone and, by
the sounds of it, one of themwas in the head, the other in the shower. Quong
was in some sort of meditative state, his hands fol ded cerenoni ously across
hi s chest.

The Little One was rummgi ng around in a pack, probably searching for



somet hing to eat.

Raoul lay in a relaxed pose across the nmetal bench. The Loti's eyes were
heavy-1idded. He was smiling at nothing, lost, blissful. It wasn't sleep he
was drugged on, though where Raoul could have conme across anything el se was
beyond Xris's understanding. Then he glanced at the Little One, at the
raincoat, with those capaci ous pockets ....Stupid question. Xris shook the
Loti roughly by the shoul der

Raoul's smile widened. Hs eyelids fluttered.
Xris shook himagain, dragged Raoul to a sitting position

Raoul |eaned back agai nst the bul khead, opened his eyes, |ooked at Xris
wi t hout apparent recognition.

"Come off it, Loti," Xa'is snapped. "I need information. Have you been
keeping up on all your gossip nags?"

Raoul ' s eyes blinked, senifocused. He sat up straight, |ooked down at the
flight suit he was wearing, sighed deeply, and said in bored tones, "O
course. "

"I's there any big event conming up that Hs Majesty is attendi ng? Sonet hi ng
that's being well publicized? Think about it. This is inportant.”

Raoul concentrated. His eyes narrowed, as if he were searching inside a
crowded and confused closet. At that point the Little One emerged fromthe
pack hol ding two bars of chocol ate. He handed one to Raoul

"Ah, yes," the Loti said softly, and lifted his gaze to Xris. "Perfect for
them Absolutely perfect."” "Perfect for who?"

"The knights, of course. You said they were opposed to alien religions. In
three days ..."

The Little One grunted, shook his head.

"Beg pardon." Raoul corrected himself solemmly. "In two days' tinme, both
Their Majesties will be on Ceres to celebrate their weddi ng anniversary and
prepare for the forthcoming birth of the heir to the throne. It is runored
that the king and queen will then participate in the ritual to dedicate the
unborn child to the Coddess."

"Whi ch," Rowan added, coming to stand behind Xris, "would infuriate the
Kni ghts of the Terra Nera. The king is formally acknow edging a religion
est abl i shed and devel oped on an alien planet. Not only that, but he's giving
his child--who is a descendant of Earth, so to speak--over to this alien
cul ture.”

Xris thought it over. "It sounds plausible, but remenber-we only get one
chance. If we guess wong--"

"It's nmore than guessing. It fits with the tinme frame, doesn't it?" Rowan
| ooked at Raoul, who inclined his head in assent. "The kni ghts have the notive

and they'll have the opportunity. The crowds on Ceres will be enornous, plus
every reporter in the galaxy will be in attendance. They'll get the publicity
t hey seek."

"Live coverage," said Raoul, "on all the major networks."



"I's there anything el se on the king' s schedul e?" Xris asked. "Anything
near that time?"

Raoul devoured the chocol ate bar, considered, consulted the Little One by
tuggi ng on the sleeve of the raincoat. The Little One responded in the
negati ve.

"Al'l right, everybody," Xris called, "listen up."

Jam | emerged fromthe shower, stood wapped in a towel. Tycho left the
head, grunbling at Harry's inability to junp into hyperspace w thout naking
everyone on board sick as sonething the cat dragged in. Quong sat up
carefully, hung his feet over the edge of the hammock. Harry cane from bel ow.
Rowan sat down on the edge of the seat beside Raoul. The Little One ceased
r umagi ng.

Xris explained the situation. "This is our one and only shot. If we bl ow
it, we'll never get another. |'ve got the beginnings of a plan, but it's not
subtle. It can't be; we don't have time. The knights, as well as everyone el se
in the galaxy, will see us comng."

"What if the knights figure we're on to them already and stop the
countdown?" Jami | asked. "After all, we did damm near take over their ship."

"Al'l the nore reason for themto act imediately," Rowan argued. "Besides,
| don't think they're on to us. Look at it fromtheir point of view W were
after our friend. We found himand took himaway. Wat did we see while we
were there? Well-arned sol diers on board a research vessel. Okay, it mght
make us curious. We might figure they're pirates or sonething, but we're
outl aws ourselves. W're not likely to go running to the authorities."

"But we raided their conputer--" Janmi| protested

"I erased all ny tracks. They'll never be able to tell | was ever in
there," said Rowan.

Jam | | ooked dubiously at Xris.

The cyborg took out a twi st, nodded. "If she says she did, she did."

Jam | appeared satisfied.

"Any ot her questions? No? Then | guess it conmes down to this: Do we go for

it on Ceres? It's not," Xris added grimy, "going to be easy. You saw those
guys on board the Canis Major. They're professionals. Fanatics. They're

willing to kill for their cause and to die for it, as well. To make matters
wor se, the whol e goddamm universe is out to get us, not them | think we'll be
damm lucky if any of us--including the king--cone out of this alive. | want

you all to know that, up front. And finally-- Wat?" he demanded. They al
| ooked bor ed.

Jam | yawned. "Cut to the inmportant part. How rmuch does it pay?"
"The usual ."
Jam | grunted. "I don't know. Those guys are awfully good--"

"Al'l right, double.™



"Your own personal account, not the corporation's," Tycho said.
Xris shook his head. He was trying to keep fromsmling.

"My account."

"Before taxes," Tycho insisted.

"Before taxes," Xris agreed.
Jam | thought it over, raised a hand, thunb up

Tycho, doing sonme rapid calculating, indicated he was satisfied by turning
a rosy shade of pink

Harry., confused, said, "Wat's before taxes?"

Raoul , his eyes cl osed agai nst the boredom of di scussing busi ness. nudged
the Little One, who tipped his fedora in response.

Quong removed a small pocket conputer, nade a notation, studied it, pursed
his lips, then, returning the conputer to his pocket, he crossed his arms over
his chest--an indication that he accepted the deal

Rowan stared at them shocked, disapproving. "This is your king! And for
that matter, Xris is your friend--"

Xfis laid a hand on her shoul der, silenced her

"She's been in the Navy seven years," Xris said, in apol ogy.

The ot hers sol enmly nodded.

Patriotism loyalty, the last full nmeasure. Crap. For the team it al
cane down to plastic credits. O so they made it seem They were doing this
for him But they had to nake it | ook good--in front of strangers. Soneday,
Xris thought, I'lIl have to explain things to her. He glared around at the
now- gri nni ng group, pretended to be angry.. "You characters drive a hard
bargain. 1'Il have to think about it."

Jam | waved a negligent hand. "Sure, take your tine. Tycho here'll draw up
the contract. Ch, and, speaking of time, how nnch do we have?"

"Forty-ei ght hours."
"You said you had a plan."

"I'"ve been thinking about it sone, yes," Xris admtted, taking out a tw st
and lighting it. "What's our first nove?"

Xris took a drag on the twist. "W go shopping.”

Raoul opened his eyes.

CHAPTER 31



| came like Water, and Iike Wnd | go.

Edward FitzGeral d, The Rubaiyat of Orar Khayyam

The | ong-range Schi avona slid out of the Lane and into the warm gl ow of
Rengazi. an orange-yellow star circled by ten bustling, self-inportant
pl anets. Located near an intersection of several highly travel ed hyperspace
| anes, Rengazi had been one of the first systems reached by human expl orers.
The climates of the various planets had not been at all suitable to human
habi tati on, but the humans, noted anmong the gal axy's races for their energy,
anbi ti on, and eagerness to nmake nmoney, had either adapted to the mineral-rich
pl anets' environnents or forced the planets to adapt to them

Consequently, Rengazi boasted the first major settlement to be established
off-Earth. The fact that the settlers had all perished in a biopl ague--caused
by an attenpt to cross Earth and native plant species, resulting in the
creation of several ammzingly deadly viruses--was beside the point. A statue
had been erected to the intrepid humans, who | ooked particularly prehistoric
and clunky in their bubbl e-shaped headgear and bul ky space suits. A snall
matter such as lethal viruses had not kept the humans away | ong. Now space
traffic in the area was crowded, congested. One |ong-range Schiavona wth
of ficial Naval markings went unnoticed.

The tenth planet, Zen Rengazi, was the nost distant fromthe sun and,
consequently, the least populated. Primarily a mining planet, it was al so hone
to a large penal institution--a fact Janill noted with grimirony--and its
nost inmportant feature, as far as the team was concerned, was a NOROF, or Navy
O bital Rebuild and Overhaul Facility.

Harry set the Schiavona's course for that destination
"Not quite the shopping trip | had in mnd," Raoul remarked, sniffing.

Xris gave the Adoni an a soothing pat in passing, entered the cockpit.
"Ml functi ons working?" he asked with a wy grin. Harry gazed intently at the
i nstrument panel; he'd shut down the conmputer's shocked warnings and frantic
squawks of al arm
“"Year." Harry wi ped sweat fromhis face. "W now have no shields. O any
sort." He gazed out at the enornmpus orbital platform-shining like a netal
nmoon---energing fromthe far side of the planet. "I hope to hell you're right
about them not having any guns."

Xris smled, gave Harry a soothing pat. "Relax. That'd be |ike arm ng your
nei ghbor hood gar age. "

"Where | grew up, the nmechanics carried nore' n grease in their guns,"”
Harry muttered, gloomily watching an array of angry red lights begin to flash
on the console. "Should | transmt the distress signal now?"

Xris | ooked around. Jam |, Rowan, Quong, Harry, and hinmself were in Naval
uni form Rowan wore her own, which she'd been wearing when she took this
unexpected trip. The rest were outfitted fromthe teanml s extensive "wardrobe,"

as Raoul terned it. Inpersonating Naval personnel was highly illegal, of
course, and if captured, they could all be executed as spies, but since, if
captured, they were all likely to be executed anyway, Xris didn't figure it

much mattered. When flying a | ong-range Schiavona with mlitary markings, it
made sense to dress the part, and he'd ordered the unifornms brought on board
agai nst just such a contingency.



I f anyone at NOROF bothered to check, they'd find out that the Schiavona
was registered as belonging to A efsky's "home guard" and that the uniforns
shoul d al so be "home guard,” but w th comunications shut down because of
Operation Macbeth, NORCF woul dn't be able to check

"At |least this damm Mcbeth's turned out to be good for sonething," Jaml

had remarked irritably.

Tycho wasn't wearing a uniform-no human-i ssue type would fit the alien's
tall, slender physique. But he had obligingly changed skin color in order to
bl end in. Raoul had tucked his long hair up under his hat, was dressed in
uniform sort of--if one discounted the glittering rhinestone earrings and
ot her pieces of gaudy jewelry he'd added to "liven things up." Since the
Adoni an was to remain on board the plane, with orders to participate in the
raid only in case of emergency, Xris hadn't wasted tine in arguing. Raoul was
applying his lipstick with particular care--it was the poi soned variety. Xris
wat ched a moment, turned away. He hoped to God it wouldn't cone to that.

As for the Little One's disguise, Raoul had pinned commander's bars onto
the fedora--with what intent or purpose Xris had no idea and knew better than
to ask. He started to pull out a tw st, decided against it, stashed the case
in his pocket. He m ght be picked up on visual and he had to | ook the part.

"We're ready. Begin transm ssion."

Harry flipped a switch, activated the distress signal. He sat back, w ped
his face again.

The response was i nmedi at e.

"Navy Four Four Lima Three, this is Zen Rengazi Naval Control. Do you
receive nme?"

Harry opened avid channel. "Zen Rengazi, this is Navy Linma Three. W are
decl aring an in-space energency. W require |anding clearance at your
facility."

The fenmal e ensi gn whose face appeared on the screen didn't blink, didn't
pause. "Navy Four Four Lima Three, you are not cleared for docking. Repeat: Do
not dock. Proceed to the civilian facility at Veer Rengazi."

"Dam it, Zen Rengazi!" Harry banged his fist on the console. "Your own
fuckin' censors should tell you that we can't survive a planetary |anding! Qur
goddamm conputer's mal functi oni ng and our goddamm shiel ding' s clow and that
i ncl udes our goddamm heat shields! Ma'am" he added bel atedly.

Harry's anger and frustration weren't all play-acting. H s sweat was real
He'd actually shut the shields down and there was nothing nore vulnerable in
space than a Schiavona with no shields.

Rowan had warned themthat the Naval facility woul dn't dare counternand
the orders given under QOperation Macbeth. Xris's contention was that the
conmander of one insignificant NOROF post--which, since it was unarmned,
couldn't possibly be considered a threat to anyone--would be likely to nake an
exception in the case of a dire energency. He waited tensely to see which of
t hem had been right.

As usual --it was Rowan



The ensign's face hardened; so did her voice.

"Navy Four Four Lima Three. | repeat: Do not dock! We are on red-alert
status. W cannot allow you to dock. W can activate a tractor beam hold you
in place for the duration--"

"Cut conmunication," Xris ordered

The screen went dark. Xris hoped NOROF woul d figure they were having power
problems as well. "Back off. The last thing we need is a blasted tractor beam
grabbi ng hold of us! Wat'd the sensor scan pick up? Anything we can use?"

"Hang on a minute."

VWi le Harry was studying the scan, Xris stared out the viewscreen at
NOROF- - whi ch | ooked exactly like a | arge and shining metal ball covered with
spi kes. Each spi ke was, in actuality, a docking arm Ships arriving at the
facility woul d maneuver to connect to the end of one of the arms. Once
attached, the armwould | ower the vessel to the main body of the station, if
maj or overhaul or rebuild was required. Mnor repairs could be effected while
the ship was attached to the arm

Xris counted twenty vessels of various types docked at the facility--a
light |oad, considering that each NOROF coul d accommpdate well over one
hundred at a tine. As he watched, the docking clanps on all of the arns
retracted and the arnms began to pull back telescopically into the station
NOROF was seri ous.

"Shit!" Xris swore. Al he could see were frigates, and they woul dn't be
of any use whatsoever. He | ooked at the chrononeter. Twenty-four hours. It had
taken them half an SMI day to find this place, another half day to reach it.
This time tonmorrow, unless they stopped the assassins, the young king m ght be
dead.

"I thought you told ne there were two drop ships docked here," he said

over his shoul der to Rowan

"There are, according to the parts requisitions | found," she naintai ned.
"They specifically listed two drop ships, located at this site. One is an
LST-208 and the other--"

"CGot it!" Harry announced triunphantly. "Sensors are. picking up two drop
ships, both on the other side of the facility. One's an LST-208 and file other
is a 209."

"Let's take a | ook."

Harry was dubious. "Are you sure, Xris? They m ght suspect what we're
after.”

"Hijacking a drop ship? Not likely. They'll figure we're hangi ng around
sul king, trying to make themfeel guilty. Take it slow. Don't make it | ook
obvi ous. Ch, and go back on the conm Wine a little."

Harry whi ned. The NOROF ensign was overly patient, as if dealing with a
child having a tenper tantrum The Schiavona glided, apparently ainm essly,
around to the far side of NOROF where they worked on the |arger vessels.

And there were the two drop ships. One was obviously in dry dock. It had
been lowered to the main portion of the facility. Covered with scaffol di ng,



the drop ship | ooked like a bug caught in a steel web. But the other

Harry, whining and sul ki ng, once again ended comuni cati ons.
"That's our ship," he announced. "The LST-209--there, on the docking arns.
Sensors indicate the engines are still operational. It doesn't |ook |ike
they've started any major work. My guess is that the ship's being prepped for
over haul . "

"Bring it up on visual," Xris ordered
Harry brought it up, adding magnification. The drop ship filled the
screen.

"It sure is a weird-1ooking son of a bitch. Sort of |ike a grasshopper
holding on to a pie plate. |1've seen 'embefore but |I've never flown on one.
You, Xris?"

Xris shook his head. "The mgjor has, though. This was his idea. Janil!
Cone take a | ook at this!"

Jam | came clattering down the stairs, stood behind the pilot's chair. "I
served on several when | was in Special Forces. The drop ship's actually two
separate units. That part you call the grasshopper”--he pointed--"is the
conmand nodul e. Where the cargo hold woul d be on a normal ship is the |anding
nmodul e. They cut the cargo hold out, |eaving the supports and ductwork that
connects the engines at the rear of the conmand nodule to the bridge. The
‘"l egs' hold the Ianding nodule on during flight. When we orbit the planet, the
| andi ng nodul e di sconnects, drops to the planet's surface."

"The | andi ng nodul e has no maneuvering controls, no way to fly itself,
huh?" Harry asked, regarding the drop ship with interest.
"It has inertial nullifiers,” Jam | responded, adding with a grin, "That's
so you don't end up as space nmush plastered on the ceiling when you | and. Even
so, it's pretty rough. We call the ride down the 'elevator to hell.' The
| andi ng nodul e' s intended for ground-based deploynment. Like | told Xris
earlier, the I anding nodul e normal ly houses a m ssion command bunker and a bay
hol di ng small arnored attack vehicles. Qur Special Forces unit was noving on
the ground less than five mnutes after touchdown. Once the nmission is
conpl ete, the blast rockets under the landing nodule fire, lift the nodul e
into orbit. W rendezvous with the conmand nodul e, reattach.”

Harry was giving the drop ship the once-over. "Not nuch in the way of
weapons. Way's that? You Arny guys working in favor of gun control ?"

"The command nodul e has special intruder shields,"” Jam| said. "A
destroyer could blow up a ship that size with one [ascannon tied behind its
back, to quote friend Tycho. And generally, when you're on a special m ssion
you don't want to alert the | ocal bad guys to your arrival. Once in space,

t hese shields go up, and the drop ship is--to all intents and
pur poses--invisible. O course, if anyone actively goes |looking for it,
they'Il find it. But you ve got to knowit's there first.

"The landing nodule is armed to the teeth, though. Once on the ground, you
want a good firebase for operations. See over there? That's the | asgun turret
and below it is the vehicle bay door. This thing is a fortress once it hits
dirt."

"Sounds perfect," Tycho said, |eaning over the rail, peering down Into the



cockpit. "Now how do you suggest we get hold of it? They won't even |let us
dock. "

Xris took out a twist, thrust it in his nmouth. They were no |onger in
vi sual contact with NOROF, and besides, he was going to give thema lot nore

to worry about than the fact that a Naval officer was caught snoking on duty.

"Harry, can you |l and the Schiavona on top of the command nodul e?"

"Shit, | could land this thing on Tycho's head if you wanted ne to."
"Maybe next time. The facility doesn't have any guns; all we have to worry
about is that damm tractor beamlocking on to US." "They have to catch us
first. | can do it, Xris, but it'll be a wild ride."

"Ch, dear God!" Tycho rolled his eyes. "I hate it when he says that!"

"Strap yourselves in good," Xris warned, and gave Harry the go-ahead.

Harry pernmitted the computer to return, ordered it to go into conbat node
but advised it to | eave the shields down until further orders. The conputer
began rerouting and shutting off some systems, activating others. The interior
lights dimed to energency status only; the supply of cool air was cut off,
replaced by circulating air. It would soon grow noderately warmin the living
quarters. Power to onboard anenities was cut. No showers, no hot food, no
flushing the head. Tycho and Janmi| clinbed into the gun turrets. A bonbardier
wasn't needed; they'd opt for speed over heavy weaponry.

VWhen each person reported ready, Harry nodded his head slowy, placed his
bi g hands on the controls. On his face, an expression of intense
concentration--which Xris had come to associate with these tinmes--replaced the
slightly foolish and occasionally goofy |ook Harry generally wore. Al nost |ike
an idiot savant, Harry was good at only one thing-flying. But he was suprenely
good at that, one of the best pilots Xris had ever known.

Harry melded with the plane in sonme strange way, as if it were just
anot her body part. Wird to watch and see in action, scary to be along for the
ride, but worth it at the end. Or so Xris hoped.
"I"'mtaking over manual control," Harry said, and even his voice sounded
different--confident, deeper. "Wen | give the signal, conputer, activate
shi el ds. Brace yourselves," he added for the benefit of everyone on board.
"This is going to be one nother of a dive. Now"

Shi el ds cane on. NOROF, picking this up on their sensors, wouldn't be
overly concerned. They'd probably be relieved, in fact, figuring that this
nui sance of a Schiavona had managed to repair itself and would now fly away
and | eave NOROF in peace. They were going to be in for a shock

The Schi avona rocketed t hrough space, traveling far too fast near a solid,
massi ve obj ect such as the orbital platform The highly unpl easant sensation
of negative Gs dropped the stomach down around the bowels, junped the heart
inwthe throat. The plane hurtled forward. The orbital platformseened to be
rushing at them It grew and swelled at an alarmng rate.

Sl ow down, Harry, Xris found hinself ordering nentally. You' ve got to slow
down! We'Il crash! We're going to crash

But he didn't order aloud and Harry didn't slow down. He wouldn't have
heard Xris anyway. Harry was thinking, feeling, reacting, responding only to
hi s pl ane.



The orbital platformwas coming at themso fast that objects on it were
now clearly visible, or would have been ff they hadn't merged into a dizzying
bl ur because of the dive.

The conputer warned of approaching inpact.

Harry flew on. Heat vectors, rising fromthe platform began to buffet the
pl ane. It bounded fromside to side, lurched wildly up and down. Cries and
how s echoed throughout the plane as the team nenbers made involuntary and
pai nful contact with certain hard objects. Xris nanaged to turn his head,
whi ch was pl astered agai nst the back of the chair, |ooked up into the living
quarters. Rowan, white to the lips, was staring with wi de eyes at the
vi ewscreen, at certain death. Quong, seated beside her, had shut his eyes, his
lips noving either in prayer, a mantra, cursing Harry, or nmaybe all three.

The conputer announced i mm nent collision

Xris decided that shutting his eyes was a wonderful idea. He heard a
crunchi ng sound, wondered vaguely what it was, paid it no attention. He would
di scover, later, that he had gripped the chair armso hard, his cybernetic
hand had crushed the netal.

Through a dry throat, with a dry tongue, he nanaged to croak, "Harry,
stop---"

Harry had been, in actuality, slowing their rate of descent, a fact that
wasn't imredi ately obvious--they had drawn so close to the platformthat the
proximty nmade it appear as if they were going faster. At the instant when it
seened to Xris that he could count the nunber of rivets in the deck plates,
Harry brought the spacepl ane out of the dive.

They were flying anmong the docking arms, weaving in and out, dodgi ng
through a forest of girders and cranes and netal scaffol ding. The Schi avona
flipped and rolled and sailed up and slid down and went around and over and
slipped in between such tight cracks that Xris was certain he could have gone
back and found that they'd left paint streaks fromtheir hull on the
platform s steel beans.

The grasshopper body of the LST | oonmed ahead of them Xris again opened
his mouth. Harry, with a I ook on his face of wondrous satisfaction, eased back
on the controls. The spacepl ane changed instantly froma darting denmon to a
delicate dancer. It floated, glided, and finally set down on top of the
conmmand module with a very slight, very gentle bunp.

Xris breathed.

"I think | peed my pants,” canme the plaintive bleat of Tycho's translator

CHAPTER 32

VWhen on surrounded ground, plot. Wen on deadly ground, fight.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War



“I"1l give everybody tine to catch your breath and throw up, if you have
Xris said, unstrapping hinmself.

to,

He reached into the storage compartnent in his steel leg. After that wild
and unnerving fide, he wouldn't have been surprised to pull out his stonach.
Instead. he replaced his steel hand with his weapons hand, issued orders.

"Jam |, Tycho, Doc, you're with me. Harry, programthe Schiavona for a
return flight and send it back to O efsky. Rowan, help Harry on the computer
Raoul , you and the Little One sit tight and wait for further orders. Everyone
got that?"

Everyone did, with the possible exception of Raoul, who had | ost an
earring during | anding and was searching through the seat cushions for it.

Xris left his chair, headed for the airlock. The Schiavona had two
airlocks, one located on the deck and one up above, in between the gun
turrets. Harry had set the plane down on top of the command nodul e and so Xris
went to the | ower deck airlock. He waited until he heard the magnets clanp on
then tapped the control to override the safeties. He found hinself
stating--not at another hatch, but at solid durasteel hull plating.

"What the--Harry, you missed the hatch!"

"There isn't one," Harry said serenely, still on an exhilarated high
"Didn't | nmention that?"

"How the hell are we supposed to get on board the dam drop ship?" Xris
demanded.

"Spacewal k, " Harry advi sed.

Tycho scoffed. "W'd be target practice out there, like sitting ducks in a
barrel ."

"Cut through the plating," Harry suggested after a monent's profound
t hought .

"Great!" Xris fumed. "So we fly merrily around the galaxy in a drop ship
with a goddamhole init!"

"Cal mdown, Xris," Rowan said crisply. She managed a strained snmle; she

was still pale and shaky. "We're in an overhaul -and-rebuild facility. W'l
cut through the plating, then patch it back up. Most of these ships are
designed to assist in repairs. If | can get to the conputer, | can--"

"Al'l right, all right." Xris knew where that conversation could | ead and
he didn't have tinme. Resignedly, he took off his weapons hand, replaced it
with his tool hand. "Someone find a cutting torch."

The plasma cutting torch nelted through the netal efficiently, but far too
slowy--at least as far as Xris was concened. He'd counted on swooping in,
grabbi ng the drop ship, blasting out before anyone quite caught on to what was
happening. But it took half an hour to cut through the hull plating supports,
ti me enough for NOROF to call in a fleet of Naval battl eshi ps.

He swore softly and fretted, until he renmenbered Operation Macbeth. NOROF
couldn't even call home to Mother, let alone squawk for help. Still, a Nava
facility was nore than likely to be able to take care of itself in an
ener gency.



"What do you suppose they're doing in there?" Xris had to yell over the
hi ssing of the torch. He gestured in the direction of the main NOROF buil di ng.

"Handi ng out the guns,"” Janill answered grinly.

Xris grunted, returned to work.

The [ ast support nelted away, the hull plate fell, hit the deck below with
an ear-shattering clang. Xris peered inside, could see nothing. The interior
of the command nodul e was in sem darkness, lit only by various red, blue, and

green instment |ights and the faint gl ow of conputer screens.
"That should be the bridge," said Jam |, squatting down for a | ook

They kept their voices |ow, although after the racket the hull plate had
made, whispering seemed a bit |udicrous.
"You couldn't prove it by ne," Xris nuttered, replacing his tool hand wth
hi s weapons hand. "Jam |, you know your way around--you go first. Set weapons
on stun. W're trying to save lives, not end them"

"That include ours?" Jam | grunbl ed.

Carrying his beamrifle, he junped through the hole. Xris heard a clatter
and a soft curse. "You okay?" he asked softly.

"Landed on top of a goddam chair." Janmi| groaned. "Banged hell out of ny
knee. 1--"

A bright flash of light ended the conversation. Jam | hit the deck. The
shot hit the chair.

"Marines," Jam| reported, reverting to his comm "The door |eading from
our position on the drop ship's bridge to the facility's airlock is standing
wi de open. The Marines nmust be in the airlock itself. They have a cl ear shot
at us through the door. Their weapons are not set on stun?"

The chair's uphol stery was starting to snol der
"Can you reach the controls to shut the door?" Xris asked.

"I can try." Jami| rose to a crouch, using the chair for cover. He nade a
tentati ve nove.

A laser blast nearly took off his head.
He flattened back down. "They've got scopes, infrared."

"Dam!" Xris sat back on his heels, tried to think. "Tycho, get down
there. See what you can do."

Tycho dropped lightly through the hole, carrying his favored sniper rifle.
He was nothing but a blur in the shadowy darkness, yet |aser fire zipped and
crackled all around him He dropped on all fours, crouched |like a spider, and
skittered for cover behind a navigator's platform
"They' ve got them pinned down," Xris reported for the benefit of the rest
of the team "Probably jamed the door open. I'mgoing to have to try to shut
it manual ly, using the energency override. Doc, we'll need sone of those



sl eepgas grenades--"

He was interrupted by sounds of a scuffle fromdown bel ow. Mre |aser
bl ast s.

"Hol d your firel" Jam | shouted to the Marines, using Standard Mlitary.
"W've got a hostage! Talk to "em kid."

Xris heard a whi nper
"I said talk to 'em"”
"Don't ... don't shoot!" came a frightened croak

Xris junped into the hole. He remenbered about the chair at the | ast
monent, clunsily attenpted to swing w de, and mi ssed, but just barely. He
ended up slanmi ng his good el bow into the chair's back

"Doc, watch out for that damm chair when you cone down. Tycho, turn on
some light. They might as well get a good | ook at us. \Who've we got?"

Jam |, on his hands and knees, had sonething by the throat up against a
bul khead. Tycho crouched back to back with Jam |, rifle raised, alert and
wat chful . Quong dropped onto the deck, flourished the sl eep-gas grenades, and
ducked behind the chain At Xris's command, Tycho scuttled sideways over to the
consol e, found the switch, activated the lights.

The door was w de open. Beyond--the narrow tunnel of the aifiock. At the
opposite end, Xris counted five Marine sharpshooters. Anyone goi ng anywhere
near that door would be toast.

Keeping well clear, Xris edged his way around the bul kheads to | ook at
their captive.

"Don't ... don't shoot ne, mster!"”

It was a kid, maybe eighteen, dressed in coverails and carrying a torque
wrench in his shaking hand. He was wetched and scared to the point of passing
out .

"Artificeifs mate, third class,” Janil said, indicating the rank on the
uni form "Mechanic. | found him hiding underneath the navigator's platform™

The kid's eyes rolled in his head. "Don't shoot me!" The torque w ench
slid fromnerveless fingers, fell on the deck

"He was probably working in here, panicked when he heard our ship |and,
and froze."

"I don't care if the angels dropped hi mdown from heaven," Xris said.
"It's about time sonething went right for a change. Conme here, kid. W're
going to take a wal k. If everyone keeps calnm'--Xris raised his voice for the
benefit of the Marines--"no one'll get hurt!"

Jam | shoved the unresisting boy at Xris, who caught hold of the kid by
the arm

Weapon hand rai sed, his other hand--his good hand-draggi ng the kid al ong,
Xris edged toward the open door. He wal ked into the sights of the Marines,
could al nost see them scow in disappointnment and frustration when the



interior lights reflected off Xris's netal body parts.

"Yeah," said Xris loudly, walking as he tal ked, keeping the hostage near
him "you sharpshooters night hit ne and miss the kid, but what good will that
do you? Very few parts of ne bleed. And with your first shot, either | take
out the kid here or one of my team shoots him

"Believe it or not"--Xris was com ng closer and closer to the door
controls--"we're on the sane side. There's been a little m sunderstandi ng,
that's all. If you can get hold of the Lord Admiral, tell Dixter that Mjor
Mohini's no traitor. Neither are we."

The Marines were watching every nove. The barrels of their beamrifles
followed Xris as he went. At his side, plastered against him the hostage was
sweat i ng and gul ping, but at |east he hadn't fainted.

"You' re doing good, kid," Xris said to the boy, to keep himgoing. If the
kid went linmp on him it'd all be over. "You won't get any nmedals for this,
but with luck you'll live to tell your grandkids about it."

The controls were a lunge away. Xris braced hinself for the junp. Qut of
the coner of his eye, he saw Jam |, Tycho, and Quong prepared to | ay down
covering fire.

"One last thing, kidj' Xris said quietly, "tell the Lord Admiral that the
king's life is in danger. Twenty-four hours fromnow On Ceres. You got that?"

The kid stared at him baffled, befuddl ed by fear. Xris doubted if what
he'd said had made it through to the terrorcrazed youngster. Not that it much
mattered. NOROF woul dn't be able to contact Dixter even if they wanted to.
Still, it was worth a try.

"When | shove, you hit the deck. Keep your head down," Xris advised, and,
with all his strength, he heaved the boy through the door. In the same notion,
t he cyborg made the lunge for the door controls.

Ei ther the boy took Xris's advice or he had sense enough to know what was
goi ng to happen. He dove for the deck, hugged nmetal. Laser fire burned through
the air above him

Xris's good hand yanked the enmergency |lever on the airlock, pulled it
down. Screeching and grinding, the door began to swing shut. Xris had a fina
glinpse of the Marines attenpting to rush it.

Quong tossed two sl eep-gas grenades out the rapidly closing gap. An
i nvention of Raoul's, the grenades | ooked |like the real thing, but instead of
expl oding, they emtted a gas that would send every oxygen-breathi ng person on
a quick trip straight to the arms of Mrpheus.

The last Xris saw, the kid, still lying on the deck, was valiantly
attenpting to kick one of the grenades back toward Xris.

Kid's braver than he thinks. He might get a nedal after all, Xris said to
hi nmsel f.

The door was only half a centinmeter fromclosing. Goping for the controls
to seal the door shut, Xris heard a hissing sound. He snelled a not unpl easant
odor, was suddenly fuzzy and |ight-headed. Everything on the other side of the
door had gone vel w qui et.



The door shut, sealed. Xris locked it, then sagged onto the deck. Quong
and the others hurried to him their faces worded, anxious. He waved them off.

"I"'mall right. Just caught a whiff of Raoul's slunbertime concoction."
Xris coughed, shook his head, fighting an overwhel mi ng desire to take a nap
"Jam |, you and Tycho see if there are any nore nasty surprises hiding inside
t he I andi ng nodul e. Doc, get everyone el se down here and then repl ace that
hul | plate."

"I doubt if there's anyone in here," Jam | said.

Linping on his injured knee, he headed for the airlock that led fromthe
conmand modul e to the launch nodule below. "This is the only access."

He haul ed the airl ock open. He and Tycho di sappeared bel ow

Quong touched his corem but at that nonent Rowan appeared, sw nging
herself fromthe hole, junmping lightly to the deck bel ow.

"Toss ny equi prent down, " she ordered soneone-probably Raoul --above.
A duffel descended with a thunp, followed by Raoul

"I"ve lost an earring,’
anyone's seen it?"

he announced plaintively. "I don't suppose

Xris straggled to get back on his feet, touched the comm
"Harry, you finished up there?"
"The Schi avona's progranming is conplete. She'll fly back to O efsky--"

"Wth nmy earring!" Raoul mourned. He stood beneath the hole, waiting to
assist the Little One. "Wat good is one earring? |I'm]|opsided--"

"Start handi ng down the gear," Xris comranded.

"Right." Harry signed off.

Rowan was at the command nodul e conputer. Quong was searching the bridge
for tools. Xris walked over to the airlock that led down into the |anding
nmodul e. "Any probl ens?" he call ed.

"Nope. Looking good," Jami| reported. "It hasn't been unl oaded yet. W' ve
got one arnored vehicle. Under waps--"

"Conputer reports indicate that it's in good working order,"” Rowan said,
bringing up the files. "It's a PVC-48 Devastator, if that neans anything to
you. It doesn't to ne."

Jam | grunted. "Yeah. Well, it could or it couldn't. | don't suppose
have time--" Xris shook his head.

"Al'l right. Later. W have supplies and rations for a tenday m ssion
Weapons, gas masks. Makes nme feel nostalgic."” Jam| |ooked up through the
airlock, grinned. "Like you said, about tine sonething went right."

"Don't break out the champagne. We're not out of this yet," Xris advised.
He was wondering why the Marines weren't continuing their attenpt to retake
the drop ship. It wasn't like themto give up. "Mike sure everything' s secure



down there."

Strai ghtening, he saw the Little One--arns outspread, |egs dangling--being
| owered t hrough the hole. "You got hinP" Harry called from above.

"I"'mnot tall enough!" Raoul returned. He glanced around. "Xris, could
you- - "

The cyborg clunped over, reached up. Harry let go and the Little One fell
into Xris's arms. He stood the enpath on his feet. Raoul straightened the
Little One's hat, which had been knocked askew on | andi ng.

"I"ve lost nmy earring," Raoul told his friend.
The Little One shook his head.

Xris, shaking his head, caught and stowed the rest of the gear. He had
just finished when he heard Rowan give a low whistle. In the old days, Xris
had conme to hate that sound.

"Troubl e,"” said Rowan.
Xris hurried over. "Wat? The Marines trying to bl ast open the door?"

"Huh?" Rowan stared at him "Oh, that. No." She waved her hand airily. "
managed to break into their computer, shut the door that |eads to the airlock
Then | changed the codes. And because of the new safety standards that were
instituted after the disaster two years ago on board Valiant, they' |l have
try--"

"Then what's the trouble?" Xris broke in inpatiently.

Rowan turned to face him "W have no fuel. In other words, we're out of

gas.

CHAPTER 33

Take calcul ated risks. That is quite different from being rash.

CGeneral George Smith Patton, Letter to Cadet George S. Patton, June 6,
1944

"No fuel pod? Standard operating procedure,” said Harry. He was red in the
face and puffing, having unloaded all the gear, weapons, flight suits and
hel mets, the nedical supplies, and what was |left of the food.

"Saf ety measure,"” added Rowan. "It's the first thing they do when a ship
goes into dry dock. According to the manual, all fuel pods are to be---"

"Fuck the manual!" Xris swore in bitter anger. "You nean to tell me we
took over this bloody ship and now we can't go anywhere in it? And you two
knew about this?"
"Not exactly," Harry said, shamefaced. "I nean, | did, but | didn't, if
you know what | nean."



"In all the excitenent, it never occurred to ne," Rowan adm tted, her
cheeks burning. "Sorry, Xris. | should have thought ahead--"

"Don't think, damm it! Do sonething!" Xris was shouting. He knew he was
shouting, knew he was losing it, but he couldn't help hinself.

Jam | poked his head up out of the |landing nodule. "Wat's the probl enP"
Harry and Rowan | ooked at each other. Rowan bit her lip, turned back to
the conputer. The Little One had shrunk to al nost nothing, was cowering behind

Raoul

"Excuse me, Xris." Quong was attenpting to refit the hull plate. "Could
you lend me a hand with this? Your tool hand, preferably." He chuckl ed, | ooked
around, grinning. "That's a joke."

Xris, grimfaced, strode over.

Quong was perched on the infamus chair, holding the hull plate in place
wi th one hand.

"Calmdown, ny friend," he said in a low voice. "W are all doing the best
we can under very trying circunstances."

"Year, Dec, | know." Xris took out a twist, stuck it in his nmouth. "Wat
do you need ne to do?"

"l have shut the airlock on the Schiavona. Now we nust--"
"The Schi avona!" Rowan cri ed.

"That's it!" Harry said excitedly.

"What's it?" Xris denanded.

They spoke simultaneously. "W can use the fuel pod fromthe Schiavonal!™"
"W it fit?"

"OfF course!" Harry sounded nonchal ant, but he w ped his forehead and
heaved a relieved sigh when he thought Xris wouldn't notice.

Rowan i ssued orders to the drop ship's computer, told it totie in to the
Schi avona' s onboard conput er

"You're positive this will work." Xris had cone to expect trouble. "The
Schi avona' s nowhere near the size of this conmmand nodul e--"

"Doesn't matter. Al fuel pods for all ships are interchangeable," Harry
expl ai ned. "They're nmade that way on purpose so that the Navy can rescue ships
that run out of gas. It's been standard Naval policy for years.”

"Saf ety measure," said Rowan in a solem tone.

Xris | ooked over at her

Rowan caught his eye, smiled, and wi nked. Then she went back to work.
"I"'ve initiated fuel pod ejection .... "

Xris fitted on his tool hand, clinbed onto the chair, began to weld the



hul | plate into place.

"I thought Rowan said this blasted ship could heal itself,"” Xris mnuttered.
Quong watched the job with a critical eye. "It will. Wen activated, the
drop ship's internal danage systenms will detect any air leak in the hull. Once
you have the plate welded into place, the ship will check it out for the
tiniest |eaks and cracks--those we couldn't even begin to see, but which can
grow and split a plane apart in hyperspace. The ship will inject sealing fluid
on the outside of the hull around the breach. This way we don't have to spend
six days crawing over the hull with fancy equi prent | ooking for cracks the
size of one of Raoul's false eyelashes."” "If it works," Xris said gloonily.

"It will work, ny friend," Quong said gently. "It will work. Can you take
over fromhere? 1'll go initiate the repair program"

Xris nodded, grateful for the opportunity to be left alone. He let his
mnd drift and odd thoughts came into it, the oddest being that Rowan was
certainly pretty and that this fact irritated and bothered him Xris didn't
like to think of his friend as pretty. He didn't want to think of Rowan as
wormanl y in any way, shape, or form Rowan wasn't a woman ...

Any more than |I'ma machine, Xris said to hinself.

A heavy thud shook the vessel. Xris shut down his welder, |ooked over to
Harry for an explanation. "Fuel pod dropping into place."

Harry had taken his seat in the pilot's chair--right next to the chair on
whi ch Xris was standi ng. Rowan noved to the navigator's position, was forced
to squeeze past Quong, who had to sidestep Raoul, who tripped over the Little
One. Everybody was tunbling over the gear

The bridge hadn't appeared small until now Jam |, watching from below in
t he Iaunch nodul e, his head poking up out of the deck, had a suggestion. "Al
t hose not needed up there can ride down here. It's meant to work that way, in
fact."

"We're certainly not needed," Raoul said thankfully. "And | have to redo
ny makeup. "

Meani ng he had to renove the poi soned lipstick before he accidentally
poi soned hinself. Retrieving his handbag, he helped the Little One to his
feet. The two of them descended, with Jami|'s assistance, through the airlock
Quong remained to finish his conputer work, then he, too, departed.

Xris inspected the hull plate, clinbed down off the chair. He took off his
tool hand, stowed it away, replaced it with a hand fitted with smaller tools,
designed for nore delicate work in case any of the conputers went down or
needed adj usti ng.

"W have fuel enough in the command nodule for the junp to Ceres," Rowan
reported, conpleting the calcul ations. "And nmaybe a short hop after that."
"Just get us to Ceres," Xris said. Chewing on the twi st, he sat down in
the copilot's chair, glanced back up at the hull plate. "I hope to hell that
thing holds. Don't shake this baby around too nuch, will you, Harry?" Harry
gul ped, gl anced sideways, cleared his throat [oudly. "Wat now?" Xris
demanded. "NORCF' s | ocked us out of the docking conputer. | can't retract the
nmoori ng cl anps. "



"What can you do?" Xris asked resignedly. He was, he realized, alnost past
caring.

"Well ..." Harry ruminated. "I can try to rip us free, using full engine
power. But that hull plate m ght give--"

"I don't think so," Rowan reported, studying her screen. "According to the
stress factor cal cul ations--"

"Do it," said Xris. "Put on vacuum suits and hel mets, just in case." He
stood up, went to the airlock, peered down into the [aunch nodul e. The rest of
the teamwere settled into their seats. "I'mgoing to shut this, seal you guys
off. This may be a bunpy ride. Hold tight."

The | ast he heard, Tycho was asking worriedly, "Were's the head?"

Xris shut and seal ed the airlock, then began struggling into the bul ky and
cunbersome flight suit.

"Of course, once we get free"--Harry eyed Xris nervously--"we have to
dodge that tractor beam And then--"

Xris held up his hand. "Just answer ne this." He put on his helnet. "Has
anyone ever made the junp with a hole in his spaceship?"

"I'f they have, they haven't come back to talk about it," Harry replied

Xris nodded, settled hinself in his seat, strapped hinmself in. "Just
checking. Al right. Let "er rip."

The commander of NOROF stood beside the operations officer. Both of them
were stating intently out the gigantic observation screen.

"They're breaking free," said the comuander

"Yes, sir," Ops returned. "Sorry, sir, but those nmooring clanps were never
meant to hold under that kind of pressure.”

"Can engi neering lock the tractor beam onto thenf"

"No, sir. We're faced with the sanme situation we had when they flew in
here. That pilot is damm good. Beggi ng your pardon, sir, but it's like trying
to track a nosquito with a flashlight. We can hit the ship with the beam but
the second we're ready to lock on, he's flown out of it."

"Very well." The commander stared back out the viewscreen

Ops shrugged, shook his head. "Maybe if we had tracki ng equi pnent as
sophi sticated as those on the big cruisers ..."

He shrugged agai n.

"Maybe." The conmander agreed. He watched in silence as the hijacked drop
ship successfully eluded all attenpts to capture it.

"They' ve jettisoned their spacepl ane,”
it."

Ops reported. "We've got hold of

"Ni ce we can do sonething," the commander said acidly.



"Yes, sir," replied Ops. "Hijacked ship has made the junp, sir.

The commander could see that for hinself. The drop ship had di sappeared
into the black void of the Lane. The commander returned to his office.

The debriefings of the Marines who had attenpted to stop the hijacking
were on his desk. Also the interviewwth the artificer third class who had
been taken hostage. The conmmander read them pondered them read them again.

Qdd, he thought. Danm odd.
He refl ected, then he gave his conputer instructions.

"Put me through to Naval Headquarters, the Lord Admiral. Use the energency
code. Bring themup on-screen.”

He sat back and waited. It didn't take long. A pleasantfaced young officer
appeared. "I amsorry, Commander, but due to Operation Macbeth, your access
has been denied. Please refer to Section 8, paragraph "

"I know, Lieutenant,"” the commander cut in crisply. "l need to | eave a
message. The matter is urgent, of the highest inportance. | can do that nuch,
can't |? Belay that,"” he added hastily, guessing by the lieutenant's frown
that he was about to cut the conmander off. 'Well the Lord Admiral or whoever
needs to know that the men he's after--that cyborg and his commandos--were
here on this facility. They hijacked a drop ship. W tried to stop them but
failed. Add this, however. And this is inmportant, Lieutenant.

"The cyborg told one of nmy men, quote: 'Tell the Lord

Admiral that the king's life is in danger. Twenty-four hours fromnow. On
Ceres.' The cyborg risked his life to deliver that nmessage. Do you want ne to
repeat it?"

"No, Conmander, | copy. Thank you, sir.

The screen went dark. The conmander sat back in his chair, stared through
his own small viewscreen into the patch of black where he'd | ast seen the drop
ship--a bright spark that had suddenly wi nked out. He stared at it a |ong
time, repeated, "Dam odd," to hinself. Then, heaving a sigh, he went off to
consol e the enraged captain--former captain---of the drop ship.

CHAPTER 34
If it be now, '"tis not to cone; if it be not to come, it will be now if
it be not now, yet it will cone: the readiness is all

W1 liam Shakespeare, Ham et, Act 5, Scene 2

"His Majesty will receive you both in a few nonents, Sir John, Comander
Tusca. If you would Iike to walk in the Gallery while you wait, |I'mcertain it
will not be long. His Majesty is just finishing breakfast."

The king's confidential secretary and assistant, D argent, |ed Tusk and
D xter down a hallway that had becone known as the Gallery, for the works of



contenmporary art which adorned its walls. The artwork was exhibited on a
rotating basis, all pieces personally selected by either the king or queen. It
was a rare honor for artists to have their work sel ected, an honor that
guaranteed them fane and fortune.

Despite their worries, both nmen found their steps slowed, gazes constantly
shifting fromone painting to another. The two had differing tastes. D xter
was fond of abstract art, preferring to find his own messages in a painting.
Tusk liked, as he put it, "an apple that |ooks Iike an apple, not sonething
that ny kid barred up after dinner."

Al art forns were represented in the Gallery, including sculpture,
phot ogr aphy, tapestries, and an exanple of the new and highly controversi al
"plant" art.

"That painting's a Youll, if I'"mnot nistaken," Dixter said, pausing
before a portrayal of a spectacul ar spacepl ane battl e between a Corasian fl eet
and Royal Navy forces on the frontier

"I like that," Tusk said enphatically. "Mkes you feel |ike you' re right
there."”

"Doesn't it?" said Dixter dryly. He had never enjoyed spaceflight. "I
prefer this."

"The Qutierrez." D argent nodded. "Quite exquisite. A comm ssioned piece,
actually. Presented as a gift to His Majesty by a groul > known as the Knights
of the Terra Nera. Have you ever heard of thenP"

Tusk and Di xter indicated that they had not.

"The nane neans Knights of the Black Earth." D argent translated the
Latin, and such was the secretary's charmand skill that he managed to inpart
t he know edge wi t hout soundi ng condescendi ng. He seened to inply that the
other two knew the translation all along, were nerely testing him "Cutierrez
is known for his planetscapes. This is a representation of Earth, along with
its nmoon."

"Doesn't look rmuch like it," Dixter said, eyeing the painting. "The |ast
saw of old Earth, it was all kind of gray and nottled."

"This is ancient Earth," D argent explained. "Wen it was known as the
'Blue Jewel' of the galaxy. Actually, this painting came with rather a strange
nmessage: ' One generation passeth away, and another generation coneth: but the
earth abideth for ever. The sun also rises.' That's the translation. Fromthe
Holy Bible, of course,"” he added of f handedly, confident that they had both
recogni zed it. "Ecclesiastes."

Tusk nodded, said, with all seriousness, "Ecclesiastes. | think he was one
of my old drill sergeants.” D argent smiled politely.

Di xter wasn't smling. "' One generation passeth away.' That sounds like a
threat."

"It does, doesn't it?" D argent agreed. "W ran it through security." He
gave a delicate shrug. "At least it was nore original than most, |'Il give
themcredit for that. And H's Majesty is quite taken with the painting."

A servant appeared, opened doubl e doors that led to an outdoor terrace.
Cat ching sight of D argent, the servant gave a slight nod.



D argent acknow edged the signal. "His Majesty will see you now. This way,
gent | emen, please."

The norning was beautiful, as always on Mnas Tares, home planet of the
gal actic governnent. The weather was rarely inclenment and when it was, even
the rain fell in a gentle and picturesque manner. This day dawned bright and
cl ean The young ki ng and queen were relaxing on their patio, taking advantage
of the few precious nonents of privacy and rel axation accorded them by their
hecti c schedul es.

An abundance of flowers and plants gave the patio a rustic, honey | ook
filled the air with fragrance. The ditter Palace housed an enornous botani ca
garden nade up of rare and exotic plants brought fromall over the gal axy.

Hor des of experts and gardeners labored in it, made it a showpl ace. By
contrast, all the plants on the patio had conme fromeither the queen's hone

pl anet of Ceres or the desert world of Syrac Seven, which had been Dion's
hone. Both of themtended the plants, which ranged fromroses to sagebrush and
were grown in clay pots or cedar boxes--the patio was twenty-five stories off
the ground. The plants appeared to be thriving in their disciplined,
constrai ned environnment, perhaps because of the care | avished on them

This patio had cone to be a favorite sanctuary for the royal couple. Very
few people were permtted entry---only those consi dered close friends.

"W hope you don't mind the informal setting,"” Dion said, snmiling and
rising to his feet, as he always did when in Dixter's presence.

"On the contrary, | am honored,” the Lord Admiral responded.

Tusk gl anced around, sniffed the air. "That smell, the sage. Al ways
rem nds ne of that night on Syrac Seven. The ni ght Sagan cane after you, kid.
| mean--Your Myjesty."

"The night you sat on ny chest and slamed ny head into the dirt," Dion

recall ed, smling.

"Had to keep you quiet. You would have gotten us both killed. Well, maybe
just one of us." Tusk shook his head. "Sagan wouldn't have killed you, at any
rate. Not that we knew that at the tine. W didn't know nuch of anything. Sort
of |ike now "

Di on appeared sonewhat startled at this off-the-wall remark, waited for
Tusk to explain hinself.

Tusk raised his eyebrows, cast a significant glance at Dixter, then wal ked
over to investigate the sage

Further perplexed, Dion turned to the Lord Admiral. But Di xter was talking
to the queen. "It's good to see you, ny lord." Astarte was w dely acknow edged
to be one of the nobst beautiful women in the gal axy and her pregnancy had
added to her beauty, not detracted. Wthin a nonth of her tine to deliver the
| ongawai t ed and nuch anticipated heir to the throne, she | ooked radiant and,
nost i mportant, happy--both in her pregnancy and in her narriage.

The tinme had been, not |ong ago, when that could not have been said. But
that is another story and it was now in the past. She and her husband were
friends, if not precisely |Iovers. Each held a genuine regard and respect for
the other. Nourished and tended with the same care they gave their plants,
| ove m ght yet take root and grow.



"How are you feeling, Your Majesty?" Dixter asked, bending down to kiss
t he queen's hand.

Astarte caught his hand in hers, pulled himclose, tilted her face to be
ki ssed. "Come, Sir John." She | aughed. "No such constraints between us. You
are the baby's godfather and that nakes you ny father, in a way."

Di xter kissed the petal -soft cheek. H s face was flushed, unconfortably

warm "l amtruly honored and flattered, Your Mjesty, but | really think you
shoul d reconsider that decision. I'mtoo old--"
"Qur mnds are nade up," Dion interrupted. "It has all been discussed,

witten down, docunented, officially stanped, seal ed, and stowed away. Even
the prime mnister agrees. If something were to happen to nme, sir"--the king
fell back into the old way of talking, as if he were once nore the kid Tusk
had rescued from Warl ord Sagan, Di xter once nore the outl awed nercenary
general --"ny | ast nonents will be easier knowi ng you are there."

"Thank you, son," Dixter said, a huskiness in his throat. "This is the
greatest honor, the best conplinent--" He stopped, coughed, and, frowning,
turned away to pretend to contenplate the magnificent view fromthe bal cony.

"Coffee, nmy lord?" D argent was pouring.
Di xter shook his head.
"Coffee for you, Conmander?"

"No, thanks, D argent." Tusk, nervous and noody, had absentm ndedly begun
to pull l|eaves off the sage.

Di on and Astarte recogni zed the synptonms. They exchanged gl ances. The
gueen rose, rather cunbersonely, to her feet.

"I will bid you good norning, gentlenen.”

"I'f you could stay a nonent, Your Mjesty." Dixter turned around. "This
concerns you both, I'mafraid. Unfortunately, it has sonething to do w th what
we' ve just been discussing."

Astarte resunmed her seat, sat with her hands resting on her swollen
abdonen.

"I thought that might be the case,” Dion said calmy. "You have nore
i nformation about the Mbhini kidnapping?"

"Not precisely." Dixter ran a hand over his chin, noticed that he'd m ssed
a spot shaving this norning. "If anything, the situation's grown nore
confused. "

"According to Aefsky," Dion said, "Xris told himit was all a m stake.
Have you heard Xris's side of the story?"

Di xter was mildly exasperated. "d efsky! You' re not supposed to be in
contact with anyone, Your Mjesty."

Dion smled ruefully. "You know the Bear. \When he couldn't get through to
me via the usual channels, he flew here to see nme in person. 'Attenpts agai nst
your life are a conplinent, laddie.'" Dion inmtated, as best he could, the



Bear's runmbling baritone. "'It means your enemnies take you seriously. Be
worried when they don't threaten you!'"

"And then he | aughed, broke a vase, and denolished an antique book stand."
Astarte sighed, shook her head.

"It is not a laughing matter, Your Mjesty,"
| ooked over at Tusk.

Di xter said gravely. He

"Yes, sir." Tusk sat bolt upright. "A report cane in that one of our
NOROFs was attacked by a group whose descriptions match those of Xris and his
conmandos. They hijacked a drop ship."

"WAs anyone hurt?" Dion asked.

It was Di xter who answered. "No, Your Mjesty. Xris is apparently going
out of his way to avoid harm ng people--"

"Just like | said. He's on our side,"
gaze, | ooked abashed. "Sorry, sir."

Tusk added. He caught Dixter's grim

"According to the report, Xris passed along this message. Here, let ne
read it." Dixter renmoved a small conputer notepad fromhis pocket. "'Tell the
Lord Admiral that the king's life is in danger. Twenty-four hours fromnow On
Ceres.' That report canme in eight hours ago."

Agai n the king and queen exchanged gl ances. Beyond that, neither reacted.
Astarte asked, in quiet tones, for D argent to pour her another cup of tea.

"Are you certain you won't have any coffee, nmy lord?" Dion inquired.

Di xter heaved a frustrated sigh. "Your Myjesty--"

"I know what you're going to say, Sir.

The king rose to his feet. He wal ked over to where the sage grewin its
| arge clay pot and, like Tusk, plucked several of the |eaves. Dion ground them
between his fingers. The air was suddenly filled with the sharp, pungent odor

"You're going to say that this is one threat | should take seriously,
ei ther because Xris is involved in it or"-- Dion |ooked up, sniled; the
Starfire blue eyes were clear and sunlit and dazzling-- "or because he isn't.
You don't seemto know which."

Di xter, feeling somewhat foolish, started to speak

The king rai sed his hand. He was suddenly cool and inperious. He had
retreated into his formal self; even his appearance altered. He was,
unquestionably, the king.

"W want you to know, sir, that we take all these threats seriously. W
t ake sensi bl e precautions.”

"I amwell aware of that, Your Mjesty," Dixter argued earnestly. "I'm not
suggesting you cancel this trip, but you could alter your plans. Change the
dat e, perhaps."

"Wuld that really hel p? Speaking of Lord Sagan, what was that dictum of
his?" Dion reflected. "'If a man is truly determined to kill you, he will.
There is nothing you can do to stop him' In order to be conpletely safe, we



woul d be forced to nove to a nullgray-lined bunker a hundred kil onmeters bel ow
ground. And even then, | suppose sonmeone could bl ow up the planet."

He tossed the crunpl ed sage | eaves back into the soil, much in the nmanner
of a man scattering flowers over a grave. Then, w ping his hands and cl aspi ng
t hem behi nd his back, he turned around.

"We thank you for your trouble, my |lord, Commander Tusca. But today's trip
to Ceres is nost inmportant, both to Her Majesty and nyself. W will not cance
it, nor can we alter arrangenments that have been nonths in the planning and
preparation. The diplomatic consequences al one woul d be di sastrous. W will,
however, pass your concerns on to the captain of the Royal Guard. Captain Cato
will be in contact with your office to receive the details.”

"Unfortunately, we don't have a lot of details, Your Mijesty," Dixter said
ruefully. "That's part of the problem I|'d feel better if |I knew what we were
up against. But ... we still have sixteen hours .... "

He nmotioned to Tusk. The two prepared to | eave, well aware that the
interview was at end.

"Keep a | ookout, kid," Tusk said in an undertone, gripping Dion's arm
"I will, Tusk," Dion said softly. "Thanks."

"CGod bl ess and keep both Your Majesties." Dixter bowed.

"He does, ny lord," Dion responded. "He does."

"The king's death will appear extrenmely mysterious. The weapon will |eave
hardly any trace. Not even the nost careful autopsy, performed by someone who
is famliar with the unusual genetic nakeup of Blood Royal, would reveal the
true cause of death, since the micromachines will all be destroyed. It will
| ook as if the hand of God has struck the king down." The Knight Oficer was
maki ng his report.

"It is God who strikes, Knight Oficer. We but work His divine will," the
Kni ght Commander rem nded his subordinate. "Once the king is dead, we will
claimresponsibility through divine intercession."
"Yes, Knight Conmander." The Knight O ficer's response was subdued; he was
sensi bl e of being reprimnded. He conti nued.

"As for the primary negative wave device itself, it functions well, far
beyond expectations. It is easily disguised. The waves are not visible, nor
are they detectable by any nmeans. They are conpletely harmess to everyone but
the king. He will drop down dead. The peopl e standing around himw Il suffer
absolutely no ill effects. The waves penetrate all shields, including
| aser-proof steelglass. Only divine intervention could save Hi s Mjesty."

"Unlikely. Still, we will take no chances. You have conpl eted the
construction of the smaller, handhel d device?"

"Yes, Knight Conmander. It has been made to your specifications, but ..."
The Knight Oficer's voice trailed off. What he had been about to say ampunted
to criticismof the head of his order.

"What is it, Knight Officer? Is there a problen®"

"The unit requires a power source, Knight Commander. The device itself is



di sgui sed as you required. It |ooks innocent enough, but the power source--"
"Al'l is arranged. You have your orders. Proceed.”
"The mission is go, Knight Conmmander?"
"God is with us. The mssion is go."
The Kni ght Commander ended commruni cati on

The Knight O ficer paused a nonent, waited for the seconds to blink down.
Then he was on the comm

"Zulu time--sixteen hours. Mssion is go. | repeat. Mssion is go."

"W have sixteen hours, by my calculations,” said Xris. "Wat's our

st at us?"

The team had assenbled in the | aunch nodul e. The drop shity--intruder
shi el ds up--had conme out of hyperspace, was now | urking about the far fringes
of the Ceres system avoiding any vessel that |ooked the |east official
Fortunately, nost space traffic traveled in froma najor Lane |ocated near
Ceres itself. And if any Navy ship would happen to mM across them Qperation
Macbet h gave the team a perfect reason to sit tight and keep quiet.

"I"ve been nonitoring the newsvids," Raoul reported. "According to news
anchor Janes M Warden, who is reporting live fromthe location... Have you
ever noticed the whiteness of that man's teeth? It is said that they are al
his own, down to the |ast bicuspid. He nmust use--" "Back on track, Raoul,k"
Xris said patiently.

The Loti rerouted hinself. "Ah, yes. Were was IT"
The Little One rem nded him

"Openi ng cerenonies. They will take place on the steps of the Tenple of
t he Goddess. The sane place"--Raoul waved a hand at Xris--"in which we had our
nmost stinmulating, albeit terrifying, adventures. A view ng stand has been
erected to acconmodate the king and queen and the nunerous dignitaries during
the cerenmony. After that, Their Majesties will retreat inside the tenple for a
private religious service, which will not be made public. As you know, nmny
friend, it is extrenely difficult to get inside the tenple. Security has been
ti ghtened since the attenpted kidnappi ng of the queen."

"So if the knights are going to assassinate the king, their best plan
woul d be to strike during the opening cerenpnies.”

"His Majesty would be an ideal target," Rowan said thoughtfully. "Seated
on a platformout in the open. H's bizarre and nysterious death w tnessed by
mllions. Yes, that would be the time I would kill him"

"When do the cerenoni es begi n?"

"High zenith two descending,” Raoul replied pronptly. "Ceres tine."

Xris glared at him "Put that in real tine."

Raoul 's eyelids fluttered. "Real tine. What an extraordi nary concept. \Wen

time itself is an arbitrary device, inflicted upon events by those who--0h,
very well." Sighing, he began counting on his fingers. "Ten hundred hours.



El even hundred hours. Twelve hundred... | always get confused after that.
Twel ve hundred is high zenith. Thirteen hundred woul d be high zenith one
descendi ng. High zenith two descendi ng woul d be--Were was |7?"

"Fourteen hundred," Xris said grimy. "Jam |, doubl echeck that. Next:
| ocating the negative wave device. Did the conputer files we stole fromthe
kni ghts give us any clue what it |ooks like or howit's going to be
di sgui sed?"

"Sorry, my friend," Quong said. He and Rowan both shook their heads.
"We've been over it and over it and nothing."

"How do we | ocate the damm thing, then?" Janm| demanded. "Sniff it out?"

"We use this." Rowan tossed a long thin sheet of paper, which curled
around Xris's armlike a flat snake.

He stared at it curiously. "Looks like my EKG the last time ny battery
mal functi oned. "

To his astonishnment, Rowan cast hima hurt and angry glance, irritably
shat ched the tape back

"So what is this?" Xris asked, wondering what he'd said to upset her.

"A spectral analysis of the power source of the negative wave device," she
returned, her voice cool

"But we don't know what the power source is," Jam | protested.
"W don't need to, do we, Dr. Quong?"

The Doc smiled, nodded conplacently. "I will explain. Because of the power
band the device uses, it enmts a bizarre wave pattern that can be picked up if
you know what you're |looking for. If not, you' d never notice it. That wave
pattern is, effectively, the signature of the negative wave device. Once the
knights turn it on, that signature will show up on our nmonitor. W set it to
| ocate the source, and we have them"™

"There will be a tinme lapse while they bring the machine up to full power
in order to activate the device," Rowan added. "Unfortunately, we can't be
sure how long that will take, but hopefully enough to enable us to find them
and stop them"

Harry, conpletely lost, scratched his head. "Wat's to keep us from
bl owi ng up sone m crowave pizza joint?"

"That woul d be one well-cooked pizza," Rowan told him sniling. She was
obviously growing fond of Harry. "No other mcrowave on the planet--on any
pl anet, for that matter--would be this powerful or have quite this sane
configuration."

"So we drop out of the skies and go |ooking for a giant nicrowave,"
Tycho's transl ator squawked. "What then?"

Xris shrugged. "I can't say. Sorry, guys. | 'know you're used to having it
all laid out in advance, but there are too danmm many variabl es here."

"I'ncluding the fact that the good guys are going to be shooting at us,
thi nking we're the bad guys," Jam | grunbl ed



Xris had no reply to that.

"Hell of a way to run an outfit." Jam | continued his bitching. "And

speaki ng of getting shot at, |'ve checked out the so-called arnored vehicle."
He glared at Rowan. "I thought you said it was a PVC-48 Devastator." "I did.

At least, that's what the conmputer files indicate." "Wll, the conputer nade a
m stake." Jami|l was grim "It's a PVGC-28, and this nust be the first one they
ever built. That tank's older than | am | trained on one! They must have been

hanling it to a nuseum™

"Probably fixing the tank up for some special mssion," Rowan suggested.
"Maybe inside Corasia, behind eneny lines. The Arny doesn't |ike sending new
arnored vehicles onto eneny-held planets, in case the Corasians capture the
tanks and |l earn fromthe new technol ogy."

"What's the tank's condition?" Xris asked, unperturbed. A former Arny
maj or, Jam| could have been given the very latest in technol ogi cal wonders
and woul d still have conpl ai ned about it for days.

"Not bad," Jam | conceded grnnpily. "If you don't count the fact that
somet hing's | eaking all over the deck, probably because the tank's engi ne
hasn't been tuned up since the fall of the nmonarchy twenty sone-odd years ago.
The engine is a solid-fuel job, they get clogged up real easy. Wich is why no
one's using solid-fuel engines anynore, not even the Corasians.

"The Devastator--and | use the term|l oosely---does have a
forty-thousand-bhp engine driving the tracks and bl ower notors for hover
operations. But the air-cushioning unit has been shot to pieces. The tracks
are caked with sone sort of gunk that's been left to harden and m ght come off
if we took a thurmaplasma torch to it."

Jam | paused to draw breath. "Now for the good news. The tank's gun is in
great shape--a seven-cm particle cannon.”

"That is good." Xris nodded.

"Yeah. The bad news is we can't fire it. But it sure will | ook inpressive.
The power link fromthe gun to the engine is conpletely rotted anay. O maybe
mce ate it. The magnetic repeller shields seemto be working, though." Jaml
appear ed al nost di sappointed. "And the arnor's intact. At |east anyone
shooting at us will have a tough tinme penetrating our defenses.”

"The tank sounds good enough for our purposes. Have Doc give you a hand
with the wiring. We're going to need that gun. Now, anyone got any questions?"
Several hands went up

Xris anended. "That | can answer."

Al'l but one hand went down.

"Yes, Raoul ?" Xris sighed.

"I amuncertain what to wear. These daytinme affairs are so difficult. It

is a formal occasion, but one feels such an ass wearing bl ack-tie before
nmoonrise. | was wondering if you thought it would be correct for me to don

my-- "

"Raoul "--Xris attenpted several tines to interrupt, finally
succeeded--"this is immterial. You didn't bring any clothes."



Raoul cast a glance fromlowered eyelids at the Little One. The single eye
vi sibl e beneath the fedora w nked at him

Xris recalled the altercation he and the enpath had had over the suitcase.
He gl anced around, half expecting to see it.

"Actually, | did," Raoul murnured, cheeks flushed. "Or rather, the Little
One acted in my behal f. The box you assume contains nedical supplies ..."

"What ?" Quong yel ped. "My nedical kit! You brought clothes instead?"

The Doc was on his feet. Yanking open the netal box-painted white with a
red cross and marked MEDI - KI T- Quong stared, dunbfounded, at, among other itens
of apparel, a mass of red silk petticoat and a pink feather boa, which
slithered out of the box like a |long-incarcerated snake.

"Why do we need nedi cal supplies? W hardly any of us ever get sick."
Raoul was def ensive

"I think one of us is about to,"
Jam | to check out the PVC.

Xris conmented, grinning, and foll owed

An hour later, Xris cane up to the bridge. He found Rowan al one, seated at
t he computer.

"Harry wanted to get sonething to eat. | told himl'd keep watch." She
barely glanced at him her voice was cool, inpersonal. "Howd it go with the
arnored vehicl e?"

Xris sat down, fished a twi st out of his pocket. "It may hold together
| ong enough to get the job done. O it may blow up with all of us inside."

Havi ng said that, he sat in silence. Rowan refused to | ook at him "Wat's
eating you?" he asked finally.

She stopped working. Her hands rested on the keyboard. Suddenly she
turned, faced him "Dam it, Xris, why--"

She stopped, swall owed.
"Why what ?" he asked, perpl exed.

"Ch, nothing. Never mind." She had turned away from hi m again, began
nmoodi | y tapping at a key on the console. "You know the king personally, don't
you? | remenber watching you in the vids during the cerenbnies. It gave ne a
strange feeling, seeing you like that. Wat's he |ike?"

| wonder, Xris thought, staring at Rowan, what you started to say. Al oud,
he answered, "Yeah, | know King Dion. What's he |ike? That's hard to answer.
Soneone--1 forget who--described himas a conet. He's ice and fire and you get
burned if you get too close. But once you neet him you can't forget him He
captures you and you get pulled along behind. | never told anyone this
before,” Xris added casually, watching Rowan, "but | saw him performa
mracle."”

Rowan gl anced up at him "Really?"

"Cross ny heart--or maybe | shoul d say battery pack. Anyway, it was when
was wor king for Lady Maigrey, helping Hs Majesty escape fromthe



Cor asi ans--anong others. One of Dion's friends--a nman called Tusk--was with
Di on. Tusk got shot up pretty bad. Belly wound, sucking chest wound. About as
critical as |I've seen. Anyway, | managed to rescue him get himback on board
hi s own spacepl ane.

"Hs wife was there. Geat gal. Nane's Nola. She was a soldier. She knew
how badly Tusk was hurt. | had a dose--a hefty dose---of painkiller. Enough to
kill the pain in this world, ease himinto the next. | was going to use it,
when Di on boarded the spacepl ane.

"Nol a asked himto save her husband. Hell, | thought she was crazy wth
grief, but no. And what | saw next, I'mstill not sure |I believe. D on took
hol d of Tusk's hands and he started talking to him real soft, and... and Tusk
got better."

Rowan was | ooki ng at him oddly.

"What do you nmean?" she asked finally. "Tusk 'got better.' Did his wounds
heal that instant?"

"No." Xris shook his head. "It wasn't a change you could see. It was nore
of a change you could feel. Al | knowis that Tusk |lived when he should have
died. And Dion Starfire was the man who did it. That's what he's like." "Wy
are you telling me this, Xris?"

"I don't know. Maybe because |'ve been thinking about it a lot lately.
Maybe because his wife rem nded ne of ny wife. Maybe because | al ways wondered
if Tusk felt the same way about being healed that | sometines feel. That it
m ght have been better to have died."

Rowan | owered her head. Her hand on the keyboard clenched into a tight
fist.

"What is it you're not telling me?" Xris asked.

"Not now, Xris," she murnured. "Not now. "

He hung around for a while, but Rowan didn't say anything nore. She went
back to the computer, went back inside her machine. Finally he left, clinbed
back down into the | aunch nodule to see if he could help Quong and Jam | fix

the PVC

Ei ther that or help Raoul decide between the red silk or the gold outfit
with the sequins.

Twel ve hours to go.

CHAPTER 35

SO a skillful mlitary operation should be like a swift snake that
counters with its tail when soneone strikes at the head, counters with its
head when soneone strikes at its tail, and counters with both head and tai
when soneone strikes at its mddle.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War



The drop ship, intruder shields up, entered into orbit around Ceres, slid

silently and invisibly into place am dst the space traffic. They were thankful
for the shields. Nunerous Royal Naval vessels were in the vicinity and, though
Qperation Macbeth was still in effect, the sight of a special force ship
droppi ng by--"No pun intended," Quong had chortl ed--the king's cerenmony m ght
have been enough to make a destroyer's captain seriously consider disobeying
orders and opening up comruni cations--or the big guns.
"We're over the drop site," Harry reported, studying his instrunents.
"Right on target. W should | and about a kiloneter fromthe tenple. That
should I et us pick up the signal fromthe negative wave device, find it,
destroy it."

"I"'mentering the signature in the |l aunch nodul e's conputers,” Rowan
added, heading below. "I'm going dowmn to make final transfer now " "Good. Very
good. "

Al was going well. About tine, too.

Xris took a final glance at the other ships of the Royal Fleet silently
mai ntai ning their positions. Al of themwatching, wary, mstrustful. But none
of themwas actively looking for him

"Operation Macbeth's been a pain up to now," he renmarked to the rest of
the team who had gathered in the | aunch nodule below "It's about time it
wor ked for us for a change."

"Don't say such a thing, nmy friend!" Quong renonstrated, |ooking grave.
"You will jinx us."

"Doc, you're a scientist. You know there's no such thing as a jinx." Janmil
wi nked, grinned at the others. This was a | ong-standing joke.
Quong shook his head. "I know that it is not wise to flaunt good fortune.

It is said that the gods never like to see nortal man too happy. It gives him
del usi ons of godhood and so they are always tenpted to strike hi mdown.
Hubris, the Greeks called it." "Hubris. | snoked sone of that once," Raoul
remarked. Jam | |aughed [ oudly. Quong frowned, offended. Xris opened his
nmout h, prepared to say something to avert a quarrel

Harry, above on the bridge of the command nodule, said it for him "On,
shit!"

Xris scranbl ed awkwardly back up the | adder. "What? Wat's the nmatter?"

Harry pointed at a flashing red Iight on his console as he night have
poi nted at a poi sonous snake. "Someone out there's spotted us."

"That's not possible. W've got the damm intruder shields up. How did they
find us?"

"They nmust be scanning the area, probably on account of the king being
here. | thought | heard sonething ping against--"

"Rowan, get up here!" Xris called down bel ow.

"They found us! Maybe Doc's got a point about that jinx," Tycho observed.

"Ball s!'" Janmi| sounded angry. "The only jinx we have on board is the Doc



tal ki ng about jinxes!"
Rowan pulled herself up the |adder onto the deck. "Wat's wong?"
The coml i nk spoke in answer.

"Navy Lima Sierra Tango Two Zero Niner. This is Ceres Mlitary District
Conmand, relayed through the dreadnought Jeanne d' Arc. Operation Macbeth is

ended. | say again: Operation Macbeth is ended. Stand-down code is Rubicon
Three Five Hadrian N ner Al pha Two. Prepare to issue your stand-down code in
two Standard MIlitary mnutes. | say again: Prepare to issue your stand-down

code in tw Standard Mlitary mnutes. Jeanne d Arc out."
"What's our stand-down code?" Xris |ooked at Rowan.
She bit her lip. "Beats ne."
He glared at her. "Hell, you probably wote the dam thing."

"I probably did." She was unperturbed. "But each ship has its own code.
It's given to every captain along with his seal ed orders.”

"Wuld he enter it into the computer?”

Rowan shrugged. She was already seated at the keyboard. "Captains aren't
supposed to. Some do, of course. The sealed orders are required to be kept in
a vault in the captain's quarters. But," she added, as Xris was al ready headed
in that direction, "he would have undoubtedly taken themw th hi mwhen he |eft
the ship to be overhaul ed.”

O course. That was only logical. Still, they mght get lucky. The captain
m ght be either forgetful or an idiot.

Entering the tiny, cranmped roomthat was the captain's quarters, Xris was
already mentally preparing the plastic explosives, only to find the vault
standi ng wi de open. Hal fheartedly, he peered inside.

He hit the conm "What the devil am1 [|ooking for?"
"I's it there?" Rowan sounded anazed.

"No, | don't think so." He searched for a scrap of paper, anything. "But
tell me anyway."

"Well, it would be a series of digits and nunbers, arranged in what woul d
appear a random pattern. They're not, of course. The way it works is that the
conmand vessel of this fleet gets its own stand-down fromthe admiralty, then
they work through each ship in the fleet. They issue a single cipher and each
i ndi vi dual ship conpletes that cipher with one that is uniquely its own."

" Huh?"

That was Harry, but Xris could have echoed his pilot. The cyborg stuck his
hand inside the vault, groped about in the shadows.

"As an exanpl e"--Rowan was in | ecture node--"as conmander, the code word |
woul d issue to every ship in the fleet might be 'Raoul.' The correct response
for one ship is '"Loti."' For another it would be 'Adonian.' For a third, 'the
Little One.' Naturally, it's far nore conplex than that."

"Naturally," Xris nuttered on his way back to the bridge.



No need to ask what woul d happen when they couldn't return the code.
"We' || be ordered to shut down our engines. The tractor beamw |l lock on to
us, drag us ignoniniously onto that dreadnought. Any attenpt to flee and we'll
be bl own out of the stars. And fleeing isn't going to save the king."

O course--the thought came to him-being taken prisoner wouM give us a
chance to talk to soneone, warn them about the danger

Once we are tractored on board. Xris went over it all in his mnd. Once
t he conmander nmakes certain our ship is secure, isn't going to try to escape.
Once the guards have boarded and made us all prisoners. Once we have given our
nanes and voice prints and hand prints. Once the sergeant tums our request
over to the lieutenant, who m ght or nmight not see fit to nention it to the
captain, who would have to get it approved through channels ... "Fuck it!"

Xris arrived back on the bridge. "How much time ..."
you doi ng? Have you found it?"

He paused. "What are

"I didn't look." Rowan was wearing that smug, selfsatisfied snile that
al ways sent a tingle up Xris's spine. She was on to something. "The codes are
all inny files back at RFContec."

"They woul d have shut those down--"
"The front door," she answered, her hands busy on the keyboard, her eyes
scanni ng each screen as it flashed past. "They shut the front door. Not the
back. There!" She glowed with pleasure and triunmph. "I"'min! Now ... ship's
nane." She was talking to herself as she entered the information

"Regi stration nunber. Cone on. Come on."

Li nes of type flashed past in a blur. Suddenly the scrolling stopped. A
white bar began to flash.

"This is it!" Rowan hit a key, |aughed, jubilant. "You have it on your
conputer now, Harry! Gve themthat when they ask for it!"

She was inside the machine. Xris recalled the old days. Wy hadn't he ever
noti ced? Dalin Rowan had never come alive except when he was hooked up to that
machi ne.

Alot alike. Xris flexed his nmechanical hand. A lot alike ..

"Dear GOd!" Rowan was on her feet and noving away fromthe conputer as if
it were a bonb, ready to explode. "Ch, dear God?

"They accepted our stand-down code," Harry announced.
Xris was at Rowan's side. "Now what ?"

"Atrap.'
on ne."

She was white to the lips. "It was a trap. They've put the worm

The worm A conputer trace that had | atched on to Rowan's transni ssion and
woul d race |ike a heat-seeking cyberm ssile through the convol uted pat hs of
cyberspace until it found her

"Shut it down!" Xris urged.

Rowan appeared to be in shock. She stared at the conputer as if it had



physically assaulted her. A blow froma trusted friend, a lover ... "Shut the
damm thing down!" Xris repeated, shaking her. Rowan blinked, sprang suddenly
back to the computer. Feverishly, she issued verbal commands. Wen that didn't
wor k, she struck keys. At length, she struck the keyboard.

"Harry, cut the juice!" Xris conmanded. Harry spread his | arge hands,
hel pless. "I can't, Xris." "W'd |ose everything," Rowan said in a shaking
voi ce. "Engines. Life-support. Everything. | used the central conputer. |
didn't think-- There." She fell silent.

Not hi ng happened onscreen that Xris could see; he'd had wild visions of a
blinding flare of glaring white light. But apparently Rowan could read the
signs. "They have ne."

Only m nutes, perhaps, before the word went out. d ancing at the
vi ewscreen, Xris saw the destroyer suddenly begin to come about. It mght be
coi nci dence . ..

"Rowan, get down below Harry, set the controls to release the | aunch
nmodul e. Now! Let's go."

Rowan cast Xris a | ook--an apol ogy, pleading, he didn't know He didn't
have tinme to care. Taking her gently but rarely by the ann, he gui ded her down
into the [aunch nodul e.

"Launch rel ease set," Harry reported.

"You're next. Down the hatch."

Harry clinbed down. Xris was up above, his hand on the airlock controls,
set to seal off the launch nmodule fromthe command nodul e. Harry was hal f way
down when a thought struck him Xris had been wondering how long it would take
the big man to figure things out.

"Uh, Xris." Harry halted in m d-descent, peered back up. "If | go... and
you go... who's left to pilot the comrmand nodul e, bring us all back up?"

"No one," Xris said grimy

Harry shook his head, slowy assimlating. "But that will mean--"

"Dam it, | know what it will nmean! Get your ass down there!"

Xris took one |ast | ook through the viewscreen. The dreadnought was nost
definitely headed in their direction. Ared light was flashing on the console.
Xris didn't wait to hear what they had to say. It could all be perfectly
i nnocent .

"Yeah. And |'m going to nodel nude for the cover of Celestial Bodies."
Xris chonmped down on a twist, bit it clean in twd. Part of it fell into the

| aunch nodul e bel ow.

He shut the hatch, sealed it, slid down the |adder to | and on the deck
wth a thud. "Ti me?"

"Six and a half hours. We're off schedule by thirty mnutes," Doc
pronounced worriedly. "Can't be hel ped."

Everyone was at his post except Rowan, who sat huddled in a coner, staring
bl eakl y at not hi ng.



Xris headed forward, to where Janil sat at the controls of the |aunch
nodul e. He passed Rowan, but said nothing. He had no confort to offer, knew it
woul dn't be wel come even if he did. Let her alone for now She'd be back to
normal once they |anded on the planet's surface, once they began to track the
negati ve wave devi ce.

Jam | was at the helm Harry alongside. Screens filled the wall, but there
were no wi ndows anywhere. All the seats were high-backed, with multiple straps
to hold the Special Forces teans in place during the descent.

"Jeez." Harry | ooked at the crude and sinple controls, and was shocked.
"You call this flying?"

"No," Jam| said shortly. "We call it dropping. Don't worry. It'll get us
there in one piece and that's all it was neant to do."

"Ready, Xris?" Harry glanced over his shoulder. He | ooked and sounded
reluctant.

Xris didn't blame the big man. Once the launch nodule | et go, they would
be hurtling dowmn to the planet's surface with no defenses and only nini mal
gui dance systenms to get themthere.

The "El evator Ride fromHell," Jam| had called it

And there woul d he no goi ng back

CHAPTER 36

The Great Wiite Mountain Man said, "The reason deception is valued in
mlitary operations is not just for deceiving enemes, but, to begin with, for
deceiving one's own troops, to get themto foll ow unknow ngly."

Conmentary on Sun Tzu's The Art of War

The Tenpl e of the Goddess on the planet Ceres was an enornmous edifice.
Built on the steppes of a mountain held sacred to the people of Ceres, the
tenpl e domi nated the | andscape, as it dominated the lives of its people. The
conpl ex was enornmous, housing the priests and priestesses as well as the
nuner ous acol ytes and novi ces who served t he CGoddess.

The inner portion of the tenple was sacrosanct, could not be entered by
the uninitiated, with only a few exceptions. Today s private religious
cerenonies would be perfomed within the tenple confines, but the public
cerenoni es preceding woul d be held outside the tenple, on a specially built
pl atform rai sed above the tenpl e steps.

As Dion had told D xter, nmonths of planning and preparation had been
devoted to today's cerenony. It was vitally inportant not only for religious,
but for political reasons as well. The Baroness Di Luna, nother of the queen
ruler of Ceres, and a powerful force in the galaxy, had forced this marriage
on the young king in return for helping himattain the throne.

The young ki ng and his queen had both been desperately unhappy in the



marri age, which had very nearly ended in a divorce. The rift threatened the
political stability of the gal axy, alnost toppled the young king. Disaster had
been averted, but at great cost. The near tragedy brought king and queen

t oget her as husband and wife. The birth of a Royal Prince was to be their
reward.

This day woul d cel ebrate the anniversary of the Royal Couple's wedding
and, nost inportant, they would enter the tenple together to dedicate the
unborn child to the Goddess--an inmportant ritual in Ceres. Thus, the king
woul d officially sanction the religion of the Goddess throughout the gal axy;
their child would be raised in the religious beliefs of both parents. And
Baroness Di Luna would no | onger threaten to take away her fleets, her armes,
her systens, her shipping routes, and all the i mense weal th these generat ed.

Press coverage of the day's events was unparalleled. So nmany reporters had
converged on the planet that they al nost outnunbered the popul ace of the
capital city. Restrictions and regul ati ons had been issued in regard to the
cerenony itself and were being strictly enforced. Only the major nets could
cover the event for vid broadcast; all others had to tie in to these.

Gal actic Network News was present, with its highly sophisticated off-world
beam ng and i nage enhancenment equi pnent. It would, as prom sed, nake the
viewer half a galaxy away feel as if he, she, or it were seated beside the
king. In addition, GNN news anchor Janes M Wirden was the envy of every
journalist fromCeres to Hell's Qutpost for having | anded an interview with
the Royal Couple imediately prior to the opening of official cerenpnies.

Back when Dion was Dion and not H s Majesty, Warden had been the first
journalist to actually predict that this young upstart with the intense blue
eyes and red-gold nmane of hair woul d soneday beconme a powerful force in the
gal axy. Warden's first interview with the woul d-be king was seen by politica
anal ysts today as being a major factor in the ascendance of Dion's star. The
young ki ng never forgot those who had hel ped himin his rise.

Warden and his camcrews were on the dignitaries' platform trying to set
up their equi pment and getting in the way of the fevered worknen. A
| ast-m nute potential disaster had occurred--a swathe of bunting, draped above
the royal thrones, had torn | oose in an overni ght w ndstorm and now appeared
ready to tumbl e down and engul f both Their Majesties in billow ng purple silk.

To Warden's nind, the workmen were interfering with his cam crews, who
were positioning cans for the best angles and attenpting to untangle and
anchor down the masses of cable that wound, |ike the sacred snakes of Ceres,
up, down, and around the platformis stairs and supports.

War den guessed what must be going on in the mnd of Cato, head of the
Royal Guard. To him all these people were damed nui sances at best, potenti al
assassins at worst. No one was allowed this close to the king and queen
wi t hout security clearance. Every living being on the platformor on the steps
|l eading up to the platformor on the road |leading to the steps that led to the
pl atf orm was supposed to be wearing ID tags enmtting inmpulses that permitted
thementry into the electronic surveillance net surrounding the area.

Anyone entering wi thout the tag woul d cause a break in the net, bring the
guards down upon themwith a swiftness that rivaled a junp into hyperspace.
There had been, at last count, ten such incidents in a twenty-m nute peri od.
Four badges had fallen off. Three badges had mal functi oned. Two drunken
col l ege students, acting on a dare, had been caught without badges, as well as
an elderly priestess, who had forgotten to wear her badge and was highly
i ndi gnant at bei ng detai ned and searched.



Warden was active in the proceedings, keeping a critical watch on his
team though he left the placenent of canms and crews up to the producer and
director. Frequently, he would indicate--with a wave of his hand, a nod of his
head--a change, such as getting a shot of the priestess slapping at the hands
of one of the Royal Guard. Warden's wi shes were al ways accepted as commands;
he was known to have an eye for such things.

He checked canera angles, tested sound levels, all the while keeping a
sharp | ookout for anyone of interest who might flutter into his web. Not that
this was likely. The dignitaries would not arrive until they were schedul ed,
each being driven up to the base of the platformin official linpjets in order
of their rank and position. The king and queen would arrive just as the | ast
of the others were being seated. It was during the interval of these few
m nutes that Warden woul d conduct his interview

He was just conceding to his director, via commlink, that it seened
unlikely he'd have a chance to talk with anyone el se, when he caught sight of
the Lord of the Admiralty maki ng an unexpected--to judge by the reaction of
t he Royal Guard--inspection tour

Warden advanced to neet Dixter. The two canme together in the mdst of the
fray, like eneny generals neeting on a hillside above a battle. They had known
each other for years, had nutual respect for each other, if not mutual regard.

"Delighted to see you, ny lord," Warden said, shaking hands. "Your nane
wasn't on the guest list."

"I happened to be in the vicinity,"'

D xter parried, "and thought I'd stop
by.

Warden went in from another angle. "Any truth to the runor that Operation
Macbeth was put into effect in response to the discovery that rebellion was
fomenting among the nenbers of the armed forces?"

Warden obliquely notioned his assistant, a camw el ding young nan, to
switch on his vidcam get a good shot of the two of them just in case the
Lord Admiral happened to | et anything slip.

Dixter smled. "No truth to that runnt at all, M. Warden. W are, as we
sai d, conducting Naval exercises."

Warden gazed intently at the Lord Admral's face. "Do you al ways find
Naval exercises so stressful, my |ord?"

"When you detest spaceflight as much as | do, yes," Dixter returned
mldly. "That's public know edge, by the way. You won't get any nileage from
seasick admiral stories.”

Warden grinned am ably. "There goes ny lead for tonight's broadcast. Now
what about the runmors that your top code breaker has di sappeared and t hat
Naval security has been breached? Anything to that?"

"I can assure you, M. Warden, and the public, that gal actic defenses
remain strong." Dixter added politely, firmy, "And now, |I'mcertain you wll
excuse ne. The other guests are arriving."

James M Warden straightened his tie, notioned the young assistant to pan
the crowd. He cast a bored glance at the first arrivals; these would be |oca
government officials and their wi ves--snall fish, not worthy of notice.



Warden spoke into his comink. "Sonething's up. The Lord Adniral's here
and he's not supposed to be. Contact your sources in the Navy and find out
what the devil's going on."

It was hot standing here in the sun. Warden did not want to be seen
sweat i ng; he wal ked over to stand in the shade of the purple bunting. Someone
found a chair for him H's makeup artist swooped down on him began to nake
m nor retouches. Warden watched the continuing procession of dignitaries with
bored eyes. The caneraman was filmng a group of children armed with flowers
to be presented to the queen

"Cute, aren't they?" Warden said to his producer

"Yeah." The woman didn't gl ance at them

"It will rmake a nice opener."

"I"ll see that it feeds to editing. Any idea why the Lord Admiral's here?"
"I've got soneone on it."

The producer nodded and |l eft.

The dignitaries were becom ng increasingly inportant. The caneraman
switched his camfromthe children to the new arrivals. Warden nodded affably
at these, occasionally waved his hand. The greetings were either returned
warmy or not returned at all. depending on what he'd | ast reported about the
i ndi vidual in question

Many peopl e remained yet to be seated, when Warden noted heads turning,
the mnor officials--relegated to the back--craning their necks to see what
was goi ng on. Wi spers swept through the crowd. "The king and queen are
arriving," reported an assistant. Warden had al ready glinpsed the sleek
l[inpjet with its nmassive arnor plating and steel gl ass wi ndows. A private area
for the interview had been set up beneath a canopy. It was provided wth
confortable chairs and even a refreshnment table. The Royal Guard had the
canopy cordoned of f, was now scanning the chilled fruit for poison. Warden
could hear the faint hum presaging a break in the electronic net. Qher
menbers of the Royal Guard went prowling through the stands.

Warden strode leisurely over to neet Their Mjesties. The queen was
beautiful, radiant. The king was smling, dignified, coolly al oof and
det ached, but not offensively so. He was what his subjects wanted in a king,
someone sublinme, perfect, set apart. He was all of that and nore and yet he
had the rare gift to be able, on occasion, to descend fromhis lofty throne
and rem nd his subjects that he was nortal --as were they.

The chil dren were being shepherded forward to deliver their flowers. They
were frightened by the commotion, overwhel med by the prospect of being this
near the king and queen. Al nade it, except one little boy, who dropped his
flowers and burst into tears. The king knelt to the child s level, ruffled the
hair on the small bent head with a gentle hand. Then, picking the flowers up
fromthe dust, the king offered themto the queen, who accepted themwth a
gracious snmle, a conforting word.

"That's the Blood Royal in him" Warden renmarked to his caneraman.

"This will have themin tears," the canmeranan predicted, his camfollow ng
the littie boy, who was | ooking bew | dered but happy, not certain what had



happened, yet realizing fromthe fuss the grown-ups were making--that he'd
done sonet hi ng remar kabl e.

"Poor kid'Il probably devel op a phobia about flowers," said the producer

The dignitaries continued to arrive. The king and queen had cone early for
the interviewin order to be on time for the opening cerenonies. King Dion was
noted for his punctuality, made it a point to always b6 where he was supposed
to be on tine, insisted on doing whatever it was he was supposed to be doi ng
on time. This was undoubtedly due to the king's tight schedule--a ninute |ate
here could nmean hours | ate sonewhere el se. And so no |onger was it considered
appropriate to be "fashionably late." The fashionably |ate often discovered
that H s Majesty had started w thout them

Ki ng and queen were acconpani ed by Archbi shop Fi del es, whose religion was
once viewed as being a rival to that of the Goddess. The archbi shop had wor ked
hard to cl ose the gap, was doing everything possible to nake the two differing
fai ths conpati bl e.

Baroness Di Luna was al so in attendance. This was her nmonment of triunph and
she was just brazen enough to exhibit it. She would have sonme choi ce remarks
t oday.

Captain Cato, who had once served the | ate Derek Sagan, kept near the
Royal Coupl e, watchful eyes scanning the crowd. John Di xter was al so on hand.

"That man hasn't slept in seventy-two hours,"” Warden said to hinself.

H s comm buzzed in his ear

"What're you got?"

"Qperation Machbeth has been cancel ed.”

"Did they find that m ssing major? What was her nane- Mohini ?"

"No, sir. O if they have, my source doesn't 'know about it. The Navy's
changed all the codes. Everything appears to be back to normal."

"Not fromwhere | stand,"” Warden said, eyeing the obviously nervous Lord
Admiral. "Something's up. Keep digging."

The king's secretary, D argent, appeared at Warden's el bow. The secretary
announced that they were ready for the interview, hinted that H s Mjesty
wasn't to be kept waiting.

War den advanced, bow ng, the caneranan follow ng every nove. The king and
gueen turned to greet him Pleasantries were exchanged; offers of fruit,
chanpagne were politely refused. Their Mjesties sat down. Warden--on
invitation--sat down. Cans zeroed in. Warden had opened his nmouth to ask his
first question when his quick eye noticed Adniral D xter suddenly go rigid
with attention. The adniral's gaze becane the abstracted | ook of a man
listening to a comm ink connection

The Lord Admiral spoke only a few words, then touched Cato's arm said a
few brief words to him The captain's face renai ned i npassive. He gave a sharp
nod, gathered his nen about himwith a gesture, and wal ked up to the king.
"Your Majesty." Cato's tone was |ow, cool, urgent. "You and the queen mnust
return to the linojet now "



Warden wat ched attentively. The king glanced swiftly at the Lord Admral
Expressi on anxious and grim the adm ral nodded, confirmed whatever silent
guestion the king had asked. Dion rose, gave his hand to the queen. Astarte
ext ended her apol ogies calmy, nanaged to nake this all look as if she were
returning to the linojet to retrieve a forgotten lipstick

Warden was on his feet, hastening after the king, the caneraman at his
si de.

The Royal Guard closed their ring of steel around the Royal Couple,
hustl ed them back to the safety of the linmpjet. "Wat's happeni ng?" Warden
demanded, frustrated

A ripple of notion and a collective gasp fromthe crowd attracted his
attention. H s conmink buzzed.

"You're right, M. Warden. Sonething is up. The Navy's gone on red alert
around this planet! My source doesn't kmow why."

"l do," said James M Warden.

He stared in astoni shnent as a drop ship plumeted out of the bl ue,
cl oudl ess sky, thrusters firing to slowits descent.

At first Warden thought the ship was intending to land in the nidst of the
mllion or so people gathered to watch the cerenoni es--in which case the
carnage and death woul d be horrendous. He was directing his cameraman not to
m ss that shot, when he realized he had nisjudged the entry. The drop ship was
actually landing in a parking | ot about one kilometer fromthe platform

An assassination attenpt? Armed uprising? A publicity stunt?

The king and queen were being hastily and uncerenoni ously bundl ed into the
linpjet. The dignitaries were bewi | dered, incensed, indignant, or hysterical
t he Royal Guard swarned the platform

Warden was in contact with all his camera crews, which were positioned at
various sites throughout the city. "Al of you, switch over to pick up that
drop ship, except you, nunber twelve." That was the main GN\N | ong-range i mage
enhancer canera. "You stay focused on the king."

Warden lifted his left hand, shoved back his suit coat and shirtsl eeves,
| ooked at his watch. He depressed a snall button |ocated on the side of the
dial, saw a tiny flash of white light. He snmoothed his suit coat, turned to
hi s assistant.

"Bring your cam |I'mgoing to try to get close enough for an interview"

CHAPTER 37

VWhen opponents present openings, you should penetrate theminmedi ately.
Get to what they want first, subtly anticipate them Mintain discipline and
adapt to the enenmy in order to determ ne the outcone of the war.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War



"Touchdown in five, four, three--"

Two and one were lost in the ear-shattering, spinejanm ng,
nmet al - screechi ng, bone-crunching | anding. The drop ship rocked precariously,
during which Xris could hear the PVC, strapped down in the center of the
vehicl e, shake and rattle. He had sudden visions of several nmetric tonnes of
arnor-pl ated tank breaking | oose fromits noorings, hurtling through the
bul kheads, and careeni ng about the cranmped confines of the | aunch nodul e.

At | east no one would worry about recovering the bodies. They'd just wash
out the nodule's insides with a fire hose.

The shaking stopped. Al was suddenly very silent, except for the hissing
of the hydraulics attenpting to level the tilting floor

Xris gave hinself a nonent to recover fromthe shock, took time to nmake a
few m nor adjustnments to his systemred |lights were going off up and down the
length of his arm Then, unstrapping hinmself, he pushed hinself out of his
seat, was amazed at the effort it took. "Everyone okay?" he asked.

He had heard of people scared speechless, but this was the first tine in
his life he'd ever encountered that phenonmenon. No one said a word, not even a
bad one. Mdst sat in various frozen poses, white-knuckl ed hands clutching the
arms of the chairs, sweat beaded on their faces, eyes wide and staring. Two,
however, appeared to have enjoyed the ride.

Jam | swiveled around to face them "We' ve |anded," he announced. Hi s
handsome face was grinning; he rubbed his hands. "God! | miss my days in the
Arnmy sonetines. |'d forgotten what a rush that was!"

Apparently Raoul agreed with him The Loti was lying back linmp in his
chair. He looked up at Xris with lustrous eyes.

"Ww " Raoul whispered dreanily

But Xris had to help Tycho stand. The alien was in a deplorable state,
shaki ng so badly he could barely get up out of his chair.

"Not healthy for a sharpshooter,” Xris said. "Doc, can you give him
somet hing to cal m hi m down?"

"What do you suggest?" Quong denmanded col dly. "A gol den-beaded handbag or
a string of pearls? | have both in my nmedical kit."

"Ah. Right. |I forgot." Xris started to take out a tw st, noticed his own
hand was far from steady. He went to check on Rowan.

She was up and out of her chair, tottering but wal ki ng. She was headed,
naturally, for the conputer. She gave Xris a wan smle. "Now you know why |
joined the Navy," she said faintly. Quong came to assist her. He sat beside
her at his own console, and they began to coordinate their search for the
telltal e negati ve wave signature

Xris glanced at the chronometer. They had arrived earlier than planned,
earlier than the appointed tinme--according to the knights' own countdown. But
t heir unexpected and dramatic appearance mght jolt the knights into action
Certainly Xris hoped it had jolted the Royal Guard.



"Jam |, fire up the PVC Devastator. Hopefully we won't need to use it. W
can just blast the negative wave device to hell and back with the | aunch
nmodul e' s | ascannon. Tycho, go up in the turret, check the cannon out. Make
sure it wasn't danmaged in the |anding."

Tycho groaned, nodded, and--hanging on to the railing for
support---dragged hinmself up to the gun enpl acenment |ocated on top

"Harry, anything on the screens? What's going on out there? And where did
we | and anyway?"

Xris had originally cursed the fact that the drop ship had no w ndows,
only outside cans and vidscreens. He had since had reason to bless the
foresight of the designer. He could only imagi ne what that harrow ng,
pl umreti ng descent in the El evator fromHell would have been like if they'd
been forced to view the sights al ong the way.

Harry switched on an array of vidscreens. The cans provi ded
t hr ee- hundr ed- si xty- degree coverage of the terrain outside the drop ship.

Xris | ooked out over what appeared to be--at first, startled glance--a
veritable sea of gl eani ng netal

"We've | anded in a parking lot," Harry announced.

Xris recalled the sound of screeching netal, the uneven, bunpy touchdown.
A few hovercar owners were going to be extrenmely unhappy when they returned to
t he pancakes that had once been their vehicles. "Any activity?"

"Choppers circling, but not getting too close. Probably won't. W have
surface-to-air mssiles.”

"Yeah, well, they've got air-to-surface mssiles."
"I don't think they're going to be keen on using them Look at this."

Harry adjusted a canera angle, pointed to a vidscreen. A few thousand
spectators stared back, pointing and exclaimng and jostling for position in
order to get a better view. They were al arned and pani cked now, but soon
curiosity and the safety-in-nunmbers kind of euphoric courage that sweeps over
a crowmd would set in. The drop ship mght survive a direct missile attack; it
had al ready survived entry into the planet's atnosphere. But it nmight fall to
a nob.

"Fire a few tracers over their heads. Wl |l over their heads. Just enough
to make them keep their distance,” ordered Xris.

Tycho fired off the [ ascannon. Most of the people in the crowd flung
t hensel ves flat on the ground. The local police force had arrived on the
scene, began doing what they could to clear people out of the area. At |east,
no one would be firing rockets at the drop ship anytinme soon--not with the
possibility of injuring untold nunbers of innocent civilians.

"Can you see the king?" Xris asked.
Harry shifted canera angl es.

"That rmust be the dignitaries' platform There's the Royal Flag. |1'll zoom

in.



They had an excellent view of the backs of the Royal Guard. Xris detected
what m ght have been a flash of red-golden hair in the mdst of the ring of
steel. And there was the Royal Lino jet.

"Looks like the king's safe, for the tine being," Xris reported to the
rest of the team "They're hustling himand the queen into the Royal Lino."

"Good!" Rowan breathed in relief. ''They shouldn't have to take himfar to
get himout of range." She |ooked up at Xris, smled shakily. "I'd say m ssion
acconpl --"

"They're not noving," Harry reported, frowning.

The king and queen were seated safely in the linp, the Royal Guard had
taken their places on the outside, the cromd had been hastily cleared fromthe
area, but the linmpjet wasn't goi ng anywhere.

Xris took a look. "He's right. They're not noving."

"Maybe they're waiting to see what we do," Harry suggested.

Xris snorted. "That is not standard procedure. Wen you're guardi ng
dignitaries and there's sone type of danger, you get themthe hell out of
there. You don't wait around for the shooting to start."”

Harry was studying his instrunents. "It |looks like-- Yeah, I'll be
damed. " "What ?"

"Engine trouble. The Iinp won't start. They're running diagnostics on it
now, but--"
"They won't find the cause,"” Rowan interrupted, excited. "It's the
negative waves. |'m picking up the signature. The kni ghts have turned the
device on. The waves must be causing the engine to mal function!"

"At least that |im's shielded, annor-plated. A |lascannon couldn't take
the king out once he's inside."

"No arnmor, no shields will protect him" Quong said. ''The negative waves
wi || pass through unaffected."”
"Dam !'" Frustrated, Xris turned back to the screen. "The knights are in

range. W're too late to save the king. But maybe we can even the score.”

"W are not finished yet, ny friend," Quong returned. "The signature is
very, very weak. The knights haven't brought the device up to full power. But
Maj or Rowan is correct in her assessment of the negative waves damagi ng the
linp. As you can see here by the spectrum anal ysis, the m crowaves--weak as
they are--have been able to cause interference with the power coupling lattice
of the linojet's engines."

Xfis didn't bother to | ook. He woul dn't know a spectrumanalysis if it
smacked himin the face. "Good. That gives us a chance. Get a fix on the dam
device and Tycho'll take it out with the |ascannon.™

Rowan stared intently at her screen, nade sone rapid cal cul ati ons, chewed
on her lip. "My fix on the position is--"

VWhat ever she said next was |lost in a thundering, thunping blast. The
engi nes of the PVC 28 Devastator fired, backfired, msfired, and



finally--after a strangl ed cough-runbl ed contentedly. A cloud of black,
choki ng snmoke filled the vehicle bay and began to seep into the rest of the
drop ship. Raoul, who was inexplicably changing his clothes, bleated in

i ndi gnati on and waved a frantic hand. ''This gunk is ruining ny outfit!" he
wai | ed.

The tank's engi nes cycl ed over fromdeafening roar to a head-splitting hum
that caused Xris to hastily shut down his augnmented heating. Even so, the
irritating whine made himgrit his teeth.

"Here are the coordi nates!" Rowan shouted at him "lI've fed theminto the
conputer! You should be able to bring it up on the screen!”

Xris went back to the screens. Harry had his large finger planted on one
of them

"There," he said, and he shook his head. "That's it. Got to be."

"You' ve made a mistake." Xris turned back. "Rowan, reenter your data."

"No m stake, Xris," Quong confirmed. ''That's it."

Xris | ooked back, took out a twi st, clanped his teeth down on it hard. The
negati ve wave device was |l ocated fight smack in the center of an enornous
forty-story luxury hotel that was standing right smack on the highway | eading
up to the tenple. The hotel, the area around the hotel, the highway |leading to
and fromthe hotel were janmed with people.

"Third-fl oor bal cony," Harry said.
A blast fromthe | ascannon would bl ow up the device ..
The front of the hote

And about five or six hundred men, wonen, and chil dren, who woul d never
know what hit them

"Tycho, get down here!" Xris said, frustrated. "Harry, goddamit, | need a
cl oser | ook!"

Harry was already ordering the conputer to zoomin on the coordi nates.

"Holy shit!" he said reverently and in disbelief. He turned around, his
eyes wide. "Xris, that can't be right! That's ... that's the G\NN nightly
news!"

Yet the numbers Rowan had brought up were flashing conpl acently beneath
the picture, assuring himthat this was, indeed, the | ocation of the negative
wave device. A nobile unit of Galactic Network News.

"Doc, get over here. There's all sorts of equipnent stuck out there on
that third-floor bal cony. You have any idea which of those things mght be the
devi ce7 If any?"

Quong took a close |look. Harry obligingly shifted camera angl es, bringing
each machine into close proximty. Xris, conscious of a wave of gardenia
perfune roiling over him sensed the presence of Raoul |oitering nearby. The
Loti glittered in gold, fromhead to toe.

"I am now suitably dressed for the occasion,” Raoul announced happily.



Xri s grunted.

Quong squinted, pursed his lips. He calmy placed his finger on the
screen. "That's it."

Si mul t aneously Raoul gasped, pointed a painted fingernail at the screen
"Her! That's her?"

"Son of a bitch!"™ Xris nmurnured. "Qur friend from Canis Mjor, Dr.
Bri sbane. Quite a coincidence, her being here. And you say that's the device,
Doc? The machine to her right? It looks like an ordinary vid antenna. A bit
| onger, maybe. How do you know that's it?"

Quong gave a rapid-fire explanation. "Such pieces of equi pnent are known
as image enhancers. They are used to transnit and receive hi gh-band radio
waves. They act |ike radar, work with the vidcam and a conputer to enhance the
pi cture of the object, make it | ook clear and sharp, even on the outer fringes
of the galaxy. Now, as you will note, there are ten i mage enhancers on that
bal cony. N ne of the enhancers are pointed at us, as they should be. W are
the big news at the nonent. But |ook--look at this one! It is pointed at the
linpjet." Quong straightened. "At the king."

Xris was unconvi nced. "Yeah, so? They'd be likely to keep one on the king,
woul dn't they?"

"Of course? That is why this device is such excellent cover for them But
| ook at this, my friend--shielding! Wiy wuld a news crew put shiel ding around
an image enhancer? | tell you, Xris," Quong said stubbornly, "that is the
devi ce. "

"And that's the woman with no nmouth!" Raoul's painted nails were digging
painfully into Xris's good arm "The femal e who was going to kill ne?"

Gal actic Network News--a front for the Knights of Terra Nera? It didn't
make sense on the surface. And yet, in a way, in the subconscious depths of
Xris's mnd, it was beginning to.

"How | ong have we got before the device is fully operational ?" "Fifteen
maybe twenty mnutes,"” Rowan answered. Xris considered. "W can't blow it up
fromhere, not without blowing up half of Ceres as well. W're going to have
to go inside the hotel to take themout. Harry, you and Tycho join Jam | in
the PVC. Tycho, bring your sniper rifle. Quong, you and Rowan--"

"Just a nfinute." Rowan stopped him "W mght be able to interrupt the
device's signals by sending out radio waves on the same band--according to ny
calculations ....Dr. Quong, what do you think?"

Quong studied the screen. "A possibility. W don't know the right
nodul ati on, so we couldn't shut the device down conpletely, but we mght be
able to force themto boost nore power, which would take tine."

Xris shook his head. "Qut of the question. Marines will stormthis drop
ship in a matter of minutes. You stay here and you won't be boosting
anyt hi ng. "

"But you'll need longer than fifteen mnutes to reach the device," Rowan
argued. "Look at this, Doctor."

They huddl ed over the computer, talking excitedly. Xris didn't understand
a word, but he realized that in order to get themto | eave, he'd have to



physically assault both of them Besides, if they could jamit, buy himnore
tine...

He rested his hand on Rowan's shoul der, touched the Doc on the arm "All
right. You stay. But listen to me. Wen the Marines show up, you surrender
That's an order. No heroics."

"That was al ways ny plan,"”
t he screen.

Quong said gravely, not taking his eyes from

Rowan | ooked up at Xris. She was smiling, but her eyes were shadowed.
"Don't worry about us. You take care of yourself. And the others."

"Sure thing," he said easily, then added, nore sonberly, "Once again, |'m
sorry about all this."
"I"'mnot," she answered. For a brief instant, her hand rested on his good
hand. Then she turned back to the conputer

Xris straightened. Raoul, a vision in gold sequins and bangles, fluttered
excitedly around him

"What about ne, Xris Cyborg? Do | get to surrender to the Marines, too?"

"I know that's always been a fantasy of yours, but not this tinme." Xris
took hold of the Adonian by a bracel et-covered, bejeweled arm headed in the
direction of the runbling PVC. "Grab your purse. You and the Little One are
comng with me."

CHAPTER 38

Thus, at first you are like a maiden, so the enemy opens his door....

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

"What the devil is the delay, Captain?' The Lord Admiral angrily
confronted Cato. "Get H s Majesty the hell out of here!"

Cato saluted, looked grim "W're trying, ny lord. The linojet is
experiencing engine difficulty. It mght be a faulty fuel line."

"Faulty fuel line, nmy ass!" Dixter swore. "Has that engine ever been known
to fail?" "No, ny lord."

"Damm odd it should fail now, don't you think, Captain?"

"I understand your mneaning, Admiral. We're doing all we can." "Transfer

the king to another vehicle. Use ny car. Call in the hovercraft."

"I"ve done that, nmy lord." Cato was carefully patient. "But in those
i nstances, the king and queen would have to leave the linpjet. At |east inside
there, they're safe." The captain | ooked over at the drop ship. "The linpjet's
shields could withstand a hit even fromthose | ascannons."

Di xter stared at the drop ship, then cast a swift |look around. It was al



chaos: mlling, panicked crowds; sweating police attenpting to contain the
nmob; confused, bew | dered dignitaries; and infuriated Baroness Di Luna;

shovi ng, determ ned nedia. The Royal Guard provided an island of calm Drawn
up in a cordon surroundi ng the Royal Lino, the guardsnen and wonmen were
protecting the already wellprotected vehicle with their own bodies. And there
was the nysterious, potentially deadly drop ship squatting squarely in the

m ddl e of a hotel parking |ot.

Naval hovercraft converged on the scene; the sky was dotted with them the
air filled with their buzzing whine. But they only circled the drop ship.

"Why haven't they fired on it, ny lord?" Cato carded the battle into the
eneny canp, so to speak

Di xter, realizing this, offered a brief apology. "Sorry, Captain. You know
your job. And--unfortunately, at tines like this--1 know nmine. That drop ship
is designed to withstand eneny attack fromthe ground or the air. The
shielding is damm near inpenetrable. You can drop bonbs on it all day |ong and
maybe put a dent in the dam thing.

"Ch, sure," he added, in response to Cato's frown, "we could destroy it
with a few plasma mssiles, which would al so fuse together in one gigantic
metal lunp every single civilian vehic in that parking lot. Not to nention the
civilians thensel ves."

"Yes, ny lord." Cato rubbed his snoot h-shaven chin.

"Besi des"--Di xter spoke softly, alnost to hinself--'"Tmnot certain we
shoul d do anything to that drop ship."

"Sir?" Cato was clearly appalled.

"Just a hunch, Captain. Just a hunch. And of course we'll do sonething."
D xter was soothing. "Just as soon as we figure out what."

"Good God, ny lord! Look!"

One side of the drop ship opened wi de. A hul ki ng machi ne--1arge and
massi ve and nottled gray-green in color--lurched out. The thing was bel ching
great quantifies of black snoke. People in the vicinity began shrieking in
terror.

"Anal yze that gas," Cato ordered over the comm "Could be poisoned,"” he
added for Dixter's benefit.

The Lord Admiral said nothing, just shook his head.

The answer cane back sounding slightly puzzled. "Chem cal analysis reads
exhaust funes, Captain."

“I"1l be dammed. That's an old PVC 28 Devastator," Dixter said, squinting
into the sunlight.

"And it's headed this way, my lord. Gvilian casualties or no, we've got
to---"

"No, it's not." Dixter pointed. "It's turned. It's heading for the ..
hot el ?"

Bot h nen wat ched, berused, as the PVC crunched and mangled its way over



the vehics in the parking lot, firing bursts of tracer fire to clear people
fromits path. It smashed through a retaining wall, rolled down a cul vert,

di sappeared for several |ong nmonents--when it nmust have cone to a halt. Then
it surged up the other side and trundled on, continuing its relentless drive
toward the Ceres Towers.

Di xter was on the comm "Conmander, alert the local police to i mediately
evacuate that hotel and seal off the surrounding area."

"Damedest thing | ever saw," Cato remarked. "At |east the king and queen
appear to be safe enough.™”

"Captain," said the Lord Admiral grimy, his gaze fixed intently on the
PVC, "I have a hunch about this, too. Do whatever it takes to get that damm
[inm going!"

The PVC cl anked and thundered its way down the side of the culvert. Xris
rode in the gun turret; Jam | steered fromdown bel ow. Harry and Quong, Raoul
and the Little One were janmed shoul der to shoulder in the mddle. The insides
snel l ed oddly of gardenia and burning oil. When the Devastator reached the
culvert's bottom Xris ordered Jam | to stop

"Rowan!" Xris was forced to shout into the conmover the runbling of the
engi ne. "Has the king been evacuated yet?"

"No, Xris!" she returned. "They're keeping himinside the linmojet."

It nade sense. Under any other circunstances, the shielded, specially
designed linmo would be the safest possible place. Unfortunately, ironically,
it was likely to becone the safest possible steel-lined coffin.

"Any luck jamm ng the negative wave devi ce?"

"We confused them for a few seconds, but they were able to outmaneuver us.
The kni ghts know we're on to themnow. You better hurry, Xris."

Sliding down out of the turret, the cyborg alnost [anded in Raoul's |ap
The Loti had a handkerchi ef pressed over his nose and nouth with one hand, the
other held fast to the hem of his golden cape, attenpting to keep it out of
the grease on the fl oor

Xris stood practically on top of the Adonian, shouted to be heard.

"Try to reach the Royal Guard! Tell themthat they have to get the king
out of the limjet! The knights are using the lino as their target. The king
woul d be safer in the crowd than he is in that damm car! You got that?"

Raoul nodded, cautiously renoved the handkerchi ef, and shrieked, "Do you
have any ideas on how |I' m supposed to get close enough to tell anyone
anyt hi ng?"

Xris shook his head, reached for the controls that opened the hatch. "No,
but you'll figure something outl You al ways do."

"I do, don't 1?" Raoul remarked calny
Cl asping hold of the Little One's hand, the Adoni an stepped over Harry,

fell over Quong, and headed for the open hatch. A trickle of muddy water ran
t hrough the cul vert. Raoul gazed at it, |ooked back at Xxis reproachfully.



Xris shrugged. "It's only water. You won't nelt."

Si ghi ng, Raoul took off his shoes, gathered his cape around him and
junped. The Little One flung hinmself out afterward. They were al npst
i mediately lost in the smoke fromthe PVC s exhaust.

At least they' Il be out of view of the hovercraft circling overhead, Xris
refl ected. He ducked back inside the PVC

"Let's go!" Xris shouted to Jamil, and the |unbering vehicle |urched
forward, began rolling up the side of the culvert. "Full throttle! Don't stop
for anything now "

Coughi ng, choking, hanging on to his shoes with one hand, the Little One
with the other, and trying to keep his golden cape fromdragging in the nud,
Raoul trudged up the side of the culvert. His spirits were as low as it was
possible for the spirits of an Adonian Loti to get, which put them sonewhere
in the vicinity of the golden sash that encircled his slimwaist.

Reaching a concrete wall--put there to keep children and ot her nenbers of
t he popul ace fromtunbling into the drainage ditch--Raoul paused to watch the
Devastator slamright through that same wall, go crunching over the w eckage.

Raoul sighed. "They have all the fun."

He gazed at the concrete wall. He would have to clinb over it--no jolly
smashi ng through it--and he sighed again.

He only hoped he didn't rip a seam

Raoul pl aced his shoes--1|ow heel ed, since he was going into
action---carefully on the wall. Reaching down to his friend, he lifted the
Little One and swung himup onto the top of the wall, which was about | evel
wi th Raoul 's shoul ders

Noting the dirt on the top, Raoul sighed a third tine. Really! Xris
expected the inpossi bl e!

"I trust | will be fully conpensated," he remarked, then put his hands on
the wall and, closing his eyes to the grinme, pulled hinmself up.

He clinbed over, lowered hinself to the ground, and was al nost inmmedi ately
el bowed, kneed, and rudely maul ed by the crowd. Sone people were trying to
escape, others were clanbering to get a better view, while still others were
fighting sinply to keep fromgetting crushed or tranpled.

Raoul , who had been about to lift the Little One down, now t hought better
of it. He clinmbed hastily back up onto the wall, gazed at the nmob in disgust.

"I"ve never seen anything quite like this," he remarked to the Little One.
"Wth the possible exception of the night our late former enployer, Snaga
Chne, was nurdered and Lord Sagan spread the fal se report that the
space-rotation bonb was about to detonate. But even that didn't conpare to
this because we had only a few hundred pani c-stricken peopl e stanpedi ng about
the mansion, while here ..."

He couldn't go on. Wrds were sinply not adequate.

At that nonment, the pressure of the nob eased. The hole punched into the
side of the concrete wall by the PVC had opened up an alternative route--at



| east so nost peopl e appeared to believe, for they were stream ng through the
openi ng and running down into the culvert with no very clear idea of where
t hey were goi ng or why.

"Bi zarre," said Raoul. "And just think of it. Mst of these people are
pr obably sober."

The Little One nodded gl oom |y, tugged on his friend s sleeve, and
poi nt ed.

The Royal Linpjet could not be seen, surrounded as it was by the Royal
Guard. But Raoul knew what his friend nmeant.

"Ah, yes. The king."

Raoul contenpl ated the sea of humanity roiling between themand H s
Maj esty and, for the first time in his life, the Adoni an was subject to a
feeling of hel pl essness.

"There is sinply no way, ny friend," he said to the Little One. "W are
dooned to failure.”

This feeling made hi munconfortable. Raoul hated feeling unconfortable. He
wondered if he'd brought along anything to alleviate the stress. Qpening his
handbag, he began searching for relief. Several sheaves of stiff, folded
paper, tucked into the side of the purse, hmpered his rummgi ng. He took the
papers out, glanced at them-vaguely curious to see what they were--and
started to toss them away.

And then he had an i dea.

He clutched at the papers, held themfast, as if they were the nost
preci ous objects to come into his possession in a nonth: new di anond earrings,
perhaps, or a jar of thigh cream

"This is it!" Raoul breathed softly.

The Little One, reading his thoughts, clapped his hands and began to junp
up and down--a perilous nove on top of file wall. Raoul was quick to calmhis
friend s joy.

"W have to find a policeman," Raoul said, and was i medi ately cheered and
delighted by the oddity. Cenerally policenmen were out trying to find Raoul,
not the other way around.

The Little One, standing on the wall, tapped his friend on the head, drew
Raoul 's attention to several small hovering vehicles known as chariots because
they purportedly resenbled the chariots of aacient tinmes--mnus the horses and
t he wheel s. Designed for police use, the chariot was nothing nore than a round
section of netal floor plating surrounded by a steel railing and equi pped with
anti-gray plates and blast jets. Wen actNated, the chariot rose into the air,
carrying the police iNrapid--albeit breezy--transit above the congested
sidewal ks of the city.

Police chariots were zipping around overhead, endeavoring to funnel the
crowmd out and away fromthe inmediate vicinity of the hotel

Raoul put his golden shoes on, stood on top of the concrete wall, and
beganl waving his hands, crying shrilly.



"Hel pY Help me! Hel p! Police! Help!"

The Adoni an was a dazzling spectacle in his glittering doublet and gol den
hose and breeches. Hi s gol den cape caught the wi nd, billOwed around him
Jewel s and sequins glittered in bright sunlight. He nmight have been anot her
sun, fallen to the ground.

Just when it seemed to the harried police that they were finally getting
the situation under control and the nob was starting to disperse, they noticed
a crowd beginning to formaround a fl anmboyantly dressed Adoni an scream ng for
hel p on a concrete wall.

The police noved in quickly.

"CGet down fromthere? one policeman demanded, bringing his chariot |evel
with Raoul. "Mve along or you'll find yourself in jail!" Raoul shoved the
sheaf of papers at the startled cop. "I'mthe Anbassador from Adoni a¥Y" Raoul
gasped breathlessly. "My aide and | were supposed to be anong the dignitaries
attendi ng the king, but we becane separated fromthe group when the revolt
started.”

"There's no revolt,"” the policeman said swiftly. Too swiftly.

Raoul nodded gravely. "My lips are sealed. But you nust understand that
fear for ny life and that of nmy aide. | demand that you take us to a place of
safety. The nearest would be the tenple, | presume.” Raoul's painted eyelids
fluttered. "I request the protection of the Royal Guard."

The policeman exani ned the credentials, which appeared authentic, down to
the silver wax seal and the red ribbons. The crowd, drawn by the sight of the
police, rather than dispersing, grew larger. At that noment, a burst fromthe
PVC s | ascannon split the air like a thunderclap. The crowd gasped, screaned,
and surged toward the wall.

Raoul bl anched in terror, threw his arnms around the policeman, nearly
strangling the man.

"Officer, pleaseY Qur lives are in your hands. |If anything happens to us,
you will be held personally responsible! This could well cause a breach
bet ween our two governnents!™”

"What the hell is going on?" A policewonan in another chariot sailed over.

"He's the Adoni an anbassador, Sergeant. Wants to be taken to the Royal
GQuard. Hi s credentials check out." The policenman endeavored unsuccessfully to
pry Raoul | oose.

"Then let themprotect him by all means. W don't need any nore trouble.
The Goddess knows we have enough to deal with. W' ve been ordered to evacuate
and seal off the area surrounding the hotel." "Yes, ma'am?"

The policeman opened a gate. Raoul hopped inside, dragging the Little One
with him The chariot took off, soaring over the heads of the crowd, heading
up to the very steps of the tenple itself.

Raoul could see the Royal Linojet clearly now Looking back, he could also
see the PVC Devastator, blasting its way toward the hotel

Raoul held his golden purse over his head, endeavoring to keep his hair
fromgetting mussed in the w nd.



"Thank heaven," he remarked to the Little One, "I was dressed for the
occasi on. "

CHAPTER 39

. . then you are like a rabbit on the | oose, so the eneny cannot keep
you out.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

Laser fire burst around the PVC, but even the hi ghpowered beam dries
carried by the local cops couldn't penetrate the massive tank's nullgray stee
arnmor. Xris kept up a steady stream of |ascannon bursts that effectively
cleared their path. Mst of the police, seeing that their weapons had no
effect, turned and ran, with the exception of one stalwart cop---either nore
courageous than his fellows or crazier--who | eaped bodily onto the P<C as it
roared across the hotel parking |ot.

Once he was there, the cop clung to the glacis plate of the speeding,
rocking tank, practically eyeball to eyeball with Xris in the turret. The cop
brought up his handheld [ asgun, ained it directly at Xris. The blast, which
woul d reflect off the shields, was |liable to do nore damage to the cop than it
woul d to the cyborg.

Xris swiveled the | ascannon around sharply, brushed off the cop as if he'd
been a candidate for Aicien Pest Control services. Looking through the
rearview cam the last Xris saw of the cop, he was |ying dazed on the
paverent, nuzzily shaking his head but otherw se unhurt.

The PVC rolled wi thout further obstructions--at least that it couldn't
climb over--up to the hotel. Fortunately, soneone'd had sense enough to
evacuate the area. Terrified guests were being herded out of the main
entrance. A line of cops kept them noving--an easy task when the PVC roared
into plain view

"Head for that door on the building's north side!" Xris yelled to Jam|.

He piloted the PVC up to a side door marked AUTHORI ZED PERSONNEL ONLY. The
Devastator |unbered to a stop.

Xris bailed out of the turret, nmet Jam| coming fromthe driver's side
joined Tycho and Harry crouched in the tank's cranped interior

"Tycho, you and Harry rush the door. Janill guard their flank. I'Il cover
you all fromhere. Right. Got it? Go."

Xris hit the controls that opened the hatch; then he clinbed back up into
the turret.

Harry junped out, his beamrifle swinging in an arc.

A man appeared, com ng around the back corner of the building. Harry fired
a burst in the air. The man | eaped about a foot, turned, and fl ed.



Tycho and Jani| junped out inmediately behind Harry. Tycho ran for the
door, while Harry covered him Flattening hinself against the side of the
building to the door's right, Tycho notioned for Harry to join him

Jam | kept Harry covered. Xris watched the rear

Harry dashed over, took up a position fiat against the wall to the left of
the door. Jami| followed.

A 'copter flewin. Xris fired a blast fromthe |ascannon, warning it off.
A lascannon could bring down a 'copter. It veered away, but didn't go far

Harry tried the hotel door. Locked.

Jam | attached a nagnetic expl osive charge. Everyone turned away,
shi el ding thensel ves fromthe blast. The heavy steel door blew inward, hung
crazily on its hinges.

Jam | notioned. Xris abandoned the turret. Thrusting a twist in his nouth,
he ran a last-m nute check on his weapons hand and his system status LEDs. The
lights glimered confortingly green

Xris dove out the hatch, broke into a run, and raced across the short
di stance that separated the PVC fromthe side of the building.

A kick fromhis steel |eg knocked the door off its hinges. Xris burst
inside, hit the floor, and rolled. H's enhanced vision scanned the dark
interior of the hallway for heat sources. None. He junped to his feet.

He stood in a bleak and sterile corridor. A fire door at the end was
mar ked FI RST nODOR. Concrete stairs, with an iron railing, led upward. Xris
adj usted his augmented hearing, listened closely. No sounds from above.

He waved. Harry and Jam| ran past himto the base of the stairs.

"Second-foot |anding," Harry reported. "Mrre stairs fromthere, going up
at a thirty-degree angle."

Typical fire escape. Xris gave Harry the signal to continue. The big man
started clinbing. A blast froma beamrifie blew out a section of wall to his
left, caused himto beat a hasty retreat.

"That ain't the nightly news,"
of his hair.

Harry said, brushing chips of concrete out

Xris sucked on the twist. He hadn't doubted it. Not really. Not after
seeing Dr. Brisbane. But it was nice to be certain. He waved Harry on

The big man took a stun grenade fromhis field webbing pouch, tapped the
arm ng code, and tossed the grenade up the stairs to the first-floor Ianding.
He ducked; everyone ducked, eyes squinched tightly shut, hands over their
ears.

A cracking sound split the air in the corridor. Before it had died away,
Harry raced up the stairs, taking themtw at a time. Jam | advanced, stood
guard at the bottom Xris grabbed Tycho, drew himback to the doorway. "Mve
around to the front of the building. Take a few potshots at the third-floor
bal cony. | want the knights to have to worry about a frontal assault as well
as one fromthe rear. You probably can't get a clear shot at the negative wave
devi ce because of the shielding around it, but you can take out anyone



standing nearby. Ht themwith a few iridiumjacket rounds. That shoul d make
"em back off, at least till we get there. Understand?" He |ooked at the alien
worriedly. Sonetimes Tycho's translator did odd things. Apparently this tinme

t he nmessage got through. "C earest thing since sliced bread!" Tycho responded.
Xris took half a second to assimlate that one, but was reassured by the sight
of the alien loping off to take up his position

Xris turned just in tine to hear Harry yell fromthe second-fl oor | anding,
"Nunber two!"

He was tossing another stun grenade, probably onto the third floor. Jaml,
at the foot of the stairs, gave an alarned shout. Xris started forward; the
bl ast nearly knocked himoff his feet.

Sonet hi ng had gone wong. The grenade had expl oded too cl ose.

Laser fire blasted the staircase. Sparks cascaded over the railing. Harry
cane stumbling down, wobbling drunkenly, his face contorted in pain.
St aggering, he missed the last step. Xris caught the big man as he fell,
propped hi m up.

"Jam | ! Cover us!"

Jam | was al ready dashing up the stairs, firing as he went.
"What happened?" Xris yelled at Harry. "Are you hurt?"
"\What ?"

Bl ood trickled out fromboth Harry's ears. The big man sucked in a
pain-filled breath, |eaned back against the wall

"Stay here!" Xris yelled as loudly as he could. He took the tw st out of
his mouth, nmotioned with it to enphasize his words.

"No, thanks, Xris," Harry nunbl ed, |ooking dazedly at the twist. "I don't
snoke." "l said stay--" Xris shook his head. "Never mind." Dam difficult to
hear, when your eardrunms have been shattered. He patted the big man on the
chest, then raced up the stairs.

Crouched in a comer of the landing, Janml|l was trading shots with an unseen
eneny.

Xris aimed his weapons hand, fired a heat-seeking mcromissile. It arced
upward in a slow spiral. He and Jam | ducked. The expl osion rocked the
stairwell, filled it with acrid snpoke. Xris thought he heard a scream For the
nonent, the laser fire fromthat direction ceased

"What happened to Harry?" Xris asked.

"He threw a stun grenade up and one of those bastards caught it, threwit
right back down! In all ny days in the Army," Jam | added, waiting for the
beamrifle to cycle through before firing, "lI've only known a few people with
guts and discipline enough to try that trick, and nost of them ended up m nus
a hand. These are the sanme welltrained bastards we faced on the Canis Major."

He fired his beamrifle. A burst of return |laser fire took out a section
of the step on which he was standing. He noved.

"Well trained, well armed. They have the high ground and they know we're



com ng." Xris peered upward, through the snoke. "Tycho's keeping them busy out
frontd Harry's down for the count. 1've only got two nore of those slow
m ssi | es.

Can't use the fast ones in tight conmers; they're liable to blow us up
before they do the enenyd" Xris chonped down savagely on the tw st. "Any
suggesti ons?"

"Yeah," said Janmi|. "G ve ne a high-explosive frag grenade. I'll clean
t hose knights out of the stairway."

Xris shook his head. He knew what Jami| had in nmnd. "I'Il do it."
"Li ke hell. Half of you weighs in at a quarter ton. You can't nove that
fast. Besides, I'ma trained professional." Jam | grinned. "Hand it over."

Xris took the grenade fromhis field webbing, gave it to Jamfl

He tapped the arming button, but didn't throwit.

Xris automatically began counting, "Five, four

Jam | dashed up the stairs, grenade in one hand, firing his beamrifle
with the other. "... three, two . "

Laser blasts and iridiumbullets spattered around him R ght when Xris
counted "one!" Jam | tossed the grenade, hunkered down.

The stairwell exploded. A scorching wave of hot plasma hit Xris. He
shielded his face with his arm The sounds of gunfire from above abruptly
ceased. Xris was up and running.

Jam | shoul d have been, but he wasn't. Xris found the major spraw ed on
the shattered stairs, |lying beneath the twi sted weckage of what had once been
an iron railing.

Lasgun in hand, dividing his attention between the | andi ng above and his
fallen conrade, Xris lifted the red-hot iron with his netal hand, tossed it
clattering down the stairwell. He rolled his friend over.

Shrapnel and splinters of iron had raked Jaml's left arm tearing through
body arnor into flesh and nuscle. He was burned, but not badly, nostly on the
top of his head. But he was covered in blood. A quick check reveal ed that at
| east no main arteries had been severed, his pul se was strong. He groaned. Hi s
eyes flickered opened, rolled, then shut again.

A head encased in a shining black hel met appeared over the railing. Light
glinted off the barrel of a needle-gun

Xris fired his lasgun, must have hit, for he heard a cry and a foul curse.
The head di sappear ed.

Fi shing out a pressure bandage, Xris ripped it open. He slid the bandage
up Jam|l's arm positioned it over the worst of the wounds, hit the activator
The bandage infl ated, applying the correct anount of pressure to stop the
bl eedi ng, forned a seal over the wound.

The hel met ed head was back. Xris traded his lasgun for Jam|'s beamrifle,
fired it, then sent up another of his slow mssiles.



"Catch that, you son of a bitch!" he shout ed.

The knight didn't take Xris up on his offer, but the soldier did have guts
enough to fire a round before seeking cover

Anot her blast. Xris was on the nove, his netal |eg kicking aside fragnments
of concrete and railing. He reached the | anding between the second and third
floors, finally had a clear view of what he was up against. Bl ack-suited
bodies lay in front of the fire door.

Xris started up the stairs. Two nore bl ack-suited figures appeared. He had
no nmore doubts. These were the knights, trained soldiers and assassins. And
fanati cs.

Xris hunkered down, fired, mssed, fired again. The best thing he could do
was keep movi ng, keep shooting. Snoke filled the stairwell. He would be a
difficult target for the knights to see, while Xris's heat-seeking vision
could pick themout perfectly.

Two kni ghts stood guardi ng the door, backs against the wail. Obviously
they had orders to stop Xris or die in the attenpt.

"Gdad to oblige," Xris told them

Lyi ng prone on the stairs, he opened up with the beamrifle, swept it from
left to right and back again. He caught one man across the midriff; his rifle
flew from his hands, arced over the broken railing, went clanging down the
stairs. The other knight vanished; Xris couldn't see what happened to him
Probably hit, nmaybe retreated

"Waiting for me inside that damm door," Xris nuttered. He spit out what
remai ned of the sodden mass that had been the twi st, picked hinmself up, and
made a mad dash for the half-closed door

He put his metal shoulder to it, burst the door open, beamrifle blasting
as he ran.

He was in a carpeted corridor of a luxury hotel. He took cover in a nearby
doorway, ceased firing |ong enough to take a quick | ook around. Doors to roomns
to his left and right. Modst were closed. One, about six meters down the hall
was open. The corridor | ooked enpty.

Xris took a step forward.

A kni ght popped up out of nowhere, directly in front of the cyborg. Xris
had no time to think. He just prayed and shot.

The bl ast struck the knight at point-blank range. The body literally
di ssolved in a charred and bl oody nass at Xris's feet.

A man with good reflexes and two good | egs could have avoided falling over
the corpse. Xris's entire systemhad to readjust itself, however:
neur oconput er responding to electronic inpulses fromthe brain; nechanica
side of the body trying to coordinate with the physical. He was struggling to
retain his bal ance when a bullet struck himfrom behind.

The bullet lodged in nmetal, not in flesh, but that didn't nake a whol e
hell of a lot of difference. The inpact knocked Xris's cybernetic leg from
under him shorted out all kinds of complicated electronic circuitry.



He knew, as he fell, that he was dead. Sprawl ed on the floor, his
el ectronics going wild, he had no way to defend hinsel f. The next shot would
bl ow apart his head or tear open his chest

He heard the shot, was startled not to feel it slaminto him Training and
experience made up for the frantic mcrosecond of panic. He had managed to
hang on to the beamrifie. Rolling to his left, he lifted his weapon, prepared
to fire, stopped hinmself just in tine.

Harry stood in the doorway, lasgun in hand. A dead knight lay on the floor
in front of him "Thanks!" Xris shouted.

"Huh?" Harry returned. "Did you say somethin' ?"

Xris pulled hinself to a crouching position, began to assess the damage.
LEDs flashed red. He did what he could to jury-rig hinmself, was making fina
adj ust ments when he heard Harry shout.

Xris | ooked up quickly. A black-gloved hand flicked out of the open door
down the corridor. A grenade rolled toward them

Xris couldn'i nove

Harry had been firing at the hand, now shifted his aimto the grenade. His
fourth volley hit it.

Both nen cringed, waiting for the blast.
The grenade wobbled to a halt, sat there, blinking om nously.

Fi guring he was about as operational as he was going to get, Xris stood
up, tried wal king. H's cybernetic | eg dragged, out of sync with his good | eg.

"You stay here, Harry," Xris shouted, |oaded two large mcro-nissiles into
hi s weapons hand. "I'm goi ng on ahead. Keep nme covered!"

"I don't think so," Harry yelled. "You go ahead. |I'Il keep you covered."
"Fine. You do that."

Li npi ng awkwardly down the hall, Xris halted in front of the door, fired
the two mssiles into the hotel room then hugged the floor

The expl osi on's back bl ast washed over Xris in a concussive wave. He'd
forgotten to turn off his augnmented hearing and for a noment was as deaf as
Harry. Wen bits of debris quit raining down on top of him Xris shook the
rubble off him stood up

Smoke billowed out into the corridor. Fire alarnms sounded, squawking
l oudly. The sprinkler systens activated.

Harry--backi ng down the hall, keeping his gun ained at the fire
door--1ooked up in astonishment as the water hit himin the face. Arriving at
t he door, he paused a noment, notioned inside with a jerk of his head. "You
hear anyt hi ng?"

Xris listened. Flames crackled. Someone noaned. But if anyone was waiting
i n ambush, they were being damm qui et about it. Xris took the lead. He and
Harry burst into the room A black form|eaped out at them netal flashed. The
kni ght--knife in hand--1anded on Harry. The two crashed back onto a bed,



rolled fromthere to the fl oor.

Xris lost sight of them He could hear the two scuffling in the
life-and-death straggle, but there was nothing he could do to help. H's
attention was focused on the phony inageintensifier antenna set up out on the
bal cony.

The bodies of two "crewnen" lay sprawl ed beside it. They wore GN\N
coverails. Either they were knights disguised as G\NN personnel or the knights
had i npressed these two poor bastards into working for them It didn't matter
much now. Tycho's aimwas true as ever

But though its crew was dead, the antenna was still up and running. Xris
started toward it to shut it down, saw nmovenent out of the corner of his eye.

Dr. Brisbane darted out from behind a curtain, a needl egun ai ned strai ght
at his head.

Xris lunged sideways--or at least that's what he intended to do. Hs
nmechani cal leg didn't get the message. He tottered, off balance, flailing
wildly. The needle struck himin the shoulder of his good arm Hi s sight
blurred red monmentarily, the pain unbelievable. But the doctor woul d have been
far better advised to aimfor Xris's mechanical side.

As it was, his weapons hand was working perfectly. He ained, fired.

The force of the blast blew Dr. Brisbane out the door through the
bal cony's railing, and over the edge.

He | ooked down at his arm saw it covered in blood. H s conmink squawked,
demanding his attention. It had, he realized dimy, been squawking for quite a
long time now

"Xris, can you hear ne? Xris, dammit! Are you all right?"

It was Rowan. She sounded frantic, worded.

"I'"'mokay," he said, gritting his teeth against the pain of his wounds.
"I"'mon the balcony with the negative wave device. Its operators are dead--"

"But the device is alive and well!" Rowan was panting, breathless, alnost
screaming at him "It's alnmost up to full power. You' ve got to shut it off
now Xris! Now "

Harry was still fighting. Xris could hear the two men, but he coul dn't
take time to help. He dragged hinmself to the device, stared at it. Lights were
bl i nki ng; his augnmented hearing was picking up an annoyi hg whi ni ng sound.
Frantically he searched, but couldn't find anything that vaguely resenbled a
Swi t ch.

"Turn it of f!" Rowan yell ed.

"How?" Xris yelled back

A pause. He could hear her consulting with Quong. Xris ground his teeth.
Hurry ... hurry ..

Quong sounded troubl ed. "The switch should be plainly visible."

"You cone look for it, then!"



Pai n jabbed him Xris sucked in his breath. Hurry, dam it!

Rowan was back. "My guess is that the device is being controlled froma
renote unit. VWich could be hidden anywhere--"

"Ch, the hell withit!"

Bal anci ng hinmself on his good leg, Xris swung his nechanical leg like a
club. His netal foot connected with the nachine.

The devi ce smashed agai nst the bal cony. Sparks flew. Xris fired a bl ast
fromhis lasgun at the generator. It blew apart. The whining sound the antenna
had been maki ng ceased.

"That's it!" Rowan was jubilant. "You've done it!"

Xris nodded, too tired and hurting to answer.

Harry canme out onto the bal cony, w ping blood fromhis hands on the front
of his shirt. He had a cut down one side of his face; one eye was starting to
swel | shut. He | ooked with satisfaction at the weckage of the device. "Nice

job," he said.

Xris nodded again, pulled out a twi st, alnpbst dropped it from his shaking
hand.

"You okay?" Harry asked worriedly.

"Yeah," Xris lied. "You?"

"No, thanks," Harry returned loudly. "I don't snoke. Wat's Tycho up to?"

CGood question. Xris hit the comm "Tycho? You read ne?"

No response.

"Tycho?"

Not even a crackle.

A cold feeling spread from Xris's stomach up his spine, nudged aside the
pain. It was, he realized suddenly, too damm qui et down on the ground.
Motioning Harry to nove back, Xris took a cautious | ook over the bal cony.

VWhat was left of Dr. Brisbane was |lying on the ground. Tycho stood in the
center of a ring of gun barrels, all pointed at him He was surrounded by
soldiers. Xris didn't recognize the unifornms or the insignias. It didn't
matter anyway.

Pi voting on his nechanical |eg, he stunped across the bal cony.

"W're going to have conpany," he announced to Harry.
"Huh?" Harry cupped his hand over his ear
Xris grabbed hold of the big man's arm pulled himinto the room

"Xris!" Rowan's voice was frantic, halted Xris where he stood. "W're
readi ng anot her signature! | repeat, another signature! It appeared



practically the nonent the main device went down. It's weaker than the first,
but that doesn't matter. According to our readings, this device is located in
the i mMmediate vicinity of the king!"

Xris shook his head, sighed. These guys were good. Damm good.

"Ckay, Rowan, you and Qong--"

"No good, Xris, I'mafraid," the doctor's voice chimed in, steady, calm
"W're not going anywhere. We're surrounded.”

Xris heard om nous sounds, knew what was comi ng

"Yeah," he said. "I know the feeling."

Heavily arned soldiers, their faces conceal ed behind hel nets, surged into
the hotel room They wore sone sort of markings on their body arnmor, but Xris
was too dazed and exhausted to make any sense of them The soldiers |eveled

beamrifles at him

He raised his hands in the air. Sonmehow, he had to raise Raoul, warn him
tell himwhat to do.

He spoke into the comm "Raoul--"

One of the soldiers slugged Xris in the mouth with the butt end of his
rifle.

"Shut down your conmuni cations."
Harry | ooked to Xris for orders.
Xri s shook his head, shrugged.

The soldiers clanped restrainers on Harry's wists, fit two nore around
hi s ankl es.

The captain of the troop--the one who had hit himained his weapon at
Xris.

"Now shut yourself down, cyborg."

No use arguing. Xris didn't bother to tell them he | acked the energy to
fight anyhow.

"Take it slow, " the captain warned. "Keep your hands where | can see
them™

Xris reached for his battery pack, touched a button. The LED lights on his
armwent out; the entire left side of his body went dead. He could no | onger
mai ntai n his bal ance, flopped, hel pless, onto a bed.

The captain regarded himwith a | ook of pity.

Xris closed his eyes, rem nded hinself to slug that son-ofa-bitch captain
one day. Right now, though, he had other things to do.

He focused his thoughts. Pictured in his mnd a raincoat and a battered
fedora ....



CHAPTER 40

Assassiner c'est le plus court chemin. Assassination is the quickest way.

Moliere, Le Sicillien, Scene 12

"Well, ny friend," said Raoul, |ooking up at the tenple W | oomnmi ng over
him "we are here. And now we are supposed to alert sonmeone to Hi s Mjesty's
danger and advise themthat they should renbve himfromthe vehicle."

The Little One shook his head gloonily
"You are right, my friend. That will not be easy."

The chariot had set them down on the tenple steps, away fromthe crush of
t he pani cking crowd bel ow, but not rmuch closer to their goal. Up here, they
were just two nore dignitaries. And the dignitaries were actually causing nore
trouble than the nobs, for the dignitaries not only needed to be protected,
but reassured, coddled, nollified, soothed, and/or placated. The various
governors and parlianentarians and vid stars, mingled with priests and
priestesses, all lunged about ainm essly, bunping into one another |ike ships
caught in an asteroid field, never going where they were told, always endi ng
up where they weren't wanted.

The ki ng and queen, ensconced in the Royal Linp, surrounded by arned
guards and now by a gathering contingent of nedia, remained as far from Raoul
as any star in the firmanent.

"I could attenpt to speak to the Royal Guard, but | have grave doubts that
they will believe nme," Raoul continued. "In fact, my warning them about the
danger to the king would | ook extremely suspicious. The real Adonian
anbassador woul d be worried about only one thing at a time like this--saving
hi msel f."

The Little One scanned the crowd frombeneath the rimof the fedora. He
j abbed one small finger in the direction of the Royal Guard.

Raoul lifted a plucked eyebrow. "Ah, yes. Captain Cato. True, he would
undoubt edly recogni ze us in connection with our erstwhile enploynent wi th our
erstwhil e enpl oyer, Snaga Chne. | have the distinct feeling, however, that
such recognition would result in our being inmediately incarcerated.”

The Little One, standing on one foot, weighed the force of this argunent
and was evidently inclined to agree. He crossed his small arns over his chest
and shook his head.

"The king and queen know us and have reason to feel kindly toward us,"
Raoul continued. "But to reach Their Mjesties, we have to penetrate the ranks
of the Royal Guard, who do not Bl ow us and who have no reason to feel anything
what soever about us except that we are, perhaps, better dressed than nost
peopl e here. Still, we nust do what we can. |--"

The Littl e One began hopping up and down, pointing frantically.

Raoul peered through the cromd. He grabbed the Little One's hand in



excitement. "General Dixter! | nmean--Lord Admral D xter. He knows us! And he
actually likes us!"

Raoul pulled his handkerchief from his handbag, began to wave it in the
air. "Ceneral Dixter! Yoo-hool | nean Lord Admral Dixter! Xris sent us! We--"
The Little One whi pped around, trod hard on Raoul's foot. Raoul clapped his
hand over his mouth, but it was too late. Dixter had heard the Adonian's
shrill cry--as had everyone in the inmediate vicinity. And he had heard the
name Xris.

"I forgot--we are wanted men? Raoul also forgot to | ower his voice,
causi ng several people near himto stare at himin horror and begin pointing
at him

Di xter was saying sonething to two of the Royal Guard, who started toward
Raoul , shoving their way through the crowd, politely but firmy el bow ng
peopl e out of their way.

"You're right? Raoul gasped. "They undoubtedly think we're the assassins!
In which case," he added gravely, "I deemit unlikely that they will honor our
request to speak to the king."

The Little One pulled Raoul to one side, tugging himunderneath the naze
of scaffolding on which the dignitaries' platformhad been built. People
surged around them Raoul tried his best to blend in with the crowd not an
easy feat, considering that he outshone the sun

He heard his name, recognized Dixter's voice. "Don't |eave! You're not in
any danger!"

Raoul paused, half turned, and saw the Royal Guard drawi ng their |asguns.

A drawn | asgun in Raou!'s mnd--constituted danger. He ducked under a
pi ece of royal purple bunting.

The guns caught the dignitaries' attention, as well. They swirled away
fromthe guard Iike leaves in a storm The news nedia, catching sight of the
action, immedi ately dashed after the Royal Guard. Even James M Warden, news
anchor for GNN, who had been in a heated discussion with Captain Cato, paused,
turned to see what was going on. Warden said sonething to his cameranan, who
lifted the vidcam focused in on the Royal Guard and Lord Admiral Dixter

d anci ng through a dangling drape, Raoul caught a glinpse of the
expression on Dixter's face--hel pl ess, frustrated.

Raoul knew just how the man felt. "How will we ever get to the king now?"
he asked his small conpanion

The Little One had sonme idea in mnd, perhaps, for he dragged Raoul out
from under the opposite end of the scaffolding and plunged back into the
crowmd. Raoul tripped mncingly along behind his friend, keeping up a running
st ream of apol ogi es.

"I beg your pardon, madam So sorry, sir. W nust get through. Urgent
information. | adore your dress, my dear. Is it an original or a copy? Are you
quite sure? It's a copy,"” he said in an undertone to the Little One.

H's friend grow ed inpatiently, pulled Raoul along so fast that he nearly
st epped out of his punps.



"Where are we goi ng?" Raoul demanded

The Little One pointed, indicated his plan. Raoul blinked, astounded at
the idea. The nore he considered it, the better he liked it.

"GNNI News anchor Janes M Warden. H s Majesty undoubtedly has avid
machine in the lino. We will get ourselves on canera and issue the warning
that way! Janmes M Warden will certainly not allow anyone to shoot us--at
| east until after the interview"

The two hast ened ahead.

"M. Warden!" Raoul called, once again waving the hankie. "M. Wirden! You
don't know nme, but--" James M Warden faced them

Raoul had the sudden inpression that he'd been m staken; that the news
anchor did indeed know them and that they weren't at all a wel cone sight.
Warden' s expression was cold, dire.

The Little One halted so abruptly that Raoul tunbled over him
"Hostil e? Why should he be hostile--"

Warden turned to Cato. "Captain, those two nen over there. | recognize
them They are nmenbers of the cyborg's nercenary team"

Cat o | ooked, saw them recognized them The captain shouted for his nen,
started forward.

Raoul was caught out in the open, nowhere to run

This called for desperate measures. He reached into his handbag for his
lipstick ....

At that nonment, the lino's jets fired

Captai n Cat o whi pped around, began issuing orders. "Clear the areal GCet
Hs Majesty to safety!"

The Royal Guard instantly sprang to action. The ring of steel expanded
outward, firmy, determ nedly pressing people out of the way. The Royal Linp
started to lift off the ground.

Raoul and the Little One thankfully mngled with the excited crowd, |et
the nob pick themup and sweep them away, back to the relative safety of the
scaf f ol di ng.

The Adoni an heaved a sigh of relief. "Ah, nothing to worry about now. Xris
Cyborg nust have disabled the device. W can-- Wat is it?"

The Little One was | eaning forward, his head cocked, as if he were
listening to a distant call.

Raoul followed his conpanion's line of sight. "News anchor James M Warden
appears exceedi ngly displeased. Well, he's obviously just realized he's missed
his chance to interview us. Ch, that's not it? He's contacting someone. Trying
to contact sonmeone. They're not answering. He's trying to contact his news
crew The people in the hotel! You don't suppose--"

The Little One suddenly stiflened; his gaze becane unfocused, abstracted.



He put his hands to his head, shook it in confusion
Raoul stared at his friend worriedly. "Wat "
The Little One stonped on Raoul's foot.

Raoul took the hint, fell silent, though he nourned over the black mark on
hi s gol den punps.

Spi nning around, the Little One grabbed hold of Raoul to ensure his
conplete attention, and transmtted his nessage.

Raoul sucked in a breath. "You were talking to Xris Cyborg! W' re supposed
to l ook for a backup assassin, carrying one of the negative wave devices!
Somewhere near the king! Possibly a GNN crewran. A GNN crewran? Are you sure?
VWhat el se? What el se did he say?" The Little One cl asped one small hand over
his own wist. "They' ve been captured." Raoul sighed. "It's up to us." He
gazed around. GNN news crew were everywhere. A quick count garnered about
twenty. And everyone of them seemed to be either holding or standing next to
some sort of machine. And every machine, as far as Raoul could judge
machi nery, had the potential of being deadly.

"One of these people is going to murder the king," he murrmured. "And there
is nothing the Royal Guard or anyone can do to stop the assassin, because they
will never see it coming. The young king will die, horribly, painfully, and no
one will ever know how, why. The assassin will sinmply wal k away."

"CGCet a shot of that linmo!"

The voi ce bel onged to news anchor Janes M Wrden, instructing his
caneraman. The nman shifted the vidcamto the lino jet.

The engi nes shut off. The Ilinp fell back to the ground, w th what mnust
have been a bone-jarring jolt for those inside.

"Now, " Warden was saying. "I want a shot of the king."

"That's it! The device!" Raoul cried. "Stay here," he ordered the Little
One.

Raoul pulled out his lipstick, flipped off the cap. Atiny needle flicked
out of the tube. Holding the tube in his hand, careful not to touch the
needl e, he ran toward the caneranan.

No one, with the possible exception of Xris, would have now recogni zed the
Loft. Raoul's gaze was concentrated, absorbed, intent on his target. He ran
lightly, swiftly, his black hair stream ng out behind.

He reached the caneranan, could see--in the vidcam s | ens--red-gol den

hair. Dion was facing the canmera, looking right into it. The ridcam hunmed

Raoul jabbed the needle deep into the caneraman's back. The man cried out
i n astoni shment and pain. He dropped the canera, tunbled down to the ground,
and | ay there-unconscious.

And then the Little One's voice sounded in Raoul's nind

The wrong man/ He's not the one/ The assassin is-



A clenched fist slanmed into Raoul's jaw, spun himaround. He fell on al
fours, dazed and groggy fromthe bl ow.

In front of him on the ground, lay the cronera, still humming, lights
still flashing.

Raoul flung his body on top of the vidcam funbling for the switch in a
desperate attenpt to shut it off. A savage kick drove into his rib cage. Bones
cracked. Pain shot through him A hand grabbed hold of him flung himup and
backwar d

James Warden picked up the vidcam ainmed it at the king.

The Royal Guard were closing in--on Raoul. No one was paying the slightest
attention to the news anchor

Raoul tried to sit up, but the pain of the broken ribs was intense. It
hurt too rmuch to breathe, let alone nove. He was vaguely aware of the Little
One standing over him saw the small hand enmerge fromthe raincoat, carrying a
bl owgun.

The Little One put the blowgun to his |ips.

Warden cl apped his hand to the back of his neck, as if he'd been stung by
an insect. He gave a cry of fury and outrage, fought to hold the canera
steady. But the poison fromthe feathered dart worked swiftly. H's body
jerked. He staggered. Dropping the ridcam he clutched at his throat. Then he
fell to the ground, dead.

The Little One bent anxiously over his friend.

"The canera!" Raoul choked, clasping his side. The pain was horrible; he
felt sick and faint. "Shut it off!"

The Little One stared in baffled consternation at the vidcam Even if he
hadn't been terrified of the nechanical thing, he had no nore idea how to shut
it down than Xris had of how to apply lipstick. The little Tongan, nenber of a
primtive race, froma primtive planet, searched for and found one of
manki nd's very first tools. This he knew how to use.

Lifting a large rock, the Little One held it over his head, brought it
down with all the force of his small body on the negative wave device. Again
and again, he bashed the machine with the rock

It worked quite as effectively as the on/off switch. The device died.

But the Royal Guard was, in the interval, thundering down on them |I|asguns
rai sed, ained

"I don't think they will be disposed to listen to our story," Raoul
murmured. "1 believe, in fact, that they are about to shoot us--"
"Raoul I'" A voice called. "Over here!"

Raoul managed to weakly lift his head.

The door to the Royal Linojet stood wide open. Its engines had fired; it
was ready to depart.

Lord Admiral Dixter gestured. "Quickly!"



The Little One took hold of his friend' s hand, helped himto his feet.

Tottering on weak knees, Raoul stumbled toward the lim. Only a step away,
he fell, unable to wal k farther. The Lord Admiral caught hold of him eased
himinto the vehicle, where Raoul coll apsed thankfully onto one of the |eather
seats. The Little One clanbered inside after his friend.

"Your Mpjesties," said D xter gravely. "I have the honor of presenting the
Anbassador from Adoni a and his aide."

Lyi ng sprawl ed across the seat, Raoul waved a graceful hand to the king,
smled charmingly at the queen, and fainted.

Di on | ooked at Raoul, |ooked back at Dixter

Di xt er nodded, grimaced, jerked a thunb at the crowd, the news nedi a.
"I understand," Dion said gravely. "Thank you, ny lord."

The Lord Admiral slammed shut the |ino door

"Drive on," Hi s Mjesty comuanded.

CHAPTER 41

Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at w thout result.

Sir Wnston Spencer Churchill, The Mal akend Fi el d Force

Xris woke to the touch of a soft hand on his good hand. "Marjorie," he
said dreanmily, and gave the hand an affecti onate squeeze.

Then pain bunled through the ragged edges of whatever drug he'd been
given; nenory returned. He jerked his hand away. The ot her hand rel eased his.

Xris opened his eyes and stared into the widely grinning, hairy face of
Bear A efsky.

"My friend!" said the Bear, slapping both his hands on his knees, "by ny

ears and eyeballs, it is good to see you!"

But that soft hand hadn't bel onged to O efsky, who was seated on Xris's
left. Xris glanced over to his right, saw Rowan. Her face was averted. Her
cheeks were stained crinson. Her hands were now cl asped in her |ap

Xris turned back to peer bleary-eyed at 4 efsky.

"The king?" The words canme out a parched croak

"Fine, laddie, fine. The Peacock and the Small One acted wi th enornous
courage and nuch good sense." "Are they okay?"

"The Peacock suffered two broken ribs and"--the Bear w nked--"nmuch danage
to his fancy feathers. | think that bothered himnmost. But, or so



understand. Her Majesty the Queen has been nost hel pful in repairs.” "The
gueen?" Xris was perpl exed.

"Along story and one that | amcertain the Peacock will want to tell you.
Suffice it to say that the assassin was killed, his hei nous weapon destroyed."
"Warden, wasn't it?"

"A snake in man's skin,"
noble reptile famly."

O efsky said grimy. "No disparagenent to the

Xris nodded tiredly. "I figured as much---right before | passed out. It
made sense. He had the necessary contacts in the Navy and in the governnent,
access to the king. It made sense.”

He started automatically to reach for a twist with his right hand. Pain
shot through his arm radiated fromhis shoulder. He sucked in a breath,
gri maced.

Rowan eased his arm back down on the bed. He sm | ed at her

She sm | ed back, tentatively, hesitantly. "W need to talk," she said
softly.

"Yeah. | know. In a mnute."

Xris took a look at his surroundings. There were no vi ewscreens, but he
guessed fromthe thrunmm ng sound, the feel of vibrations through the
bed---that he was on board a spaceship. He was in a | arge open area, probably
the ship's hold, that had been hastily furnished with cots and bl ankets. Jam |
was stretched out on one, Quong on another. Harry sat on another, tapping on
hi s ears.

Tycho appeared, hypo in hand. "How you feeling, Xris? Doc says you're to
have this shot. It'Il help the pain."

"Everyone el se okay?" Xris asked.

"Harry is deafer than a bread box," Tycho reported. "But he will heal
Jam | was not severely wounded. | was not injured. You want a gl ass of water,
Xris?"

"Thanks. What's wong with the Doc?"

"Nothing. He is taking a nap. | nowintend to join him" Tycho brought the
water and left for his own cot.

A ef sky runpl ed his beard. "The doctor worked very hard on you and Jani |
there. But you both will be well, thank the good God."

Xris nodded, chewed contentedly on the twist. A warmh spread through the
good side of his body. He felt drowsy, relaxed, content. That was due to the
drug. He had no reason to feel content, other than the fact that the young
king was safe, the Knights of the Terra Nera thwarted. He hinself was still in
a hell of a lot of trouble. But that could wait.

He al nost slept, then renenbered sonething. Two things.

"Those sol diers that took us captive,'
a ef sky. "Yours?"

Xris said, waking, |ooking up at



The big man grinned expansively. "Sone of my troops. Wat the major over
there would call 'Special Forces.' | call themthe WIf Brigade. | deened it
best to carry you swiftly away fromthere."

Xris smled. "O kill me if I'd betrayed you."

The Bear's expression grew grave. "Aye, laddie. That, too. It was a solemm
oath I swore. And one | would have kept. But," he added, cheering up, "there
was no need. For which, again, | thank the good God."

"We're your prisoners," Xris said. "Where are you taking US?"

"\Wherever you want to go, friend Xris. You are not my prisoner. | have
hi dden you away in the hold, but that is to keep the rest of the crew from
knowi ng anyt hi ng about you. The Wbl f Brigade knows, but no torture ever
devi sed could wing such know edge fromtheir tongues."

Bear eyed Xris speculatively. "You are a wanted nan. Serious charges:
breaking into a Naval base, kidnapping Maj or Mhini, hijacking that drop ship.
If you give yourselves up, | have it on good authority, fromthe Lord Admra
hi nsel f, that you and your people will receive reduced sentences. Perhaps even
full pardons, due to your prevention of the assassination attenpt upon the
king."

"But we'd have to turn ourselves in, go on trial." Xris grimced again,
gingerly shifted his wounded ann to a nore confortable position. "A highly
publicized trial." He | ooked over at Rowan.

"W need to talk," she repeated.

The Bear | ooked at the two of them stroked his beard. "Two are conpany.
Three is a rotten egg, as our friend the chanel eon would say. | will take a
wal k. "

He did, managing to nearly garrote hinself on a hamobck in the process.
Xris | ooked over at Rowan. "Yeah? Wat ?"

"Don't do what you're thinking of doing for nmy sake, Xris," she said
quietly. "l don't deserve it. You see, it was my fault."

For a nmonent he didn't understand what she'd said. Then it sunk in.
"You're tal king about the factory explosion, aren't you?" Hi s voi ce hardened.
"Your fault? According to what you told nme, Arnstrong was the one
responsi bl e--"

"He was. That's not what | mean. O rather, in a way it is. Don't you see?
If we'd been able to talk about... ne-all that was going wong with nme, inside
nme--then we coul d have gone past that. But | couldn't tal k about nyself. |
didn't know how to say what | had to say."

The drug nust be affecting him though he felt w de awake now Xris shook
his head. "I still don't get it."

Rowan sighed. "If | had talked to you that day before we left. Gone with
you to the bar that night. If | had told you. Trusted you enough. Tried to
explain." She spread her hands hel plessly. "But how could I, when | really
didn't understand nyself.9 How could I, when | can't even do it now?"

She brushed a tear fromher cheek with a quick jerking notion



He knew then, realized he'd known ever since he'd first seen her, hadn't
wanted to believe it. He didn't want to even now.

"So don't. Let's leave it, okay?"

"There," she returned bitterly. "You see? This is exactly what you woul d
have done seven years ago. This is me!" She made a sweepi ng downward gesture
wi th her hands, a gesture that included her breasts, her small waist, her
hips. "Me! As | was neant to be!"

He said nothing, just shook his head again.

Reachi ng over, she gripped his hand, his good hand. "I didn't know back
then, though | think | suspected. O maybe | knew and | just didn't have the
courage to admit it. Miuch less go through with it. Al the signs were there.
My di sastrous rel ationships with wonen. How | thought | could buy love like
f ake di amonds. Pay enough for them and no one will ever know they're phony. No
one except ne.

"To make up for it, | put nyself into a machine. My work was ny refuge. My
hiding place. In the excitenent, the tension, | could forget. It was only when
all that was over, when the undercover work was finished and I was al one and
scared--then | understood. | looked in a mirror and |I saw myself and | knew
nmysel f. And that was the day Dalin Rowan died. | wept for him Xris. | cried
for himas | cried for you and for Ito. |I'd | ost someone very close to ne. But
that's all he ever was. Someone close. And that's why it was ny fault."

"And if it's your fault, then that makes it ny fault, too," Xris said
harshly. He pulled his hand away from hers. "Because | |let you down. Because
wasn't there for you. | wasn't sensitive enough. You're saying that if we'd
sat down in the bar that night and you said to nme, 'Hey, Xris, old buddy, |'ve
decided to get ny w eni e whacked off and grow boobs,' that this woul d have
hel ped us nail Arnstrong?"

He thought she'd be angry, maybe hoped she'd be angry. But she only
regarded himsadly. "You don't understand,"” she said in a dull, hopel ess tone.
"Dam right | don't. Wy don't you try to explain it?" She was silent,
woul dn't | ook at him He was about to give up, go to sleep, let her sulk on
her own, if that's what she wanted, when suddenly she began to talKk.

"I was so hung up on nyself | didn't recogni ze the warning signs about
Armstrong. All kinds of red lights were going off in nmy brain, but | ignored
them | should have spotted that bastard, Xris. | should have nailed Arnstrong
fromthe begi nning."

"And | shouldn't have gone into that factory when | knew in ny gut it was
all wong," he said quietly. "I beat nyself up with that stick every day for a
year. It didn't help. It didn't bring back ny leg and ny arm It didn't bring
back Ito."

She was staring bleakly at him

He | ooked up at her. "So where does this | eave us?"

"Different fromwhat we were. Changed." Rowan sighed. "You're right, we
can't go back."

"Maybe, from what you've said, that's a good thing. Gve nme a twist, wll
y y g g
you?" The mechani cal taste was unusually, horribly strong.



Rowan opened his pocket, renoved the case, took out a tw st, and put it
between Xris's I|ips.

"And that's why," she said steadily, "you have to turn yourself in, Xris.
Cl ear yourself and the others.™

Xris grunted. "And the nmonent the Hung find out who you are, where you
are, you can kiss your ass good-bye."

Rowan's smile twi sted, but renmained. She shrugged. "I fought the Hung
before. 1'll fight them again. W knows? This tinme | might finish them off
for good."

Xris raised his voice angrily. "You'd never even live through the trial
You know it. So do |I. So just shut up about it."

Rowan sai d nothing. She stared down at her hands, which were cl asped
toget her in her |ap.

The ot hers were awake now.

Jam | sat up stiffly, cradling his injured arm

Harry said loudly, "I can't hear a damm thing. Wat're they sayi ng?"
Quong was up, came over to attend to his patient.

"How do you feel, Xris?"

"Great. Switch ne back on, will you, Doc?"

Quong frowned, but--seeing Xris's dark expression--the Doc did as he was
asked.

Hi s mechani cal side working again, Xris sat up weakly on the cot, | ooked
around. He chewed on the tw st.

"Did you all hear what we're up against?"

"No, thanks!" Harry booned. "I don't snoke."

"Doc, find a notepad, take this down, and showit to Harry. | want
everyone in on this. 1'll explain the situation.”

When he was finished, Xris |ooked around at each nmenber of the team "I've
reached ny decision. | can't give nyself up."

Rowan, beside him made a small sound of protest. Xris stretched out his
hand to her, his good hand.

She hesitated, then clasped his hand in hers.
Xris continued, "Not wthout |eaving Rowan here w de open. But the rest of
you can. That would be ny advice, in fact. Dixter'll see to it that you're

treated fairly. You nmight even end up being heroes."

The ot hers exchanged gl ances, with the exception of Harry, who was
puzzling over Quong's handwiting.



"Turn ourselves in? Is that what this scrawl says?" Harry was suddenly on
his feet, indignant. "You can't do that, Xris, goddammit! You can't let them
get hold of Darlene!l™

"I"'mnot going to, Harry."

"What ?"

"Doc, wite down--Never mnd."

"I"'mnot doing it, Xris," Harry continued belligerently. "I'll stay with
Darl ene, if you won't."

Quong was writing furiously. He shoved the notepad under Harry's nose.

Harry read, |ooked at Xris, blushed. "Ch, sorry, Xris. I'mwth you, you
know. " He sat back down.

"Me, too," said Janmi| gloonmly. "I don't much like the idea of publicity,
either."”

Xris stared at him "Wy not? What have you got to | ose?"

Jam | didn't imrediately answer. He tugged irritably on his bandage. "Damm
thing's too tight, Doc."
"Count yourself fortunate,"” Quong returned. "You could be wearing Raoul"'s
petticoat. And do not loosen it! You will start the bl eeding again."

Jam | scratched at the bandage, saw themall staring at himnow He gave
an exasperated snort. "All right, if you nust know, there's a couple of wonen

on a couple of different planets who both think that, well, I"'mmarried to
each of them It's all perfectly legal. Well, it's sort of legal. | do right
by them both, mnd you, but if one ever found out about the other ..." He

shook his head gl oomly.
"I amwith you al so,"” Tycho announced. "It has occurred to me that if | am
a hunted crimnal, I will not have to pay income taxes."

"That's because you won't have any incone," Xris said dryly. "Things are
going to be tough. We'll be spending nost of our time dodgi ng bounty hunters,
the bureau, nmilitary police. Wth that kind of action, it's going to be
difficult finding work."

"Neverthel ess," said Tycho, "it would not do to break up the team One for
all, and damm the torpedoes."
By now Xris was smiling. Rowan was gazing at themall in wonder. Maybe he

woul dn't have to explain things to her, after all
"You will need a doctor,"” Quong said stiffly. "As well as a nechanic.
Besides, | want to nake a thorough study of the Tongan. | will be the first
human doctor to notate their physiol ogy."

"They m ght even reinstate you," Janil|l nuttered, but he took care to keep
his voice | ow and Quong, fortunately, did not hear

"We'| | need a computer expert,"”
m ght cone in handy, too."

Xris said offhandedly. "A code breaker



"Are you sure, Xris?" she asked softly, so softly only his augnented

heating enabled himto hear her. "Yeah. |I'msure."

Rowan squeezed his hand. She | ooked up at the others. "Thanks. Al of you.

know you're really doing this for ne and | ... I--" She choked, covered her

f ace.

Xris lay back down, shut his eyes. The drug was draggi ng hi munder.
Where do you want to go, | addie?
O efsky's question drifted to the cyborg through a thick, pleasant mst.

Xris shook his head. It didn't matter. From now on, one place would be as

good---or as bad--as another. He shut off his heating, shut down his battery.

Rowan, seeing himdrifting off to sleep, tried to gently w thdraw her

hand.

Xris tightened his grip, held fast to her

To Rowan. To his old friend.

He held fast to every one of them Al seven
Hi s team

One for all, and damm the torpedoes.



