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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Canapé, sir?” 
 
    Michael surveyed the tray of assorted tidbits held out to him by the little drone and selected a mushroom stuffed with crab meat. The crab, nearly four meters long and armed with pincers that could easily decapitate a tiger, had been confined in a holding tank until an hour before the party, when it had been electrocuted and then rendered down into succulent, tender morsels. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “My pleasure, sir,” the drone said, and floated on toward the next party-goer. 
 
    It’s good to be rich, Michael thought. His suit resembled an ancient tuxedo but it was as light as air and fit him like a second skin. Men, women and a scattering of alien beings, some waddling on three legs, a few floating with the aid of anti-gravity belts, a few others skittering across the polished marble floor on stiff, black exoskeletons, all of them dressed in elegant, obviously expensive clothing wandered through the enormous room, mingling, chattering and occasionally idly discussing deals and arrangements that would affect the flow of billions of Empire credits and the lives of thousands of employees. 
 
    Michael smiled. Rich, he thought again. Pity it wasn’t real. Then again, considering the fact that he owned the London, the London’s cargo and the size of his current credit balance, it pretty much was. Upper middle class, at least, or lower upper, if he wanted to stretch it, and hopefully a lot more to come. 
 
    “Mr. Barrad,” Johnathon Prescott Jones said, “welcome to Prescott House.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. It’s a pleasure.” 
 
    The Prescott Corporation maintained a sizeable corporate retreat on the very little, but very important world of Dancy, with its own private beach, Empire class restaurants and notable spa. A week at Prescott House was a favorite perk of the corporate elite young and old and while in residence, the Prescott Jones family lived in private quarters occupying the top two floors of the main building. The party to which Michael had been invited occupied the main ballroom. 
 
    The older Prescott Jones, for many years CEO and Chairman of the Board of the Prescott Corporation, looked nothing like his nephew, so recently deceased in a skiing accident on the winter resort habitat of Kodiak (or so the official story went). He was tall, well-built and tanned, with sharp gray eyes and a ready smile. 
 
    “You have an interesting reputation,” Prescott Jones said. 
 
    Michael smiled, sipped his drink and modestly said nothing. Prescott Jones smiled back. “The example that you represent is enticing. I wish that I had the freedom to travel the space-ways, but I’m afraid that corporations do not run themselves.” 
 
    Michael gave a negligent shrug and signaled to a drone carrying a tray full of champagne. The drone drifted toward them. Michael deposited his empty glass on the tray, selected a new one and sipped, nodding his head. The champagne was excellent. “This is true,” he said, “but they don’t have to be run by you or by me. You could delegate all of it and spend your life doing whatever amuses you.” 
 
    Prescott Jones looked for a moment as if he was considering this idea, then he smiled wistfully. “The Prescott Corporation is successful and growing. I flatter myself that it would not be so successful if someone with a less immediate interest were in charge.” 
 
    Michael raised an eyebrow. “Your nephew did not share your convictions.” 
 
    Prescott Jones blinked. “My nephew,” he said. 
 
    “Paul Prescott Jones. I met him recently, shortly before his demise, on Kodiak.” 
 
    Johnathon Prescott Jones stared at him. He wrinkled his nose and glanced away. “My nephew and I disagreed about many things.” 
 
    “I found him to be a generous and charming man.” 
 
    “Did you?” Prescott Jones seemed surprised at this. “My nephew had a simple approach to things. He had no need to strive and so he didn’t. It does not do to speak ill of the dead, but he lived a frivolous life. I would have been bored.” 
 
    “Perhaps he had other interests of which you were unaware.” No perhaps about it; but Johnathan Prescott Jones’ apparently was indeed unaware of his late nephew’s criminal inclinations. His heartbeat did not increase. The scent of fear, or even of interest, was not present. 
 
    Prescott Jones stared at him. “I doubt that,” he said. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “He fancied himself a gourmet and was very proud of his chef. I attended a number of dinner parties at his residence.” Michael allowed his eyes to sweep around the capacious room. “A small estate. Nothing so grand as this.” 
 
    Prescott Jones nodded his head. “Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” he said, then he seemed to spot something in the crowd. “Excuse me. There is somebody I need to speak with.” 
 
    “Of course,” Michael said. “Thank you again for inviting me.” 
 
      
 
    “Space is wide,” General Haynes had said. “There are hundreds of settled worlds and many of these worlds keep records poorly, or not at all. There are billions of people who don’t officially exist on any Empire census, and frankly, there are many thousands of others, maybe millions, who are listed incorrectly. 
 
    “We take a laissez-faire attitude because we don’t have any choice but it’s a difficult environment to guarantee security. Anybody can assume a false identity. Anybody might be something other than what he seems.” The General sat back in his seat, frowning. 
 
    Tell me about it, Michael thought. He held his hands beneath his chin and tapped his fingers together. “There are advantages, as well. I would think that the situation can be made to work in your favor.” 
 
    The General blinked and gave him a long, slow smile. “Somehow, I imagine that you know all this?” It wasn’t really a question. 
 
    Michael shrugged. 
 
    He had been offered the rank of Commander in the Imperial Navy and placed on indefinite assignment. Michael had been reluctant at first to accept the arrangement but General Haynes had reassured him. “You won’t be hobbled by it. We know that you’re not really a military man.” The General’s eyes flickered at this statement, and he almost smiled. Michael said nothing. “I understand your reluctance to place yourself under someone else’s command. You can resign the commission at any time. You’ll be an independent agent. The rank is for your own benefit, in case you need to prove your bona fides, or to call on us for assistance.” 
 
    “Put it in writing,” Michael said. 
 
    “Naturally,” the General replied stiffly, and on that basis, Michael had accepted. There were advantages to the situation. The London would be listed as a civilian vessel under military contract and he would no longer need to purchase supplies. Any Naval installation would give him what he requested, no questions asked. They provided him with a series of pre-programmed identities, for himself and all his crew; and they gave him some additional personnel, a squadron of Imperial Marines, plus a “liaison” named Henrik Anson, officially in charge of the marine contingent but whose real function, Michael suspected, was to keep an eye on Michael. That was fine with Michael, since the arrangement allowed him to keep an eye on Anson, and by extension, on his superiors. It was always easier to spy on a spy, Michael reflected, if you knew who he was and where he happened to be. 
 
    For now, Michael was Luciano Barrad, the heir to an asteroid mining facility that had, many centuries ago, branched out into volatile hydrocarbons extracted from the cores of gas-giants. The asteroid had long since been mined out, the need for energy derived from hydrocarbons vanished with the re-discovery of reliable fusion and EM technology. No matter; the money had been safely invested and Barrad Holdings now owned shares in nearly a thousand different corporations. Luciano Barrad was very rich indeed. He commanded his own ship. He went where he wished and did as he pleased. 
 
    There had been five different Luciano Barrads before Michael Glover. It was one of the more popular identities maintained by military intelligence. 
 
    Dancy was a small world of placid, blue skies, warm seas and tropical lagoons, only twenty light-years from Reliance, the capital world of the Empire. Terra Nova was the only large city on Dancy. Almost all of the largest corporations, richest men and women and most important families maintained a residence on Dancy. It was customary for the government to adjourn to the little world during the annual three month Winter recess, when Reliance wandered far from its sun and the capital world grew cold, rainy and dark. 
 
    Follow the money, always a good idea when conducting an investigation, and no world possessed more money than Dancy. 
 
    The slave trade was spreading outward from the edges of Imperial space, growing like a cancer. There had been numerous attacks on merchant ships, habitats and even naval installations. Somebody had to be making money by buying and selling slaves, or at least obtaining some advantage from the disruption, or there would be no reason to do it. 
 
    “He wasn’t sweating,” Michael said, “And his heart rate didn’t change at all when I mentioned his nephew.” 
 
    Henrik Anson was tall, fit and lean, with a thin scar across one cheek. He looked at Michael moodily. “You can tell that?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Anson pursed his lips. “A useful talent,” he said. 
 
    Anson’s rank was Colonel. He was the commanding officer of the small marine contingent aboard the London. Though his official rank was higher than Michael’s, the London was Michael’s ship and his contract with the military left no doubt that Michael, not Anson, was in charge. 
 
    In actuality, while Anson and his ten marines had presumably started their careers in the more traditional branches of the Service, all of them, Michael was fairly certain, were trained as spies. Michael was not certain if Anson knew that Michael knew this, but since neither of them were fools, it had to be assumed. It also had to be assumed that the main object of Anson’s spying was Michael and the other members of his unconventional crew, possibly with a goal of taking over the ship if opportunity presented. Anson was given a room of his own in the same corridor as Curly, Andrew Sloane and the others. His men were housed in comfortable but somewhat less luxurious quarters one deck below, alongside his contingent of twenty Illyrian mercenaries. 
 
    Michael had appointed Anson his Chief of Security, not that he needed one. Anson, to Michael’s complete lack of surprise, filled the role excellently. 
 
    So now, Anson knew that Michael’s senses were enhanced. It might have been smarter to keep this information to himself but after giving the question careful thought, Michael had decided that a bit of intimidation might just make Anson hesitate to push things. Romulus, for the duration of this mission, was confining himself inside his wall panel. Anson had no idea of Romulus’ existence and many of the London’s other capabilities, and Michael’s as well, were not apparent, either to the Marines or the Illyrians bunking on the lower deck. 
 
    “So, he’s not lying,” Anson said. 
 
    “Or he’s very good at controlling his reactions. Outwardly, he clearly disapproved of his nephew’s dissolute lifestyle.” 
 
    Anson’s lips twitched. “But does he know more about his nephew’s activities than he admits? And what exactly was Paul Prescott Jones doing on Kodiak, anyway?” 
 
    “Paul Prescott Jones is dead. He’s no longer in a position to commit mischief; and he was nowhere near the center of the conspiracy, whatever it really is. Paul Prescott Jones was middle management. He identified ships that could be easily taken, passenger ships with little or no defensive capability, along with their itineraries, and he received a share of the profits. Exactly where he placed in their hierarchy is a question mark. Judging by the fact that he wasn’t invited along when Cabot, Crane and Rivas made their escape, I think we can assume that he was not regarded as a significant player.” 
 
    “So, who would a billionaire playboy, who didn’t need the money and was presumably just doing it for kicks, choose to work for?” 
 
    “We have no evidence that it was his uncle,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson frowned. “No. Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    The stands surrounding the race track were filled. The sky overhead was blue and almost cloudless, the day pleasantly cool. Michael Glover sat in an elevated box, waiting while the sand was raked and the worst of the spilled blood removed. “I thought these things were fed before the race?” he said. 
 
    The groom frowned. “Some trainers believe that they run better if they’re hungry.” 
 
    Michael grunted. The last race had turned into chaos when one of the giant, mutated cheetahs had turned on its rider. Incited by the smell of blood, the other animals had joined in the feast. The hapless rider’s screams were abruptly cut off when one of the cheetahs crushed his skull and swallowed his brain. By the time the guards arrived with tranquilizer guns and shock prods, the rider had been reduced to a few scattered shreds of flesh. “That seems unwise,” Michael said. 
 
    The groom swallowed and diplomatically said nothing. 
 
    “Luciano.” Michael looked up. The man standing at the rail to his box was of indeterminate age, like most of the adults on this world. He was tall and thin, with sharp green eyes and a strong chin. He wore simple summer clothing that was well made but not ostentatious. His name was David Chan, a co-owner of Bratton Associates, a corporation that manufactured antique watercraft and modern spacing yachts. Michael had met him at a party a week before and found him to be a keen observer of Dancy’s social scene. 
 
    “David, please sit down.” 
 
    David smiled and slid into an empty seat, then poured himself a glass of spiced wine from the pitcher sitting on a low table. “Cheers,” he said. 
 
    Wordlessly, Michael held out his own glass for a re-fill. “I was thinking of buying a racing cheetah,” he said, “but I’m starting to have second thoughts.” 
 
    “I would advise against it,” David said. “It’s an expensive occupation and very few are successful at it. Those who are, know what they’re doing.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “You’re probably right. Perhaps not a hobby for a dilettante.” 
 
    By now, the sand had been raked smooth and the next race was about to start. “I’ve put a hundred credits on Red Fang,” David said. 
 
    The starting gate snapped open and seven big cats raced out, their riders clinging to the reins. David leaned forward and stared at the track, lips parted, his breath coming faster. The cheetahs covered ground at an amazing pace, their legs moving like pistons. The race was over in less than a minute. Red Fang came in third. 
 
    David sat back in his seat. “Damn,” he said. 
 
    Bull by the horns, Michael thought. “Tell me,” he said, “what do you think of Johnathon Prescott Jones?” 
 
    “Pleasant enough fellow,” David said. “He throws a nice party. He’s been good for the company. They were adrift for too long.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” Michael sipped his drink. “I met his nephew recently, before his unfortunate demise.” 
 
    David frowned and glanced at him sideways. “Did you?” His voice seemed a trifle guarded, Michael thought. 
 
    “Have you ever been to Kodiak?” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of it.” 
 
    “A winter habitat. Paul Prescott Jones maintained a residence there.” 
 
    David frowned. “To each his own. I never liked winter.” 
 
    “Apparently, neither did Prescott Jones. His residence included a tropical oasis under a dome.” 
 
    “He could have kept the tropics without the dome if he had stayed here.” 
 
    “True, but sometimes the urge to get away from the demands of one’s family is overwhelming.” Michael smiled. “Tell me, who were his friends?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” David gave him a curious look. 
 
    “He seemed like a rather introverted fellow. He gave a dinner party now and then and he had a mistress or two but he kept to himself, mostly. I wondered.” 
 
    “I didn’t know him all that well. From what I recall, he was close to his sister, and he spent a lot of time with George Seferis and…”—a faraway look crept over David’s face—“what was his name? Oh, yes: Peter Westing, and also Raleigh Gaines.” David frowned. “None of them have done much with their lives, but then, they’re rich, so they don’t need to.” 
 
    “No,” Michael said with a satisfied smile. “I suppose not.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    A search through the planetary web revealed that George Seferis and Raleigh Gaines had indeed done very little with their lives. Neither had a career of any sort, spending most of their time at parties and sporting events with a rotating assortment of girlfriends and boyfriends. Both lived off of sizeable trust funds. Neither was stupid, however. They gambled occasionally but kept their losses small. They spent a lot but never exceeded the earnings generated by their capital. 
 
    Peter Westing lived a bit differently. Like the others, he had inherited money. He used a large percentage of it to purchase a ship of his own and vanished for two to three months at a time, at least once each year. When at home, he lived well but not ostentatiously. He had never married but maintained a mistress on a long term contract, who had borne him a son and a daughter. In addition to the mistress, he was often seen in the company of other women, but never for more than a few weeks at a time. 
 
    Lydia Prescott Jones, the older sister of Paul Prescott Jones, also travelled extensively, not at all unusual for those who had the money to do so, in an Empire of over five hundred worlds. Unlike Peter Westing, she travelled in luxury on the largest cruise ships, all of which had clearly defined routes and schedules. 
 
    “Westing,” Curly said. “Definitely Westing.” 
 
    Anson, who had made no secret of his disdain for Michael’s crew, gave a little sniff. Anson and his men were professionals. The others, in Anson’s estimation, were amateurs. For the moment, Michael tolerated but ignored his opinion. 
 
    Matthew Oliver gave Anson a quizzical glance. His sister sniffed. Anson ignored them both. 
 
    “You know what to do,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson gave a slight smile and nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    The next day, twenty small wasps flew a wandering course toward the principal residence of Peter Westing. Upon arrival, all twenty sought out burrows under the eaves of the mansion, Over the next eight hours, four were eaten by lizards and one by a large spider. The others found cracks in the stucco and two tiny openings where the front door did not quite meet the jamb. They entered the building, flew to the tops of dressers and cabinets and in one case, a closet shelf, and did as they were programmed. Every evening, they uploaded their collected data into the planetary web. 
 
    For two days, aside from an assorted variety of unusual and entertaining sexual practices, neither Peter Westing nor the mistress, whose name was Melissa Ngoro, did anything suspicious. On the evening of the third day, Peter Westing took a call. The video was blanked but the voice was clearly audible. “Ophelia.” It was a male voice, deep and strangely accented. “The city of New Rome. The address is 302 Regency Terrace. The delivery will be made in exactly ten days.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Peter Westing said. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    Over the next two days, deprived of food and water, the wasps all died but the microscopic recorders that they had carried continued to work for another three days, until their power supply was finally exhausted. Nothing else of any interest was overheard. By this time, Peter Westing’s ship, the Star Fox, had left the planet, with the London following in its wake. 
 
      
 
    “Ophelia is ten light years from Dancy and sixteen from Reliance. It was one of the first planets to join the Second Empire. It’s been settled for thousands of years.” Henrik Anson seemed pleased with himself. They had a destination and a mission. A red dot appeared on the holograph and hovered over a large, square building, one of a series of similar buildings that rose next to a river lined with piers and docks. The river ran placidly out into a large bay with a deep water mooring. “302 Regency Terrace is listed as a warehouse. My men are walking a rotating patrol around the neighborhood. So far, they’ve seen nothing suspicious.” Anson glanced almost unconsciously down at his interface. The enormous red sun of Ophelia had settled beneath the horizon nearly an hour before. “The ten days will be up at twenty minutes past midnight, tonight.” 
 
    The Star Fox had landed three days before, the London a few hours after. Peter Westing had checked into a suite in a high rise hotel on the edge of the harbor. His crew were given much less luxurious rooms on the floor below. Two women from New Rome’s most exclusive escort agency showed up a few hours later. None of the party had emerged since their arrival. 
 
    In addition to the roving patrols, Anson had men stationed on two rooftops with a view of the building, fifteen tiny drones surveying the neighborhood and five armored cars parked on the streets surrounding 302 Regency Terrace. One hundred bio-mechs, a weevil species native to Ophelia this time, had flown toward the building, made their way inside, and were recording all activity. 
 
    Dustin Nye, the Sergeant in charge of the Illyrian mercenaries, had offered to participate in the patrols. Anson had curtly turned him down. Dustin had given a small shrug and accepted Anson’s decision with seeming equanimity. Michael had chosen not to interfere. 
 
    At two hours before midnight, the tired looking escorts finally left. At five minutes after midnight, three armored cars carrying Peter Westing and six of his crew left the hotel and drove toward the warehouse. They were followed on all sides by Anson’s men. 
 
    An hour before, the bio-mechs had recorded three all-terrain vehicles driving through the open side of the building before closing the folding doors. Ten men emerged from these vehicles and proceeded to unload twelve wooden crates, four for each vehicle, which they lined up together in a corner of the enormous main room. The crates, Michael was relieved to see, were much too small to contain bodies in stasis. Soon after, the doors opened, Peter Westing’s crew drove in and the doors folded down once again. 
 
    “Not exactly what I was expecting,” Michael said. Anson frowned. 
 
    “They may not be doing anything illegal,” Richard Norlin said. “People drop stuff off at warehouses. Other people pick it up. That’s what the place is for.” 
 
    “Depends on what’s in the crates,” Michael said. 
 
    “Open it,” Westing said, as they watched. 
 
    One of Westing’s men took a crowbar and pried the top off the first crate, which he carefully placed to the side. The crate was packed to the top with bags containing a light blue powder. Westing took a bag at random, looked at one of the men who had brought it, standing impassively to the side, then opened the bag and sniffed. A quick little smile crossed his face. “Do I have a volunteer?” he said. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” One of Westing’s men, a skinny little guy, grinned and stepped forward. Westing took a tiny spoon from a pocket, dipped it into the bag and held it out to the skinny guy, who took it and inhaled the powder. Slowly, a wide smile crept across his face. He took a deep breath and his eyes grew distant. He shook his head. “Oh, yeah,” he said. 
 
    Westing frowned at him, then said. “Open the others and count them.” 
 
    Each crate was filled with the same bags of light blue powder. The leader of the men who had brought the crates, tall, broad shouldered and sandy haired, said, “Satisfied?” 
 
    Westing nodded. “Everything appears to be in order.” 
 
    “What is that stuff?” Richard Norlin, watching through the eyes of the drone, asked. 
 
    “Blue ice, presumably,” Anson said. “It’s a unique drug, a narcotic with aphrodisiac properties. Nobody knows where it comes from. It has very little physical effect otherwise but taken in excess, is psychologically addicting.” Anson shook his head. “Presumably a natural product from some world not yet identified. It’s composed of over fifty different alkaloids, very difficult and expensive to synthesize. It’s not illegal but it’s very, very expensive. That shipment is worth a fortune.” 
 
    The Empire did not believe in victimless crimes. If somebody wanted to waste their mind and body with foreign chemicals, that was nobody’s business but their own. Michael, who had been consulting his interface, said, “However, it is illegal to import it without declaring the cargo and paying a very stiff tariff. No such shipment has been declared.” 
 
    “So, they’re smuggling,” Curly said. 
 
    Anson nodded. 
 
    “Is it worth the risk? Why don’t they just pay the tariff?” Curly asked. 
 
    “The substance is legal,” Anson said, “but it is disapproved of. The tariff is forty percent, many millions of credits.” 
 
    “If they’re caught, they’ll be fined,” Rosanna said. “Somebody will pay the fine and they’ll all go free.” She shrugged. “Or maybe they’ll spend some time in jail but who cares? This is not what we came here for.” 
 
    Rosanna, Michael noted, seemed outraged, as were Curly and the others. Even Richard Norlin, a slave holder for most of his life, nodded vigorously at Rosanna’s words. 
 
    Anson nodded. “Then we should wait,” he said. “Maybe he’s smuggling more than blue ice.” 
 
    Michael shook his head and reluctantly agreed. 
 
      
 
    She was beautiful, with blond hair and deep blue eyes. She appeared to be poised and appeared outwardly calm but Michael could tell that she was frightened, though she tried not to show it. She was also smart, which always made things easier. The local authorities were happy to cooperate with Navy intelligence and now Michael was sitting in an interview room at local police headquarters with Tanya Belling, one of the two escorts who had spent their time in Peter Westing’s suite. 
 
    She looked at him, saying nothing, then frowned down at the table. Michael let the silence grow and after a minute, she cleared her throat and sipped from the cup of water sitting at her side. “Tell me about Peter Westing,” Michael finally said. 
 
    She blinked. “That’s what this is about?” 
 
    Michael said nothing and continued to watch her face. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “What exactly do you want to know?” she said. 
 
    Michael peered down at his interface. “You and Elizabeth Genet arrived on the afternoon of Juno 23rd. You both left three days later. Tell me about your time there.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It was a standard contract. Nothing unusual.” 
 
    “Who did you service?” 
 
    “Peter Westing,” she said. 
 
    “Nobody else?” 
 
    She seemed surprised. “No. That would have been a lot more money.” 
 
    “Both you and Miss Genet?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Were the three of you always together?” 
 
    “Pretty much. We never left the suite but sometimes one of us might be in another room.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    She grinned. “Taking a nap, getting something to eat, going to the bathroom.” She gave a small laugh. “Peter enjoyed watching us while we peed. The louder the better. It really turned him on.” 
 
    “Is that unusual in your line of work?” 
 
    “More common than you’d think.” 
 
    Vaguely interesting, Michael thought, but nothing that he needed to know. “What did you talk about?” he asked. 
 
    “Him, mostly. Like a lot of men, his primary topic of conversation is himself.” She gave a faint shrug. “Maybe I’m being too harsh. The point of this business isn’t simply to have sex, though that’s primarily what most of them are interested in; it’s making the client happy, letting him feel that his opinions on the state of the Empire or the local sports team or his wife’s nagging matters. He wants to be appreciated. He wants validation. He wants to be recognized as a human being with wants and needs and dreams. We encourage the client to talk about whatever is on his mind. After all, he’s the one paying the bill.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that Westing isn’t married,” Michael said. 
 
    She frowned at him. “I was speaking in general.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She shrugged. 
 
    “So,” Michael said. “Did he say why he’s here?” 
 
    “Picking up a shipment of something.” 
 
    “A shipment of what, exactly?” 
 
    “That, he didn’t say, not to me at least. Maybe he mentioned it to Liz.” 
 
    Michael leaned back and looked at her. She waited patiently, a serene expression on her face. It occurred to him that she had a lot of practice waiting for men to decide what they wanted to do. He grinned and she raised an eyebrow. “Something funny?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” He leaned forward. “Tell me, did he mention somebody named Paul Prescott Jones?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “How about Johnathon Prescott Jones?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Did he talk about anybody, anybody at all, other than himself?” 
 
    “He mentioned a couple of business partners, Jason Mahoney and Alban Costa.” She smiled. “He said that they would like me.” 
 
    Michael figured that most men would like her. Being liked was Tanya Belling’s job and she was evidently good at it. “What else did he say about them?” 
 
    Her eyes drifted away as she thought about it. “Just a couple of comments. Mahoney makes him uncomfortable. He’s headstrong and sometimes does things that he later regrets. Costa is reliable. He does what he’s supposed to. He feels comfortable with Costa.” 
 
    “What are these things that make him uncomfortable?” 
 
    “Haven’t a clue.” 
 
    “Anybody else?” 
 
    “His mistress. He’s fond of her.” 
 
    “Then why is he spending time with you?” 
 
    She gave him a disbelieving look. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    Michael shrugged. Actually, he was, though he sort of wished that he wasn’t. It was a long time since Michael had cherished any illusions about the myriad quirks of human nature. “Where is he going next?” 
 
    “Back home, or so he said.” 
 
    “Good,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The smugglers were well known to the local authorities. Captain Belloq, of the New Rome Police and Investigative Division clicked his tongue against his teeth as he looked at the recording Michael played for him. “The leader is named Gregory Derosa. He’s not exactly small time but he’s not a major player, either.” He gave a reluctant grin. “Once you leave, we’ll pick him up.” 
 
    Elizabeth Genet proved no more helpful than Tanya Belling and seemed to have just as realistic an attitude toward her chosen profession. “I’m good at the sex. I like sex and I don’t have to fake it—most of the time, anyway. Aside from that, I listen to them and pretend to be interested,” she said. “It’s all a show and a dance. You give them what they want and you take their money. Nobody is harmed and everybody’s happy.  
 
    “Westing is no different than most.” She hesitated. “He gave us both a nice tip. He wasn’t into whips or chains, which we could have dealt with if that’s what the client wanted but we would just as soon not have to. He’s not a bad guy.” 
 
    Maybe not, Michael thought, for a smuggler and drug dealer. He was going to reserve judgment on that point. 
 
    The next day, the Star Fox filed a flight plan with the Ophelia space port and took off, with Dancy as the stated destination. The London followed and a few days later, both ships arrived back at the spaceport of Terra Nova. 
 
      
 
    “Westing might have made a mistake taking on Jason Mahoney,” Anson said. The young Mahoney’s juvenile record was impressive, what they could tell of it. Much of it had been sealed by the court. Still, numerous websites had reported details, such as a settlement on the attempted rape charge of a fourteen year old schoolmate and the drunken assault on a much younger boy who had accidently bumped into him on the street. Since attaining his majority, there had been other incidents, all of them hushed up, but the rumors were credible and persisted. 
 
    “Unless Mahoney was an assignment,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Mahoney is well connected. His uncle is Lord Devlin. His aunt is married to the Earl of Flanders.” 
 
    Anson looked doubtful. “You think that Lord Devlin and the Earl of Flanders have something to do with a conspiracy to distribute smuggled narcotics?” 
 
    Michael sighed. “Probably not. However, they both have influence. Sucking up to the nobility might have seemed like a good idea, to somebody, at least.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Anson said. 
 
    It occurred to Michael, not for the first time, that anybody could make a mistake, including himself. He had tried to give Henrik Anson the benefit of the doubt but he just didn’t like the guy. It wasn’t that he didn’t know his job. More that he didn’t fit in with the rest of the crew (if you could call them a crew), and he didn’t try. He kept to himself, or spent his time with his men. He made no attempt to hide his opinions of Curly and Rosanna, and most of all, Gloriosa, which were uniformly dismissive, just a bit less so with Richard, Matthew and Marissa, who were trained fighters and moved with casual grace. His eyes glazed over when any of them spoke and he seemed to casually discount their every suggestion, if he even heard them. Andrew Sloane, he tolerated but mostly ignored. His attitude toward Michael was at least minimally respectful, at least on the surface, but he did tend to argue. 
 
    Frankly, the guy just annoyed him. 
 
    “Colonel Anson has placed microbots in the common room,” Romulus had told him, just the evening before. “Also, on the walls outside all of your personal quarters. These are theoretically able to augment and record any sounds from inside the rooms. I have taken over their programming and I am feeding them false information.” 
 
    “He’s intelligence,” Michael said. “I suppose I would do the same thing in his place. It’s in the blood.” 
 
    “He is supposed to be on your side.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “There’s politics in every organization, and that certainly includes the military.” 
 
    “Do you remember Admiral Flynn?” Romulus said. 
 
    “Of course. A difficult man.” 
 
    “Colonel Anson was his aide.” 
 
    Well, that did put a different light on things, though truthfully, Michael was not really surprised. 
 
    “We’ll keep an eye on him,” Michael said. 
 
    Peter Westing, Jason Mahoney and a shipload of barely legal drugs.... None of it had any ostensible relationship to the slave trade, and the slave trade, not drug running, was behind the raid on Helios and the attempted armed takeover of Kodiac as well, or at least associated with both operations. It was possible that taking slaves was merely an added bonus, but then, what was the main objective? The slave trade, not smuggling, was Michael’s mission, and of course a conspiracy that may or may not threaten the stability of the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind. 
 
    Not that drug running was a minor crime, not at all, but it wasn’t the crime that he had been recruited to investigate. 
 
    “Any known links between Jason Mahoney and Paul Prescott Jones?” 
 
    “None that we’ve been able to determine,” Anson said. 
 
    Peter Westing and his crew had been arrested as soon as the Star Fox landed and the cargo of Blue Ice confiscated. Westing was soon released on bail and holed himself up in his mansion with his much suffering mistress. He did not emerge for two days and when he did, was observed to be pale, trembling and in a foul mood. Surveillance picked up short vid calls to both Jason Mahoney and Alban Costa. The conversations were short, to the point and unhappy. 
 
    Costa, an investment advisor by trade, continued to go about his normal business. To Costa, an occasional loss was merely a part of the game. 
 
    Mahoney, on the other hand, had apparently sunk most of his capital into Peter Westing’s unfortunate venture. The day after Westing’s return, Mahoney got drunk in a bar near the beach and struck a seemingly innocent bystander in the face, who struck him back. The blow was not in itself hard enough to cause significant damage but Mahoney staggered, lost his footing on a wet spot where a drink had spilled on the floor, tripped over a chair and fell across an overturned table, breaking his neck. He died instantly. 
 
    “So much for that lead,” Anson said upon hearing the news. 
 
    Michael grunted. 
 
    Jason Mahoney had been a violent, obnoxious and unpleasant young man. In death, he was unloved and generally un-mourned, but he was related to significant nobility. The funeral was held three days later. Most of Dancy high society felt obligated to make at least a token appearance, which included Luciano Barrad. The Mahoney family, it seemed, were Devotionists and they managed to dig up a bishop to preside over the ceremony. Michael was surprised to find an actual bishop on the planet, but the man knew his business and he conducted the liturgy with solemn dignity. Michael sat in the back row and then trooped along with the sizable crowd out into the cemetery, where the doors of the Devlin family crypt were opened, the coffin carried inside by ten pallbearers and placed into its designated niche. The Bishop said a few more perfunctory words. The doors closed and the crowd dispersed to more pleasant entertainments. 
 
    Michael was not surprised to see Johnathon Prescott Jones escorting a sizeable party, one of whom Michael recognized as his sister, Lydia. Lydia Prescott Jones was an imposing woman, tall, with sharp blue eyes and shoulder length auburn hair. Her body, he would have bet, had been sculpted. Breasts that large and firm were not likely to be natural. Her waist also seemed impossibly thin. She was accompanied by two servants, one male and one female, and a large bodyguard. 
 
    The bodyguard had a lot of muscles and a large handgun nestled under his left arm, but he slouched against a railing with his legs crossed, looking bored. A real pro who took the job seriously would have been scanning the crowd, taking nothing for granted. The servants, however, interested him. They were both very young, very good looking, and well dressed. Their eyes were fixed on Lydia Prescott Jones, waiting for an order or a request. The young man refreshed her drink without having to be asked. The woman held a tray of hors d’oeuvres, from which Lydia Prescott Jones would occasionally select a tiny sandwich, a stuffed shrimp or an olive. She never looked at it but the tray was always under her hand when she reached out. 
 
    Michael wandered closer and caught the eye of Johnathon Prescott Jones. “Sir,” he said. “A sad occasion.” 
 
    Johnathon Prescott Jones shrugged. “Sadder for some than for others.” 
 
    Michael looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t been on this world for very long. Such nuances escape me.” 
 
    Prescott Jones gave him a lop-sided grin. “Jason Mahoney will be remembered as a happy, cheerful young man of infinite promise who died much too soon. Society would have it no other way.” 
 
    Michael was suddenly aware of Lydia Prescott Jones standing at his elbow. “Johnathon,” she said, “who is your friend?” 
 
    “Luciano Barrad,” he said, “my sister, Lydia Prescott Jones.” 
 
    Michael bowed. “A pleasure.” 
 
    She nodded. “And what do you do, Mister Barrad?” 
 
    Michael grinned. “I’m fortunate enough to be able to do as I please. Mostly, I travel.” 
 
    The two servants flanked her on both sides, seeming to pay no attention to Michael at all. Their eyes were fixed on Lydia’s face. The bodyguard gave him a brief glance and then let his attention wander away. 
 
    “I also like to travel,” Lydia said. She looked Michael up and down and seemed to approve of what she saw. “Perhaps you might call on me. We could compare notes.” 
 
    Michael smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “I would enjoy that.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    Anson frowned at him. “The bodyguard is listed as Gregory James. One stint in the Navy. He didn’t see any combat and got out as soon as he could. His record is middle of the road and completely undistinguished. The two servants are Lynette Chapman and Jeremy Baylor, from Andover. Both their parents are farmers.” 
 
    Andover was a placid world of mild winters and moderate summers, with deep seas and fertile soil. Most of its population worked as farmers or fishermen, a comfortable world but not a rich one except for a scattering of nobility who had established estates near the sea. 
 
    “Why are they with Lydia Prescott Jones?” 
 
    “There’s not much about them in the databases. No surprise in that. They’re very young. They’re neither rich, well-educated nor important.” Anson shrugged. “We know that she travels extensively. She brought them back with her after a trip approximately three years ago. They’ve been in her employ ever since.” 
 
    “They interest me,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson looked at him and frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “Because they never left her side, not even for an instant.” Michael gave a mirthless grin. “Did you notice that? Such devotion is unusual. They never strayed further than the length of a leash.” 
 
      
 
    “This seat taken?” 
 
    The bodyguard looked up at Michael, sipped his beer and shrugged. “There are plenty of open tables,” he said. 
 
    The pub was cool, quiet and dimly lit, a pleasant, comfortable place for a man to enjoy a cold drink after work. Holotanks near the ceiling displayed an assortment of sporting events. The booths were dark wood with padded benches. 
 
    “True,” Michael said. “I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    Gregory James looked up at him without much interest. He shrugged. Michael sat down. “I met your employer the other day, at Jason Mahoney’s funeral.” 
 
    Gregory James sipped his beer and said nothing. 
 
    “She likes to travel,” Michael said. “So do I. It seems that she and I have a lot in common. Do you go with her on her trips?” 
 
    Gregory James pursed his lips and gave Michael a brooding look over the top of his glass. “Take a hike,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t be so hasty. She invited me to call on her.” Michael sat back in his seat and signaled to a waitress, who came over immediately. “Beer,” Michael said. “Whatever he’s having.” 
 
    “So,” Michael said, “where was I? Oh, yes. I’ve been invited to call on Lydia Prescott Jones. I expect that she and I are going to be good friends.” He smiled. “Very good friends, indeed. I thought you could tell me a little bit about her.” 
 
    “That would be unprofessional,” Gregory James said. “Betraying the confidence of my employer.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “Good to know that the loyal help can be counted on. Does she pay well?” 
 
    “Well enough.” 
 
    “You ever have to use that gun?” 
 
    Gregory James’ lips twitched. “Not recently.” 
 
    “So, without betraying any confidences, what is she like?” 
 
    Gregory James drew a deep breath. “Are you rich?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. 
 
    “Then you can forget it.” 
 
    That was surprising. “Really?” 
 
    “Really. She’s a hundred fifty-three years old. She’s been married four times and has five kids. All of her kids have kids, and their kids do, too. She’s very, very rich and she has no interest at all in a man that might be able to compete with her. She prefers the poor ones, the ones that can’t give her an argument.” 
 
    “Like you?” 
 
    Gregory James nodded. “Absolutely. She’s the boss. I’m the hired help. I know it, and that’s it.” He frowned. “One of the guards tried once to get close to her. The idiot thought he was so hot that no woman could resist him. He actually thought he was being subtle about it. He gave it time, tried to work up to it, paid her little compliments, held her coat when she went out, opened the door for her, that sort of thing. One day, he was gone. I ran into him a couple of months later. He never did anything too obvious, though all in all, it was pretty obvious. She just cut him loose. Not something she felt like dealing with. I’m not going to make the same mistake.” 
 
    “So, who does she spend time with?” 
 
    “The kids, mostly.” 
 
    “Kids? Her own kids?” 
 
    Gregory James laughed softly. “No. Her own kids have been out of the house for a hundred years. She sees them now and then on social occasions, holidays mostly. No, I mean the two kids. You must have seen them. They stay close.” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said slowly. “I saw them.” 
 
      
 
    “Her property is screened,” Anson said. “She has a large swarm of microbots patrolling the grounds. They’re not obvious but everything that crosses the perimeter is identified and catalogued. They would pick up the usual type of biomech or mini-drone as soon as it got close.” 
 
    Michael frowned, considering. “Is that typical for this world?” 
 
    “No, it’s definitely more security than most.” 
 
    “So, what is she hiding?” 
 
    Anson shrugged. 
 
    “Try the burrowers,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson gave a reluctant smile. “Nice little devices,” he said. “Where did you get them?” 
 
    None of your business, Michael thought. He smiled in return. “They’re from a galaxy far, far away.” 
 
    “Huh,” Anson said. 
 
    The burrowers were minibots equipped with titanium jaws and rotary bodies. As their name indicated, they burrowed beneath the Earth, turning like a screw, ejecting chewed up dirt behind them. 
 
    Lydia Prescott Jones lived in a very large house surrounded by green lawns and spacious gardens. Across a paved road outside the wall enclosing her estate was a public park. A work crew came by every few days to clip the hedges and mow the grass in the park. One of the crew accidently dropped a carry bag. Ten burrowers exited the bag, dug into the Earth and vanished. The worker picked up the bag. 
 
    Over the next few hours, the swarm of burrowers crept beneath the street, then under the lawn and spread out beneath Lydia Prescott Jones’ home. They burrowed upward. As they neared the concrete foundation, all of them stopped abruptly, their electronics shorted out by a confined electrical stasis field. 
 
    “Lydia Prescott Jones does value her privacy,” Andrew Sloane said. Andrew had completed his metamorphosis weeks before. He was nearly two meters tall, dark haired with a strong jaw and deep blue eyes that seemed to hold a gleam of perpetual amusement. Marissa Oliver, quietly listening, remained impassive.  
 
    Anson frowned. Michael shook his head. “I think that it’s time for Luciano Barrad to pay a social call on Lydia Prescott Jones.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Michael sent a text with a suggested time and date to Lydia’s private server, which was acknowledged and accepted. He arrived at the designated time, accompanied by Curly and Gloriosa. Lydia Prescott Jones went nowhere without her retinue. Michael felt that it might be wise to bring an entourage of his own. Curly carried a gun in a holster under his arm. By now, he was proficient in its use. He wore loose black slacks and a short sleeved black shirt that showed off his muscular arms. His beard was neatly trimmed, his bald head gleaming. He looked dangerous. He was. Gloriosa wore a red dress with a sheer, draped front that allowed the sides of her tanned breasts to peek out at unexpected intervals. 
 
    Lydia Prescott Jones received him in the garden, under the shade of a spreading baobab tree. A filigree, wrought iron table sat on the grass under the tree. A pitcher filled with a pinkish, iced drink and two glasses sat on the table. Lydia Prescott Jones’ glass was already filled. Gregory James was nowhere to be seen. Lynette Chapman and Jeremy Baylor stood behind Lydia’s chair. Curly took up a guard position perhaps six meters away. Gloriosa stood behind Michael as he sat. 
 
    “Punch?” Lydia asked. 
 
    Despite the shade, the day was hot, the sun shining brightly overhead. “Please,” Michael said. 
 
    She poured it herself, handed Michael the glass and waited while he sipped. The taste was sweet, tart and mildly alcoholic. There was another faint, underlying taste. He didn’t recognize the exact substance but he had come across analogues in the past that were mildly hallucinogenic and designed to lower inhibitions. He shrugged and drank it down. Might as well see where this was going. His increased metabolism would make short work of the drug. 
 
    “This is very good,” he said. “A native fruit?” 
 
    “Yes, from the Southern islands.” 
 
    Lydia Prescott Jones drank deeply from her own glass and smiled innocently in Michael’s direction. Michael allowed his eyes to roam around the garden. “A beautiful place,” he said. “Have you always lived here?” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes gleaming. “The estate has been in my family for over two centuries.” 
 
    “And when the government moves back to Reliance?” 
 
    “I travel for part of the time. The rest…well, Dancy is always busy. It’s a pleasant world no matter the season and people enjoy the water and the beaches.” She smiled. “Costs are lower in the off-seasons, as well.” 
 
    Michael stared down into the glass. He wrinkled his brow. “Costs…” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Not that I need to worry overmuch about the costs. Still, it doesn’t do to waste money. Every season has its charms. I don’t mind that things are a bit more quiet for much of the year.” 
 
    He drew a deep breath and slumped back in his chair. “No,” he said. 
 
    Curly kept his face impassive. Gloriosa looked at Michael and frowned but continued to stand quietly behind and to the side of his chair. Lydia gave him a bright, reptilian smile. “So tell me, Luciano Barrad, what is your real name?” 
 
    He gave her a wide smile. “Luciano.” He slurred the word. “Barrad…” 
 
    “Is it? That surprises me. You see, almost seventy years ago, another man calling himself Luciano Barrad spent some time here. You look nothing like him at all.” 
 
    He peered at her, his face slack. “My uncle.” He said the words very slowly. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said. “So then, Luciano Barrad, why are you here?” 
 
    His head lolled back on his shoulders. Curly peered at him, his face tightening. Gloriosa made a small sound of distress. Lydia looked at them and frowned. “Perhaps we should speak privately,” she said. “Why don’t you tell your people to take a little walk around the gardens, yes?” 
 
    Michael waved a hand in Curly’s direction. He smiled at Gloriosa. “That’s a nice idea,” he muttered. “Private.” 
 
    “And here, take another sip of your drink. It’s really very hot, today.” She held his glass up to his lips and Michael sipped, then gave her a bleary smile. 
 
    Curly shook his head but he and Gloriosa reluctantly walked away together. Michael peered up at Lynette and Jeremy, who had stood unmoving during the entire conversation. “How ‘bout them?” 
 
    “Oh, they can stay. They would never dream of betraying my confidence.” She laughed softly. 
 
    “So,” she said again. “Why are you really here?” 
 
    He looked up at her, squinting against the sunlight and let a soft, vacant smile play around his lips. “Money,” he said. “I need money.” He gave her a worried frown and leaned forward, whispering, “I’m not as rich as I seem.” He giggled, then slumped down in his seat and hung his head. 
 
    She sat back, sipped her drink and gave him a wide, startled, speculative smile. “Perhaps I can help with that,” she finally said. 
 
      
 
    “On the surface,” Henrik Anson said, “you are very rich indeed. If they dig deeper, and we can certainly assume that they will now dig deeper, they will find that the ship has a lien against it, that your estate on Lyon is mortgaged and that your investments in several recent start-ups have crashed. You’re not exactly bankrupt since your dividends are still being paid but your cash flow is insufficient to cover your current expenses.” He pursed his lips. “Unless something happens to change things soon, Luciano Barrad is about to descend into the depths of the genteel middle class.” He paused and smiled. “Lower middle class.” 
 
    “Good,” Michael said. “The bait is out there. If Lydia Prescott Jones can be believed, somebody will be making me an offer.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    He went to a casino that evening, accompanied by Gloriosa, Richard Norlin and Andrew Sloane. Richard and Andrew, like Curly, both looked the part of personal security. They were big and broad shouldered, with sharp eyes, and both carried guns under their arms. Gloriosa by now was practiced in playing the part of the attentive mistress, though she had made it clear to Michael that she would be more than willing to play the part for real. 
 
    “Men need sex,” she had said. “They cannot think clearly, otherwise.” 
 
    “Thank you for your concern,” Michael said, “but really, you needn’t trouble yourself.” 
 
    “You are being foolish,” Gloriosa declared. 
 
    “Perhaps I am, but I will do my best to keep a level head despite my unruly hormones.” 
 
    Gloriosa sniffed, clearly disapproving. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer. Thank you anyway,” Michael said. Truthfully, he wasn’t entirely certain why he was refusing. Gloriosa was beautiful and willing and undoubtedly skilled, but something about the situation just didn’t feel right. She had been a slave and now she was free. She could make her own choices. Maybe it was just that Gloriosa seemed a little too sure of herself for somebody who was still very young and whose experience was limited to the very worst of mankind. 
 
    Also, of course, Gloriosa tended to be a little bossy, rather disconcerting coming from a very small, fragile looking young woman. Michael appreciated the fact that Gloriosa let you know what she was thinking but her opinions on things did tend to be rather uncompromising. So, no… 
 
    The casino was colorful but the lights were not bright, deliberately soothing to the eyes. The décor was plush, not quite garish. A waterfall tumbled down a rocky cliff in one corner of an enormous, ten-story atrium and splashed into a lazy river. The river, bounded on both sides by a metal railing and then a walkway, flowed out through the wall of the casino and into the night. The casino’s floor was covered in travertine tile. A raised platform cut off one corner of the room, where waiters dressed in formal evening wear served food and drink to elegant looking guests seated at linen covered tables. 
 
    The rest of the crew had been given leave. He noticed a few of his Illyrians wandering through the crowd. They were big men and women, well-built and invariably good-looking. People tended to stare at them. Marissa was chatting up a small blonde in a wispy, red dress. She noticed Michael looking and gave him a wink. Matthew sat a blackjack table, his attention focused unerringly on his cards. 
 
    Michael played poker for an hour or so, winning a little and losing a little more. Gloriosa stood close behind him and Andrew and Richard stood off to the side, scanning the crowd. Finally, he shook his head, rose to his feet and followed the river out into the gardens, which were softly lit and spacious. Gloriosa, Richard and Andrew trailed behind. He stopped to sniff a hibiscus and admired a stand of magenta colored bougainvillea, wandered past a stand of roses outlined by spotlights and after ten minutes or so, he headed back into the restaurant. 
 
    “Table for”—the maître d’ hesitated—“four, sir?” 
 
    “Two,” Michael said. He turned to Richard and Andrew. “Why don’t you two go for a walk? I’m certain I’ll be quite safe, here. I’ll call you when I’m ready to go on.” 
 
    Neither man said a word. They both turned and walked away. Michael offered his arm to Gloriosa, who took it. They were shown to a table near the edge of the raised area, where they could look down upon the casino, and Michael ordered a drink. Gloriosa hesitated and ordered the same. 
 
    So far, the evening had been minimally entertaining but frustratingly uneventful. He had been hoping for much more. Still, the night was young. Something useful might yet come of it. In any case, he had no choice but to continue on with his usual pursuits and hope that the bait would be taken. 
 
    Nothing on this world was cheap but most of it was first class. The meal was excellent. A seafood bisque was followed by a small game bird in a sweet and sour sauce, then an aged steak so tender it fell apart with the edge of a fork, and then following quickly, before it could collapse, an orange soufflé. 
 
    Gloriosa ate without speaking at first. She stared out at the crowd with seeming equanimity but Michael knew her well enough to see the tension around her eyes and in her posture. “What’s bothering you?” he finally said. 
 
    “These people, they remind me too much of home—the owners.” 
 
    Michael frowned. Gloriosa had seen her parents murdered before her eyes and her village destroyed, before being captured at the age of twelve and sold into slavery. Gloriosa had very few good memories of her home world. “Most of them are rich,” he said. “They have no worries and they can live their lives just as they like. I imagine that these characteristics are similar among the wealthy in every time and place, but there are no slaves here.” He picked at his food and felt his throat grow tight as he thought of Lynette Chapman and Jeremy Baylor. “There aren’t supposed to be any slaves here,” he amended his statement. 
 
    Gloriosa sniffed. Her eyes flicked to the side. 
 
    “Mr. Barrad?” A man stood there. He was well dressed, neither young nor old, with a nondescript face. He was alone. 
 
    “Yes?” Michael said. 
 
    “My name is Solomon Towne. Might I join you?” 
 
    Michael gave a slight frown, then a shrug. “Of course,” he said. “Please do.” 
 
    Solomon Towne pulled a chair out and sat. Within seconds, a waiter hovered by their side. “Nothing for me, thanks,” Solomon Towne said. The waiter bowed and retreated. 
 
    Towne looked at him. “I represent a shipping consortium,” he said. 
 
    Of course, he did. Shipping made perfect sense. The merchandise had to be transported somehow. Michael nodded his head, pasted a questioning look on his face and hid the satisfaction that suddenly filled him. “Yes?” 
 
    “We are organized as a non-profit corporation, more of a club, really, for private individuals who share our interests. It has been suggested that we might be able to assist one another.” 
 
    Michael blinked at him, apparently bewildered. “Oh?” 
 
    Towne looked at Gloriosa. “I don’t wish to be rude, but might we speak privately?” 
 
    “Gloriosa would never betray my confidence.” Michael smiled thinly. “She knows better. You may speak in front of her as if we were alone.” 
 
    Towne shrugged and gave Gloriosa a sharp glance. Gloriosa continued eating and appeared to ignore the conversation. “As you wish,” Solomon Towne finally said. “To put it bluntly, we’ve been looking into you. Your ship is an advanced design. Though you’re not a member of the nobility, you come from an old, distinguished family. It occurred to us that perhaps you might be searching for a goal. It does sometimes happen that those who have no need to work for a living find within themselves an urge to do something useful with their lives, to devote their time and their effort to a cause larger than their own petty concerns.” 
 
    “Really…” Michael raised a brow, gave a negligent shrug. “And what particular cause might that be?” 
 
    “Ah,” Towne smiled. “That, of course, would be up to you. There are many possibilities. Some men wish to build an edifice, some grand work that will persist down through the ages, so that their names will never be forgotten. Some are altruistic and wish simply to improve the lot of their fellow beings. Some few wish to discover the secrets of the universe. Others devote themselves to spiritual pursuits.” Towne gave a rueful smile. “Spiritual pursuits can be taken to an unwholesome extreme. It is not unknown for true believers to give away all their possessions and live in poverty, supposedly as a mark of devotion to their gods.” 
 
    Michael blinked at him. “I have no intention of giving away my possessions. This all seems rather abstract.” Not to mention at least borderline insane. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Towne looked out over the casino floor. He waved a hand. “But doesn’t this all seem rather trivial? Aside from passing a few hours in idle entertainment, how much gratification do any of these people achieve in a place like this?” 
 
    “The goal is to enjoy themselves. They’re having a good time. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    Towne gave him a searching glance. “Is it enough for you?” 
 
    Michael frowned. “It is true that looking back upon my life, much of it seems rather pointless.” 
 
    And, of course, there is no regret quite as keen as that which comes from losing all of one’s money, speaking of spiritual pursuits and devoting oneself to a cause. Michael painted a pensive, regretful smile on his face and thought about causes larger than himself, like strangling this sanctimonious little bastard. 
 
    Towne nodded. “I thought that might be the case.” 
 
    “So then,” Michael said, “what exactly are you proposing?” 
 
    “I’m proposing first that we get to know each other better. Once we are satisfied of a mutual compatibility, then we may offer you a task.” Towne smiled. “Or more than one.” 
 
    “Ah,” Michael said. “A job interview.” 
 
    Towne winced. “Nothing quite so formal. More of an initiation into the club.” 
 
    Michael looked at him. “Where and when?” he said. 
 
    Towne smiled again. “We’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is he?” Michael asked. 
 
    “His name really is Solomon Towne,” Anson said, “and he really is a partner in a shipping combine. It’s called Horizon Interstellar.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Michael said. “Give me a listing of the other partners.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Anson said. 
 
    Solomon Towne, it turned out, was the only individual partner and the largest shareholder. The other four partners were the investing divisions of large, diversified banking firms. To all of these, Horizon Interstellar represented only a small portion of their business and holdings. Each of them placed a member on the Board, which met four times a year as required by Imperial Law. As was also required, minutes of the Board meetings were submitted to the Imperial treasury and available for public download. The company was small, as such things went, but profitable. There were no scandals attached either to Horizon Interstellar or Solomon Towne. Horizon Interstellar, however, was a corporation, not a consortium, and not a very large corporation at that. 
 
    No need to wonder, however. All he had to do was wait. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    A day later, he received an invitation. It arrived by courier and consisted of an old fashioned piece of paper in an old fashioned envelope. The envelope was sealed. Michael turned it over in his fist. The envelope was blank. It had been delivered by a thin, sallow, well dressed young man, who had been shown into the ship’s lounge by Gloriosa and asked to wait while Michael was summoned. 
 
    “You are?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Charles Peralta, sir. I am employed by Horizon Interstellar. I have been instructed to give you this and wait for your response.” 
 
    Michael cracked the seal on the envelope and unfolded the paper inside. It read: 
 
      
 
    The Adventurers’ Club of Dancy and Reliance requests the attendance of yourself and one guest at a dinner to be given on the 5th of Juno, at 19:00 in the evening. Formal attire is requested. 
 
      
 
    “Adventurers, eh?” Michael looked at Charles Peralta, who grinned. “How long have you worked for Horizon Interstellar?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Two years, sir.” 
 
    “And what do you do for them?” 
 
    “Whatever is required. Usually, I work in Human Resources.” 
 
    “Is it a good job?” 
 
    “Excellent, sir. The hours are reasonable, the pay is considerably above average and the working conditions are pleasant.” 
 
    “And what can you tell me about the Adventurers’ Club?” 
 
    Charles Peralta gave a tiny frown. “They’re an eclectic group, sir. More than that, I cannot say.” 
 
    “Very well. Please tell Mr. Towne that I will be pleased to accept his invitation.” 
 
    Charles Peralta nodded. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The 5th of Juno was tomorrow. Fine. The sooner, the better. 
 
    He showed up at the appointed time with Gloriosa on his arm. She seemed apprehensive, though she hid it well. Michael was fully aware that in the Diamond Empire, such invitations often included amusements more strenuous—and more demanding on the servants—than dinner alone. 
 
    The evening, however, began pleasantly and without drama. The dinner was held in the private dining room at the Charter Arms, an old, highly regarded restaurant near Government Center. 
 
    The host for the evening was Stephen Malhotra, heir to a firm that manufactured munitions, high powered lasers and shielding devices for the Navy. Michael had met him previously, though he did not know him at all well. Malhotra was a tubby little man with twinkling eyes and a bald head, very unusual in an age when bodily modifications were inexpensive and readily available. Solomon Towne was there as well. He hoisted a wineglass in greeting as Michael walked in, then he nodded and resumed his conversation with a brunette woman in a satin dress. The party consisted of six men, including Michael, and six women including Gloriosa. All of the women appeared young, which of course meant nothing. 
 
    The room held a table with twelve chairs, a sideboard covered with glasses and assorted bottles of liquor, and a seating area beneath a bay window, filled with chairs, low tables and two couches. Uniformed waiters circulated with trays of canapes. 
 
    Stephen Malhotra walked up to him. “Luciano,” he said, “welcome to our little soiree. Come, let me introduce you.” 
 
    The Comte de Sevigny was there, sharp eyed and handsome in the red uniform of the Imperial Guard, and Geraldine Ferret, who owned a mining conglomerate. There was Leland Danvers, a sense-stim star, Cerise Montoya, who owned a chain of smoking establishments, George Levinson, a recently famous poet and Freida Nunez, the woman conversing under the window with Solomon Towne, whose corporation owned vineyards and made expensive wine and old, rare whiskey. Two other women, both tall, blonde and thin, looking much alike, completed the party. These were introduced to him as Ilona Emerson and her daughter, Davida, who together owned a chain of exclusive boutiques. 
 
    An eclectic group, indeed, Michael thought, but they were all similar in two essential respects. They were successful, and all of them liked to travel. That became apparent as the evening wore on. 
 
    The small crowd continued to mill about. One or two frowned and glanced at their interface. Solomon Towne appeared worried. A few minutes later, however, a man, tall, well built and seemingly as young as all the rest, strolled in. Towne looked at him, breathed what might have been a sigh of relief and walked over. The two men shook hands. Michael, who was deep in conversation with Leland Danvers regarding a recently discovered race of semi-intelligent but blood-thirsty avians, saw the new man glance at his face, which Michael pretended not to notice. He was not surprised to see them both wander over a few minutes later. Danvers looked up, gave what appeared to be a minute bow and discreetly withdrew. 
 
    “Luciano,” Towne said, “allow me to present one of the patrons of our little group, Lord Benedict Devlin.” 
 
    Lord Devlin smiled and held out his hand for Michael to shake. “Welcome to the Adventurers’ Club,” Lord Devlin said. 
 
    All this time, Gloriosa had said hardly a word. She nursed a drink and stayed by Michael’s side. Gloriosa, Michael knew, was not happy, though her face appeared calm and unworried. Gloriosa had been trained from an early age to provide sexual service but had never been schooled in small talk or the arts of social interaction. She might have felt out of her depth but if so, she concealed it well. She kept a keen look on her face. She seemed poised and interested in the conversation, and though she spoke little, her beauty spoke for itself. 
 
    Lord Devlin looked at her, gave a shark like smile and said. “Who is your delightful companion?” 
 
    “Please call me Gloriosa,” she said in her deep, smoky voice, a voice that seemed incongruous coming from her tiny frame, and held out a hand, which Lord Devlin raised to his lips and kissed. She smiled at him, a smile that appeared knowing and sincere, an inviting smile, a smile that clearly said that much more than merely a smile might be his for the taking. Michael blinked. Lord Devlin’s smile in turn grew wider. He glanced at Michael’s face, caressed the back of Gloriosa’s hand with his thumb, then with what appeared to be great reluctance, let it drop. “We’ll talk more,” he said to Michael, “after dinner.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” Michael said. 
 
    The members of the Adventurers’ Club, it became apparent, travelled widely, all going their separate ways for most of the year but gathering together at least once every few months to discuss what they had done and seen. Mostly seen. The name of the club was a bit of a misnomer, it turned out. Going to unexplored places and doing things that had not been done before—actual adventures—tended to involve a certain level of risk, and few of the club members were keen to assume risk. Mostly, the Club offered an opportunity to get together with people much like themselves, share a good dinner and some interesting conversation and keep up with the goings-on of high society. Nothing wrong with any of that, Michael supposed. The club also, Michael was given to understand, sponsored certain other activities that he would only learn of, once he achieved membership. 
 
    The meal was excellent: a spicy hot soup followed by a fish baked in a salt crust followed by a filet of wild orangutan, then a salad of crispy greens, a grouse in green curry, an intermezzo of lemon sorbet, a suckling pig carved at the table, served in thin, folded pancakes with spring onions and a sauce made from sweetened, fermented red beans, and finally a dessert of baked fruits in a gingered cream. Wine flowed. The conversation sparkled. The drugs were subtle but unmistakable to Michael’s enhanced senses. The very same mixture of drugs that Lydia Prescott Jones had pressed upon him. No reason to change a winning formula, he supposed. 
 
    Lord Devlin smiled at him now and then as the dinner progressed. His smile seemed quite satisfied. 
 
    Michael was looking forward to what might come after dinner. 
 
    Finally, the last plate was pushed away, the last sip of excellent wine consumed. One by one, the party rose languidly to their feet, murmured thanks to Stephen Malhotra for hosting the evening and made their way home. Finally, only Michael, Gloriosa, Towne, Devlin and one servant remained. 
 
    “More wine?” Lord Devlin asked. 
 
    Michael peered owlishly down at his glass and tried not to smile. “Perhaps a bit more,” he said. 
 
    “Excellent.” Devlin nodded to a servant, who impassively poured the sweet, golden liquid into Michael’s glass. Devlin covered his own glass with the palm of his hand. “None for me.” The servant bowed. “And you, Miss?” Devlin said to Gloriosa. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You may go,” Devlin said. 
 
    The servant bowed again and withdrew, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “So,” Towne said, “what did you think of the evening?” 
 
    “Very pleasant,” Michael said. “Very pleasant, indeed. They seem a congenial group.” 
 
    “They approve of you, as well.” 
 
    Michael blinked, sipped and swirled his wine. Devlin, who had been observing Michael’s face, smiled thinly. “Unfortunately,” Devlin said, “when all is said and done, your recent financial reverses may wind up limiting our association.” 
 
    Michael froze. His nostrils flared. “Oh?” he said, his voice very cold. 
 
    “Unless…” Devlin frowned. Towne gave him a worried look. 
 
    Devlin seemed to be thinking something over. “Perhaps,” he finally said, “we may be in a position to help you.” He quirked a brow. “To help each other, actually.” 
 
    Michael squinted down into his wine and suppressed a small belch. “That would be helpful,” he said, and gave a bleary smile. “Help, I mean.” 
 
    Gloriosa said nothing but allowed a frown to cross over her face. 
 
    “Would you like to hear more?” Towne said. 
 
    “Certainly,” Michael said. “Tell me more. Tell me everything.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “A private club,” Anson said, “meant to be both exclusive and discreet. It’s very smart, actually. It’s not a corporation. They publish no minutes, they issue no stock, they pay no taxes. All very private, indeed…secret, even.” 
 
    “And all of them travel,” Michael said. 
 
    “Adventures,” Anson said, “for adventurers.” 
 
    Michael snorted. Anson tilted his head to the side and smiled. 
 
    So far, despite his superior attitude, Anson had done his job. He was telling Michael nothing that Romulus had not already told him, however. Michael was not yet ready to trust the other man with all of the London’s (or his own, for that matter) secrets, but they seemed able to work together, and Romulus, comfortably ensconced in his hidden chamber, kept a quiet eye on everything that Anson did. 
 
    “Most of them are most likely exactly what they seem: rich and a little bored. Some are not. Sevigny’s father and older brother squandered most of the family fortune. His pension from the guard and a small stipend left to him by his maternal great-grandmother allow him to live comfortably, but his circumstances are strained. Ferret’s situation is similar. The asteroid belt in the Dancy system is largely mined out. Her holdings, in the end, are worth little. They both own ships of their own. It is unclear how they are able to afford the upkeep. Stephen Malhotra, Solomon Towne and Devlin are all exceedingly wealthy. The rest travel on commercial starships: expensive but not ruinously so. 
 
    “So then, Ferret and Sevigny,” Michael said. 
 
    “Yes, if we understand the nature of what appears to be this very wide-ranging conspiracy—which is not yet entirely certain—it is most likely to be Ferret or Sevigny.” Anson grinned, “and now, of course, Luciano Barrad.” 
 
    Michael nodded. 
 
    “Geraldine Ferret’s ship is called the Lion of Altair. It’s scheduled to leave for the Antares system in one week.” 
 
    “Good,” Michael said. “Let’s see what develops.” 
 
    The Lion of Altair was housed in a private hangar at the Terra Nova spaceport. Security at the port was excellent, similar to that surrounding the estate of Lydia Prescott Jones and essentially unbreakable. Microdrones, however, while being kept at a reasonable distance from the hangar itself, were able to monitor the comings and goings of both cargo and crew. 
 
    On the surface, however, nothing appeared suspicious. The crew were all registered with the local Spacers’ Guild. None had a criminal background. The cargo was listed on the shipping manifest as dried fruit, genetically modified protozoa that digested industrial waste, producing black, tarry pellets that could easily be swept up and disposed of, and small mechs with minimal AI capacity, advertised as programmed for limited household work. 
 
    At the scheduled time, the Lion of Altair rose on its AG, accelerated smoothly to the edges of the system and vanished into slipspace. The London followed. Two days later, they arrived at Antares-4, an earthlike world that had spent the Interregnum peacefully and without major upheaval. Antares-4 was notable for a race of large, jellylike creatures that floated high in the atmosphere on hydrogen filled balloon like structures. Once each year, at the end of their life cycle, these creatures gathered together into enormous flocks, shared genetic material and then exploded, sending their seeds drifting down to earth. This worldwide event, referred to as The Radiance, attracted tourists from all over the Empire. The rest of the year, Antares was a pleasant, sleepy place, where little of note ever happened. 
 
    The Lion of Altair checked in at the local port and unloaded its cargo. Michael and his crew were gratified to note that security here was nowhere near as tight as it was on Dancy. Microbots were easily able to infiltrate the ship’s perimeter and attach themselves to the cargo crates, which were unloaded and shipped out to five different recipients over the next three days. Four of these five turned out to be entirely legitimate trading companies, the cargo exactly as specified in the manifest. The fifth, however, which took possession of nearly half of the supposed mechs, drove their cargo to a heavily guarded building on the outskirts of the city, where the crates were opened. 
 
    “Blue Ice,” Anson said. 
 
    “Again,” Michael said. Neither were surprised. Andrew Sloane appeared fascinated by the images on the screen. The rest, who were playing poker at the time, glanced up and went back to their game. 
 
    “Smuggling drugs is a profitable trade,” Anson said, “an excellent choice for the bankrupt gentleman adventurer with a complete lack of scruples.” 
 
    Michael slowly nodded. “Yes, a crime without a doubt, but not the crime we’re interested in.” 
 
    Curly shook his head, looking resigned. He put down his cards, said, “I’m out,” and peered up at Michael and Anson. “Wait a few days,” he said. “Things may change.” 
 
    Anson shrugged. “Of course.” 
 
    A day later, a consignment of fifty-seven large wooden crates arrived at the port and were loaded onto the Lion of Altair. The manifest listed the new cargo as industrial machinery and Geraldine Ferret filed a flight plan for Dubrovnik, a low tech, sparsely populated world nearly fifteen light years away. 
 
    “Not much to do on Dubrovnik,” Rosanna said. 
 
    “Mostly farming,” Curly said. “I hate farming.” 
 
    Rosanna gave him a fond, indulgent smile. 
 
    Matthew smiled and glanced at his sister. “We’ve never been anywhere. We’re just happy to be off Illyria.” 
 
    Anson sniffed. “If the shipment is what it’s supposed to be, it would be useful on Dubrovnik,” Anson said. 
 
    “We’ll follow,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    They had a week in slipspace. 
 
    The center of the ship had long since been converted into an obstacle course. The course had been programmed with a nearly infinite variety of scenarios, one day a steaming jungle, the next a Savannah stretching to the horizon, the next a series of hills. At first, the Illyrians and the marines had kept to their own, but after being consistently beaten, the marines had been merged into the Illyrian squadron and then been split into randomly assigned teams by Dustin Nye. 
 
    Anson had at first objected. “Imperial marines,” he had said, “do not submit themselves to the discipline of other forces.” 
 
    Dustin Nye had pondered Anson’s red, angry face and shrugged. “Boss?” he said to Michael. 
 
    Michael frowned. Matthew, Marissa and Curly were listening. Matthew and Marissa seemed to exchange some wordless communication. Marissa rolled her eyes. Matthew sniffed. Curly had a small smile on his face. 
 
    “Come with me,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson, his face red, followed Michael into his office. “Close the door. Sit down.” 
 
    Michael, sitting behind his desk, considered Anson’s angry expression. “Let us get one thing clear,” Michael said. “All of you are under my command. Do you dispute that?” 
 
    Anson seemed about to say something, then brought himself up short. He swallowed. “No,” he finally said. 
 
    “Good that you don’t. So…” He smiled. “I realize that Admiral Flynn is your mentor, and that perhaps you take your leadership style from him.” Michael stopped. Anson appeared startled by this statement. “Nothing to say? Then allow me to say that I am not impressed by Admiral Flynn, and so far, I am not particularly impressed by you. I understand that you are a military man but successful military men have always known that tradition and protocol must be modified, now-and-then, by new and unforeseen circumstances. They have also known how to take advantage of an opportunity.” 
 
    Michael picked up a pen and idly tapped it on the surface of the desk. “You are not used to working on an equal basis with other forces. I can appreciate that, but understand that I’m not in the slightest bit interested in your dogma, your self-inflated opinion of your own capabilities or your bigotry. The Illyrians are better than your men. They’re bigger, faster, stronger, better trained and probably, on average, considerably smarter.” Michael held up a hand as Anson appeared to be about to say something. “The Illyrians have worked together as a team for many years. They know exactly what they’re doing. Not that Imperial marines don’t, you understand. It’s simply that in a fight, the Illyrians would destroy you. Now…” Michael leaned forward. “You are going to train together. Your men are going to have the advantage of instruction from the best soldiers the Empire has ever known. I am not going to have competing interests or forces on my ship. When we are done, I will have one entirely integrated and very well-oiled force, capable of going anywhere and carrying out any mission that I assign them. Is that understood?” 
 
    Anson stared at him. “Who are you?” he finally asked. 
 
    Michael grinned. “I’m a soldier,” he said. “That is all you need to know.” 
 
    Dustin Nye was assigned to work with the marines. Michael often observed and occasionally, offered a suggestion. Henrik Anson made no further objection. All the rest of the crew, even Gloriosa, worked with them as well. 
 
    “Killer instinct, that little girl,” Dustin said to Michael. “She has to watch her temper, though. She tends to let her guard down once she’s pissed off.” 
 
    Michael nodded. Gloriosa had a lot of rage. Training with a team would be good for her. 
 
    “The others are all excellent: the big girl in particular. Rosanna?” Dustin Nye shook his head, marveling. “She’s dangerous.” 
 
    Dangerous and a genius in the kitchen. Curly, Michael reflected, was a lucky man. Curly, who was no dummy, knew it. 
 
      
 
    The trip to Dubrovnik was uneventful. The crew played cards, slept, trained under Dustin and Michael’s scathing eye, exercised and spent much of their time under induction helmets, interfacing with the ship’s store of virtual scenarios. After a week, they arrived at the port of Dubrovnik, which consisted of a dirt field and a single terminal. The Lion of Altair landed next to two other ships, apparently merchants. The port was otherwise deserted. The London stayed in orbit and released a swarm of tiny mechs that drifted down toward the landing field. 
 
    Security consisted of a small guard contingent and two electrified fences. At night, a pack of very large dogs was allowed to roam between the fences. The mechs had no difficulty infiltrating the port. 
 
    Six hours after arrival, a large truck rumbled up to the Lion of Altair and the ship’s cargo was unloaded, brought across the field and carried onto the nearest of the two merchant ships. Sensors showed that the cargo, whatever it might actually be, had a constant internal temperature of thirty-seven degrees Celsius. A small, steady amount of carbon dioxide wafted from each crate. 
 
    “Not machinery,” Richard Norlin said. 
 
    Anson looked at him and frowned. “No.” 
 
    Dubrovnik’s records listed the ship as the McCallan’s Luck, with a home port at the city of Kinshasa on the planet Saqqara-5, a run-down, mostly desert world of no particular note near the borders of the Empire. 
 
    Michael frowned and peered at the image of the McCallan’s Luck. It was an average size vessel, the crew presumably an average crew. “Here’s what we’re going to do,” Michael said. 
 
    A few minutes later, a screen on the desk of the private secretary of the governor of Dubrovnik lit up. The secretary pushed a button and the image of Henrik Anson, wearing the uniform of a colonel in the Imperial Marines filled the screen. The secretary blinked. “Can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    “Please connect me to Governor Novak. You will tell no one about this call.” 
 
    The secretary cleared her throat. “Of course, sir,” she said. 
 
    One hour later, twenty-five men wearing the uniform of the Dubrovnik Police and Security Service loaded into trucks and headed for the space port. Before the trucks had gone more than a kilometer toward their destination, the ship standing next to the McCallan’s Luck opened a series of ports in its side. A single missile ejected from each port, all of them aimed at the Lion of Altair, which disappeared in a ball of flame. 
 
    Michael and his crew stared in disbelief at the explosions. Michael drew a deep sigh. “So much for Geraldine Ferret.” 
 
    The remaining two ships drifted upward on their AG. Within minutes, they reached the stratosphere and fired their jets. 
 
    “We should have raided them ourselves,” Richard Norlin said. Andrew Sloane frowned, evidently not impressed with humanity’s general behavior. 
 
    Michael frowned. “Perhaps, but these people don’t leave loose ends. The same thing probably would have happened as soon as we got near them.” He shook his head. “I wanted to see if they would be warned. Obviously, they were. Or someone was.” He shook his head and waved a hand at the screen. “I wasn’t expecting this level of violence but I’m not really surprised.” 
 
    He looked at Anson. “Move to intercept,” he said. 
 
    Anson frowned at his interface. “The second ship is listed as a trading vessel of the Kristoff Regency, a small association of five worlds almost three hundred light years from Dubrovnik.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Michael said. 
 
    “No.” Anson looked glum and shrugged. 
 
    The two ships were moving off together, staying close, but the London was faster than any ship currently in the Imperial reach and within minutes, they were only a few kilometers behind. “Hail them,” Michael ordered. “Tell them who we are.” 
 
    Anson did so. A few seconds later, he shook his head. “They’re ignoring us.” 
 
    “Inform them that we will open fire if they do not immediately cease their flight.” 
 
    Anson did as requested. Both ships opened their ports, spun in place and ejected a volley of sixty missiles at the London. The London’s lasers managed to pick off fifty-six of them. The remaining four missiles impacted on their screens. For a moment, their sensors were blinded by the impact. The ship trembled, then the sensors cleared. Michael blinked. Both ships appeared to have vanished. 
 
    The first Empire had possessed stealth shielding. The Second Empire did not. Michael smiled wryly. Or they had not. Regardless, somebody apparently did. 
 
    Anson looked confused. The rest of the crew stared at the hologram, bewildered. “Lay down a volley, make half of them chaff,” Michael said. “Fill a cone of space fifteen degrees on either side of our flight line.” 
 
    Anson shrugged and did as he was told. One hundred missiles flew from the London’s ports, streaked ahead and exploded. Outlined by the tiny, glowing particles of chaff, they could see two ships, hazy and ghostlike. “Fire at will,” Michael said. “Try to knock out their jets. If possible, let’s save the cargo and maybe capture a few prisoners as well.” 
 
    Both ships glared in fiery, sputtering coronas as the London’s lasers impacted on their screens. Slowly, the screens flared red, then violet. The ships rotated, trying to dissipate the radiant energy but the London’s lasers carried far more power than their screens could handle. Finally, agonizingly, the screens went down and the beams licked at the bare metal at the rear of each ship. Their engines melted and sputtered out, useless. 
 
    “Hail them again,” Michael said. 
 
    This time, a face appeared in the holo tank. It was male, thin, with a short black beard and keen gray eyes. He gave them a rueful grin. “You appear to have us at a disadvantage,” the face said. 
 
    Michael stepped closer. “What is your name?” 
 
    The face lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t need to know that.” 
 
    “Regardless, prepare to be boarded. You are the prisoners of his Imperial Majesty’s Navy.” 
 
    The face laughed softly. “Are we? Not quite yet.” He gave a soft, regretful smile. “Ave, Imperator,” he said. He leaned forward, reached out his hand and touched something below their visual field. 
 
    The screen went blank. An instant later, both ships exploded. 
 
    Michael winced. He shook his head at the expanding cloud of plasma. “That could have gone better,” he said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Curly wrinkled his brow. “What did that mean, ‘Ave, Imperator?’” 
 
    “It means, ‘Hail to the Emperor,’” Michael said. 
 
    “Emperor? Which Emperor?” Curly asked. 
 
    “Good question. I don’t know,” Michael said. 
 
    “It is possible,” Andrew Sloan said, “that the comment was intended to be ironic. You had just mentioned the Imperial Navy.” 
 
    Michael rolled his eyes. “Let’s go down,” he said. “The governor of Dubrovnik has some questions to answer.” 
 
    The Governor had told no one about his contact with the crew of the London except his Security Chief, or so he claimed. His fat, florid face was sweating. He dabbed at his cheeks and absently wiped the top of his bald head with a piece of cloth. “I understand the requirements of secrecy,” he said. “I am not a fool.” 
 
    Not a fool, no, but perhaps a traitor. “You’re going to have to prove that,” Michael said. 
 
    The governor gulped. He set his lips in a thin line and gave an abrupt nod. 
 
    Actually, he already had proven it. Michael’s enhanced senses had no difficulty in detecting the physiologic changes associated with lying. The Governor’s heartbeat had increased but not markedly so. His scent was the scent of nervousness but not fear. It was possible for a trained agent to control these responses. Michael could do so, himself, but this was a minor functionary on a minor planet, whose history was boring and well known. Governor Novak was exactly what he seemed. 
 
    The Governor’s Security Chief was named Mitchell Whelan. He had served three terms with the Imperial Marines, wandered from world to world for a few years, met a woman he liked, decided to stay and accepted a position as Deputy Chief of Police in Dubrovnik City, and then proceeded to rise through the administrative ranks. He had been head of the Governor’s security for nearly five years. Mitchell Whelan had a comfortable job that paid a good salary and only occasionally offered undue excitement. He liked his life just the way it was. 
 
    “Gottfried,” Whelan said, “or maybe Tomas.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Anson asked. 
 
    Whelan shrugged. “They’re the most likely.” 
 
    In the end, it was Tomas, a lanky, blonde young man with watery, light blue eyes. He was shaking as soon as he was shown into the interview chamber. Michael, Anson and Mitchell Whelan sat on one side of the table. The room was bland, with light tan walls, a cold wooden floor and no windows. 
 
    “Sit down,” Whelan said. Michael and Henrik Anson sat back and said nothing. This was Whelan’s show, his men and his responsibility, and Anson and Michael were content to let him handle it. 
 
    Tomas sat. He visibly trembled. Whelan sadly shook his head. “How much were you paid?” he asked. They had already accessed his account. They knew exactly how much he had been paid. 
 
    Tomas gulped. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Whelan narrowed his eyes, glanced at Michael and Anson. “Don’t be a fool. Minor corruption carries a fine and reduction in rank. Treason against the Empire will mean the death penalty.” 
 
    Tomas stared at them. Whelan gave him a thin smile. “So, I’ll ask again: how much were you paid?” 
 
    “Fifty credits,” Tomas said. This was correct. 
 
    “To do exactly what?” 
 
    “Give them a call when a major operation was about to go down.” Tomas hung his head. Whelan looked grim. “Who is ‘them?’” 
 
    “Fischel,” Tomas said. 
 
    “Eric Fischel?” 
 
    Tomas nodded. 
 
    “Eric Fischel is a small time hood,” Whelan glanced at Michael and Anson. “He runs an extortion racket on small businesses in the East Side of the City.” He turned back to Tomas. “How long have you been on the payroll?” 
 
    “Two years.” Tomas looked defeated. He slumped down in his chair and stared at the floor. 
 
    “Who else is involved?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” Tomas shrugged. 
 
    Michael rose to his feet. “We have no idea who else in your command might have been compromised. Keep this idiot in isolation. We’ll take care of this, ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    The Marine Sergeant was a grim, well-built man named John Knowles, who had initially been almost as reluctant as Henrik Anson to split his command and serve under the Illyrians. Knowles had quickly changed his mind, however, the first time Dustin Nye outflanked him during an infiltration exercise and then cut his team to ribbons. 
 
    Concealed by its cloaking, the London hovered over a small building on the East Side of Dubrovnik City. Dressed in black armor that blended with the night, four marines and three Illyrians floated down from the ship onto the building’s roof, broke a lock that led into a stairwell and started down. 
 
    They were too late. 
 
    Knowles voice crackled over the com. “You might as well come down here,” he said. “They’re gone.” 
 
    Anson sighed. He and Michael stepped out of the airlock and floated gently to the roof. 
 
    According to the information supplied by Whelan, Eric Fischel lived on one entire floor of the building. His offices occupied the floor below. The spacious apartment was empty. The offices were trashed, papers scattered over the floor. Filing cabinets lay on their side. The building was deserted. 
 
    “So, where are they?” Michael said. 
 
    Anson shrugged. “Maybe Whelan can tell us.” 
 
    Whelan couldn’t. Eric Fischel and all of his men had vanished. None of their family or contacts had heard from them in the past two days. 
 
    “It’s a small world with only one port,” Michael said. “They have to be someplace.” Though an actual port was entirely unnecessary. A ship could land and take off on any level, dry piece of dirt, particularly if it didn’t need to re-fuel. There were small towns and empty fields extending hundreds of kilometers from Dubrovnik city, all over the planet, really. Michael shook his head. “They could be anywhere.” 
 
    “That’s just great,” Anson said. 
 
    “We’ll keep an eye out for them,” Whelan said. “They may turn up.” 
 
    “Sure,” Michael said. “You do that. One way or the other, let us know.” 
 
    Fat chance, Michael thought. Fat, fucking chance. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The Second Interstellar Empire as it currently existed comprised over five hundred worlds and was nearly five centuries old, and yet in the arc of human history, the Empire was still almost young, almost a new thing on the galactic stage. Humanity had been travelling between the stars for more than six thousand years. The Empire had risen and fallen and risen again and this time, was determined not to fall. 
 
    The Empire might not have a choice, however, since men had competing agendas and no political system that humankind had ever devised was perfect. Every one that had been thought of had been tried and sooner or later, they had all, in the end, come to ruin. A political philosopher of ancient times would perhaps have been amazed, and probably appalled as well, but a constitutional monarchy with clearly defined limits to authority, an independent judiciary and guaranteed rule of law seemed to work the best, better than most at any rate. 
 
    The requirements of human nature were not as mutable as those ancient philosophers might have preferred to think. Most human beings need a leader to follow, to believe in, and the idea that one’s privileges could be inherited, that certain select families (assumed, however undeserved, to possess a genetic predisposition for wisdom and leadership) would always be there, dependable as the sea and the stars, seemed to provide a calming outlook on otherwise revolutionary impulses. Aristocracy gave the people something to strive for, a reason to support the system, so long as those people knew that they, too, had a chance to ascend to the highest levels of society if they had the talent, the luck and the motivation, and their children and their children’s children would continue to reap the rewards of their own success, down through the generations. It seemed counter-intuitive, even stupid, even unjust…but it had worked in the past and it was working now. 
 
    Throw a little democracy into the mix, but not enough to allow the majority to tyrannize the minority. A little autocracy, just enough to get things done, but not enough to dictate the shape of peoples’ lives, not enough to deprive the people of independent action or to take away their choices, not enough to leave the common man without a sense of dignity, worth, and hope. All of these predictably added up to a socio-political system that allowed humanity to flourish, or at least to survive. 
 
    Hope was a fragile thing and hard to measure but without hope for the future, hope for a better life for the next generation and the generation beyond, people simply stopped breeding. Their societies became extinct. 
 
    Civilization after civilization had vanished. They rose, they flourished, they diminished and they died. The glorious city-states of Sparta and Athens had stopped having children, and were conquered by the younger, more virile Romans. And then the Romans had suffered the same fate in their turn. Caesar Augustus had decreed that Roman citizens had an obligation to reproduce but by then, it was already too late. They grew old, there were not enough young to replace the old and the Gauls and the Goths and the barbarian hordes stormed the gates of the Holy City. The Chinese, with their one child policy, realized too late the existential mistake that they had made, and by then, nothing could save them. There were many, many others. 
 
    Such at least was the theory. 
 
    It was not theory, however, that the Empire was under siege. Michael sat back on a couch in the lounge of one of the most advanced spaceships ever devised and thought about the transient nature of everything that lived, everything that existed. The Universe would end, perhaps a trillion years in the future, in a long, slow slide into endless, eternal cold, as entropy ground on, reducing everything that existed to sub-atomic dust and ghostly neutrinos. And then, maybe, almost at the end of time, a collapsing singularity would cause a new big bang to arise somewhere, somehow, and the Universe would start anew, but by then, mankind and all of his works would be long gone. Or perhaps, as seemed to the case in the pocket Universe orbiting Electra, the density of space would steadily decrease as the Universe expanded, until the whole thing ripped itself apart. 
 
    Michael shook his head and sipped from a goblet of excellent brandy and listened with half an ear as Richard Norlin played a slow, melancholy piece on his keyboard and the rest of his crew played a game of cards around the table. 
 
    Kodiak, Helios, Illyria, the Rift and now the very minor world of Dubrovnik: these were only the few that Michael had seen with his own eyes, but military intelligence knew of dozens more…petty criminals or a slowly invading, remorselessly infiltrating horde? The enemies of the Empire of Mankind had burrowed their way into many worlds, it seemed. Mostly, they were a nuisance, barely noticed by the Empire as a whole, parasites sucking blood from an enormous beast, but parasites, if there were enough of them, could kill. 
 
    Were they all a part of one enormous conspiracy? The raiders of Helios had constructed a formidable base near the torus, inside the Rift, and then destroyed it rather than surrender to Imperial Forces. The extent of their resources and capabilities was still unknown. 
 
    Ruefully, Michael wondered how he, citizen of an Empire two thousand years in the past, had come to care so much, but really, it was not so very strange. All of us live—and die—in the now. This, for better or worse, was his life. The past was vanished and gone. The Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind had arisen from the ruins of its predecessor, and if those men who were capable of preventing it refused to do their part, the Second Empire could fall just like the First. 
 
    Michael was tired of playing catch-up. He was tired of always being one step behind. 
 
      
 
    Upon arriving back at Terra Nova, Luciano Barrad resumed his dissolute lifestyle, wandering from party to race track to casino to elegant, expensive restaurant, usually accompanied by the beautiful, attentive and mostly silent Gloriosa. He spent days lounging in private cabanas at private beaches, drinking cocktails made with exotic ingredients from all over the galactic arm, gently resisting the veiled suggestions of courtesans and hangers-on looking for their next score. 
 
    It was good to be rich, except that while Michael Glover actually was fairly rich (if not so rich as the Imperial aristocrats among whom he was spending his time) Luciano Barrad was pretending to be destitute while keeping up the façade of being very rich indeed. For those who cared to look into such things, Luciano Barrad’s store of credits was steadily shrinking. 
 
    Solomon Towne contacted him a week after the London’s return. He requested a meeting for that evening. Michael was to come to his offices, alone. Michael frowned at the vid screen, then breathed a small sigh of relief, shrugged and agreed. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    Towne’s offices were located in a row of three story brownstones on a hill near the beach, an expensive but quiet neighborhood. Michael showed up at the appointed time. Towne’s secretary, young, pretty and tanned, gave him a dazzling smile with very white teeth, showed him into an inner office and then withdrew, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Luciano,” Towne said, “please sit down. I’ll be right with you.” 
 
    The office was comfortable and plush, the chairs solid and covered in brown leather. Towne’s desk was enormous, with a scattering of papers on its dark wooden surface. An oval shaped window covered one wall behind the desk, looking down on the blue waters of the harbor. Towne signed two pieces of paper, briefly read through a third, then put it aside. He sat back, seemingly deep in thought, his pen idly tapping on the sheet of glass covering the desk, then he gave a minute shrug and allowed his eyes to meet Michael’s. 
 
    “So,” Towne said, “thank you for coming.” 
 
    Michael gave a stiff nod, at which Towne grinned. “Drink?” he asked. “Coffee, tea, Roobios, something stronger?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    Towne abruptly nodded. “Have you ever been to the Solheim Republic?” he asked. 
 
    Michael frowned. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of it.” 
 
    “Dreadful place. A series of slums, really, but they’re very proud of having maintained what they like to think of as the spirit of the First Empire. This spirit consists of painting their bodies blue three times a year and dancing around a campfire, while pledging themselves to the Imperator’s eternal glory. Then they fight each other in arenas, crown a series of champions and celebrate by ingesting alcohol until they vomit.” 
 
    “That sounds strenuous,” Michael said doubtfully. 
 
    Towne snorted. “They believe in free markets. Their bio-agents are valuable. We would like you to go there and pick up a shipment.” 
 
    “Oh.” Michael pretended bewilderment. “Why me?” 
 
    Towne gave him a wide smile and leaned forward. “We thought you might appreciate the opportunity to help out your friends.” 
 
    Michael blinked at him and said nothing. 
 
    Towne let the silence linger for a second, then said, “And, of course, this venture has the chance of making a significant profit. Your friends thought that you might appreciate that, as well.” 
 
    Michael allowed a smile of his own to creep across his face. “It’s good to have friends,” he said. 
 
    Towne sat back in his seat and nodded. “Isn’t it?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “I don’t like this,” said Anson. 
 
    “Me neither,” Michael replied. “So what?” 
 
    “I’m just saying.” 
 
    The Solheim Republic occupied a single medium-sized planet fifty-four light-years from Dancy. The world had been settled during the last three centuries before the First Empire’s fall, had settled into relative poverty during the Interregnum, but maintained, as Solomon Towne had indicated, a tradition of martial rectitude. The world had gladly joined the Second Empire upon initial contact, only two decades before, and nearly all of their young men and women entered into Imperial Service upon their seventeenth birthday. 
 
    Solomon Towne’s sarcasm regarding the native practices and customs turned out to be greatly exaggerated. They did dance in the nude, though they did not paint their bodies blue, in solemn ceremonies meant to glorify the strength and beauty of youth and the transient nature of life. They did compete frequently in athletic contests of all types and they did tend to celebrate their victories with alcohol and other drugs as well, but they rarely drank enough to make public spectacles of themselves and if they were vomiting, it was most often in the privacy of their own homes. 
 
    Michael liked them. He felt comfortable with them. They believed in service to the Empire, lived a simple, uncomplicated life, maintained a cheerful outlook, tended not to dwell on their problems and enjoyed a party. 
 
    The London was carrying a cargo of wooden crates supposedly filled with textiles and basic AI components, devices smaller than a hand that could be linked together to form Brains. They had opened three of the crates and determined that the cargo was indeed what it was supposed to be. Now they waited. They were scheduled to meet a ship called the Golden Queen, due to arrive in three days. Meanwhile, Michael and the crew wandered the city of Solheim, seeing the sites (a small museum of natural history, a zoo, a cavern system filled with jeweled stalactites and strange rock formations and an opera house, plus the usual sense-stim travelogues) and tried to relax. 
 
    Michael and Anson were sitting in a bar the night before the Golden Queen was scheduled to arrive, drinking beer and eating a meal of the local specialty, something called Ploughman’s Pie, which consisted of a layer of cheese over a second layer of root vegetables and a third layer of spiced ground meat, a rustic masterpiece, in Michael’s opinion. The beer was excellent, as well. 
 
    Anson, since Michael’s relatively mild chastisement, had become more amenable, almost pleasant. In a strange way, Michael found that he enjoyed Anson’s company. They were both soldiers, after all, even if Anson didn’t know it. Their background and experience were similar. 
 
    The rest of his crew were so very young. 
 
    “We’re wasting time,” Anson said. 
 
    “You have any better ideas?” 
 
    Anson looked grim. He stared into his glass, took a healthy swallow and wiped his upper lip. “We have enough to arrest Solomon Towne, at least, and probably Devlin as well. Then there’s Lydia Prescott Jones and her very devoted servants. I would love to get them into an interview.” 
 
    Anson’s idea of ‘interview’ involved electric shocks and rubber hoses. Michael preferred a slightly more subtle approach but he had to admit that Anson’s way often cut through the bullshit. “It may come to that,” he said. 
 
    If it did, the chances of success were doubtful. These people were rich and they all had excellent lawyers. There were a lot of shortcuts around due process when you worked for the Imperial Service, but still, the very rich had ways of avoiding accountability; and of course, if they did arrest Lydia Prescott Jones or Solomon Towne or Lord Benedict Devlin, the rest would no doubt bury all the evidence and wait for as long as it might take for the storm to blow over. 
 
    No, they needed to follow the trail. Major conspiracies are not broken up in pieces. If you try, the pieces that remain coalesce and re-constitute themselves. To be really successful—to end an active conspiracy—it was necessary to wrap it all up at once, from the head down to the tail. 
 
    A tall woman with short curly hair was drinking beer at the bar with four other people, three men one other woman. Michael liked her looks: broad shoulders, long legs, animated face with a wide smile. She laughed at something one of her friends said, drained her stein and nodded when the bartender asked if she wanted another. 
 
    “She likes you,” Anson said. 
 
    “You think?” Anson might be right. She wasn’t being subtle about it. Her eyes, direct and appraising, had drifted his way more than once. 
 
    He looked at her and gave a tentative smile. She smiled back and raised her stein in a salute, then took a drink. Should he? 
 
    Why not? 
 
    He rose to his feet and walked over to the bar. “Excuse me, Miss,” he said, “but might I ask your name?” 
 
    She looked him up and down, and smiled crookedly. “Francis Holder,” she said. “My friends call me Frankie.” 
 
    He nodded. “My name is Luciano Barrad,” he said. 
 
    A finger tapped him on the shoulder. He turned. A very large young man stood there, wearing coveralls that looked military but without any insignia. He looked angry. “Frankie’s with me,” he said. “Go away.” 
 
    Michael sighed. Only the young and the stupid enjoyed fighting in bars, or the not so young and the very stupid but he objected on principle to letting some strutting bull push him around. He shrugged and glanced at Frankie. 
 
    She frowned at the young man. “Jamie, we all came here together. This is just a drink after a day’s work.” She indicated the other young men and women in the group, who by now were staring at Michael. None of them looked overly friendly. “That’s all it is.” 
 
    The young man drew a slow, deep breath, then seemed to deflate. He turned his back to Frankie and Michael and leaned on the bar. “Give me another beer,” he said to the bartender. 
 
    “So,” Michael said. “Can I call you Frankie?” 
 
    “Are we going to be friends?” she teased. 
 
    “I sincerely hope so.” 
 
    She grinned. “Then please do.” 
 
      
 
    It might have been experience or it might have been native talent. Maybe both. Whatever it was, Frankie Holder kept a wide smile on her face, moved like a slippery eel, moaned in a soft delighted lilt and seemed to know without a word being said just what he liked best. 
 
    He had trouble keeping up with her but he followed her lead and was more than happy to try. 
 
    Finally, she collapsed, panting, snuggled up to his side, laid her head on his shoulder and said, “Wow.” 
 
    Really. She looked a lot like Marina Simmins, now that he thought about it, at least the general outline. He felt a pang of sudden loss and realized almost with dismay that his memories of Marina had become so distant, almost vague. Her face used to swim in front of him every minute of every day. Now? He had trouble picturing her. He shook his head. Maybe it was for the best. He hated to even think it, but maybe it was. Let the dead rest, after all, and Marina Simmons had been dust for over two thousand years. 
 
    Frankie looked at him, then grinned. “You okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said. 
 
    “Good.” She yawned. “You want to go again?” 
 
    “Let’s get some sleep, first. We can do it in the morning.” 
 
    She lay her head down on the pillow with a sigh. “Fine by me.” Within seconds, they were both asleep. 
 
    He awoke six hours later disoriented, hard as a rock, to find Frankie on top of him, sliding back and forth, softly moaning. “Oh, God,” he groaned and then, suddenly, he arched upward and felt his head swirl as he emptied himself inside her. 
 
    She gave a soft cry and stopped moving. “You liked that?” 
 
    He looked at her, slim and taut, with medium sized breasts that stood up high on her chest, and dark, puckered nipples. He reached up, squeezed one with a thumb and forefinger, which brought a satisfied little moan from deep in Frankie’s throat then he grinned and let his breath out slowly. She leaned over and nuzzled his lips, then carefully rose to her feet and stretched by the side of the bed. “I need a shower.” 
 
    “I’ll join you,” he said, and she grinned back at him. 
 
    Half an hour later, they were drinking coffee in the ship’s galley and eating bacon, eggs and pancakes with a sweet syrup made from a native Solheim berry, when Curly and Rosanna, dressed only in robes, walked in. Both of them stopped for a moment and blinked at Frankie, who smiled at them, then returned to her food. 
 
    “This is Frankie,” Michael said. “Say hello.” 
 
    Rosanna returned Frankie’s smile. Curly scratched his head. “Hi,” he said, and shoveled eggs and pancakes onto his plate. 
 
    Was this awkward? Michael thought that it might be but he wasn’t sure why. He didn’t owe Curly or Rosanna any explanations, that was for sure. Still, he felt a little weird about the situation. Frankie, for her part, seemed perfectly comfortable. 
 
    Gloriosa came in next, froze for an instant, gave Michael a questioning look. He looked back at her and said nothing. She shrugged and sat down at the table. 
 
    “Frankie, Gloriosa,” Rosanna said. “Gloriosa, Frankie.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Frankie said, and held out a hand. Gloriosa hesitated for an instant, reached out and shook the other woman’s hand. Frankie returned to her food. 
 
    One-by-one, the others came in, were introduced, ate breakfast and then wandered off. Finally, Frankie pushed her plate away, stifled a lady-like burp and glanced at her interface. 
 
    “Do you have to be going?” Michael said. 
 
    She frowned. “Not really. I free lance. I’m on call. My last assignment finished up yesterday morning. I was celebrating with my team last night when I met you.” 
 
    “Free lance at what?” 
 
    “Security.” 
 
    Michael already knew that. Romulus had investigated Frankie’s background as soon as she had entered the ship and had transmitted the information to Michael’s internal sensors. Frankie had served two tours of duty with the Imperial Marines, cashed out and returned home to Solheim a little over a year before. She had an older brother, a younger sister and an extended family, all of whom, like most citizens of the Republic had served in the Imperial forces. 
 
    “You want a job?” He wasn’t sure what made him say it. It was an impulse, but looking at Frankie’s lean face and smooth, even features, he suddenly realized that he would really like her to stick around. 
 
    Frankie looked at him. “Doing what?” 
 
    Fucking my brains out? “Security,” he said, then shrugged. “Anything else that might come up. The ship is automated. It doesn’t need a lot of crew.” 
 
    She frowned down at her empty plate. “Huh. Let me think about it.” She rose to her feet. “See you tonight?” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said. 
 
    She gave him a wide smile. “Me, too.” 
 
      
 
    “So,” Gloriosa said, once Frankie was safely off the ship, “the new girl?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Michael said warily. 
 
    “She seems okay.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gloriosa. I’m glad you approve.” 
 
    Gloriosa looked at him over the top of her cup. “I’ve been worried about you. You are our leader. A leader should have an unsullied mind, free from distractions.” A thoughtful frown crossed Gloriosa’s beautiful, tiny face as she considered Michael’s heretofore insufficient sex life. 
 
    “Thank you for your concern,” Michael said. “I will try to keep my mind on the job.” 
 
    She grunted. “This is good. I am relieved.” 
 
    Romulus’ voice echoed silently in his head, The Golden Queen has made landfall. We have received a message from their Captain. We will meet at hangar fourteen in three hours. 
 
    “Excellent,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The crew of the Golden Queen were hard eyed and wary. Mostly human and mostly male, they said little, smiled rarely and were all business. Their Captain was tall and stout. He had broad shoulders, with a bushy beard and a large belly, but he was light on his feet and moved smoothly. Michael knew the type. There was a lot muscle underneath the fat. His name was Hiram Meeker. 
 
    A tour of duty with the Imperial Navy many years ago, Romulus informed him. A few minor disciplinary reprimands but otherwise his record is clean. His ship is owned by the crew, each of whom is given a share upon joining. Meeker’s share is ten percent, the largest. 
 
    A common arrangement for free traders. Men who had a stake in the outcome tended to work harder and be far more disciplined. 
 
    Meeker’s crew opened each crate and inspected the contents before taking possession. Payment was partially given in credits and part in trade goods, which had all been arranged in advance. Three men, one tentacled Rigellian and one very large, muscular woman with short, spiky hair wrestled the cargo into the hold, then carried out seven new crates and piled them up under the ship. Trailer drones lifted the crates on fork lifts and carried them up the ramp into a truck. “Here’s your receipt,” Meeker said. “Nice doing business with you.” 
 
    “You sticking around?” Michael asked. 
 
    Meeker shook his head. “No. We have to get going. We take off in an hour. We’re behind schedule.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    Meeker frowned. “There was a quarantine on Forest Glenn, our last stop, a strain of mutated leprosy. Everybody had to get vaccinated and they wouldn’t let us leave until the incubation period had passed.” 
 
    “Tough,” Michael said. 
 
    Meeker grunted. “So, we’re heading out. Good luck.” 
 
    “Same to you.” 
 
    They got into the truck and drove off. “That was easy,” Anson said. 
 
    “What do you think is in the crates?” Michael said. 
 
    Anson shrugged. “Not our business, is it?” 
 
    Michael smiled. “Well, actually it is, but Solomon Towne doesn’t need to know that.” 
 
    Anson smiled back. 
 
    As soon as they arrived back at the ship, they scanned each crate, all of which were supposed to contain exotic spices. Most of them did. Two of the seven, however, contained bags of something very different. Anson sighed. “So now we’re drug runners. My mother will be so proud of me.” 
 
    “Someday she’ll understand,” Michael said. He grinned. “So now we follow the trail. At least we have something to go on.” 
 
    Anson shrugged. Organic microdots were silent and almost undetectable, inert until they were activated. A start. It wasn’t what they had hoped for but it was progress. Michael allowed himself to feel some small satisfaction at the thought. 
 
      
 
    Frankie arrived back at the ship in the early evening. Michael felt something inside untwist at the sight of her. She grinned at him and held up a bottle. “I brought something you might like.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s called fire-wine. We make it from a very rare berry that grows on the slopes of only a few mountains in the Southern continent. At harvest time, the workers suspend themselves from ropes in order to pick the berries. A species of large carnivorous birds nest in the crags near the vines and sometimes they attack the workers. It’s very dangerous work.” She grinned. “Fire-wine is expensive.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “I thought we would celebrate my new job.” 
 
    He looked at her and felt a slow smile sliding across his face. “Yeah,” he said. “That sounds good.” 
 
    “So, when do we leave?” 
 
    “As soon as you get settled in.” 
 
    “I already told my family. I can inform the agency from here. There’s nothing else for me to do.” 
 
    He cracked open the bottle and poured them both a generous glass. “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    To Michael’s dismay, however, Frankie Holder decided that formally moving in with the Captain would not be a good idea. “Let’s be professional about this,” she said. “Things have gone pretty fast. This wouldn’t be a problem if you were leaving and I was staying behind but now the situation is different. 
 
    “Also, you’re the Captain. How does it look for a member of the crew to be fucking the Captain?” 
 
    “It’s none of their business,” Michael said. “It’s my ship.” 
 
    “No?” She gave him a long, level look. “Maybe it isn’t, but I would like to be respected. Don’t you think that they might resent what they see as favoritism?” 
 
    “What favoritism? There isn’t going to be any favoritism. I’m going to work you harder than everybody else.” 
 
    “See? You’re already treating me different.” 
 
    Michael sighed. She did have a point. He didn’t like it but he didn’t have the heart to argue. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. She patted him on the cheek and fixed him with a long, lazy grin. “We’ll still find a little time to be together, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Even in biological years, Michael was no longer young. He had long since learned to discard the idea of love at first sight, but he had also long since learned to seize the moment and take advantage when opportunity presented itself. It had been many years since Michael Glover had felt like a giddy schoolboy and frankly, he relished the feeling. He felt alive. 
 
    He laughed softly under his breath. No, he couldn’t argue, and maybe Frankie was right. She wasn’t going anywhere. Sure…take it a little slower. Why not? 
 
      
 
    The journey back to Dancy went without incident. The crates were picked up by a waiting truck at the port of Terra Nova. The microdots that they had placed on the wood, however, proved, in the end, to be useless. The crates were moved to a warehouse, unloaded and then shredded, along with the microdots, to be sold for wood pulp. The truck had been followed by minidrones but the warehouse connected by a series of tunnels to at least five other storage facilities. Since the drones were unable to penetrate the buildings’ security, they had no way to track the cargo. For all they could determine, it might have been still there. In any case, so far as they were concerned, it vanished. 
 
    “Annoying,” Anson said, “Very annoying…and disappointing.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “You have to be flexible. Sometimes things don’t work out.” He considered for a long moment. “Alright, here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Though he did not know who had possession of his erstwhile cargo, nor where it might have gone, a large sum of money had already been deposited into Luciano Barrad’s imaginary account. According to Solomon Towne, this was his share of the voyage’s profit. He had no choice but to take Towne’s word that it was the agreed upon percentage. The money was nowhere near enough to relieve him of his imaginary debts nor to pay off the imaginary mortgage on his ship, but it was a start. It was enough to maintain the fiction of his imaginary lifestyle. 
 
    The villa that he rented overlooked the blue waters of Verity Bay. Far in the distance, waves broke over a sandbar. On the near side of the sandbar, the water was calm all the way to the beach, which was covered with golden sand. On the horizon, the sun was a golden-orange ball. 
 
    “A lovely sight,” Lydia Prescott Jones said. Lynette Chapman and Jeremy Baylor hovered at her side, both young, well-dressed and beautiful. 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. “I was lucky this place was available.” He glanced at Lydia’s two shadows. “I’m curious about your servants,” he said. 
 
    She gave him a sly smile. “Aren’t they a treasure?” Both stood silent and expressionless. 
 
    “Do they ever speak?” 
 
    “If I want them to.” She glanced at Gloriosa. “You also have excellent taste in servants. Perhaps we could share them some day.” 
 
    Michael allowed a slow smile to spread across his face. Gloriosa blinked. “Perhaps,” Michael said. Neither Lynette nor Jeremy displayed the slightest reaction. 
 
    Lydia gave him a small nod, smiled and wandered away to speak with another guest. Michael frowned at her back and watched her go. 
 
    Lydia Prescott Jones and her brother had both responded positively to Michael’s invitation. A large party would have been greeted with derision. Michael—or Luciano Barrad—was not a member of the aristocracy, after all, and he was almost a stranger to this world. A ball would have been beyond his station, presumptuous in the extreme. A small party was different and appropriate. A few friends and acquaintances to show his gratitude for the opportunity he had been given. That made sense. 
 
    Curly and Andrew Sloane, both dressed in servants’ uniforms, circulated with trays of sparkling wine and hors d’oeuvres. Rosanna manned the kitchen, along with three sous chefs hired for the occasion. Richard Norlin, seated at a keyboard in the parlor, played music. Two of Henrik Anson’s marines, plus Marissa and Matthew Oliver, provided discreet security, standing guard at the four corners of the spacious house. Gloriosa stayed by Michael’s side, attentive and silent, expertly playing her role. Anson and Frankie Holder posed as guests, introduced by Michael as old friends newly arrived on-planet. Since nobody else knew them, and since both were tall, well-built, rarely smiled and carried themselves with a watchful air, it was assumed that both were additional security—which of course they were. 
 
    Portable scanners had been inserted into the walls of the lobby. All of the entering guests and servants went through them. The information that the scanners gathered would be reviewed later, after the guests had taken their leave. 
 
    “A pleasant evening,” Lord Devlin said. “The food is excellent.” 
 
    Michael bowed. “Thank you for coming. I hope that it will continue to be so. Rosanna is a genius in the kitchen.” 
 
    Devlin knitted his brow. “She’s not a local, is she? Where did you get her?” 
 
    “A world very far from here. She and her husband”—he waved a hand at Curly—“wished to travel, and I took them both on.” 
 
    Devlin gave Curly a thoughtful look. “A rather large young man.” 
 
    Michael grinned. “Larger than most.” 
 
    “Tell me, does he fight?” 
 
    Michael was confused. “If he has to, I suppose.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean.” Devlin gave him a wolfish grin. “Some few members of the club occasionally enjoy more active forms of entertainment. Servants after all, are paid to represent the interests—and the honor—of their houses. Such interests may be expressed in many ways.” 
 
    Michael stared at him. 
 
    “Parties may have more than one theme, and more than one form of entertainment may be offered. Sometimes we gamble on the outcome.” 
 
    “I see,” Michael said. He looked at Curly, his brow wrinkling. 
 
    “Think about it,” Lord Devlin said. “If you’re interested, give me a call.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “I shall.” 
 
    Devlin looked again at Curly, deftly handling a tray of canapes. “A very large young man, indeed.” 
 
    They soon sat down to dinner. The food was excellent, the conversation a little less so, mostly centered around parties, the latest gossip and prospects for various teams in various sports, none of which held the slightest interest for Michael. Nevertheless, he enjoyed the rest of the evening. Finally, after the last dessert had been served, the last wine poured, the guests rose to their feet one by one, thanked him for a marvelous time and took their leave. Devlin was the last. “You will think about my proposal?” he said. 
 
    “Of course,” Michael replied. 
 
    “Excellent,” Devlin said, and then he too, was gone. 
 
    Michael breathed a sigh of relief. He picked up his wine glass and drained the last few drops. Curly, Rosanna, Frankie and Richard Norlin began to clear the used dishes, assisted by Anson’s marines. Anson sat down next to Michael. “Interesting proposals,” he said. 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Will you accept?” 
 
    “Perhaps. I’m not certain what there is to be gained. Sex with one’s servants seems a bit tawdry but is not illegal, if that is indeed what Lydia was suggesting, so long as it’s not coerced.” He gave a small grimace. “Sometimes it’s part of their contract. Neither is fighting, so long as the participants are willing.” 
 
    “Good, clean fun,” Anson observed. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Michael said. He sighed. “Let’s review the tapes.” 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating series of implants,” Anson said. 
 
    A three-dimensional cutout of Jeremy Baylor’s skull floated in the holotank. The young man had accessory neurons in several key centers of his brain, including the thalamus, prefrontal cortex and somatosensory cortex in the parietal lobe. These connected to small, semi-organic filaments that formed a web around the entire brain. 
 
    “What do you think that’s for?” 
 
    “Pain modulation,” Michael said. “It’s a control drode.” Two thousand years ago, back in the fading days of the First Empire, such neural webs had routinely been used to control criminal behavior. Try to commit a crime, even think about committing a crime, and the subject would suffer pain. The implants were programmed to inflict a graded response, from mild discomfort up to all-encompassing agony, depending upon the nature of the contemplated action. Grown from the victim’s own stem cells, they took root in their intended target and established themselves within days. Once in place, they could be inactivated with the proper codes but could not be removed without killing the victim. 
 
    “Pain…I’ve never seen one like that.” Anson wrinkled his brow. The Second Empire had a similar technology used for a similar purpose, but did not use it to inflict pain. The Second Empire preferred simple incapacitation from drodes confined to the frontal cortex, the motor center of the brain. 
 
    Lynette Chapman had the same neural network in place as Jeremy Baylor. 
 
    There were other modifications among their guests tonight. Lydia Prescott Jones and Solomon Towne possessed booster glands, common organic implants providing mood altering substances suitable for any occasion. Gregory James, Lydia Prescott Jones’ bodyguard, and Lydia herself, had enhanced musculature, though not beyond the degree that could have been achieved by intensive exercise. Such implants were the easy way to get strong. Lydia and Lord Devlin had miniature lasers in their fingertips. None of these were particularly unusual. 
 
    “Pain,” Anson said again. He frowned. 
 
    “They can’t even think of disobeying,” Michael said. “They have to do what she says, anything she says, or they’ll suffer for it.” 
 
    Anson grinned without humor. “I would watch myself around Lydia Prescott Jones. She’s a formidable woman, more dangerous than she seems.” 
 
    “And she seems pretty dangerous.” Michael shrugged. “I’ll try to stay out of her clutches.” 
 
    Anson stared moodily at the three-dimensional copies of Jeremy Baylor and Lynette Chapman’s skulls. “We would need the codes to turn those off. Otherwise, there’s nothing we can do for them.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “A very large young man, indeed,” Lord Devlin said. 
 
    Curly, though by nature far better equipped for combat than most, was at heart a peaceful sort of fellow. He enjoyed a good book and lazing on the beach. Still, he had agreed to Michael’s proposal with a smile and no reluctance whatsoever, and now here they were. The Adventurers’ Club possessed an estate high on a bluff overlooking the ocean, several kilometers from the center of Terra Nova. The estate was ringed by a high stone wall and patrolled when not in use by giant attack dogs. 
 
    The room was crowded. An elevated circular cage, ten meters in diameter, stood in the center. The cage was surrounded by small tables, which were surrounded in turn by rows of soft, comfortable seats, rising upward toward the ceiling. The room could hold perhaps two hundred spectators. Servants circulated through the room, offering drinks and small plates of food. A popular entertainment, Michael thought. The room was crowded. He was sitting with Devlin at one of the tables closest to the circle. 
 
    “It seemed only fair to match him with another beginner,” Devlin said. He gave Michael a sly smile. “It is customary to place wagers on the outcome.” 
 
    “Of course,” Michael said. 
 
    “Shall we say ten credits? Just to make it interesting.” 
 
    “Ten credits.” Michael puffed up his cheeks and seemed to think about it. “Ten credits would be fine.” 
 
    Devlin rubbed his hands together. “Excellent.” 
 
    Curly stood in the center of the circle, looking like a medium sized bear. His opponent was smaller but obviously in shape, his musculature clearly defined and probably enhanced. He bounced a little on the balls of his feet and gave Curly a crooked grin. Curly stared back impassively. Both of them were naked to the waist. Curly’s torso was massive, his opponent’s sculpted. 
 
    “Go,” the referee said, and dropped his arm. 
 
    The smaller man exploded into action. Gyrating across the ring, arms and legs flailing in a complex pattern designed to both distract his opponent and create an impenetrable barrier to attack, he leapt, one leg extended in a perfect kick aimed at Curly’s face. For a moment, Curly looked surprised, then he shifted to the side by less than a centimeter. His opponent’s kick passed by his face. Curly’s arm came up as he stepped in and he punched the other man in the groin. His left arm wrapped around his opponent’s torso, his right arm pushing up on his opponent’s leg and suddenly the smaller man was crashing into the ground, head first, where he lay still. Curly nudged the smaller man with a toe. He didn’t respond. Curly shrugged. 
 
    “Bout,” the referee said. 
 
    Curly was good. More than good, actually. His natural aptitude had by now been augmented by the very best of training. At this point, he could hold his own with Richard Norlin or Matthew Oliver and it took some real effort for Michael or Dustin Nye to beat him. Michael held out his hand to Devlin and gave him a satisfied smile.  
 
    Devlin responded with a tiny frown, then reluctantly grinned and handed Michael his winnings. “A shorter match than expected.” 
 
    Four more bouts followed, all of them entertaining. The fighters were skilled and generally evenly matched. One of them, he was surprised to see, was Gregory James, Lydia Prescott Jones’ bodyguard, who won by decision after a tough three rounds. James moved with economy. He conserved his energy, concentrated on his job and didn’t showboat. He was better than Michael had expected. 
 
    Lydia, he noted, watched with avid intensity while Gregory James fought. Jeremy Baylor, who was standing behind her, reached out and began to gently massage her shoulders. Lynette Chapman, sitting next to her, leaned over and placed a soft kiss on her cheek, then held her hand. Lydia’s breath came faster, her lips parted and she almost groaned. Devlin, noticing the direction of Michael’s gaze, looked over at Lydia and frowned. 
 
    Despite his protestations about knowing his place, it seemed possible that Gregory James may have managed to worm his way into his employer’s bed. Or maybe Lydia just got turned on by violence. Some did. 
 
    “Tell me,” Michael asked, “do club members ever fight?” 
 
    Devlin, who by now was somewhat drunk, peered at him suspiciously. “Rarely. One could be injured. That’s what we have retainers for.” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “Surely, you’re not thinking of entering the ring yourself?” 
 
    Michael grinned. “No,” he said, “No, of course not.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “I have an idea,” Romulus said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “As you know, a neural network cannot be removed without killing the subject and it cannot be inactivated without the proper codes. It may be possible, however, to render it functionally inert in situ.” 
 
    Michael was sitting in the lounge, brooding over the situation with Jeremy Baylor and Lynette Chapman. Rosanna puttered about the kitchen. Curly, in the guise of ‘helping’ her, was content to simply be nearby. Frankie was lying on a nearby sofa, a blanket spread across her knees while reading a novel on her interface. Richard Norlin was playing something on the keyboard; headphones covered both of his ears and the sound was turned so low that only he could hear. Andrew Sloane and Gloriosa were in their rooms and Henrik Anson, Matthew and Marissa were below decks, training with the Illyrians and marines. 
 
    “How would that be done?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Theoretically, the same way that the network was originally established: tailored stem cells, in this case designed to disrupt the network’s function and ultimately, to replace it with something harmless and benign.” 
 
    Michael frowned. “And where would we find such tailored stem cells?” 
 
    “I have been investigating,” Romulus said. “As you know, the Second Empire uses neural networks for behavioral control. The basic technology is well known to them. There is an Imperial Research Facility on Dancy, embedded in the University system, that may be able to assist us.” 
 
    Michael thought about it for less than a second. “Very well. Ask Colonel Anson to come to the lounge.” 
 
    Romulus’ existence was still being kept secret and so the message sent to Anson’s interface ostensibly came from Michael. Anson listened without comment then shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. “Let me make a few calls.” 
 
    An hour later, the two men arrived at a non-descript brick building near the port of Terra Nova. The place looked rundown, perhaps an insurance brokerage that wasn’t doing well or the office of a less than successful attorney. They were greeted by a bored, not too bright looking young woman seated at a chipped, wooden desk with a battered console sitting on top of it. She was buffing her nails as they walked in. “Yeah?” she said. 
 
    “Anson and Glover to see the boss.” 
 
    “You got any ID?” 
 
    “Code fifty six dash eight,” Anson said. He tossed a chip on the desk, which she picked up and inserted into a slot on her console. She glanced at the screen, then gave a thin smile and suddenly looked neither stupid nor bored. She pushed a button and a metal panel set into the wall slid aside. “Go on in,” she said. “He’s waiting for you.” 
 
    A short, slight man with pale blue eyes and blond hair cut close to his scalp gave them a quizzical look as they walked in. He sat behind an old desk covered with a veneer of fake wood. The room was filled with cheap, rickety furniture. There were no windows. “Sit down,” he said. Michael glanced at Anson. They both sat on a stained cloth couch. “Anson and Glover…I’ve seen your reports.” He nodded at Anson, then gave Michael a quick grin. “You can call me Arcturus. It’s not my real name, of course. I head Naval Intelligence in this sector.” 
 
    “I can’t say much for the décor,” Michael said. 
 
    “A front. This is where we meet the locals.” 
 
    “And we count as locals?” 
 
    Arcturus gave them both a thin smile. “I don’t know you. There have been some incidents.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. 
 
    “So, “Arcturus said, “what can I do for you?” 
 
    Anson explained. Arcturus listened impassively then sat back with a sigh. “Lydia Prescott Jones is rich,” he said. 
 
    Neither Anson nor Michael said anything. After a moment, Arcturus grinned. “Don’t care, do you? I, unfortunately, am paid to care. We have to tread very carefully around the rich. They know too many secrets and too many politicians owe them favors. 
 
    “You’re sure of this?” It wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. 
 
    Arcturus frowned, and stared at Michael. “You’re a mysterious fellow in a mysterious ship, from nowhere that we can determine. You’ve helped us out in the past but we don’t necessarily trust you.” 
 
    Michael shrugged again. “Not my problem. I don’t trust you, either.” 
 
    Arcturus gave him a brooding look. “Go to Octavion College of Medicine. Talk to Horst Michelson. He’s an expert on these things. He’s done work for us in the past. We’ll let him know you’re coming.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Michael said. 
 
    Arcturus sighed. “Most of this job is paperwork,” he said. “I hate paperwork.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve got the wrong job.” 
 
    Arcturus gave him a wan grin. “Maybe I do.” 
 
      
 
    Octavion College of Medicine was a division of Octavion University, an elite school for over five thousand years. Founded originally as a consortium between the old Earth colleges of Oxford, Princeton and Heidelberg, it had long since passed its progenitors in both longevity and prestige, since most of Earth was now a radioactive wasteland and Great Britain, the original home to Oxford, now existed only as a series of small islands rising from a polluted sea. 
 
    They found Horst Michelson in the anteroom of the Faculty Lounge, drinking a cup of spiced chocolat. He peered up at them as they approached. “Anson and Glover?” 
 
    “That’s us,” Michael said. 
 
    He rose to his feet. “Come with me.” 
 
    He led them to an elevator, which descended to a tunnel, and then down a series of corridors to a steel plated door. Michelson punched the code into his interface, the door opened and they trooped inside. They found themselves in a laboratory; sensors, burners, monitor screens, rotating holographs and blinking lights covered almost the entire surface of the black stone countertops. Michelson leaned against one of the counters and said, “We can talk here. It’s private. From what I understand, you want a means to eliminate a neural network?” 
 
    Michael glanced at Anson. “We don’t care if it’s eliminated so long as it’s rendered inert,” he said. 
 
    Michelson grunted. “Tell me more.” 
 
    He sipped his chocolat as Michael did so, asking an occasional question, then frowned when Michael had finished. “I get it,” he said. “What makes you think this is even possible?” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “It was an idea.” 
 
    Michelson peered down into his cup as if looking for enlightenment. “Neural networks are a relatively humane way of controlling violent felons and of preventing criminal impulses from being acted upon. They serve a useful purpose.” 
 
    “Not in this case,” Anson said. 
 
    “No?” Mickelson shook his head. “There’s always a reason for doing something that would otherwise be stupid. Always an excuse for opening Pandora’s box.” 
 
    “If you need a reason or an excuse, this is a good one,” Michael said. 
 
    “Alright,” Mickelson said. “Naval intelligence has asked me to do this but you have to understand a few things. First of all, neural networks are derived from the subject’s own stem cells. They all have the same viral markers, which enable them to do what they do, but each one is subtly different. There is a lot of individual variation in the genetics. What this means is that any biologically derived agent that I can come up with may work on one patient but may not work on another, or it may work too well; it may cause damage to the brain beyond the network or even kill the patient.” 
 
    “That would be bad,” Michael said. 
 
    Mickelson raised an eyebrow. “Still want to proceed?” he asked. 
 
    Michael thought about it for only a second. “I don’t think we have any choice.” 
 
    “On your own head, be it.” Mickelson shrugged. “Give me a couple of days. I’ll let you know when it’s done.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “It’s a virus,” Anson said. “It multiplies within the body, so the dosage is almost irrelevant but it will have to be brought into contact with the subject’s mucous membranes or directly injected. How are we going to do that?” 
 
    “Gloriosa and I have been invited more than once to visit,” Michael said. “It was strongly implied that the purpose of the visit would be sex. That should do it.” 
 
    Frankie frowned. “I would prefer a different plan.” 
 
    Michael grinned at her. “Don’t we all serve the Empire? Sometimes we have to put our petty individual preferences aside and do what’s right for the greater good.” 
 
    Frankie glared at him as Gloriosa gave an emphatic nod. “I am in agreement with this proposal,” she said. “I can do sex. I am good at sex.” 
 
    Gloriosa was, as usual, completely serious. Michael repressed a smile. Frankie frowned harder. 
 
    Frankie and he shared a bed most nights. He liked Frankie. He liked her a lot. Actually, now that he thought about it (and he had thought about it quite a bit), he was crazy about her. She was smart, pleasant, looked on the bright side and she was gorgeous, in a rangy, long-limbed muscular sort of way. Not everybody liked that look but Michael loved it. He didn’t want to make Frankie unhappy and truthfully, the thought of sex with Lydia Prescott Jones repelled him. Lydia Prescott Jones was controlling, self-centered and completely unconcerned with the feelings of others, a true sociopath. 
 
    Frankie, though, was a professional, just like him, and both of them knew that getting the job done sometimes required doing things that you otherwise might prefer not to do. If it turned out to be necessary to make so-called love to Lydia Prescott Jones, Frankie was not going to stand in the way. 
 
    Gloriosa, on the other hand, saw little confluence between sex and her own feelings. She had been trained from an early age to provide sexual services and though she had truly hated Esau Kane and the nobility who he shared her with, she had liked the sex. It was something she was good at and took pride in. Sex had validated her, giving her, in her own mind, worth as a human being. 
 
    “It probably won’t come to that,” Michael said. “I do have another plan.” 
 
      
 
    The Adventurer’s Club employed a catering service named Lisa Robalo Gourmet for their little get togethers. It was a large outfit with a large staff that rotated from job to job. This made it easy for Frankie, wearing a black and white uniform with the L/G logo on the front, to wander into the kitchen and pretend to be one of the crew. The manager frowned at her once, then shrugged. 
 
    Michael sat at a table, sipping champagne while the fights progressed, with Gloriosa seated demurely at his side. Solomon Towne came over once to say hello. Devlin nodded to him from across the room; Michael lifted his glass in a salute and nodded back. Lydia Prescott Jones gave him a heavy-lidded glance, which he barely acknowledged. Lydia frowned and seemed annoyed. Michael took some small satisfaction from that. 
 
    After his fight a few nights ago, Curly was no longer matched against beginners. His opponent this evening had a record of seven wins and only two losses, but the bout ended almost as quickly as the last. Before the first round was over, Curly flipped his opponent over his hip, rolled him onto his back and trapped the other man in an armbar, who immediately tapped out then rose slowly to his feet, grimacing and clutching his elbow. The man’s sponsor glared at Curly from across the other side of the cage as Curly raised both hands over his head, bounced a little on the balls of his feet and gave the crowd a feral grin. 
 
    Frankie worked the room, taking orders and offering wine, champagne and finger food from silver trays. She soon arrived at Lydia Prescott Jones’ table. Michael’s augmented hearing could clearly pick up what was said. “Would you like anything else, Madame?” 
 
    Lydia by now appeared at least mildly intoxicated, though she had drunk only a little wine, presumably mixing the alcohol with the products of her own booster glands. She peered down at her empty glass and frowned. “Prawn vindaloo,” she said. “Hot. No more wine for the moment.” 
 
    Frankie didn’t ask Lynette Chapman or Jeremy Baylor if they would like something. Being servants, it was Lydia’s prerogative to order for them. Each had small plates of various hors d’oeuvres sitting in front of them, however, and barely touched glasses of wine. 
 
    Frankie nodded and walked to the next table, passing very close to Lynette Chapman as she did so. A few moments later, Lynette absently rubbed a spot on her back that appeared to be itching. Approximately six minutes later, Frankie re-appeared, carrying a covered tray. She placed the tray down in front of Lydia and removed the cover. “Will this be satisfactory, Madame?” she asked. 
 
    Lydia gingerly dipped a fork into the sauce and raised it to her lips. She closed her eyes and gave a deep, satisfied sigh. “Excellent,” she said. 
 
    Frankie smiled. “Very good,” she said, and walked off, this time passing close behind Jeremy Baylor, who, like Lynette, soon rubbed a spot on his side that appeared to be mildly irritated. 
 
    Excellent, indeed, Michael thought. According to Horst Mickelson, the incubation period of the tailored virus that he had concocted was approximately three days. Jeremy and Lynette might suffer symptoms of mild fever and lethargy while the virus infected their brains. Within a week, their neural networks would be inactive. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    It might not work and it might also work too well. It might kill them both but Michael thought they would probably prefer to be dead than continue to live on as slaves. Regardless, the Empire seemed to be at war with an unknown enemy and in war, there are sometimes casualties. If it came to that, this would not be the first time that hostages and victims died during an attempt at rescue. 
 
    Lydia peered at Lynette Chapman and gave her a sly smile. “Drink,” she said. Without expression, Lynette picked up her glass of wine and sipped at it. Lydia frowned. “Drink more,” she said. “All of it.” Again, without expression, Lynette drained the glass. 
 
    Lydia smiled widely. “Now eat,” she said, and glanced at Jeremy. “Both of you. When we get home, you’re going to need your strength.” 
 
      
 
    Little happened for the next few days. Michael—or Luciano Barrad—continued with his assumed life as a dissolute playboy, wandering from party to casino to the race track to his private cabana at the beach. Six days later, Romulus awakened him from a sound sleep. “Unfortunate news has just arrived.” Both Michael and Frankie, who was asleep at his side, came awake instantly. Romulus went on without pause. “Lydia Prescott Jones has been murdered. According to reports, she’s been torn to pieces.” 
 
    “Any other details?” 
 
    “I am monitoring the private police bands but they seem reluctant to discuss the particulars. Lydia Prescott Jones is an important person. Her family has great influence. The affair is being handled as discreetly as possible. The media is so far unaware.” 
 
    Michael rose to his feet and began to dress. “Get me in,” he said. 
 
    Romulus’ voice seemed to hesitate. “Of course,” Romulus said. 
 
      
 
    A wig, some nose putty and lifts in his shoes altered Michael’s appearance enough so that facial recognition software and even close acquaintances would be unlikely to recognize him. He arrived on the scene twenty minutes later, gave the officers guarding the perimeter his codes and was allowed into the house. 
 
    “Arcturus,” Michael said. “Fancy seeing you here.” 
 
    The bedroom was a mess. Blood was splattered on the walls, sheets and blankets strewn randomly about. Two small tables were overturned and a very ancient Chinese vase lay shattered on the floor. The police reports had exaggerated somewhat; Lydia Prescott Jones’ was not torn to pieces. She had been strangled and then stabbed through the abdomen with an antique saber, pinning her to the mattress. Gregory James lay naked and dead on the floor. His nose was broken, apparently by a large, unopened bottle of wine that was covered with blood and lay next to the body. His head had been almost completely severed by a makeshift wire garrote, which was still wrapped around his neck. 
 
    Arcturus squinted at Michael, then gave him a sour look. “Nice disguise,” he said. “Very professional. Where’s Anson?” 
 
    “Back at the ship. I don’t need him for this.” 
 
    “No?” Arcturus shrugged. “Apparently, Jeremy Baylor and Lynette Chapman had reason to resent their treatment.” 
 
    Murdering one’s employer was strictly against the law. Executing the woman who has kidnapped you, enslaved you and subjected you to numerous episodes of physical abuse, undoubtedly including forced sexual servitude might be viewed somewhat differently. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Somewhere else.” 
 
    “Ah, I should have known. Somewhere else.” 
 
    “We’ll find them,” Arcturus said. “They’re young, inexperienced and on a world very far from their own. They won’t be able to stay hidden for long.” 
 
    “And when you find them, what then?” 
 
    “That depends.” A faint smile hovered over Arcturus’ lips. “What would you suggest?” 
 
    “I very much fear that the two miscreants will die in an explosion, while resisting arrest. Meanwhile, two young people who only slightly resemble them will be delivered to my ship.” He smiled thinly and looked Arcturus in the eye. “Unharmed,” he added. 
 
    “Miscreants…” Arcturus chuckled, cleared his throat, surveyed the destroyed room and then slowly smiled. “We’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” Michael said. “I have confidence in you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Arcturus called two days later. He looked pleased. “They were harder to find than I expected but we have them.” 
 
    “Where were they?” 
 
    “On the beach, hiding in plain sight among a group of very young, very tanned and very beautiful people.” 
 
    The young and the beautiful tended to be rich. Hard to blend in with the rich if you don’t have money. “That sounds expensive.” 
 
    “Before leaving Lydia Prescott Jones’ estate, they stole everything that they could. It was enough to support them for quite awhile.” 
 
    Michael pondered this. Actual money, either paper or coin, was still in use on many of the frontier worlds but the heart of the Empire used only digital credits. “What exactly did they steal?” 
 
    Arcturus shrugged. “Jewelry, and some very small but valuable antiques. They found a pawnshop owner with more greed than sense, who was willing to take the pieces and issue credits. He’s been charged with accepting stolen goods.” 
 
    “They’re resourceful.” 
 
    “No doubt they had been thinking of this for a very long time, on the off chance that they might ever be free of their programming. They had both dyed their hair and taken melanin pills. We caught them on drone surveillance but without the facial recognition software, I’m not sure we would have known them.” 
 
    “What now?” Michael asked. 
 
    Arcturus gave him a thin smile. “As you requested, we’re going to bring them to you.” 
 
    That was a surprise. Despite his offer (demand, really) to take them both on, Jeremy Baylor and Lydia Chapman represented the best lead that Imperial Intelligence had to the nature and extent of the slave trade. Michael would have expected Arcturus to wring them both dry before releasing them to Michael’s custody, if he ever did. “When?” 
 
    “We’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Jeremy Baylor and Lynette Chapman looked about them with sullen, angry eyes as they walked into the ship. They were silent, wary and withdrawn but both were unharmed, dressed for the beach, in shorts, brightly colored shirts and sandals. 
 
    “This way, children,” Arcturus said. They were accompanied by four men in plainclothes, none of whom looked remotely like either soldiers or police. Two were thin, short and bookish, the other two bald and fat. None looked dangerous in the slightest.  
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen,” Arcturus said as soon as they had entered into the London’s main lounge. “I will contact you if I need you again.” One of the short ones grinned. All four turned and exited the ship without a word. 
 
    Lynette Chapman and Jeremy Baylor stood together in the center of the spacious room, looking around themselves with distaste. “I remember you,” Lynette Chapman said to Michael. The rest of the crew were in the ship’s conference room, watching and listening by vid screen. Both Michael and Arcturus felt that it would be less intimidating that way. Neither Jeremy nor Lynette seemed cowed, however. 
 
    “Another pervert,” Jeremy Baylor said. 
 
    Michael frowned at him. “Not exactly.” 
 
    Jeremy Baylor made a contemptuous sound and looked away. Lynette Chapman continued to examine her surroundings and finally shook her head, a mulish expression on her face. “We’ll fight you,” she said. “We know it’s futile but this time we know what’s coming. We’d rather be dead.” 
 
    Michael raised an eyebrow and looked at Arcturus, who said, “Why don’t we all sit down? Perhaps we can convince you that we mean you no harm.” 
 
    Jeremy rolled his eyes. Lynette looked grim but both sat on a couch, their knees touching. “Would you like something to eat?” Michael said. 
 
    They looked at each other. Jeremy shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    Almost silently, the autochef began to prepare a meal. Arcturus glanced at the unit and frowned. 
 
    “First of all,” Michael said, “You might remember that at the last tournament-dinner of the Adventurers Club, both of you suffered a small, sharp pain, either in your back or your side, near the end of the evening.” He waited for them to say something. When both just stared at him, he went on. “One of my associates injected each of you with a tailored virus designed to attack and degrade neural networks. We have no intention of abusing you in any way. We freed you.” 
 
    Jeremy and Lynette looked at each other. Jeremy drew a deep breath. “Lydia…she said she loved us. She said she had our best interests at heart and would always take care of us.” He looked as if he were smelling something foul. “Yeah, she said she loved us but sometimes we needed to be disciplined. Then she would torture us and make us have sex with her and her friends.” 
 
    “Also, dogs,” Lynette said. “She was a big fan of animal shows.” 
 
    Arcturus winced. 
 
    “And the other servants, of course,” Jeremy said. “We were a little reward for exceptional performance. That fucker James was the worst.” Jeremy laughed softly. “He was a real sadist, but we showed him.” 
 
    Arcturus sighed. “We will not harm you in any way. A case could be made that your retribution was excessive but none of us are going to make it. All we want is the answers to some questions and then you will be returned to your own world and you can get on with your lives.” 
 
    Lynette raised an eyebrow, glanced at Jeremy and said nothing. Jeremy shrugged. “So, what do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    Lynette and Jeremy were distant cousins and friends from childhood. Their large, extended families frequently spent time together. Lynette and Jeremy grew up with each other and fell in love when they were very young, which their parents and grandparents seemed almost to expect. Certainly, none objected. Both of their families owned large, prosperous farms. They had a pleasant life, watching the crops grow, swimming in the lakes and rivers, riding horses, making love beneath the stars, but Jeremy and Lynette wanted more, or at least, they wanted something different. 
 
    The largest city on Andover was called Childress. They rented a small apartment together and sought work, he as a journalist for Childress’ largest newsfeed, she as an apprentice designer of women’s fashions for the relatively small number of the elite that chose to spend time on Andover. 
 
    Lydia Prescott Jones met them at a fashion show, where Lynette’s creations were displayed along with those of five other young designers. Lydia was immediately taken with them both. That same night, after the show, while walking along the shore in a part of town that was never known to be dangerous, they were accosted by six men, none of whom they recognized. 
 
    “Would you recognize them now?” Michael interrupted. 
 
    Jeremy hesitated. “Not positively. They wore masks. Lynnie?” 
 
    Lynette shook her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” Michael said. “Please go on.” 
 
    “There’s not much more to tell. They were a lot bigger and stronger than we were, and there were six of them. They knew what they were doing. They sprayed us with some stuff and that was the last thing we remember until we woke up in a ship.” 
 
    Arcturus, who had been listening silently, said, “What can you tell us about this ship?” 
 
    “Pretty much nothing. We were held in a single room, with an attached bathroom. Food was delivered automatically through slots in the wall. There was a vid screen but the number of available channels was limited. We couldn’t even tell you how long we were kept there. Finally, nozzles in the ceiling opened up, some stuff sprayed out. We tried to hold our breath but it was useless. We fell asleep. When we woke up, we were in another small room in a house somewhere. There was a window with bars. We could see trees in the distance and a beach with waves. We were there for almost a month. They must have put something in the food one night because after dinner we went to sleep and woke up the next morning at Lydia’s estate.” He shrugged. “You know the rest.” 
 
    “You saw nothing of this house except the one room?” Arcturus asked. 
 
    “Nothing at all.” 
 
    Arcturus shook his head. “If you hadn’t killed her, we could have questioned her. That would have been very helpful.” 
 
    Jeremy looked momentarily embarrassed. Lynette wrinkled her nose. “So, after all this time, we were supposed to realize that somebody had deliberately freed us? That some person we didn’t know was actually trying to help us? Believe me, that thought never occurred to us, not in the slightest. 
 
    “Both of us got sick. We thought we had some sort of virus. We had fever and headaches and couldn’t keep any food down for over a day, but when the sickness was gone, we found that we could finally disobey her. We weren’t slow to take advantage of that.” She glanced at Jeremy. “We had been planning for it, barely even hoping that it would ever happen, but hope was the only thing that kept us going.” She laughed bitterly. “We tried to commit suicide once. We couldn’t even do that. The pain when we tried was indescribable.” 
 
    “Fuck her,” Jeremy said. “She deserved it and I’m not sorry one little bit.” 
 
    “I’m just sorry that we can’t help you,” Lynette added. 
 
    Arcturus sat back in his seat. “You can’t help us with Lydia…but you were with her for how long?” 
 
    “Nearly two years.” 
 
    “So, you were her constant companions. You went with her almost everywhere for two years. You know her movements, her friends and her acquaintances. You know who abused you, aside from her.” Arcturus cocked his head to the side. “You do know their names?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jeremy said. “Most of them.” 
 
    “And all of that, you can tell us?” 
 
    “Of course,” Lynette said. She glanced at Jeremy and gave them a wolfish smile. “We’d be happy to.” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t enjoy talking about it but they did want to help and they were eager for revenge. Oh, yes, they were. Solomon Towne had enjoyed them both, individually and together, on multiple occasions. Devlin, perhaps surprisingly, had not. If Jeremy and Lynette could be believed, and there seemed no reason to doubt them, the majority of the Adventurers’ Club were exactly what they seemed: bored, rich people pursuing their hobbies, law-abiding citizens, for the most part. 
 
    Ah, but Solomon Towne, and Richard Salazar, and the Lady Egidia Colbert, widow of the Earl of Colbert, all had participated in Lydia Prescott Jones’ not so secret life. The Comte de Sevigny, also, hardly a surprise, and Davida Emerson. 
 
    “Not her mother?” Arcturus asked. 
 
    “No. Just Davida.” 
 
    “So far as you know, were there any others before you?” Anson asked. Once the questioning had begun in earnest, Anson had been invited to participate. He was an intelligence officer. He deserved to be there. Jeremy and Lynette had frowned at his appearance but had not objected. 
 
    “Slaves, you mean?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There might have been,” Lynette said. “Lydia never mentioned any but one of the servants, Timothy, his name was, once mentioned a girl who used to accompany Lydia, some years ago. She grew up and moved on.” 
 
    “Or was moved on,” Anson said. “Or disposed of once Lydia tired of her.” 
 
    Jeremy frowned. Lynette shrugged. 
 
    “And you were the only ones?” 
 
    “In Lydia’s household, yes, but there were others just like us at the parties, with the other guests.” 
 
    “Do you know their names?” 
 
    Jeremy shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “And who were they with?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Davida had more than one.” 
 
    “Men or women?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Lady Egidia has a matched pair, a girl and a boy. I think they’re twins. Both younger than us, and also Salazar. He has three young women, a blonde, a brunette and a redhead. They’re all gorgeous.” 
 
    “Salazar…” Anson frowned. 
 
    “Great,” Arcturus muttered. Michael looked at him sharply. Evidently, Arcturus recognized the name. 
 
    Richard Salazar—Sir Richard Salazar—had not yet been encountered at any meeting or activity of the Adventurers’ Club but he wasn’t hard to identify. Romulus was already feeding the information into Michael’s server. He was ninety-seven years old, the heir to a corporation that designed avionics for the Department of Defense. He was also a personal friend of Prince Elliott Samson, a distant but very rich cousin of the Imperator. At the moment, Richard Salazar was off-world on his own large ship, and had been for the past two months.  
 
    “What about Lydia’s retainers?” Anson asked. “Some of them must have known.” 
 
    Lynette shrugged. Jeremy appeared doubtful. “I suppose it’s possible, but then, why would they? The official story is that we were professional concubines, a matched set that Lydia had contracted with from another world. They were happy to have sex with us. Aside from Gregory James, none of them mistreated us. We were instructed to appear happy and satisfied with our supposed work. We did. We had to.” 
 
    Anson sat back with a frown. “Still,” he said, “we’ll question them. Some of them were with her for years. They may know more than you think.” 
 
    The interview went on for a half hour longer but neither Jeremy nor Lynette could offer anything else that might prove useful. “What now?” Jeremy said when all of their questions had ground to a halt. 
 
    “As I told you,” Arcturus said, “you’ll be returned home.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go home,” Lynette said, “not yet. Neither of us do.” 
 
    Arcturus frowned. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We want to see this through,” Jeremy said. “We want to help.” 
 
    Anson shook his head, looking skeptical. “You’re very young. You have no training in self-defense or espionage or anything else that might be useful.” 
 
    “Officially,” Arcturus said, “you’re dead. These people are completely serious about covering their tracks. I think that you would be wise to stay dead, and to vanish.” 
 
    On the other hand, it would be easy to discount them, Michael thought. They were young, slim, beautiful and did not appear dangerous in the slightest, and yet they had slaughtered Lydia Prescott Jones and Gregory James as soon as the opportunity presented itself. Despite their youth and unimposing size, they were smart and decisive and resolute, and they had one other asset, an asset not to be underestimated. They had hatred. They burned with it. Hatred, Michael thought, led to sincere, dedicated commitment and commitment led to the sort of loyalty that could not be purchased with money, only the promise of revenge. Jeremy Baylor and Lynette Chapman had a very personal stake in the outcome. “They can stay here,” he said. “Maybe I can use them.” 
 
    Anson appeared surprised. Arcturus did not. He looked at Michael, searching his face, then he glanced at Jeremy and Lynette, sighed and gave a reluctant smile. “Very well,” he said. “If that’s what they both want. Perhaps you’re right. They may prove useful.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “These people are committing crimes,” Richard Norlin said. Michael had been sitting in the ship’s spacious library, reading an old book, an antique volume printed on actual plastique with no cybernetic capabilities whatsoever: The Count of Monte Cristo. It was a tale of revenge served very cold and one of Michael’s favorites. “Why don’t you arrest them?” 
 
    “Me?” Michael said. 
 
    Richard made an impatient gesture. “Intelligence. Security. The police. They would if you told them to.” 
 
    Richard had come a long way, Michael thought, from the useless, drunken aristocrat he had been. “Arcturus and I have discussed it. The problem is that these people have made it very clear that they will die before revealing anything about themselves or their organization. If we arrest any of them, the higher ups will presumably vanish. The human beings under their control will either vanish with them or be ordered to self-destruct. We made a decision to follow the trail of evidence, wherever it might take us, until we know who is doing what.” 
 
    Michael put down the book and shook his head. “They’re well-funded. They have connections to the highest parts of society. We know that they’ve infiltrated the police on more than one world and we know that they infiltrated the military on Illyria, and presumably elsewhere. We need to know where this goes before we take action that would prove, ultimately, to leave us no better off—and certainly no wiser—than we are now, and with all the leads that we currently do have, simply gone.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Richard said. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Lydia Prescott Jones had travelled on large, luxury cruise ships. She would rent an entire suite for herself and her entourage and live in catered luxury for the duration of the voyage. Jeremy Baylor and Lynette Chapman had not been kept captive on a cruise ship, not unless a section of such a ship had been diverted for the purposes of kidnapping and forced confinement. Possible, Michael thought, but not likely. Six men had accosted Lynette and Jeremy. They had woken up in a small, isolated room and been kept there for the entire duration of the trip to Dancy. Sometime, during the three times they had been rendered unconscious, the seeds of a neural network had been implanted in their brains. 
 
    Also, the timing did not match up. Lydia Prescott Jones had been on the small world of Andover a little over two years prior. The ship she had travelled on, the Sultan’s Destiny, had stopped on Andover for three days, before resuming its leisurely circuit of ten other worlds before returning to the port of Terra Nova. It was possible that Lynette and Jeremy had been kept unconscious for days or even weeks before being awakened but this seemed unlikely. Their muscle tone had not degraded. They had lost no weight. Most likely, they had been knocked out, immediately brought to another ship and embarked on their forced journey to Dancy, and then been imprisoned somewhere until Lydia returned home to take possession. 
 
    Three other ships had been parked at the port on Andover at the same time as the Sultan’s Destiny and then made the run to Dancy. One was a small racing yacht with a crew of only three. Another was a cruise ship almost as large as Sultan’s Destiny. The last was a medium sized merchant ship called the Traveler’s Fortune. 
 
    “The Traveler’s Fortune is owned by a private consortium,” Romulus said, “based on Reliance. Its membership is difficult to determine, listing primarily a series of corporations that seem barely to exist and which do little real business. The shipping manifests of the Traveler’s Fortune are public record, however. They have paid considerable taxes on ventures that were uniformly profitable.” 
 
    “This report came from Arcturus?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Arcturus had proven to be immensely helpful. Despite his initial suspicion of Michael and Michael’s hazy origins, Arcturus had evidently decided to look upon the crew of the London as an asset. As well he should, Michael thought. 
 
    “And where is the Traveler’s Fortune now?” Michael asked. 
 
    “In transit. We are lucky. The ship is due to arrive at the port of Terra Nova in two days.” 
 
    “Good,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    The Lady Egidia Colbert was sixty-seven years old, slim, blond, toned and beautiful. Like the late unlamented Lydia Prescott Jones, she liked being in charge. Her security was supplied by an employment agency called Coastal Personnel Services, which specialized in ex-military and police. The owner of Coastal Personnel Services was a tall, lean man named Hitoki Ogawa, who had served for thirty years in the Imperial Guard before retiring. 
 
    “I know Hitoki Ogawa,” Arcturus said. “His record was exemplary. His loyalty is beyond question.” 
 
    “Why did he quit?” Anson asked. 
 
    Arcturus grinned. “The usual reason. He has a large extended family that he’s close to. Then he met a woman who wanted him home at night, not wandering around the Empire doing God knows what. They have three kids now.” 
 
    Michael understood that completely. Something like it happened to most soldiers, sooner or later, and that was a very good thing. If it didn’t, you tended to drift further and further away from the rest of humanity. Your unit became your world and your world revolved around waiting for the next fight, and then fighting, and then waiting some more. It wasn’t a healthy lifestyle. 
 
    “Okay,” Michael said. “But will he do it?” 
 
    “He knows me,” Arcturus said. “He’ll do it.” 
 
    “Richard?” Michael said. 
 
    “Count me in,” Richard Norlin said. “I’m looking forward to it. I’ve been getting a little bored.” 
 
    With amusement, Michael noted that Matthew Oliver, listening intently to the conversation, frowned. Matthew was also growing a little bored. 
 
    Arcturus leaned back and tapped his stylus absently on the desk. He was reluctant, Michael knew this. He would rather have had one of his own men but it was Michael’s idea; Michael wanted somebody he trusted and Michael trusted Richard Norlin. It wasn’t so much that Richard had achieved enlightenment and now believed the institution of buying and selling other human beings to be barbaric and inhuman, though he did seem at least minimally embarrassed at the customs of the Diamond Empire from which he came. It was more that Richard was profoundly grateful to Michael for having removed him from a life that he had despised. And now that he had stopped drinking, and under Michael and the Illyrians’ constant tutelage, there were few better in a fight. 
 
    So, fine. Richard Norlin it would be. 
 
      
 
    Lynette Chapman peered at the holograph, her face white. Jeremy stood just behind her, hesitantly placed both hands on her shoulders and nodded his head. “You can’t tell from the faces. They were wearing masks, but they walk the same and they’re the right size. I think it’s them,” he said. “I really do.” 
 
    Lynette nodded. 
 
    The six men had taken a car from the Traveler’s Fortune and were sitting in an upscale bar two blocks from the harbor. They had been followed by a series of microdrones, one of which now hovered near the ceiling of the bar, recording the scene. 
 
    “It’s a go,” Anson said. His words were immediately transmitted below deck. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, five men sauntered into the bar, two marines and three Illyrians, one of them Matthew Oliver. They weren’t wearing uniforms. Nothing about them said military. They appeared to be five tough men, perhaps spacers, maybe construction workers out for an evening with their mates. They smelled of alcohol and perhaps a few other mind altering substances. They laughed loudly, slapped each other on the back and shoved their way to the bar. 
 
    One of the spacers from Traveler’s Fortune frowned at Matthew Oliver. “Watch it,” he said. 
 
    “Something bothering you?” Matthew smiled, gulped his beer, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and spilled a little beer on the spacer’s shirt. It didn’t look like an accident. 
 
    The spacer turned and very deliberately threw his whiskey into Matthew’s face. Then it was on. The spacers were tough and used to working as a team but were no match for the trained viciousness of their adversaries. A spacer tried to knee an Illyrian in the groin. The Illyrian slipped to the side and jabbed the spacer in the throat with the edge of his hand. The spacer’s eyes bulged as he tried to pull air in and found that he couldn’t. A few punches, a roundhouse kick and a couple of deft throws, one of which resulted in a spacer flying over the bar and crashing into the glass shelving, bringing twenty or more bottles of expensive liquor crashing down onto the prostrate body of the spacer, brought the fight to a close. 
 
    “Whoops,” one of the marines giggled, and kicked the largest spacer in the head. 
 
    The rest of the bar’s customers stared at them but nobody else was dumb enough to get involved. Sirens could be heard in the distance, rapidly getting closer. The Illyrians and the marines grinned at each other, laughed like lunatics and ran out of the bar. 
 
    Police arrived, followed shortly by ambulances. Statements were taken. Reports were written, submitted and filed. The spacers, groaning and in two cases, unconscious, were loaded onto stretchers and conveyed to the nearest medical facility. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Andrew Sloane was listed in the Spacers’ Guild database as a man with seventeen years of experience. He had no living family except a sister and a niece on a far-off world. His record showed an arrest for minor assault as a teenager. He had been sent for counseling and behaved himself thereafter. He had a tendency to gamble. His evaluations and recommendations on file were slightly above average but nowhere near stellar. 
 
    The captain of the Traveler’s Fortune was named Carl Severs. The day after the barfight, he sent a query to the Spacers’ Guild. Two members of his crew had been involved in an accident and would be incapacitated for at least a month. He could get by without one crew member but not two. 
 
    As it happened, the only immediately available spacer registered with the Guild was Andrew Sloane. An interview was scheduled for that afternoon. 
 
    Michael frowned. Richard was one thing, but Richard wasn’t going off planet. The rest of the crew, plus all the forces of Imperial Security would be available to give assistance if needed. And Richard was human, not that there was anything so great about being human, but at least he knew how he was supposed to behave. 
 
    Andrew Sloane was going to be alone on a ship with the bad guys, going God knew where, and Andrew was faking it in every way. “Are you sure about this?” Michael asked. He had asked the same question at least twenty times. He couldn’t help himself. 
 
    Andrew gave him a brilliant grin. “Every bird leaves the nest, sooner or later. Relax.” 
 
    He did sound sure of himself. From Michael’s point of view, that was part of the problem. In Michael’s experience, the most common cause of major fuck ups of every sort wasn’t stupidity or even ignorance. It was self-delusion. Every man and woman who has served in the military is intimately acquainted with the colleague who marches happily into a situation completely out of their control under the blithe assumption that they’ve got it covered. 
 
    Not that the phenomenon was a secret to anybody. They studied it in training, in the vain hope that none of them would ever do something so completely brain dead. Why did Napolean decide to invade Russia in the middle of Winter? And why did Hitler do the same thing less than two centuries later? And Custer? Custer had experience. He knew how to deal with Indians, didn’t he? Then of course, the Light Brigade and that whole Valley of Death thing. What was that all about? 
 
    Yep. Self-delusion: commonest thing in the world. 
 
    Of course, Andrew Sloane’s lack of humanity did contain one very large advantage: Andrew did not care in the slightest if he lived or died. 
 
    Anson and Michael reviewed the tape after the interview. Andrew kept his responses to a minimum but it hardly mattered. Andrew Sloane was listed as a qualified spacer, the only one available on short notice and Carl Severs needed a spacer. Andrew got the job. 
 
    “Report back at 08:00,” Severs said. He didn’t look happy but he didn’t have much choice. 
 
    “Will do,” Andrew said. He rose to his impressive height. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    That night, Gloriosa knocked softly on Andrew Sloane’s door. Andrew opened it, a quizzical smile on his face. Gloriosa brushed past him. “Close the door,” she said. 
 
    Gloriosa stayed in Andrew Sloane’s room all night and left early the next morning. She was seen to be crying. Andrew, for his part, seemed shaken. His usual smile was missing. As he walked down the London’s ramp, carrying a heavy duffle over his shoulder, he looked back. The look on his face was something that Michael had never seen him display before—sadness, even regret. 
 
    Later that day, Michael said to Gloriosa, “I’m not sure that what you did last night was wise.” 
 
    She was sitting at the table in the galley, holding a cup of tea. She grimaced, then gave her head a tiny shake. “I wanted to give him something to live for, something to come back to.” Her voice trembled. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “I hope it helps.” He grinned wanly. “I hope someday we’ll find out.” 
 
      
 
    The Lady Egidia Colbert did indeed have twins. Their names were Brett and Stephanie Lerner. Early one morning, soon after Richard Norlin’s arrival, he saw both twins exit Lady Egidia’s bedroom. They wore silk robes but were otherwise naked. Richard was assigned to guard the front door of the house, a pointless exercise in his opinion, since the grounds were very effectively screened and patrolled, but his not to reason why. This was not, to say the least, a difficult job. 
 
    The twins ignored Richard. They gathered a bowl of fruit, a platter of small cookies, a carafe of chocolat and three cups, then went back into Lady Egidia’s bedroom. All three emerged two hours later, showered, dressed and smelling of perfume and cologne. 
 
    “You,” Lady Egidia said to Richard. “We’re going shopping. Have the car brought around.” 
 
    Richard did so. Less than five minutes later, a black limousine drove up to the front gate. Richard opened the door and stood by while Lady Egidia and her two companions entered and sat down. She frowned at him, gave Richard a thoughtful look and said, “Get in. You’re coming with us.” 
 
    Not exactly what he had been hired for but the boss was the boss. Richard entered the car and sat down across from Lady Egidia and the twins, who snuggled together on one soft, padded seat. A second security guard was already seated near the back, behind Lady Egidia. His name was Justin. He gave Richard a wink and a sly grin. 
 
    Up front, separated by a bulletproof glass panel, sat the driver and a third guard. Richard didn’t know them. 
 
    “What is your name?” Lady Egidia asked. 
 
    “Derek North, my Lady,” Richard said. 
 
    Lady Egidia looked at Stephanie and said, “Well?” 
 
    Stephanie pouted, then gave a small shrug. “I suppose he’ll do.” Brett looked away and frowned. 
 
    They arrived in the city’s central district perhaps ten minutes later. The driver parked the car in a reserved spot in a private, open-air lot. Richard and the other two guards exited first, then the twins and Lady Egidia. They walked out to the street together, with the guards flanking the others, and then turned into a four-story building that sold jewelry and clothes. Egidia and Stephanie spent most of the next three hours trying things on, rarely selecting a dress, a jacket or a blouse for purchase, which the staff folded and placed to the side. 
 
    While this was going on, the guards evenly spaced themselves around the perimeter. Brett stayed with his sister and Lady Egidia, offering comments on each item. He didn’t seem to be bored but Richard wondered. 
 
    Finally, Lady Egidia glanced at her interface and said, “That was fun. Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    A supposedly genuine old French brasserie was located around the corner from the store. The host’s eyes lit up when the little party walked through the door. “Your regular table, Madame?” 
 
    Egidia screwed up her face in thought. “Not this time,” she said. “I’d like something by the window, so we can watch the people.” 
 
    The host beamed. “Of course. Please follow me.” 
 
    Egidia and the twins sat while Richard and the two guards were given a table of their own nearby, from which they could see the entire room. A few diners glanced their way but nobody paid them any more attention than that. 
 
    “Anything ever happen?” Richard asked. 
 
    The second guard, who had introduced himself as Gary Hartwell, frowned. “A couple of kidnapping attempts. Nothing too recent.” 
 
    Richard considered that. “Anybody die?” 
 
    “Not on our side.” 
 
    “Who were they?” 
 
    Hartwell shrugged. “We never did find out.” 
 
    “That surprises me. DNA analysis showed nothing?” 
 
    “They weren’t in the database.” Justin frowned down at table. “A lot of competing interests here. It didn’t used to be this way.” 
 
    Richard nodded. He already knew this. The Empire was expanding at the edges but seemed to be rotting from the core, like a tree hollowed out by disease. Or maybe not, he reflected. It didn’t do to jump to conclusions. It might be more accurate to say that the rot was coming from outside. Carving out the disease was the mission of Imperial Intelligence, of which he and the rest of his team seemed to have drifted into becoming a part, but before they could work out a cure, they needed to discover the cause. 
 
    “Gentlemen, can I get you something?” The waiter was young, smiling and seemed eager to please. 
 
    Richard glanced at Justin. “Room and board are part of the deal. Order whatever you want. We have a long afternoon of waiting around to look forward to.” He grinned. “Unless somebody tries something. They probably won’t but you never know.” 
 
    The lunch was leisurely. Lady Egidia seemed content to linger over a cup of tea and an éclair, but finally she rose to her feet and they all trouped onward to the next exclusive shop, and then the one after that. A boring day, in the end, but considering that they were all being paid to risk their lives on demand, boring was perhaps better than the alternative. 
 
    They arrived back at the estate as the sun was setting. Lady Egidia and the twins vanished into her suite. Dinner in the kitchen followed, then a few hours under an induction helmet with a VR simulation and an early bedtime. 
 
    So far, Richard reflected, easy money. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    For a day or so, Michael felt good about things. Some action had been taken, a few pieces were moving, but as time passed and nothing happened, he began to fret. Then, four days after Andrew Sloane had left them, he received a call from Arcturus. Michael knew that something had gone wrong as soon as he saw his face in the screen. Arcturus’ usual placid smile was missing, his expression grim. 
 
    “Can you meet me at the corner of Bailey Street and Seventh Avenue?” 
 
    “Sure,” Michael said. 
 
    “There will be a police cordon. Use the name Evan Tolliver. Tell them I’m expecting you.” He signed off. Michael called Curly, hesitated for a moment, then paged Marissa Oliver through her interface. They took a few minutes to don wigs, colored contact lenses, and cheek inserts that made their faces wider. It was the first time Michael had seen Curly with hair. He looked a lot less fierce, cuddly even. Weird seeing him that way. 
 
    The car drove itself while Michael brooded. The city had recently been swept by rain but by now, the skies had cleared. Stars were shining overhead and the three moons cast a soft, mellow glow over Terra Nova. Bailey Street and Seventh Avenue lay in the heart of the shopping district but this late at night, the stores were all closed, the streets nearly deserted. 
 
    Three police cruisers blocked the road ahead. Five troopers, carrying gauss rifles and wearing armor stood at attention. The car glided to a halt. Curly, Marissa and Michael got out and walked over to the line of troopers. All three moved slowly, making no sudden movements, hands clearly visible. 
 
    “This area is closed,” one of the troopers said. With helmets on, their faces could not be seen. It was eerie and a little frightening, which was part of the point. 
 
    “I’m Evan Tolliver,” Michael said. “We were asked to come.” 
 
    The trooper silently accessed his database, then stepped to the side. He waved his gun barrel to the left. “That way,” he said. 
 
    A crowd of cops and security personnel milled around something on the ground a few meters past the line. Searchlights cast circles of light over the scene. As they walked closer, Arcturus walked up to them. “I wanted you to see this,” he said. 
 
    A woman’s body lay in the street. She appeared to be young, which of course meant nothing. She had black hair, blue eyes, retractable titanium claws, now extended, and a fit, toned body. She had fought against her attackers. A lot of blood, Michael noted, most of it apparently somebody else’s, since there were few visible wounds. She had been bludgeoned across the head, her skull caved in on the left, her hair bloody and matted. 
 
    “Her name is Genessee Burke,” Arcturus said. “She was a servant of Lydia Prescott Jones.” 
 
    Michael winced. “Where are all the other servants of Lydia Prescott Jones?” 
 
    Arcturus breathed a heavy sigh. “We’d better find out.” 
 
      
 
    So far, this job was turning out to be a lot more fun than Richard had anticipated. Richard, from an early age no stranger to orgies and public sex, was finding this afternoon’s entertainment to be a pleasant and refreshing reminder of home, not that he had ever been very fond of his home, but still, the place wasn’t all bad, not if you were the son of the Duke and expected to be the Duke yourself, one day. 
 
    Stephanie rolled her hips. She bit her lower lip and squeezed her eyes shut, breath coming in little pants, reaching for her orgasm. Richard wasn’t far behind. Unfortunately, at that moment, Stephanie’s brother chose to stand up on the bed. His penis was long, thin and very stiff. It bobbed a little in front of Richard’s eyes with each heartbeat. 
 
    “Uh, no thank you,” Richard said. Almost unconsciously, he slowed the pumping motion of his hips. 
 
    “Keep going,” Stephanie moaned. “I’m almost there.” 
 
    “No?” Brett said. He looked over at Lady Egidia, who was naked and lying back against the headboard, playing with herself. She smiled. Brett looked back at Richard uncertainly. Richard reached out, patted him on the leg and said, “Not tonight.” 
 
    Probably not ever, he thought. He had tried a few boys in his younger days but regretfully, had gotten nothing out of the experience. Some people were handicapped that way. Not like his father and Roderick, who were happy to shove their cocks in anything that moved. Richard had on occasion felt some embarrassment at his own narrowmindedness, but in the end, it was what it was. Boys did nothing for him. 
 
    “Come here, Sweetie,” Lady Egidia said. “I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    Brett shrugged and moved over to his mistress, who placed a little kiss on the head of his penis and then sucked him slowly in. Absently, Brett scratched at a spot behind his knee, where he had developed a sudden itch. 
 
    Richard grunted. Stephanie moaned, wrapped both arms and legs around his back, rolled her hips one more time, gave a little cry and shuddered. Her arms fell to the sides. Her legs splayed open. Richard looked down at Stephanie’s suddenly serene face, reached out and pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. She smiled up at him. He lowered his head, let his lips roam over hers for a moment and then rolled off, collapsing onto the bed, his breath coming in shallow pants. 
 
    “That was good,” Stephanie whispered. “Wasn’t that good?” 
 
    Richard drew a deep breath, his head pleasantly spinning. “Oh, Yeah,” Richard whispered. “Really, really good.” 
 
    Lady Edigia took Brett’s cock out of her mouth for a moment and said, “When you two get your breath back, come on over here.” She giggled. “Brett could use a little help.” 
 
    A lot more fun than he had anticipated. 
 
    Absently, Stephanie scratched a tiny itch on her side. 
 
      
 
    Three days later, however, nothing had happened. No fever, no chills, no changes in behavior. The virus that Richard had injected into the twins quietly expired, having found no neural networks to degrade in either of their brains. By now, Richard was not surprised. Lady Egidia was not the monster that he had expected. She was bubbly, beautiful and affectionate. She seemed to honestly care about every member of her household. She knew her guards by name and asked after their families. Lady Egidia Colbert was nothing like the unlamented Lydia Prescott Jones. 
 
    Brett and Stephanie were from Taverna, a small agricultural world not far from Dancy. Lady Egidia had met them on one of her frequent trips, offered them a contract, which they had been happy to accept and returned with them to Dancy. 
 
    Brett and Stephanie were exactly what they appeared. Brett and Stephanie were young, beautiful, perhaps not too bright and loved sex. They were honestly devoted to Lady Egidia, who treated them with kindness, never abused them nor required them to do anything that they were not willing to do and fucked their brains out. 
 
    Brett and Stephanie Lerner were not slaves. 
 
      
 
    Ditto, as it turned out, for Davida Emerson. Ilona and Davida Emerson owned a very successful lady’s boutique. They made elegant, expensive clothing, which required models to showcase. They employed a lot of models, most of whom were young, all of whom were beautiful, many of whom had no objection at all to spending time after work with their employer. 
 
    Davida Emerson was like a kid in a candy store. She wanted at least one of everything. 
 
    Imperial Intelligence investigated Davida thoroughly, and her mother as well, and Arcturus’ men shadowed her for over two weeks. Davida went out almost every evening, almost always with a different beautiful young man or woman than the night before, often more than one. There were a few that she saw on a recurring basis but none that could be described as much more than a casual sex partner. She was an enthusiastic participant in the Dancy party scene, for whom sex parties were not frequent but were also not uncommon. None of her partners in these escapades seemed in the slightest bit reluctant. 
 
    It was good to be rich, Michael thought, as he had thought many times before, but none of this, sadly enough, was getting them any closer to the heart of the slaver network. 
 
      
 
    Michael, Curly and Marissa Oliver had accompanied Arcturus and his men to Lydia Prescott Jones’ mansion, where they had found a slaughterhouse. Of eight servants and five security in Lydia’s employ, one servant and two guards were missing. The remaining six servants and two security were dead. They had been executed very professionally, with two bullets to the brain and three to the center of the chest. The servants all had surprised looks on their faces. The guards had at least tried to fight back. Guns were lying close to both bodies, one of which had been fired, and some blood spatter on the walls and floors did not appear to have come from the victims. 
 
    “This is not supposed to happen in the heart of the Empire,” Arcturus remarked. 
 
    Probably not, Michael thought. Five hundred years, five hundred worlds. It was enough to make you wonder about the future. Staring down at the bodies, he toyed with the idea of taking his ship and his people and heading out for parts unknown. Was this really his fight? 
 
    He sighed. Maybe yes, maybe no. Bottom line, it was if he wanted it to be and he objected on principle to people who casually murdered their enemies and sold teenagers into slavery. 
 
    “They were all killed at approximately the same time, between three hours and sixteen minutes and three hours and twenty-one minutes ago,” one of the techs said. She was a tiny redhead who obviously knew what she was doing. She fed a sample of dried blood scraped from one of the walls into a test tube, shook the tube, slid it into a machine and waited for the beep. “No match on this one.” She fed in another sample, waited again, then shook her head. “This one either.” 
 
    Too bad. The blood spatters might help to identify the gunmen, if they were ever found, but their DNA was not on record. That was unfortunate but not surprising. From the moment of birth, every citizen of the Empire was tissue typed, but the data was stored on their home world’s registry. It might have been different if interstellar communication had been possible but when the only way to transfer information from world to world was by ship, and when some worlds went years at a time between contact with the capital, an up-to-date, or even accurate centralized database was simply not possible.  
 
    “The samples come from two different males,” the tech said, “presumably from off-world. Both mixed race with a predominance of Caucasian. We’ve got the genes for approximate height, also hair and eye color but both of those can be changed.” 
 
    Arcturus grunted. 
 
    Little help there, not in finding the suspects, at any rate. After more than six thousand years of travel between the stars, almost everybody was “mixed race.” 
 
    Mechs swept the floors for fiber and any detritus that might have been left behind. The bullets were analyzed but they proved to be standard ammunition in a standard caliber that could be purchased at numerous locations. Even the air was sampled but in the end, they had nothing much to go on that would lead them to a suspect. 
 
    “Four of the staff are missing. Let’s try to find them before the bad guys,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Michael nodded. Was it dumb luck or foresight? Probably a little of both, since three of the five guards had escaped and only one of the servants. The guards were presumably at least a bit more competent at physical altercation than the servants, or at least more competent at hiding. Gennesee Burke had been gunned down in the middle of the city. Probably, the bad guys were out hunting the survivors even now. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Arcturus said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    Michael shook his head but kept his mouth shut. What was there to say? He read the time off his internal server. Three hours, twenty-one minutes and counting. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    The body of Gerard Addison was found floating in the bay. The cause of death proved to be the obvious: he had been drowned but the drowning had not been an accident. Bruises crept up both arms and legs and his lungs were filled with salt water. He had been held beneath the surface until he died. Addison had been a large man, one of the guards. He had struggled. It would not have been easy to kill him. Where he had been prior to his death was a mystery. 
 
    “Scratch one,” Arcturus said. He shook his head and sighed. 
 
    The body of Conrad Woo was found the next morning in a processing plant for organic feed pellets. In the normal course of events, his body would have been reduced to its constituent fat, proteins and carbohydrates with no one being the wiser but an intact human body proved beyond the capacity of the intake pipe. A release valve cut off when the pressure rose too high for the system to accommodate and Conrad Woo was discovered. His neck was broken, which might have been the cause of death, but since the machinery tended to macerate the raw materials, maybe not. By now, there had been so much decomposition that an absolute cause could not be determined. 
 
    The third guard, Ingrid Jones, was never found, but a woman who looked very much like her was noted on videocam entering a ship heading out toward the farthest reaches of the Empire. Facial recognition software was inconclusive. Maybe it was her, or maybe the real Ingrid Jones had already vanished into an anonymous, obscure life somewhere on Dancy. Or maybe her dead body lay rotting under a few tons of earth or at the bottom of the sea. 
 
    None of the dead, neither the servants nor the guards, had neural networks concealed in their brains. 
 
    They had one chance left, a servant named Timothy Rice. 
 
      
 
    “Solomon Towne hires his own security. So does Richard Salazar, the Comte de Sevigny and Lord Benedict Devlin.” Arcturus smiled. “So did Lydia Prescott Jones.” 
 
    “You find that significant?” Michael said. Actually, so did Michael. 
 
    Egidia Colbert relied upon an agency to provide her with guards. Davida Emerson didn’t have any, which might have been stupid considering her considerable wealth, but she was a free agent and old enough to make her own mistakes. 
 
    Arcturus shrugged. 
 
    “There’s no honor among thieves, is there?” Michael said. 
 
    “I think we can postulate that it’s not one group. It’s a bunch of smaller groups that sometimes work together but have no real loyalty to each other.” 
 
    Michael, Anson and Arcturus were sitting at a table on the patio of what appeared to be a bar and grille overlooking the harbor. All of the tables were protected by privacy screens, which might have been overkill since nobody here should have been a security risk, but then, it would have been enormously stupid to assume that. Anson and Michael were both disguised. 
 
    The sun shone brightly overhead. The windows were open, allowing the warm, sea breeze to blow through the room behind them. Dried echinoderms and sand dollar shells decorated wooden shelves along the side walls. Anson drained his glass, refilled it from a pitcher of beer and took another sip. A platter of boiled, spicy shrimp with cocktail sauce, another of fried squid and a third of yellow rice and red beans were almost empty. 
 
    “Lydia’s kids inherit the estate?” Anson said. 
 
    Arcturus nodded. “They never did have much to do with her. They were mostly raised by servants and they’ve been out of the house for more than a century. All of them have shares from the family trust. None of them are in debt. If they were involved in Lydia’s illegitimate activities, it would have been smarter to quietly replace the help, or make them quietly vanish, than have them killed in this public way.” 
 
    Anson grunted and sat back in his seat. “Sending a message?” 
 
    Michael tried the idea on for size and didn’t like it. “Not likely. Probably eliminating people who knew too much and had no loyalty to any side.” 
 
    Anson grimaced. “Sending a message.” 
 
    “I suppose.” Michael shrugged, spooned some more of the squid, along with some rice and beans onto his plate. Excellent food here, he thought. Interesting that Arcturus had invited them. This was the first time that Arcturus had appeared publicly with either one of them, not that the place was public, exactly, but they had been given a number of curious glances from diners at other tables, all of them agents of Imperial Intelligence and all of them presumably known to each other. 
 
    “Do you trust your own men?” Michael asked. 
 
    Arcturus eyes gleamed. “That is an interesting question, isn’t it?” 
 
    Anson stolidly chewed. Michael gave Arcturus a long look. Arcturus smiled back. 
 
    “Sooner or later,” Anson said, “if we continue to make no headway, we’re going to have to take the bull by the horns.” This, Michael reflected, was not exactly changing the subject, though on the surface, it might have seemed so. 
 
    “I realize that,” Arcturus said. “Devlin is a member of the nobility. Salazar is very well connected, and anyway, he’s still off-world. Solomon Towne is rich but has lived a more private life. He has fewer friends in high places. He’s the one we would go after.” 
 
    “When?” Michael asked. 
 
    “If nothing else breaks? Soon.” 
 
      
 
    The weather was pleasant, the sun shining. They decided to walk back to the ship. 
 
    “Sneaky bastard, isn’t he?” Anson said. 
 
    Were they being followed? He wouldn’t have been surprised but so far, neither of them had spotted a tail. “Talk about the case, set us up, see which of his men might be taking a little too much initiative. Three birds, one stone,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson snorted. 
 
    A lot of shops here, none of them cheap, all selling excellent merchandise. Restaurants of all sorts, fancy, plain, large and small, cuisine exotic or rustic or down home. All of it good. A great place to live, if you had money. The streets were clean, the buildings in good repair. The citizens looked happy, prosperous, well fed. 
 
    “That one?” Anson said. 
 
    Michael didn’t turn his head but he had already spotted the character Anson meant. His disinterest seemed just a bit too interested, lounging back on a bench, pretending to be focused on his interface. Above their heads, a small cloud of insects, about half of which actually were insects, swarmed slowly toward them. 
 
    “This way,” Michael said, and stepped into an alleyway between two streets. Anson followed. Michael pulled out a small device and pressed a button, then another. The swarm of insects seemed to hesitate, then drifted past the mouth of the alley. 
 
    They emerged on the opposite street and ducked into a public restroom. They turned their shirts inside out, revealing a different pattern in a different color, changed their wigs and adjusted the height of their shoes. Both of them knew how to change their posture and their gait. A minute later, they emerged, one at a time. 
 
    Michael waited for a full two minutes, enough time for Anson to be well on his way. Three men in casual clothes walked past him on the street, then two more. All of them were well built. All peered keenly at the faces of the people they passed. Michael ignored them. He walked for almost an hour and didn’t spot another tail, then headed back to the ship. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “We have another job for you,” Devlin said. 
 
    A slow smile spread across Michael’s face. “Oh?” About time. A sense of anticipation filled him. His fingertips almost tingled. 
 
    Devlin smiled back. “I see that you like the idea.” 
 
    “I do. Truthfully, I’m not used to staying in one place for this long.” 
 
    Devlin cocked his head to the side and looked at Michael thoughtfully. “Perhaps we should be utilizing your talents more than we have.” He shrugged. “Can your ship be ready to leave by 09:00 tomorrow?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “The cargo will be delivered at 08:00. Take off as soon as it’s all loaded.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    Devlin grinned. “To start, Alesandra,” he said. 
 
    Michael stared at him. Oh, fuck, he thought. 
 
      
 
    “Alesandra is a ghost world,” Curly said. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Curly gave him a wounded look. “Don’t bullshit me.” 
 
    Michael barely cracked a smile. “Alesandra is our destination. We’ve been given codes that are supposed to provide access.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of anybody going to a ghost world,” Curly said. 
 
    Truthfully, neither had Michael. 
 
    Anson grimaced when informed of their destination. He stared at Michael, his face growing pale but finally, he shook his head and walked away without saying a word. Arcturus was bewildered at the news but ecstatic. “Why Alesandra?” he asked. Michael found the wide smile on his face unaccountably annoying. 
 
    “No idea,” Michael said. “We’ll be informed once we arrive.” 
 
    “Finally, something we didn’t know. Something new,” Arcturus said. He grinned. “Good luck.” 
 
    The cargo had arrived a few hours before and they took off as soon as it was loaded. Scans revealed crates full of heavy metals. A few were mildly radioactive but were well shielded. None contained drugs and none contained bodies, living or dead. It seemed an entirely legitimate cargo. 
 
    Three days later, they emerged from slipspace and found themselves surrounded by a fleet of small ships, none of them more than ten meters in length, most considerably smaller. All of them had very effective screens. The London’s scans revealed nothing of the other ships’ contents. 
 
    “Please identify yourself,” a voice said. The voice was male and pleasant, with a strange, lilting accent and a noticeable lisp. Michael recognized the accent. It had been common to First Empire nobility more than two thousand years before. 
 
    “We are the starship London,” Michael said. He read off the codes that Devlin had provided him. 
 
    There was silence for a moment. “We have not seen a ship like yours in many centuries,” the voice said. “Your identification is accepted. Please land at these coordinates.” A string of numbers followed. Michael entered the information into the nav system and the London began to move. 
 
    “Spooky,” Rosanna muttered. 
 
    “Datamorphs usually are,” Michael said. 
 
    Curly frowned at him. Matthew and Marissa exchanged grins. Rosanna stared at Michael’s face and Michael immediately regretted having said it. None of them had ever encountered a datamorph before, only Michael. 
 
    The exact number of ghost worlds was unknown, probably dozens, maybe hundreds. They had little use for humanity and humanity wished no contact with them. Most were not worlds at all, but minor asteroids floating anonymously in abandoned systems. Seventeen were known for certain to exist, all supposedly closed to outsiders. 
 
    The denizens of the ghost worlds had given up humanity long ago, integrating themselves with their machines, first modifying their bodies, then replacing them, then abandoning them to live, if it could be called living, within the virtual cores of their processing units; and then these had evolved, or so the legend said, almost beyond the material, to a series of particle fields in n-dimensional space, held together by a few wisps of dark matter. 
 
    Humanity was afraid of the ghost worlds, when it thought of them at all. Their lure was too seductive. Join us. Live forever. Never age, never die, an entire universe contained in a mechanism that could sit on a desktop…or so the legends said. Michael did not know the truth of it. 
 
    Finally, the First Empire had quarantined them, which concerned the ghost worlds not at all, and declared the technology that led to sublimation into an AI core restricted. Some worlds had outlawed such technology completely, but most had not. It was too useful, for both education and entertainment, to be forbidden, but all devices capable of personality immersion came with cutoffs and limitations. The illusions that they created were never allowed to be perfect, the times spent plugged into such devices restricted to only a few hours each day. 
 
    Even today, however, some poor idiot was occasionally found plugged into a machine whose controls he had managed to hack, his body starved to death. In all such cases, the machine was destroyed down to its component atoms. 
 
    Alesandra was a desert, the landing coordinates a patch of sand, without vehicles or buildings or anything man made to mark the spot. The atmosphere was thin, the wind continuous across the planet’s dry, desolate surface. A few wispy shrubs poked their heads above the ground, a few insects burrowed at their bases. An attempt had been made, thousands of years before, to terraform the little world, but had been quickly abandoned. What was the point? 
 
    “What now?” Gloriosa asked. 
 
    “Our sensors report an underground complex beneath the ship,” Romulus voice issued from a speaker. “Extent unknown, but at least a kilometer in each direction.” 
 
    “Then we’ll wait,” Michael said. “I imagine something will show up.” 
 
    He was right. A few minutes later, a patch of sand near the ship began to swirl, then shift. A cube, black and featureless, approximately ten meters by ten meters slowly rose. A door in the side of the cube opened and a figure that appeared to be human, plus two round bots, about twenty centimeters in diameter emerged. The human was male, tall and well-built, with brown hair and green eyes. The bots pushed a flat-bed piled with small crates toward the London. 
 
    “Let them in,” Michael said. The airlock opened. The ramp extended outward, then lowered toward the ground. 
 
    A few minutes later, the human, the bots and their cargo entered the London’s lounge. Michael stepped forward, the crew plus Henrik Anson standing behind. 
 
    The human looked around, curious. “A Scorpion class corvette,” he said, and smiled at all of them. 
 
    Michael felt a query in his internal server. The human transmitted a military code that Michael recognized but had not heard in thousands of years. He responded with a code of his own. The human nodded. “Michael Glover,” he said. “Omega Force—an elite outfit, with an illustrious history.” He drew a deep breath and grinned. “First, my name is Stefan Markovich. We have fulfilled our contract with your employer by delivering these crates. We thank you and wish you well on the next stage of your voyage.” 
 
    Michael’s instructions regarding their next destination were contained on a coded chip. The chip would divulge its information only once they had arrived on Alesandra and entered the proper code, which was the name of their contact. Clever. There would have been no way in advance of their arrival to guess the name ‘Stefan Markovich.’ 
 
    Michael eyed the crates. “What’s in them?” 
 
    “A substance called Blue Ice. It is a natural product, refined from the pheromones of an insectoid native to this planet. It is valuable in the human worlds.” 
 
    “I know Blue Ice,” Michael said. “It’s a narcotic.” 
 
    Stefan Markovich shrugged. “The substance has psychotropic properties, including analgesia and the treatment of clinical depression. It can be refined into many useful agents.” 
 
    Michael frowned. “And what do you get out of this?” 
 
    The ship’s sensors told him that the cargo they had brought was even now being transported down the ramp. “Our ancestors were perhaps not as farsighted as they might have been, when they chose to settle on Alesandra,” Stefan Markovich said. “They wanted a harsh, barren environment that would offer little competition to the attractions of the virtual world that they intended to inhabit, and Alesandra certainly fulfills that requirement, but this is a small world, lacking in heavy metals. Our microprocessors degrade after a few centuries and need to be replaced. Our ships and defenses also require substances that do not exist in the Alesandra system.” 
 
    “Don’t you have transformers?” 
 
    “No, actually. We could construct them but their energy requirements are enormous. It’s much cheaper to simply bring in what we need from outside.” 
 
    The Empire, the Second Empire, knew nothing of this. To them, the ghost worlds were a complete mystery. “The people that you deal with, who are they?” 
 
    “They call themselves the Cognoscenti. You don’t know them?” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “Strange,” Stefan Markovich said. “We have been dealing with them for over three thousand years.” 
 
    Romulus’ voice echoed through his server. “Another being, female this time, has exited from the transit cube. She is requesting entrance.” 
 
    “Let her in,” Michael transmitted. 
 
    A few seconds later, footsteps came clattering up the ramp. A woman walked through the airlock. She stopped suddenly and stared at Michael with parted lips. “Michael?” she whispered. 
 
    She was young and pretty, with honey gold hair and bright blue eyes. He had no idea who she might be. “Yes?” he said. 
 
    “I’m Susan,” she said. A smile lit up her face. “Your sister.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Stefan Markovich had taken his cargo and left. Susan and Michael sat together in a small lounge, where the crew had discreetly left them alone. “You always liked chocolat,” Michael said. 
 
    “And you preferred coffee,” Susan said. “This is very good.” She smiled and raised her cup to her lips. 
 
    “You don’t look like Susan,” Michael said doubtfully. 
 
    “Of course not, silly. This is an off-the-rack body. Anybody can use it. We keep a whole bunch of them in storage. My original body has been dead for thousands of years. 
 
    “I was very old, you see. Mother had died, oh, almost a century before. You had disappeared, presumed a casualty in the war. Diane had passed away and I knew that I didn’t have a lot of time left. Diane had children and grandchildren and their children had grandchildren as well. So did I, but Diane was tired of living and she didn’t believe that immersion into a core was actually life. She regarded what I am”—she waved a hand down at the body that she wore—“as a simple copy. She didn’t see the point.” Susan sighed and sipped her chocolat, looking wistful. “I felt differently. Empire policy toward the ghost worlds was still being formulated. Anybody who wished to emigrate was free to do so. I decided that I wanted to go on living and here was my opportunity. I came here. A lot of us did. 
 
    “Alesandra is the largest of all of them. Did you know that?” 
 
    Michael shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Alesandra is a real world rotating around a real sun. That felt safer, somehow. Most of the ghost worlds are on asteroids, some of them really tiny, just rocks careening around their star, some of them drifting beyond any known system. A few were placed on abandoned ships or small habitats, hidden somewhere deep in space. I don’t know; maybe it was just prejudice, but most of us preferred an actual planet. It’s comforting somehow, to have gravity and an atmosphere.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Michael said. 
 
    She shook her head, annoyed. “And so they forgot all about you? I suppose it’s too late to sue them.” 
 
    “It was wartime. Things happen.” 
 
    She gave a tiny snort. “So now what?” 
 
    “Now? I have a mission.” He leaned forward. “Tell me, who are the Cognoscenti?” 
 
    “They’re a religious cult. They believe that the ghost worlds have created heaven.” 
 
    Michael sat back. “Really?” he said. If so, it was an artificial heaven, one that gave the illusion of eternal life but it was only an illusion. Someday, far in the future, the sun would gutter out, the Universe would exhaust all of its energy and eternal, frozen darkness would descend. It might take trillions of years but none of this was forever, and it wasn’t heaven. It was pretty good, though, he thought, if you liked living in a simulation. If it was living. 
 
    But Susan, what was left of her, looked pretty real. Not the Susan he remembered, but real. “I don’t want to be a datamorph,” he said. 
 
    She gave him a knowing smile. “You’re still young, strangely enough. When there’s no alternative and nothing left, you might change your mind.” 
 
    Maybe. He was tempted to say that he doubted it, but he truly didn’t know how he would feel, if the end of his days were near and that was his only choice. “How can I contact these Cognoscenti?” 
 
    “There are very few of them. They have a chapel on the other side of the world. It seemed the least we could do for them, considering that they worship us.” 
 
    “And arrange for all your supplies,” Michael said. 
 
    “That, too.” 
 
    “Will you give me an introduction?” 
 
    She frowned down at her cup of chocolat, then gave a tiny shrug. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Constructed of mortar and stone, the only remaining man-made structure on the surface of this world, the Chapel of the Cognoscenti rose almost one hundred meters above the sand. It reminded Michael of a Gothic cathedral. It had the same crenellated towers, the same arches, the same stained glass window above the nave. At first, it seemed deserted. Curly and Rosanna had stayed behind with the marines and most of the Illyrians, monitoring their contact, ready to provide rescue if needed. Michael, accompanied by Anson, Matthew, Marissa and Frankie, pushed the door open and walked down a central aisle surrounded by wooden benches darkened by time, leading to a raised altar and lectern. It was quiet. 
 
    “Hello? May I help you?” 
 
    A holograph of a man stood to Michael’s side, smiling—a priest, apparently. He wore a cassock with a hood and carried a curved wooden staff. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Michael said. Anson glanced at the Priest, frowned and then continued to scan the building, looking for threats. Matthew, Marissa and Frankie stared at the Priest. “First of all,” Michael said, “is this the Church of the Cognoscenti?” 
 
    “One of them, yes,” the holograph said. “We maintain establishments on many worlds.” The Priest gave them a benign smile. “Pilgrims used to come to us from all over the galaxy, but that was long ago. It’s been centuries since a real live human walked through this door. Has humanity finally seen the light?” 
 
    “Probably not.” Michael sighed. Susan had given him an introduction, contained on a datachip. Apparently, they wouldn’t need it. “Can we sit down?” 
 
    “Of course,” the Priest said. “Where are my manners? Please, follow me.” He led them to a small sitting room to the side of the nave. The chairs and one low table looked well used but in good condition. “Would any of you like some refreshments? Coffee? Roobios, perhaps? Tea? I’m afraid that I have nothing more organic to offer.” 
 
    Matthew opened his mouth but before he could speak, Marissa jabbed him in the side with an elbow. Matthew shut his mouth and gave her an injured look. The Priest smiled. “Well, then, please ask your questions.” 
 
    The illusion was excellent. The Priest’s form flickered slightly but if you weren’t looking closely, you might think he was real. “We have been told that the Cognoscenti worship the ghost worlds and their virtual inhabitants. Is this true?” 
 
    The Priest winced and briefly looked offended. “No, not at all. This view of things is absurdly self-centered and simplistic. We do not worship the inhabitants of the virtual worlds, nor those worlds themselves. Like most religions, we try our best to carry out the will of the Lord and we worship only at the altar of the Divine.” 
 
    “Oh,” Michael said. Well, that cleared things right up. 
 
    Marissa cleared her throat. “Then what is your relationship to the ghost worlds?” she asked. 
 
    The Priest frowned. “How much do you know of Christianity, and the early history of the Christian Church?” 
 
    Marissa shrugged. They looked at each other in bewilderment. Finally, Michael said, “It was a religion. There have been thousands of them. The Christians believed that Christ was both the son of God and also God himself.” Michael frowned. “I’m not sure how that was supposed to work. There are still some Christians around, I’m not sure how many. There’s a bishop on Terra Nova. I think they have a Holy Father somewhere…and some practicing Jihadi Buddhists. A few others...” He shrugged. “Most of us pay them little attention.” 
 
    “This is not surprising,” the Priest said. “Religion tends to flourish during times of trouble and turmoil. Famine, warfare, plagues…people are despairing and afraid. They look for aid beyond what their societies can provide them. They seek hope for a future that currently seems bleak. Religion tends to atrophy in times of plenty. This is, relatively speaking, such a time. The vast majority of mankind have few material worries.” 
 
    That might change, Michael thought. He really hoped not, but it might. “Go on,” he said. “Please.” 
 
    “The Roman Empire had collapsed. Do you know of the Roman Empire?” 
 
    “We’ve heard of it,” Anson said. 
 
    “They called the time after the fall of the Roman Empire the Dark Ages. A time of ignorance, famine, genocidal warfare and plagues. It lasted for more than a thousand years. The Catholic Church in Europe flourished during this time, reigning over Kings and Principalities. It gave legitimacy to the rulers and kept the ruled in their place. The Church was a universal institution that rigidly enforced obedience and brooked no dissent, and yet it was truly a time of misery, a Dark Age. The people were unhappy and dissatisfied. Their lives were brutal, bloody and short. They longed for the Rapture, the second coming of Christ, when all their sins would be redeemed and all of mankind would be transported bodily to Heaven. 
 
    “It was generally thought that this would take place at the year one thousand. A thousand is a nice round number, you see. Surely God would not condemn his children to more than a thousand years of such misery. As the year approached, people went insane. They gave away all their possessions and wandered into the wilderness. They starved themselves, seeking visions of their God. Some members of the faithful doubted but they kept their doubts to themselves. And then the year came, and then it passed, and nothing happened. Christ did not descend to Earth, or if he did, none could see Him. Life did not improve. Things did not change. Slowly, the people came to their senses. Life as it had been resumed. Five hundred years later, a similar phenomenon took place. Fifteen hundred years was again, such a compelling number. Surely now, God would appear and usher his people into their eternal home.” The Priest gave them all a sad smile. “Again, God did not appear and mankind did not ascend to Heaven. Oh, well.” 
 
    They looked at each other. “What is the point of this?” Frankie asked. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” The Priest raised a brow. “No?” They just looked at him. “Apparently, you do not. So, let me go on. 
 
    “By now, fifteen hundred years had passed. The Renaissance came, and the Enlightenment. Slowly, the lot of mankind began to improve, but the lessons of the past were not forgotten. 
 
    “The Cognoscenti began as a renegade offshoot of the Catholic Church, like the Nestorians, the Illuminati and the Jesuit Reformation. They held to a doctrine that the Church elders found offensive, even blasphemous. It was a simple doctrine: God does not care. God created the Universe and everything within it. He created the planets, the stars and the galaxies. He created life and designed that life so that it would grow and change and develop sentience, and once He was satisfied with his creation, God withdrew from the Universe to allow His grand design to play out. We believe that God will return only at the end of all things, when the stars have guttered to their end and eternal cold has descended. Only then, will the Rapture take place. Until then, we are on our own, fated to make our way as best we can. 
 
    “We do not ‘worship’ the so-called ghost worlds, but we approve of them. They allow the spirits of all intelligent beings to endure, not necessarily forever, but hopefully to that time, far in the future, when God has been satisfied that His design is complete. What will happen then, we cannot know. It is folly to think that we can ever know the mind of God. But we can hope.” 
 
    “Oh,” Michael said. A rather bleak philosophy, he thought. The ‘hope’ involved seemed rather forlorn. 
 
    The Priest smiled. “So, then, what else can I tell you?” 
 
    “The ghost worlds were assumed to be closed,” Anson said. “The Empire regards them as subversive to their interests and the ghost worlds themselves were thought to want nothing to do with the rest of humanity. You seem to be an exception.” 
 
    The Priest nodded. “Despite their defenses, the ghost worlds cannot match the power of the Empire, if the Empire decided to destroy them, and if they could find them all. The ghost worlds limit contact as a matter of simple self-defense. They trust us because they know us.” 
 
    “What is your relationship to the Adventurers’ Club?” Michael asked. 
 
    “A club? That sounds rather trivial. I know nothing of such an organization,” the Priest said simply. 
 
    Matthew and Marissa exchanged glances. Anson frowned. Frankie looked skeptical. “The Adventurers’ Club is a private organization,” Michael said. “Its members are almost all very wealthy. We delivered a cargo of raw materials to Alesandra at the request of Lord Benedict Devlin, a principal sponsor of the Adventurers’ Club. We were given to understand that such missions are only carried out by selected members of the club, who share in the profits of the voyage.” 
 
    “Ah, that sheds a different light on things. I assume that you are a member of this so-called club?” 
 
    “I am,” Michael said. 
 
    “I would suspect that at least one other member is—or perhaps was—also a member of the Cognoscenti. As an organization, we have been in existence for more than three millennia. We have our methods of doing things. They’ve worked for a very long time. There seemed no reason to change.” 
 
    “How would we get in touch with your organization on Reliance and Dancy?” 
 
    The Priest frowned. “I don’t believe that we have a facility on either of those Worlds.” 
 
    “Where do you have facilities?” 
 
    “I’ll give you a list.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Michael said. “That may help.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    They took off two days later. Michael spent the two days with his sister’s ghost, reliving old times, reminiscing about his former life. “Remember Sherry Lonigan?” Susan said. 
 
    Michael winced. “My first crush.” 
 
    Susan laughed softly. “She asked about you now and then.” 
 
    “Really? I thought she didn’t like me.” 
 
    “Oh, she liked you just fine. You were too dumb to figure it out.” 
 
    No surprise there, Michael thought. Huh. Sherry Lonigan had been a cute little redhead. He remembered that much. He sighed. “That was a long time ago. I can’t even remember her face.” 
 
    “Yeah. Mom always hoped the two of you would get together. Sherry’s mother was her best friend.” 
 
    The rest of the crew kept their distance, leaving them alone. Michael swirled a glass of red wine and then drained it. The bottle was almost empty. “Can that stuff affect you?” he asked. 
 
    “Sort of. It’s an organic body but the metabolism has been ramped up. It would take a lot.” 
 
    “Me, too,” he said. 
 
    She raised her glass. “To old times,” she said. 
 
    “To old times,” Michael said, “and to new.” 
 
    She smiled wistfully. “Will I ever see you again, Michael?” 
 
    “I hope so. I’ll try to come back, if I can.” 
 
    “To stay? To join me in Neverland?” 
 
    He thought about it. He had thought about it a lot, the past few days. “Probably not.” 
 
    “No,” she said sadly, “probably not.” Then she smiled. “You may change your mind, though, a few hundred years from now when the grim reaper is closing in. A lot do.” 
 
    He swirled his wine. “Maybe.” 
 
      
 
    Their next stop was a planet beyond the borders of the Empire, named Gallilee-3. It was a barely civilized world, with only two spaceports, one on each of the two giant continents. “We’re supposed to contact a man named Jeremiah Phelps. He’s taking half of the Blue Ice. The remainder is to be returned with us to Dancy. Additional cargo will be supplied by Phelps.” 
 
    “And where is this cargo supposed to go?” Anson asked. 
 
    Michael hesitated. “That’s what worries me. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Gallilee-3 turned out to be a depressing, degraded dump, hot, dirty and dry. Michael hated the place on sight. It was as if civilization had never been invented, or had been frozen somewhere around the First Century AD. The center of Jericho, the largest city, did have electricity and running water. A few miles away, people travelled by ox cart and camel. The buildings were constructed of mud brick. They had toilets that connected to a sewer system but the raw sewage emptied into the River Sis, already muddy and slow-moving, and floated away, untreated, stinking and foul. The streets were dirty, dusty and unpaved. 
 
    They traveled together, in military style fatigues, carrying weapons: Michael, the crew, Henrik Anson and three of his marines. The streets were crowded with pedestrians dressed in dirty, white robes. None of the people were fat. Most appeared to be almost starving. All looked at them with narrowed, speculative eyes. 
 
    Curly shivered. Gloriosa gave him a cold look. Gloriosa, strangely, seemed right at home here. Not happy, but almost comfortable…familiar. Rosanna reached out and gave Curly a reassuring pat on the rear. He smiled weakly. Matthew and Marissa stared at everything, fascinated. 
 
    The planet lacked GPS but they had been given a map. “Left turn up ahead,” Michael said. They marched in formation, two marines to the front, one bringing up the rear. Nobody bothered them, which was wise. 
 
    They turned left, walked down a narrow street, then turned right. They faced a dusty square lined with stalls selling fly-speckled fruit, meat that hopefully wasn’t too spoiled to be edible, trinkets of all sorts, knives, bows and antique looking energy rifles. Facing them stood a large, adobe building with two windows high up on the front and a small arched doorway in the center. 
 
    “This seems to be the place,” Michael said, and knocked. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened. A man stood in the doorway, silently peering at them. He was thin, with a neatly trimmed gray beard, wearing a colored robe somewhat cleaner and newer than most. His bald, tattooed head gleamed with some sort of oil. “I am Luciano Barrad,” Michael said. “We’re here to see Jeremiah Phelps.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Please come in,” he said. “I am Ferran.” 
 
    They walked down a short, narrow corridor (easily defended, Michael noted) into a courtyard. The courtyard contained a neatly laid out garden, full of flowering plants, and a central fountain spraying water into the air. A metal table surrounded by chairs stood in the shade of an orange tree. A man sat at the table, reading a book, with a glass of what appeared to be iced tea sitting next to him on the table. As they approached, he closed the book and gave them a questioning look. 
 
    “Luciano Barrad, my Lord,” Ferran said. 
 
    “Ah.” The man smiled. “I am Jeremiah Phelps. Please sit down.” Since there was only one other chair at the table, the invitation was presumably extended only to Michael. He sat and nodded at the others, who spread out around the courtyard and stood at parade rest. Ferran took up a position just behind and to the right of Phelps. 
 
    “Your people are disciplined,” Phelps said. “That is good.” 
 
    Michael nodded. 
 
    “Tea?” Phelps asked. “Something more substantial?” 
 
    “Perhaps a glass of water,” Michael said. “The day is hot.” 
 
    Phelps flicked his eyes toward Ferran, who slid away. 
 
    “So,” Phelps said. “Tell me why you are here.” 
 
    “We have been given a cargo. Our instructions are to deliver it to you. We were told that you would have additional work for us.” 
 
    Phelps pursed his lips and clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. His eyes wandered from Michael’s face to the crew and back to Michael. “You need money,” he said. 
 
    “This is true.” 
 
    Ferran walked back into the courtyard, carrying a tray with a glass of ice water. He set the glass in front of Michael and resumed his position behind Phelps. Michael sipped and nodded his head. It was water—just water, not that he thought Phelps would betray him quite so soon, but you never knew. 
 
    Phelps laughed softly. “I was not born rich,” he said. “On Gallilee, opportunities to achieve success are limited. I had to work for everything that I have. I was lucky in a way. I found an older man who was successful and had no sons, who was willing to be my mentor and my guide, but mostly, I succeeded because I was smarter than other young men my age, more disciplined, and I was willing to do whatever was necessary to achieve my goals.” He smiled sharply. “Including marrying my mentor’s daughter, though this was hardly a sacrifice, you understand, as she is more cunning than any snake.” He smiled happily. 
 
    “Those who are born wealthy, they do not understand this. They do not understand the single-minded dedication—the ruthlessness—that success requires, if you are born, as I was, with nothing.” He laughed again. “I know of your history, Luciano Barrad. You come from an old wealthy family and now you have no money. What are you willing to do in order to be rich, once again?” 
 
    Michael drew a long, deep breath and gave Jeremiah Phelps a tight smile. “Anything it takes,” he said. 
 
    Phelps sat back in his chair. “Good. I was of course informed of your coming. You have an unusual ship, large, well-defended and very fast. Such a ship would be a valuable resource, allowing a merchant such as myself to obtain a significant advantage over my rivals.” 
 
    Michael nodded. No other response seemed necessary. 
 
    Phelps gave Michael’s face a searching look and then he smiled, liking what he saw. “My men will arrive at your ship by noon tomorrow. They will take delivery of the merchandise and give you payment. The cargo that you will transport on my behalf will be delivered the next day at the same time.” He paused. “Any questions?” 
 
    “Where is this merchandise to be transported? And how am I to be paid?” 
 
    “The coordinates will be given to you when you receive the shipment. You will be paid from the profits of the voyage. Ten percent.” 
 
    Michael sipped his glass of water. “Twenty,” he said. 
 
    Phelps made a rude sound. “Twelve. Don’t think that you are the only resource available to me. Twelve is two percent above the going rate. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Michal nodded. “Then I’ll take it,” he said. “I’m looking forward to the voyage.” 
 
      
 
    They were attacked as soon as they left the compound. 
 
    “Where is everybody?” Gloriosa asked. She said it with a grim smile while unslinging her rifle. The square was almost empty. Faded curtains were pulled down over the stalls. One last merchant gave them a worried look, then hurried away. 
 
    “Let me see,” Anson said. A swarm of microbots, the size of large flies, covered their route plus at least three city blocks on either side. Anson consulted his interface, receiving aerial views from the swarm. “Incoming,” he said. “From the left. Fourteen of them…no, sixteen.” 
 
    “Weapons?” Curly asked. 
 
    “Knives, mostly. A few guns.” 
 
    “Think they’ll negotiate?” 
 
    Anson laughed softly. 
 
    “Shall we run?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “I think it’s better to show them what we can do,” Michael said. “It will prevent misunderstandings later.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Curly said. Marissa smiled happily. 
 
    They spread out across the square but maintained line of sight on the street that the attackers were coming in by. Anson and Michael stood in the center, seemingly undefended. A few seconds later, the first ragged, dirty gang member set foot in the square. He saw them, gave a wolfish smile and stepped to the side. A few seconds later, all sixteen stood gathered together. 
 
    Michael shook his head. What morons. Clustered together in a group, the ones on the inside would not be able to bring their weapons to bear. Also, they now made one nice, tight target instead of sixteen smaller ones. Not that it mattered in this case. Michael’s enhanced vision could see the microbot swarm circling closer. None of their assailants saw them, or if they did, they thought them to be simple insects. 
 
    “You’re new at this, aren’t you?” Michael said. 
 
    A few of the men frowned. One stepped forward. “Come with us,” he said. “Or we will kill you. Do not try to resist. You are outnumbered.” 
 
    Interesting. A bit more than an assassination attempt, then. That was unexpected. “I don’t think so,” Michael said. 
 
    The man shrugged. “All the same to us. We are paid either way.” 
 
    The front of the man’s head exploded as the first microbot ignited. He crumbled to the ground, his brain exposed, blood spurting from the wound with each heartbeat. He twitched a few times and lay still. 
 
    The rest of them stared, first at the dead man, then at Michael and Anson. “Go away,” Michael said. 
 
    They looked at each other. A few swallowed nervously. A few more shuffled their feet. “How did you do that?” one of them said. 
 
    “The only thing you need to know is that every one of you is going to be dead ten seconds from now unless you turn around and walk away.” 
 
    One of them shrugged, turned and walked off. One-by-one, the rest followed. 
 
    “Now, let’s see where they go,” Anson said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    The microbots followed them, looking like any other swarm of insects on a hot, sunny day. They walked to a large house a few blocks away, similar to Jeremiah Phelps’ and were admitted. A few minutes later, they left, dragging their shoulders, looking aggrieved. “Think they got paid?” Anson asked. 
 
    Michael, looking at the screen, shrugged. “Phelps has rivals,” he said. 
 
    “Not our business.” 
 
    “This is not a high-tech planet. See if you can get a couple of bots inside.” 
 
    Anson nodded. The swarm flew upward, where a square building with a central courtyard much like Jeremiah Phelps’ could be seen in its entirety. The swarm flowed down into the courtyard, found an open door, flew inside and separated. They ignored the women cooking loaves of bread in the kitchen and the rather plump woman having sex with a scrawny guard in what appeared to be a master bedroom. The two men sitting in a ground floor office that looked out on the courtyard held more interest. 
 
    “Idiots,” one of them said. “I’m plagued by idiots.” He was fat and bearded, wearing silk robes and ornate rings on almost every finger. 
 
    “When you hire idiots, my Lord, you should not be surprised when they do idiotic things.” This man was lean, also bearded and wearing somewhat less ostentatious robes. He wore only one ring on his right hand. 
 
    “Focus in on the ring,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson looked at him but did what he was told. The ring had a large cabochon ruby in a gold setting. “A poison ring,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson frowned at the image on the screen. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “See the way the light shines through the ruby? It’s hollow, and there are tiny hinges in the setting. It’s designed to open.” 
 
    “That is low-tech,” Anson said. 
 
    “Not a pleasant world. I’ll be happy to be gone.” 
 
    Anson looked glumly at the screen. “We’re well outside the Empire. Our next destination is not likely to be better.” 
 
    “True.” Jeremiah Phelps no doubt regarded himself as a business man and this fat fuck, whoever he was, no doubt thought of himself as the same. Still, Michael didn’t like the way they did business. They could take this guy out without any trouble at all but there were most likely a hundred others just like him. Would a little retributive justice discourage the rest of them, or merely unite the opposition? No way to tell. “Keep the bots in place,” he said. “Maybe we’ll learn more.” 
 
    In the end, they didn’t. The fat man did little with the rest of his evening other than smoke a pipe of something other than tobacco, which seemed to make him sleepy, eat a large dinner and go to bed early. A very young, scantily clad woman slept at the foot of his very large bed but he paid her no attention, either that night or the next morning when she helped him into his bath, washed him then helped him dress. He didn’t touch her and barely acknowledged her presence. 
 
    Michael, the crew and the marines stayed in the ship. At noon, three battered but functional trucks arrived. The trucks contained nearly two hundred wooden crates, which Jeremiah Phelps’ men proceeded to load into the cargo hold. The headman’s name was Roland Kern. He wore military fatigues and carried a clipboard and a gun under his arm. He kept a sharp eye on his men, though the reason for this was unclear. The crates were too big to steal and there wasn’t anything else to take. Once the crates were piled in a corner of the hold, Kern held the clipboard out to Michael. “Sign here,” he said. It was a simple acknowledgement of receipt, on thin plastic. Michael signed, Kern ripped off a copy and handed it to Michael, along with another sheet containing a set of coordinates. “Your destination,” he said. His face grew thoughtful as he examined Michael’s crew. “Hope you don’t have any trouble.” 
 
    “Should we expect any?” 
 
    Kern grinned and gave a tiny, amused snort. “Always expect trouble. That way, you won’t be surprised.” 
 
    Good advice. “We’ll keep it in mind,” Michael said. “What are we supposed to do after we deliver the cargo?” 
 
    “Wait until you receive payment, then come back. You’ll be paid your share once you return.” 
 
    “What’s to stop us from taking all of it? We could just disappear.” 
 
    “Nothing right away.” Kern shrugged. “Phelps will complain and the superiors in your organization won’t be happy with you. They’re not people I would want to cross.” 
 
    Michael smiled. “Tell me,” he said, “you know a fat guy who lives in a large house a few blocks away?” 
 
    “The one who tried to ambush you after you left the house? Resham Kirk.” Kern gave him a questioning look. “What about him?” 
 
    “You know about that?” 
 
    “We expected something like it. We were watching.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn us?” 
 
    “If you couldn’t deal with Kirk’s band of misfits, you aren’t somebody worth doing business with.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “And always be ready for trouble, right?” 
 
    Kern nodded. “Exactly.” He grinned coldly. “Have a nice trip.” 
 
      
 
    They waited until Gallilee faded to a faint, blue ball behind them before examining the cargo. Most of the crates held various high tech products: single-circuit motherboards, quantum computer chips, small general purpose mechs with limited AI capacity, and gauss rifles. The majority of the rest held biologics from the Empire, anti-agathics and augmentation nannites. Seven crates emitted carbon dioxide. Scans revealed what appeared to be human bodies under stasis helmets. Their chests slowly rose and fell on the scans but otherwise, they appeared unmoving. 
 
    “Get them out,” Michael ordered. 
 
    Two loading mechs popped the tops off the crates and removed the bodies. They were all apparently teenagers, physically perfect, all of them beautiful, four female, three male. They twitched now and then as dreams trickled into their brains from the helmets that kept them immobile. Feeding tubes attached to canisters of a high protein liquid sludge led down their throats into their stomachs. 
 
    “Crude but effective,” Anson said. 
 
    “How long could they live this way?” Rosanna asked. 
 
    “Until the food ran out, and then at least another couple of weeks.” 
 
    “More than enough time to get to market,” Michael said. 
 
    The mechs unhinged the helmets from their heads and gently pulled the feeding tubes. 
 
    “Somebody should stay with them until they wake up,” Michael said. 
 
    “Glory and I will be happy to,” Frankie said. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be long,” Anson said. 
 
    It wasn’t. They were placed on cots in a large all purpose room and within an hour, they began to shudder and shake their heads. Suddenly, one girl sat up, looked wildly around and screamed. Within seconds, all of them were awake. 
 
    It took only a few minutes to explain the situation. The rest of the crew came in and the freed captives listened with wide, bewildered eyes while Frankie, Michael and Anson talked. “Now,” Michael said, “who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Joanna Granger,” the brunette said. “I don’t know any of them,” she waved a hand at the other captives. 
 
    All were natives of Gallilee-3. All had been engaged in perfectly innocent activities—walking to or from school, working at food stalls, hunting in the dessert, plowing a field—when they were overpowered by groups of men, their mouths covered by cloths soaked with a medicinal smelling substance; their heads had swirled, their vision grew blurry and they remembered nothing else before waking up on the London. All of them came from provinces distant from Gallilee city. 
 
    “Is this really a starship?” Joanna Granger said. 
 
    “It really is,” Rosanna said. 
 
    Joanna Granger looked unconvinced. “I’ve never seen one.” 
 
    One of the boys, husky, with deep black hair and blue eyes, perhaps a little older than the rest, said, “What’s going to happen to us, now?” 
 
    “An excellent question,” Michael said. He smiled. “Let’s discuss it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    It looked like most of the worlds that humanity chose to live on, blue and green with some white clouds swirling in lazy patterns, but to Michael’s imagination, it loomed in space like a malignant toad. He grimaced at the image on the screen. 
 
    “That’s it, huh?” Curly said. 
 
    Jeremy and Lynette appeared resolute, even eager as they stared at it, slowly enlarging in their vision as the ship grew nearer. 
 
    “According to our data, it’s called Dunbar-7. It was settled nearly four thousand years ago, but it’s more than seventy light-years beyond the borders of the Second Empire. There has been no official contact with the Dunbar system and nothing is known regarding its current status.” 
 
    Joanna Granger and her six companions stood at Michael’s side. They looked frightened but determined. “Are you ready?” Michael asked. 
 
    They all nodded. “Yeah,” Joanna said. 
 
    Michael had a lot of doubts about this plan but if it worked, it would help them get the information that the Empire needed. He sighed. “Very well.” 
 
    Anson attached the helmets to each of their heads and pressed a button. A few deep breaths later, all seven were asleep. Rosanna inserted the feeding tubes. They placed each sleeping body back in its crate and closed it. 
 
    “I hope this works out,” Frankie said. 
 
    “Me, too,” Michael said. 
 
    The London had been given more attention than most ships upon arrival in orbit above Port Dunbar. It was larger than most, for one thing. Its lines were unusual. They were directed into a parking orbit above the principal continent and a naval Captain arrived to inspect, but after examining the cargo and the small number of crew, the Captain stamped their authorization papers and assigned them a docking slip. 
 
    The Captain, Michael noted, was a very large man who moved with careful precision, as if he could easily cause damage if he moved impulsively or forgot to be careful. Michael had seen many such men in his military career. He was one himself. 
 
    Dunbar-7 turned out to be a trading center, a hub of commerce for a remnant of the First Empire that called itself, simply, the Imperium. The designation worried Michael. The Imperium, as if it were the one and only imperium, as if no other organization was entitled to the name. Dunbar was a crowded, sophisticated world. Not good, Michael thought. Not good at all. The Imperium comprised over fifty planets and a hundred orbiting habitats and was expanding in every direction. Their tech was not quite up to the level of the Second Empire but their soldiers were well trained, their ships well built, their intentions never stated, but the gist of it was clear. The web was filled with the news of worlds that had been contacted, worlds that had joined, worlds that had chosen to resist the glorious legions of the Emperor. The fate of these latter worlds was never mentioned. 
 
    “Bad,” Anson said. 
 
    Glumly, Michael nodded. 
 
    Considering the nature of their cargo, they were not surprised to find that slavery was a time-honored institution in the Imperium. The Imperium believed in the supremacy of mankind over all other races and they believed that superior humans had a natural right to do what they wished with inferior humans, though the definition of ‘inferior’ tended to be defined rather loosely. It was the type of system that had once been common to pre-industrial humanity but had been thought eradicated many thousands of years before. 
 
    And yet here it was, once again revived. 
 
    Embarrassing and depressing, how often the ‘peculiar institution’ returned. Every branch of humanity had it, somewhere back in time, every single one; and once eradicated, slavery, with minor variations, kept popping back up, like a mutating plague. 
 
    Upon landing, Michael, following his instructions, transmitted a message to three different merchants, all of whom arrived a few hours later. One took possession of the pharmaceuticals, a second received the tech. The third took the crates containing the seven unconscious bodies. The recipient was a small, officious man with a balding head and a harassed expression, who insisted upon opening all seven crates and inspecting their contents before conceding that everything was as it should be. 
 
    “Sign here,” he said. 
 
    Michael signed. “What’s going to happen to them, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “What do you think? They’ll be auctioned.” 
 
    Michael blinked. “Is this auction public?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Next Odinsday. Best show in town.” The little man handed Michael a receipt. “You’ll get your cut after the sale.” 
 
    The crates were loaded onto a truck and driven off. 
 
    “Let’s hope this works,” Anson said. 
 
      
 
    The Imperial Exhibition Center squatted near the planetary government complex in the center of the tourist district, surrounded by numerous theaters, museums, a renowned aquarium, art galleries and many excellent restaurants. The Exhibition Center was an enormous U-shaped building, divided up into large, brightly lit rooms with high, vaulted ceilings. 
 
    Prior to the auction, prospective buyers were encouraged to inspect the merchandise. The inspections took place in five different rooms, all nearly 10,000 square meters in size. Each individual, corporation or organization with property for sale was given space to set up their own booth with a central display area and room for prospective buyers to comfortably wander through. 
 
    As a child, Michael had once attended a cattle auction at a county fair. This wasn’t too different. The milling crowds were the same; the booths, the banners, the buzz of voices were all familiar. Across the aisle, Michael saw a middle-aged man standing in front of one small booth with two children on the stage, looking frightened. “Twins,” he said, “a boy and a girl. They’ll make an excellent matched pair.” 
 
    A plump woman with teased blonde hair sounded doubtful. “What would I do with them?” 
 
    The man blinked in surprise. “Madame, that is for you to decide. Have them cook or clean the house. Let them tend the gardens. They can model your clothes or tend you in the bath.” He smiled. “Or cater to any of your other needs.” 
 
    She smiled back. “Yes, yes, I understand all that, but they’re a little too small to work in the garden and I already have people to do everything else. I don’t need more.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “Perhaps you can offer them as presents.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can let somebody buy them who has a use for them, but thank you for the suggestion.” She walked away, shaking her head. The manager looked annoyed, probably wondering what the woman was doing here if she had no intention of buying. Browsing, Michael supposed. Some people just liked to look. 
 
    The larger booths displayed the property in elegant clothing or lingerie or bathing gear. Some were posed unmoving with expressions of surprise on their faces or wide, welcoming smiles or inviting grins. 
 
    Michael paused at one display with over twenty young people motionless on a stage. “How long did it take to train them?” he asked. 
 
    The display manager gave him a big smile, sizing him up. “Not long at all. Their controls make them obedient.” 
 
    “Obedient is good,” Michael said. 
 
    “They’ll do anything you ask.” The manager was tall and thin, with an even tan and an expensive looking haircut. Michael hated him on sight. “Anything at all.” 
 
    Michael frowned. “If I were to purchase one and order him to…oh, I don’t know…kill a few people at random, would he do it?” 
 
    The manager frowned back. “You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The manager nodded. “Yes, of course, he would do it. He would have to, but legally, the owner is the responsible party. It would be no different than if you had used a gun and pulled the trigger yourself. You’re the one who would be punished for the crime.” 
 
    “What would happen to the property?” 
 
    “It would be re-sold to somebody else.” 
 
    “Sounds like an excellent system,” Michael said. 
 
    “We think so.” 
 
    Booth after booth, display after display, all of the merchandise physically fit and healthy; Some were destined for more intellectual pursuits than sex work or manual labor. A few were clerks or legal assistants, or corporate executives fallen on hard times. One was a physician. 
 
    “What’s his story?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Gambling.” The display manager shrugged. “An unfortunate vice. He had to sell himself. It was the only way to pay his debt.” 
 
    The hapless physician stood alone on a small stage, wearing a surgical gown, his face white, looking miserable. 
 
    “What do you think he’ll bring?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Hard to say. I took him on consignment, so I’ll make a profit no matter what he goes for. I suspect that plenty of the nobility would like a personal physician on permanent call.” 
 
    “He doesn’t look like he’s good for much, though, aside from doctoring, I mean.” 
 
    The manager looked at the physician, now a piece of property, with a critical eye. The doctor did have a noticeable paunch. “They’ll probably put him on an exercise program, get him into shape.” 
 
    “He’d certainly be more useful that way,” Michael said. “Maximize the value. He can shovel out the stables when nobody needs to be cured.” 
 
    The manager shrugged and barely smiled. “Sometimes you get surprised. Sometimes prime merchandise goes begging and other times, a bidding war comes out of nowhere and the shoddiest stuff goes for big money. We’ll see.” 
 
    The physician stood there on the podium, his eyes darting from Michael’s face to the manager’s, alone, forlorn and miserable. Poor fucker. 
 
    “What does his family have to say?” Michael asked. 
 
    “They’ve disowned him. Nobody wants to be responsible for another man’s obsessions. Or their debts.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Michael said. “That’s what I’d do.” 
 
    Strange, how all the shoppers and browsers seemed to see nothing weird or repellant or discordant in the scene. They were out for an afternoon, free and happy and thinking about purchasing a few slaves. The slaves? Property. Just property. Where was the common humanity? The empathy? The compassion? It didn’t exist. Did none of them see a connection? Did none of them think that maybe, but for the grace of God, it could be me up there on that platform? Apparently not. 
 
      
 
    The Imperium was not the average rinky-dink star empire. It wasn’t as large as the Second Empire but was strong enough to be approached with trepidation and respect. In the normal course of things, the Second Empire and the Imperium would be likely to collide sometime in the next century. 
 
    Slavery changed things. The Second Empire would not tolerate slavery. They might not come in with guns blazing. They might pursue a little diplomacy and then maybe some covert action before letting the cold war turn hot, but in the end, the Imperium would change its ways or be destroyed. That was not up for negotiation. 
 
    But this was not the normal course of events and the Second Empire was not going to wait a century, because the Imperium, or some entity apparently associated with it, was hijacking ships, taking slaves and blowing up military bases in the Second Empire. 
 
    It was an often forgotten truism that it takes two to make peace but only one to make a war. If they’re kidnapping your people and attacking your installations, then you’re at war, whether you want to be or not. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Richard Norlin had been looking forward to the evening, and so far, it had lived up to his expectations. For some reason, the twins and Lady Egidia seemed to have developed a special fondness for him. 
 
    Richard, though his current circumstances didn’t show it, had been very, very wealthy for his entire life. He lacked the sharp, acquisitive gleam in the eye of the other guards. Maybe that was it. Oh, Egidia occasionally invited a few of the others into her bedroom, but none of them more than once. Egidia lived a happy life and she wanted the people around her to be happy, as well. To Egidia, happiness naturally tended to express itself in physical ways, but something about the other members of her security tended to put her off after a bit. 
 
    Not Richard. Richard was just as easy-going and happy as Egidia and the twins. Strange to think, considering the life that Michael Glover had rescued him from and the things he had been involved in since that wondrous day, but since leaving Norlin, life had become so much more interesting with, from Richard’s point of view, no real worries at all. 
 
    The other guards resented him, just a bit, but they were pros. The boss lady wanted to fuck Richard, the boss lady got to fuck Richard. 
 
    And so here they were, at a party. It certainly wasn’t the first. Brett and Stephanie were there too, of course. Egidia went nowhere without her teenage treasures. They were amazing together, Richard thought, like three peas in a pod, giggling, laughing, hands all over each other. No inhibitions at all. Happy. Everyone noticed them, some with disdain, some with envy. Richard wasn’t quite a part of this inner circle, more like an electron orbiting close to the nucleus that the three of them comprised, but then, Richard still had a job, two jobs, really: security and spying. The spying part was pretty much pro forma, at this point. Nothing to spy on. Nothing to find. The security part was real but most of the time didn’t require much in the way of effort or thought. 
 
    The party was at a large house owned by an old friend of Egidia’s, named Elise Montaigne. Elise had three grown daughters and a son, all well established with careers of their own. Her last husband had amicably left some years before and now Elise Montaigne amused herself. 
 
    The theme for tonight was Versailles. Richard had never heard of Louis XIV prior to the announcement of the party but Egidia and the twins had enjoyed researching the period and dressing up in white, powdered wigs and low cut satin dresses with hoop skirts for the ladies, wigs and tight silk pantaloons for the men. 
 
    Frankly, Richard thought the whole thing ridiculous but his was not to reason why. He smiled and went along. Certainly, no reason not to. So here he was, his pantaloons long since discarded, lying between the legs of a slim brunette, his head spinning after a bout of extremely vigorous sex. His partner still had her legs wrapped around his back, heels pressing into his rear-end and Richard was politely allowing her to decide when (or if) to let go. 
 
    On the other side of the room, Stephanie moved her hips back and forth, a look of intent concentration on her face while sitting on top of a well built, otherwise naked man who looked faintly absurd in a long white wig. Egidia, also naked, perched on a couch (covered with a stain resistant velvet duvet: a smart precaution, considering), her legs crossed beneath her, sipping a glass of champagne and surveying the room with a pleased smile on her face. 
 
    Brett was nowhere to be seen, presumably somewhere else in the spacious house, amusing and being amused by a few more of the guests. 
 
    Servants circulated around the room, carefully avoiding random bodies strewn across the floor, offering drinks and succulent tidbits from polished, silver trays. 
 
    A face hovered over Richard’s. “Drink, sir?” the face asked. 
 
    Richard blinked. He shook his head, still mildly dazed. “Huh?” 
 
    The face remained carefully blank but Richard imagined that he saw just a hint of condescension cross over it. “Champagne? Something to nibble on?” 
 
    Richard stared at the face. “No,” he finally said. “No, thank you. I’m fine.” 
 
    The servant gave a dignified nod, rose and went on to the next party-goer. 
 
    The woman lying beneath Richard gave a long sigh and unwrapped her legs from around Richard’s ass. Dazed, Richard rolled off her, then stumbled to his feet. 
 
    He shook his head and grinned in amazement and delight. He couldn’t help himself. Finally, after all this time, a real live clue. Who would have thought? 
 
      
 
    The auction was just as long and revolting as Michael had imagined. Individuals, mostly. A few pairs and even a couple of small groups, family units being sold together. Most were dressed (costumed, rather) to display their best feature: beautiful face, wide shoulders, muscular chest, strong arms and legs, an exceptional pair of breasts. They paraded up to the stage and posed while the auctioneer worked the crowd. 
 
    “How much am I offered, ladies and gentleman, for this fine young specimen? He’s seventeen years old, in perfect health, strong as an ox and certified for general manual labor…” 
 
    Blah, blah, blah. The words were all the same and might as well be meaningless. 
 
    Of course they were beautiful, excepting a rare few like the gambling obsessed physician. He would be too, once his new owners got through making him over, unless they decided to turn him into a grotesque, just for fun. Of course, they were all healthy and strong and, oh yes, obedient. Body sculpting, for those who wanted it, was not exactly cheap but wasn’t going to break the bank, either; and a little injection of a tiny genetic seed that would grow into an engulfing octopus around their brains made it all just as pleasant and easy and inexorable as could be. 
 
    Household robots could have been manufactured cheaply enough, machines to take care of the housework and the gardening, even sexbots realistic and skilled enough to fool any except an expert in the field (cybernetics, that is. Sex was another field, but good enough to fool them, too). No. The Imperium didn’t want mechanical servants. It wanted the real thing. It wanted slaves, because it was so much fun to have other people under your control who would do absolutely anything you wanted them to do. 
 
    Not much fun for the slaves, though, but who cared about them? Nobody who counted, that was for sure. 
 
    Michael grimaced, revolted. The Second Empire did have a touch of the same disease, though, just a touch. The rich of Terra Nova and Reliance and all the other so-called civilized worlds of the Empire preferred human servants to robots. A mark of status, that they had real, live human beings to do the menial labor. But none of them were slaves. Michael clung to that thought. They could, if they wished (and if they could afford it, don’t forget that) tell the boss to take this job and shove it and plenty of them did. 
 
    Joanna Granger sold for a very large sum. Unlike almost all the rest, Joanna showed some spirit. The bidding came down to two men, neither of whom appeared notable in any way. Finally, when one of them seemed to hesitate, she said, “Come on, I’m worth a lot more than that.” She stood up tall, thrust out her impressive chest and sent a dazzling smile into the crowd. She was a beautiful girl, Michael reflected. The bidder blinked and grinned, then shrugged and upped his bid, which inspired the opposing bidder to dig in his heels. She ultimately went for almost a thousand credits more than expected. 
 
    The other six kept their mouths shut and sold for modest prices. Two went to large corporations who would presumably rent out their services, two to high ranking officers in the Imperium Navy, one, a pretty girl with a sweet, earnest face, to a member of the Imperium Parliament, which gave Michael some hope that this absurd venture might actually bear some fruit. The last, a small young girl with a figure too voluptuous for her age was sold to a family, presumably for domestic service or perhaps to give a child just entering his teenage years a body servant. 
 
    The morning turned to afternoon and then dragged on into evening, while humanity’s forsaken stood upon the stage and the audience cheered and hollered, the hum of the crowd rising and falling with each purchase and sale. Michael didn’t stay for most of it. Once the seven that he and his crew had delivered to the Imperium had all been sold, he left. He was too disgusted to stay any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Timothy Rice,” Arcturus said with amazement. “I wasn’t expecting to see him again.” He cracked a smile. “Not alive, at any rate.” 
 
    “So where has he been?” Richard asked. “And where did he come from?” 
 
    “He’s not a member of Elise Montaigne’s household. It was a large party. A few of her guests were asked to bring along some extra servants.” 
 
    “Don’t keep me in suspense,” Richard said. 
 
    Arcturus’ smile widened. “Linda Prescott Jones.” 
 
    “Lydia’s daughter?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arcturus said. “Apparently, she inherited more than just some credits and a share of the estate.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that Lydia didn’t have much to do with her family.” 
 
    “That was the impression that they gave. Perhaps it was wrong.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Richard said. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened for two days, then they received a transmission from Rachel Porter, the sweet-faced girl who had been sold to Addison Steele, member of Parliament. All of them listened to it, gathered together in the ship’s enormous lounge. 
 
    Anson, used to working on a need-to-know basis, had objected at first to the way that Michael ran his operation. Curly, Rosanna and the rest had no business knowing the plans, much less participating in their formulation. Michael had curtly cut him off. “It’s my ship and my crew. I’ll run it the way I want. Get used to it.” 
 
    It might be too much to say that Anson had gotten used to it, but he had at least stopped objecting. 
 
    The transmission was a recording between Steele and Bertrand Petrosian, who happened to be a Sub-Minister for Defense as well as an old friend of Steele’s. They had been lounging together at the side of a heated pool while Steele’s latest purchase catered to their needs. 
 
    “It’s going well,” Petrosian remarked. “Lenin once said, ‘When it comes time to hang the capitalists, they will be eager to sell us the rope.’ Amazing, how often history has shown that observation to be true.” 
 
    “Didn’t he also make some comments regarding ‘useful idiots?’” 
 
    “He did, didn’t he?” Petrosian grunted. “Not so hard, girl.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Rachel said. 
 
    “It’s a brilliant plan,” Steele said. “Like Jiu-jitsu. Turn the enemy’s strengths into a weakness.” 
 
    “An open society is a vulnerable society. The so-called ‘Second Empire’ should be more careful who they let into their territory.” 
 
    Steele giggled. “More brandy?” 
 
    “Please.” (A rustling sound as the bottle was passed.) 
 
    “It won’t happen overnight,” Steele said. 
 
    “No, but sooner or later, they will expand into the space that we control or we will expand into theirs. By the time that happens, we’re going to own them.” 
 
    Steele laughed softly. “I’ll drink to that,” he said. 
 
    Petrosian moaned. “Yes,” he said. “There. Right there.” 
 
    “When you’re done with him,” Steele said, “come over here, girl.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rachel said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    They spent over a week in Dunbar, wandering through the city, attending plays and lectures, going to museums and galleries, listening to the crowds. They recorded everything that they saw and heard. The seven young people recently rescued and then sold as slaves all sent reports in, most of these innocuous, but all at least suggestive of what Rachel Porter’s data had already told them. 
 
    However, the microbots they had released over the city proved almost useless. The police stations, government security offices and parliament buildings were all shielded. The bots could observe the comings and goings from outside but were unable to penetrate. A few scraps of conversation from ministers on their way in and out of the buildings were all that the bots could provide. 
 
    “I think,” Michael said, “that we’re going to have to be a bit more direct. We need more. What we’ve uncovered so far is highly suggestive but probably not enough to convince the bureaucracy.” 
 
    “I agree.” Anson gave him a brooding look. “Bureaucracy always has a vested interest in the status quo. Even with disaster staring them in the face, too many of them will always prefer to sit on their rear ends and do nothing.” He hesitated. “This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Michael knew what he meant. Dunbar was a well-ordered, peaceful city. The streets were clean, the architecture impressive, the crime rate nearly zero. Not surprising, when even minor infractions could result in the guilty party being sold into indentured servitude for terms ranging from five years to (in most cases) life. Slavery was an integral part of their culture. Everyone wanted one. Nobody wanted to be one. They were like wolves, waiting to cannibalize the weakest members of the pack. 
 
    Their course of action decided, they filed a flight plan for an Earth standard world a few light-years away and drifted upward on anti-gravity, reached the edges of the Dunbar system and vanished. 
 
    The next night, a ship popped out of slipspace. It resembled the London but its lines were subtly different. It was longer, a little wider. Gun turrets bulged from its midsection and all around her stern. The naval forces of the Imperium immediately went to full alert. In Naval Command, in a hidden bunker deep underground, a screen flickered and lit up. “Transmission coming in, sir.” 
 
    The Admiral had been awakened from a deep sleep and was still feeling a little sluggish. He nodded his head and said, “Put it on. Let’s see what they have to say.” He activated a booster gland and immediately felt a pleasant zing as the stimulant shot through his system. 
 
    On the screen, a man peered out at him, dressed in the uniform of a Captain in the Navy of the Second Interstellar Empire. He scanned the room and focused on the Admiral. “Greetings,” he said. “I am Captain Michael Glover. To whom might I be speaking?” 
 
    “Josiah Danforth: Admiral. I am the commanding officer of the Dunbar naval detachment.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The figure on the screen rubbed his palms together and smiled widely. “We’re here to negotiate.” 
 
      
 
    Linda Prescott Jones resembled her mother. She had the same blonde hair, the same cold beauty, the same supercilious gleam in her eye. “No,” she said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    The Security Agent was tall, thin and stooped. His name was Burton Lester. He wore glasses, a ridiculous affectation in this day and age, but one which tended to disarm opponents, as did his hesitant smile and air of diffident uncertainty. “I apologize, Madame, for the disruption. I assure you, we will not be long.” 
 
    She glared at him, her voice almost hissing. “This is ridiculous. I have no such person in my household.” 
 
    Burton Lester winced and almost visibly cringed. “I am afraid that we will have to satisfy ourselves that such is the case.” 
 
    Linda drew herself up, her face red. If it was an act, Burton Lester thought, it was a damn good one. “This is an outrage!” 
 
    More of a cliché, actually. Burton Lester shrugged. “Nevertheless, we have a warrant. Please, get out of my way.” Suddenly, Burton Lester looked neither diffident nor uncertain. 
 
    Linda blinked. Her face turned pale. She seemed about to say something, then she compressed her lips and stepped to the side. 
 
    “Guard her,” Burton Lester said to two of his men. “She is to be allowed no contact with anyone until we are through here.” 
 
    Linda was the oldest of Lydia Prescott Jones’ five children. The inheritance had been divided equally but Linda had declared her intention of purchasing her siblings’ shares in the old estate. None of the siblings objected. In the meantime, Linda maintained her former residence, a large house on an acre of land in an exclusive neighborhood near the beach. 
 
    The servants were soon inspected, the grounds searched. Linda stood stiffly in the kitchen and glowered, while two of Burton Lester’s men watched her impassively. In the end, they found no sign of Timothy Rice. If he had ever been there, he had vanished. 
 
      
 
    Michael had been tempted to be far more provocative. He had seriously considered requesting the immediate surrender of the Imperium to the forces of the Second Empire but in the end, he had reluctantly decided that it would be wiser to allow the enemy to declare its intentions. He would be high-minded and diplomatic, interested in trade and good relations. Who knew? It might even work. 
 
    Probably not, though. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe that no Imperial ship has ever strayed this far,” Anson had said. 
 
    “I think we can assume that any such vessels were prevented from leaving.” 
 
    “If they attacked a navy ship, then it was an act of war,” Anson mused. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “If we’re right, they’ve already done far worse.” 
 
    “But we know the merchants have found them. We’re here, after all.” 
 
    “Those aren’t merchants; they’re pirates—slave ships, just like us. I think we can assume that if any legitimate merchant vessel from the Second Empire somehow found its way to the Imperium, its crew was either killed or sold into slavery.” He grinned. “Again, assuming that we’re correct about their goals and intentions.” 
 
    “And yet here we are,” Anson said morosely, “about to beard the lion in his den.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson sighed. “I hope this works.” 
 
    They had been given landing coordinates and the big ship settled softly down in the indicated spot, well away from all other vessels. Plenty of room for Imperium forces to fire on them without causing any ancillary damage, Michael thought. Admiral Danforth arrived a few minutes later, along with a well-dressed, very sharp eyed man who introduced himself as Grieg Larsen, Speaker for the Dunbar Senate. Michael, Anson and a marine honor guard met them on the flight deck, where they were surrounded by twenty small gunboats lined up like shining, black wasps. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Michael said, “welcome aboard.” 
 
    They introduced themselves, Danforth and Larsen looking moodily at the small, deadly gunboats. “Please come this way.” Michael conducted the little party to a conference room off the flight deck, where a buffet table had already been set up. The four marines arranged themselves around the corners of the room and stood at attention. “Can we offer you some hospitality?” Michael said. 
 
    Larsen declined. Danforth said, “Maybe some coffee,” and poured himself a cup. 
 
    “It’s good coffee,” Michael said, “I requisition it myself.” Michael fixed a sandwich for himself, added a green salad and a pickled tomato to the plate. “Please sit,” he said, and took the chair at the head of the table. 
 
    Danforth and Larsen both sat and looked at Michael, who raised an eyebrow then grinned and bit into his sandwich. Finally, Larsen cleared his throat. “You have a formidable vessel,” he said. 
 
    Michael smiled. “Indeed.” 
 
    Danforth and Larsen glanced at each other. Larsen said, “So, who exactly are you, and why are you here?” 
 
    “Direct,” Michael said. “I like that. It prevents misunderstandings.” He pushed his plate to the side and leaned forward. “My ship is a contact vessel of the Imperial Navy of the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind.” Sort of the truth, Michael reflected. “It is Imperial policy to re-establish contact with all the human and allied worlds of the prior Empire. Ultimately, we hope to re-create the First Empire anew, in all its magnificent glory.” 
 
    Michael raised an eyebrow and glanced around the table. When he received no response, he went on. “According to our records, your world, Dunbar-7 was settled by European descended refugees from the cometary disaster that rendered the world of New Holland uninhabitable. This was in Imperial year 3256.” 
 
    Danforth nodded. “That was a long time ago. Now, we are a member of the Imperium, and have been so for over seven hundred years.” 
 
    “The Imperium…” Michael said. 
 
    “Your Second Empire is not the only heir to the Imperial manse. Our claim is at least as legitimate as yours,” Larsen said. 
 
    Michael waved his hand, as if dismissing Larsen’s comment. “We have of course accessed your local web. The Imperium comprises somewhat more than fifty star systems in the Messier-67 cluster. Is that correct?” 
 
    “It is,” Danforth said. 
 
    “Then to carry the analogy a bit further, the demise of the First Empire left many orphans in its wake. We believe that the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind is now the largest, and possibly the most technologically advanced as well, but we do not regard this status as conveying any right to impose our will on the others. Our intentions are entirely peaceful. We would prefer to have good relations with them all.” 
 
    Danforth sat unmoving, his face grim. Larsen seemed eager. Good and peaceful relations with an advanced star-empire represented an opportunity not to be sneered at…or they should, in a rational universe. Michael smiled to himself. Danforth, he thought, knew the truth. Larsen did not. Dunbar was an important world with a large population, a trading center, but it was not the center of the Imperium. It was not the Capital, a large, temperate world named Justice-7, nearly eight light-years away. An Admiral, even one on the periphery of the political universe, would presumably be informed, at least in general terms, of future plans and contingencies. A representative of the local planetary government, like Larsen, probably would not. 
 
    “This is wonderful,” Larsen said. “Our own ships have travelled widely but we’ve only begun to explore outside of our own domain.” 
 
    “Really?” Michael blinked at him. “Seven hundred years ago, your domain consisted of a mere eight worlds. Now it is approaching sixty. One cannot annex new territory without exploring it.” 
 
    “True. We have historically considered the entire Messier-67 star cluster to be our immediate realm. During the time of the First Empire, the cluster was a self-governing province, one of many.” 
 
    Michael nodded. Messier-67 comprised over five hundred stars, approximately one hundred of which were yellow dwarves similar to Sol. “Well, then, what would you suggest? Should we go on to your capital world?” 
 
    “That would be wise,” Larsen said. “Nobody on Dunbar has authority to establish formal relations with an unknown polity.” 
 
    “Admiral, is this your advice as well?” 
 
    The Admiral cleared his throat, appearing to consider the question. “I suppose so,” he finally said. 
 
    “Well,”—Michael sat back and rubbed his hands together—“then that is what we shall do. You have no objection, I assume, to our spending a few days here? My crew would appreciate some shore leave on a civilized world. We’ve been cooped up for too long.” 
 
    “No,” Larsen said with a smile. “Certainly not.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “This man, Luciano Barrad?” Prime Minister Ahmed Khoory sat next to Arcturus in a virtual simulation of a grassy mountainside meadow overlooking a green, forested valley. It was one of the Prime Minister’s favorite simulations. He was particularly fond of the giant, multi-colored parrots that circled high overhead. 
 
    “Luciano Barrad is his cover,” Arcturus said. “His real name is Michael Glover, or so he says.” 
 
    The Prime Minister looked down his long nose at Arcturus. Arcturus yawned. 
 
    “You’ve been spending a lot of time with him. That’s unusual.” 
 
    Arcturus looked suspiciously at one parrot that seemed to be spending a lot of time directly over Arcturus. A large glob of simulated bird shit on his own virtual lap would be more life-like than he preferred. 
 
    “He’s an intriguing fellow.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “He came out of nowhere with a ship unlike any in the Imperial Navy. He carries himself very much like a military man. He’s aware of everything around him. He catalogues his environment as if evaluating it for threats. He moves carefully, as if the world is fragile and he might inadvertently damage it.” 
 
    The Prime Minister blinked at him. “He sounds like you and your agents.” 
 
    Arcturus laughed softly. “When we discovered the murdered bodies of Lydia Prescott Jones’ security, he ordered me to find Lynette Chapman and Jeremy Baylor and to bring them to him, unharmed. He was quite peremptory.” 
 
    “Ordered you,” the Prime Minister said. “He ordered you?” 
 
    “I don’t think he was quite aware that he was doing it. It was almost unconscious. The situation demanded a response and he responded, but I think that Michael Glover, sometime long ago, was very used to giving orders.” 
 
    “You’re saying that he is more than he appears.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Arcturus said. “I think it’s safe to say that Michael Glover is much more than he appears.” 
 
    “Good that he’s on our side, then, eh?” The Prime Minister smiled. 
 
    Arcturus held his hand out and moved it from side to side. “So far, he hasn’t betrayed us.” 
 
    “You will slit his throat if it becomes necessary,” the Prime Minister said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Arcturus nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that it doesn’t.” 
 
    “No,” Arcturus agreed. “Let’s hope that it doesn’t.” Above his head, the parrot cawed loudly. It sounded suspiciously like laughter. Arcturus eyed the bird carefully as it wheeled in place and flew away. 
 
      
 
    The citizens of the Imperium were used to tourists from other worlds. They were not used to members of foreign military powers parading around one of their major cities in full uniform, gawking at the sights. 
 
    “How do you like it, here?” 
 
    Curly tried manfully to ignore the microphone in his face and the camera drone hovering over his shoulder. He smiled at the reporter. “Beautiful city. One of the nicest we’ve been to.” 
 
    The reporter’s face immediately perked up. “How many worlds have you been to?” 
 
    Curly shrugged. “Dozens. We’re an explorer ship. We seek out new life and new civilizations. We go where no one else has gone before, boldly, I might add. It’s a big Universe, out there. Space is the final frontier, you know?” 
 
    “I’ve heard that,” the reporter said. 
 
    “Well, then.” Curly nodded modestly. 
 
    The reporter turned to Rosanna, looking almost trim in her black and silver uniform. “Do you have anything to say to the people of Dunbar?” 
 
    She gave the reporter a dazzling smile. “Only that we come in peace for the good of all mankind.” 
 
    “Right, then,” the reporter said. “I’ll let you get back to what you were doing. Enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    Curly and Rosanna gave the camera big smiles and little waves and walked off down the street. The reporter also smiled at the camera. “In other news…” 
 
      
 
    “That went well enough,” Anson said. 
 
    “Simple and to the point,” Michael said. “Curly and Rosanna are not dummies.” 
 
    Anson frowned, perhaps reluctant to accept this conclusion. “How long do you think before things change?” 
 
    “Right now, we’re media darlings. Give it a day or so before they turn on us.” 
 
    It was less than a day. 
 
    “Certain aspects of your society concern us,” Gloriosa hesitantly said. 
 
    “How so?” the reporter asked. 
 
    “There seems to be a lot of…” Frankie’s voice trailed off. She looked around, almost embarrassed, then leaned forward and whispered into the reporter’s ear, “…I guess the word would be compulsion. Some of your people, they don’t seem to be, well, uh, allowed to make decisions for themselves….” The microphone of course caught every word. 
 
    The reporter glanced around, bewildered. “How do you mean?” 
 
    Frankie cleared her throat. Gloriosa frowned. Both of them seemed reluctant to continue. The reporter waited, expectant. Finally, Frankie whispered again, “We’ve heard rumors that your society has legalized slavery…” 
 
    The reporter blinked. “Of course. The lower orders need to be taken care of and given guidance and direction. They’re happier that way; and criminals must be punished. They are made to serve the common good. How else can a rational society be organized?” 
 
    Frankie and Gloriosa looked at each other, their eyes wide. Finally, Gloriosa frowned at the camera. “We don’t have slaves,” she said, her beautiful face earnest and frowning. “We don’t allow slavery. Freedom is the common heritage of mankind.” 
 
    The reporter stared at them. They stared back. After a few seconds, the camera cut to the reporter’s face. “In other news…” 
 
      
 
    “That should pretty much do it,” Michael said. “Time for some shit to hit the fan.” 
 
    “Now we’ll see,” Anson said. 
 
    Lynette and Jeremy turned away from the screen. “Bastards,” Jeremy said. Marissa, silently watching, nodded. 
 
    Anson shrugged. “Different worlds, different customs.” 
 
    Lynette gave him a scathing look. “Fuck you,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Anson frowned. “They’re not our customs but it’s the way they’ve always done things, here. You should try to see it from their point of view.” 
 
    Michael spoke up before Jeremy could respond. “We can argue moral relativism all day, but the Second Empire is not going to tolerate this particular custom, not for long.” 
 
    “Well, no,” Anson said. 
 
    Michael looked at Jeremy. “Save your anger for the enemy.” 
 
    Jeremy smiled thinly and gave a little sniff. “What enemy? I thought we came in peace for the good of all mankind.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Imperium is going to feel that way.” Michael laughed softly. “Not for long.” 
 
      
 
    They had briefly discussed attempting the same strategy that they had used in the Diamond Empire: find a surrogate, make a deal, give him or her superior technology and let events take their course. This was a bigger Empire, more scientifically advanced, but the situation was obviously similar. It might have worked. In the end, they decided that time would not allow it. The Imperium had, if their suspicions were correct, already infiltrated the Second Interstellar Empire. Their two empires, all unknown to the citizens of either one, were already effectively at war. The Imperium had to be dealt with before the Second Empire collapsed from within. 
 
    The next day, Matthew Oliver and two of the marines were attacked by an angry mob. It started in a bar, where the three were loudly insulting the barbaric nature of their host world and Empire. Five guys drinking together in a corner of the dimly lit room decided to take offense. They jumped Matthew and the marines. When it was over, the bar was a wrecked mess, three of their assailants were unconscious, one with a fractured skull, and one marine had a broken arm. 
 
    All three were briefly detained by the local police but after Michael put in a call to Grieg Larsen, they were let go with a warning. 
 
    The next day, it was Michael’s turn. He and Frankie had just left the Dunbar branch of the Imperial Museum. Michael had thought the place might give some insight into the evolution of the Imperium from a respected branch of the First Empire into the expansionist, reactionary organization that it currently seemed to be. He didn’t get much insight. A history of battles won and lost, a recitation of great men and great deeds, the slow plunge into the darkness of the Interregnum and the slow crawl back to so-called civilization and Empire…all of it essentially similar to the history of a hundred other worlds and groupings of worlds. 
 
    Slavery was barely mentioned. 
 
    They didn’t spend much time there and were walking down the street toward a restaurant that was supposed to be highly regarded when Frankie said, “To the left.” 
 
    Michael had already spotted them, three fit young men in civilian clothes, walking slowly along, paying them no attention, except that to Michael’s enhanced senses, their attention was obvious. He sighed. “You ready?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Frankie said. 
 
    The three men split up, one passing to their right, the other two staying to their left, and suddenly a knife was aimed at Michael’s abdomen and an expansible baton was swung at Frankie’s head. Frankie stepped inside, trapped her assailant’s arm against her raised knee and snapped his elbow. He screamed. Frankie rammed her palm into his nose, which gave a satisfying crunch and flattened. She swept his feet out and he fell heavily. Frankie kicked him once in the head and he lay still. 
 
    In the meantime, Michael moved back a centimeter or so and let the knife pass by. Often, unless fighters had trained together, they got in each other’s way. These two had obviously trained together. They spread out and came back in. Michael spun and connected with the heel of his foot to the first attacker’s head. The attacker spun with the blow and came back around. Michael dropped, rolled and kicked the second man in the groin, who clutched his gonads and screamed. Michael finished his roll, flipped back to his feet and slammed his knee into the first attacker’s abdomen. The guy tried to roll with the blow but he was off-balance. Michael swarmed up his back and put him in a headlock. The guy kicked once and tried to reach back with the knife. Michael twisted to the side, avoiding the blade, and squeezed. The guy kicked a few more times and then slumped unconscious. 
 
    The crowd stared at them. Michael and Frankie stared back. Sirens could be heard in the distance, getting louder. As one, the onlookers seemed to decide that they had better things to do. Within seconds, they were alone. 
 
    “Should we run?” Frankie said. 
 
    “Nope. Let’s see where this leads.” 
 
    It led to their arrest. Six angry looking cops searched them quickly but dispassionately. None of them bothered to ask questions. “Let’s go,” said the Sergeant in charge. 
 
    “I protest,” Michael said. “We were attacked.” 
 
    The first attacker’s knife was lying by his hand. The Sergeant nudged it with a toe. “We’ll let the judge figure it out. You’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Oh, well,” Michael said. 
 
    An ambulance drove up as Michael and Frankie were placed into the backs of separate vehicles. Ten minutes’ silent drive found them at the local police station. They were placed in separate cells, along with a few drunks and three other men arrested for minor assault. None of these bothered Michael or Frankie. Both of them sat down on cots, prepared to wait for as long as it might take. 
 
    A boring but uneventful hour later, they were released. The same Sergeant who had arrested them led them out of the building. He seemed annoyed. They were conducted into a car. The doors were locked, the car placed on auto and it drove slowly out of the station onto the street. They were the only two people in the vehicle. 
 
    No witnesses and an unknown destination. For a moment, Michael regretted not having made more of a fuss, then he shrugged, looked at Frankie, who gave him a weak smile, and sat back to wait. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they entered the port. The car passed through a series of security gates and drove up to their ship. The car stopped. The doors opened. Both of them got out and watched as the car turned and drove away. 
 
    Rosanna, Curly, Marissa and Gloriosa were playing poker as they walked into the lounge. “Did you have fun?” Curly asked. 
 
    “Shut up,” Michael said. 
 
    “Guess not,” Curly said, and went back to his game. 
 
    Grieg Larsen called a few minutes later. His face was regretful but resolute. “Captain, considering the events of the past few days, my colleagues in the government and I have decided that it would be best if you and your crew were to resume your journey.” He gave a rueful smile. “Immediately. Your ship has been cleared for takeoff.” 
 
    “A pity,” Michael said. “Just as we were beginning to enjoy our stay in your lovely and hospitable city.” 
 
    Larsen grinned. It was not at all a pleasant grin, Michael thought. “Have a nice trip,” Larsen said, and the screen went blank. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    The big ship floated upward on its AG and oriented its bow toward the edges of the system. As they reached the upper atmosphere, the jets kicked in. Michael stared at the screens. Anson and Frankie sat down by his side, waiting. Dunbar shrank behind them. 
 
    “There,” Michael said. He pointed. At the limit of their instruments’ resolution, three tiny dots could be seen, moving slowly toward them from three different directions. As they watched, the dots resolved into three groupings of five ships each. 
 
    “I wish I could say ‘Battle Stations’ or something.” It would give at least the illusion of doing…something, but the ship’s defenses were entirely automated. Nothing for the soft little humans inside to do but wait and hope that they were alive at the end of it. 
 
    Frankie sighed. Anson shook his head. “We figured they would do this.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we be pleasantly surprised, just this once?” 
 
    “Think they’ll negotiate?” Curly asked. 
 
    “No point in wondering,” Michael said. “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the ship’s brain announced, “The approaching fleet is attempting to hail us.” 
 
    “Put it onscreen.” 
 
    “…surrender and you will not be harmed.” The speaker was a large, slightly corpulent man with a round face and black eyes. He wore an Admiral’s uniform. 
 
    “Define, ‘not be harmed,’” Michael said. 
 
    The Admiral gave them a wide, satisfied smile, his eyes twinkling, evidently feeling in complete command of the situation. “Your ship is an advanced design, with obvious value. We would hate to have to destroy it.” 
 
    Michael sniffed. “It goes without saying that you would hate to have to destroy a ship with an advanced design and obvious value. Let’s talk about myself and my crew.” 
 
    “Ah, well.” For a moment, the Admiral looked almost regretful. “You also have value. One way or the other, you will never be allowed to leave the Imperium, but, as I said, you will not be harmed.” 
 
    “Slavery?” 
 
    The Admiral shrugged. “There isn’t much choice, now is there?” 
 
    Michael frowned at the screen. “You could offer us a better deal. A valuable ship, military personnel acquainted with the strategy and tactics of an Empire that, frankly, is much larger and more technologically advanced than your own? We could be useful.” 
 
    “You will be useful.” The Admiral laughed softly. “We were first approached by a trade ship of your Empire nearly fifty years ago. Naturally, we did not let it leave. We retrieved all the information that the crew had regarding your Empire and then we sent our own ships to see the situation for ourselves. You have military capability but your bureaucracy and your silly ideas regarding ‘human rights’ make you vulnerable. We have been taking advantage of that vulnerability for all the years since then. We are stronger than we were and you are weaker. So…” The Admiral smiled again. “Surrender, and you’ll live. Fight us, and you’ll die. Those are your only choices.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” Michael said. 
 
    The Admiral laughed. “Ten seconds. Decide.” 
 
    Michael frowned. “Hmm, let’s see.” His eyes lit up. “I know!” He pressed a button on his console. Fifty missiles shot out of their tubes and streaked across space to the Imperium fleet. Forty-nine missiles flashed against enemy screens. Only one got through. A single Imperium ship disappeared in a ball of expanding gas. “Eat shit and die,” Michael said. 
 
    The Admiral sighed. He gave Michael a reproving frown and said. “Fire at will.” 
 
    Five hundred missiles came streaking from the enemy fleet. “This is gonna really hurt,” Michael said. 
 
    Frankie laid a hand over Michael’s and patted it. “It will all be over soon.” 
 
    Seventy missiles flamed out against the ship’s screens before they flared and went down. The next salvo of missiles exploded against bare metal. The ship disappeared, reduced in an instant into microscopic shards, expanding like a glowing cloud into space. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, on the world far below, Rachel Porter’s eyes lit up. “Finally,” she muttered. 
 
    “What was that?” Addison Steele asked. 
 
    Rachel, naked, and in the process of massaging Addison Steele’s equally naked back, said, “I don’t like you. I never liked you.” 
 
    Addison Steele turned his head and looked at her with disbelief. “You know that you’ll be punished for that.” 
 
    She stood up. “Somehow, I don’t think so.” 
 
    He turned over. “Rachel, not one more word.” He smiled. “And come here.” She didn’t move. “Now.” 
 
    Suddenly, Rachel looked uncertain. She shook her head. “Now,” he said. “You know you can’t disobey me.” 
 
    Rachel moaned. Her hands came up to the sides of her head and she squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    Addison Steele smiled in satisfaction. “I’ve been too lenient with you. Now, Rachel.” 
 
    She took a step forward. Her body slumped, defeated. 
 
    “Get on top,” he said. “You know how I like it.” 
 
    Rachel moved her right hand behind her back and flexed her fingers, just the right way. Five composite blades, very slim and very sharp, slid from under her nails. She knelt at his side. “Let me see,” she whispered. “What to do first?” 
 
    “I’m waiting, Rachel,” he said. “Don’t make me wait.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. She leaned over, caressed his chest with the fingers of her left hand and sliced across his abdomen with her right. 
 
    His eyes opened in shock. He tried to scream but suddenly, Rachel’s left hand, stronger than Addison Steele could have ever believed possible, was clutching him by the neck. “Don’t move and don’t talk.” Rachel said. “Don’t say another word, or I’ll kill you.” She pursed her lips, made a clucking sound and frowned at the blood oozing from Addison Steele’s wounds. “Messy,” she said, “but don’t worry. I didn’t cut too deeply. You’ll heal. I just wanted to give you a little something to remember me by.” She leaned over and whispered into his ear. “Watch.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, concentrating, then opened them and smiled, her eyes dancing in delight. A few seconds later, she slumped across Addison Steele’s chest. Her hand fell from his throat. He felt something liquid and cool flowing over his naked body. Rachel’s skin bubbled and then split. She gave one small laugh and as he looked on in horror, the body that Rachel Porter was wearing dissolved into a spreading pool of viscous, bright red goo. 
 
    Addison Steele screamed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Michael groaned and sat up suddenly. “God, what a headache.” 
 
    The servomechs ignored him as they removed the induction helmet from his skull. “Give it a minute,” Romulus’ voice said. 
 
    He slumped, dizzy, hung his head down between his knees, fighting nausea, and decided that this position wasn’t much better. “Oh, God,” he moaned. 
 
    One of the mechs handed him a straw and a glass containing a sweet, brown liquid with bubbles rising from the top. “Sip it,” Romulus said. “It will help settle your stomach.” 
 
    On either side, the rest of his crew, the Illyrians, the marines and the seven erstwhile slaves were all awakening, none of them pleasantly. None threw up but all of them looked as if they wanted to.  
 
    Finally, Anson sighed. He straightened his back, winced and slowly shook his head. “Quite an experience,” he said. 
 
    “Weird, being in two places at once.” Michael smiled weakly. “I knew those off the rack bodies would come in handy.” 
 
    Joanna Granger grimaced. “The guy who bought me was a horny bastard. I put the body on auto and reduced the interface to spectator mode whenever he wanted to have sex. The shit head.” 
 
    “What did you expect,” Rachel Porter asked, “after the way you egged him on? You practically begged the guy to rape you.” 
 
    “It was an act! I was playing a part!” 
 
    “So, you were watching. Did you learn anything?” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    Rachel Porter snickered. “Same with my guy, actually. I really loved dissolving all over him. He deserved it.” 
 
    Michael rolled his eyes and immediately wished that he hadn’t. He took a long sip of his drink and reluctantly conceded that it did help. He sighed and looked over at Frankie. “You alright?” 
 
    Frankie had a strange, lop-sided smile on her face. “Just happy to be alive. Dying isn’t fun, even if it isn’t for real.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Michael pulled himself to his feet. “Let’s survey the damage. 
 
    The London sat silent, hidden by its cloaking screens, just above the atmosphere. A few bits of debris were still spreading from the center of the conflagration. The Imperium fleet had already returned to base, no doubt to congratulate themselves on ending a threat to their Empire and to celebrate a job well done. 
 
    Anson stared moodily at the screen. “I liked that ship,” he said. 
 
    Michael grunted. This was a sore point with Anson. He had trouble letting it go. “It served its purpose,” Michael said. Truth to tell, Michael shared Anson’s feelings. A necessary sacrifice, he told himself but Manta class, First Empire destroyers were not easy to come by in this day and age. 
 
    “And how many other ships do you have?” Anson had asked this question before. 
 
    “None of your business,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson looked pissed off but he compressed his lips in a thin line and shut his mouth. Good, Michael thought. He was tired of hearing it. 
 
    “Where to now,” Curly asked. 
 
    “First,” Michael said, “we go back to Gallilee and settle up with Jeremiah Phelps. Then, Concordia.” 
 
    “What’s there?” Rosanna asked. 
 
    “The Cognoscenti. I have some questions for them.” 
 
    They digested this in silence for a few moments, then Gloriosa nodded. “Good,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Richard Norlin was enjoying almost everything about this assignment, but dealing with Arcturus could be trying. Arcturus seemed not to take him seriously. Perhaps it was the outfit. Lady Egidia liked her guards to dress the part. Richard wore a snap brim hat, tight, black pants and a black shirt with the silver insignia of House Colbert on the left and fake military ribbons in arcane curlicues under the pocket. He had largely gotten over feeling ridiculous at being seen in public but he couldn’t escape the conviction that Arcturus was secretly laughing at him. 
 
    Arcturus, for his part, seemed to be enjoying the moment. And why not? The sun was shining, the breeze was cool, the water down below in the harbor was sparkling and blue, with foaming, white waves skittering across the top: a perfect day in the heart of the Empire. 
 
    “More beer?” Arcturus asked. 
 
    Richard held out his glass. “Thank you.” 
 
    The place didn’t have a name and was difficult to find. It started with a plain door in a back alley and led up to a balcony overlooking the sea. It wasn’t exactly public, more of a not quite secret club for Naval Intelligence, though if a private citizen somehow stumbled on the place and asked for a table, he would be served without comment. This had never happened, but like almost every event in the realm of possibility, Naval Intelligence had a plan to deal with it. 
 
    About half the tables were filled, mostly men but a few women as well, all of whom had taken note of Richard and then ostentatiously ignored him. Jerks. 
 
    Sort of an honor to be invited, though. Michael and Henrik Anson had met Arcturus here at least once. Arcturus liked to conduct business over lunch while enjoying the view. The food was excellent and the view spectacular. 
 
    “Linda Prescott Jones is taking a trip,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Richard paused, beer halfway to his mouth. “Oh?” 
 
    “Interesting timing, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Gets her out of the firing line.” 
 
    “True. She was never much of a traveler before. Not like her mother. Suddenly, she is.” 
 
    “Times change. People grow and develop new hobbies.” 
 
    Arcturus grunted. “We still haven’t found Timothy Rice. He’s probably as dead as all the rest but we’ll keep looking.” He split a crawfish tail out of its shell, dipped it in hot sauce and popped it into his mouth. 
 
    “Why am I here, anyway?” Richard asked. 
 
    “You have an interesting team.” Arcturus wiped his hands on a napkin and took a long swallow of his beer. “Michael Glover is an interesting fellow. Nobody knows where he comes from, or anything about him, really. He has an interesting ship and he’s able to do interesting things. I would love to know his story.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to spy on my boss?” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. You’d be no use to me if you couldn’t be trusted.” 
 
    Richard gave Arcturus’ blandly smiling face a brooding look. “I don’t mean to be insulting but being of use to you is not one of my goals.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but I think you should ask yourself what you’re doing and where you’re going. I know your history. You have a future back home that almost any man would envy but you don’t seem to care.” 
 
    “Someday, I’ll be the Duke of Norlin,” Richard said. “The only problem is, I don’t want to be the Duke of Norlin.” 
 
    “So what do you want?” 
 
    Richard winced. Far below, he could see people walking on the golden sand and swimming in the deep blue water. Heat waves rippled off white walkways and blue painted arches. The place was like a dream. “I know it will seem trivial to all you movers-and-shakers, but all I want to do is make music.” 
 
    Arcturus frowned. “That does seem trivial, frankly.” 
 
    “My father thought so, as well…but it wasn’t trivial to Beethoven and Mozart and Hosukawa and Terence Chang.” 
 
    “Are you as good as they were?” 
 
    “Probably not but I’d like to try.” 
 
    “So, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Someday, if I live through this, I will. In the meantime, I owe Michael Glover a debt and I plan on paying it.” He shrugged. “When my father dies, and may that day never come, I’ll be the Duke of Norlin. I intend to abdicate. My brother likes the politics. I don’t. He’ll be happy to cede me my share of the estate for a promise to vanish and not come back.” 
 
    Arcturus sat back in his seat and nodded. “Did you know that Richard Salazar has returned?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Richard Salazar had a very good looking, very young blonde in his employ, also a very good looking brunette and an equally good looking redhead. The redhead and the blond have left him. It seems that they’ve acquired boyfriends and are pursuing new opportunities. The redhead plans to get married.” 
 
    Surprising. The same as Davida Emerson and Egidia Colbert…so, on second thought, maybe not surprising after all. “Not slaves, then.” 
 
    “No. And another surprising bit of news; a representative of the Royal Bank of the Khanate Protectorate has arrived on Dancy. Have you heard of the Khanate Protectorate?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so.” 
 
    “A small association of five worlds. Very rich, very civilized. They don’t wish to subject themselves to the will of the Imperator but are registered as official allies. We have excellent relations with the Khanate Protectorate.” Arcturus grinned. “We wondered where the Comte de Sevigny got his money from. It seems that the Royal Bank has been loaning it to him. Sevigny has fallen short on the payments. They are here to re-possess his ship.” 
 
    “So, he’s innocent, too…” 
 
    Arcturus frowned. “Oh, I would hardly think him innocent. At the least, he’s guilty of debauchery, stupidity and squandering the family fortune, but it does appear that he, along with Richard Salazar and Davida Emerson, is not a part of any criminal network. It’s seeming more and more likely that the large majority of the Adventurers’ Club are exactly what they seem.” 
 
    “We know Devlin is dirty. Also, Solomon Towne.” 
 
    “They may be the only ones left. We’ve eliminated a lot of suspects and this business with Lydia Prescott Jones and Timothy Rice leads me to think that we’re getting close to solving the puzzle. I just wonder how close we can get before all hell breaks loose.” 
 
    “Good question,” Richard said. “Hopefully, Michael Glover, or even Andrew Sloane have come up with some answers.” 
 
    Arcturus sipped his beer, cracked open another crawfish. “Let’s hope so.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Two days later, the London settled down at her old berth at the port of Terra Nova. Michael felt an unexpected surge of relief, along with a touch of dismay. Since when did this place get to feel like home? Always something to be said for great weather, warm, sandy beaches and good food, of course. He wasn’t always too crazy about the company but then, nothing in life was perfect. 
 
    His accumulated messages were routine: a few invitations to parties, a request from Devlin to call him as soon as he returned and one from Arcturus asking for a meeting. Since whatever he told Devlin might depend on what Arcturus had to say, he responded to Arcturus first. 
 
    Arcturus seemed happy to see him. He had already ordered food and a pitcher of beer by the time Michael arrived and was shown to Arcturus’ table overlooking the beach. 
 
    “I met your young comrade here the other day,” Arcturus said. 
 
    “Richard?” Michael had already received a long report from Richard Norlin regarding his activities. It seems that his current assignment, surprisingly, agreed with him. 
 
    Arcturus nodded. “An interesting young man.” Arcturus smiled. “I offered him a job.” 
 
    Michael frowned, then thought about that for a moment, then shrugged. “Did he take it?” 
 
    “No. He feels obligated to remain with you, at least for the moment. Ultimately, he intends to become a musician.” 
 
    “He’s already a musician.” The shrimp were particularly good, Michael remembered. He spooned a generous portion onto his plate, splashed on some hot sauce and a squeeze of lemon, contemplated the pickled krill and decided that might be a bridge too far. 
 
    “Is he any good?” 
 
    “He’s fantastic.” 
 
    Arcturus raised an eyebrow. For some reason, he seemed a bit surprised to hear this. “Well,” he said, “has he been in contact since your return?” 
 
    “He left me a report. We haven’t spoken.” 
 
    “Then you know that Timothy Rice has been found and then lost.” 
 
    Michael took a moment to savor the moment, before it all changed: the blue sky, the golden sand far below, the silent, almost dream-like wake of a motorboat speeding across the bay, the crispy skin and salt tang of a perfect fried potato on his tongue and then he sighed. “I think I know where we can find him,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Concordia was an industrialized world only a few light years from Reliance and Dancy. It had been settled early in the original diaspora, as mankind was just beginning to spread out into the galaxy from the home world. The planet had an even mix of temperate and tropical climates, seas deep and rich enough for tremendous schools of fish and enough arable land to support a large and growing population. Concordia was relatively self-sufficient from shortly after its settlement and the economy had never relied upon either tourism or trade, and so came through the interregnum in better shape than most other worlds. Concordia had nearly six thousand years of known history and was proud of its place as one of the fifty most important worlds in both the First and Second Empires. 
 
    Seville, however, was a relatively undistinguished city on the shores of a placid sea. A peaceful, pleasant place to live and raise a family with little of note to attract a visitor, but the Cathedral of the Cognoscenti was located on a grassy park near the center of town. Unlike the cathedral at Alesandra, the cathedral at Seville was not empty. A figure of a priest, tall, shaven, slightly plump, wearing a miter and cassock, clutching the same sort of curved staff that the priest at Alesandra had carried, hovered over the lectern. Eight people sat in the pews as the Priest delivered a sermon. 
 
    Nothing too radical in the sermon, Michael thought. It centered on the sanctity of the soul, the nature of the eternal spirit and the necessity of submitting oneself to the will of the Lord despite the impossibility of ever truly knowing His wishes or understanding His actions. The eight people (all elderly, Michael noted) sitting in the pews seemed to pay devout attention to the Priest’s words. The sermon ended and all eight lined up to speak to the hologram. Michael couldn’t hear what was being said, but finally they left, smiling and in good spirits, and then the Priest turned toward Michael and his crew. “Welcome,” he said. 
 
    “Might we speak with you, privately?” Michael asked. 
 
    The Priest gave him a keen glance and then smiled at the rest of them. “Certainly,” he said. “Let’s go to my office.” 
 
      
 
    High overhead, a starship drifted silently upward on its AG and vanished into the distance. Below them on the beach, two people, a man and a woman walked together, holding hands. Enjoy the moment, Michael thought, because nothing lasts forever. “I asked you once if you trusted your people,” Michael said to Arcturus. 
 
    “That is true,” Arcturus said. “You did.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer me.” 
 
    “Didn’t I?” Arcturus frowned. “I suppose that’s because I’m not sure.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” Michael looked at the food on the table but suddenly had no appetite. “Why is that?” 
 
    “No good reason.” Arcturus stolidly chewed on a shrimp. “Professional paranoia, I suppose. There are always competing interests.” He gave a rueful smile that turned into a grimace. “My people are smart, tough, supremely competent and dedicated, but exactly what is it that they’re dedicated to? We only know what they say but are they telling us the truth?” He spread his hands to the side and let them fall. 
 
    Michael nodded. He knew exactly what Arcturus meant. The First Empire hadn’t needed to worry about spies or traitors, not after the first thousand years or so. The punishments for treason were unthinkable, and anyway, there was no other organization, no human organization at any rate, that could pose a legitimate threat, nothing for a traitor to fight for that wouldn’t result in almost immediate discovery and execution. Oh, there were a few small organizations dedicated to opposing some obscure policy or another, but none of these were a danger to the Empire. Now? The Imperium was the most immediate threat (that they knew of) but space was wide. There were over a thousand human settled worlds outside the borders of the current Empire, many of which could afford to purchase, or at least try to purchase, a traitor’s loyalty. 
 
    Arcturus had a tough job. Sidelong glances, offhand comments, chance encounters, plans or missions that had not quite worked out the way they were supposed to…who knew? Coincidence or treason? And the best traitors (or the worst) are the ones you would never expect to betray you. Michael knew this. Arcturus must have known it, too. 
 
    “You’ve read my report,” Michael said. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I left a few things out.” He grimaced. “I wasn’t sure who would read it.” 
 
    Arcturus beer momentarily paused on the way to his lips. “Oh?” 
 
    The privacy screen had been up from the moment Michael sat down. It was invisible from the inside but reflected a featureless surface from the outside. Bull by the horns. “After we left Gallilee for the second time, we took a detour to Concordia. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    Arcturus nodded. “A planet. Nothing special.” 
 
    “The Cognoscenti have a cathedral on Concordia. Have you ever heard of the Cognoscenti?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arcturus said. “A rather obscure organization.” He frowned. “Not very important.” He examined Michael’s blandly smiling face and sighed. “I imagine that you’re about to tell me that we were wrong.” 
 
    Michael laughed softly. “Yes. It turns out that the Cognoscenti is very important, indeed. The cathedral on Concordia is the closest one to both Reliance and Dancy. It seemed like a good place for me to start. As it turned out, I didn’t have to go any further.” 
 
    Arcturus raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 
 
    “Their Priests seem to all be AI’s who were formerly human, or at least the two that I’ve encountered were. The Cognoscenti is a very old organization and they think in the very long term. They plan on surviving, just as they are, until the end of the Universe, when they believe (well, hope, rather) that God will re-appear and redeem mankind. The Cognoscenti maintain close contact with the ghost worlds, which they believe will also survive until that far distant time.” 
 
    Arcturus blinked. 
 
    “Didn’t know that, did you?” 
 
    “No,” Arcturus said. 
 
    “This Priest had an interesting story to tell me. It seems that a little more than fifty years ago, a man walked into the cathedral. He was a former intelligence officer who had left the military because his family requested that he return home. This family had once been exceedingly wealthy but had fallen on hard times. 
 
    “While in the military, the grandfather of a close friend of this man, passed away. It was a natural death, old age, but the two soldiers were friends. They had each spent time with the other’s family and they both attended the funeral. At the funeral, displayed next to the body, was a holoscreen attached to a self-contained databank. The dead man’s image was displayed in the holoscreen, politely greeting the guests and thanking them for coming. It wasn’t what we traditionally think of as a funeral, more of a celebration, marking the deceased’s entry into the next phase of his life. 
 
    “They were, and remain to this day, an old Cognoscenti family, you see, and they followed the old customs of their faith. As he was dying, the old man’s memories, his personality, perhaps even his soul, if you believe in the soul,”—Michael shrugged—“his awareness, at least, was transferred into the databank, to live forever, or so they hoped. A datamorph.” Michael paused and re-filled his glass with beer. “Our soldier was intrigued by all of this. He had questions. He filed away the answers and over the next year or so, he thought about what he had seen. When he left the military, he went to the Cathedral on Concordia. 
 
    “Can you guess what he did there?” 
 
    “Why guess, since you’re about to tell me?” 
 
    Michael laughed softly. “The family business was shipping but the business had fallen on hard times. Complacent management, new competition…one by one, their contracts expired and were, for whatever reason, either not renewed or renewed at less favorable terms. 
 
    “The ghost worlds, unknown to the Empire, are not quite as self-sufficient as has always been believed. They need resources, raw materials at least, to support their infrastructure. For centuries, the Cognoscenti have helped the ghost worlds to supply these needs but the Cognoscenti is not as prosperous an organization as it used to be. This young man offered them a business arrangement.” Michael grinned. “His name was Johnathan Prescott Jones.” 
 
    Arcturus blinked at him. He frowned down at the table and sat still for a long moment then he took a deep breath. “You’ve done very well,” Arcturus said. 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. “I have.” 
 
    Arcturus rose to his feet. “Let me talk to a few people. Keep this quiet for now.” 
 
    “Certainly, but don’t you want to know the name of the friend?” 
 
    Arcturus raised an eyebrow. Wordlessly, he sat back down. 
 
    Michael smiled. “Devlin,” he said. 
 
      
 
    No half-way measures here, Michael thought. Arcturus was through playing around. And the question that Michael had asked him—whether he trusted his own people—was answered. He didn’t. 
 
    For two days, the London’s drones hovered over Prescott House. Arcturus went about his usual business. The agents of naval intelligence did whatever they usually did, none the wiser. On the surface, nothing was happening. Nothing had changed. For two days, Michael, Anson and the crew observed the comings and goings of the men and women of the Prescott organization. 
 
    “Nothing,” Anson said. Their drones could hover. They could observe. The microdrones could not get through. The place was fully shielded, just like the estate of Lydia Prescott Jones. 
 
    Arcturus frowned. “Not surprising.” He sat back for a moment, thinking. “No point in waiting any longer,” he said. Their target was Johnathan Prescott Jones. He had been seen entering the building a few hours before, along with his personal Security. 
 
    “No,” Michael said. 
 
    Ten Illyrians, plus all ten marines donned their armor. Silently, the London floated down toward Prescott House, focused all of its formidable lasers and fired. The screens surrounding Prescott House were the best available but they were designed to keep out unwanted intruders, not military fire. Instantly, they flared and went down. The marines and the Illyrians, along with Matthew, Marissa, Curly and Rosanna, by now fully trained and integrated into an efficient fighting force, floated down and landed on the topmost balcony of the enormous building. Their helmet screens contained detailed maps and all of them knew their assignments. They kicked in the doors, charged inside and separated…and found nothing but a building full of bewildered, frightened executives. They met no resistance. Johnathan Prescott Jones was gone. 
 
    Two hours later, they knew how but they didn’t know where. 
 
    “A central stairway led down to an escape tunnel in the basement. The tunnel went North but they had explosives planted to cover their retreat. The tunnel is collapsed.” Dustin Nye shook his head. “No way to tell how far it went or where it exits.” 
 
    “North…” Michael muttered. The heart of Terra Nova led to the North. 
 
    “He could be anywhere,” Arcturus said. “He owns nearly a hundred ships, that we know of. He could own a hundred more under false registry.” 
 
    “Or he could still be on Dancy,” Anson said, “holed up somewhere.” 
 
    “This is true,” Arcturus said, and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    They were luckier with Devlin. He had been awakened from a sound sleep, hustled out of his estate in restraints and brought to Security headquarters under heavy guard. His lawyers arrived almost immediately but were presented with an Imperial writ, about which they grumbled but could no nothing. 
 
    “Cuts through the bullshit,” Anson remarked. 
 
    “Doesn’t it?” Arcturus smile was gleeful. 
 
    Michael, however, had his doubts. They had followed the trail as carefully as they could, doing their best not to tip off the enemy but now their hand was played, having arrested what appeared to be one of the heads of the organization but still having no idea how deeply the conspiracy had burrowed into the fabric of the Empire. The enemy now knew that their presence, if not their identity nor their plans, was no longer a secret. 
 
    Arcturus listened to Michael’s concerns, nodded his head but was un-swayed. “I understand. You have a point, but here’s another point: every day, every year, the Imperium worms its way in further. We could spend another twenty years gathering intelligence and by the end of it, how much weaker would we be? How much of what we think is ours will they own?” 
 
    Arcturus wasn’t wrong, of course. No way of knowing which course of action might, in the end, yield better results. Too late for regrets now, though. They were committed. 
 
    Michael scratched his head. For much of his career, he had been a tactics guy, charged with carrying out the strategies designed by others far above him in the hierarchy. He knew how to take orders and he knew how to carry them out. He had expressed his concerns and there seemed no point in expressing them again. His conscience was clear. 
 
    “Romulus,” he sub-vocalized. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Make sure we’re ready to go, just in case.” 
 
    “We are always ready to go. You know that.” 
 
    Michael did, but somehow, it soothed him to hear Romulus say it. He gave Arcturus a pained smile. “Well, then,” he said, “let’s see how deep a hole we’ve dug for ourselves.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Devlin sat at a table, surrounded by four large men in armor. Completely unnecessary, of course, but the mechanized armor did tend to keep a prisoner off balance, particularly the helmets, which reflected back nothing but the prisoner’s grim, sweating face from the anonymous, polished optics. 
 
    Devlin, however, despite his grim face, was not exactly sweating. On the contrary, his expression hovered somewhere between angry and bored. Michael, observing through the screen, didn’t think it was an act. Lord Benedict Devlin had been rich and privileged for many years. Maybe he was delusional but somehow, Michael doubted it, and that worried him. 
 
    Arcturus, at least as experienced at the game of manipulation and deceit as Michael, must have shared Michael’s concerns but his face showed nothing but satisfaction as he walked into the room, nodded at the soldiers and sat down opposite Devlin. 
 
    “Why am I here?” Devlin said. 
 
    Arcturus raised a skeptical brow. “Treason,” he said bluntly. 
 
    Devlin appeared at least equally skeptical. He blew his breath out in a faint, disdainful snorts and sat back in his seat, arms folded against his chest. 
 
    “Luciano Barrad,” Arcturus said, “is working for me.” 
 
    Boom. Apparently, the Luciano Barrad identity was expendable. May he rest in peace. Michael couldn’t say he was sorry. He was getting a little bored of the dissolute playboy persona. 
 
    At that, Devlin frowned. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” Arcturus gave him a moment, then continued. “We know all about your family’s association with the Cognoscenti and your own collusion with the Imperium. If it was only a medium sized star empire exhibiting behavior counter to our own values, of which there is sadly quite a bit in the known and unknown galaxy, we could have dealt with the situation through the usual diplomacy, which of course would include a threat of economic sanctions and perhaps the merest hint regarding use of military force, somewhere far down the road. 
 
    “The current situation will not allow such gentle, time-honored methods. It is already much too late for that. To put it bluntly, the Imperium poses an immediate threat to the Second Empire’s existence. We’re not going to tolerate that threat. We can’t afford to. 
 
    “If you don’t cooperate, we will confiscate your property and either execute you or consign you to a dungeon so deep that you will never again see the light of day. Quite frankly, such cooperation is your only hope.” 
 
    Devlin puffed up his cheeks. He did not look particularly impressed. “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    Arcturus wrinkled his nose. He looked vaguely disgusted. “You will be fined a considerable amount and will be given a pro forma sentence—five years or so. It will be made known that you have cooperated with the forces of his Imperial Majesty. Once released, you will retain the majority of your property and resources and can do what you like with them but make no mistake, you will be under surveillance for the rest of your life. Further collusion with the enemies of the Second Empire will not be forgiven.” 
 
    Devlin tapped his fingertips together under his chin. “Pretty much what I expected,” he said and gave Arcturus a tight grin. “You need me.” 
 
    Arcturus shrugged. “We can use you. There’s a considerable difference.” 
 
    “So, then,” Devlin said. “Allow me access to my lawyers and put it in writing.” He grinned. “Ave, Imperator.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite a tangled web,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Michael grunted. Devlin had apparently told them all he knew. Unfortunately, this was considerably less than they had hoped or expected. Though he was able to sketch in the broad outlines of what was going on, too many of the details were still unknown. “It may not be possible to understand it all, not exactly.” 
 
    Fifth Columns were almost as old as government itself. The ideal revolution consisted of a hierarchy of small cells, the fewer members in a cell, the better, with each cell unknown to all the others. The Imperium had pursued a diffuse, decentralized strategy, one layer upon another, held together only by the source of its funding and guidance from somewhere (but where, exactly?) high above. Somebody, of course, knew all the cells in a localized area; it would have been impossible to coordinate the activities of the Revolution if that had not been the case. Somebody higher up in the food chain presumably knew all the cells on the continent, and someone even higher, on the entire world. Maybe some person or persons high up in the Central Intelligence Division of the Imperium could identify all the cells on all the worlds, or perhaps this information was only contained somewhere on a computer…or perhaps not. 
 
    So how did they fight it? 
 
    The surest way to kill a snake was to cut off the head. 
 
    Devlin, it turned out, was not the head. Devlin’s role, along with that of Solomon Towne, was restricted to arranging shipments between the ghost worlds, Gallilee (plus a few other low-tech worlds where life was cheap), and the worlds of the Imperium. Devlin received his orders (If you could call them orders, more like cordial requests between two old friends) from Johnathan Prescott Jones. 
 
    Arcturus’ lip curled. Devlin had done it for money. It was as simple as that. Devlin was not a dissolute playboy. Devlin had not squandered the family fortune. Devlin was already rich. He didn’t need more money, but the habit of making money, once it wormed its way into a man’s psyche, was addictive, to some men at least. Devlin was one of them. It didn’t matter how much money he had. He wanted more. 
 
    And where was Johnathan Prescott Jones? Devlin had no idea. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Three coordinated explosions boomed out over the city of Terra Nova early the next morning. It would be too much to say that Michael had been expecting it to happen but he was certainly not surprised. The secret, after all, was no longer a secret. Devlin, and Johnathan Prescott Jones as well, had too many men in their employ who had too much to hide and too much to lose. 
 
    Devlin’s psyche had been plumbed to the very depths of Imperial science. The process of stripping away a man’s mind was tedious but in its essence, simple. The cruder (older) devices read heartbeat, saliva and skin secretions, plus the levels of epinephrine and endorphins in the blood, plugged the results into an algorithm and produced a probability graph of what was actually going through the subject’s mind. From the point of view of Security, the required conclusion was simple: was he telling the truth or was he lying? Not too hard to fool such devices, if you knew what you were doing. The more sophisticated, modern methods placed sensors in the brain and directly translated neural activity. A well-trained agent had sub-personalities in place, theoretically capable of misleading these techniques, that could be psychometrically induced but the process of implanting such personalities required long, hard training to integrate. There might be a few such agents on Dancy, but most of the enemy forces would be simple men and women who had decided to betray the Empire for money. These might not know much but once caught, they wouldn’t be able to keep any secrets. 
 
    Devlin had given them a list but just to be safe, everyone in his employ (and there were hundreds) had been rounded up. There was no way to keep it all quiet, though Security had done its best. No doubt at least a few of those remaining were moles, left in place to later report on what had happened. 
 
    Most likely, those who had left were expecting a brief flurry of concern on the part of the authorities before things returned to normal, but perhaps they suspected that this time, things had gone too far and normal, for them at least, was not going to return. In that case, the ones left behind would have to be sacrificed, which implied that they didn’t know very much. An ignorant traitor, however, could still cause damage. Intelligence had no choice but to try to root them all out, futile as that effort probably was. 
 
    Twenty-three of Devlin’s men had vanished, in addition to those of Prescott Jones. Some were supposedly elsewhere on business. A few were traveling off-world and might even be innocent and legitimate. It didn’t matter. Security had rounded up whoever could be reached and the rest had scattered, as had Solomon Towne and fifteen men and women in his employ. 
 
    The explosions rocked the city. Each was at least two kilometers from the nearest government office, all in shopping districts filled with tourists. Within minutes, Michael was looking at the screens. Gloriosa’s door opened. She yawned, rubbed her eyes and said, “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Explosions,” Michael said. 
 
    She frowned. “This is bad.” She went back into her room and closed the door. 
 
    Reports came in immediately. Thirty dead at one location, twenty-six at another. The last had been centered on a department store that was not yet open for business. Five employees had died, eight others were injured. Ambulances and police were racing to all three scenes. 
 
    Curly and Rosanna, dressed for battle, came into the lounge. Gloriosa, Anson, Frankie and the others soon followed. All of them stared at the screens. None of them said a word. 
 
    “Call Arcturus?” Anson said. 
 
    “He’s probably got more important things on his mind.” 
 
    But less than a minute later, Arcturus called them. “Be ready to take off,” he said. “I doubt that three explosions will be the end of it.” 
 
    They were always ready to take off, so that was not an issue. Michael nodded. “Anything we can do?” 
 
    Arcturus sighed. “Too soon to say.” The screen went blank. 
 
    “This can’t be the end of it,” Anson said. “There’s got to be a reason.” 
 
    Michael said nothing and continued to monitor the situation. Arcturus called back two hours later. He looked sick. “We have a situation,” he said. He seemed reluctant to say anything more. Finally, he sighed. “Do you have drones over the city?” 
 
    “Of course,” Michael said. 
 
    “Focus on the government complex.” 
 
    Oh, shit, Michael thought. In the distance, the Parliament building stood tall next to the Governor’s Palace and the even larger official estate of the Prime Minister. Behind, looming over them all, stood the Winter Palace of the Imperator. Michael scanned carefully. The activity seemed routine. Guards patrolled the grounds and were stationed at each entrance. All gates to the complex were closed, not surprising, considering the unrest in the city. 
 
    “Nothing seems unusual,” Michael said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “All communications from inside the complex have been cut.” 
 
    Michael pondered that for a moment. “There are guards,” Michael said. “I can see them.” 
 
    “Fewer than normal. During an emergency, there should be at least twice as many. We can see their faces. Very few of them are genuine. Those few are presumably traitors. We don’t know who the rest of them are.” 
 
    What a fuck-up. Michael shook his head. “If they want to cause the maximum amount of damage, all they have to do is blow the place up.” 
 
    “We don’t know their end-game. They probably will blow the place up but in the meantime, I suspect that they’ll put on a show. They’ll let the world know what they’ve done. They’ll parade their hostages in front of the cameras, make demands and pretend to negotiate. They’ll rub all our faces in the fact that the Empire, with all of its resources and all of its power, is not just vulnerable but helpless. 
 
    “Then they’ll blow the place up.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Michael said. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Help.” 
 
    “What makes you think I can?” 
 
    Arcturus gave a rueful grin. “Maybe you can’t but other than storming the complex, I’ve got nothing left.” 
 
    “Let me think about it,” Michael said. “Call back in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Think fast,” Arcturus said. 
 
      
 
    The news media, unaware that anything else was going on, were still focused on the bombings, apparently a convenient diversion. Make a lot of noise, kill a few civilians, reduce some buildings to rubble and most of the police and security personnel in the city would be hurrying to the sites of the chaos. Meanwhile, kidnap the government. Slick. 
 
    Parliament had been considering a minor funding request from the Interior Department. It wasn’t a particularly important bill but still, more than half of the MP’s were present for the debate, including the Prime Minister. The Imperator was in his palace on old Earth, thank God, but his youngest son, Prince Nikolai, his wife and his three children, were in the Winter Palace on Dancy. Plenty of hostages were available. Oh, yes… 
 
    Johnathan Prescott Jones’ military records were sealed, which actually told them quite a bit about the man’s training and qualifications while telling them nothing at all regarding the actual work that he had done. Arcturus, presumably, could enlighten them. No proof that Prescott Jones was even involved, of course. He could be on the other side of the galaxy by now. 
 
    “Romulus?” Michael said. 
 
    “It’s ready,” Romulus said. 
 
      
 
    There had been approximately two hundred Security personnel in the government complex. No way of knowing how many of these were still alive nor how many of the enemy forces now infested the complex. 
 
    Michael looked at the eighty-seven men and women in armor, which included all the Illyrians and the marines, plus Anson, Michael and his entire crew. Jeremy, Lynette and the former slaves had been left behind. They were willing to fight but none of them knew how. They were standing in a large, underground room, beneath the run-down building where Anson and Michael had first met with Arcturus. “This is it?” Michael said. He had been hoping for considerably more. 
 
    “I guarantee that there are no traitors in this group,” Arcturus said. “I personally selected and recruited every one of them. These people are intelligent, motivated and physically perfect. The government paid for their education and training. Every one of them has been investigated back to the age of five and all of them have been through neural probing. You asked if I trusted my men? These are the ones I trust.” 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    “So,” Michael said, “how much do you know about the physics of slipspace?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Arcturus said. “I get on a ship. It reaches its destination. I get off. What happens in between is a matter for the scientists and the navigators.” 
 
    “Watch.” Michael held up a small metallic box and pressed a button. The box began to glow. “Slipspace, what the ancients sometimes called hyperspace, was the first artificial cosmos. Slipspace slides along the interstices of the Universe but is outside of it. 
 
    “It has been known for thousands of years that at the quantum level, the observation of a process can change the outcome of that process. It has been theorized that without observation, the Universe could not exist in its current form, that the Universe has been designed, if you will, not only for life, but by life. The First Empire, in its final days, was exploring the ramifications of this idea. They created a pocket Universe, a stable variation of slipspace, accessed through an installation on Chronos.” 
 
    A blue ring of light appeared around the box in Michael’s hand. The ring grew. It moved away as it enlarged until it reached a diameter of nearly two meters, filled with blue light. It rotated, hovering perhaps ten centimeters above the ground, and faced Michael, now a perfect blue circle standing on edge. 
 
    One man, dressed in red armor, standing on the other side of the circle, said, “What are you talking about? I don’t see anything happening.” 
 
    “What do you see?” Michael said. 
 
    “Just you.” 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    The soldier hesitated, then walked toward Michael. He walked straight through the circle, seeming to be completely unaware of it, then turned. He blinked. “That’s weird,” he said. 
 
    “It doesn’t exist from that side; only from here.” 
 
    A few of them shuffled their feet. Nobody spoke. 
 
    “Who wants to be first?” Michael said. 
 
    Gloriosa squared her tiny shoulders, stood as tall as she was able and said, “I shall go.” She stepped through the circle and vanished. Frankie gave Michael a grin and followed, then Curly and Rosanna, then Marissa, Matthew and Richard. The soldier in red armor shrugged and stepped through. All the rest followed. 
 
    Michael went through last and found himself floating in what appeared to be a tunnel of clear space. His crew and Arcturus’ men huddled together in the center. Above their heads and below their feet, perhaps five meters up and to either side, the space was foggy and swirled with tiny multi-colored lights. “Inflation is already over,” Michael said. “What you see above and to either side is quantum foam, filled with matter/anti-matter interactions.” He grinned. “Or so it’s been explained to me. Keep your shields up. The radiation levels in here are fierce. 
 
    “Almost in the first instant of its existence, our own Universe expanded faster than the speed of light, but then the expansion slowed, the rate of slowing determined by what Einstein referred to as the ‘cosmological constant.’ Matter coalesced. Stars and galaxies formed over millions of years, but that won’t happen here. This Universe is too small. Its cosmological constant is almost non-existent. The only thing keeping it stable is the energy that was fed into it at its formation. Once we’re done with it, it’s going to collapse. 
 
    “But here’s the key point for us; you can go somewhere in one Universe and exit somewhere else in another.”  
 
    Michael tapped his jets and pushed his way into the forefront of the crowd. “Come on,” he said, and started off down the tunnel. The rest followed. “Stay in the center,” Michael said, “where it’s stable. Outside of the clear area, time and space are chaotic. They merge into an infinite number of possibilities. If you go too far, you’ll be reduced into your constituent sub-atomic particles. I don’t think you would enjoy that.” 
 
    It was quiet. The ever-present hum of the net and the datasphere was missing. They were completely isolated. Michael’s internal server fed information into his brain but the information had been programmed before entering this space, based upon Romulus’ calculations. If those calculations turned out to be incorrect, then a whole range of bad things could happen, from arriving somewhere unexpected to disappearing in a storm of cosmic rays as the tiny pocket universe exhausted its energy and vanished. 
 
    They floated sedately along, guided by their jets. The tunnel curved once, then again. They went single file, careful to stay to the center. They had no difficulty seeing, as all around them, energy surged in tiny, flashing annihilations of primordial matter. Finally, after more than two hours, Michael stopped. He reached into his travel kit and pulled out the box that he had used to enter this warped space and triggered it. Once again, a glowing blue circle formed, floated forward and expanded in front of them. “If the calculations are correct, we should emerge underneath the government complex, in the sub-basements of Parliament. The basements are usually used as store rooms. We don’t know what’s in them now. There could be prisoners. There could be guards. They could have mined the place with explosives.” 
 
    “We know this,” Curly said. “You’ve told us more than once.” 
 
    Michael knew that they knew. Now that they were here, at what he hoped was their destination, he found himself hesitating. “Right,” he said. “Curly, do you want to do the honors?” 
 
    Curly seemed to shrug, difficult to tell through the massive armor. He stepped forward and vanished through the ring. 
 
    “Alright, people, let’s move it. We don’t know what’s happening on the other side.” 
 
    Michael was once again the last. Gravity immediately pulled him to a concrete floor. They stood in a large room, filled with desks, chairs and crates of various sizes. Michael sighed in relief. “Alright,” he said. 
 
    At least half of the soldiers had already fanned out into other rooms. They knew what they were doing. If they had encountered any resistance, they had dealt with it without making a sound. The door opened and one of the armored soldiers came through, walked up to Michael and saluted. “This level appears to be clear,” he said. 
 
    Anson sniffed and rolled his eyes. Anson, a Colonel in his Imperial Majesty’s Marines, figured that Anson should be in charge of this mini-invasion, not Michael. The fact that Michael knew things that he did not, that his background was a mystery, seemed not to matter to him in the slightest. Anson was a marine. Michael was something else. 
 
    Michael suppressed a smile. By now, Michael was well used to Anson’s attitude. It still annoyed him but it amused him even more. “You know what to do,” Michael said. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
    The sub-basements connected through a series of tunnels beneath the entire complex. They split up into squadrons and drifted away. All of the squadrons had their assignments. 
 
    “This way, people.” Michael moved down a dimly lit corridor, the crew plus ten Illyrians following. 
 
    As he walked, he queried his internal server. “Romulus?” 
 
    The coded response came immediately. “It is good to hear from you. I was uncertain.” 
 
    Uncertain seemed to sum up this enterprise. “So far, so good. We’re here, and we’re all alive.” 
 
    “There has been no news and no official announcements. So far as the citizens of Dancy are concerned, nothing is amiss besides the recent explosions.” 
 
    “Nothing else happening?” 
 
    “Not yet. Not that we can detect.” 
 
    Michael grunted. “Keep me informed,” he said, and logged off. 
 
    Parliament was the largest building in the complex. They came to a door that opened on a stairwell. They climbed one flight and silently crept out onto a second basement level, again used for storage. They quickly explored it, confirmed that nothing was amiss and went back to the stairs. Two more levels similarly remained quiet and unoccupied. 
 
    Michael felt a vibration beneath his feet. Somewhere in the complex, Arcturus’ men had made contact with the enemy. 
 
    “They’ll be alert, now,” Curly whispered, “or they will be soon.” 
 
    The next flight led out into a corridor on the ground floor, which led to a large atrium from which in turn, more corridors, stairways and lifts led into the rest of the massive building. 
 
    The distant sound of gunfire came to their ears, then again, closer. 
 
    “Ready?” Michael said. 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    A laser flickered over Michael’s head. He rolled, threw a stun grenade and ducked behind a stacked pile of furniture. 
 
    The Illyrians were as good as any troops that Michael had ever served with and they had hit the enemy fast and hard. Still, they were outnumbered. The Winter Palace had been re-taken, the Prince and his family rescued but not without injury. Prince Nikolai’s youngest son, a twelve year old boy had suffered a broken arm. The Prince himself was burned over twenty percent of his body as one of his erstwhile captors blew himself up rather than be taken. 
 
    The local governor was dead, his palace nearly demolished. Liberated, in a sense, but not much of a victory. 
 
    The Prime Minister’s residence was still besieged. His wife had managed to lock herself plus the children in a shielded room but if the bad guys blew the place up, that probably wouldn’t save them. 
 
    The Prime Minister himself had been attending Parliament when the place was invaded and now, after an hour of back and forth fighting, Parliament was still the center of the action. Michael had ordered the release of a horde of minidrones but the enemy had set up an EMP generator that had quickly knocked out the drones. Before they died, the drones had been able to give Michael at least an overview of the situation. All the MP’s present, along with a slew of visiting dignitaries, were locked into Parliament Hall, a large circular amphitheater rising in tiers, each tier containing multiple workstations where the MP’s would sit for debate, voting and judgment. Now, they were huddled together on a central platform in the center of the room, armored guards standing on the rows above them. 
 
    A grenade sailed through the air. Michael blasted it with a laser and ducked again as shrapnel sprayed his position. A piece of shrapnel pinged off his armor. He ignored it. 
 
    Two of them came at him at once, one swinging a rifle like a club, the second waving a weighted cudgel. Michael leaned back by half a centimeter as the rifle swept past his face, kicked his attacker’s leg out from underneath him and put a quick bullet through his faceplate. The cudgel hit him on the shoulder. He rolled with the blow, then reversed and shattered the second attacker’s knee with a kick from his powered armor. 
 
    Both of them were down, one dead, the second barely able to crawl, his leg twisted behind him at an unnatural angle. Michael ran on. He dashed across the room, pulsed his jets and briefly activated his suit’s AG. He rose toward the ceiling, bounced off at an angle and launched a round of grenades before the enemy, surprised by the tactic, could react. The grenades splattered against the wall over their heads, bringing down a couple of tons of plaster which obscured half of the atrium in a cloud of dust. 
 
    “There has been a new development,” Romulus said. 
 
    “Tell me.” Michael didn’t stop what he was doing. He jetted through the dust cloud, his radar pinpointing the enemy and dropped a series of stun grenades, then he zipped behind a partition and waited for the boom. 
 
    Curly, Frankie and three of the marines darted out from a pile of rubble, running a zig-zag pattern across the giant room. Lasers crackled against their shields, then the far side of the room lit up as Michael’s grenades exploded and the lasers abruptly cut off. Curly and the others stopped for an instant and then kept going. 
 
    “Can you talk?” Romulus asked. 
 
    “I’m a little busy,” Michael replied. “What’s up?” 
 
    “The naval base on Sumeria has been attacked. There was no warning. The domes have been breached, the fleet effectively destroyed.” 
 
    Sumeria was the nearest moon, the largest of the three. So much for the long, secret infiltration. The Imperium had evidently decided to go for broke. Offhand, though, it didn’t make a lot of sense. Dancy contained the heart of the central government but each province possessed its own bureaucracy and there were hundreds of military installations. Unless they had enough ships to destroy the Empire suddenly and totally, they were going to find themselves in a war that they couldn’t win. Even here, despite the destruction of the base guarding Dancy, there were at least twenty more ships patrolling the system. It would take those ships a couple of days to get here and by then, whatever attack was underway would be over, but in the long run, the Imperium was going to find itself outgunned. 
 
    Unless they did have enough ships and men to destroy the Empire suddenly and totally, or unless they had allies. That was a disquieting thought. 
 
    “Who? Where are they?” 
 
    “A few minutes after the attack, ten military vessels appeared. Their stealth technology is superior to that of the Empire’s. They were not seen.” 
 
    “How far away?” 
 
    “Two hours.” 
 
    Enough time for panic and chaos to engulf the little world. Great. 
 
    “What are their demands?” 
 
    “Nothing as of yet. They are remaining silent.” 
 
    Curly, Frankie, and the others had by now dragged their unconscious adversaries out into the open, pried them out of their armor and tied them up. The cloud of plaster had settled, covering everything with a fine, white coating of dust. Above their heads, a small, loose chunk fell off the wall and slid to the ground. 
 
    “Two hours is a lot of time,” Michael said. 
 
    “Shall I contact Arcturus?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Michael hesitated. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
      
 
    The fight dragged on but all of the men and women under Michael’s command were well trained and the enemy, while there might have been some elite troops among them, were mostly mercs—pretty good but lacking motivation once it became clear that they were losing. In less than an hour, the complex was secure. 
 
    All the MP’s and assorted dignitaries were assembled in Parliament Hall. Two, in particular caught Michael’s attention. He cracked his visor and raised the faceplate. 
 
    A big man who looked a lot like Douglas Oliver peered at him, then grinned as Matthew and Marissa walked up. “Hey, Squirt,” he said. “Muffin. Dad sent us a message. We thought you might show up.” 
 
    “Don’t call me Muffin,” Marissa said. 
 
    The young man smiled and held out his hand to Michael. “Celim Oliver,” he said. “You must be Michael Glover.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Michael said. 
 
    “My sisters and I were in the process of negotiating the final terms of Illyria’s membership in the Empire,”—he waved a hand at the destruction—“when all of this happened.” He smiled even wider. “I believe you know Catherine Halliday?” 
 
    “My people are beginning to arrive on Illyria,” Catherine said. “The re-settlement is going smoothly. Douglas Oliver asked me to assist with the diplomatic mission.” 
 
    “Well…” Suddenly, he felt awkward. Frankie, he noticed, was staring at the two of them, a quizzical frown on her face. Catherine was standing very close, gazing into his eyes with dewy, parted lips, one palm nestled casually against his armored chest. He blinked and took a small step back. Catherine looked over at Frankie, tilted her head to the side, and suddenly seemed to get it. She smiled, a little wistfully. 
 
    “Thank you for the rescue,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t thank me, yet,” he said. “I’m afraid it’s not over.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    He should have looked worried. Maybe he was worried on the inside. Michael hoped so. He was tall, sandy haired, well-built and good-looking, a fantasy caricature of the intrepid leader of men. “Name?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Trevor Howard,” he said, and grinned. 
 
    Trevor Howard had his hands bound behind him and was tied to a chair. They were sitting together in a small conference room near Parliament Hall. Henrik Anson sat next to Michael and Arcturus was linked in by vid. 
 
    “So, Trevor Howard, who are you and what was your plan?” 
 
    The grin grew wider. “Can’t tell you that, old chap. Cooperation with the enemy is frowned upon.” 
 
    “Really?” Michael gave him a moody look. “Let’s see…the rules of war (if you believe that war can actually have rules) state that enemy combatants are to be treated humanely. Pirates, however, can be summarily executed. Same with spies. 
 
    “You’re not wearing a uniform and legitimate soldiers are required to identify themselves if captured. You’re given us a name, which is most likely a fake, and no other identification whatsoever. That makes you a pirate or a spy.” 
 
    Michael gave Trevor Howard a toothy grin. Trevor Howard frowned. 
 
    “You with me, so far?” 
 
    Trevor Howard finally looked a little worried. Good to see. 
 
    “So, who do you work for?” 
 
    Trevor Howard shrugged. “The Imperium, who else?” 
 
    “And what exactly is ‘The Imperium?’” 
 
    Michael knew the answer to this, of course, but he was curious to see if Trevor Howard did, as well. It turned out that he didn’t, not exactly. “They’re your main competitors. They have an Empire that’s just as large and even more advanced. They’ve been preparing to fight you for over a century. Frankly, you don’t have a chance.” 
 
    “We took care of you, though. Didn’t we?” 
 
    Howard shrugged. “It’s one battle, not the war.” 
 
    “So, who, exactly, are you?” 
 
    “First Sellurian Marine Division.” 
 
    “Sellurian…” 
 
    Arcturus, watching and listening through the screen, nodded, unsurprised. 
 
    Romulus’ voice fed the information into his server. “Selluria is a warlike, mid-tech planet only recently contacted by the Empire. They venerate the memory of the First Empire and aspire to their ancestors’ martial greatness.” 
 
    Anson leaned forward. “Sellurians would never betray their own side.” 
 
    “This is true. The Imperium contacted us about the same time that you did. They offered us a better deal. You’re not our side.” 
 
    “Who, exactly, is ‘us?’” 
 
    “My government: Germanica.” 
 
    “Selluria is not a unified world,” Arcturus put in. “There are at least one hundred independent nations on Selluria. Germanica is one of the smallest.” 
 
    Howard shrugged. “We’re small but we’re tough.” 
 
    “Also stupid, apparently,” said Michael. “The Imperium has lied to you. They’re about one tenth the size of the Empire and their tech is not better than ours.” Except for the stealth, Michael reminded himself. The stealth was worrisome. “It’s true that they’ve been working against us but in the end, they’re going to get crushed.” 
 
    Howard frowned. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” Howard looked away and frowned harder. It occurred to Michael that Trevor Howard was not exactly the brightest star in the firmament. “So,” he said again, “what was the plan?” 
 
    Howard shrugged and seemed suddenly to slump in his chair. “Take hostages,” he said, “and wait for reinforcements.” He grinned weakly. “They’re on the way.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, a transmission was received from the oncoming fleet. The image of a tall, thin man in an Admiral’s uniform appeared on the screen. “I am Joseph Ryan, Admiral of the Imperium Fifth Fleet. This is not a negotiation,” the Admiral said. “This is a demand. You will deliver your Prime Minister, all assembled Members of Parliament and all members of the Royal Family of the so-called ‘Second Interstellar Empire of Humanity’ to us. You will cease hostilities immediately and surrender to our forces.” 
 
    Prime Minister Khoory pasted a doubtful look on his face. “What do you hope to gain from this, Admiral? You appear to have us at a momentary disadvantage but that will soon change. We have more ships than you. Those ships will arrive here within forty-eight hours. You might be able to take this complex, or even the city, but you cannot hold it.” 
 
    The Admiral grinned, as if he had no doubt of the outcome. “What I hope to gain is victory. Victory for the forces of the Imperium. You see, Prime Minister, while the Second Empire admittedly possesses greater military resources than the Imperium, those forces are diffuse and spread out, while we are in a position to capture or destroy your government, right here and right now. We’ve planned this for a long time.” 
 
    Michael, watching from a conference room, said, “Ten ships won’t do it.” 
 
    Arcturus suddenly frowned. “A convoy of armored cars has been reported twelve miles outside of the city.” He turned away, seemed to listen to something that Michael could not hear. “Two others as well, converging from all directions. Each convoy is accompanied by a fleet of airborne vehicles under AG.” Arcturus winced. “They appear to have planned this in more detail than we thought. The city is about to be invaded.” 
 
      
 
    Terra Nova was one of the most sophisticated cities in the known Universe, a playground for the rich, famous and very, very important. The citizens of Dancy had no acquaintance with life in the state of Nature. None had ever starved. None had ever been threatened. None had ever been required to look death in the face. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    There was panic, but luckily, it was a quiet sort of panic, taking place behind closed windows and locked doors. They stayed inside, where it was safer. Those who had screens, which was most, activated them. A solid blast from an energy rifle would be absorbed, a bullet deflected. A medium sized explosive would overload the screens (they were meant to keep out intruders, after all, not a military attack with high powered weaponry), but hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. Why should it? They were civilians. Best to hunker down and stay out of the line of fire. 
 
    Which was just fine with Michael and Arcturus. “We don’t have a militia. It takes a long time to train a soldier to wear armor and use modern weapons. The average citizen does not know how to fight and I would just as soon not have to try to protect them,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Michael grunted. He was not exactly sure how he had come to be Arcturus’ right-hand man. His military rank was not the highest, his experience of the ins and outs of the bureaucracy almost non-existent. Still, Arcturus seemed to trust him. 
 
    They did have resources. Terra Nova was the site of the government in Winter. “Two thousand troops are stationed across the city, in addition to private security, all of whom have been drafted, perhaps another five hundred.” 
 
    “I would have thought more,” Michael said. 
 
    Arcturus smiled ruefully. “There were twenty-thousand more stationed on Sumeria. The domes were breached. At least half of them are dead and for now, the rest are stranded. No. Unfortunately, we’re stuck with what we’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    The three convoys met little resistance at first but that changed very quickly. With less than an hour to prepare, the defenders still managed to mine the four largest highways leading into the city. The convoys were rolling sedately along, flanked by their supporting aircraft, when the first mines exploded. The vehicles were heavy and running on steel treads and they were shielded. The first vehicle rose a few inches but settled back to the road and resumed its steady pace forward. None of the vehicles suffered more than minor damage. 
 
    A few minutes later, the first convoy traversed a wide, empty street surrounded by tall buildings. 
 
    Arcturus smiled. “This ought to work a little better.” 
 
    Confidence was all very well. Arrogance would get you killed. The invaders seemed to be arrogant. Good. Michael hoped that Arcturus wasn’t, as well. 
 
    A row of x-ray lasers pointed their snouts over the stone enclosures and fired. The screens flared and then went down. The first vehicle exploded, then the second. The third rotated its gun turret upward and in rapid fire, sent a hail of explosive charges at the roof. The lasers disappeared. 
 
    Arcturus frowned. They were sitting together in the London’s control room. So far as Michael was concerned, this was now the safest place to be in Terra Nova. He had been a bit surprised when Arcturus had not objected to Michael and the crew, along with Catherine Halliday and all five Olivers, retreating to their ship. He had been more surprised when Arcturus expressed an interest in coming along, but now that he thought about it, he shouldn’t have been. Arcturus presumably knew at least some of the London’s capabilities. He could direct the defense of the city just as well from here as from Security headquarters. 
 
    “Transmission coming in,” Romulus reported over the ship’s comm. Romulus was still hiding in his chamber in the wall, which was not a hardship to Romulus. The ship’s senses and capabilities were an extension of his own. So far as Anson and the marines knew, the disembodied voice came from the ship’s brain, which it did. It did not occur to them that the brain was mobile. 
 
    A screen lit up. The smiling face of Johnathan Prescott Jones appeared. He was wearing a black, skintight uniform, without insignia. By now, Michael knew as much of Johnathan Prescott Jones’ history as Arcturus was willing to reveal, which was very little since most of it was classified. Not too different from Michael’s, as it happened, at a long-ago stage in his career. 
 
    “Johnathan,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Prescott Jones’ lips twitched. “Hello, Desmond.” 
 
    Arcturus looked momentarily annoyed. “Desmond is a name for social occasions, Johnathan. This is hardly a social occasion.” 
 
    Prescott Jones gave a tiny snort. “And yet you call me Johnathan. Why should the rules be different for you?” 
 
    “Would you prefer your old code name? You retired from the service many years ago.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Prescott Jones said. “I merely changed my affiliation.” His eyes flicked to Michael’s face. “You are Luciano Barrad,” he said. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Michael said. 
 
    Prescott Jones sighed and shook his head. “So many layers to the game. I had my own false identities, back in the day. Good times, eh, Arcturus?” 
 
    “What is it you want, Johnathan?” 
 
    Prescott Jones looked pained. “You always did have a stick up your ass, even when we were kids.” 
 
    “And you always were an arrogant little snot who thought he could get away with anything. I thought you had finally turned into a responsible adult but I was wrong, wasn’t I?” 
 
    Michael was beginning to get the feeling that he was watching a poorly written family melodrama. He cleared his throat. Prescott Jones and Arcturus both looked at him. “As entertaining as all of this might be, I would like to point out that none of it is relevant and all of it is a complete waste of our time.” 
 
    The disdainful expression on both their faces was nearly identical and Michael almost laughed. Finally, Arcturus looked away. Hard to tell, but he might have been embarrassed. “Of course.” He turned back toward Prescott Jones. “Why are we even talking? In popular entertainments, the villain always feels the need to gloat. Is that what you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “No.” Suddenly, Prescott Jones looked grim. “What I’m doing is leading the ground forces against your city and your government. I’m calling on you to surrender. You can’t win and continued resistance will only lead to unnecessary casualties.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s all?” 
 
    Prescott Jones inclined his head. “That is all.” 
 
    “No,” Arcturus said. 
 
    “You’re being foolish. Will the Prime Minister agree with you? Prince Nikolai?” 
 
    “This is a military decision. They have no authority to overrule me.” 
 
    “But when it’s all over, when they are all captured or dead, whoever takes their place will have the authority to investigate your decisions and court martial you for their stupidity, if you are lucky enough to still be alive, which is unlikely. If the Empire even exists, which is also unlikely.” 
 
    “We shall see.” Arcturus reached out and pressed a button. Johnathan Prescott Jones glowering face disappeared from the screen. 
 
    “Little shit,” Arcturus muttered. 
 
    “You seem to know each other quite well,” Michael ventured. 
 
    Arcturus fixed him with a beady eye. “My cousin,” he said. “A distant cousin. I never liked him. He was always a little shit.” 
 
    “I see,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    The ten ships of the Imperium fleet drew steadily closer. The three convoys ground on, losing a vehicle now and then to the Empire’s fire but suffering no major damage. The deliberate toppling by the defending forces of a few tall buildings effectively blocked most of the major thoroughfares. For a short while, the convoys slowed but alternate routes were soon followed. The tactic did little to impede them. 
 
    The Imperium’s foot soldiers did not fare so well. The convoys stopped periodically to release armed men, twenty or thirty at a time. It was not an effective strategy. The invading army (rabble might have been more like it) carried energy weapons and had received at least minimal training but the defenders were professionals, who knew how to hide, run, strike quickly and hide again. Also, the invaders were sitting ducks for the defenders’ aircraft. By the middle of the afternoon, the enemy soldiers had been effectively wiped out. It was impossible to determine how many remained in the vehicles but it seemed likely that the majority were still inside. 
 
    The enemy aircraft, on the other hand, ranged far and wide, occasionally engaging an Empire vehicle in a dogfight that rarely caused any material damage, as both sides had effective screens. 
 
    “The Imperium ships will be within range in thirty minutes,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Michael frowned but said nothing. The crew sat in the lounge, staring at the monitors. The three convoys made their way along silent streets. Glowing, pearlescent shields surrounded the government complex, sparkling like rainbows in the bright sunshine. 
 
    “Soon,” Michael said. He wasn’t sure why he said it, nor whom he was speaking to. Probably himself. 
 
    Arcturus glanced at him, gave a small shrug and returned his attention to the images in the tanks. Finally, high above their heads, ten small dots could be seen. Over a hundred meters long, each of the Imperium ships carried enough fire power to obliterate the city. They drifted down in a circular formation, surrounding the complex. 
 
    “Message incoming,” Romulus said. 
 
    Admiral Ryan’s satisfied smirk appeared in the holotank. The Admiral did look like he was enjoying himself. “In five minutes, I will begin firing on your government complex. Your screens will not be able to hold. I suggest that you surrender. Now.” 
 
    “If you are monitoring the situation as closely as you should, Admiral, you know that your forces inside the complex have been defeated. Our people have been removed.” 
 
    “But they are still inside the city. Nothing has changed, except that you have given me more targets to shoot at. In any case, the destruction of your government buildings will serve as an effective symbol, a lesson in what happens to those who defy the will of the Imperium.” 
 
    “So that’s it? No presentation of grievances? No pretense to justify your unwarranted aggression? No attempt to negotiate an equitable settlement?” 
 
    The Admiral smiled. “I think we’re past that. Why should we negotiate when we hold all the cards?” 
 
    Arcturus smiled back. “Look up,” he said. 
 
    High in the atmosphere, the clouds suddenly twisted, as if pushed to the side by something vast and unseen. The air shimmered and the sun, obscured by an enormous, oval body, seemed to grow dark. Shadow fell over the city. On the nearly abandoned streets, the troops of both sides raised their eyes to the heavens and stared. 
 
    In the holotank, the Admiral looked away. He must have glanced at another screen, or perhaps a holo of the skies above his ship. He visibly blanched. 
 
    “So, Admiral, what do you have to say? Still demanding our surrender?” 
 
    The Admiral swayed. He looked as if he might faint. “What is that thing?” he whispered. 
 
    “That is a Hades class battleship,” Michael said, “named Gehenna.” 
 
      
 
    Two of the Imperium ships tried to run. Gehenna’s enormous lasers thrummed and the Imperium ships, less than a fiftieth of the battleship’s more than 5000 meter length, simply disappeared in flashes of light as their screens were overwhelmed and their magazines exploded. The rest, along with the convoys on the ground, surrendered. Admiral Ryan locked himself in his stateroom and blew his brains out. Johnathan Prescott Jones, despite his claim to be leading the Imperium ground offensive, could not be found. 
 
    The battle, if not the war, was over. 
 
    “Send in Henrik Anson,” Michael said. 
 
    A few moments later, Anson walked into Michael’s small office and sat down. Michael looked at him. “I wanted you to know that we’ve tracked all of your communications with Admiral Flynn.” 
 
    Anson puffed out his cheeks and said nothing. 
 
    “I realize that my methods might seem a bit unconventional to you but as I’ve said to you before, I’m the one in charge, not you, and that is not going to change. If you want to stay in my service, you’re going to have to do better.” 
 
    Anson looked at him for what seemed a long time. “I’m surprised you still want me.” 
 
    “You had plans in place to steal the London if the opportunity were to present itself, following the orders of your commanding officer. You were given a number of such opportunities.” Michael grinned. “Or so you thought. Yet you did not act upon those plans. Why is that?” 
 
    “It didn’t seem smart.” Anson shrugged. “You were acting in the Empire’s best interests.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “I will be turning the London, plus all of her plans and specifications over to the Imperial Navy. They should have little trouble duplicating her systems. We will be moving into a new ship.” He smiled. “A much larger one. Are you interested?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anson said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “Leading from behind has a long and not-so-distinguished history,” Anson said. 
 
    “I suspect,” Michael said, “that we will see Johnathan Prescott Jones again, and Marcus Gerard as well, and Crane, Cabot and Rivas.” 
 
    They were sitting at Arcturus’ favorite table on the balcony of the Security compound, eating fried seafood and enjoying a bottle of champagne. Michael’s crew was also there, along with Catherine Halliday, all five Olivers and fifty or so of Arcturus’ agents. The party was raucous. Down below, the streets were filled with grateful, almost frantic partygoers, reprieved from death, or at least defeat, by what they considered a near miracle. 
 
    Gehenna had settled her enormous bulk down on an open field at the edge of the city. Curious revelers drove by on a constant basis to stare at the gigantic ship. None were invited in. 
 
    “So,” Arcturus said, “what are your plans now?”  
 
    Michael shrugged. “I’m considering my options. There’s the little matter of a war to get through.” 
 
    Arcturus grinned. Something about the grin made Michael uncomfortable. “You’re a very interesting fellow, Michael Glover. The Hades class battleships were supposedly only a legend. They were built in the waning days of the First Empire, to fight the Hirrill.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. 
 
    The privacy screen came down over their table with a faint hiss of static. Michael looked at it, unsurprised. He sighed. 
 
    “More champagne?” Arcturus asked. 
 
    Michael was already a bit lightheaded. It suddenly seemed wiser to keep what remained of his wits about him. “No, thank you.” 
 
    Arcturus poured himself another glass. “Very expensive stuff. It’s from Earth: France, what’s left of it. Still the best wine in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I never developed much of a taste for wine. I always preferred beer.” 
 
    “Look at them, down there.” Arcturus waved a hand at the beach down below. “Saved by a miracle, only it wasn’t exactly a miracle.” He raised an eyebrow in Michael’s direction. Michael said nothing. “Fortuitous, though.” 
 
    Arcturus grinned. “Reliance suffered less than almost any other world during the Interregnum,” he said. 
 
    Michael nodded and stolidly chewed on a fried shrimp. 
 
    “The industrial infrastructure remained almost intact. The databases do have some unfortunate lapses, particularly where military tech was concerned.” Arcturus shook his head. “Governments and their secrets, we can suppose. Still, the information contained in those databases goes back for literally thousands of years.” 
 
    “Oh?” Michael said. 
 
    “Thousands of years; and since the Winter Court was moved to Dancy, all of that data was copied here. I put a query in, not too long ago. A certain wandering ship owner came to my attention. His story, what there was of it, intrigued me.” Arcturus grinned. “It intrigued a lot of people, actually. I’ve sealed the records but I’m not certain who else might have seen them before I did. And, of course, we’re not the only world that still has data sitting in moldering files and ancient computer systems.” 
 
    “Data,” Michael said. “Dangerous stuff, data.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth? It wasn’t hard to get your fingerprints or a sample of your DNA. I had them save the glassware after you and your friend Anson ate here the first time. I wasn’t expecting much but I was wrong.” Arcturus drew a deep breath. “So…Michael Glover. Rose through the ranks to become Commander of Omega Force. After that, you served as the Governor-General of Sellisia for nearly thirty years.” 
 
    Michael sighed. “The place was decimated. Somebody had to.” 
 
    “Yes. One of the last worlds the Hirrill attacked. A hundred years after you stepped down, they re-named the place. Did you know that?” 
 
    Michael’s glass was halfway to his lips. He peered at Arcturus’ face over the rim. “No.” 
 
    “They named the world, ‘Ptolemy.’” 
 
    Michael blinked. He felt himself almost blushing and gave a small cough to hide his embarrassment. He sipped his champagne. “I certainly did not know that.” 
 
    “So,” Arcturus said with a toothy grin, “tell me about Thomas Montgomery.” 
 
    “The Usurper?” 
 
    Arcturus nodded. “He was the greatest hero of the age, before he became the greatest villain.” 
 
    Michael grimaced. “By the time I knew him, Thomas Montgomery was already Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces. He spearheaded the final push against the Hirrill. He had two sub-commanders.” Michael shrugged. “He asked me to be the third. I accepted.” 
 
    “Ptolemy, Xenophon and Saleucus.” 
 
    Michael gave a tiny snort. “By that time, it had become common for senior officers, at least the more prominent ones, to be called by their code names. It was good PR. The public loved it. Montgomery, of course, was Alexander. He liked the idea that his staff was named for the generals of the original Alexander.” 
 
    “The original Xenophon had nothing to do with Alexander.” 
 
    “No. Xenophon was a student of Socrates, a contemporary of Plato: a historian, a philosopher and a soldier.” Michael smiled. “Our Xenophon was Roderick Allen. He was a great guy, smart—brilliant really—always cheerful, always ready to help a friend. Montgomery grumbled a little when Rod chose the name, Xenophon. He wanted him to pick Krateros or Antigonus. Allen preferred Xenophon.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    Michael sighed. “You know what happened. The Hirrill were defeated but the Empire was a mess. The Imperator was corrupt and probably insane. He left the armed forces under-funded but spent ridiculous amounts of money on palaces for his mistresses and then tore them down when the whim suited. He built orbiting habitats around useless worlds. The treasury was bankrupt. He wasn’t much better than Caligula. Montgomery told himself, and he tried to tell us, that he was doing it for the greater good, that things could not be allowed to continue as they were. 
 
    “I disagreed. Oh, he wasn’t wrong about the Imperator, but humanity has suffered through incompetent rulers many times before. Bad rulers, hard times…” Michael shrugged again and sipped his champagne. “The hard times come and they go. Adam Smith once said, ‘There is a great deal of ruin in a nation.’ The Empire was weaker than it had been before the war but it was still strong, strong enough, in my opinion, to survive an inadequate leader. 
 
    “I objected to Alexander’s plans. I made it clear that I would oppose him.” Michael laughed ruefully. “That is almost the last thing that I remember, leaving his office, angry. We were both angry. He truly believed (or he convinced himself to believe) that he was doing the right thing. On the way to my ship, my men and I were accosted. We were overwhelmed and I was rendered unconscious. I woke up two thousand years later.” 
 
    “He didn’t want to kill you,” Arcturus said. 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Probably keeping you in reserve. You would have been awakened after the fait accompli. A good general is always useful.” 
 
    “Perhaps. No way to tell.” 
 
    “But Montgomery was assassinated, along with his remaining generals and you were proven correct. There was civil war and the Empire went down in flames.” 
 
    “Empires come and empires go.” Michael raised his glass. “Here’s to the Empire.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” Arcturus said. 
 
    The End 
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