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    Chapter 1 
 
    “What an incredible spectacle,” Andreas Richter said. He stared down at the sands of the arena with a gleeful expression, entranced by the bloody show. “This display, and our reactions to it, says something so very basic about humankind. Only when we stare death in the face do we understand it. Humanity is a race of predators, the most successful predators the stars have ever seen. Humanity has conquered, and then conquered again and again, first our own little world, then half the galaxy.” 
 
    Michael Glover gave Richter a brooding look. Michael sincerely doubted that this fat little cockroach had ever ‘stared death in the face,’ not his own death, at least. Michael had. He had faced death more times than he could count or cared to remember. Facing death, in Michael’s opinion, was something to be avoided if possible, and if not possible, to be dealt with decisively and with overwhelming force. 
 
    Richter might be right about the predatory nature of mankind, but the idea that human beings were the most successful predators that ‘the stars had ever seen’ was a flight of fantasy combined with a large dose of wishful thinking. Humanity had not conquered half the galaxy. They had explored and settled less than half of one spiral arm, and nearly gone extinct. More than once. The Swarm had been tough, the Hirrill even tougher, and God knew what still awaited them beyond the edges of deep space. 
 
    Michael could appreciate a little gladiatorial display, a sport that paid homage to humanity’s martial past and honored traditions. But this? Actual death? For what? Michael smiled at Andreas Richter and idly considered ‘accidentally’ throwing him over the edge and down into the arena. See how he liked it when death really did stare him in the face. 
 
    But no. Andreas Richter was an Imperial Ambassador and Michael Glover was pretending to be a merchant. Play the role, he told himself, and see where it all took them. 
 
    Still, Michael hated this place. 
 
    Sirianus-2 was first settled over three thousand years ago. At the time of its discovery, the Empire had been at war with an alien race that humanity called the Swarm, otherwise the planet would have been surveyed and then left alone. Sirianus-2 was not the most attractive bit of real estate. Even after extensive terraforming, it was barely habitable, but the Swarm were advancing, and humanity could not afford to ignore territory that might allow a foothold into human occupied space. If they did not settle Sirianus-2, then the enemy assuredly would. 
 
    For one thing, the planet was too small to retain an atmosphere for more than a few thousand years, but if the Chancellor of the Imperial Treasury was willing to pay and the Imperial Military Services wanted it done, then they could always renew an atmosphere. A larger issue was Sirianus’ unstable energy emissions. Sunspot activity cycled on and off every twenty-three years. Every twenty-three years, therefore, the little world grew hot. Very hot. And then, twenty-three years later, the planetary temperature receded to the merely uncomfortable. 
 
    Again, nothing that experienced exo-biologists couldn’t handle. They seeded the planet with vermiliaforms, small, almost microscopic flora that floated high in the atmosphere. Every twenty-three years, the vermiliaforms bloomed, hazing the sky, absorbing the sun’s increasing energy and converting it into world spanning, gossamer thin sheets of starchy fiber, similar to cellulose, that drifted down to the ground and could then be burned for fuel, woven into cloth, or, treated with the proper enzymes, turned into edible sugars. 
 
    Hot, dry, dusty but livable, Sirianus-2 had become the first line of defense against the enemy. A success. The Swarm was long since defeated, and upon confinement to their own worlds, had committed mass, racial suicide. This had bothered the Imperial authorities not in the slightest. It was a big galaxy and if a marauding, genocidal species could not get by without indulging its primal need to subdue and then eat its neighbors, then nobody else would miss them. 
 
    The First Empire, too, was long gone, alas, having dissolved into civil war and socio-economic collapse, but Sirianus-2, amazingly, had survived, one independent world among two thousand others, all going its own, bizarre way…though the air was beginning to get a bit thin. The local authorities had petitioned the Second Empire to do something about that and negotiations regarding the price were ongoing. Sirianus-2 didn’t have much to offer but in the spirit of common humanity, the Empire would probably, in the end, fix their little problem 
 
    And so here they were, Michael Glover and his intrepid companions, sitting in a covered booth in a stadium on the edge of a desert, watching gladiators fight giant lizards, huge mutated spideroids and each other. 
 
    Andreas Richter had been eager to meet with Michael and his people, ostensibly merchantmen looking to sell their cargo of spices and exotic silks from far off worlds, but aside from a desire to socialize with his putative countrymen, the head of the small Imperial embassy on Sirianus-2 appeared to have gone entirely native. 
 
    Michael sighed. Frankie, sitting next to him, frowned as one of the lizards closed its teeth on the left arm of a gladiator. The lizard’s jaws crunched through the bone, tore the arm away and angled its head upward. The arm slid down its throat, fingers seeming to wave at the crowd as it vanished. The gladiator screamed but stayed on his and feet stuck his sword through the lizard’s eye, into its tiny brain. The lizard dropped to the sand, thrashing. The gladiator swayed, blinking, the stump where his arm used to be spurting blood, then he stumbled toward one of the small gates, where the medical personnel propelled him down onto a stretcher and carried him away. 
 
    “I hope he has insurance,” Michael said. “New limbs can’t be cheap.” 
 
    “No worries,” Richter said. “It’s all covered by the standard contract. He’ll be out of action for a month or so while the arm regenerates but he’ll get a severe-injury bonus, so he won’t be hurting financially.” 
 
    On the other side of Frankie, Curly, Rosanna, Matthew and Marissa watched the action on the sand, their faces nearly expressionless, though occasionally, one of them would allow a small grimace to escape. Gloriosa, Richard Norlin, Henrik Anson and the others had stayed behind on the ship. 
 
    It was brutal. It was disgusting but it wasn’t slavery, or so the local authorities had assured them. Nobody and nothing had coerced these men, except for their circumstances. Admittedly, those circumstances were regrettable and unfortunate, but there were few opportunities to get ahead on Sirianus. Volunteering for the arena was one of those few. 
 
    You can’t save everybody, Michael thought.  
 
    Near them, in the stands, a small group of men sat watching the action. They also watched Michael and his people. Michael, watching them back, noted that they all carried weapons and were all young and in good shape. 
 
    About time, Michael thought. 
 
    Richter had noticed them, as well. Interesting. Richter’s eyes had flicked toward the little group more than once. 
 
    Down below, two of the lizards, apparently accustomed to working in packs, had cornered a gladiator. The gladiator’s sword moved in complex patterns, weaving in and out, flicking toward one lizard, then the other. The gladiator fought with swift economy. Surrounded by two animals that were both larger than himself and armed with long claws and sharp teeth, he seemed totally in control of the situation. 
 
    A lizard struck, long snake like neck uncoiling, teeth snapping as it darted forward. The gladiator slid to the side. His sword came down on the lizard’s neck and its head fell to the sand. The gladiator turned and charged the second beast. 
 
    Evidently, the lizards had small brains with a pre-programmed set of responses. They weren’t good at dealing with the unexpected. Small, tasty morsels were supposed to run, not charge. The lizard stood still, blinking and confused, while the gladiator thrust his sword into its abdomen and cut a gash from the umbilicus to the sternum. A pile of guts fell out onto the sand. 
 
    The lizard emitted a croak, then a wail, and then fell, thrashed for a few seconds and stopped moving. 
 
    “He’s good,” Michael said. 
 
    “Tobias Rondell,” Richter said. “He’s been rated number one for three years in a row.” 
 
    “Three years,” Curly muttered. 
 
    “Surprising he’s not dead,” Matthew Oliver said. 
 
    “At this point, he doesn’t need the money,” Richter said. “He’s doing it for pride.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Michael said. “Sooner or later, his pride will get him killed.” 
 
    It wasn’t pride. It was addiction. Michael had seen it before, soldiers who fought so much and for so long that life without combat turned dull and boring. They needed the thrill of danger just to feel alive. Such men were useful in a fight but a constant menace to themselves and everyone around them. 
 
    A spideroid charged. Tobias Rondell cut it to pieces, dodged a second, not before its pincers bit a bloody chunk out of his leg, then sheered it in half and suddenly, the fighting was over. All the animals and three gladiators were dead on the sand. Tobias Rondell, two other tall, well-built men and one woman, a red-haired amazon, were the last ones standing. They saluted the crowd with their swords and marched out of the arena. 
 
    Richter blinked his eyes and drew a deep breath. “Well, that was exhilarating.” 
 
    “Exhilarating,” Rosanna said. She looked at Richter and gave him a thin smile. Richter returned the smile, not realizing that Rosanna was thinking about crushing his skull. Curly patted Rosanna’s hand. She frowned. 
 
    “We’ve had an exciting and entertaining afternoon,” Curly said. “We’ve enjoyed it very much. We should thank our host for showing us such a good time and for being so considerate.” 
 
    Curly, ever the diplomat. Michael almost laughed. 
 
    Rosanna cleared her throat. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, we should.” 
 
    She didn’t, however, though Richter, assuming that she just had, continued to smile. 
 
    “We should be going,” Michael said. “We’re meeting with the merchant guild in the morning.” 
 
    “Of course,” Richter said. “Allow me to escort you to your vehicle.” 
 
    Richter’s eyes flicked to the side, where his contingent of seven muscular marines stood around the stands. They waited for a few minutes, until the crowd thinned, then walked down the stairs and exited the stadium into a covered parking garage. Michael subvocalized a command. Thirty seconds later, their limousine drove up and raised the doors. 
 
    “Enjoy the rest of your stay,” Richter said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Michael said. “We will.” 
 
    They piled inside and the vehicle took off, exiting the garage onto a dusty street. Within minutes, they passed the last ramshackle collection of huts.  The overhead speaker crackled to life. “You are being followed,” Romulus’ voice said. 
 
    Matthew Oliver rolled his eyes. Curly gave a little snort. “What a surprise,” Rosanna murmured. 
 
    “I counted six in the stadium,” Marissa said. 
 
    Michael nodded. “There are probably more. I would expect that they’ve arranged an ambush somewhere.” 
 
    Above their heads, twenty small drones armed with tiny missiles drifted downward. Three of them latched onto the roof of the car creeping up behind them. 
 
    “You are both correct. There are, as Ms. Oliver has noted, six men in the vehicle,” Romulus said. “They have arranged for a tree to fall across the access road leading to the spaceport. They have four more men waiting ahead.” 
 
    “Why?” Michael said. “What do they want?” 
 
    “They have accepted your cover identification as an itinerant merchant crew. They have noted that all of you are well-built and apparently young. There are thirty-seven gladiatorial arenas on Sirianus-2. They plan on confiscating the ship and selling you somewhere far from the capital.” Romulus voice fell silent for a moment. “Ambassador Richter’s cut is ten percent of the total.” 
 
    The ship that Romulus referred to was the Shiloh. As large as the average merchant vessel, it was one of four First Empire corvettes that Gehenna carried in her transport bay. 
 
    So much for the government’s assurances that the gladiators were all happy volunteers. 
 
    “Disappointing,” Matthew said. “I would have hoped for better behavior from an Imperial representative.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “They don’t appoint the cream of the crop to crappy little outposts like Sirianus.” 
 
    “I, for one,” Rosanna said, “am looking forward to cutting that little shit down to size.” 
 
    “Detain the four up ahead,” Michael said. “Let’s spring this trap.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Romulus said. 
 
    The road by now was almost deserted. Little wonder, since the Shiloh was the only foreign ship on the tarmac. The car following was now thirty meters behind. Two of the drones fired tiny missiles, which slammed into the car’s engine housing. Small bursts of flame burst upward and the vehicle ground to a halt. All six men piled out, clutching guns in their fists. 
 
    “Stop,” Michael said. The limousine stopped. A hologram of the scene outside displayed in the air. All twenty drones surrounded the six men. Romulus’ voice issued from one of the drones. “Drop your weapons.” 
 
    “Fuck that.” One of the men raised his weapon and fired at a drone. The drone flicked to the side, then all twenty swooped in. The air snapped as electrical charges shot out. All six men dropped, convulsing. 
 
    “Let’s see what they have to say,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The citizens of Sirianus-2 knew there were other intelligent beings, both human and alien, in the far-off Universe. Ships landed, now and then, bringing merchandise to trade and ship’s crews to wander through their principal city. The Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind had first contacted Sirianus nearly thirty years before, and the small, barely habitable world had accepted the imperial mission now headed by Andreas Richter. 
 
    None of them had ever seen a ship like Gehenna, and none were inclined to resist while the ship’s 5000-meter bulk hovered over their capital, blanking out the sun. 
 
    Andreas Richter looked up from his desk as Michael, Henrik Anson and ten imperial marines, all dressed in armor, stalked into his office. He stared at them. “Who are you?” he finally said. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “The meaning, your former excellency,” Anson said, “is that your henchmen have talked.” 
 
    They waited a few seconds for a response. Richter said nothing. Wise, Michael thought, not to dig his hole any deeper. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” Michael goaded. “Nothing?” He smiled. “We know your circumstances. Your family, many generations ago, was wealthy. Your ancestors, a few of them, were minor nobility. You, however, went to school on a scholarship. You’ve worked hard. You’ve struggled, yet your struggles haven’t reaped the rewards you feel you’ve earned. You like to tell yourself you deserve better. Believe me, we’ve heard it all before. There’s always an excuse.” He shrugged. 
 
    Richter’s face was white. “Who are you?” he said again. 
 
    “At the moment,” Michael said, “we are agents of the Intelligence Directorate of the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind.” 
 
    Richter grimaced. He sat back in his seat and cleared his throat. “This world is entirely unimportant,” he said, his voice bitter. “Why would you come here?” 
 
    A good question. The war with the Imperium was over. It had lasted for nearly two years but had required the destruction of more than half the Imperium’s combined fleet before the Autarch, finally admitting that his forces had no chance at victory, surrendered. 
 
    Gehenna saw little real combat, since the great ship’s presence was usually enough to quell any opposition. A few enemy vessels did try to fight. They were obliterated. 
 
    The Autarch and his family swore allegiance to the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind and were reduced in rank but allowed to maintain most of their property. It was that or summary execution. The upper levels of the nobility and bureaucracy were similarly culled. The bureaucratic organizations themselves were left intact, advisors elevated from below and supervisors brought in from the Second Empire. So far as the citizenry were concerned, the transition was seamless, except that slavery was outlawed and the slaves were all freed. 
 
    The impulse toward slavery, the conviction that it is right and proper for men to own other men, could not be so easily quashed, however. Ideas and values are passed on by one generation to the next. There is nothing so difficult to change as a culture, but the Empire had plenty of experience. First, you re-write the constitution. A monarchy, it might remain, but it would be a monarchy with checks and balances, where an independent judiciary ensured that the rule of law was maintained. Second, take over the school system. When instilling ideas into children, teachers have as much influence as parents, perhaps more. You raise the next generation, and then the next, and by the time a century or two has passed, the Imperium would be a good and loyal province of the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind, vaguely disapproving of their own uncivilized past, proud of their glorious present. 
 
    That, at least, was how it was supposed to go, and to some extent, it already had. The attacks on Imperial shipping had nearly ceased as had the majority of the deliberate subversion of the Imperial military and civilian bureaucracy. 
 
    Neither the attacks nor the subversion had vanished, however, and in the year since the Imperium’s defeat, were slowly, once again, increasing. 
 
    It had become painfully obvious that the Imperium had not been acting on its own. 
 
    There were a thousand leads, Sirianus-2 merely one of them. A patriotic merchant captain who had served in the Navy had given Intelligence the tip. A small vessel, commanded by an old friend of his, had been heading to the Sirianus system and was never heard from again. Michael and his crew, a little bored now that the war was over, volunteered to follow up on the most promising leads toward the inner curve of the spiral arm, and so here they were. 
 
    Arcturus, and High Command, had grumbled. Gehenna was the only Hades class battleship still in existence and one of the Empire’s most important assets. Why risk an irreplaceable ship on a low-level threat? 
 
    Michael was not impressed with this argument. He had turned both the London and the schematics for Gehenna over to the Empire and new, advanced ships were already coming off the assembly lines. Gehenna was not as irreplaceable as she had been. Besides, it was Michael’s ship and Michael’s crew, and the ship’s brain knew it. Nobody could order Gehenna to do anything, aside from Michael. 
 
    As a lead, this was proving worthwhile. The gladiators were all sold to arenas far from the capital. None were shipped off-world. Sirianus-2’s slaver network was a home-grown affair. The hijacked ships, however, were sold off-world.  
 
    Michael smiled. Richter looked sick, as well he might. “Tell us everything you know,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Gehenna followed a standard First Empire design, though on a larger and more luxurious scale than any navy vessel before her. The ship had four decks, all designed around a central atrium. Deck one contained shops, restaurants, gardens and what appeared to be forests, ponds and open fields. Deck two was sub-divided into twenty floors of private living quarters, and contained recreational facilities, the brig, a fully equipped hospital and gymnasiums. Deck three housed the ship’s engines, repair shops, manufactories, offensive weaponry and the primary matrix for the ship’s brain. Deck four contained the transport bays where four corvettes, scout ships, pinnaces, escape pods and patrol boats were kept, plus secondary and tertiary matrices for the brain and numerous empty storage chambers. 
 
    Gehenna carried over five thousand marines, plus a full naval crew, including a Commanding Officer, an Executive Officer and Chief Officers for the Divisions of Intelligence, Security, Engineering and Medical, each with its appropriate contingent of Junior Officers. There were also ten cadets in training, chaplains for the most common devotional sects and two Chief Petty Officers, each in charge of a battalion of five hundred naval personnel, almost a quarter of which were aliens, many of whose reproductive schemas and physical makeup had nothing to do with either sex or gender. By custom, these latter were always referred to as “Mister,” when not being addressed by rank. 
 
    There were over a thousand civilians, including the spouses and children of the marines and the naval crew, plus shop keepers, restaurant staff, school teachers and a group of historians and academics specializing in the history and technology of the ancient past. 
 
    The model had been a common one in the First Empire, whose citizens, particularly during the internecine war with the Hirrill, could be drafted into the military at any time. Indeed, the very concept of a ‘civilian’ had become hazy as the long, genocidal struggle dragged on. 
 
    Gehenna was large enough to sustain its own little world, staffed more like a city than a ship of the line. High Command’s conception of Gehenna’s role was that unless engaged in a strictly military mission, she would function as an ambassador of goodwill, while intimidating any possible adversary. 
 
    The Commanding Officer was a very experienced Captain named Twyla Thorenson. The XO was Commander Bradley Dumas, a native of Reliance. Both had been eager for the posting, since command of the largest, most powerful ship in over two-thousand years was a highly prized assignment, almost guaranteed to accelerate their careers. 
 
    The more that Captain Thorenson learned, however, the less sanguine she became. She did not know what to make of Michael Glover, and the place of Gehenna in the naval hierarchy seemed to make no sense. Gehenna’s official status was “on-loan” and Michael, a man whose origins and history were a blank slate, held the rank of Commodore. 
 
    Captain Thorenson did not have to wonder for long. 
 
    “Admiral,” she said, and glanced at the second man sitting in an easy chair across from the Admiral’s desk. He was short and slight, with short blonde hair and pale blue eyes. She knew the Admiral. His name was Marcus Khan. He was the CO of the naval base on Sumeria, Dancy’s largest moon. Admiral Khan was tall and lean, with short dark hair and sharp gray eyes. 
 
    “Captain,” the Admiral said. “Please sit down.” 
 
    She did so. The office, she noted, was neat, almost Spartan, with no decorations other than a picture sitting on the desk of the Admiral, looking somewhat younger, posing with a pretty, red-haired woman at his side. 
 
    “Coffee?” the Admiral asked. “Tea?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    Admiral Khan smiled. The smile, Captain Thorsenson thought, appeared strained. 
 
    “I asked you here today to inform you of certain facts regarding your newest assignment.” The Admiral paused. 
 
    “Facts, sir?” 
 
    Admiral Khan nodded his chin toward the man sitting next to her. “Let me introduce a colleague of mine. You may call him Arcturus.” 
 
    The Captain blinked. She had heard of Arcturus, the head of Naval Intelligence. Everybody had, but few had met him. Rumor had it that he was a distant cousin of the Imperator. Rumor also said that he knew everything and could see into your soul. 
 
    “What do you know,” Arcturus said, “of your posting to the Gehenna?” 
 
    Captain Thorenson frowned. “She’s the largest ship ever built. There’s none other like her.” 
 
    “That may or may not be true,” the Admiral said. “Larger ships may have been built in the distant past, or might be owned today by civilizations of which we are unaware. It is true that Gehenna is the largest ship currently possessed by the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind.” 
 
    Strange, the Captain thought. She would have expected satisfaction, even pride. The Admiral’s tone, however, seemed less than thrilled. 
 
    “What,” Arcturus asked, “have you heard of her origins?” 
 
    The Captain blinked. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing? Nothing at all?” 
 
    “The rumors are that she was built in secret and kept in reserve.” She shrugged. “The official information states that the ship is a copy of an ancient First Empire battleship.” 
 
    “Hah,” the Admiral said. “Gehenna was most certainly a secret, and she absolutely was kept in reserve, but she was not our secret. The presence—even the existence—of Gehenna, is a stroke of ridiculously good fortune. When the Imperium attempted their coup, we were simply lucky she was here.” 
 
    “Gehenna,” Arcturus said, “is not a copy of an ancient First Empire battleship. Gehenna is a First Empire battleship.” 
 
    “Oh,” the Captain said. She stared at him. 
 
    “Oh, indeed.” Arcturus sighed. “There were over two-thousand worlds in the First Empire. We’ve explored fewer than half of them; and we know for a fact that after the Empire’s collapse, many worlds on the periphery retained a space-going capacity and continued to explore and expand. Two thousand years have passed. Who knows how many Empires, worlds and habitats are out there? Who knows what remains to be discovered? That question is rarely far from our thoughts, particularly now, after our encounter with the Imperium. 
 
    “But as for how Gehenna came to be here, that is a long story.” Arcturus gave her a half-hearted smile. “Have you ever heard the name, Michael Glover…?” 
 
      
 
    The story that Arcturus told was a remarkable one. It concerned characters out of myth and legend and history so old it was nearly forgotten. 
 
    Gehenna, officially, was a naval vessel. In reality, she belonged to Michael Glover, former elite commando, covert agent, Governor-General, Imperial Viceroy and finally, Ptolemy, one of the fabled triumvirate under the command of Alexander, the savior and then the destroyer of the First Interstellar Empire of Mankind. 
 
    Captain Thorenson cleared her throat. “Ptolemy,” she said. “I’ve heard of Ptolemy. We studied some of his campaigns at the Academy.” 
 
    The Admiral nodded. “The flanking maneuver he pulled off at Star’s End is still considered a classic of mis-direction.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson frowned. “He sacrificed an entire fleet to entice the Hirrill into over-extending themselves.” 
 
    “The fleet comprised obsolete ships about to be scrapped and it was largely manned by drones. The remaining few were all volunteers.” 
 
    “A remarkable man,” Arcturus said. 
 
    “A ruthless man, I’d say.” 
 
    The Admiral shrugged. “They were at war with a race that was doing its best to eradicate mankind. He did what he thought necessary. The maneuver succeeded. The Hirrill fleet was wiped out.” 
 
    “Why does nobody know this?” 
 
    Arcturus shrugged. “High Command saw no particular reason to keep his identity secret, but Michael Glover prefers it this way. He would rather remain anonymous. It makes his work easier.” 
 
    “His work? What is his work?” 
 
    Admiral Khan frowned at that. “Whatever he wants it to be.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Thorenson dispatched twenty marines to each of the thirty-seven arenas. Well over half of the gladiators turned out to be volunteers, willing to fight and kill and possibly die for the possibility of improving their sad, impoverished lot. The rest were slaves. No neural networks compelled their obedience, merely the threat of maiming or death if they did not fight and die as ordered. The rest of the gladiators knew all this, but neither they nor their so-called authorities cared. 
 
    The slaves were freed. A squadron of Gehenna’s marines commandeered the city jail and Ambassador Richter, his aide, his aide’s aide and all of their staff were confined there. Local officials were given a choice of cooperating or dying. They chose to cooperate. A scout ship carried Gehenna’s report back to Reliance. 
 
    The Empire did not tolerate slavery. Before long, a fleet would be dispatched, with a planetary governor appointed by the Empire. Sirianus-2 had lost the right to remain an independent world. 
 
    Good, Michael thought. 
 
      
 
    It had taken two days for the ship’s personnel and crew to settle into their berths, to acquaint themselves with their postings, their comrades and their new officers. On the morning of the third day, Michael chaired a meeting. Captain Thorenson was there, of course, and Commander Dumas. Henrik Anson, whose official rank was Colonel and whose position was Chief of Security, the Engineering Officers, the Medical Officers, the Chief Petty Officers and all of their junior staff sat around a very large table. Dustin Nye, newly invested with the rank of Major in the Imperial Marines and given the title of Chief Training Officer, was also present. 
 
    At Michael’s insistence, Frankie, Richard Norlin and the rest of his old crew sat on chairs against the wall, as did two shopkeepers and a restaurant owner, elected by the civilians on the ship to report back to them and represent their interests, and the ten cadets, paying rapt attention.  
 
    “Welcome aboard,” Michael began. “For those of you who don’t know me, I am Commodore Michael Glover.” None of them knew him, of course. The official story, at least for the moment, was that Michael had spent a long career in Naval Intelligence, working undercover, his exact role a highly classified secret. It was sort of the truth. 
 
    All of them stared at his face. A few frowned. “I wanted to welcome all of you aboard Gehenna,” he said, “the largest and most formidable military vessel ever built.” This may or may not have been accurate, Michael thought, but it sounded impressive. “As you all know, Gehenna was instrumental in defending Dancy against the recent invasion attempt by the entity known as the Imperium, and then participated in the Empire’s retaliatory invasion of Imperium space. 
 
    “We have defeated the Imperium. It seems unlikely, however, that the Imperium is the last threat that the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind will face.” Michael paused, sipped from a glass of water. “Gehenna is uniquely qualified to deal with threats. I don’t need to enumerate her capabilities. You all know them. 
 
    “The Navy has carefully selected Gehenna’s officers and crew. This is an elite crew for an elite ship. I have total confidence in every one of you.” If only that were true. Every elite crew contained at least a few elite lunatics, with egos so large they were convinced to the bottom of their devious little souls that they were more qualified to run the ship than their appointed commanders. 
 
    Michael smiled. “We will be setting out on our first mission twelve hours from now. The mission is exploratory. We have received information that may or may not lead us to coordinated activity against the interests of the Empire. The relevant data relevant has been sent to your interfaces. Please review it as soon as possible.” 
 
    Michael paused. “Are there any questions?” 
 
    All of them stared at him. A few of the juniors looked at each other and shrugged. Nobody spoke. 
 
    “No?” Michael nodded. “Then thank you for coming.” He smiled at Twyla Thorenson. “Captain Thorenson will brief you further.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and walked from the room. As one, Frankie, Richard Norlin and the rest rose and walked out with him. 
 
    It was always a good idea, Michael thought, to start with a firm statement. He had deliberately not introduced his former crew. None of them were military and none had a formal role to play in the ship’s mission. Nevertheless, they were his…guests. What other jobs they might have and what their relationship to the Commodore might be, was nobody’s business. He wanted them to clearly understand that.  
 
    All-in-all, he thought, not a bad way to start. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Cassidy-1 was a large, Earth-like planet circling a red dwarf sun. Such suns were more common and far more stable than the larger stars in the galaxy and lasted much longer, theoretically for trillions of years, as opposed to a mere few billion for the rest. Up to forty percent of such stars possess rocky, Earth-like planets, and the majority of these planets contain enough water to sustain a human population. 
 
    Cassidy-1 was a typical example. The planet was twice the diameter of Earth, but being rather low in metals, had only 1.2 times the mass, and hence a similar gravity. Terraforming the place had been easy, primarily introducing selected Earthly flora and fauna and waiting a few hundred years for it to spread across the globe. There were two small continents and thousands of tiny islands on Cassidy-1. The star, Cassidy, emitted little light compared to Sol but since the world rotated at a much closer distance to its primary, the available energy was more than sufficient to maintain a sub-tropical climate. The oceans were deep, spacious and rich. Earthly sea-life was at home there, existing in relative harmony with numerous native species of inedible (to humans) deep-water amphibians and dinoflagellates. Living was easy and Cassidy had survived through the Interregnum with far less disruption than most former worlds of the First Empire. 
 
    Now, it was a peaceful, independent world, far from the center of civilization, but just as happy for all of that. Gehenna’s databanks listed 103 small governments, most occupying only an island or two. There were two spaceports, one on each of the two continents. The busiest was on Hancock, the largest continent, about half the size of ancient Australia. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brian Connelly said. 
 
    He wasn’t lying. Not unexpected but still disappointing. Brian Connelly was the Administrator of the Hancock spaceport. For such an unimportant and out-of-the-way world, Cassidy received a lot of visitors, primarily tourists who came to enjoy the beaches, the warm, placid waters and the fishing. Michael had already had a similar conversation with Chen Roberts, the administrator for the smaller, mostly commercial port on Torino, the smaller, more temperate continent to the Northeast. He, also, knew nothing about hijacked ships. 
 
    Nations that rely on tourism for their financial well-being need to give those tourists what they want, in this case, excellent restaurants, clean streets, sights to see, things to do, all in luxurious safety. Nobody on Cassidy-1 was hijacking ships, certainly not in proximity to the more populous areas of the planet, but with many thousands of small, habitable islands, it was possible that stolen ships were being transferred, even purchased, somewhere else. 
 
    According to Andreas Richter, the hijacked ships had been sent to Cassidy-1, but other than that, he knew almost nothing. Richter, it turned out, was rather low on the criminal hierarchy. The actual hijackers, the ones who transported the ships to their ultimate destinations, had all disappeared. 
 
    Michael sighed. Gehenna remained in orbit, hidden by its stealth screening. The crew deserved shore leave, but not yet. Seven thousand personnel could not be transported down to the surface in secret. Nothing to do now but wait and see. 
 
      
 
    Michael and Frankie had settled into a very comfortable beach-side resort with what he still tended to think of as his “crew,” though by now, these were only a small portion of the actual crew. Curly, Rosanna and the rest were off doing whatever they felt like, while Michael and Frankie spent a few hours lazing around the pool. 
 
    Frankie, wearing a tiny swimsuit that comprised three small squares of cloth and two nearly invisible strings, dived off the simulated cliff, did two twists and a mid-air somersault before cutting into the warm water, then swam back to the side of the pool, stalked out and flopped down on the lounge next to Michael. She smiled at him. He smiled back. 
 
    They made a handsome couple. They weren’t trying to attract attention but they were attracting it anyway. Michael’s augmented hearing could pick up all the commentary within a hundred meters. Little of it was interesting but one small group of three young men held his attention. 
 
    “He doesn’t look like a pushover,” one of them said. Michael peered at him from the corner of his eye. He seemed young, not a surprise since almost everybody could look as young as they wished, but this character also acted young. So did his two friends. 
 
    “Three of us, one of him. He won’t be any trouble. Besides, neither of them are likely to remember anything. They’ll both wake up with a hangover. She’ll know she’s been fucked a few times but so what? She’ll assume she did it with her boyfriend.” 
 
    The third one grunted. 
 
    “What’s so amusing?” Frankie asked. 
 
    Andreas Richter had a point, Michael thought. Human beings are, by nature, predators, some of them more so than others. “Would you like to have a little fun?” Michael said. 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
    “Follow my lead.” 
 
    Michael got up from his lounge, stretched his arms over his head and held a hand out to Frankie. He pulled her up, put his arms around her and kissed her, then nuzzled her neck and licked the sensitive spot behind her ear. 
 
    She giggled. “Who are you trying to impress?” she whispered.  
 
    “The three guys across the pool are planning on drugging us and raping you. A gentle rape, nothing too violent. You won’t know it’s happening and when you wake up, you’ll think we must have gotten drunk and had hot, passionate sex. Too bad neither of us will remember what must have been an enjoyable evening.” 
 
    Frankie frowned. “Oh.” She glanced across the pool at the three would-be rapists. “Sure,” she said. She kissed him again and gave a quick, crooked smile. “Let’s have fun.” 
 
    A row of native trees that resembled palms surrounded the pool. Beyond the trees lay a garden filled with rows of low, colorful flowers and beyond the garden, a gate opened onto the beach, where a small railed wooden deck surrounded a restaurant that specialized in fruity tropical drinks, brown crabs, and grilled fish. Michael and Frankie walked across the sand toward the restaurant. The three would-be rapists rose to their feet, exchanging grins, and followed them. 
 
    Michael and Frankie sat at a wooden table near the edge of the deck. A harried looking waitress grinned at them, placed glasses of ice water and two menus on the table. “I’ll be right back to take your order.” 
 
    “So,” Frankie said. “How are these drugs supposed to be administered?” 
 
    “Romulus? 
 
    Romulus voice echoed through the tiny server in Michael’s skull. “I have five microdrones scanning them.” Michael noted a swarm of what appeared to be small insects buzzing around the intended rapists’ heads. One of them irritably waved a hand at the swarm. 
 
    “The individual in front carries a vial of what appears to be a liquid in his pocket,” Romulus said. “They are unarmed.” 
 
    “Do they have injectors?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Any idea who they are?” 
 
    “They are registered with the resort as Allen Chao, Drew Peters and Wesley Jameson. They are cousins, from Nereid-3, a member of the Chalion Protectorate.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “A small grouping of seven star systems. Relatively civilized. Contacted by the Second Empire nearly a century ago. There is no other data available.” 
 
    Michael cocked an eyebrow at Frankie. “Presumably, they’ll spike our drinks.” 
 
    “And what if we don’t give them an opportunity?” 
 
    Michael, whose profession in the distant past had required that he make his own opportunities, did not think it would be very difficult. One of them could “accidentally” stumble into either Michael or Frankie. In the confusion, another would drop a little something into their drinks; or they could wander through the service area on their way to the bathroom and get at the drinks before the waitstaff picked them up. 
 
    He grinned. “Let’s see how it goes.” 
 
    Their drinks arrived. They placed their order. The waitress hurried away. 
 
    Beautiful place, Michael thought. Even as a young boy, he had gravitated toward tropical climates, blue skies and blue seas, with a hot sun overhead and cool breezes swaying the leaves on lush, green vegetation. Cassidy’s climate was much like Dancy’s, the Empire’s capital during the long, cold winter on Reliance. Michael and the crew had spent a lot of time on Dancy over the past few years. He had grown quite fond of the place. 
 
    The three men took a table a few feet away. They pretended to ignore Michael and Frankie. 
 
    “Let’s make it easy for them,” Frankie said, rising to her feet. 
 
    “Good idea.” Both Frankie and Michael stood up and went to the restrooms, leaving their drinks behind. Michael returned first. The drinks appeared undisturbed. He sat down, smiled at the waves lapping at the beach, picked up his glass and sipped. He recognized the combination of alkaloids almost instantly and nodded to himself. Nothing his augmented metabolism couldn’t handle. 
 
    It was hot out. He drained half the glass, caught the waitress’ eye and ordered another. 
 
    “Coming right up,” she said. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he could see Chao, Peters and Jameson smiling at each other. 
 
    Frankie returned and sat down, her back to the other men. “Well?” 
 
    “Hallucinogenic,” he said. “Don’t drink it.” 
 
    She grinned at him. “You have all the fun.” 
 
    He grinned back. “Just wait.” 
 
    The waitress returned with Michael’s new drink and took away the empty glass. Michael leaned toward Frankie and kissed her on the lips, while covertly switching their drinks. They both sat back, a happy smile on Michael’s face, a slight frown on Frankie’s. She picked up her glass and took a long sip. 
 
    The three assholes smirked. “Won’t be long, now,” one of them said. 
 
    “God, she’s gorgeous,” the second one said. “I love those slim, tight ones. I’m really looking forward to this.” 
 
    Michael could hear them. Nobody else could. So am I, he thought. 
 
    A minute went by. To Michael, the sun appeared momentarily brighter. Iridescent patterns coated the waves. He held his fingers up in front of his face and waved them, giggling at the small ripples of colored light they left behind. Then the drug vanished. Quite a little trip. He slumped down in his chair, his expression vacant. Frankie copied him. 
 
    Allen Chao held out his hand, palm up. Drew Peters gave it a little slap. “Got them,” he said. All three rose and walked over. “You’ve had a little too much to drink,” Wesley Jameson said. “Why don’t you come with us? We’ll take care of you.” He grinned. “Maybe have a little fun.” 
 
    Allen Chao placed a couple of large bills of the local currency down on the table. 
 
    Michael bleared up at them. He shook his head and allowed a confused expression to cross his face. Frankie stared out at the sea, her eyes wide. She giggled. “Whoa…” she whispered. 
 
    “Happy, isn’t she?” Drew said. 
 
    Allen grinned. “She’ll be a lot happier soon.” 
 
    “Up you go, then,” Wesley said. 
 
    Michael and Frankie both stumbled to their feet. 
 
    “Excellent,” Allen said. “This way.” 
 
    A thicket of tropical trees lay behind a row of sand dunes. A cobbled path wound through the trees, then took a course past numerous small ponds containing koi and colorful birds. Gazebos surrounded each pond for guests to sit and enjoy the scenery. 
 
    Isolated, Michael thought, but not isolated enough for what these three were planning. They wouldn’t do it here. Sure enough, they were led through the thicket into a collection of tall dunes. A canvas overhead suspended on poles covered a depression enclosed by the dunes. A large, inflatable mattress, three folding chairs and a cooler, probably containing drinks, surrounded the mattress. 
 
    “Sit down,” Drew said to Michael. Michael blinked and lowered himself into a chair. 
 
    “Romulus?” Michael subvocalized. 
 
    “I am transmitting to the local police. They will arrive within ten minutes.” 
 
    So far, it all looked like a few friends out for a stroll, about to enjoy a beer or two, not much evidence of wrong doing and nothing for the police to act on.” 
 
    Allen Chao grinned at Frankie. “Why don’t you lie down, Sugar?” 
 
    Frankie squinted at him. She shook her head. “Don’t want to,” she slurred. 
 
    Wesley frowned. “Maybe she needs a little more.” 
 
    “Don’t want to,” Frankie muttered again. 
 
    Allen shrugged. “It doesn’t matter at this point. She won’t remember a thing.” He smiled. “I don’t mind it when they fight a little. It makes the sex even hotter.” He leered at Frankie. “God, she’s making me hard.” 
 
    Frankie stood next to the mattress. A troubled expression crossed her face. “Don’t want to,” she said again. 
 
    Drew smiled. He reached out and released the tie on Frankie’s top. Frankie’s breathing came faster. She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “No,” she said. “Stop that.” 
 
    Allen Chao shook his head. “Not a chance,” he said. All three crowded around Frankie. 
 
    Michael rose to his feet. “The lady said ‘stop.’ That means you should stop.” 
 
    All three stared at him. “Oh, fuck,” Wesley said. 
 
    “So.” Michael smiled. “What are you going to do now, tough guy?” 
 
    Frankie laughed. 
 
    “Kill him,” Wesley said. 
 
    Allen and Drew looked at each other, uncertain. 
 
    Frankie, forgotten for the moment, reached up and re-tied the strings on her top. 
 
    Wesley took a step toward Michael and pulled back his fist. Allen and Drew each attempted to grab Frankie by the arms. Frankie rolled backward over the mattress and bounced back onto her feet. Michael didn’t even bother to dodge. His hand lashed out and caught Wesley’s fist as it travelled toward his face. The fist stopped. Michael smiled and kicked Wesley in the groin. Wesley screamed and collapsed. He grabbed his crotch and curled up around his aching testicles, panting. 
 
    Allen and Drew stared at Wesley, hesitating. 
 
    “Put your hands up,” a voice said. “You are all under arrest.” 
 
    Frankie laughed. 
 
      
 
    Captain Edmund Jacobs stared at Michael’s smiling face. His men had separated Michael and Frankie as soon as they reached the police station. Frankie, presumably, was being questioned by somebody else in another room. 
 
    The drones had recorded everything, from the three assholes’ initial conversations, to Drew spiking Michael and Frankie’s drinks, to their abortive attempts at assault and forcible rape. The drug had already been analyzed. It was—or should have been—an open and shut case, yet Captain Jacobs seemed less than happy. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “You’ve already asked me that,” Michael said. 
 
    “And I’m asking it again.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “I’m the captain of a merchant vessel. My crew and I are on vacation.” 
 
    Captain Jacobs stared at him. Michael stared back. 
 
    “The recording you supplied us shows you swallowing a drink that had been spiked with a combination of hallucinogenic drugs. Yet you showed no ill effects. The recording showed you switching the young lady’s drink for a clean one. Also, when one of your assailants attempted to strike you, you were able to catch his fist, seemingly without effort. You are far stronger and faster than you appear. These are not things that a merchant captain should be able to do. 
 
    “Also, I have never heard of a merchant captain who surrounds himself with drones capable of recording their every movement, and I wonder, what else can those drones do?” 
 
    Michael frowned at him. “Frankly, Captain, my capabilities, my actions, and the uses to which I put my property, are none of your business.” 
 
    Captain Jacobs clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. He sighed. “No, I suppose not. So long as you break none of our laws, I have no reason to hold you. You may do as you please.” 
 
    “Good that we got that settled.” 
 
    Captain Jacobs sat back into his chair and suddenly looked tired. “The three young men pose a problem. They are the sons of very wealthy men. Their fathers, though not citizens of our nation, have numerous business interests here and are influential. It is entirely possible that you will be pressured to drop the charges.” 
 
    “And if we do?” 
 
    “Then the charges will be dropped.” 
 
    Michael looked at him. “In most legal systems, a crime, strictly speaking, is not against the individual. It’s against the state. We can choose to drop the charges, but even if we did, you could still pursue them.” 
 
    “That would be up to my superiors, not to me, but I know what they will say. In such cases, when the principal witnesses”—Captain Jacobs inclined his head toward Michael—“choose not to cooperate, it is our policy to drop the case, under the theory that the available evidence will be insufficient to obtain a conviction.” 
 
    “We’ve given you a recording. How much more evidence do you need?” 
 
    “Recordings.” Captain Jacobs shrugged. “Easily faked.” 
 
    Michael considered Captain Jacob’s bland face. Somehow, he had the impression that Captain Jacobs would prefer that the charges not be dropped. “Let’s see what happens,” Michael said. “I think we’ll let the charges stand.” 
 
    Captain Jacobs gave him a very slight smile. “Of course,” he said. “We will support you in whatever you decide.” 
 
      
 
    “It would have been easier,” Richard Norlin said, “to make them disappear.” They were sitting in the resort’s main dining room, eating a late lunch. 
 
    Michael had to agree with him. Nobody on this world had the slightest inkling of Gehenna’s capabilities, or even its presence in orbit. If they did, they would probably shit their pants. Even Shiloh, disguised as a merchant vessel, could  destroy the combined might of Cassidy’s paltry military forces. 
 
    Gehenna had released over five thousand drones, spread out across the world. The drones hovered, recording everything. Waiting. 
 
    Meanwhile, until something more significant happened, they might as well amuse themselves. 
 
    “Let the local authorities handle it,” Michael said. 
 
    Rosanna smiled at them all. “Please pass the chicken,” she said. 
 
    Richard passed the chicken, thought better of whatever he had been about to say, and shrugged. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Nothing happened for the next few days. Michael spent most of the time with Frankie, lounging out by the pool, scuba diving off the substantial coral reef, jet-surfing, soaking up the light from Cassidy’s tepid sun. It was impossible to get a tan from the light of a red dwarf but this close to its primary, Cassidy loomed over them all like a bloated orange, casting a pale pink glow. Quite a sight, once you got over feeling like the sun was about to engulf the entire world. 
 
    The rest of the crew amused themselves. The resort had a casino. Matthew and Marissa Oliver spent a lot of time there. They possessed their family’s enhanced senses and could tell within a few minutes if an opponent was holding a good hand or a bad one. Michael thought that other players might soon be reluctant to play with them, but it seemed there was indeed a sucker born every minute. 
 
    Curly and Rosanna took a tour inland, to view some ancient ruins left by a long extinct alien race. They were gone for three days and returned, looking pensive. 
 
    Gloriosa found herself a couple on a second honeymoon looking for a young woman they could celebrate the occasion with. This worried Michael at first, until he saw the three of them at breakfast after their first night together. Gloriosa looked very pleased with herself and both the man and the woman seemed eager to satisfy her every whim. Comical, since they were both so much larger than she. Gloriosa, despite her tiny size, liked to give orders. Apparently, this quirk extended to her behavior in the bedroom, but the three of them were laughing and giggling and seemed happy together. 
 
    Richard Norlin spent most of his time indoors, plugged into his keyboard and synthesizers, playing and composing. 
 
    Henrik Anson fretted. “How much time are we going to give this venture?” he asked. 
 
    Michael had been asking himself the same thing. “Hard to say.” He shrugged. “A few more days, at least.” 
 
    The next day, a middle-aged looking man, carrying a briefcase and dressed in a suit characteristic of the local legal establishment approached Michael and Frankie as they ate lunch in the small restaurant on the beach. “Captain Glover?” he said. 
 
    Michael looked at him. “Yes?” 
 
    “My name is Dennis Okafor.” He nodded toward Frankie. “And you are Miss Frances Holder. Might I speak with the both of you?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Michael said. Frankie nodded and sipped her tea. “Please sit down. Can we get you anything?” 
 
    Dennis Okafor sat. “Frightfully hot here,” he said, wiping his brow with a piece of cloth that he pulled from a pocket. “But no, thank you.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. The man was wearing a suit on the beach. It was hot. 
 
    Dennis Okafor reached into his briefcase and pulled out a small device. He set it on top of the table and pressed a button on its side. A spherical containment field slid over the table, extending out to two meters on each side. 
 
    “So,” Dennis Okafor said. “I have been hired to represent the interests of Allen Chao, Drew Peters and Wesley Jameson.” He paused. Frankie looked at him and sipped her tea. Michael nodded. Dennis Okafor cleared his throat and continued. “Let me put my cards on the table. You have proffered charges against these young men that the evidence does not warrant.” 
 
    Michael smiled. “No doubt it was all an unfortunate misunderstanding. Cultural differences, I suppose?” 
 
    Dennis Okafor’s eyebrows rose. “That is correct.” 
 
    “No,” Michael said. 
 
    Dennis Okafor’s eyebrows fell. “Oh.” 
 
    Frankie leaned toward him. “Your clients attempted to drug us both and then they tried to rape me, and after they realized we weren’t as drugged as they thought we were, they tried to kill us. They spoke as if they have done this before, probably many times. I know of no culture that condones casual assault, rape and murder, and I see no reason we should stand for it. How often have you bailed them out?” 
 
    “Never,” Dennis Okafor said. “My firm is local. This is their first time on Cassidy.” 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    Dennis Okafor took a deep breath. “I have been authorized to offer you both a rather generous settlement, in return for dropping all the charges.” 
 
    Michael glanced at Frankie. She did not look pleased. “I don’t think so,” Frankie said. 
 
    Dennis Okafor looked at Michael. “It is a very generous settlement,” he said. 
 
    “How much?” Michael asked, “just out of curiosity.” 
 
    “One million Imperial credits.” Dennis Okafor’s lips twitched. “To each of you.” 
 
    If Michael was a simple merchant captain and Frankie a member of his crew, they would take the money and run. Merchants, after all, are in business to make a profit, and two million Imperial credits was a very generous sum. 
 
    Neither of them, however, needed the money, and Michael was very far from a simple merchant. “No,” Michael said. 
 
    Dennis Okafor appeared nonplussed. “Really? Miss Holder?” 
 
    Frankie sipped her tea and put down the cup. “Hell, no.” 
 
    Dennis Okafor sighed. He reached out and pressed the button on the containment shield generator. The shield collapsed and Dennis Okafor rose to his feet. “I’m sorry we couldn’t do business,” he said. “My clients will not be pleased.” 
 
    “Then they should have raised their sons not to be rapists,” Frankie said. “Tell them to go fuck themselves.” 
 
      
 
    Husband Number One, Elias Cowl, leaned over, kissed Twyla Thorenson on the top of her head, plopped himself down at the kitchen table and yawned. Twyla, still in her nightgown, smiled up at him. “Coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll get it.” Just then, the autochef pinged. Elias rose up, went over to the kitchen counter and returned with a platter of scrambled eggs and bacon. Elias and her second husband, Jesse, were third cousins and best friends since childhood. They wrote novels together, under the pen-name Eloisa Chase: popular romances featuring noble Dukes and Baronets saved from eternal heartache by the love of various spunky heroines, most of whom were fleeing marriages arranged by their dictatorial families, most often to loathsome older men. 
 
    It always amazed Twyla Thorenson how popular this stuff was. 
 
    So far, Twyla Thorenson loved this assignment. She commanded the largest, most powerful ship in the Empire, with its own shops, parks and even neighborhoods to explore. Her personal quarters were palatial. On previous base assignments, it had sometimes been possible to have her family stay with her but this was the first time that an assignment aboard a ship had allowed her husbands to come along. It was lucky that neither of them were tied down to a job. 
 
    Jesse was still in bed, gently snoring. She smiled at him as she walked past to the fresher. A few minutes later, showered, dressed in her favorite uniform, well fed in body and soul, Twyla left the apartment for her daily briefing with the Commodore. 
 
    Michael Glover fascinated her. If you didn’t know better, he appeared indolent, even lazy. He almost always had a smile on his face. He was large and moved slowly but he never tripped or stumbled and once, when the small, beautiful one, Gloriosa, dropped a stylus, Michael Glover snatched it from the air, barely looking, and handed it back. 
 
    She had kept her conversation with Admiral Khan and Arcturus confidential. Bradley Dumas perhaps deserved to know, but she had been asked not to speak of it and so she didn’t. Before she left, Arcturus handed her a folder. 
 
    “Some additional information,” he had said. “You should find it interesting.” 
 
    Michael Glover had been awakened on a small world called Arnett, in a long since abandoned military base. Arnett was a dying world, bathed in radiation from a nearby supernova. Even so, once Naval Intelligence learned of Michael Glover’s story, an expedition had been sent to Arnett. They found nothing, except for a crater where the abandoned base used to be. 
 
    Much of the file comprised speculation. What was known of Michael Glover’s life and career before he enlisted in the Imperial Marines was a mystery and much of his military career had never been entered into the official records. Presumably, this was deliberate. It seemed likely that two-thousand years ago, some secret file in some secret office had contained the details that were now missing, but if so, those records had long since disappeared. Michael Glover had attained the highest rank possible and then vanished for over two-thousand years. 
 
    His recent crew had been gathered during some haphazard odyssey across the Empire and beyond. There seemed neither rhyme nor reason. Richard Norlin had been a dissolute and nearly useless member of the nobility of some second-rate little Empire. Curly Brice and Rosanna Devereaux had been the son and daughter of farmers, with no apparent skills beyond the mundane. 
 
    Matthew and Marissa Oliver made sense. They were physically competent, intelligent and came from a culture with a martial tradition. Their parents were important people in their own society and influential beyond it, and now that the world of Illyria had joined the Empire, they were becoming more so. 
 
    Captain Thorenson had heard of Illyria. Though the planet had only recently been sending soldiers beyond their own borders, those soldiers were already highly prized. 
 
    Frances Holder also seemed a reasonable choice. Trained in both combat and covert operations, she had been working as a security specialist when recruited by Michael Glover. 
 
    That left Gloriosa. The Captain winced. Small and unimposing, a former slave whose only training lay in sexual servitude, her contribution to the enterprise would appear…hazy. Unless Michael Glover had taken her as a mistress, but such did not appear to be the case. 
 
    Nevertheless, as she read on, Captain Thorenson found herself with a grudging respect for the seemingly useless Gloriosa. Despite her lack of obvious skills, she had proven to be intelligent and resourceful and had in fact, made positive contributions to several ventures. Armor tended to equalize physical abilities. So did initiative and brains. 
 
    Gloriosa, the Captain thought, would have made an excellent undercover agent. Then again, an undercover agent should be inconspicuous and Gloriosa was much too beautiful to be inconspicuous. 
 
    Captain Thorenson had served on flagships before. By tradition, an Admiral determined the mission and gave overall direction but the Captain ran the ship. Michael Glover, thank goodness, understood how things worked. He told them where to go and what they were going do to do when they got there, but he left the running of the ship to her. 
 
    On a more normal ship, parked for days in orbit around a nondescript little world like Cassidy-1, she might have been bored, but not this time. Gehenna was too big and her assignment too new for boredom, and Michael Glover was not your average by-the-book military automaton. Michael Glover had a gleam in his eye and he did things his own way and Twyla Thorenson had always possessed an independent streak. It was, presumably, one of the reasons she had been given this posting. 
 
    Twyla Thorenson grinned to herself. So far, things couldn’t be better. 
 
      
 
    “You win some and you lose some,” Henrik Anson said. 
 
    “I think it’s a little too soon to give up,” Michael replied. “Andreas Richter had no doubt that the ships were headed here.” 
 
    They were sitting together on the deck of the food shack, dipping small, fried crustaceans into bowls of hot sauce and sipping fruity red wine, while watching happy vacationers cavort in the waves. The place reminded him a lot of Arcturus’ favorite meeting place back on Dancy.  
 
    “Why haven’t we found them, then?” 
 
    “No idea,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson shrugged. “Also, I don’t agree with wasting our time playing tag with petty criminals.” 
 
    “Assault, rape and attempted murder are not petty crimes.” 
 
    “They’re a distraction.” 
 
    Michael grinned. “They’re an entertaining distraction. Do we have anything better to do?” 
 
    Anson didn’t answer. He sipped his wine, sighed and stared out over the water. “No,” he admitted. “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “Well, then.” 
 
    “Two men with guns have just entered the resort grounds,” Romulus subvocalized. 
 
    Though there is such a thing as too much entertainment. Michael sat up straight. “Where are Frankie and the others?” 
 
    “Richard Norlin is occupied with his music. Curly and Rosanna are in the dining room. Marissa and Matthew Oliver are playing poker in the casino. Miss Holder is at the pool. Gloriosa is engaged in sex with her new friends, in their suite.” 
 
    “Where are these gunmen now?” 
 
    “Heading toward you.” 
 
    “Then don’t tell the others. No reason to worry them.” 
 
    The local authorities took a dim view of unlicensed weaponry. Neither Michael nor Anson carried weapons. The drones, however, did. 
 
    “Come on,” Michael said, and rose to his feet. 
 
    Anson, oblivious to Michael and Romulus’ internal conversation, looked at him. 
 
    Michael grinned. “You can never have too much fun.” 
 
    Slowly, Anson grinned back. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they were sitting in one of the isolated gazebos, surrounded by tropical trees, flowering vines and colorful, chattering birds. Below them in the pond, a school of golden koi swam lazily back and forth. 
 
    They had trudged slowly out of the restaurant, then taken a little walk along the beach before heading into the woods. They wanted their destination to be clear. 
 
    “The two gunmen are together,” Romulus reported. “They are following your trail. They should arrive at your present location within two minutes.” 
 
    “Pretty soon, now,” Michael said to Anson. 
 
    Less than two minutes later, two men appeared along the trail. They stopped when they saw Michael and Anson, who pretended to ignore them. One of them grinned. They both started toward the gazebo. 
 
    Twenty small drones flew out of the woods and hovered in front of their faces. Romulus’ voice issued from the lead drone. “Halt, and lay down your weapons.” Ten more drones drifted down from above. “These drones are all armed. If you attempt to aim your weapons, they will kill you.” 
 
    One of the gunmen frowned. The other said, “You’re going to have to prove that.” 
 
    The lead drone emitted a hum and a beam of red light burst from its front. A branch next to the gunman’s head erupted into sudden flame. “Raise your hands,” Romulus said. 
 
    Both gunmen seemed to slump. They raised their hands. 
 
    Michael grinned. “So,” he said. “Before we notify the police, let’s have a little talk.” 
 
      
 
    “I was afraid of something like this,” Captain Jacobs said. 
 
    The two gunmen were local. They had kept their mouths shut, probably reasoning that carrying unregistered weapons, while a crime, was not as much of a crime as murder. In the end, there was no actual evidence that they intended either Michael Glover or Henrik Anson any harm. 
 
    “Should we have waited until they tried to kill us?” Michael said. 
 
    Captain Jacobs gave him a moody look. “We know these men. They’re petty criminals, gunmen for hire. Neither are major players. Next time, it might be different.” 
 
    Probably not, Michael thought. “What would you like us to do?”  
 
    Captain Jacobs seemed to have difficulty looking Michael in the face. “These three young men,” he said, “Chao, Peters and Jameson: they’re trouble. Perhaps more trouble than we are equipped to deal with, and certainly more trouble than your life is worth.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that the police forces can’t keep these men confined?” 
 
    “No.” Captain Jacobs sighed. “I am suggesting that our judiciary is not quite as uncorruptible as we might, in a more perfect world, desire.” 
 
    Michael stared at him. 
 
    “Their lawyer will no doubt move to have the trial delayed, so that additional evidence can be gathered and produced. How long do you plan on staying here? You claim to be a merchant. A merchant has merchandise to sell. You won’t make much of a profit while the justice system wends its very slow way to a resolution of this case. 
 
    “In addition, he has already placed before the court a request to have these men released on bail. There is no reason that it won’t be granted. Once free, they can, and no doubt will, simply vanish.” 
 
    Michael drew a deep breath. “I see.” 
 
    Captain Jacobs gave him a thin smile. “I’m sure that you do.” 
 
    In other words, the fix was in. The three alleged rapists would be released, and there was nothing he could do about it. “Thank you for being frank,” he said. “It helps to keep things in perspective.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could be of service,” Captain Jacobs said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “What changed your mind?” Dennis Okafor asked. 
 
    “Time and perspective,” Michael said. “A million credits is a lot of money.” 
 
    Frankie gave Michael a crooked grin. “Two million credits.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Dennis Okafor said. He smiled thinly. “Please sign here.” 
 
    Chao, Peters and Jameson were released from jail a few minutes later. The two gunmen, having neither the connections nor the resources of their erstwhile clients, were not. 
 
    “Keep an eye on them,” Michael said. 
 
    “Of course,” Romulus replied. 
 
    Chao, Peters and Jameson were stupid young men, but surely not so stupid as to try to get back at Michael and Frankie? Not right away, at any rate. They glowered at them once or twice from across the pool or the casino but they kept their distance. Frankie and Michael ignored them. 
 
    Two days later, Romulus subvocalized, “Chao, Peters and Jameson have approached two young women at the pool. Jameson has placed a foreign substance both women’s drinks.” 
 
    “Take care of it,” Michael said. “I’m sick of these idiots.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Romulus said. 
 
    A few minutes later, all five rose to their feet. The men were smiling, the women giggling at nothing in particular. All five walked into the dunes. As soon as they were out of sight of the building, ten marines in armor floated down from above and surrounded them all. Chao, Peters and Jameson stared at the marines. 
 
    “You will come with us,” Dustin Nye said. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the two young women were sleeping in their rooms. They would awaken the next morning with a hangover and no memory of what had happened. By then, Chao, Peters and Jameson were sitting in cells aboard Gehenna. 
 
      
 
    Marion Jones stood upright, squared her shoulders, fixed her eyes straight ahead and staunchly resisted the urge to cry.  
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself, Cadet?” Ensign Brianna LeClair almost hissed the question. 
 
    What was the word? It began with a “c” and ended with a “t.” Oh, yes…that word…Marion Jones allowed the thought to whisper through her brain and then tamped it back down into the deeper recesses of her subconscious. “I have no excuses, sir,” she said. 
 
    “No,” LeClair said. “You don’t.” 
 
    The ten cadets were divided into two squadrons each, command of which rotated among the ships’ junior officers. For the next two months, one squadron was under the command of Lieutenant Junior Grade Horatio Forrester and the other under Brianna LeClair. Frankly, in Marion Jones considered opinion, Forrester and LeClair were two peas from the same pod, both entitled, arrogant shitheads. Forrester was not, at the moment, Marion Jones’ problem. LeClair was. 
 
    “You have failed your squadron, Cadet, and in failing your squadron, you have failed me.” 
 
    Yada, yada, yada…Marion Jones had come in fifth in the latest squadron competition: fifth out of ten, a respectable score, considering that every cadet chosen was at the top of their class at the individual academies. Brianna LeClair’s team had narrowly lost out to Forrester’s team, and Brianna was pissed off. Marion had come in first on the written exam, which consisted of astrophysics, math, navigation, Imperial history and law. She had come in last on the obstacle course, not due to any lack of effort but simply because she was the smallest cadet on the ship. She was fast, coordinated and strong for her size, but so were all the rest of the cadets and the rest of them had more size than Marion Jones. 
 
    “Failure is not an option in the Imperial navy, Cadet.” Brianna LeClair was breathing hard. Her face was red. Under other circumstances, Marion Jones might have worried that LeClair would burst a blood vessel in her brain or drop dead from a heart attack. Under the current circumstances, she merely hoped that she would. No such luck, however. “Doing your best and failing is not doing enough. So here is what you’re going to do…” 
 
      
 
    Henrik Anson was right in that playing games with rapists, while adding a little spice to one’s life and helping to pass the time, did nothing to advance the mission. Enough time had already passed. Some leads pan out, some don’t. This lead was looking more and more like a dead end. “We’ll give it three more days,” Michael said. 
 
    Henrik Anson glumly nodded. 
 
    The next day, however, Romulus’ voice sounded inside Michael’s head. “A ship has appeared in orbit and is descending towards an island near the equator. The island appears to be deserted. 
 
    “Finally,” Michael muttered. 
 
    Anson raised an eyebrow. “Something?” 
 
    “Maybe. We’ll know soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating,” Anson said. 
 
    Michael, Anson and the rest clustered around a holotank in Michael and Frankie’s suite. In the tank, they could see a medium sized ship descend toward a tree-covered island. The ship vanished. 
 
    “It’s been there all along,” Matthew Oliver said. 
 
    Michael sighed. “Seems so.” 
 
    It wasn’t a stealth screen, which operated by bending light around the object to be hidden. It was a very large hologram projected above and around the island. 
 
    Five hours later, a swarm of biomechs drifted on a breeze toward the hologram. The swarm vanished. Forty minutes later, the biomechs re-appeared on the other side of the island, drifted on the breeze out to sea and were picked up by a drone. The drone floated upward, toward Gehenna. 
 
    An hour later, they were reviewing the data. 
 
    “Excellent,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson grunted. 
 
    A landing field surrounded by low buildings surrounded most of the island’s surface. Two small ships sat at the edges of the field. They watched as a third ship, this one medium-sized floated down through the hologram and landed in the center. 
 
    “I am querying the ship’s brain,” Romulus said. “It’s registered as the Orion, out of Shalimar-5. It is less than two years old. A company called Rising Sun Trading Partners has recently purchased it.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of Shalimar-5,” Michael said. It went without saying that he had never heard of Rising Sun Trading Partners. 
 
    “A small world on the edges of the Empire, technologically advanced. Their products are highly regarded.” 
 
    Four men and one woman emerged from the ship. Three other men met them, greeted them cordially and they all walked into the tallest building. An hour later, the five came out and clambered onto a skimmer, which left the island, heading toward Hancock. Meanwhile, a team of service drones re-fueled and inspected the ship. A few minutes later, twelve men and five women came out of the building and entered the ship, which rose on its AG and headed toward deep space. 
 
    “It all seems routine,” Anson said. 
 
    “They’ve done this before,” Matthew said, “whatever it is that they’re doing.” 
 
    “Where is the ship headed?” Michael said to Romulus. 
 
    “It’s too soon to say. They will be out of Cassidy’s gravity well within three hours. Once they enter slip-space, I can calculate a vector.” 
 
    “Good,” Michael said. “Meanwhile, let’s see where the Orion’s former crew is going.” 
 
    “What about the base?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “The base will still be there once we’ve learned what we can from these five.” 
 
    The hologram over the island projected an illusion of a peaceful, tropical paradise. It had no defensive capabilities. Gehenna’s drones drifted down, settled into place and silently observed. 
 
    The skimmer arrived at the Hancock spaceport within a few hours. The five former crew registered with the Spacers’ Guild and requested new postings. None were available at the moment but Cassidy was a busy little world. It seemed likely that some ship or other would soon be needing crew. Meanwhile, the five split up and checked into hotels along the beach. 
 
      
 
    He was big, as big as Michael, almost two meters tall, and well built, with dark skin, dark curling hair and brown eyes. He sat in a booth by himself, eating a sandwich, when Michael walked up. “Captain Conway?”  
 
    The man paused, his sandwich halfway to his mouth. He cleared his throat. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Possibly. Might I sit down?” 
 
    Captain Conway’s eyes flickered to the opposite seat. He gave a small nod. Michael slid into the booth, caught the waiter’s eye and ordered a beer. Conway watched him. 
 
    “I’ll be frank with you,” Michael said. “You and your recent crew have good records, with no history of criminal activity. So far as I’ve been able to determine, you’re exactly who and what you appear to be.” 
 
    Conway blinked at him. 
 
    Michael gave a quick grin. “My name is Michael Glover,” he said. “I need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Do you?” Conway gave him a long, doubtful look. “And why should I answer them?” 
 
    “You would be assisting the forces of law and order.” 
 
    “Law and order…” Conway scratched his cheek, then shrugged. “I have nothing to hide, so ask your questions.” 
 
    So far, Conway’s heart rate was stable. He was curious but he wasn’t afraid. 
 
    “You recently transported a ship called the Orion to a base on an island on this world. The base is screened. It’s owners, whoever they are, want it to remain a secret.” 
 
    Conway frowned. “So? What’s the question?” 
 
    “First, where did you get the ship?” 
 
    “Rostov. My crew and I had just finished a transport run and we were waiting for a new gig. This is the first one that came along.” 
 
    “What was the assignment?” 
 
    “Transport the ship here. That’s it.” Conway shrugged. “Not a lot of money but an easy job.” 
 
    “Tell me about the ship.” 
 
    Conway hesitated. “The ship was supposedly almost new, but it’s not a new design and the finishings showed wear and tear.” He shrugged again. “It’s registered out of Shalimar. They make good ships.” 
 
    “And you didn’t find this suspicious?” 
 
    “Actually, we did; but the papers were all in order and the brain confirmed the registry. It was a simple job. We didn’t see any reason to turn it down.” 
 
    “Who are the people you turned it over to?” 
 
    “No idea. They gave us coordinates and paid half the transport fee in advance. We were paid the rest as soon as we arrived. Everything seemed to be in order.” Conway hesitated. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    Michael sat back in his seat, sipped his beer and pondered the question. “We don’t like secret bases in far away places,” he said. “It makes us…uncomfortable.” 
 
    Conway nodded, unsurprised. “And who is we?” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “I would rather not say.” 
 
    Conway thought about this for a second. “Not my business, is it? Anything else?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Michael said. He drained his beer and rose to his feet. “Not at the moment. Thank you for your time.” 
 
      
 
    “Rostov-3 is a temperate world,” Romulus said. “Prosperous, largely self-sufficient, settled approximately four hundred years before the First Empire’s demise. A pleasant enough place to live but nothing to attract tourists and not much worth trading for. They have little to do with the rest of the civilized galaxy.” 
 
    Michael and the crew had checked out of the resort on Hancock the day before and were now sitting in one of Gehenna’s numerous lounges, a comfortable room equipped with couches, chairs, tables, a bar and a small kitchen. Cold meats, cheeses, bread and condiments spread out on the counter. A monitor showed Cassidy-1 rotating far below them. 
 
    “There are one hundred and three municipalities on this world,” Romulus said, “and many of the smaller islands are unclaimed by any of them.” 
 
    “So, the base is not illegal?” Anson said. “Anybody can come in and set up housekeeping?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Romulus replied. 
 
    “And what’s to prevent somebody else from coming in and taking it away from them?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Presumably,” Henrik Anson said, “if somebody is taking such a risk, they want their activities to remain secret.” 
 
    “Presumably,” Matthew said. 
 
    Anson shrugged. Rosanna, mixing a drink at the lounge’s small bar, frowned. Curly, sitting back on the couch like a reclining bear, smiled at Rosanna. Richard Norlin, Captain Thorenson and Commander Dumas ate sandwiches and listened. 
 
    “While the base is covert, the drones have discovered no activity that would seem criminal or illegitimate,” Romulus said. “The workers rotate every six months. They are employees of Rising Sun Trading Partners. They are well-paid. None of the information in any of the data banks, and none of the conversations overheard by the drones, indicate any activity other than the obvious. Ships come in. Their crews transfer. The ships are serviced and re-fueled. They leave.” 
 
    “How long have they been doing this?” Matthew asked. “And how many ships are we talking about?” 
 
    “Four years,” Romulus said. “Thirty-seven ships.” 
 
    “Is it always different ships?” 
 
    “Yes. None of the thirty-seven have returned.” 
 
    “If this were all legitimate, they could do it on Rostov.” Richard Norlin said. He paused with a sandwich halfway to his mouth. “Why here?” 
 
    “Presumably,” Anson said, “because here, nobody is able to complain.” He frowned. “Or even notice.” 
 
    “Let us assume that the ships’ brains have been wiped and re-programmed,” Romulus said, “and that these ships have all been hijacked. Where, then, are they going?” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Michael said, “we’ll soon know.” 
 
    “And what exactly happened,” Anson said, “to their original crews?” 
 
    Richard frowned. Matthew Oliver nodded. Nobody spoke. Captain Thorenson raised an eyebrow and stolidly took a bite from her sandwich. 
 
    “Is there anything more we can gain here?” Curly finally asked. 
 
    A good question. Michael clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and pondered it. “Romulus?” 
 
    “Aside from the facts I have already given you, their data banks contain nothing useful.” 
 
    “Then let’s leave the base alone,” Michael said. “No point in letting them know that we’re on to them.” 
 
    “I think it’s overstating the case to say that we’re ‘on to them,’” Anson said. 
 
    Frankie, who had been sitting next to Curly on the couch, leaned forward. “We have two solid leads: Rostov and wherever the Orion is heading. Which one should we follow?” 
 
    “We could split up,” Marissa said. 
 
    Michael smiled to himself. Marissa and her brother craved action. They were Illyrians—smart, aggressive and physically superior. They wanted a mission of their own. He considered it, then shook his head. “It might save time, but wherever the Orion is going, it will still be there. Rostov, meanwhile, might give us information that would be helpful.” 
 
    Marissa shrugged. Matthew grinned at his sister. “Rostov, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. “Rostov.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The Orion reached the transfer point at the edges of the Cassidy system and vanished into slip-space. The ship’s destination was a surprise. “Duval,” Romulus said. 
 
    According to their database, Duval was a small system of two small planets, only one in the habitable zone, plus an asteroid belt and three gas-giants orbiting a yellow-dwarf sun. It had been one of the last systems settled by the First Empire before the collapse. Nothing had been heard from it since and it had never been formally contacted by the Second Empire. 
 
    Consulting his interface, Henrik Anson said, “Duval is far away.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. Rostov first. The marines and the naval crew deserved a few days of shore leave. After that, the voyage to Duval would take little more than a week. Meanwhile, Michael had a small issue to deal with. 
 
    Allen Chow, Drew Peters and Wesley Jameson sat on thin, uncomfortable mattresses on narrow cots in their cells as Michael, Frankie, a navy physician dressed in a white lab coat, named Drake Barrett, and six marines in armor walked into the detention bay. 
 
    “You!” Chow snarled. 
 
    Michael chuckled. “You have something to say?” 
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” 
 
    Jameson and Peters’ cells were adjacent. They could see and hear what was going on. All of them were suddenly on their feet. 
 
    “It seems to me,” Michael said, “that I already have.” He shook his head. “You three are truly idiots—criminally inclined idiots, which does not make your idiocy any less repellant. 
 
    “So, let me tell you the facts: I can kill you and dispose of your bodies, and nobody is ever going to hear a word from you again.” Michael smiled. “Down the drain you go. Like magic.” 
 
    Jameson, perhaps marginally more intelligent than his cousins, kept silent. His face turned white. 
 
    “Any last words?” Michael said. 
 
    Frankie put a hand on Michael’s arm. “Let me have them first, just for a little while,” she said. 
 
    Chao gulped. Peters stared down at the floor. Jameson looked sick. 
 
    Frankie chuckled. 
 
    “Well,” Michael said. “That is a pleasant little fantasy. No?” Michael’s tone grew serious. “But fortunately for you, we like to think of ourselves as better than three common rapists, so we won’t torture you and we’re not going to kill you. However, from now on, the three of you will reform your behavior. We’re going to make sure of that. 
 
    “Doctor, you know what to do?” 
 
    Drake Barrett smiled. “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    The Shiloh made a routine approach to the largest port on Rostov-3, requested landing coordinates and was assigned a slip. The ship settled down on its AG. Gehenna remained in orbit, hidden from prying eyes behind its screens. 
 
    Rostov-3, unlike Cassidy-1, was densely populated and technologically advanced. Rostov had excellent relations with its neighbors and maintained an embassy on far-distant Reliance. 
 
    Maintaining the fiction of being a prosperous merchant crew, Michael took a large suite in a multi-story hotel in Samara, Rostov’s capital city, only a few blocks from the headquarters of Rising Sun Trading. 
 
    Allen Chao, Drew Peters and Wesley Jameson were sent down from Gehenna in a scout ship and released in a small city on the other side of the world, named Kurga. The three men had been sedated for nearly a week, as the neural networks implanted by Drake Barrett worked their way through and around their brains. Michael had paid them a last visit before they left Gehenna. 
 
    “This is a common method of dealing with criminals in the Empire. You can go anywhere you want and do anything you want—except that from now on, you won’t be able to lie, cheat, steal or harm another sentient being in any way.” Michael smiled. “Questions?” 
 
    All three stared at him. “You won’t get away with this,” Jameson said. 
 
    “You’ve said that before, so spare me the clichés.” Michael waited for a moment, then shrugged. “No questions, then. Well, I hope you appreciate that you’re very lucky to be alive.” Michael grinned. “Frankie and I enjoyed dealing with you.” 
 
    From Kurga, they could find a ship heading home to Nereid. After that? None of Michael’s business. 
 
    They settled into the hotel and ate dinner at a local restaurant famed for supposedly original Russian cuisine. Michael had mixed feelings about the meal. The wild boar was excellent. Smoked lamprey, he concluded, must be an acquired taste. 
 
    Rising Sun Trading Partners, according to the local web, bought and sold ships. The corporation had been in existence for nearly twenty years, was highly profitable and had expanded to over fifteen nearby star systems. The company had been sold to the current owners (whoever they were) six years ago. Whether or not Rising Sun also stole ships, or at least traded in ships already stolen, could not be so easily determined. 
 
    The next morning, Michael and Henrik Anson took an airpod to the corporate headquarters of Rising Sun Trading Partners. They exited the pod onto the roof, fifty-four stories above the street, then took a lift down to Rising Sun, which opened onto a large lobby with a thick carpet, floor-to-ceiling windows and polished wooden walls. Two paintings hung near the lift, both men, both apparently middle-aged, wearing the Rostov equivalent of business suits, a dignified expression on both of their faces. 
 
    Michael blinked. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Anson said. 
 
    Michael stepped closer to the paintings. A small metal plaque was inserted into the bottom of each frame. One plaque read, Yevgeny Smirnov, President and Chief Executive Officer. The other read, Dimitri Sokolov, Corporate Founder and Chairman of the Board of Directors. 
 
    “Not at all.” Michael smiled. This was not the truth but you never knew who might be listening. Dimitri Sokolov bore a marked resemblance to Harold Crane, one of the leaders of the attempted armed takeover of Kodiak. “We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Their appointment was with Smirnov. Hopefully, they wouldn’t encounter Sokolov, and if they did, it was doubtful that Michael would be recognized. The two men had never actually come across each other during Michael’s time on Kodiak. He shrugged. Nothing to do but take their chances. 
 
    “Romulus,” he subvocalized. “We might have a problem…” 
 
      
 
    The outside portions of the building were un-shielded. Microdrones could easily be inserted and Romulus had already done so. Unfortunately, the interior offices of Rising Sun Trading were far more secure. Romulus had managed to get a few insect sized drones inside but the drones could not communicate through the shielding. Hopefully, the drones were still operational and recording, but they would not know this unless and until the drones completed their missions and then managed to physically fly or crawl out of Rising Sun’s space. 
 
    “I cannot tell where Dimitri Sokolov might be, if he’s even in the building.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be an issue.” Michael’s hair was longer than it had been on Kodiak. He had added a moustache and had changed the color of his eyes. All of these were routine precautions, not because he had expected a disguise to be necessary, but one never knew. 
 
    Frankie had urged him to send a doppel. She might have been right, but he disliked the feeling of his awareness being split. Also, none of their off-the-rack bodies were as capable as his own. 
 
    They were expendable in a crisis, though. Certainly, an advantage…Oh, well. Too late now. 
 
    They walked across the lobby to a pretty, dark-haired woman sitting behind a wooden desk. “Martin Gaynor and Henry Smythe,” Michael said. “We have an appointment.” 
 
    The receptionist glanced at her screen and smiled at them. “Certainly, sir. Down the hallway. Last office on your right.” 
 
    She buzzed them in through a security gate. No guards, Michael noted. That was encouraging. They walked down the hall and knocked on a solid wooden door. “Come in,” a voice said. 
 
    They entered. A man sat behind a very large, curving work-station. He looked just like his picture. Floor to ceiling windows behind him looked out upon the city. “Mr. Smirnov?” Michael said. 
 
    The man smiled. “And you must be Martin Gaynor.” He looked toward Anson. “Mr. Smythe?” Anson nodded. “Please sit down.” They sat in two very comfortable chairs opposite the work-station. 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” Smirnov asked. “Chocolat? Tea?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Michael said. 
 
    “Well, then…” Smirnov smiled. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Michael leaned forward. “What do you know about us?” 
 
    “Very little,” Smirnov said. “Rostov is hardly the center of the Universe and our data regarding outside corporations is not exactly up to date. The web says you run a salvage company.” 
 
    “This is true. There’s always a market for ancient artifacts. Most of these are decorative only. Their functions have long since degraded. Still, there are plenty of collectors willing to pay good money for even a useless symbol of our glorious past.” Michael smiled. “The more arcane, complicated and mysterious the artifact might be, the better. 
 
    “However, every once in a while, we come across something truly interesting.” He shrugged. “Rarely, but it happens.” 
 
    Michael paused. 
 
    Smirnov nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “Now and then, we find some bit of ancient technology that might have been routine to the citizens of the First Interstellar Empire, but is now beyond our current knowledge and abilities.” 
 
    Smirnov blinked. “What does this have to do with Rising Sun?” 
 
    Michael glanced at Anson, who frowned. 
 
    “You have ships,” Anson said. “Your reach extends far beyond Rostov. Your contacts, and your ability to make new contacts, offers the possibility of opening new markets for our goods.” 
 
    Smirnov appeared doubtful. “Your goods, if I understand you correctly, are all one of a kind.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Michael said, “but most. All are at least exceedingly rare. Some are unique, in fact.” 
 
    “How many contacts do you need? How many such artifacts could you possibly have?” 
 
    Michael pursed his lips. He leaned back in his chair and searched Smirnov’s face. “Many,” he said. “We have located an abandoned city on an abandoned world. The city is well preserved. This is a major find for us. We’ve come across nothing else like it.” 
 
    Complete garbage, of course. The First Empire had comprised over two thousand worlds, but the first Empire had collapsed into anarchy and civil war over two thousand years in the past. There were hundreds of abandoned worlds, thousands of abandoned cities and many millions of ancient artifacts. Tthe market for these artifacts was large but largely unprofitable. It might be different if some really advanced technology might have survived, and some of it had, but very little of that technology came from abandoned worlds. The more advanced worlds with more advanced technology had suffered an economic catastrophe when the First Empire perished, but the overwhelming majority of these worlds had survived and recovered. 
 
    Smirnov frowned. “Give me an example.” 
 
    Anson leaned forward. “In the ruins of what appears to be a research establishment, we have discovered a metallic substance that is harder than steel or titanium, lighter than adamantium and has almost zero resistance to electron flow. Such a substance would be useful, indeed.” 
 
    “Do you have the formula?” 
 
    “No.” Anson shook his head. “Merely samples.” 
 
    The substance that Anson mentioned did exist, but it was the product of the Naval Research Institute on Reliance. While it did have the properties that Anson described, it also had an unfortunate tendency to lose molecular cohesion after a few years and crumble into dust. 
 
    “Limited value, then,” Smirnov said, “if you can’t make more of it.” 
 
    Anson glanced at Michael, who grinned. “We have so-far found one small, self-repairing AI, that has personal knowledge of the events surrounding the collapse.” 
 
    Smirnov sat back in his seat. He shrugged. “Useful to historians, perhaps.” 
 
    Anson frowned. “We know many collectors who would pay a fortune for such a device.” 
 
    “But as you’ve said, it’s one of a kind. Frankly, gentlemen,” Smirnov said. “I am not convinced that you have the gold-mine you seem to think, and I still don’t see why you need us.” 
 
    Michael and Anson exchanged glances. Some wordless communication seemed to take place. Michael grinned. “We also have a ship.” 
 
    Smirnov blinked. “A ship…” 
 
    “A fully functioning First Empire scout ship. It’s not a large ship but its design is advanced. It’s faster than any ship we’ve ever heard of. Its functions are fully automated, under the control of its own AI. It requires no crew, whatsoever.” 
 
    Smirnov stared at him. “Where is this ship now?” 
 
    Michael smirked. “Here,” he said. “On Rostov.” 
 
    “Are there more such ships?” 
 
    Anson chuckled. “Many more.” 
 
    Smirnov let out a long breath. “That puts a different light on things.” 
 
    “We figured it would,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Isn’t she a beauty?” 
 
    Yevgeny Smirnov walked all around the little ship, which was sitting on the tarmac next to the Shiloh. He seemed entranced by it. 
 
    “We’ve named her the Wasp,” Michael said. The ship was long and narrow, twenty meters in length, seven around the middle, with tiny sensor ports that fed 360-degree views of the outside onto the ship’s screens, but no actual windows. 
 
    “What is a ‘wasp?’” Smirnov asked. 
 
    Michael smiled. “An ancient Earth insect: very fast, with a very painful sting. It seemed appropriate.” 
 
    Smirnov grunted. 
 
    The little ship was indeed a beauty. Her composite alloy hull gleamed in Rostov’s tepid sunlight. Both forward and aft, small gun tubes extruded. 
 
    “And she’s fully functional?” Smirnov said. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Let’s try her out.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the little ship settled back to her spot next to Shiloh. Michael and Smirnov emerged and the entry port closed. Smirnov laid a possessive hand on the Wasp’s hull. It seemed to be an unconscious gesture. “Impressive,” Smirnov said. 
 
    The ship’s AI had easily responded to voice commands. Following Smirnov’s verbal orders, they had flown twice around Rostov’s one tiny moon, blasted a small piece of space junk into microscopic bits, carried out a series of acrobatic maneuvers and then returned. Everything had worked to perfection. 
 
    “And you have more.” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. 
 
    “Why do you need us, with ships like these?” 
 
    Michael shook his head. “These ships are small. They were meant to be military scouts. They’re fast but they won’t carry much cargo. We’re a salvage company. We don’t have the resources to build larger ones. You trade in ships. You have customers who would be interested in buying them. We don’t.” 
 
    Smirnov nodded. “Let’s talk business,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Michael sometimes missed the old days, when it was just Curly and Rosanna, then Gloriosa and Richard Norlin, then Andrew Sloane and Frankie. Gehenna carried over five thousand marines. It was a real crew but the old crew of mismatched parts that nevertheless had worked so well together, seemed now to be almost redundant. Michael still thought of them as his people, however. He had picked them (or they had picked him). He felt comfortable with them. Almost like family. 
 
    A family that was growing up and growing more distant, however. Andrew Sloane had already left, on a spying mission that even at the time had seemed like a long-shot. It was almost three years and they had not heard from him again. Richard Norlin would probably be next. Richard was intelligent, easy-going and good in a fight. An asset, but Richard’s debt to Michael, if one had ever existed, was long since paid. Richard now spent most of his time in his own quarters, wrapped up in his music. Richard, Michael thought, would leave them soon. He would find some situation on some civilized world, stay there and build his reputation. Richard was absurdly talented. He deserved it. 
 
    And Gloriosa…Michael sighed. Gloriosa seemed depressed. Beautiful, small, angry, she had no training in combat other than what they had given her aboard the London and now Gehenna. This was a lot of training, and she had dedicated herself to it, but not because of any real inclination or desire. It was a part of her job, but Gloriosa had no real love for her job. 
 
    Perhaps she should have gone with the young couple she had met on Cassidy. She had seemed happy with them. 
 
    Marissa and Matthew Oliver came from a martial culture. They fit right in, but both expected to return home, someday. Their father was the most important man on Illyria, a proud new member of the Second Empire. 
 
    Curly and Rosanna had signed on to get away from a boring life on a boring little world. They had wanted to see the Universe. Well, now they’d seen it. They hadn’t discussed it with Michael but from a few overheard bits of conversation, Michael knew that Rosanna was trying to get pregnant. If it didn’t happen soon, they would have to resort to an external incubator, none of which were available on Gehenna. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    Frankie, curled up in a corner of the couch, reading a book projected into the air, gave him a questioning look. “You all right?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. He shook his head. “I think I was happier on the London, when it was just us.”  
 
    After the Imperium’s attack on the Second Empire, Michael had given the London to the Navy. During the subsequent war, Gehenna had been, to a large extent, kept in reserve, never traveling alone, her function almost always more intimidation than actual combat. High Command had wanted her out of the line of fire, just in case, and Michael had agreed. He had accepted a marine contingent of a few hundred men but considering Gehenna’s appointed role, had seen no need for a larger crew. Things were different now. Now, the new ships were entering service. Gehenna was no longer irreplaceable and Michael Glover could go where he pleased.  
 
    Frankie smiled and the book vanished. “I feel the same way. It’s like moving from a small town where you know everybody to a big city, where everybody is a stranger.” 
 
    Michael considered this. “I don’t think it’s that, exactly, not for me. For me, it’s the sense that time marches on and all good things come to an end.” 
 
    Frankie frowned. Michael, Frankie well knew, had lost more than most men would ever have. Once, very long ago, Michael Glover had been a general in the armies of the Empire. Books had been written about his campaigns. A world was named after him…and then he was betrayed. Michael’s home world was a radioactive ruin, his family and friends two thousand years in the past, his universe vanished into time. 
 
    Frankie stretched, then rose to her feet, padded across the room and straddled Michael’s legs. She gave a slow smile and wriggled her tight little rear end on Michael’s lap. “Sometimes even heroes need cheering up,” she said. She grinned and kissed him, her tongue tickling his lips. “Does my big hero need cheering up?” She kissed him harder. 
 
    Michael sighed and put his arms around her and kissed her back. “Yeah,” he said. “I do. I need cheering up.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Frankie said. 
 
      
 
    “So far as they know, we’re a group of hard-bitten spacers,” Richard Norlin said. 
 
    Michael frowned at him. Richard did not look ‘hard-bitten.’ His clothes were of the finest quality. His posture was erect, his hair and short beard neatly groomed. Curly perhaps looked the part, big, with a barrel chest, broad shoulders and a shaved head. He was well-dressed, however, and any sense of danger he might have exuded was mollified by Rosanna, large and not quite plump, blonde and wearing skirts, clinging to his arm. Anson wore a suit, very expensive, very restrained. 
 
    Frankie, Matthew and Marissa Oliver wore uniforms, playing the part of private security. They were the only ones who carried weapons. 
 
    “How do you think they’ll play it?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “Depends on who knows what,” Anson said. “If they’ve corrupted the local authorities, they’ll take us captive and torture us for the information. If they’re acting on their own, they’ll be more subtle.” 
 
    “Oh, joy,” Matthew said. 
 
    “It’s always possible,” Michael said, “that they’ll play it straight. We’ve offered them a partnership. It’s to the advantage of both parties. Maybe they’re legit.” 
 
    Anson gave a tiny snort. Richard smiled. “Maybe.” 
 
    Their airpod landed on the roof and they took a lift down to the offices of Rising Sun Trading, where they were ushered into a conference room. A buffet of cold meats, cheeses and various salads had been set up against one wall, along with coffee, tea, chocolat and rooibos. Three bottles of champagne sat in coolers. The secretary who had shown them in said, “Please help yourselves. Mr. Smirnov and the solicitors will be with you shortly.” She smiled and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Well, this is pleasant,” Frankie said. 
 
    Michael frowned. If Rising Sun Trading meant to go through with this fictitious deal, he was going to be embarrassed. He shrugged, fixed himself a sandwich and sat down at the long table. The others all watched him. He took a small bite, nodded, and tried each of the salads. “Seems to be fine,” he said. 
 
    They rest nodded. Curly, Rosanna, Richard and Anson prepared food for themselves and sat down at the table. Frankie, Matthew and Marissa stationed themselves in the far corners of the room. 
 
    A few minutes later, a small hiss came from the ceiling. Michael sighed to himself. Marissa blinked and Matthew’s head jerked up. 
 
    “Oh, well,” Richard muttered. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Anson said. “Right now.” 
 
    Curly pushed back his chair, ran to the door and grasped the handle. “It’s locked,” he said. He rammed the door with his enormous shoulder. The door didn’t budge. 
 
    Michael sniffed. He didn’t recognize the gas but he did recognize a few of its components. Effective, but not too dangerous in moderate dosages. All of them by now were standing, but there was nowhere to go and nothing they could do. Frankie stared at him as her eyes shut and she crumpled to the floor. One-by-one, the others fell. Michael was the last. His head slumped down to the table. He closed his eyes and the darkness closed in. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Michael groaned. He couldn’t help it. Dizzy and nauseous had never been his favorite sensations. He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them. He was strapped down to what appeared to be a padded, adjustable chair in a room that resembled an operating theater. A helmet was fitted over Michael’s head, with wires trailing off to the sides. Two men fussed over a bank of instruments along one wall. The doors to the room slid open and two other men and a woman walked in. One of the men was Harold Crane, or Dimitri Sokolov. The other two looked to be bodyguards. Sokolov gave Michael a brooding look. There was no recognition in his gaze. Michael smiled to himself. No reason there would be, after all. 
 
    He took a deep breath and tried to still the swirling in his head. 
 
    “So,” Sokolov said, “you are awake.” 
 
    Michael blinked at him, his eyes very cold, and Sokolov frowned. 
 
    Might as well play the game… “Where am I?” Michael said. “Where is my crew? And what do you think you’re doing?” He strained against his straps. They gave just a little. The straps were more than adequate. 
 
    The man and the woman who had come in with Sokolov glanced at each other. Sokolov puffed up his cheeks and stared at Michael. Then he grinned. “That’s not how this works. We ask the questions. You answer them.” 
 
    He seemed very satisfied with himself. He continued to stare at Michael. Michael stared back. 
 
    “So,” Sokolov said after a moment. “You have a very advanced little ship and you know where to find more.” He looked around the room and raised his eyebrows. The male bodyguard quickly pulled over a chair from the instrument bank. Sokolov sat down. “How many more?” 
 
    “Dozens,” Michael said. 
 
    “Dozens,” Sokolov repeated. “How many dozens?” 
 
    “We didn’t count them all. There are hangers full.” 
 
    “Give me an estimate.” 
 
    “The ones we could see…?” Michael shrugged. “Perhaps three hundred.” 
 
    “What do you mean by the ‘ones you could see?’” 
 
    “We found an abandoned First Empire military base outside an abandoned city. We didn’t bother to explore it all. It was too big. We saw what we needed to and we left.” 
 
    Sokolov gave a happy little sigh. He rubbed his hands together and leaned forward in his chair. “And where is this mythical base on this mythical world?” 
 
    Michael smiled. “I’m not going to tell you.” 
 
    Sokolov glanced behind him at the technicians. One of them frowned at his instruments. “His brainwaves are curiously even. The instruments are having difficulty getting a fix.” 
 
    “Try harder,” Sokolov said. 
 
    The technician nodded. Sokolov turned back to Michael. “Now,” Sokolov said. 
 
    The technician pressed a button. An electric shock jammed itself into Michael’s arm. The arm quivered and shook and every muscle contracted. Michael cried out. 
 
    The technician stared at his board. “I still can’t read him.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate but it hardly matters.” Sokolov drew a deep breath. “You see what we can do to you,” he said to Michael. “You will cooperate, or it will go very badly for you.” 
 
    “You won’t get away with this. Our colleagues know exactly where we are. They have instructions to notify the authorities if we don’t return in a reasonable amount of time.” 
 
    Sokolov gave a tiny, dismissive snort. “The authorities on Rostov have been playing the long game for decades. They will do nothing. Nothing at all.” Sokolov shook his head. “Nobody is coming to rescue you. You are entirely at our mercy.” 
 
    Such as it was…and speaking of clichés. 
 
    Michael laughed out loud. He couldn’t help it. Sokolov stared at him. 
 
    “So,” Michael said, “just to be clear, does this long game you’re talking about include the local Mayor? The Governor? The Autarch?” 
 
    “The Mayor and the Governor, yes. Our activities have stayed somewhat below the level of the planetary Autarch.” Sokolov gave Michael a tight little smile. “Though his Chief of Staff is entirely in our pocket.” 
 
    Michael smiled. “Good to know.” 
 
    The building shook. It shook again. The man and woman who had accompanied Sokolov looked at each other and pulled their guns, facing the doorway. “See what’s happening,” Sokolov said. 
 
    The door exploded and six Imperial marines dressed in armor swarmed into the room. “Drop your weapons,” Dustin Nye said. The man and woman glanced at each other, dropped their guns to the floor and raised their hands. 
 
    “Sir,” Dustin said. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Michael said. 
 
    The two technicians stood near their machinery, bewildered. Sokolov stared at the marines. “Who are you?” he said to Michael. 
 
    “My name is Michael Glover.” Michael gave him a happy smile. “And you are Harold Crane.” 
 
    Sokolov’s face turned white. 
 
    “Take them,” Michael said, “and let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they were back on Gehenna. Their off-the-rack bodies had been washed off and returned to storage, except for Curly’s, which had suffered too much damage to be salvaged. According to their agreed upon plan, Curly had broken out of his restraints as soon as he was awake. It lent verisimilitude to the act. 
 
    Michael felt good about their little adventure. One hundred marines had stormed the headquarters of Rising Sun Trading and had cut all communications from the building, though not before contact had been made with the local authorities. Police, and even a few military, had clustered outside, but the sight of Gettysburg, Shiloh and Richmond hanging over their heads restrained their actions. In the end, they milled about, stared and did nothing. 
 
    All three corvettes sat safely now in Gehenna’s enormous transport bay and all seventy-nine of Rising Sun Trading’s personnel sat in Gehenna’s brig, stewing. 
 
    Let them stew, Michael thought. First, he would eat. 
 
    They all joined in, laughing and joking, feeling good that something had finally been accomplished. None of them had enjoyed Rostov. The city itself was drab and the climate gloomy. All of them were looking forward to gleaning whatever information here that they could and getting on to the next phase of their mission. 
 
    Michael pushed his plate away and took a final sip of his beer. He repressed a burp, wiped his lips with a paper napkin and rose to his feet. “Anybody coming?” 
 
    Richard glanced at Matthew, who shrugged. “Oh, yeah,” Marissa said. 
 
    All seventy-nine were sitting on cots inside their cells. Gehenna had far more luxurious confinement facilities but these empty cells had been deliberately chosen. The iron bars, the false concrete floors, the thin lumpy mattresses, the total lack of anything to do but sit and brood all tended to focus a prisoner’s mind. The prospect of spending more than an hour or two—possibly much longer—in such circumstances, was not a happy one. 
 
    Michael pointed to Yevgeny Smirnov and Harold Crane. “You two,” he said. “Come with us.” 
 
    The iron bars opened. Ten marines pointed rifles into the cell. None of them moved. “Now,” Michael said. 
 
    Smirnov and Crane walked out. The iron bars closed. The locks clicked shut. 
 
    Three minutes later, Smirnov and Crane sat in padded chairs in the center of a small amphitheater. Two marines, rifles slung across their chests, stood next to each chair, but Smirnov and Crane were otherwise unrestrained. The chairs resembled the ones that Michael and his crew had been strapped into, only a few hours before. The similarity was deliberate. 
 
    Michael and the others took seats. “Henrik?” Michael said. 
 
    Anson leaned forward. “Where did you go after Kodiak?” he said. 
 
    Crane sighed. “The Imperium. Where else?” 
 
    “Gregory Cabot? Leonard Rivas? The Imperium as well?” 
 
    Crane hesitated. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    Matthew and Marissa glanced at each other. Marissa grinned. “A lie,” Michael said. 
 
    Anson grinned at him. Anson was enjoying this. 
 
    “Try again,” Anson said. 
 
    A small grimace crossed Crane’s face. He sighed. “I’m afraid that I’ve told you everything I can.” 
 
    “You can’t tell us more, or you won’t tell us more?” 
 
    “Can’t,” Crane said. 
 
    Michael had been afraid of this. “What will happen to you if you tell us more?” 
 
    “Nothing much. I’ll freeze up. The words won’t come out of my mouth.” 
 
    “It won’t kill you?” 
 
    A ghost of a smile crossed Crane’s face. “No.” 
 
    “Is that because you’re too valuable to waste?” 
 
    Crane smiled wider. He shrugged. 
 
    “That’s all right,” Michael said. He glanced at Matthew and Marissa, who both smiled. “We can tell.” 
 
      
 
    Matthew, Marissa and Michael could detect a lie. It was a bit harder to extract information when the subject kept his mouth shut, but only someone with extensive training could control the physiologic responses to questioning: the heart rate and breathing pattern, the scent of fear or anxiety. Crane had not been given that training. 
 
    “So,” Marissa said, an hour later, “here’s what we’ve been able to determine: Crane is strictly middle-management. He’s in it for the money. The Imperium recruited him and if there’s any organization beyond the Imperium, he doesn’t know it. He does suspect it, however.” Marissa shrugged. “There were ships that took off for no known destination. Orders that came from nowhere he could determine. A few vague references to worlds that Crane had never heard of.” 
 
    “Who made these references?” Curly asked. 
 
    “On more than one occasion, both on Kodiak and Rostov, Crane was asked to host visitors whose business was never mentioned.” 
 
    “Where did these visitors come from? And where did they go?” 
 
    “He has no idea.” 
 
    “What did he think about all this?” Michael said. 
 
    “He thought it was none of his business. Mr. Crane’s ambitions extend only so far. He wanted money. Aside from that, his place in the hierarchy was irrelevant to him. He was rich and getting richer. That’s what he cared about.” 
 
    “Unfortunate,” Michael said. 
 
    Matthew shrugged. “Middle-management. To the organization, Crane’s lack of curiosity was an asset.” 
 
    “And Smirnov?” 
 
    “Smirnov is a native of Rostov. Crane hired him. Smirnov is a lot less than middle-management. He knows nothing about anything, except that some of the ships they sell were not legitimately purchased.” 
 
    “So,” Michael said, “a dead end.” 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll have better luck with Duval,” Anson said. 
 
    “Perhaps we shall. We’ll soon see.” 
 
      
 
    Dustin Nye frowned at the image on his screen. Far below, at the edge of the simulated jungle in the ship’s center, a very small young woman dressed in a cadet’s uniform stood at attention. She was holding a rifle at arm’s length. She had been holding the rifle for an hour. Dustin panned in. She was sweating, not a surprise since jungles are most often humid and hot. Her face was pale. She was trembling but her arms remained steady, holding the rifle straight out in front of her. 
 
    Dustin stared at this scene for nearly a minute. “Romulus?” he said. “What is going on?” 
 
      
 
    Rostov was not a member of the Second Empire. The activities of its governmental authorities could not, therefore, be described as treasonous, but neither could they be excused as benign. Crane had told them that the Mayor, the Governor and the planetary Autarch’s Chief of Staff, were all a part of the conspiracy, though none of them realized that a conspiracy existed. No, so far as they were all concerned, they were simply being paid to pay no attention to the activities of Rising Sun Trading Partners; and since those activities had little to do with the citizens of Rostov, they were happy enough to take the money and keep their mouths shut. 
 
    A 5000-meter battleship hovering overhead, however, does tend to change one’s perspective. 
 
    “The Empire,” Michael said, “is not pleased.” 
 
    One thousand Imperial marines had drifted down onto Moskva, the Autarch’s capital city. They had done nothing aggressive, but their presence, large, anonymous and menacing behind their armor, compelled obedience. When Michael had demanded to speak to the Autarch, he appeared without protest or fanfare. 
 
    Michael had no desire to start a war and preferred not to turn the planetary government into enemies of the Second Empire. He treated the Autarch as an equal. The Autarch, thankfully, was not an idiot. He appreciated the fact that these very well armed newcomers could have burned down his palace and his city but had so far chosen not to do so. 
 
    The Autarch’s ancestors had also not been dummies. They had built Moskva on the slope of a mountain near the equator, with the lower edges of the city lining an ancient, very deep volcanic lake. Much better climate, and a much better view, than the city of Rostov. 
 
    They were sitting at a large conference table in the Autarch’s palace, one entire wall made of glass, looking down upon the lake, Michael and Henrik Anson on one end, the Autarch plus Princess Irina, his eldest daughter and presumptive heir at the other. 
 
    The Autarch didn’t look much like a monarch. He was a round, tubby little man, with a round face and a tiny mouth that seemed set in a perpetual frown. Then again, there was little about the current situation to smile at. 
 
    The Autarch and the Princess both listened to Michael’s recitation of grievances. After Michael finished, the Princess smiled. “I told you to get rid of that little shit,” she said. 
 
    The Autarch shrugged. “I thought him a useful little shit.” 
 
    “Hah! More useful to some than to others.” 
 
    The Autarch looked at Michael. “Aside from dealing in stolen ships, and of course, kidnapping you and your colleagues, what other crimes have these people committed?” 
 
    “We don’t know, but if they’re following the pattern established by the Imperium, you will find that little-by-little, your people are not your own. When it comes time to call for the overthrow of your government, they will be ready and if not for our warning, you would have had no idea.” 
 
    “Let’s hope, then, that their plans are not so well established.” 
 
    Princess Irina gave a prim little nod. 
 
    At that moment, a knock came from the door. “Enter,” the Autarch said. 
 
    The door opened. Two Rostov hoplites and two armored Imperial Marines marched into the room, the Autarch’s Chief of Staff between them. The Chief of Staff, named Mikhail Liukin, had a questioning but entirely benign expression on his face. 
 
    “Mikhail,” the Autarch said, “please sit down.” 
 
    Mikhail Liukin inclined his head toward Michael and Anson, obviously the Autarch’s honored guests, gave a small bow to the Autarch and the Princess, and sat. “How may I serve you, Your Majesty?” 
 
    The Princess gave a tiny sniff. The Chief of Staff raised a brow, then focused on the Autarch. 
 
    The guy was good, Michael had to give him that. His heart was racing. To Michael’s enhanced senses, he smelled of fear, but none of that could be detected on his face. He sat there, calm, curious but outwardly unafraid, a trusted advisor eager to serve his king. 
 
    The Autarch leaned back in his chair, pursed his lips and gave Mikhail Liukin a brooding look. Finally, he sighed. “It has come to our attention, Mikhail, that your loyalties are divided.” 
 
    Mikhail Liukin reared back, offended. His heart beat even faster. His forehead prickled with sweat. 
 
    Michael chuckled. 
 
    Mikhail Liukin’s eyes snapped to Michael’s face, then back to the Autarch’s. “Majesty, this is a lie.” 
 
    “No,” Michael said, “it’s not.” 
 
    “The penalty for treason,” the Autarch said, “is, as I am certain you know, death. In your case, if you tell us everything, I will allow your family to keep some portion of your property and funds, enough so they won’t have to starve, at any rate. You personally will be exiled to someplace very far away. Your wife and children may go with you, if they so choose. I have selected the island of Taroa. Have you heard of Taroa, Mikhail? 
 
    Mikhail Liukin stared at him. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” The Autarch shrugged. “Taroa is a sleepy little place but the climate is pleasant. A bit off the beaten path; not a lot to do there except laze on the beach, swim in the sea, try your hand at fishing and get drunk.” The Autarch smiled. “And perhaps work on your memoirs, but then, you have done quite enough already. You will not otherwise be confined. You will report in to the local authorities every month. Your activities, whatever they may be, will be scrutinized at some random intervals by the Secret Service.” The Autarch gave his former Chief of Staff a disapproving look. “A somewhat boring but not entirely unpleasant life. 
 
    “This is if you cooperate. If you don’t cooperate, you will be killed.” The corner of the Autarch’s mouth twitched upward. “Slowly.” 
 
    Mikhail Liukin drew a deep breath. He seemed to slump in his seat. “It seems that I have no choice,” he said. 
 
    “No, Mikhail,” the Autarch said, “you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Michael was not a voyeur. He valued his own privacy and he respected that of others. Romulus, however, and through Romulus, the ship’s brain, could go anywhere and watch anything. The brain was instructed to inform Michael of any unusual event that might threaten the stability or morale of the vessel. In this case, Romulus had acted on Dustin Nye’s request and transmitted the information to the ship’s commanders.  
 
    Michael strongly disapproved of mistreating the men and women under his command, but an officer is allowed a certain amount of discretion when disciplining her own troops. 
 
    “Cadets,” he muttered. 
 
    “Her name is Marion Jones,” Romulus said. “Ensign LeClair is displeased with her performance. She has ordered Cadet Jones to stand at the edge of the jungle for three hours, while maintaining her current posture.” 
 
    “And this is supposed to accomplish what, exactly?” 
 
    “The stated intent is to make Cadet Jones stronger,” Romulus said. “Ensign LeClair has already assigned Cadet Jones several similar exercises, intended to increase both strength and endurance. None of these exercises are among those approved by the corps for such purposes.” 
 
    It probably would make her stronger, if she didn’t suffer heat stroke first. “Keep an eye on her,” Michael said. “Don’t let this get out of hand.” He thought for a moment. “And make certain that Captain Thorenson is apprised of the situation.” 
 
    “I have already done so,” Romulus said. 
 
      
 
    They stayed for another week, just in case Harold Crane or some other, hidden person in his organization attempted to cause trouble. Gehenna remained visible in the skies, her constant presence a deadly reminder to anyone who might be tempted to rebel. 
 
    Mikhail Liukin proved to be no more useful to Michael Glover and his mission than Harold Crane. He knew some codes by which he could be contacted and send messages, codes which proved to be no longer active. His role had been simple. He had directed the Federal Police to ignore seven specific instances of money laundering and three of outright embezzlement. He had made vid calls promoting the interests of Rising Sun Trading and two smaller corporations that turned out to be fronts for Rising Sun. He had encouraged the granting of licenses for three casinos, placed within three luxury resorts, the ownership of which could not be determined. 
 
    The Autarch and Princess Irina were pleased, even more pleased when it became clear that the Mayor of Rostov City and the Governor of Rostov Province were merely venal and corrupt, and not engaged in seditious activities against the Crown. The Mayor and the Governor were arrested. The Autarch assured Michael that they would be tried, found guilty and sentenced to a long period of incarceration. A scandal, but a routine one. 
 
    It was not many years, Michael reflected, since the incident on Kodiak and fewer since the fall of the Imperium. Whatever hazy entity was behind the activities on Rostov had apparently not had time to burrow very far into the fabric of the government. 
 
    “I want to thank you,” the Autarch said. He was hosting a farewell party for Michael and his principal crew, who would be leaving in the morning. 
 
    Michael nodded. “Happy to help,” he said. 
 
    The Autarch, who Michael had come to like, smiled. His round little face was quite pleasant when he smiled. His wife, the Domina, looked nothing like him, being five centimeters taller than her husband and as skinny as a rail. They seemed devoted to each other, however. Princess Irina and her two younger sisters obviously took after their mother. 
 
    “It’s too bad they didn’t know more,” the Autarch said. “About your little problem, I mean.” 
 
    Michael sighed. “These people have been doing whatever it is that they’re doing for a very long time. They’re good at it.” 
 
    The Autarch nodded. “Rostov is hardly the center of interstellar civilization. If they can do it here, they can do it anywhere, and they probably are.” 
 
    “That is our principal concern.” 
 
    “Then I wish you good luck.” The Autarch gave him a tired smile. “The fate of the Universe may depend upon it.” 
 
    Michael winced. “Thank you, your Majesty. We shall do our best.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    You can pack a lot of terrain into a 5000-meter long ship, particularly when holograms can be made almost indistinguishable from the real thing. Dustin Nye was sitting at his control board, observing the action in the arena down below, when Michael opened the door, padded up behind him and took a seat. Dustin glanced at him from the corner of his eye but kept his attention on what was happening in the enormous chamber. 
 
    Dustin was a bit above average size for an Illyrian, which made him about Michael’s height and very large indeed for almost anybody else. He had been a sergeant in the service of Guild Master Douglas Oliver, Matthew and Marissa’s father, now Secretary General of the United Nations of Illyria. Douglas Oliver had offered Michael twenty of his best men and women, plus his son, his daughter and Dustin Nye. Illyrians had always been the best soldiers in the galaxy, though that fact had been forgotten in the past two thousand years. Michael had been happy to accept the offer. 
 
    Over a thousand men and women were engaged in a war game in a simulated jungle: tall trees, dense undergrowth, hot, wet and humid. There were two teams of 500 each. It was difficult to spot them, as their armor changed color to blend into the background. 
 
    “What’s the game?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Capture the hill.” 
 
    A small hill rose out of the jungle, almost in the chamber’s center. 
 
    Both teams had by now taken simulated casualties. Flash bangs had incapacitated about a tenth of the combatants, their armor dutifully turning off when struck. Hand to hand combat had eliminated another tenth. Each team had flankers out, who silently crept through the jungle, trying to evade detection and sometimes succeeding. As they moved, the terrain changed in front of them, turning from flat, sandy terrain to swamp and then into a wall of creeper vines, then back into sand. 
 
    “Anything special about this hill?” 
 
    Dustin glanced at him. “Nah. Just a hill.” 
 
    A simple game. Both teams knew what they were doing. They moved with smooth efficiency, silent, swift and sure. It wasn’t long before a small group broke through an earthen embankment, scrambled up a decaying wooden stockade and established possession of the hill, digging in behind a swiftly erected barricade. A few minutes later, the first edge of the opposite team also arrived. 
 
    “Time,” Dustin called. His voice echoed throughout the enormous arena. 
 
    The marines stopped. Their camouflage dropped away and all thousand could suddenly be seen. 
 
    “Report to the auditorium,” Dustin announced. “Debriefing will take place in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Nice,” Michael commented. 
 
    Dustin nodded. “Not much to criticize, on either side. They’re good.” 
 
    They were good, Michael reflected, and under Dustin Nye’s expert tutelage, they were getting better all the time. 
 
    “You want to come along?” Dustin asked. 
 
    “No,” Michael said. “You take care of it.” 
 
    Dustin looked at him. “Any idea what we’re getting into?” 
 
    Michael shook his head. “Duval was just a world, way back when. Nothing special about it. Who knows what it’s like now?” 
 
    Dustin grinned at him. “I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    “I guess we will.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Curly muttered. 
 
    There was a lot of traffic in the Duval system, none of it involving the world itself, because Duval-3 was in flames. Smoke rose from nearly a thousand smoldering craters that used to be cities. The forests and grasslands surrounding these craters were still burning, soot and ashes roiling upward into the sky. A smoky haze blanketed the entire world. 
 
    Five spy satellites orbit the world, presumably transmitting to whoever had caused this, keeping an eye on things, just in case. 
 
    Michael shook his head. He had seen destruction like this too many times, thousands of years ago, during the war with the Hirrill. He had hoped to never see it again. As individuals and as a race, the Hirrill could not be bargained with, could not be reasoned with. To the Hirrill, humanity was meat, pure and simple. 
 
    And now here he was, again, looking at a world on fire. 
 
    “Romulus,” he said, “take us down.” 
 
    There would be survivors. There always were, hidden in deep underground bunkers or on islands far out at sea, or those few who preferred an isolated life in the wilderness. Even the survivors, however, would need help, because the climate was going to be colder than normal for quite a few years. Crops would be failing and game scarce. 
 
    Left alone, there was a good chance that humanity on Duval-3 would soon tumble toward extinction. 
 
    A lot of activity in the belt, Michael noted, with three large asteroids turned into busy habitats. Ships came and went in a steady stream to and from the transport points at the edges of the system, many of them very large, well armed ships. 
 
    “I think we’ve come to the right place,” Michael said. 
 
    “Where do we even begin?” Richard said. 
 
    Michael sighed. “Underground.” 
 
      
 
    Once, Tetsuo Collier would have been tall and well built, by the standards of these rather small people. Now, he slumped. His hands trembled. His skin was pale, as if he hadn’t seen the sun in many months. He seemed malnourished. 
 
    And he was old. Michael wasn’t used to that. Old people were not rare in the Empire, but those who looked old, were. 
 
    Gehenna’s sensors had no difficulty in penetrating through the rocks and the dirt. They had mapped seven underground installations, two on each of the larger continents, one on the smallest. 
 
    “They all have signs of life,” Romulus said. “The largest is under a mountain range in the center of the Eastern continent.” 
 
    “That’s where we’ll start,” Michael said. 
 
    Apparently, the survivors had sensors, and at least minimal ability to screen their emissions. As they approached, electrical activity appeared to cease. Nothing moved on the mountain except a small pile of ash stirred by a breeze. 
 
    “They’re afraid,” Frankie said. 
 
    “They have reason to be,” Matthew said. 
 
    A forest of pine trees had once covered the mountain. Now, it was covered by ashes. A few green shoots poked their way through the devastation, however, life slowly returning. Michael had seen this many times before. Wipe out the native population, wait a century or so for nature to take its course, then move your own people into a verdant, fallow world. 
 
    “We’ll have to go in person,” Michael said. “They won’t trust a drone.” 
 
    “Why would they trust a person?” Marissa said. 
 
    “They might not. They probably won’t, not at first. We’ll have to convince them that we come in peace.” 
 
    “For the good of all mankind?” Rosanna said. 
 
    Michael sighed. “Yeah.” 
 
    Michael, Frankie and Henrik Anson made the first approach, wearing small and inoffensive bodies. They stood at the base of the mountain, gave a prepared speech into what appeared to be thin air and waited. Nothing happened. They set up camp, pitched tents, heated pre-packaged meals over a campfire and went to sleep. The next day, they repeated their message. After three days, a rock wall in the side of the mountain opened wide and twenty soldiers swarmed out. The soldiers pointed their rifles at Michael and his small group. One of them stepped forward. “Come with us,” he said. 
 
    “Of course,” Michael said. 
 
    The installation was clean but spartan, the floor and walls unadorned rock. Fluorescent lights were set into the ceiling. They walked down a corridor until they came to a branch. They turned right. The corridor branched again, then again. They saw people, furtive, small, scurrying away. Finally, they arrived at a large cavern, it’s walls lined with monitor screens displaying scenes from all around the mountain. More soldiers clustered here, surrounding three women and two men, who seemed to be in charge. One of these, a man, stepped forward. “Who are you?” he said. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they sat in a conference room, Michael, Frankie, Anson, the five who had first met them and seven others wearing military fatigues, four men and three women. All of them were small by Empire standards, but the seven were younger and well built. They moved like athletes, or like the soldiers they were. All of them regarded Michael and his people with open suspicion. 
 
    Food had been offered. It seemed only polite to accept. The food was basic but plain, and there wasn’t much of it. Probably, they had little to spare. 
 
    Outside, in the cavern, Tetsuo Collier had listened to Michael’s explanation of their presence. He had shrugged, introduced his colleagues and then himself. “I am the President of the United Republic of Takahara, such as it is.” He frowned, and waved a hand at the four people who flanked him, all of whom stared at Michael with a mixture of hope and suspicion. “The surviving members of my cabinet.” Tetsuo Collier drew a deep sigh and shook his head. “Not so long ago, Takahara was the second largest nation on Duval, and by far the most prosperous.” 
 
    The story he told was much as they had expected. One clear day in the Springtime, nearly four years ago, with no warning, death had rained down from the skies. There had been no calls for surrender, no demands for negotiation and no contact with the enemy. Bombs fell. Cities vanished. People died. 
 
    “We still don’t know who they are,” Tetsuo Collier said. “At first, we thought we were under attack from other nations on this world, not all of whom were our allies.” He smiled bitterly. “We finally realized that this was a mistake, but not before we sent off a few missiles of our own.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Michael said. “I don’t think the people who did this cared in the slightest what you were doing. They had their own plan and they stuck to it. Your missiles may have landed, but theirs did, too. Every city on this world is gone. Nothing you could do would have changed that.” 
 
    Tetsuo Collier sighed. “A small consolation,” he said, “but we’ll take it.” He shook his head and looked at them all. “And so you are from the Empire: the long vanished, fabled Empire.” 
 
    “So they say.” 
 
    There was always at least one, Michael reflected. Always at least one bitter, angry, suspicious and resentful idiot. This one was the Head of Internal Security, not that there was much left to secure. His name was Alban Briggs. He was grizzled, middle-aged and balding, but he stood straight and he seemed less beaten down than most of the others. 
 
    Tetsuo Collier looked at him and audibly sighed. The former Secretary of State, a woman named Natalie Arroyo, gave an almost invisible roll of her eyes. 
 
    “Sit down, Alban,” Tetsuo Collier said. He straightened his rounded shoulders and for a moment, he resembled the forceful, decisive leader he used to be. “Are you really deluding yourself, even for an instant, that our unseen enemies couldn’t destroy us if they wanted to?” Tetsuo Colliers lips firmed. “No. They’ve left us alone because they don’t care. We’re no threat to anyone. We are totally and completely irrelevant, the last, pitiful remnants of a nearly extinct species on this world.” 
 
    For a long moment, nobody spoke. Alban Brigg’s face seemed to crumble. He shook his head and sat heavily into his seat. 
 
    “Anybody else?” Tetsuo Collier said. No one spoke. He turned to Michael. “Please,” he said. “Talk to us. Tell us why you’re here…” 
 
      
 
    “So, that’s it,” Michael concluded. “The Duval system has been invested with a very large force, presumably the vanguard of some currently unknown power. They’ve occupied your asteroid belt and constructed habitats. They’ve dug in for the long haul. 
 
    “Presumably, once the dust clears and the environment has stabilized, they’ll begin to colonize Duval.” 
 
    “And at that point,” Natalie Arroyo said, “finish wiping us out.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “I hope to disrupt their plans. We’ve sent scout ships back to Dancy and Reliance. By now, the Empire knows what’s happened here. Relief ships will be on their way. They will no doubt be accompanied by a fleet of warships. 
 
    “You have a few choices. You are not quite the last people left on this world. There are six other installations similar to yours. There are also small populations on fertile, isolated islands. You could evacuate this base and we could take you to those islands. Life would be easier there, but we would advise against it. There are spy satellites in orbit. The more people assembled in one place, the more attractive a target you would become. 
 
    “You could stay here. The Imperial fleets will supply you with whatever you need to survive, but make no mistake—this system is going to become a warzone. My advice is to evacuate Duval. Once the war is over, you can return.” Michael shrugged. “If there is anything left to return to.” 
 
    Tetsuo Collier drew a long sigh. “And assuming that you win.” His people looked down at the table, their expressions morose. “In the meantime,” he said, “what are you going to do?” 
 
    Michael smiled. “As you may have gathered, I have some influence with the Imperial authorities. The fleet will arrive, probably within a few weeks, but it will stay hidden until I say otherwise. A lot of ships are coming in and out of this system, some of them warships, some, obviously merchants. We are only beginning to identify the origins of these ships. 
 
    “The Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind has an enemy. That enemy has been working against us for many years. We’ve struck a few recent blows against their proxies but apparently, not enough to seriously interfere with their plans. We need information. We still don’t know what we’re fighting against.” 
 
    Tetsuo Collier nodded. “That makes sense. How much time do we have?” 
 
    “Before our mission here is complete? Months. My ship will probably leave before then, but the fleet will remain. In the meantime, sit tight, and consider your options.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    After the collapse of the First Empire, Duval had fallen into a long dark age, but after a thousand years, civilization had begun to re-assert itself and prior to the sysstem’s invasion, had advanced to the level of the late Twentieth Century. Takahara and a few of their competing nations had possessed limited space-going capacity, enough to place weather and communication satellites in orbit, but they had not yet begun to settle the rest of their system. 
 
    And now, they never would. 
 
    Matthew and Marissa Oliver, and Richard Norlin as well, had spent their early years among the rich and powerful of their respective worlds. Diplomacy was second nature to them all, and Henrik Anson’s position in military intelligence had involved frequent contact with Imperial authorities. Michael assigned all four to head delegations to the scattered remnants of the people of Duval. This was an act of mercy but secondary to their primary mission, almost an afterthought. 
 
    None of the unfortunate survivors of Duval knew anything that could help them. 
 
    That did not disturb Michael. He knew where to get all the information they needed. 
 
      
 
    The enemy had established installations on three dwarf planets: Helios, Virgo and Sidon. Helios was the largest, but all three ranged between 900 and 1200 kilometers in diameter. Gravity generators had apparently been placed in their cores and pearly, oxygen/nitrogen atmospheres shimmered against the blackness of space. All were in the process of being terraformed, with lakes, rivers, mountains, a small ocean and numerous cities rising upward. Each possessed a naval base with a fleet of warships, all larger than the Shiloh, sitting on a central tarmac. Each had two other spaceports reserved for civilian craft, surrounded by rapidly growing communities. 
 
    The warships were a type unknown to the Empire. Long, needle-nosed, covered with gunports and missile silos. Their capacities were a mystery. The merchants, however, seemed to be a standard design and were lightly armed. If the enemy possessed stealth technology, they felt secure enough that they saw no need to use it. 
 
    “You know what to do,” Michael said. 
 
    “Of course,” Anson replied. 
 
      
 
    A merchant ship emerged from slip-space at the edges of the Duval system and was immediately surrounded by three heavily armed Imperial corvettes, each more than twice its length. The lead ship sent a message. “Heave to and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    The merchant tried to flee. Its captain reconsidered when a warning shot streaked past the bow. The ship stopped and airlocks opened. Two hundred Imperial Marines in armor floated across to the merchant and entered. 
 
    Anson breathed a sigh of relief. “That went well.” 
 
    “So far, so good. Now we’ll see what they know,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    They had been unable to prevent the merchant ship’s captain from sending a distress signal, but that was of little account. By the time any possible rescue could arrive, Gehenna, and the captured ship, would be long gone. 
 
    The merchant ship’s crew was removed and transported into Gehenna’s expansive confinement bay. Captain Thorenson sent over a prize crew and the merchant ship, renamed the Defiant, set back out into slip-space, headed for Dancy. 
 
    “I suppose it could have been worse,” Michael said an hour later, but it was hard to see how. 
 
    Anson glumly nodded. Curly and Richard Norlin looked worried. Rosanna’s feelings were expressed by the force with which she chopped vegetables at the counter. Frankie frowned. Only Matthew and Marissa seemed eager. 
 
    The merchant ship carried a crew of fifty, thirty-two men, eighteen women, all human. They were shareholders of an organization they referred to as the Akadius Corporation, one of seventy-six independent oligarchies, occupying at least two hundred star systems, loosely organized into a Senatorial Board of Directors, all on the other side of the spiral arm from Duval. Their distant ancestors had emigrated from the Caldwell 86 star cluster, shortly after the First Empire’s dissolution. A query of Gehenna’s updated database revealed no information on such an event, but this was not surprising. Civil war and socio-economic collapse do not lend themselves to the keeping of accurate records. 
 
    According to the data they had taken from the re-named Defiant, the Akadius Corporation occupied three systems in addition to Duval. There may have been more. There probably were more. The oligarchs were long known to keep secrets. The size and exact resources of the seventy-six corporations (or Corporate States, as they called themselves) could only be guessed at. All seventy-six contributed ships and personnel to a combined naval police force, the purpose of which was to mediate disputes between the corporations, which seemed to be in perpetual simmering conflict with each other. 
 
    “Reminds me of home,” Marissa remarked. “Meridien, that is.” 
 
    Michael frowned at her. Meridien’s social organization did resemble the unbridled competition that seemed to exist among the Corporate States, and Meridien’s Guild Council bore a superficial resemblance to this Corporate Senatorial Board. The differences though, were significant. The guild system’s purpose was to identify and offer incentives to its members and to give relative immunity to those who chose not to participate. 
 
    In the Corporate States, nobody, it seemed, was allowed not to participate. 
 
    Michael grunted. “So, the descendants of the Caldwell 86 cluster now comprise seventy-six mini-empires, each with its own governing board, essentially independent of each other.” 
 
    “Divide and conquer,” Henrik Anson said. 
 
    “We’ll need to confirm all this,” Frankie said. 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. “We will.” 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the technology of the Akadius Corporation seemed no more advanced than that of the Second Empire, and considerably less than Gehenna’s. A small scout ship descended toward Helios, secure behind its screening, and settled down into the cover of a forest near the edge of a small city. Marissa and Matthew had been eager for a mission of their own and Michael saw no reason to refuse. 
 
    The mission, however, turned out to be redundant. Gehenna, hovering fifty kilometers over the Akadius naval base, released two hundred drones, which drifted down toward the little world’s surface. They spread out and were soon sending shielded, encrypted transmissions, both to Gehenna and to Matthew and Marissa’s little ship. 
 
    “Well, this is disappointing,” Marissa said. 
 
    Looking at the images the drones were transmitting, Matthew shuddered. Their original plan had been to gather basic intelligence from the drones, then infiltrate Helios City in person. The plan quickly changed. 
 
    The citizens of Helios practiced extensive cosmetic modifications. These included crests, tails, enlarged eyes with cat-slit pupils, horns, wings and skin colors of every hue and texture, each of them striving to declare their own individual uniqueness. They also possessed numerous implants, including ID and credit chips. The only exception was the spacers, whose identification and credit information were contained in bronze medallions worn around their necks. 
 
    Only once did they see someone without a medallion, a spacer who had lost his in a drunken brawl. He was arrested immediately. 
 
    It was impossible for Matthew and Marissa to blend in with the local citizenry without extensive body sculpting. Equally impossible to pretend to be a spacer, not unless they had a medallion, and there was no way to get a medallion without stealing it. 
 
    It wasn’t worth the risk. “This is going to be boring,” Matthew said. “Very, very boring.” 
 
    They spent three tedious days sitting in the scout ship and then returned to Gehenna, as did the drones. 
 
      
 
    Michael had led many such meetings but until very recently, all of them had been long ago and far away. He hadn’t lost the knack, but he found that he had less patience than he used to, way back when. Or perhaps it was merely that these people tended to argue more than his old staff. 
 
    But then, his old staff had respected him. Actually, they had revered him, which carried its own problems, but they were different problems, and easier to deal with. 
 
    Henrik Anson had been with him long enough to have learned that there was much, much more to Michael Glover than met the eye. Captain Thorenson, Michael suspected, had been informed of Michael’s actual history and former career. Commander Dumas had not, but Commander Dumas was smart enough to get with the program. 
 
    The problem (a minor problem but an annoying one) was the Juniors, particularly one Lieutenant Junior Grade Horatio Forrester and his obvious partner in crime, Ensign Brianna LeClair. Both were minor nobility. Both were smart but not as smart as they thought they were. Both had initially welcomed the posting to Gehenna, the largest, most capable ship in the Empire. Both had been clearly informed that the ship was owned by one Michael Glover, a gentleman adventurer who had discovered it, long ago abandoned, on an abandoned base on an abandoned asteroid. 
 
    Or so the official story went. 
 
    In reality, the knowledge of Michael Glover’s actual identity was a secret known only to Naval Intelligence, military high command, the upper reaches of government and a few select others. This was not the government’s decision. It was Michael’s. He had risen to fame in the distant past. Fame, in his opinion, was annoying. It had its uses, of course. A Governor-General and Imperial Viceroy is the living embodiment of the Empire. The job had required recognition, the certain knowledge that the Empire and the Empire’s swift justice was inevitable and absolute…but Michael Glover was no longer an Imperial Viceroy. Better to go where he wanted and do as he pleased without being mobbed by adoring crowds. 
 
    The senior officers were all smart enough to know that there was more to the arrangement than met the eye. The juniors had difficulty with the concept that Gehenna’s playboy owner would actually give orders and choose their missions. Even worse was the knowledge that this playboy owner had somehow swindled or bribed the rank of Commodore out of the Imperial Navy. It was all too much for their neat little military minds to grasp. 
 
    Even worse, from their point of view was the constant presence of Curly, Rosanna, Richard Norlin and the others, particularly Gloriosa, whose role seemed purely decorative, if not scandalous. 
 
    Michael was sensitive to the situation. He let the navy run the ship, but where the ship went and what the ship did was his to decide. On that he would not compromise. 
 
    “We have seen no evidence of the Orion,” Captain Thorenson stated. 
 
    “During the past week,” Anson said, “fourteen ships have arrived at Helios. All of them appear to be merchants. The drones have observed goods being unloaded and then new cargo taken onboard. Twelve of the fourteen, plus three others that were already present, have left the system. We have been able to obtain target vectors for all fifteen of those ships. The Orion, if she ever came here, is presumably long gone.” 
 
    “Marissa,” Michael said, “you’ve been down there. What do you have to say?” 
 
    Lieutenant JG Forrester rolled his eyes. Ensign LeClair smirked. 
 
    Marissa Oliver ignored this little byplay. “You’ve all seen the data. I don’t have much to add. These people are good little corporate citizens. They follow the rules. They study hard, work hard and don’t have a lot of play-time. If they succeed, they’re rewarded. If they fail, they’re punished and reduced in rank. It’s not a pleasant society—but….” Marissa leaned forward. “When they do play, they play very, very hard. They go all-out. They don’t call it slavery, but it’s hard to tell the difference. Those who aren’t smart enough or hard-working enough to obtain a position beyond the lower ranks are effectively disenfranchised. 
 
    Matthew Oliver nodded. “It’s a fascist oligarchy. If you’re a member of the rank and file, you have almost no rights at all. You’re close to nothing. You follow orders and you make yourself available for any purpose that those above you on the corporate ladder might see fit.” 
 
    “Charming,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    “The lower ranks are desperate to escape them,” Marissa said. “The middle ranks are desperate not to fall back. All of them are under continual pressure, and that’s by design. There are only a few ways to succeed. Nobody feels secure. Everybody is fighting for the next rung up the ladder. It all leads to an enormous amount of casual sadism. Being able to abuse other people conveys status in their society. The executive class blows off steam in…unpleasant ways. The underclass has very little protection from it. 
 
    “A visitors’ medallion indicates that they’re immune to the usual abuse. They can be purchased from any corporate office. They’re not cheap.” 
 
    Lieutenant JG Forrester seemed bored with the conversation. Michael wondered what was going through his mind. Probably thinking that none of it was any of his concern. 
 
    Richard Norlin was frowning. Richard, born and raised in a minor-league star Empire, seemed to recognize the pattern. Fascism, feudalism, Nazism, communism…all totalitarian governments were different in the exact same way. The jargon might differ. The rulers might claim to speak in the name of the State or the name of the people or the name of God, but such systems were identical at the core. An elite that claimed both superior merit and virtue ruled them all, an aristocracy that inevitably, after a few generations, if the system lasted that long, became hereditary. In all of them, everybody else scrounged for the little that was left. 
 
    “The Managing Director of the Duval Project, as they call it, is one Helmut Aaronson. His family have been major shareholders for fifteen generations.” Henrik Anson smiled. “We’ve managed to place micro-drones inside both his private quarters and the corporate offices. Aronson is not stupid. He’s a competent executive, but he likes to amuse himself in the evening with an assortment of very young girls and boys. None of them last long but there are always more where they come from.” 
 
    Thorenson winced. “In the abstract, none of this is the Second Empire’s business. Duval is far outside of our borders and is neither a member of the Empire nor an official ally. We can deplore what Akadius has done here but the Empire is under no obligation to intercede.” 
 
    The First Empire had considered all of humanity, wherever it might be and whatever the organization of its local political systems, as under its sway; had insisted upon it, in fact. The Second Empire had no such pretensions. It couldn’t afford them. 
 
    However, what Akadius had done here, the casual destruction of an entire world and its people, was not going to be tolerated. Punishing genocide was, in the end, good business. Everybody, everywhere, even those worlds and beings that were not part of the Empire (perhaps especially them…) liked the idea that violent aggression would be punished, if not by themselves, then by somebody.  
 
    Pour encourager les autres. To encourage the others, a line of Voltaire’s after the British loss at the battle of Minorca. The British had executed their own commanding admiral, as a lesson to his fellows. 
 
    “Except,” Michael pointed out, “that our ships are being hijacked, our people stolen and our politicians bribed and suborned.” 
 
    “By an entity or entities unknown. The Corporate States are far away from the Empire. We have no evidence that it’s them.” 
 
    “And yet, Orion came here.” 
 
    “Is Akadius even aware of the Second Empire?” Dumas asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Anson said. “The Director’s office has received numerous reports from agents inside the Empire. None of those reports deal with political activity, infiltration or attempts to subvert our society or our government. All of them concern corporate interests: sales and purchases, contracts and business arrangements. All of those arrangements are carried out through Imperial citizens acting as proxies. None, so far as we can tell, are illegal.” 
 
    “So, they know all about us and we have no knowledge whatsoever of them,” Commander Dumas said. “Why would that be?” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “We don’t need to speculate. We’re going to find out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “So, Professor,” Michael said, “how is the project going?” 
 
    Arlo Scott was tall, lean and entirely bald. The baldness was an affectation. His people regarded themselves as more evolved than the human norm and they considered hair to be a remnant from the ancient, pre-human past. They removed it whenever it dared to sprout and pretended that it had never existed. They valued intelligence, knowledge and logic. Arlo Scott was a Professor of Advanced Hermaneutics at the University of Leiden, on Reliance. He had PhD’s in history, mathematics, astrophysics, quantum engineering and ancient literature. 
 
    “It’s going well,” he said. He rubbed his hands together and looked entirely satisfied with himself. “Very well, indeed. The theory is sound. The technology should work.” He snickered. “Hopefully.” 
 
    Arlo Scott was the unofficial head of the large cadre of academics that Gehenna carried. The naval authorities, and more specifically, Michael, had approved them all. In the past, Michael had more than once been subjected to the obsessions of high IQ lunatics, who tended to regard their own whims as second only to natural law and the edicts of the Imperial Senate. 
 
    Arlo Scott, unlike most of his colleagues, wanted his work to have some relevance to the real world. ‘The Life of the Mind’ was all very well but a man who invented a better mouse trap did more for humanity than whoever managed to come up with the latest solution to Godel’s theorem. 
 
    When the crew and personnel for Gehenna was being assembled, Arlo Scott was one of the first to volunteer.  
 
    Michael and Arlo Scott stood in a large chamber adjacent to the transport bay, inspecting two large modules. Each was more than twenty meters in length and bristled with exposed wires, n-dimensional circuit boards and flashing lights. 
 
    “They don’t look like they’re finished,” Michael said doubtfully. 
 
    “That’s deliberate, because they’re not finished. With projects still under development, that need constant revision and fine-tuning, you want all the inner workings to be accessible. It’s easier to change things that way.” 
 
    A good military man should remain flexible, Michael reflected. You had a plan. Then you had a plan B, and maybe even a plan C. Then you had a revision readily at hand for all three plans, keeping in mind the inevitable contingencies and setbacks, and then you mapped out a bunch of escape routes, just in case all the plans turned to shit, as they too often did. 
 
    Arlo Scott’s little project was more in the nature of a wing and a prayer but in the end, when all else failed, it might prove useful. 
 
    Michael hoped that they never had to find out. 
 
      
 
    Seventy-six mini-empires…which ones to approach? Akadius had relations with all of them, some good, some strained. The databases on Helios contained extensive information on all seventy-six. 
 
    “Jensen,” Michael said. 
 
    The Jensen Corporation was a medium sized conglomerate, covering three worlds, Jensen-4 being the largest and first settled. Unlike most of the seventy-six Corporate States, Jensen respected the civil rights of all of its shareholders, and more importantly, non-shareholders as well. Jensen seemed a reasonable place to start. 
 
    The trip to Jensen-4 took over a week. On the third day, Michael ordered the Captain of the captured Akadius ship to be brought to his office. He was a large man, in excellent physical shape. He moved lightly. Three guards in armor accompanied him. He looked around with interest, seemingly unconcerned with his situation, and ignored the guards. His name was Andrej Orsini. 
 
    “Please sit down,” Michael said. 
 
    Orsini glanced at the guards, shrugged and sat across from Michael’s desk. 
 
    “You can leave us,” Michael said to the guards. 
 
    “Those weren’t our orders,” one of the guards said. 
 
    Captain Thorenson, Michael thought, had been quite respectful, an excellent officer in every way. Michael hadn’t asked, but he assumed that Arcturus had participated in her briefing. The officers and crew under her command, however, tended to be a bit passive-aggressive regarding their supposedly effete, dilettante Commodore. “I am countermanding your orders,” Michael said. “I will be perfectly safe with Captain Orsini.” 
 
    The guards hesitated. One of them glanced at another, who was clearly in charge. Some wordless communication seemed to take place, then all three turned on their heel and left. 
 
    “Close the door behind you,” Michael said. 
 
    Andrej Orsini sat, a smile on his face, and waited for Michael to speak. He and his men had been scanned repeatedly. All were enhanced, though not in obvious ways. They didn’t have wings, or clawed hands or crests rising from their heads or skin colored red or purple or blue. No doubt the lack of such physical embellishments made it easier for them to mingle with societies that did not share Akadius’ customs. Captain Orsini and his crew looked like normal, healthy men and women, but all had superior strength, speed and senses. All possessed microcomputers implanted under their skulls, capable of connecting to the local network. All had jacked metabolisms, immune to drugs and poisons. Their enhancements were much like Michael’s. 
 
    “Do you understand what’s happened to you?” Michael asked. 
 
    Captain Orsini grinned ruefully. “In general. Your people are well trained. They’ve said very little, but the situation is obvious. You have a superior ship and superior technology. Our instruments didn’t detect you at all, not until you were right on top of us, so you have some sort of shielding capability. This ship is enormous, and your people wear armor of a type we’ve never seen. Clearly, you are not shareholders of the Corporate States.” 
 
    Akadius prized intelligence. They selected for it. As Michael had expected, Captain Orsini was an intelligent and perceptive man. “You don’t seem worried,” Michael said. 
 
    “Why should I be worried? You’ve kept us safe and you haven’t abused us. Clearly, you think we can be useful.” 
 
    “Your statement implies a certain lack of devotion to the interests of Akadius. That surprises me.” 
 
    Captain Orsini frowned. “Don’t get the wrong idea. My loyalty to Akadius is not in question. All of us have our programming and our instructions. I cannot act against the interests of the Corporation. My neural network won’t allow it. Aside from that, however, my crew and I do represent a resource. Wise men do not throw resources away.” 
 
    “You are saying that you’ll cooperate, so long as we do not act directly against the Akadius Corporation?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I am saying,” Captain Orsini said. 
 
    “If I were to set you free, what would you do?” 
 
    “I would return to Akadius and report. The Corporation needs to know of your existence, and the threat that you represent.” 
 
    “And if I were to give you free reign of the ship, what would you do?” 
 
    Captain Orsini smiled. “We would try to escape.” 
 
    Pretty much what Michael had figured. 
 
    “Tell me: why haven’t you attacked me? We’re alone in my office. With your enhanced abilities, you might be able to overpower me. You would have a hostage. You could bargain for your release.” 
 
    Orsini looked incredulous. “Clearly, you are not concerned. I suspect that your physical abilities are at least the equal of my own. I would probably fail. If I failed, then my situation would be made worse. No. For the moment, at least, and within the parameters that I have specified, my crew and I will cooperate.” 
 
    Michael smiled. “I gather that your loyalty does not extend to any of the Corporate States other than Akadius?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    The Promenade was designed to look like an ancient town square. The street was paved with cobblestones and lined with shops, cafes, restaurants, and small grassy parks. A simulated moon hung amid a spray of stars in the simulated night sky. 
 
    Frankie, Gloriosa and Rosanna sat at a small wrought iron table near a railing outside a café with the name Bistro Cassis hanging over the entrance. Gloriosa had at first been reluctant to come along but Frankie had managed to talk her into it. 
 
    Thankfully, Gloriosa hadn’t been too hard to convince. She seemed almost over her depression. 
 
    “I like this,” she said. “What’s it called again?” 
 
    “Café Brulot,” Rosanna said. 
 
    Hot coffee with brandy, clove, cinnamon, orange peel and lemon peel, with sugar and whipped cream on top. The brandy had been set ablaze and then poured into the cup. Quite a spectacle. Gloriosa took a long sip, then smiled, a creamy moustache clinging to her upper lip. Frankie smiled back. Gloriosa looked very young. 
 
    She didn’t sound young, though. “It was great,” she said wistfully. “I just loved it. I’ve had group sex before, of course, but this was the first time I was the center of everybody’s attention.” She sighed and wiped her upper lip. “It was wonderful. I came so hard. I just loved it,” she said again. 
 
    Rosanna squirmed in her seat. “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Seriously.” Gloriosa’s eyes were distant, a faint, dreamy smile hovering over her lips. “You should try it.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Rosanna said. 
 
    Different places. Different customs. Clearly, the customs of Rosanna’s home world did not include group sex. By the look on her face, however, Rosanna was thinking about it, probably not seriously thinking about it, Frankie thought, but thinking about it. 
 
    “I’m not sure that Curly would buy the idea,” Rosanna finally said. 
 
    Wrong thing to say, Frankie thought. 
 
    Gloriosa blinked at her. “Really? He’s a man. Men love group sex.” 
 
    Some did, Frankie thought. Some didn’t. Some had performance anxiety and some were reluctant to show off their less than perfect bodies. Some men loved group sex themselves but didn’t like the idea of their women doing it with them, let alone without them. Some men, Frankie thought, were pigs. Eight thousand years of wandering the galaxy had certainly not changed the essential nature of men. 
 
    In Frankie’s experience, however, Gloriosa was correct. Most men did love group sex, though many of them wouldn’t want to admit it. Nope, if Rosanna wanted to convince Gloriosa that group sex wasn’t for her, then bringing Curly into the conversation wasn’t going to do it. 
 
    “Did you think about going with them?” Frankie said. 
 
    Gloriosa was silent for a long moment. “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    Gloriosa took a long swallow of her drink, then stared into the mug. “I was afraid.” 
 
    Rosanna looked at her and bit her lip. 
 
    Frankie had figured as much. Going off to a world you’ve never been to with a couple that you barely know did, on the face of it, seem like a very dumb idea, but nobody wanted to live a life full of regrets. Regret is a poisonous emotion. Could have, would have, should have…didn’t. 
 
    Oh, well. 
 
    “We barely met them,” Frankie said. “They seemed nice.” 
 
    “They are nice. They’re very nice. He’s a gene splicer and she’s an educational coordinator. They have jobs.” Gloriosa shook her head and sighed. 
 
    So that was it, or part of it, at least. Gloriosa had no job and no formal education, though Frankie was under the impression that Gloriosa had taken some courses on the web. Frankie and Rosanna shared a glance. 
 
    “I liked them,” Gloriosa said. “I felt comfortable with them. They treated me like a queen.” 
 
    “You do have their contact information, don’t you?” Rosanna said. “Think about it.” 
 
    “I suspect,” Frankie said, “that the offer will stay open, at least for a while.” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Rosanna said. “Incoming.” 
 
    Walking along the street were three young women, all apparently young, all very pretty. One of them, a trim brunette, was Ensign Brianna LeClair. They must have been off duty, since none of them wore uniforms. Brianna LeClair had on a very short dress that displayed her tight figure. They had been partying. At that moment, Brianna LeClair saw Frankie, Gloriosa and Rosanna. She stopped. A smile crept over her face. Her eyes lit up. She turned to her two companions, said something inaudible, then all three marched up to the railing. 
 
    “Ladies,” she said. She gave them a thoughtful look. “Though I use the term quite loosely.” 
 
    Frankie sighed. “Let’s cut to the chase, here, Brianna. You don’t like us. We don’t like you. None of us are interested in playing games. You think you’re hot stuff because your daddy’s money bought you a position in the Academy, but in fact, you’re stupid, arrogant and entitled, and nobody likes you.” Frankie smiled thinly and nodded toward the two other women. “Not even your so-called friends. This is our table and you’re interrupting us. Get lost.” 
 
    Brianna LeClair gaped at her. 
 
    A figure was suddenly at their sides, a tall, well-built man wearing a uniform, a Lieutenant’s bars and stripes at his collar and sleeves. “Is everything ok, here?” he asked. He smiled at Brianna LeClair. 
 
    LeClair’s eyes flicked toward Frankie. “Absolutely,” she said. “Why wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Move along, Brianna,” Frankie said. 
 
    For a long moment, Ensign LeClair looked at Frankie, then she gave a little huff and a smile and without another word, walked away, her two friends trailing behind. 
 
    “Thank you,” Frankie said. She grinned. “Though we did not actually need any help.” 
 
    The Lieutenant grinned back. “I didn’t think you did.” He nodded toward Gloriosa and Rosanna. “I’m Jeffrey Billings. I’m assigned to the Intelligence Division.” 
 
    “So, you’re intelligent,” Frankie said. 
 
    “Intelligent enough to review the files.” His eyes flicked over all three of them. “Ensign LeClair was about to bite off much more than she could swallow. You’re Frances Holder, Imperial Marine, Retired. Your reserve rank is higher than hers.” 
 
    Frankie nodded. “This is true.” 
 
    Lieutenant Billings smiled again and tipped his hat. “Have a nice night,” he said, and walked away. 
 
    Gloriosa puffed up her cheeks. “He seemed nice,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Wisdom, Michael thought, is knowledge tempered by experience. It is a common failing of those who lack experience to discount its value. The military, and Michael Glover was a military man to his core, knew the value of experience. 
 
    “As you might have guessed,” Captain Thorenson said, “Admiral Khan and the Head of Naval Intelligence asked to meet with me, shortly after I was given this assignment.” 
 
    “Arcturus?” Michael inclined his head. “That doesn’t surprise me. I assumed as much.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson looked around, almost in wonder. Michael Glover’s office was palatial. The First Empire had built on a grand scale. It had always been expected that the capital ships of the Empire would visit worlds and places that no human had ever visited before. This office was meant to host visiting dignitaries and was intended to impress. Captain Thorenson had never before been inside it. 
 
    “Nice place, huh?” Michael said. 
 
    She smiled. “From what I understand, you’ve had a lot of experience with such places.” 
 
    Michael narrowed his eyes. “Tell me what you know.” 
 
    “Imperial Marine, Commander of Omega Corps, Governor-General, Imperial Viceroy.” She gave a rueful little laugh. “Ptolemy.” 
 
    “Yup,” Michael said. He leaned back and sipped from his goblet of brandy. “I never actually liked offices like this. They impress the yokels but they’re too large for me to feel comfortable in.” 
 
    “I’ve never had an office half this big. It’s hard for me to relate.” Captain Thorenson frowned at the shelves along the walls. They were filled with what might have been real books, though she suspected they were holograms. If they were real, then every one of them was a priceless antique. “Thanks for the brandy,” she said. “It’s very good.” 
 
    “It was a gift from Arcturus. He says it’s from France, what’s left of it.” Michael shrugged. “It tastes like any other brandy to me.” 
 
    “But it impresses the yokels.” 
 
    Michael grinned. “I suppose.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson took another sip, let it run around the tip of her tongue, then shrugged. “You wanted to see me,” she said. 
 
    Captain Thorenson had met many important people during her career. Most of them, despite their accomplishments, looked like everybody else. There was no way to tell by looking at them, or even by talking to them, that this was a leading light of science, industry, politics or the arts. They put their pants on one leg at a time. No…genius was rarely obvious to the naked eye. 
 
    It was disquieting, in a way. One wanted one’s heroes to look heroic, and they so rarely did. 
 
    Michael Glover was a good-looking man but if Captain Thorenson had not known his history, she would have thought him otherwise unremarkable. There was something about him, though…self-confidence, perhaps. He knew exactly who he was and exactly what he was doing. He didn’t throw his weight around but he expected to be listened to. And obeyed. 
 
    “Yes.” He smiled. “Have you ever noticed that the young tend to be very sure of themselves?” 
 
    She blinked at him. Was he a mind reader? “Mostly the dumb ones.” 
 
    “If only that were true. I’ve found that the smart ones are often even worse. They’ve been smart their whole lives. They’ve received excellent grades on every test they’ve ever taken. Mommy and Daddy think they’re geniuses. They’ve gotten used to being at the top of their own little heap.” 
 
    “Then they’re not as smart as they think they are.” 
 
    “No, of course not. That’s the point. They’re not as smart as they think they are. They hardly ever are. Someday, they might be.” He grinned. “If they live.” 
 
    “I should take notes,” she said. “I admire the way that you circle around the point. It’s very diplomatic.” 
 
    He laughed softly. “I’m not being too subtle, am I?” 
 
    “No,” she said. It was up to a Captain to guide and discipline her crew. Michael Glover, Commodore Glover, was, in fact, being subtle. Very subtle, and listening to him, Twyla Thorenson felt properly abashed. In a very long life, Michael Glover had had a lot of practice in guiding his subordinates, and Captain Twyla Thorenson hadn’t felt so junior in a very long time. 
 
    He was speaking of Forrester, of course, and LeClair, and perhaps a couple of others, but he was also speaking of her, of her evident failure to keep her junior officers in line. “I’ll take care of it,” she said. “I’ve already rotated the cadet squadrons. Marion Jones will no longer have to deal with Ensign LeClair.” 
 
    Michael leaned back and looked off into space, his eyes hooded. “I don’t care what they think, but you might also tell Forrester that he’ll get farther in a military career if he keeps his opinions to himself.” Michael’s lips twitched. “At least until they’re asked for.” 
 
    “And LeClair?” 
 
    “Ah, Ensign LeClair. Hopefully, she’ll get the message. If not, well, every once in awhile it’s helpful to give one of the young, dumb ones enough rope to hang themselves.” 
 
    “To encourage the others?” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “You’re the Captain. I’ll leave it up to you.” 
 
    She hesitated. “The problem would not exist if you were to reveal yourself. Nobody is going to treat Genghis Khan or George S. Patton or Ptolemy with disrespect, and sooner or later, it is going to come out. I get the impression that High Command would prefer it to. It would be good for morale to have the public know that the legendary Ptolemy is alive and working for the Empire.” 
 
    He grimaced. “I’m sure that you’re right, but I would just as soon put that day off for as long as possible. Believe me, notoriety is a pain. It constrains one’s actions.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” she said again. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “I would appreciate it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Marissa didn’t know her name but she knew that she liked her looks. She was a tall redhead, with pale skin, an adorable sprinkling of freckles across her nose, and sharp, green eyes. She moved across the ring like a panther, lithe, fast and focused. 
 
    Marissa elbowed Dustin Nye in the side. “Who is that?” 
 
    Dustin grinned at her. “Emily Frazier. Ensign Emily Frazier.” 
 
    “Wow,” Marissa said. 
 
    “Beautiful girl, isn’t she? Would you like me to introduce you?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Marissa said. 
 
    Dustin looked at her. “Really?” 
 
    “Best way to start off.” 
 
    “If that’s the way you want to play it.” 
 
    “I do,” Marissa said. “I really, really do.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Emily Frazier had a unique style, full of feints and misdirection. It wasn’t a style that the military taught but it worked for her. Emily Frazier had had prior training. She was fighting a blonde man in shorts and a tee shirt. They were about the same size and appeared evenly matched but suddenly, Emily Frazier was inside his guard, turning, lifting and the guy was on the mat with Emily Frazier on top of him, pounding his head. 
 
    “Match,” the referee called. 
 
    Emily Frazier bounced to her feet, a manic grin on her face. 
 
    Dustin nodded to the referee, who stepped aside. “Why don’t you try Marissa next?” Dustin said. 
 
    Emily looked at Marissa, still grinning her crazy grin and Marissa felt her heart give a little thump. She grinned back. 
 
    “Sure,” Emily Frazier said. 
 
    Ten minutes later, both women were panting. Marissa had won the first point, Emily the second. A small crowd had gathered as they fought. 
 
    Emily Frazier was good but by now, Marissa understood her style. Marissa dropped to the mat, spun and swept Emily’s legs out from under her. Emily fell and tried to roll but Marissa was already on top of her. 
 
    “Match,” the referee said. 
 
    Emily frowned up at Marissa. “You were taking it easy on me, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Marissa said. “Can I buy you a drink?” 
 
    Emily blinked, then a slow grin spread across her face. “Sure,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The Caldwell 86 globular star cluster lay more than 6000 light-years from the periphery of the Empire. At 13.6 billion years old, it almost as old as the Universe. Star formation had long since ceased. The majority of its suns were ancient red and yellow giants and red dwarfs. 
 
    The database contained no information on the planets, peoples or political groupings that had settled Caldwell 86, far less on those who had left Caldwell 86 to establish the Corporate States. 
 
    When asked, Captain Orsini had shrugged. “Ancient history. Supposedly, our ancestors fled oppression. What does that even mean?” Captain Orsini rolled his eyes. “It’s the nature of human beings to put the best light on their own actions. If you read between the lines, I suspect that they were exiled for anti-social behavior.” He shrugged again. “But who knows?” 
 
    All of the Corporate States lay inward on the Orion Spur, much closer to galactic center than the Empire, and in proximity to each other. The Corporate States had an aversion to open warfare. Open warfare was inefficient and expensive. Open warfare was wasteful and bad for business. Nevertheless, as they had learned in the Duval system and as Captain Orsini had confirmed, open warfare had happened now and then, since early in their history. 
 
    Each Corporate State possessed its own ships and operated its own navy. Each contributed ships and personnel to the joint naval police force. In theory, this combined force was larger than the forces of any of the individual states, but since all of the states had secret resources, probably entire worlds, nobody knew for sure. 
 
    In the end, it didn’t matter. 
 
    “A lot of stars here,” Captain Thorenson remarked. 
 
    Gehenna did contain a control room, but it was rarely used, since anywhere that the ship’s officers happened to be could function in that capacity. When on duty, an officer could be lying down in his own quarters, surrounded by a holographic display of his companions and superior officers, all seeming to be sitting at their own displays, sensors and controls. It was an effective illusion, and not strictly necessary, but sentient beings preferred a visual analogue of reality to sensory isolation. 
 
    Michael liked to oversee the virtual “control room” now and then. It wouldn’t do to let the juniors think High Command was unengaged. They could feel his ghostly presence hovering behind them, observing their data streams. He was observing when they first emerged from slip-space onto the edges of the Jensen system. 
 
    There were a lot of stars here, closer to galactic center. 
 
    The Jensen system comprised one Earthlike world in the habitable zone, plus three small, rocky planets that had never been terraformed, an extensive asteroid belt containing two Ceres sized habitats and five gas giants, all of them larger than Saturn, one larger than Jupiter. 
 
    Following standard procedure, Gehenna lay back and observed. 
 
    It was a busy system. Radio emissions were thick. The web contained trillions of bytes of data. Hundreds of ships were coming and going. Nothing seemed amiss. After a day, Captain Thorenson gave the order: “Let’s head in.” 
 
    They were detected as soon as they dropped their screens. 
 
    “Unknown ship, please state your destination, intentions and planet of origin.” The language was Basic, the accent strange but understandable. 
 
    Could have been worse, Michael thought. They could have started shooting. Then again, shooting at a ship of unknown capabilities that was larger than any ship in your own fleet would not generally be considered wise. 
 
    “This is the battleship Gehenna,” Captain Thorenson said. The screen filled with a military looking figure, a human male wearing a black uniform with piping on the sleeves and insignia on the shoulders. “Our destination is Jensen-4. Our planet of origin is Reliance, the capital of the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind. Our intention is to establish diplomatic relations with the Corporate States.” 
 
    The figure in the screen visibly swallowed. “Your current speed and vector should have you arriving in twelve hours. Please orbit at a distance of fifteen-thousand kilometers. You will be contacted again.” The image flicked out. 
 
    Commander Dumas laughed. “I guess we’ve rattled them. He didn’t even give us his name.” 
 
    Rattling them had been Michael’s intention. Gehenna, if he could believe Captain Orsini, was almost twenty times the size of any ship in the Corporate States’ possession. Michael was tired of being circumspect, of wandering around without a clue. This time, he wanted answers. 
 
    What was that old line, from that old poem…? Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair. 
 
    Of course, the old poem had been a warning to avoid hubris, since the works in question were nothing but ruin and dust, vanished down the well of time. So, let’s not get too full of ourselves. 
 
    Still, so far, so good. 
 
    They entered a parking orbit fifteen thousand kilometers above the planet, which, according to their sensors, was a standard Earth type world, with four major continents, deep salty oceans and two polar ice caps. The capital city was called Viridian. It sat at the junction of two major rivers, a hundred kilometers from the Eastern Sea. 
 
    A few minutes after their arrival, the monitor blinked back on. A woman’s face looked out at them. She had short blonde hair, sharp black eyes and dark skin, and what appeared to be a databud in one ear. Her eyes flicked from Captain Thorenson, to Commander Dumas to Michael. “I’m Leena Tervo,” she said. “I’m the Chairman of the Board of the Jensen Corporation.” She grinned. “You mentioned diplomatic relations. The Jensen Corporation likes diplomatic relations, particularly with people who have five-thousand meter long ships. 
 
    “So, who are you, and what exactly can we do for you?” 
 
    Captain Thorenson introduced herself and Commander Dumas. She did not introduce Michael. Chairman of the Board Leena Tervo chose not to mention this oversight. 
 
    “It’s simple enough,” Captain Thorenson said. “We recently visited a world called Duval-3. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    Leena Tervo seemed to listen to something for a moment. “Not until now,” she said. “Available data says it’s very far from here, and we’ve had no contact. What about it?” 
 
    Captain Thorenson gave a thin, unamused smile. “The Akadius Corporation has invaded Duval-3, bombed her cities from orbit, set her forests aflame and nearly eliminated her people. They’ve constructed three large habitats in the asteroid belt.” Captain Thorenson smiled wider. “We are not happy with the Akadius Corporation. We intend to destroy them.” 
 
    Boom. The line was encrypted, the conversation totally secure. However, the unencrypted recording on Gehenna would be released to the system wide web, sometime in the next few hours. Michael smiled at the thought. It wouldn’t take long until it reached Akadius. He looked forward to their reaction. 
 
    Leena Tervo would not have risen to her current position without an ability to conceal her thoughts. Nevertheless, her eyes grew wide. “Why don’t you come down,” she said. Her eyes flicked again to Michael. “Let’s talk about it.” Then she sighed and shook her head. “So much for diplomatic relations.” 
 
      
 
    Michael had not been expecting a party but that was where he found himself. Michael, Captain Thorenson, Commander Dumas and the rest of the officers—minus those left on watch—plus Frankie and Michael’s other “guests,” wandered around the giant ballroom. The floor appeared to be marble. The room itself rose over thirty meters to a domed ceiling, from which crystal chandeliers twinkled. Camera drones floated overhead, recording the festivities. The movers and shakers of Jensen society were all here, wanting to mingle with their unexpected visitors. 
 
    Negotiations had already concluded. In the end, there had been little to negotiate. 
 
    The table had not been a large one, set in the center of a small conference room, with additional seating around the walls and a refresher and kitchen in the back. Leena Tervo sat at the head of the table. Next to her sat the very stiff military man who had first answered their query, introduced as Marshall Amare Klein. Michael, Commander Dumas, Captain Thorenson and Henrik Anson sat on either side of the table, cups of tea and plates of tiny pastries sitting in front. The room was otherwise empty. 
 
    “We know about the Second Empire,” Leena Tervo had said. “All of us are the children of Earth. As soon as we were able, and this is well over five centuries ago, we sent ships back to the ancestral home worlds. We wanted to see what remained of the Empire.” She smiled. “The First Empire. 
 
    “Also, of course, the Second Empire represents an enormous market for our products.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we know about you?” Michael asked. 
 
    “If you had ever sent ships in this direction, then you would have.” Leena Tervo shrugged. “We felt it prudent not to advertise our presence. Empires are unpredictable. The Second Empire claims to be benevolent in its intentions, but intentions often change and the policies of one government are often different from those of the next. The First Empire claimed hegemony over all mankind, wherever in the Universe they might be. Thankfully, the Second Empire is neither so arrogant nor so dogmatic. Nevertheless, you are far larger and more powerful than any of the Corporate States. We felt it wiser not to announce our presence.” 
 
    Leena Tervo sighed. “This is why our ancestors fled to Caldwell 86, so long ago. They wanted to be far away from the Empire.” 
 
    “What happened in Caldwell 86?” Captain Thorenson asked. “Why did your people leave?” 
 
    “Philosophical disagreements.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson raised an eyebrow and sipped her tea. 
 
    “Our very distant ancestors,” Leena Tervo said, “the ones who settled in Caldwell 86, believed in share-and-share alike. They pooled their resources and tried to develop a society of perfect equality. In doing so, they stifled creativity, initiative and ambition. The ancient Japanese had a saying: the nail that sticks up must be struck down. 
 
    “Some of their descendants—our direct ancestors—rebelled against this philosophy. They left Caldwell 86, and came here. The Corporate States believe the individual should have full scope to achieve his or her potential.” 
 
    Unfettered capitalism, Michael thought, had been tried many times over the course of the millennia, and communism as well. Neither, when practiced in their purest form, had ever been successful. Also, Leena Tervo’s recounting of events did not exactly jibe with that of Captain Orsini. 
 
    “What’s happened to the people in Caldwell 86?” he asked. 
 
    “They’re still there. They’ve descended into a life of genteel poverty. Their industries have degraded and they’ve lost most of their space-going capacity. They’re certainly equal, except for the ones who are more equal than the others. Poor, but equal.” 
 
    “And some of you are rich,” Captain Thorsenson said, “and others are not so rich, and still others serve the will of their masters with no choice at all. Is that not so?” 
 
    “It is true that some of us are rich, and it is also true that many others are not rich.” Leena Tervo gave Michael an arch look. “But everybody has a job, for which they are paid a reasonable wage, and if they wish, they can quit their job and look for another.” 
 
    “And what if there are no other jobs? What if they can’t quit their job, because they have a contract, and the contract won’t let them?” 
 
    Leena Tervo looked miffed. “I won’t deny that Akadius, for instance, is a corporate dictatorship—some of the others, as well. The Jensen Corporation, however, prides itself on being an excellent place to live and work. We take care of our people and our people take care of us.” 
 
    That might be an exaggeration, Michael thought, but it might not. From what they had been able to glean from the web, the people of Jensen were satisfied with their lot. Certainly, they could come and go as they pleased and very few of them seemed inclined to leave. 
 
    Leena Tervo, watching this internal monologue play out on Michael’s face, added, “Don’t confuse us with your enemy.” 
 
    “It pleases us that you’re not enemies,” Henrik Anson said. “The Second Empire wishes to remain on good terms with all of our neighbors.” 
 
    “An admirable philosophy,” Marshall Klein said, a sour note in his voice. These were the first words he had contributed. “Except that you’re a little far away to be considered neighbors.” 
 
    “So,” Michael said, “you’re not our enemies. We appreciate that. Would you like to become our allies?” 
 
    The Chairman of the Board and the Marshall looked at each other. “Probably not,” Leena Tervo said. “We’re already doing business with you, though until now, you didn’t know it. There are seventy-six Corporate States, and as Marshall Klein has said, they’re a lot closer to us than the Second Empire. The risks of a formal alliance would seem to outweigh the benefits. A policy of strict neutrality would be much safer for the Jensen Corporation.” She seemed to think about it for a moment. “It might be different if you were moving into this sector of space in force. Otherwise, you would be making us a target.” 
 
    Sound reasoning, Michael thought. 
 
    Commander Dumas smiled and leaned forward. “What can you tell us about the Akadius Corporation?” 
 
    “Ah…” Leena Tervo smiled back. Evidently, she had been waiting for this question. Akadius, it seemed, was loosely allied with a consortium of twenty-seven like minded corporations. Jensen was allied with thirty others. All the rest had their own little groupings. All of them danced warily around each other and made excellent products. All of them traded with their immediate neighbors and many others much further away. 
 
    “I could say that it’s an unstable situation,” Leena Tervo said, “except it’s been stable for centuries. That might change if one of us had a significant technological advantage over another, but so far, we’ve remained fairly equal.” 
 
    “Duval is an Akadius resource that you didn’t know about,” Michael said. 
 
    “Yes.” Leena Tervo nodded. “That worries us. All of us have secret resources. That knowledge—and the fear it generates—is the only thing that’s kept the peace.” 
 
    “And now,” Marshall Klein said, “you have announced your intention to destroy Akadius.” 
 
    Both Leena Tervo and Marshall Klein were suddenly staring at Michael. 
 
    “The news has leaked out,” Leena Tervo said. “I wonder how that happened?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Michael said. 
 
    “So,” Leena Tervo said, “whether you intended to or not, you’ve put a bullseye on our back.” 
 
    Michael had weakly protested that making Jensen a target had not been their intention. The meeting had broken up soon after. “We’ll be hosting a party in your honor,” Leena Tervo had said. “It’s not every day we receive visitors from the ancestral home of mankind. Trade representatives will be present from all seventy-six corporations. They should meet you and form their own opinions. After that, I think you should be about your business.” 
 
    Michael couldn’t blame them. A party would announce Jensen’s intent to be on good terms with the Second Empire but had rejected a formal alliance. No doubt a public declaration to that effect would shortly be forthcoming. Akadius—and their allies—could have nothing to complain about. 
 
    “Once you’ve destroyed Akadius…” Marshall Klein said, “if you destroy Akadius, we might re-consider your offer.” 
 
      
 
    Caldwell 86, the Corporate States, the Diamond Empire and the Imperium…and these were just the ones Michael had personal knowledge of. The Second Empire was surrounded by other states, peoples, corporations and polities, and some of these were not so far away. No doubt there were many others. It occurred to Michael, and not for the first time, that the Second Empire, despite its sporadic expansion, sent few ships beyond its borders. He had discussed this once with Arcturus, who had expressed frustration. 
 
    “They’re afraid. Nobody will admit it, but the Imperial Senate fears what might be out there. The Swarm was bad and the Hirrill were worse.” Arcturus had shaken his head. “It’s official policy to at least contact all member worlds of the First Empire, to offer them membership where appropriate but in reality, we stick pretty close to home.” 
 
    Ignorance, in Michael’s opinion, was not bliss. What they didn’t know could hurt them. The Imperium had been a case in point and so, it appeared, were the Corporate States. 
 
    “What’s out there?” Michael had asked Leena Tervo, “further in toward galactic center?” 
 
    “What you would expect. It’s a big galaxy. Worlds, intelligent beings of all sorts and shapes and sizes. Empires, Confederations, Republics, you name it.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “We trade with dozens. We know the names of dozens more.” 
 
    It was embarrassing to Michael that this collection of mini-empires travelled more widely, traded with more people and knew more about the farther reaches of the galaxy than did the mighty Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind. Romulus had already downloaded all the publicly available information into Gehenna’s database. Arcturus, Michael thought, would be pleased to receive it. Or not. 
 
    In the end, Michael Glover, former Governor-General, Imperial Viceroy and soldier of the Empire, didn’t care in the slightest. He had never been inclined to bury his head in the sand. The rest of them could pretend that the larger Universe did not exist. Not him. 
 
    “Three, two, one…” Captain Thorenson counted down. 
 
    Gehenna emerged from slip-space onto the edges of the Akadius system. Nothing met them. Nothing was out there. Michael breathed a sigh of relief. In the distance, Akadius twinkled like a far away star. 
 
    “Proceed,” Captain Thorenson said. Secure behind her stealth screening, Gehenna moved forward.  
 
    One hour later, a ship shimmered into existence, then another, and another. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    A fleet lay spread out around them, fifty ships, looking very much like First Empire destroyers, and three much larger ships, almost as large as Gehenna. All fifty-three ships opened fire. A swarm of torpedoes raced across the distance. 
 
    The Imperium had possessed stealth screening. So did Akadius, and worse, the Akadius fleet had detected Gehenna’s presence. Nobody, to Michael’s knowledge, had ever developed a detector for stealth screening. Akadius apparently had. 
 
    They were surrounded by a fleet whose offensive capabilities were unknown but presumably formidable.  
 
    Gehenna’s brain was programmed for every conceivable scenario. There was nothing for any of the humans aboard to do. A klaxon sounded. A disembodied voice announced, “All hands, battle stations.” 
 
    Organic reactions and reflexes could not compete with the computerized precision of automated, autonomous weaponry. “Battle stations” meant stay in your quarters, activate your personal screens, sit tight and pray. 
 
    The torpedoes impacted on Gehenna’s shields and exploded. The great ship shuddered. “Outer shield is down,” a voice announced. 
 
    “Professor Scott,” Michael said into the web. “Is your device operational?” 
 
    Arlo Scott’s face appeared on Michael’s internal server. He looked annoyed. “It should be,” he said, “but it hasn’t been tested yet.” 
 
    There was nowhere to run. An entire fleet lay between them and the transit point into slip-space. The next salvo, or the one after, would destroy them. 
 
    “We are surrounded by an enemy fleet and they’re firing missiles at us. It’s now or never, Professor. If your device does not work, we will be obliterated within ten minutes.”  
 
    “Oh,” Arlo Scott raised a brow. “That puts a different light on things.” His face vanished from Michael’s awareness. Ten seconds later, a glowing blue ring, almost a kilometer across, appeared in space, ahead of the ship.  
 
    The command helmet on Twyla Thorenson’s head conveyed her orders to the brain. Gehenna surged forward. Behind them, the blue ring collapsed. The great ship shuddered, then shuddered again as a hail of elemental particles slashed across her shields. 
 
    “Where are we?” Captain Thorenson demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Arlo Scott’s calm voice replied. “All I can state with certainty is that this is a newly formed cosmos, which is still in the process of expansion from its initial singularity. We are moving much faster than the speed of light.” 
 
    “Can you get us out?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Another blue ring appeared, this one flickering, emitting bright flashes as they watched. “The background radiation in this space is far higher than in our own,” Arlo Scott said. “I suggest that we traverse the barrier quickly. I’m not sure how long we can maintain it.” 
 
    Gehenna shot forward. The ring collapsed. Far behind the ship, a spiral galaxy turned on its axis. Michael drew a deep relieved sigh.  
 
    “Is that the Milky Way?” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    “Let us hope so,” Arlo Scott replied. 
 
    A few minutes later, their instruments confirmed that it was indeed the Milky Way, and that it would take them at least two weeks to return. 
 
    “That could have gone better,” Captain Thorenson remarked. 
 
    “And we could have been dead,” Michael said. Then, to Arlo Scott, he said, “You have our thanks, Professor.” He smiled through the link. “And since you have proven that you’re capable of miracles, I have another little task for you...” 
 
      
 
    An attack that came close to destroying the ship and killing them all naturally tended to concentrate the mind. The staff meeting, a few hours later, was well attended. 
 
    “What was that maneuver supposed to accomplish?” Lieutenaant JG Forrester, Michael noted, had obviously been spoken to. There were no more snide glances, disdainful sniffs or long-suffering eye-rolls. He was still obstinate, but obstinacy was within the bounds of acceptable behavior. Michael had no doubts that he was faking it, but faking it was just fine, so long as he could fake it for at least thirty years, or however long it took to reach retirement age. 
 
    This time, however, Henrik Anson frowned and Commander Dumas looked away, his face troubled. 
 
    “We deliberately expressed aggressive intentions toward Akadius,” Michael said. “We baited them. I wanted to see what they could do. I am not surprised that they had a fleet waiting for us, but the capabilities of that fleet were beyond anything we could have suspected. Everything we’ve seen before now and everything we were told regarding Akadius’ technology was wrong. 
 
    “Obviously, we’re not in a position to cause Akadius serious damage, not now. Those ships are new. If they had them for very long, the other Corporate States would know it. Probably, the other Corporate States would have long since been conquered by Akadius.” 
 
    “We only saw three,” Commander Dumas said. 
 
    “Three large ships, and a fleet of smaller ships that resemble First Empire destroyers. I think we can assume that there are others, or there will be shortly. I want to know where those ships came from,” Michael said. “Did they build them themselves? If so, where did they get the technology? Probably, they came from elsewhere. The Akadius Corporation has suddenly turned into a significant threat, not only to the other Corporate States, but to the Second Empire. It is imperative that we learn the extent of what they have and what they can do.” 
 
    Michael sighed. “We tried Akadius, and we bounced. Their number two world is Geneva. We’ll try there next.” 
 
    Forrester shrugged. Ensign LeClair, sitting next to him, frowned, but kept her mouth shut. Good to see that Ensign LeClair had a sense of self-preservation. Michael had very little patience left for Ensign LeClair. 
 
      
 
    Gehenna stayed far away from the planet and kept her shields up. The Lady Luck, commanded by Lieutenant Jeffrey Billings and crewed by twenty marines plus another twenty naval enlisted men and women, approached Geneva. They came in unshielded, just another merchant ship among all the rest. They were contacted by the customs authorities, identified themselves as shareholders of the Jensen Corporation with goods to sell, and assigned a landing slip at the main port. 
 
    Hundreds of other ships surrounded them, very few of any identifiable design. Under cover of night, they released over a thousand small drones, which spread out over the city. The next day, Jeffrey Billings, under his assumed identity of Captain Joseph Bell, a mid-level Jensen shareholder, met with his Akadius counterparts. 
 
    A strange bunch, Billings thought. Their appearance was wildly different, from the human norm and from each other. Skin dyed every color, horns on foreheads, enlarged, pointed ears, red, cat-slit eyes, wings, tails, fur, bulging with muscle or thinner than sticks. Each of them seemed to strive to set themselves as much as possible apart from the others. 
 
    The place was a constant shock to the senses. Nevertheless, Jeffrey Billings and his crew, experienced merchants and shareholders of Jensen, took it all in with apparent aplomb, even boredom. 
 
    His principal contact was a woman named Hannah Chun. She had green skin, pink hair and bat-like wings rising from her back. Must have been tough to get clothes, Billings thought. 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you,” Hannah Chun said, and held out a clawed hand for Jeffrey Billings to shake. 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    They were selling entangled communicators, with an effective range larger than the first moon’s orbit, a highly regarded Jensen product. Hannah Chun was a tough but reasonable negotiator. The price they agreed upon was fair. 
 
    Another day, another credit in the till, Jeffrey Billings thought. He glanced at his interface. So far, a routine assignment. Billings had enough experience to appreciate routine assignments. Assignments that were not routine were much more likely to get you killed. 
 
    The next day, Lady Luck rose on her AG, drifted upward and headed outward, ostensibly back to Jensen. They left the drones behind. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “I don’t understand him,” Gloriosa said. She wrinkled her tiny, perfect nose and sipped her drink, a mug full of hot chocolat flavored with nutmeg and bourbon whiskey. 
 
    “What’s not to understand?” Rosanna said. 
 
    They were sitting at the same table on the sidewalk outside the same café. It was getting to be a habit, but one that Frankie quite enjoyed. The avenue looked like a prosperous street in ancient Paris, with low, colorful buildings, planters with flowers beneath shuttered windows and pigeons flying overhead. The designers, she thought, had done an excellent job. 
 
    “He didn’t want to fuck,” Gloriosa said. 
 
    “Oh,” Rosanna said. 
 
    Frankie blinked. “Is he gay?” 
 
    “No. I could tell if he was gay.” 
 
    Frankie accepted this without question. Most women, in her experience, could tell. “Sometimes, they don’t,” Frankie said. “Want to fuck, that is.” 
 
    “No?” Gloriosa sounded doubtful. 
 
    “So, what happened, exactly?” Rosanna asked. 
 
    Jeffrey Billings had sent Gloriosa an invitation to accompany him on a virtual exploration of Mars, followed by dinner. Gloriosa, having never before received such an invitation, had been bewildered. 
 
    “It’s called a ‘date,’” Frankie said. “It’s something people do when they want to get to know somebody, maybe explore a relationship.” 
 
    Gloriosa, the majority of whose previous relationships had lacked emotional nuance, being more in the nature of master to slave, seemed uncertain, but at Frankie’s urging, had accepted. 
 
    “We toured the sights on Mars. Did you know Mars was the first settled planet after Earth?” 
 
    “I did know that,” Frankie said. “I read it somewhere.” 
 
    “Then we had dinner.” Gloriosa fell silent. 
 
    Frankie and Rosanna glanced at each other. “Then what?” Rosanna said. 
 
    Gloriosa frowned. “We talked.” 
 
    Frankie and Rosanna exchanged another glance. “Isn’t that good?” Rosanna said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gloriosa said. “What is the purpose of all the talking? What’s it supposed to achieve?” 
 
    Frankie sighed. “The purpose is to see if you share any common interests, if you find each other to be compatible, to see if you like each other.” 
 
    “Was he boring?” Rosanna asked. “Did he seem like a jerk?” 
 
    “I wasn’t bored. I was bewildered. The whole thing seemed strange. He talked about himself for a while, then he asked about me. After that, he didn’t have much to say. He seemed surprised by my answers. Then he seemed thoughtful.” 
 
    Rosanna winced. 
 
    “Yeah,” Frankie said. “I could see how that might happen.” 
 
    “Explain,” Gloriosa demanded. 
 
    “You’re having difficulty relating to each other because you lack a shared background. You don’t have the same reference points. He was expecting you to talk about your happy family, Mom, Dad, big sister, little brother, growing up in a big city or maybe a small town; what your parents do to earn a living. How they always annoyed you with their stupid demands but now that you’re all grown up you realize that they love you and only wanted the best for you. Going to school. Your favorite subjects, like art or music or quantum theory. Your hobbies, like riding horses, building model star ships, playing the violin or knitting ugly pieces of clothing that nobody wears. Your hopes for the future. Your plans. The usual stuff.” 
 
    Gloriosa wrinkled her nose. “This is usual stuff?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Rosanna said. 
 
    “What is knitting? I’ve never heard of knitting.” 
 
    “Never mind,” Frankie said. “It was only an example.” 
 
    “I see,” Gloriosa frowned into her mug, which by now was nearly empty. “No wonder he didn’t want to fuck.” 
 
    “He probably did want to fuck,” Frankie said, “but he felt uncertain about the situation.” 
 
    Gloriosa looked at her. 
 
    “You weren’t what he was expecting. He needed time to re-evaluate.” 
 
    “Or maybe he just didn’t like me.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Rosanna said. 
 
    “Did he mention doing it again?” Frankie asked. 
 
    Gloriosa sighed. “He said he would be away for a few days on a mission. He said he would call me when he got back.” 
 
    “Could be bullshit,” Rosanna said. 
 
    “How did the evening end?” Frankie asked. 
 
    “He walked me back to my room.” 
 
    “Did he kiss you?” 
 
    “I think he was thinking about it.” Gloriosa shrugged. “He gave me this crooked little smile. Then he just left.” 
 
    “I like the smile,” Rosanna said. 
 
    “Yes,” Frankie said. “The smile is good.” 
 
    “Do you want to see him again?” Rosanna said. 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “I don’t detect a lot of enthusiasm,” Frankie said. 
 
    Gloriosa drained her mug, set it carefully back on the table. “Pity both your men are taken,” she said. “I like them and they’re both hunks, even Curly in that big, cuddly bear sort of way.” 
 
    Rosanna looked startled, then she frowned. Frankie grinned. “It’s possible I could talk Michael into a threesome, but I doubt it. His feelings toward you are more fatherly than erotic. Also, he’s never had a threesome.” 
 
    Rosanna seemed to choke on her drink. Her face turned mildly red. 
 
    “Really?” Gloriosa said. “Not even one?” 
 
    Frankie shrugged. “Different backgrounds. Different cultures.” 
 
    “Probably not worth trying,” Gloriosa said. “I offered to fuck him before you came along and he said no. I thought he was being unreasonable but I suppose the fatherly thing explains it.” 
 
    “He’s sort of a prude, that way,” Frankie said. 
 
    Gloriosa sighed. “Maybe next time, Jeffrey will want to fuck.” 
 
    Frankie grinned. “Let’s hope.” 
 
    Gloriosa shrugged and looked morosely into her empty mug. “I think I’ll have another.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Frankie said, with a wink at Rosanna. “We’ll join you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a big Universe,” Michael said. 
 
    “Really?” Henrik Anson replied. 
 
    Michael shrugged. He and Anson were sitting in a small lounge together, reviewing the latest data from the drones and from Gehenna’s own sensors. Jeffrey Billings and Lady Luck had returned to Gehenna a few hours before. 
 
    It was indeed a big Universe. After a week, they had witnessed over two hundred ships arriving and another two hundred or so leaving the Geneva system. None of these ships resembled the big ones that had attacked them at Akadius. The ship’s brain had calculated vectors for them. Nineteen had headed toward Second Empire worlds. The rest had gone on to systems, habitats or worlds of which Gehenna’s databanks had no information.  
 
    The Geneva databanks, however, did have information on these and many other systems. 
 
    “Christ,” Michael muttered. 
 
    Anson solemnly nodded. 
 
    There were small, low tech worlds, mini-empires of thirty or more planets, ghost worlds, water worlds, gas-giants whose inhabitants spent their lives floating on seas of methane or liquid nitrogen, high-tech confederations whose products were at least the equal of the Second Empire, frozen worlds whose citizens communicated by electromagnetic transmission and who appeared to humanity more like moveable rocks than anything organic. At least half of these worlds, empires and what-have-you contained intelligent beings who were either recognizably human or descended from humans. Nearly eight thousand years had seen humanity scatter far more widely than the Second Empire had ever dreamed. 
 
    The Akadius Corporation traded with them all. 
 
    All except for three, all individual worlds. Of these three, there was no data whatsoever. 
 
    “I’m tired of the wild goose chase,” Michael said. 
 
    “We’re discovering new worlds,” Anson said, “seeking out new civilizations. Boldly going where no man has gone before. I wouldn’t call this wasting our time. It’s all useful information.” 
 
    “It’s useful, but it’s not what we set out to do.” 
 
    Anson shrugged. “We don’t know that. In fact, it might be exactly what we set out to do.” 
 
    Anson was correct, of course. Michael had always had an ability to focus on a problem or a goal, to pursue an objective without wavering. He knew this about himself. He also knew that an obsessive fixation had led many commanders into disregarding relevant information. It was easy to ignore what seemed not to matter. Michael had not made such a mistake in many, many years. 
 
    Still, the knowledge that they seemed to be getting no closer to their principal goal, gnawed at him. 
 
    “Those ships change the equation,” Michael said. “Nations and worlds with advanced weaponry generally prefer not to sell it to people who may, sooner or later, represent a threat to themselves. Where did they get those ships?” 
 
    The Geneva database contained no information on very large, technologically advanced ships. 
 
    “They can’t have a lot of them. There aren’t any around Geneva.” 
 
    “That’s not necessarily true. We know that they have screening technology, and the ability to penetrate it, which we don’t have. There could be a hundred ships sneaking up on us right now. 
 
    “No.” Michael shook his head. “There are three systems about which nothing appears in the databanks.” He took a deep breath. Calm down, he told himself. “We’ve spent enough time here. Let’s look at those three systems.” 
 
    Anson grinned. “So much for destroying the Akadius Corporation.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “Akadius will still be here. We can destroy Akadius some other time.” 
 
    “Jensen will not be impressed with us.” 
 
    “What Jensen doesn’t know, won’t hurt us. Let them wonder where we’ve gone and what we might be doing, and once they know about Akadius’ new toys, they might reconsider their refusal to ally themselves with the Second Empire.” 
 
    Anson frowned. “Or maybe they’ll decide to ally with Akadius. After all, if you can’t beat them, you might as well join them.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    All three systems contained both Akadius habitats in orbit and worlds wiped clean of human life. Duval, it appeared, was only the latest. These three all showed signs of prior habitation: roads, monuments, isolated buildings scattered across the landscape or dotting the shore. The fires had long since ceased burning but strips of blackened forest still scarred the earth. On one world, drones were busy erecting a new city on a large island near the largest continent. 
 
    Akadius, it seemed, had been doing this for a very long time.  
 
    One of the three worlds had five ships in orbit that resembled First Empire destroyers. None of the three worlds, they were all relieved to see, had any of the large ones. 
 
    They stayed for two days in each system and went on, following the trails outward that the merchants ships leaving Geneva had taken. 
 
    They found one system where modified humans with gills and webbed feet lived cold, comfortable lives in underwater habitats. A small island contained manufacturing facilities. Another held a port where a ship or two per year came to trade. The web was rudimentary but contained enough information to let them know that this was a sleepy, peaceful little world with no history of excessive violence and no ambitions beyond its own borders. 
 
    They found another with a floating ring of debris orbiting a red-giant sun, inhabited by a few million beings with bat like wings and leathery skin, whose ancestors might once have been human, who survived by sucking water and organics from the millions of asteroids floating through their system. 
 
    They found a sentient planetoid circling an ice-giant world that might once have been a habitat for creatures that might once have been human, riddled with abandoned corridors and corroded machinery. Its large, cybernetic mind seemed content to float in space, pondering the mysteries of the Universe. It acknowledged their presence but otherwise ignored them. 
 
    System after system, most peaceful, a few that curtly demanded they go away, one that attacked Gehenna without warning as soon as they entered orbit around their principal world. 
 
    “What lunatics,” Captain Thorenson remarked. 
 
    Michael made no reply. They were an alien race, apparently mammalian, whose ships were made of aluminum, operated by primitive rockets and contained no shielding capability whatsoever. Nevertheless, they had settled three planets in their own system and spread throughout the asteroid belt. Their primitive missiles blinked out of existence against Gehenna’s shields. 
 
    “Perhaps they’ve had prior experience with unfriendly visitors,” Henrik Anson suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s none of our business,” Michael said. “Let’s go on.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson glanced at Henrik Anson, whose face remained impassive. She shrugged and gave the order. 
 
      
 
    Richard Norlin spent most of his time these days plugged into his boards. He was aware, however, that all work and no play made Richard a dull boy, not to mention a flabby one. Richard came from a martial society, was skilled with weapons of all sorts and had been raised to regard his body as a valuable tool. Not that he had unthinkingly followed the dictates of his society, which he had in general despised, but even as a drunken young man, Richard had been wise enough to heed his elders’ advice about staying in shape and being able to defend himself. Being a duke’s son had not saved him from the usual childhood abuse, had in fact made him even more of a target, and his father had done nothing to put a stop to the depredations of Richard’s pre-adolescent fellows, thinking a few harsh lessons would toughen him up. They had. Richard had learned early to give as good as he got. 
 
    Still, now that the war with the Imperium was over, and with it his own obligation to make himself useful, he tended to exist primarily in his own head. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, today?” Dustin Nye said. 
 
    Richard blinked at him, then looked down at Dustin’s very large clenched fist, a fist that had stopped moving forward less than a centimeter from Richard’s abdomen. 
 
    Richard knew better than to make excuses. Combat was serious business. One’s mood was irrelevant to the outcome. When you were attacked, you forgot your other cares and fought back. If you didn’t, you died. 
 
    Nothing, in fact, was wrong with Richard, except for the absurd realization that he missed Lady Egidia Colbert and her two twin treasures, Brett and Stephanie Lerner. It was ridiculous. He had been happy enough to take his leave of them once his mission was over but somehow, he was not sure when, they had crept more and more into his thoughts. 
 
    Lady Egidia was rich, more than rich enough to employ a whole cadre of catamites. Brett and Stephanie were two beautiful young creatures, brother and sister, who she had met and offered contracts to on one of her frequent trips abroad. Brett and Stephanie seemed to have no defined responsibilities other than waiting upon Egidia’s every whim. They were neither stupid nor particularly bright. They seemed to drift through life without a care, confident that their needs would be met, content with their situation, and so far, this confidence had proven correct. 
 
    Lady Egidia was intelligent. She spent a good portion of each day tending to the family business, which was the design and manufacture of women’s perfume. Her scents contained small doses of hypnotics and sold for enormous sums. With the rest of her time, she played. 
 
    They reminded Richard of home, which was even more absurd, since he had hated his home…but then again, had he, really? Certainly, he had hated the politics, the murderous thrust and parry, the side long glances, the veiled threats, the deals made in the shadows, all the machinations of the Diamond Empire’s elegant, brutal elite. Richard had no desire to seek power. All he wanted to do was make music. 
 
    Well, and to have a little fun now and then with his slaves. 
 
    It had not occurred to a young Richard Norlin that the slaves were not having fun with him. Aristocrats of the Diamond Empire did not think in such a way. All had their purpose in life. The role of the elite was to rule. The role of the slaves was to serve the aristocrats and do as they were ordered. 
 
    He didn’t like politics but slavery had never bothered him, not until Michael Glover had showed up and explained that making other human beings do things that they had no desire to do was bad. 
 
    And if they didn’t stop it they would all die. 
 
    “Go sit down,” Dustin Nye said. “Get your head on straight.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Richard wiped his face with a towel and drifted over to the bleachers that rose up against the gymnasium’s wall. 
 
    He sat down on the lower level, sipped from a bottle of water and considered his options. They were good ones. Before leaving Norlin, his father had gifted him with a package of jewels and a credit line on the Ducal Bank of Esterly. He was rich. The jewels had been sold, the proceeds re-invested, the credit line hardly touched. 
 
    Truly, Richard’s needs were few. He had sumptuous quarters aboard one of the most advanced ships ever built. He had his instruments, his boards and access to all the music ever recorded. His compositions had been released onto the web of every Empire world they had visited and had spread outward from there, and each download increased his credit balance by a microscopic amount. His reputation and his money were both growing. He had respect, recognition and the beginnings of fame. 
 
    It was absurd to feel so…unfulfilled. 
 
    “Hey, Music Man, want to try your luck?” 
 
    Lieutenant Junior Grade Horatio Forrester stood in front of him, smirking, accompanied by two other well-built young men in shorts, tee shirts and sneakers, presumably Forrester’s friends. Richard considered the question for a long moment. Richard had extensive experience with Forrester’s type. To his lasting chagrin, Richard had not so long ago been one of Forrester’s type: arrogant, self-absorbed and casually accepting of the idea that the Universe revolved around his own unique, wonderful self. 
 
    The only thing that these three clowns knew about Richard, unless they had been smart enough to review the official bio in the ship’s databank, was his current occupation and status: musician, composer, and guest of the Commodore. 
 
    One of the three was frowning, perhaps better informed than the others. 
 
    Richard looked up at Forrester’s smirking little face and smiled. Something about his smile must have given Forrester pause. The smirk vanished, replaced by a glare. 
 
    “I’d love to,” Richard said. 
 
    The gymnasium floor stretched out for over a hundred meters, covered by padding and divided into circles. Perhaps a third of the circles were occupied by sparring men and women. Dustin Nye and the other instructors went from circle to circle, observing, correcting and pointing out deficiencies. Dustin Nye blinked as he saw Richard and Forrester move onto the floor together and wandered over. Marissa and Matthew Oliver, who had just entered the gym and begun to warm up, stopped what they were doing and drifted closer. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” Richard said. 
 
    Forrester attacked. Gyrating, his arms moving around his body in a series of feints, he charged across the floor. He wasn’t as fast as he thought he was. Richard moved his head to the side and angled his body. Forrester’s fist slid past. Richard grasped him by the upper arm, pulled down and raised his knee. The knee hit Forrester in the abdomen. Forrester gasped. Richard guided him down to the mat, slid around his back and wound his own arms under Forrester’s shoulders and up around the back of his neck. Forrester was helpless. If Richard wanted to, in this position, he could break Forrester’s neck. 
 
    “Point,” Dustin Nye said. 
 
    Matthew Oliver laughed. His sister made a tsk-tsk sound and smiled. 
 
    Richard let Forrester go and rose to his feet. Forrester charged again, his arms spread wide, trying for a full body takedown. Richard grasped one hand, twisted to the side and kicked Forrester in the back of the knee. Forrester fell again. 
 
    “Point,” Dustin Nye said. 
 
    “Had enough?” Richard said. 
 
    Forrester growled. His lips drew back, his face grew red and he stepped in once again, swinging. 
 
    Have to give him credit, Richard thought. He’s got guts. Not a lot of brains, but guts. 
 
    Richard flicked one punch off with the back of his fist, then another. He stepped in, pivoted, dropped to the mat and swept Forrester’s legs out from under him. Forrester fell. Richard slithered around his body and extended Forrester’s right arm over his thigh. Forrester was effectively immobilized. If he struggled, he would snap his own arm. 
 
    “Bout,” Dustin Nye said. 
 
    Richard let him go, rose and bounced a little on the balls of his feet. He looked over at Forrester’s two cronies. Both of them frowned. Neither met his eye. 
 
    Forrester slowly rose to his feet, the fight finally knocked out of him. He breathed heavily, looking down at the mat. 
 
    “See me after the session, Mr. Forrester,” Dustin Nye said. “Your technique needs work.” 
 
    Amazing, Richard thought, how a little light activity could improve one’s mood. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Forrester again,” Michael said. “That guy is getting to be a real pain in the ass.” 
 
    Frankie chewed on a piece of bacon. “If you didn’t know him, and if you didn’t know better, you might think that Richard was an easy mark,” she said. 
 
    Rosanna grinned. Curly rolled his eyes. 
 
    Richard didn’t interact as much these days. He stayed mostly in his rooms and seemed distracted when in the company of others, but with bladed weapons or hand-to-hand, he was one of the deadliest fighters Michael knew. 
 
    “Forrester got what he deserved,” Michael said. “Maybe he’ll wise up.” 
 
    Gloriosa spooned some scrambled eggs onto her plate, looked at the pancakes and decided against it. 
 
    Matthew and Marissa, both of whom had full plates sitting in front of them and seemed to have bottomless pits for stomachs, glanced at each other and smiled. “His sort never wises up,” Marissa said. “But it’s fun to keep beating them down.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. 
 
    They were two days out from their next destination, a world listed in the Akadius database as Clowning-3, a low-gravity, Earthlike world inhabited by an intelligent, avian-like species. By this point, Michael wasn’t expecting much. They were thousands of light-years away from the Second Empire. The trading ships of the Corporate States rarely came so far. By now, information on the stars they were contacting consisted of little more than their names. Almost all were inhabited, if inhabited at all, by aliens. They seemed finally to have reached the limits of prior human exploration. 
 
    Michael was frustrated. Their mission, nebulous as it had been from the beginning, had gained them nearly zero. They had accumulated valuable data and contacted many worlds, some of which might prove in the future to be allies of the Second Empire, and in the case of the Corporate States, possibly enemies, but none of them were the enemies they were looking for. 
 
    “This is the last,” Michael said. “After this one, we’re going home.” 
 
    Frankie raised her brow. Gloriosa shrugged. Curly glanced at Rosanna, who smiled. “Fine by us,” Curly said. 
 
      
 
    “Have you considered the possibility that we’re being herded?” Henrik Anson asked. 
 
    Captain Thorenson frowned. 
 
    Michael, whose training and experience had stressed paying attention to unlikely possibilities, smiled. “Yes,” he said, “the thought had occurred to me.” 
 
    “The only actual clue we’ve come across is those ships at Akadius.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “Not an insignificant clue.” 
 
    “Where did those ships come from?” Anson said. 
 
    “That,” Commander Dumas said, “is what we’ve been trying to find out.” 
 
    “And so far, we haven’t succeeded. Presumably, we’ve been looking in the wrong place.” 
 
    Michael took a long sip from his cup of chocolat, then placed it back on the table. “Let’s try Akadius again. This time, we’ll try to be more subtle.” 
 
      
 
    Akadius had ships—how many ships remained a mystery—of unknown size, derivation and capabilities. What else did they have? A detector for visual and EM screening posed a unique challenge. It seemed only prudent to keep Gehenna far away from the planet and major habitats. 
 
    The Lady Luck, captained by Jeffrey Billings and his crew, emerged from slip-space and oriented her nose toward Akadius-3. The system-wide web contained no information regarding military activity of any sort. Routine information and queries flew from world to habitat to world, some encrypted, the rest of it mundane. 
 
    A day later, they were hailed, gave their identification and were assigned a landing slip at the main port. They registered their cargo and requested bids, which came in a few hours later.  
 
    Jeffrey Billings, ostensibly a mid-level employee of Jensen, knew the routine. 
 
    Under cover of darkness, a thousand tiny drones emerged from the Lady Luck and spread out over the city. The next day, Lady Luck, having completed her business, rose on her AG and headed out into space, toward Jensen. 
 
      
 
    Frankie was lying back on a couch, propped up against some pillows, reading a book as Michael entered the lounge. She frowned and gave him a doubtful. There might have been amusement mixed in. That look gave him pause. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve been reading,” Frankie said. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of this?” She held the book up for Michael to see. The title read, Legends of the First Empire. 
 
    He groaned. “No, but I’m pretty sure I can guess.” 
 
    “Listen: 
 
      
 
    And so the Lord Ptolemy, not yet grown into his power and his wisdom, gloried in his youth and his strength. None could defeat him. Many challenged him and all fell before him. 
 
    Then one day, a small, elderly man appeared, while Ptolemy walked along the side of a road. The old man seemed unassuming. His face was wrinkled. His back was bent and he carried a staff. “Would you challenge me, young man?” he asked. 
 
    Ptolemy frowned at him. There was no glory in defeating the weak and decrepit. “I would not,” he said. 
 
    “Then I will challenge you.” And the elderly man put down his staff and straightened to his full height and suddenly, he was tall, and his limbs filled out and his face smoothed over and he was young once again. “Let us fight,” he said. 
 
    And they fought. They fought for three days and three nights and finally, the elderly man, who was no longer elderly, stopped and smiled and he said to Ptolemy, “If you strike me down, I shall rise again, more powerful than you can imagine.” And Ptolemy struck and his adversary smiled a huge smile that was full of delight, and he disappeared. 
 
    Many years passed. Ptolemy thought often of that day and of those events and finally, after all the years and decades of his glory and his fame, he grew old and small and wizened. His face wrinkled. His back bent and he carried a staff. He put down his power and his cares and he wandered, and after many long weeks, he came upon a young champion at the side of a road, a champion who gloried in his youth and his strength and had never been defeated. “Would you challenge me, young man?” Ptolemy asked. 
 
    “Why should I?” the young man asked. 
 
    And they fought.” 
 
      
 
    Michael blinked. He cleared his throat. Frankie looked at him, her brow arched. 
 
    “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Michael said. 
 
    “There’s more,” Frankie said, “a lot more. There’s a whole section here on the legend of Ptolemy.” 
 
    “That idiotic ‘more powerful than you can imagine’ line has been used in a thousand stories for thousands of years. Nobody even knows where it comes from. It certainly didn’t start with me. Also, I wasn’t a lord. I was on the honors list for the next investiture, but I disappeared before it could happen.” 
 
    “No truth to it at all?” 
 
    “Not that one.” 
 
    Frankie pursed her lips. “Care to hear another?” 
 
    Michael sighed. “Do I have to?” 
 
    Frankie smiled. She read: 
 
      
 
    “The Azarian Empire took many slaves, raiding the worlds and habitats of The Empire of Mankind. This was after the Swarm had challenged humanity but before the Hirrill made their first incursion into human occupied space. 
 
    The Imperator appointed Ptolemy to treat with them, seeking the return of all humans held in captivity. 
 
    This was an unusual concession for the Empire, which in the normal course of things, would have presented the Azarians with an ultimatum: cease your incursions into human occupied space; release our people or die. But the conflict with the Swarm had taken many lives and had used many resources. The Empire was not as strong as it had been. 
 
    Ptolemy presented his case to the Queen of the Azarians, who offered him a bargain: “Serve me,” she said. “You are one of your people’s greatest generals. Serve me for seven years. Help us defeat our enemies and I will free your people.” 
 
    The Azarians’ enemies were a race called the Kliya, a lizard like people who posed a grave threat to both humanity and the Azarians. Ptolemy agreed. He led the fleets and the armies of the Azarians for seven years and at the end of that time, he once again approached the Queen. 
 
    “I have served you as agreed,” he said. “Now keep the bargain we have made and free my people.” 
 
    The Queen pondered Ptolemy’s request. “I shall free your people, as we agreed,” she said, “but you must realize that in the seven years you have served me, your people have had many children. Those children were not a part of our bargain. I will free the rest but I shall keep the children.” The Queen smiled and leaned forward on her throne. “Unless you serve me for another seven years. At the end of that time, I shall release all of your people and all of their children. I shall release every human being who is left in my domain.” 
 
    Ptolemy was angry. “This is not the spirit in which I entered our agreement,” he said. “This is neither right nor just.” 
 
    “I will abide by the letter of our agreement,” the Queen said. “No more.” 
 
    Ptolemy sighed. He restrained his anger and he agreed to the Queen’s proposal. By the end of the second seven years, the Kliya were defeated, their worlds in ruins. 
 
    “Now free my people,” Ptolemy said to the Queen. “All of them.” 
 
    The Queen nodded her head and agreed. For thirty days, every human being in the Azarian Empire gathered together. They entered ships that the Empire of Mankind had sent for this purpose, and led by Ptolemy, floated upward. One day later, as the ships passed the orbit of the Azarian’s farthest habitat, Ptolemy received a transmission from the Azarian Queen. 
 
    “I have changed my mind,” the Queen said. “You will land your ships on the nearest habitat. You are too valuable a resource to let go. Land, or be destroyed. You and your people shall serve me forever.” 
 
    “Lord Ptolemy,” the ship’s captain said, “a fleet is rising from the planet of the Azarians.” 
 
    Ptolemy sighed and raised his arms. “Oh, Lord our God,” he said, “who delivered his people from bondage in Egypt, hear my prayer. Deliver us now from the hand of our oppressor.” 
 
    And the sun of the Azarians grew bright, and its light flared, and the sun sent a gout of flame that engulfed the Azarian world and its oncoming fleet. And when the light died, there remained only a blackened cinder where the world of the Azarians had been. 
 
    Thus did The Lord High God hear and answer the plea of the Lord Ptolemy, most favored son of the Empire.” 
 
      
 
    Frankie closed the book and smiled at Michael. “There’s quite a lot about God in this book. He’s mentioned in almost every story. God seems to have had a real fondness for the First Interstellar Empire of Mankind.” 
 
    Michael shrugged and seemed for a moment to have trouble meeting Frankie’s eye. “That was a long, long time ago.” 
 
    “So, tell me, oh most favored son: any truth to that one?” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. “There is a little truth to that one.” He smiled. “Just a little.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Marissa Oliver didn’t know what it was about redheads. Was it the pale, pale skin? The flaming, tangled, exotic hair? The delightful smattering of freckles? 
 
    Or was it just Emily? 
 
    Emily Frazier moaned as Marissa flicked her tongue over one pale, pink nipple. Marissa loved the way that Emily moaned. She loved the way her nipples crinkled. She loved the dreamy, half-lidded smile that crossed her face and the way the breath caught in her throat when she was about to come. Emily grabbed the back of Marissa’s head and pushed down hard and Marissa opened her mouth wide, sucking in as much of Emily’s breast as she could, and let her fingers trail across Emily’s wide open thighs. Emily raised her hips, opening herself up further. She thrust herself hard against Marissa’s fingers, gave a little cry and slumped back down to the bed. 
 
    God, this girl is a treasure, Marissa thought. 
 
    Emily smiled up at her, raised her arms above her head and stretched. She grinned at Marissa. “Now it’s my turn,” she said. 
 
    Marissa sighed. “Oh, yeah…” 
 
    Afterward, they lay in bed entwined together, Marissa’s arms across Emily’s chest, Emily stroking Marissa’s hair. 
 
    “That thing the other day, with Forrester and Richard Norlin,” Emily said. “I hope that wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    Marissa raised her head and peered up at Emily’s face. “Why would it be your fault?” 
 
    Emily grinned down at her. “Didn’t you know? Forrester is my ex.” 
 
    “Really?” Emily wrinkled her nose. “Hard to see the two of you together.” 
 
    “He’s not bad looking and he’s not stupid.” Emily frowned and seemed to think about it. “Though he is sort of stupid.” She shrugged. “He seemed nice.” 
 
    “How long did that last?” 
 
    “How long did he seem nice? Or how long were we together?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Marissa could feel Emily shrug. “I realized pretty quickly that Forrester has this raging sense of entitlement. He’s about as self-centered an individual as I’ve ever met. He kept that hidden, at first.” 
 
    “I have so much less respect for you than I did ten minutes ago,” Marissa said. 
 
    Emily made a rude noise. “Also, he’s petty and vindictive.” 
 
    Marissa sighed and snuggled closer. “He’s a junior officer with no real authority. I’m not in his chain of command and if he gets out of line, there are plenty of people on board this ship who would be happy to slap him down.” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “I think that’s quite enough about Lieutenant JG Horatio Forrester. He’s not worth talking about.” She grinned. “But I do need to do something to regain your respect, so why don’t you turn this way…and then turn over.” 
 
    She smirked, moved two fingers back and forth and Marissa gasped. “Oh, yeah,” she said. “That should do it.” 
 
    “I thought it would.” 
 
      
 
    Ten drones drifted on the wind toward a screened spaceport located twenty kilometers outside the city, restricted for military use. Airpods and ground vehicles came and went. When their passengers left the vehicles, the drones were able to insert even smaller drones than themselves onto these passengers’ clothing, unnoticed. Inside the base, the microdrones drifted toward their assigned targets and observed. After another three days, the microdrones left the same way they had entered. They disgorged their accumulated information to the larger drones, who uploaded it to Gehenna. 
 
    The rest of the drones followed their programming to likely looking targets and followed the same routine. They inserted microdrones wherever possible. 
 
    Gehenna stayed silent on the edges of the system, waiting, gathering information, and finally, the drones found a clue to what they were seeking. 
 
    Michael stared at his screen. “I was not expecting that.” 
 
    “Where to first?” Captain Thorenson asked. 
 
    “First, we’re going to set Captain Orsini and his crew down on Akadius and thank them for their assistance,” Michael said. “After that, Dancy.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you know that Jeffrey used to have sex with Brianna LeClair?” Gloriosa asked. 
 
    Frankie’s cup paused halfway to her mouth. Then she shrugged, took a sip and carefully set the cup back down on the table. “No,” she said. “Why would I?” The comings and goings, not to mention the sex life, of Ensign Brianna LeClair were not things that Frankie had ever spent more than ten microseconds considering. “It might explain her pissy attitude, though.” 
 
    Gloriosa seemed curiously animated this afternoon. She had a smile on her face. She almost bounced in her seat. 
 
    Rosanna, looking at her, said, “How about you? Sex with Jeffrey?” 
 
    “Yes! Finally!” 
 
    Frankie and Rosanna glanced at each other. Frankie smiled. Rosanna nodded. “At long last,” Rosanna murmured. 
 
    “So, how was it?” Frankie asked. 
 
    Gloriosa snickered, then frowned, then her face screwed up in thought. “Okay, I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?” Rosanna said. 
 
    “I like his enthusiasm but other than that, he barely knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Rosanna blinked. “Oh?” 
 
    Frankie looked at Gloriosa, bemused. 
 
    Gloriosa, still pondering, silently sipped her drink. 
 
    “I might regret asking this,” Rosanna said, “but what exactly doesn’t he know?” 
 
    Gloriosa stared at her, dumbfounded. “He’s good on position number three and not bad at seventeen, but that’s pretty much it. He doesn’t know the waterfall or the snowdrop or even the magic mountain.” Gloriosa shook her head. “He needs a lot of work.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rosanna said again. 
 
    Frankie’s lips quirked upward. She looked at Rosanna. “Is Curly any good at number seventeen?” 
 
    Rosanna narrowed her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “He most certainly is.” 
 
    Gloriosa, looking moodily away, said, “Everybody is good at number seventeen. It doesn’t get more basic than seventeen. Hard on the knees, though.” 
 
    “I knew that,” Frankie said. 
 
    Gloriosa looked at her. “I bet Michael can turn himself into a pretzel.” 
 
    “Yes,” Frankie said. “He can. Michael is good that way. He’s very pretzel-like.” 
 
    Gloriosa puffed out her cheeks and sighed. “Jeffrey needs a lot of work,” she repeated. 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” Frankie said, “and you’re just the one to teach him, and he’ll be a better man for it, in the end.” 
 
    Gloriosa giggled. “Was that a joke?” 
 
    Frankie frowned down into her cup. “Maybe,” she said. 
 
      
 
    They met on the balcony, looking down at the sea, with plates of fried squid, red boiled crawfish, yellow rice, hot sauce, slices of lime and a pitcher of beer sitting on the scarred wooden table. 
 
    “I’ve read your report,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Michael nodded. Anson spooned some crawfish and rice onto his plate. Captain Thorenson, who had never had the privilege of being here before, stared all around, curious. At first glance, the place resembled any other outdoor café, with awnings covering a well-stocked bar, a tiled floor and tables overlooking the harbor. On second glance, all the customers and servers looked alike: hard-eyed, well-built men and women. There weren’t any children and the conversation, what there was of it, went on behind privacy screens. And most of them kept an eye on Arcturus and his little party. 
 
    The food, however, was excellent. 
 
    Arcturus winked at her. 
 
    Twyla Thorenson was a senior officer. It had been many years since she had felt so out of her depth but since meeting Arcturus and then Michael Glover (Ptolemy, she reminded herself, Governor-General and Imperial Viceroy) she had almost grown resigned to not quite knowing what was going on. The only consolation was that nobody else knew, either, though she suspected that Arcturus and Michael Glover knew a bit more than the rest. 
 
    Arcturus shook his head. “Not a lot in it,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Michael said. 
 
    Arcturus grinned. “Your thoughts?” 
 
    “A fleet of new ships but only three large ones. We were accosted as soon as we entered the system. They didn’t hail us. They didn’t request our surrender. They simply attacked.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Arcturus said, “considering your declaration of war.” 
 
    Michael grimaced. “I wanted to engender a response. It was a bit more forceful than I was counting on. I misjudged their capabilities.” 
 
    Arcturus rolled his eyes. “Yes, you did, and you were lucky to escape. Since your discovery of the installation on Chronos, the Empire can now construct pocket universes and dimensional gates, but a gate large enough for Gehenna to pass through…” Arcturus shook his head. “Lucky,” he said again. “It’s not like you to make such a mistake.” 
 
    Michael nodded, glum. “I had allowed myself to grow complacent. Since my…return, I’ve seen no ships that could challenge Gehenna.” 
 
    Arcturus looked at him for a long moment, then shrugged. “Captain Thorenson,” he said, “your thoughts?” 
 
    Twyla Thorenson took a deep breath. “Not many, I’m afraid. Akadius, and the rest of the Corporate States, are in business to make a profit, but Akadius has no scruples of any sort. They trade with numerous races, empires, federations and organizations, including us. We don’t know how far their reach extends nor what their resources might be. Ships have been hijacked and local governments infiltrated or bribed. We know this. The Akadius Corporation is a convenient villain, but we have no evidence at all that they’re the ones behind our troubles.” 
 
    Arcturus nodded. “An excellent summation.” He took a long swallow of his beer and smiled down at the water, where the orange sun was descending toward the horizon. “I come here often,” Arcturus said. “Michael and Henrik know this. It’s a privilege to be here. It always reminds me of my responsibility, of the responsibility of us all, to ensure that all of this”—he waved a hand at the vista down below—“will endure.” He sat back in his seat, took another sip of his beer. Then he looked at Anson. “Colonel, any brilliant insights?” 
 
    Anson sighed. “Nothing that hasn’t already been said.”  
 
    “There are too many uncertainties, here,” Arcturus said. “High Command can’t make policy on perhaps.” 
 
    Anson shrugged. He dipped a crawfish tail into some hot sauce and ate it. “I enjoy this place more every time I come.” 
 
    Arcturus grimaced. “And so, your grand clue…what was his name again?” 
 
    “Andrew Sloane,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The drone had given them clear pictures of both the ship and each member of the crew as they arrived and boarded. The ship was interesting. Longer and sleeker than the typical Akadius ship, it resembled nothing that Michael had seen before. Nevertheless, the numerous missile ports in her sides clearly declared the ship’s military potential. 
 
    The crew were the usual assortment of spacers, mostly human, with a few human-like aliens mixed in. All except one, a very large man with no obvious modifications, who walked with a soft tread and a perpetual smile on his face. He looked up before boarding the ship, possibly toward the drone. His smile grew wide He winked, and the hatch closed shut behind him. 
 
    The crew all had bios publicly available. The web listed his name as Avery Samson, aged thirty-four, a Captain in the merchant division of the Akadius Corporation. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Arcturus said, “Andrew Sloane. An alien being wearing the genetically modified body of a human, lately a member of your crew. A being whose origins are improbable and whose motivations are unknown, if not incomprehensible, and who is now commanding a merchant ship heading from the Akadius Corporation to God knows where. 
 
    “Does that about sum it up?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Michael said. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “Tell me,” Michael said, “the London, and the schematics that we gave you for Gehenna. What is happening with them?” 
 
    Arcturus smiled. “The London was torn apart down to the last atom and then re-assembled. The first new ships have already entered service. The fleets are being entirely re-built.” 
 
    Michael nodded. It was what he had expected. “Where are they being re-built?” 
 
    Arcturus looked at him. “I’ll give you a list,” he said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    The former Sellisia-3, long since renamed Ptolemy, after its legendary savior, was a beautiful blue world circling comfortably in the habitable zone of its sun. Michael stared down at it through a monitor screen in his private lounge. Frankie, looking at him, thought she had never seen that expression on his face. She had seen him elated and thoughtful and resolute and amused. She had never seen him looking bereft. 
 
    “Would you like to go down, there?” she said. 
 
    He drew a deep breath and gave her a wry grin. “No, definitely not.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You were a hero. You saved the world. If they knew who you were, they would throw a party that would last for a month.” 
 
    Perhaps not the smartest thing she could have said. The sad expression drifted back over his face. 
 
    “Shortly after became the Governor-General,” Michael said, “I met a young woman named Lydia Rodriguez. She was a physician, drafted into service. I had broken my arm in a training accident and I had reason to consult one of her colleagues.” Michael sighed. “We married eight months later. We had a son.” 
 
    Frankie felt her heart give a sudden lurch. “What happened to them?” she asked. 
 
    “They died.” Michael grimaced and shook his head. “An airpod crash, or so we assumed at first. It turned out upon further examination of the wreckage that some members of the local criminal establishment resented my presence.” 
 
    “And what happened to them?” 
 
    He grinned. Though on second thought, it looked more like a snarl than a grin. 
 
    “They died,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Cleo was the second of four small moons orbiting Sellisia-6, a gas-giant 1.2 billion kilometers from Ptolemy. Cleo was a rocky, dead little world, tidally locked to its primary, constantly bathed in solar radiation and cosmic rays. 
 
    Michael, dressed in protective armor, flexed his knees and jumped, floating upward ten meters before drifting back down to the surface. He pointed. “That way,” he said. 
 
    Marissa Oliver, Curly Brice, Jeffrey Billings and three lifting bots accompanied him. They glided across the surface of the little moon’s dark side, their way lit by a large glowing sphere floating twenty meters above their heads. 
 
    “Pretty low-tech way to find something,” Jeffrey Billings said. 
 
    “It was meant to be,” Michael said. 
 
    Their destination had never been written down on any map or book or ledger. It had never been entered into any electronic database. Knowledge of its existence resided in one place only: Michael Glover’s memory. 
 
    He squinted, oriented himself against a fang of black rock, turned sixty degrees and walked between two piles of scree. “There,” he said. 
 
    Facing them was a dark hole in a rocky cliff. They let the bots go first, just in case, but two thousand years hadn’t changed a thing. It was just as Michael remembered, a round tunnel, three meters high and seventy meters long, ending in a carved out cubical chamber that extended nearly fifty meters into the ground. In the center lay a black cube perhaps ten meters on a side. All of them stared at it. 
 
    “So, what is this thing, again?” Marissa said. 
 
    “A little something I left behind, just in case,” Michael said, “and if I told you what it was, I would have to kill you. All you have to know is that we might need it.” He grinned. “Whatever it is.” 
 
    The bots moved in and attached AG modules to all four sides of the cube. Michael turned a knob on a small hand-held device and the cube rose. He pointed the hand-held up at the ceiling, pressed a series of buttons, waited five seconds and pressed the buttons again. The ceiling slid to the side, revealing stars glinting against the blackness of space. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Ship building is a complicated enterprise, requiring large numbers of personnel and thousands of metric tons of equipment and raw material. The workers require housing, roads, entertainment, schools for their children, all the infrastructure of a complex society. 
 
    Before returning to Dancy, they had surreptitiously examined every known ship-building facility in the Corporate States. None of these contained foundries, docks or hangars large enough to build or repair the ships that had attacked them. 
 
    The Empire’s main shipbuilding facilities were located on Vinson-3, Kowloon-2 and Kyrion, the largest moon of Huntington-4. These were all stable, prosperous, high-tech worlds with large, cosmopolitan populations. All were located toward the center of the Empire, not too far from the home world, Earth. 
 
    The Navy could have co-opted or built its own shipyards. The First Empire had done so. The Second Empire preferred to contract with private firms, all of which had dedicated facilities for military vessels and similar, separate facilities for private ships of all types, from merchantmen to yachts to the largest space-going liners. 
 
    “Have you ever been here before?” Frankie asked. 
 
    “Vinson? No.” 
 
    The planet looked much like Ptolemy or Reliance or any other Earth like planet: blue seas, brown and green continents, ice caps and white, swirling clouds. It was three days from Dancy. The shipyard was owned by Hartford-Stevens Shipbuilding, a firm that had been building ships since before the founding of the Second Empire. 
 
    Gehenna remained in orbit, hidden (Michael hoped) behind its screens. Shiloh, Richmond and Gettysburg had already landed. Shiloh and Richmond were supposedly due for inspection. Gettysburg had an engine knock that her own crew was unable to fix. 
 
    They stayed for four days. Hundreds of ships came and went. Dozens more were under construction or being serviced. Romulus, using military over-rides, combed through the databases. 
 
    The three ships’ crews wandered the city outside of the base, releasing surveillance drones and gathering information. After four days, all three ships were ready to return to space. They had discovered nothing suspicious. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean they’re innocent,” Anson remarked. “It just means we haven’t found anything.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson shrugged. “But probably, they’re innocent.” 
 
    “Probably,” Anson conceded. 
 
    “Let’s go on,” Michael said. “Arcturus knows what we’re looking for. His agents will continue to look.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson nodded. “Next stop, Kyrion.” 
 
      
 
    According to the official designation, Kyrion was a moon, not a planet, because it orbited a brown-dwarf proto-star, which in turn orbited a main sequence star similar to Sol. The brown-dwarf, designated Huntington-4, was thirty-four times the mass of Jupiter, not large enough to fuse hydrogen into helium, but large enough to fuse both deuterium and lithium, and hence, large enough to emit energy, primarily in the form of infra-red. 
 
    Kyrion, and the other five moons of Huntington-4, would have been much too distant from the main star to sustain terrestrial life if not for the additional energy emitted by the brown-dwarf. As it was, Kyrion was a pleasant, comfortable little world, having been settled more than five thousand years ago. 
 
    The shipyards on Vinson built intermediate size vessels: destroyers and corvettes, plus private yachts. Ingraham Manufacturing, an old, very respected firm, owned the shipyards on Kyrion, and built vessels from intermediate sized up to the largest military cruisers, battleships and space-going liners. 
 
    Again, Gehenna stayed in orbit while Shiloh, Richmond and Gettysburg drifted down, hailed the appropriate facilities and requested service. 
 
      
 
    “Why are we here?” Frankie asked. 
 
    Michael smiled. “Looking for clues?” He waggled his eyebrows at her, which he apparently thought made him look adorable. 
 
    “Andrew Sloane didn’t come here, so why did we? He didn’t go to Vinson or Kowloon, either.” 
 
    “True.” Michael sighed and his face grew serious. “He didn’t come here, but Akadius got those ships from somewhere. We spent a lot of time looking on the other side of the Corporate States from the Empire and found nothing. The Second Empire has recently begun to build ships far more advanced than any others that we know of. What better place to get new ships than right here?” 
 
    Frankie frowned. 
 
    “We have a vector for every ship that left Akadius during the time we were there,” Michael said. “We can follow Andrew Sloane whenever we choose. Meanwhile, if our own people are betraying us, we need to know it, and we might as well look here.” 
 
    Frankie sank back into the bed and crossed her arms over her chest. Frankie was grumpy. She knew it but could do nothing about it. She knew that Michael Glover was much, much older than he looked, even disregarding the two thousand years he had spent in cold storage. He had told her of Marina Simmons, the woman he loved, who had died when he was still young, but hearing about the wife and son he had lost, so many years later but still so very long ago, tugged at something deep inside her. She shook her head. Definitely grumpy. 
 
    “You okay?” Michael said. 
 
    Somehow, Frankie felt reluctant to talk about her misgivings, particularly when she had so much difficulty figuring out what they were. 
 
    “Did you know Glory is seeing Jeffrey Billings?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m happy to see it’s improved her mood.” 
 
    “She told Rosanna and me that she once tried to seduce you, but you weren’t interested.” 
 
    “Oh, boy.” Michael looked at her. “I’m not sure that ‘seduce’ is the right word. She was pretty matter-of-fact about it. She stated that men required sex and as our leader, I needed to keep a clear head. 
 
    “Does that bother you?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she said, “not really,” and realized it was the truth. “I like Glory. It was before you met me and you weren’t interested.” She frowned. “Why weren’t you interested?” 
 
    Michael leaned back and sighed. “She’s a beautiful little thing and I’m sure she would be a lot of fun, but her sense of self-worth is too wrapped up in her skills in the bedroom. Her entire world had been disrupted. She didn’t know where she was, who she was or how to act with normal human beings. She was trying to hold on to something that was familiar to her, something she knew how to do, and it felt too much like taking advantage of the situation.” He grinned. “Also, she likes to give orders. I don’t like to take them.” 
 
    “Hah,” Frankie said. “I’ll say.” 
 
    “So, how are she and Lieutenant Billings getting along?” 
 
    “They have a lot of sex. I don’t know if there’s anything else to the relationship.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised, and that’s exactly the problem. You can’t fuck more than fifteen, maybe sixteen hours a day. Unless you’ve got something to talk about, sooner or later, sex just isn’t enough to keep a relationship going.” 
 
    “You’re not as funny as you think you are,” Frankie observed. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But still, you put up with me.” He smiled. “Which is my point.” 
 
    “I think it will be awhile before they get tired of the sex.” 
 
    “Probably. He’s young and Gloriosa has so much to teach him.” 
 
    Frankie chortled. “She says he’s pretty good at position number three and not bad at seventeen, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “The Rottweiler? I always liked the Rottweiler.” 
 
    She stared at him. “I don’t think I want to know.” 
 
    “Sure, you do.” He rolled over and brushed his lips over hers. “You start like this…” 
 
      
 
    “The data is suggestive but hardly conclusive.” Romulus’ disembodied voice echoed through the speakers. A picture of a ship’s skeleton appeared on the holoscreen. “Note the elongated structure, the placement of the main bridge, the entry ports. Ostensibly, this ship be a tourist vessel, capable of transporting up to twenty-thousand passengers and crew in the utmost comfort and luxury. The outline, however, closely resembles that of the large warships that attacked us at Akadius.” 
 
    “Finally,” Michael said, “a clue.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson sighed. 
 
    Anson frowned. “How many such ships are there?” 
 
    “There are currently three similar vessels under construction. They have already delivered eight.” 
 
    “To whom?” Michael said. 
 
    “Erikson-Nagoya Cruise Lines took possession of the first five. The remaining three, plus the three under construction belong to Fantasia.” 
 
    Michael had heard of Fantasia, the largest private cruise line in the Empire. Fantasia was famous for having the largest, most luxurious and by far the most expensive ships in the skies. 
 
    “Any evidence that Ingraham is implicated?” Commander Dumas asked. 
 
    “Ingraham is a publicly owned corporation with a diversified board of directors. The corporate officers were all hired from firms outside of Ingraham, where they already had successful careers. If they are involved, it is an extremely complicated and extensive conspiracy, going back for many years.” 
 
    “So?” Anson said. “This is an extremely complicated and extensive conspiracy. We know that; and it does go back for many years.” 
 
    “I have uncovered nothing to implicate any officers or employees of Ingraham,” Romulus said. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “Let’s find out.” 
 
      
 
    The time for surreptitious measures was past and Michael was tired of wasting time. A squadron of Imperial Marines, armed with warrants, stun guns and energy rifles, appeared at the corporate offices of Ingraham Manufacturing. The Chairman of the Board of Directors, the President, Executive Vice-President, Chief Executive Officer, Chief Financial Officer and Chief Design Officer were all placed under restraint. 
 
    All of them protested, some more vehemently than others. The firm had a large legal division, the head of which appeared, inspected the warrants, pronounced them valid and informed his colleagues that they had no choice but to cooperate. 
 
    They were questioned, scanned, placed under induction helmets and questioned again. In the end, all of them were exactly what they seemed to be. The orders for the ships were (or appeared to be) entirely legitimate.  
 
    “Where did you get the designs?” Michael asked. 
 
    The CEO, a portly man with thick black hair and lowering brows, named Jared Price, glared at him. “They’re adaptations from the new military designs. You would have to ask our engineers.” 
 
    “Who adapted them?” 
 
    “You would have to ask our engineers,” Jared Price repeated. 
 
    The Chief of the Engineering Division took one look at the very large, armored marines, puffed up his cheeks and talked. “The possibilities were obvious. Why should the military monopolize an advanced design? As soon as we received the information regarding the new warships, we incorporated it into the rest of our line.” He shrugged. “The military made no objection.” 
 
    Curious. The military, more often than not, preferred to keep classified information classified. Why wasn’t it? 
 
    “Why?” Captain Paulo Morelli was in charge of security for the military section of the complex. He squinted his eyes and gave Michael a scathing look. “Because nothing we gave them is classified.” 
 
    Michael stared at him. 
 
    “The new warships have advanced controls, brains that were previously beyond our abilities, virtual reality so good you can barely tell that it isn’t real, holographic displays, screens, shields, vacuum generators and plasma torpedoes that are better than anything we used to have. We’ve released none of it to the civilian side of Ingraham Manufacturing.” The Captain shrugged. “They’re building big ships. That’s a design issue. There is nothing fundamentally different between these ships and the ones they previously built except their configuration, which is obvious by looking at them, and their size.” 
 
    “Oh,” Michael said. 
 
    “Oh, indeed.” The Captain eyed him with evident disdain. “Will that be all?” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. “Thank you.” 
 
    Four people, three men and one woman, all young and unmarried, had recently left the Engineering Division of Ingraham Manufacturing. Two had accepted positions on Kowloon. One had taken an offer from an old friend to form their own small firm on the other side of Kyrion. A simple inquiry revealed that this individual was still on the planet and that his current business, adapting small racing yachts, had nothing to do with either Ingraham or space-going liners. The destination of the last was unknown. 
 
    “Let’s try Kowloon,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Kowloon-3 was a routine, Earthlike world orbiting a routine yellow sun. It had been colonized over six thousand years ago by refugees from Taipan, a world whose settlement had proven to be an unfortunate mistake, since a drifting, extra-solar planet turned out to be drifting directly toward them. The planet was small and dark and hidden in the system’s Kuiper belt and was not discovered until it was far too late to destroy or divert it. 
 
    Taipan was now, six thousand years later, a dead volcanic hell but Kowloon-3 was a peaceful, prosperous, mid-sized world. The main production facilities of Ishikawa and Spence, Inc., were located in the zero-gravity center of an orbiting habitat constructed from a refurbished asteroid. 
 
    “The place was just sitting here, abandoned. Four hundred years ago, it was state-of-the-art. By the time we took it over, it had been mothballed, outdated by the larger habitats out in the belt. My predecessor was a brilliant woman. It cost us almost nothing.” 
 
    David Horowitz was a trim little man with a keen face, fitting for the CEO of one of the Empire’s most important firms. He was happy to show Michael, Captain Thorenson and Commander Dumas around the facility. 
 
    They had quickly established  that this trip was not going to tell them what they wanted to know. The majority of Ishikawa and Spence’s business was fighter craft and one or two man scout ships, very fast, very deadly but nothing like any of the ships that had accosted them in the Akadius system. Rarely, the Navy might sell an obsolete scout ship to a private individual, who would contract with Ishikawa and Spence to modify it for their own use. Aside from this, the firm’s only non-military business was the manufacturing of luxurious but small private yachts. 
 
    Ishikawa and Spence, like the rest of the Navy’s contractors, had taken advantage of the technology supplied by Michael, though Michael’s role remained a secret. The new ships were faster, more powerful than the old, and required no human guidance other than a destination, but they were small ships, and Ishikawa and Spence lacked the facilities to make larger ones. 
 
    “Gravity incurs a cost on everything we do, and so does anti-gravity, in the form of required energy, and that energy has to be paid for. Putting our facilities here, in the center of an asteroid, was a convenient solution.” 
 
    It was ingenious. Michael had been in plenty of habitats with a similar design, but this was the first one he could remember that had filled the center of their little artificial world with a zero-gee manufacturing facility. 
 
    Metals were stronger when produced in zero-gravity, with a uniform dispersal of molecules and trace elements. Crystals grew symmetrically. Transport costs were much less, as well. 
 
    Their tour finished, they said farewell to their host and returned to Gehenna. 
 
    They had been here for only two days and Michael was already eager to leave, but the ships’ officers had requested a few days for shore leave. Michael had been reluctant to grant it, but there seemed no compelling reason to refuse. The crew deserved it. Three more days would do their mission no harm. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
      
 
    Andrew Sloane had left on a vector to nowhere, with no known star or habitat on his line of flight. There were two possible explanations. The first was that the vector had been a deliberate deception. Andrew Sloane’s ship would take off for some random spot, emerge from slip-space and then re-route toward his real destination, unobserved. If so, there was no way to tell where that destination might be. 
 
    The second possible explanation was that there was something on this line of flight, something unknown. 
 
    The transition into and out of slip-space was seamless. Passengers and crew had no knowledge that anything out of the ordinary was happening. Gehenna emerged every half-light year, scanned space for energy emissions, habitats or any sign of anything that should not be there. It was a slow process. Jump after jump, they worked their way along the spiral arm. Stop, search, re-enter and jump, over and over again. 
 
    “Something?” Michael asked. 
 
    “A signal,” Romulus replied. “Very faint. It’s coming from straight ahead of us.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “What is that thing?” 
 
    Michael was sitting on a reclining chair in the small lounge on the passenger deck, linked through a VR headset to Twyla Thorenson and Commander Dumas. Sitting at a round table, Marissa, Matthew, Frankie, Curly and Gloriosa, plus Jeffrey Billings, a new addition to their little group, were playing poker. Richard, enticed away from his instruments and boards by the presence of a newcomer, sat on a couch, pretending to read a book. Rosanna was in the open kitchen, making omelets. 
 
    Through the VR headset, Michael could see a large, metallic object floating in space, approximately twenty meters long and five meters wide, tapering to rounded points at each end. A series of lights around its middle flashed in a repeating pattern. It emitted radio frequencies ranging from 550 megahertz up to nearly 100 gigahertz, in phased pulses. The signal seemed meant to convey information but was heavily encrypted. The ship’s brain could not read it. 
 
    “That,” Michael said, “is an Imperial beacon.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson puffed up her cheeks. “I’ve never heard of an Imperial beacon.” 
 
    “The First Empire set them up all along the spiral arm. They’re inexpensive and relatively low-tech. They were meant to assist navigation.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Commander Dumas said. “We’re far outside the borders of the First Empire. What is it doing here?” 
 
    The First Empire had been aggressively expansionist. Its ships had travelled widely, exploring, mapping, trading with every alien race it came across. Its ambitions had known no bounds. True, the Empire itself had not extended so far as this beacon, but the beacon’s presence clearly announced its intentions. 
 
    “A different time,” Michael said. “A different culture.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of these things. If they were so common, why have we never seen one before?” 
 
    “The Swarm, and then the Hirrill, destroyed all of them that they came across.” 
 
    “Oh,” Commander Dumas said. 
 
    “Why is the signal encrypted?” Captain Thorenson said. “What is it supposed to be saying?” 
 
    A good question, and Michael did not have a good answer. The Empire had intended the beacons as navigational aids. They had been set to emit radio impulses in as many languages as possible, both human and alien. They weren’t supposed to be encrypted. Quite the opposite. “I think it’s safe to say that somebody has been messing with this one’s programming.” 
 
    “Great,” Dumas muttered. 
 
    “Can we break the encryption?” Captain Thorenson asked. 
 
    “I do not believe so,” Romulus said. “Not without some clue to its origins.” 
 
    “Now what?” Dumas said. 
 
    Another good question. What was the old line? All things come to him who waits. Not necessarily true but at the moment, waiting seemed to be their best bet. They could leave behind a drone, but they would have to periodically return and access whatever it might have observed. 
 
    “This thing is in good repair,” Michael said. “Somebody is taking care of it. It serves a purpose. Let’s wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    Gloriosa seemed happy, almost giddy. She smiled and laughed. She bet on every hand and barely pouted when she lost. Jeffrey Billings looked at her frequently. He kept his face blank but he did not look like a man in love. 
 
    Rosanna served the omelets. Jeffrey Billings thanked her. Rosanna smiled and sat down at the table. “Deal me in,” she said. They ate between hands and didn’t interrupt the game. 
 
    An hour later, Richard put down his book, gave a small shake of his head, wordlessly rose and went back to his quarters. A few minutes after, Marissa yawned and said, “I’ve had enough. I’m going to bed.” 
 
    Jeffrey Billings also rose to his feet. “Thank you all,” he said. “This was fun.” He gave Gloriosa a wan grin and left without another word, leaving silence in his wake. 
 
    Gloriosa seemed deflated. She frowned and rose and went into her room, closing the door. 
 
    Rosanna looked at Frankie, who shook her head. 
 
    Curly shrugged and glanced at Matthew. “You want to keep playing?” 
 
    “Nope. Somehow, the charge has gone out of the evening.” 
 
    Curly sighed and nodded toward Rosanna. The two of them rose and left. 
 
    “That could have gone better,” Frankie said. 
 
    “It’s nobody’s fault,” Michael said. “He’s just not that into her.” 
 
    “No,” Frankie said. “No, he’s not.” 
 
      
 
    The next evening, Matthew Oliver made it a point to run across Jeffrey Billings at a small bar on the main avenue. Billings was sitting by himself with a half-full bottle and a half-empty glass, looking morose. Matthew didn’t ask for permission. He sat down across the table and grinned at the other man. 
 
    Billings glanced at him, shrugged and sipped his drink. 
 
    “What is that?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “Bourbon.” 
 
    “Bourbon,” Matthew said. “I’ve heard of bourbon. Is it any good?” 
 
    “It serves the purpose.” Billings sighed. 
 
    “So,” Matthew said. “I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    Matthew Oliver’s father had risen to his current august rank through intelligence, strength, good judgment and at least a little bit of luck. Matthew had watched Douglas Oliver operate for his entire life. He had always paid attention and he knew how to play the game. 
 
    Before taking a position with Michael Glover, Matthew and his sister had sat down for a frank discussion with the old man. Douglas Oliver had told them everything he knew about Michael Glover. The two men, in some warped sense, knew each other well. Douglas Oliver possessed all the memories of Lord Damien Oliveros, his distant ancestor and the first Governor-General of Illyria. Damien Oliveros and Michael Glover had been friends and their careers had followed a similar trajectory. 
 
    Still, watching Glover operate was a revelation. His style resembled their father’s, but just a bit more subtle, which made sense, since Douglas Oliver was a well-known and very important man, while most of Michael Glover’s career lay two thousand years in the past. Michael Glover had also been a very important man, but nobody knew it. 
 
    He tended toward logic and made reasoned arguments. He smiled a lot, listened to his people and treated them with respect. Still, when he gave a command, he expected it to be obeyed, and everybody understood that the conversation was over. 
 
    Matthew and Marissa had wanted to run away from home and Michael Glover had given them the opportunity to do so. Thankfully, their parents had approved, even encouraged the move. Still, they remained the children of a man who was beginning to make a name for himself on an even larger stage, now that Illyria had joined the Second Empire. 
 
    The itch had been scratched, Matthew thought. He and his sister had had their fun and other challenges beckoned. It was time to think about returning home. Until they did, however, they remained loyal members of Gehenna’s crew. 
 
    Jeffrey Billings sighed. “I was afraid of this.” 
 
    Matthew looked at him. 
 
    Billings sighed again. He listed a bit in his seat and his eyes looked vacant. Matthew wondered how much he had already drunk. 
 
    “This is about Glory, isn’t it?” 
 
    Matthew grinned. “Yes,” he said. “Interesting woman, isn’t she?” 
 
    Billings winced. “I knew it was a mistake.” 
 
    “Then why did you do it?” 
 
    Billings peered at him. “You know how sometimes, you see someone, and you can’t take your eyes away? She was sitting there with her two friends. Three beautiful women, but Glory…she was something else…like a porcelain doll. I couldn’t take my eyes away.” 
 
    “You already said that.” 
 
    Billings puffed up his cheeks and nodded. “I knew it was a mistake,” he said again. 
 
    Matthew crooked a finger at a waiter and pointed down at the bottle. The waiter grinned and brought over a second glass. Matthew poured the glass half-full and sipped. He grimaced. “In what way was it a mistake?” 
 
    Billings stared into his glass as if searching for something. “Basically,” he finally said, “I find her outlook on life to be disturbing.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    Billings sighed. “I made a remark that my mother’s birthday was coming up and I needed to buy her a present. Gloriosa very matter-of-factly said that she didn’t have a mother because the owners had slaughtered her family.” 
 
    “The owners did slaughter her family.” 
 
    “I know,” Billings said, “and I don’t hold it against her. How could I? That’s not the point. The point is that her response was…jarring. Our frame of reference is so different that talking to her about almost anything turns into a complete dead end.” 
 
    Matthew frowned. “Give me another example.” 
 
    “Okay. We were doing a VR, some routine action-adventure thing about the early discovery of the alien artifacts on Ganymede. I was one of the crew. Glory was the second officer. After it was over, she said that her character looked a lot like a slave named F-4 who Esau Kane had crushed to death as a lesson in disobedience to the rest of the household. It took F-4 five hours to die and the rest of them had to stand there and watch the whole thing.” 
 
    “Well, that’s depressing,” Matthew said. 
 
    Billings shrugged. “It’s all like that. I know she’s had a tough time of it, but it’s reached the point where I can barely stand to talk to her. God only knows what she’ll say.” 
 
    Young, good-looking, rich, and the son of the most important man in his world, Matthew Oliver had never had trouble attracting women. He knew that he was no expert when it came to relationships and this conversation was rapidly getting out of his depth. He scratched his head. “Have you tried talking to her? About your concerns, I mean.” 
 
    “It makes it worse. It’s not that she gets angry. She doesn’t even argue. She clams up. I gather that in her experience, arguing with men was a very bad idea.” 
 
    Matthew frowned. “I guess F-4 can attest to that.” 
 
    Billings nodded. “You bet.” He peered owlishly into his glass. “You want some more?” 
 
    Matthew held out his glass and Billings carefully filled it half-way. Both men fell silent, brooding on the incomprehensible ways of women. 
 
    “How about the sex?” Matthew said. 
 
    Billings stared at him. “How about it?” 
 
    “No problems there?” 
 
    “No,” Billings said. “No problems there. Not that it’s any of your business.” 
 
    “We all like Gloriosa,” Matthew said. “She’s spunky.” 
 
    “I like her, too.” Billings sighed. “It’s just reached the point that I can’t stand being around her.” He frowned at Matthew. “Why don’t you give her a try?” 
 
    Matthew shook his head. “Too small for me. I like them big.” 
 
    “How about your sister? She likes women.” 
 
    “My sister is currently seeing one of your fellow officers. The redheaded ensign, Emily Frazier.” 
 
    “Frazier?” Billings blinked his eyes. “I didn’t know that. I thought Frazier liked guys.” 
 
    “Apparently, she likes girls too.” 
 
    Billings shrugged. He looked at Matthew. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No.” Matthew rose to his feet and shook his head. “I wish I had some advice for you, but I’ve got nothing to contribute. You and Gloriosa are just going to have to muddle through on your own. Or not. 
 
    “Anyway, good luck,” Matthew said, “and thanks for the bourbon.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Michael had just emerged from a lift after observing a minor war-game with Dustin Nye on the ship’s third level when a tall, well-built young man in an ensign’s uniform gave him an apologetic smile, stepped forward from a crowd of pedestrians and tried to plant a knife in his chest. 
 
    Time slowed. Michael slid to the side. The knife opened a small slice across his shirt, scratched him over the lower ribs. It burned, far more than it should. Michael ignored it, turned, trapped his attacker’s arm against his raised knee and twisted. The attacker cried out as his elbow joint dislocated. The knife clattered to the deck. 
 
    Michael turned, thrust out a hip and flipped the guy over. He fell on his back and lay there, dazed and wheezing. The navigational grid in Michael’s retina took note of every person in the hallway, who they were, where they stood, what they were doing. They all stood frozen. 
 
    “Romulus,” Michael said to the air. 
 
    Romulus voice echoed from an overhead speaker. “Security will be on hand within ten seconds.” 
 
    Michael looked down on the attacker. Pale skin, brown hair, nothing distinctive. He clutched his elbow and moaned. 
 
    “Don’t get up,” Michael said. 
 
    The attacker continued to moan and didn’t acknowledge Michael’s words. 
 
    A few seconds later, the corridor swarmed with Security. Most of them fanned out, pushing back the crowd. Four walked up, lifted the attacker to his feet and hustled him away. 
 
    One of them reached for the knife. 
 
    “Be careful with that. It’s poisoned.” 
 
    The guard looked at him, nodded and carefully picked up the knife by its handle. 
 
    Michael’s side felt numb but his enhanced metabolism had already neutralized most of the poison on the blade. The wound was otherwise skin deep. 
 
    The lift opened. Frankie came rushing out. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Nothing major.” 
 
    Frankie looked at the bloody knife, then at the wound in Michael’s side. “You are hurt!” 
 
    He smiled. “Reminds me of the old days. Nobody’s tried to assassinate me in over two thousand years.” His smile grew wider. “Well, not seriously tried. Come on,” he said. “Let’s see who this jackass is.” 
 
      
 
    “Officially, his name is Aaron McDonald,” Anson said. 
 
    “Officially?” 
 
    Romulus’ disembodied voice came from the speaker. “There is a discrepancy in the records. The retinal scans from five years ago don’t match the more current ones.” 
 
    Michael frowned. “Could he have had his eyes replaced?” 
 
    “The records claim that he did. He was supposedly involved in an industrial accident and suffered serious burns on his face, rendering him nearly blind. According to the records, his eyes were too damaged to be salvaged. They were removed and replaced.” 
 
    “So, where’s the discrepancy?” 
 
    “Modern surgery leaves no visible scars, but there are always microscopic scars. He has none. These would appear to be his original eyes. The record is false.” 
 
    ‘Aaron McDonald’ sat in a chair, his arms and legs in restraints, an induction helmet on his head. Occasionally, his lips moved, as he responded to the questions that Romulus fed into his brain. 
 
    “So, who is he?” Michael said. 
 
    “He says he’s Aaron McDonald,” Romulus said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “So far as he knows—or as far as we can tell—he’s telling the truth.” 
 
    Michael blinked. “Why did he try to stab me?” 
 
    “So far as he knows, he didn’t try to stab you. He has no memory at all of trying to stab you. He is completely bewildered.” 
 
    This was unexpected. Michael had dealt with spies, traitors, agents, double-agents and turncoats many times in his long career. He had never come across one who literally did not know what he was doing. 
 
    “You’re saying that he actually believes he’s a loyal member of the crew.” 
 
    “Yes,” Romulus replied. 
 
    The deepest of deep agents had programmed sub-personas that possessed no knowledge whatsoever of each other. A persona could be released by a code, a trigger word or merely by circumstance. The persona would emerge, do what its programming demanded and retreat back into the subconscious. 
 
    If there was one such agent, there might well be others. There probably were, in fact. Routine scanning wouldn’t detect them. Only a full-on identity probe could do it, and there was always the possibility that one of the personas was programmed to suicide in the event of such a probe. 
 
    “We need to get to the bottom of this,” Michael said. “One way or another.” 
 
    Anson nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    It might take as long as a day, even two, but at the end of that time, they would have access to every scintilla of information that the brain of this ‘Aaron McDonald’ possessed. 
 
    Or he would be dead. 
 
      
 
    The ship’s brain was capable of exploring trillions of alternatives and scenarios in mere seconds but the human brain was limited to the speed of electrochemical responses. It took thirty-six hours before Romulus could give a final report to Anson and Michael. 
 
    “Physically, Aaron McDonald is perfectly average: mixed race with a preponderance of Caucasian. His height, weight and general build all fall within the human norm. There is nothing about his appearance to attract attention or arouse suspicion. 
 
    “We have no idea who he is, because he has no idea who he is. We have identified six alternate personas. One is a command persona, with no memories and almost no self-awareness. The command persona is designed to respond to certain stimuli by bringing one of its sub-personas to the fore. 
 
    “All five sub-personas are meticulously detailed, with memories—real or implanted, I cannot yet tell—going back to earliest childhood. I suspect that the majority are real, however, since they differ on minor points only, and all of them share the exact same memories of the last three years.” 
 
    “And what are these personas programmed to do?” 
 
    “One of them, when activated, is programmed to assassinate you. One is to assassinate the Prime Minister of the Imperial Senate. One will assassinate the head of Naval Intelligence.” 
 
    “Arcturus,” Michael said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The rest?” 
 
    “One is merely a disguise: an ensign in the Imperial Navy. This one goes about his business and knows nothing of any plot or conspiracy.” 
 
    “How about the last?” 
 
    “The last is assigned to blow up this ship.” 
 
    Blowing up Gehenna, Michael thought, was easier said than done. 
 
    “And how exactly is he supposed to accomplish that?” 
 
    “No plan is provided. He is to use his initiative.” 
 
    “And I don’t suppose he knows anybody else who might be similarly compromised?” 
 
    “No,” Romulus said. “He does not.” 
 
    “Any clues?” Michael said. 
 
    “Only one, and that one will not likely to help us. There is a very clear memory from earliest childhood. This memory is consistent across all five personas. He is young and his father is pointing at the night time sky, naming the stars, but the names of these stars correspond to no stars we know of. He tells of constellations that are listed in no chart or record, and their configuration corresponds to no pattern of stars in this galaxy. 
 
    “If they are real, they are from somewhere else, somewhere very far away.” 
 
      
 
    Everybody makes mistakes. All successful people, somewhere along the way, have gathered their courage, taken a leap into the unknown, tried and failed. Everyone has misjudged a situation. Everyone has allowed a moment’s inattention to distract them at a critical time. It’s only human…to be human. 
 
    Still, Arcturus’ quiet rebuke had been scathing, and Michael had had no choice but to sit there and take it. He had made a potentially fatal mistake, and the fact that Michael had been the one to come up with the idea for the device that Arlo Scott had created, and that Michael had actively encouraged its construction did little to console him. The damn thing might not have worked. Gehenna’s entire crew had indeed been very, very lucky. 
 
    Michael did not enjoy depending upon luck. Where there was one traitor, there were likely to be others. Probably few, but even this was uncertain. Michael sighed. He disliked the idea of putting his entire crew under surveillance but he saw no real choice. They had no way of identifying another agent as deeply implanted as Aaron McDonald other than a full-on ID probe of every person on the ship, which would take months to accomplish and could not be done in secret. 
 
    “Watch everybody,” Michael said, “every minute of every day.” 
 
    Anson wrinkled his nose but made no comment. 
 
    “Of course,” Romulus said. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, a ship emerged from slip-space. It resembled the smaller ships that had attacked them at Akadius, the same lines, the same streamlined shape. The ship approached the Imperial beacon and sent an encrypted message. The beacon responded. 
 
    Gehenna lay back and observed. The smaller ship turned, aligned its nose toward the inner edge of the spiral arm and vanished into slip-space. 
 
    “Finally,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    If you had to pick a world to house a galaxy wide conspiracy, Croydon-4 made sense. It was the capital world of a seven-world mini-empire, that had not so long ago been a five-world mini-empire, with a large, stable population and an efficient industrial base. All seven worlds had once been members of the First Empire. All seven had been relatively self-sufficient and had come through the Interregnum with minimal social disruption. This little empire had been contacted by the Second Empire only once, nearly forty years before, but Gehenna’s database contained numerous references to private trade. 
 
    Gehenna hovered high above Croydon-4 and followed what had become the usual pattern, monitoring the system wide web, releasing drones and observing. 
 
    There was a lot to observe. 
 
    “They’re preparing for war,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    Commander Dumas looked grim. Henrik Anson scowled at the screen. The juniors, sitting around the virtual table, glanced worriedly at each other and kept their mouths shut. 
 
    The Eastern continent crouched over the planet’s equator. Much of it was mountainous but the westernmost portion narrowed into a peninsula that then widened out into a fertile plain, over a thousand kilometers in extent and three hundred wide, flat and covered in grasslands. The entire peninsula hummed with activity, including a shipyard on the edge of an enormous military base that lay next to Killaway, Croydon-4’s capital city. The base consisted of barracks, administration buildings, training facilities and a large landing field covered with hundreds of ships. 
 
    Most of the ships were converted merchants, outfitted with gun ports and missile tubes. A few were old style military, obsolete corvettes and destroyers. Ten, however, were the same approximate design as the ones that had attacked Gehenna at Akadius. There were three of the big ones, over three thousand meters. 
 
    “There is no evidence that they’re preparing to attack the Second Empire,” Michael said. 
 
    By now, they had come across dozens of similar worlds and groupings of worlds, most of which, long ago, had been members of the First Interstellar Empire of Mankind. 
 
    But the First Empire had fallen more than two thousand years in the past, and the Second Empire was still far away—for many of these worlds, barely a rumor and of no concern. No, these worlds had more immediate concerns, because many of them had neighbors and those neighbors were all too often aggressive, acquisitive and territorial. 
 
    Croydon-4 was not preparing to attack the Second Empire. They were preparing to attack their neighbors. 
 
    “Why can’t we all just get along?” Commander Dumas said with a wolfish smile. 
 
    Michael shook his head. It is a truism that peace requires two parties but war needs only one. If someone attacks, you’re at war, whether you want to be or not. And so, if you are a wise leader, you prepare to defend yourself, your property and your world, and sooner or later, some leader or other would look at all that military capability and think, why waste it? 
 
    “Their principal target would seem to be the Navarre Protectorate, only twenty light-years away and almost undefended.” 
 
    Someday, the Second Empire might decide to follow the example of its predecessor and declare that all human beings, wherever they might be, are under its sway and will follow its rules. It might, in the end, be the only way to stop this internecine carnage among the stars. But that day, if it ever came, was in the future. 
 
    “We can’t stop a war,” Michael said, “not here. We don’t have the resources.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson shook her head. The others frowned but had nothing to say. 
 
    “Why did that ship come here?” Michael said. “That’s what we need to find out. That is our mission. The rest of it can wait.” 
 
      
 
    Croydon-4 had been a modified democracy, with a king elected for life from among a group of nobles. Then, seventy years ago, Carl Hauser, the second most popular (and recently defeated) candidate for the throne, rebelled. His rebellion succeeded. 
 
    Carl Hauser proved to be a relatively benevolent autocrat. He took care not to abuse the commoners and appeased the merchant class with tax abatements and government subsidies. He had died in his sleep thirty years previous. His oldest son was now King Gustav. 
 
    Gustav, unfortunately, had larger ambitions than his father. He dreamed of conquest and glory and had a fervent desire to spread the light of his magnificent reign among the stars. The First Empire, after all, had begun as one tiny, little world: Earth. Gustav was starting with five. Now, it was seven. Why should Croydon be less successful than their ancestors? King Gustav had been bribing government officials on at least a hundred worlds. He had been doing so ever since he assumed the throne. 
 
    Then, only three years ago, a man named Jeffrey Salazar had come to Croydon-4 and begged an audience with the King. Jeffrey Salazar had immediately been appointed First Advisor and the Imperial shipyards began turning out ships of a new and more advanced design. They had also begun buying older vessels from their neighbors and paying very attractive prices for merchant ships that could be converted to military use. 
 
    “This guy,” Commander Dumas said, “is out of his mind.” 
 
    Anson gave him a brooding look. “Is he? Napoleon and Genghis Khan started with a lot less. If you have a yen to conquer the galaxy, he’s going about it the right way.” 
 
    Commander Dumas shrugged. “For every Genghis Khan, there are a hundred others who tried and failed and whose names have long since been forgotten.” 
 
    “And every one of them caused chaos in their wake,” Captain Thorenson said. “King Gustav may not succeed in conquering the galaxy but he can cause a lot of damage while he’s trying. And anyway, he’s not preparing to conquer the galaxy, he’s preparing to conquer his neighbors.” 
 
    The Navarre Protectorate was a small, two-planet confederation that possessed a miniscule military of its own, ripe for the plucking. 
 
    Michael had a headache. He was depressed. Was this it? This lousy, two-bit little Empire? Was this the source of all their troubles? His own attitude bewildered him. He should be elated. It seemed too good to be true. And that was the point. If something seemed too good to be true, it probably wasn’t. 
 
    “He is going about it the right way,” Michael said. “The officials that he’s bribed, both in and outside the Empire, were all mid-level and grateful for his help. After forty years, many of them are no longer mid-level. They occupy high positions in their respective governments. 
 
    “And he hasn’t overextended himself. He’s been careful to work within his limitations. King Gustav is dangerous.” 
 
    “Gustav would be considerably less dangerous if he was working alone,” Captain Thorenson said. “The real problem is this Jeffrey Salazar. Who is he? Where did he come from?” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey Salazar was rarely seen in public. There were only three pictures available on the web. All three showed a tall, well-built man with brown hair, brown eyes and even features. Facial recognition software revealed no match. 
 
    “Facial sculpting could have taken care of that,” Anson said. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “There are trillions of people, both in and outside the Empire, who aren’t in our database. We’ll have to get closer.” 
 
    Jeffrey Salazar had a spacious suite within the palace, but the palace was well shielded. Their drones could not enter and Jeffrey Salazar did not exit. People, however, could. Visiting nobility, trade delegations from a hundred different worlds, and even tourists were welcome in the public areas of the palace. 
 
    The Lady Luck was about to head down, once again posing as a merchant vessel, when Michael received an urgent message from Romulus. “Observe your screen.” 
 
    Michael, sitting at his desk, turned toward the holoscreen. Andrew Sloane walked out of the palace. He turned his head upward toward an almost microscopic drone hovering overhead. The drone received a message: Meet me at the Charter Arms at 9:00 tonight. Andrew Sloane smiled, apparently basking in the fresh air and the sunshine on his face. Then he slid into a waiting car. 
 
    Their drone followed the car. It drove to the spaceport, checked in through the main gate and stopped at a merchant ship. Andrew Sloane exited, smiled once again at the hovering drone, and entered the ship. The hatch spiraled closed behind him. 
 
    Michael sat back in his seat, considering. Finally, he shrugged. “Break out some bodies,” he said, “and prepare one of the boats.” 
 
    “Of course,” Romulus replied. 
 
    The Charter Arms was a restaurant, a large, high-end establishment with a reputation for serving some of the best food in the city. Michael, accompanied by Curly, Frankie, Henrik Anson and Twyla Thorenson, arrived at the Charter Arms fifteen minutes before 9:00. A hostess showed them to a table in a large, circular alcove, from which they could see the street, and sat down to wait. 
 
    “Pleasant enough,” Captain Thorenson said. The restaurant had soft seats, a tiled floor, a large wooden bar and semi-private booths separated from each other by padded wooden backs. Flowers peaked out of alcoves scattered around the room. 
 
    They ordered cocktails with unrecognizable names, which arrived within a few moments. 
 
    At exactly two minutes past 9:00, Andrew Sloane walked in. Michael felt something unwind at the sight of him. Andrew Sloane had left the London on a spying mission, nearly three years ago, to join the crew of a ship that they had strong reason to believe was a pirate vessel. They had not heard from him since. 
 
    As Arcturus had said, Andrew Sloane was an alien masquerading as human. He had seemed, in the brief time they had known him, to be a loyal member of Michael’s crew but he had not been human for long and his motivations were at least questionable, if not incomprehensible. And now, here he was, mingling freely with what appeared to be the enemy. Michael would not have been surprised if Andrew had arrived with a battalion of King Gustav’s troops. 
 
    “I like the bodies,” Andrew said, and slid into the booth. “They look like you.” 
 
    Michael grinned. He pressed a button and a privacy screen shimmered across the table. “So, Andrew, how have you been?” 
 
    “I have enjoyed my time among you humans. Your behavior is almost always fascinating.” Andrew Sloane smiled ferociously. “Primitive, but fascinating.” 
 
    Frankie frowned. Captain Thorenson, who had never met Andrew Sloane but knew his story, stared at him. 
 
    Andrew Sloane picked up a menu and examined it carefully. “I have come to believe that political power should be apportioned according to some random mechanism, maybe a lottery. Those who seek it are almost always narcissists and sociopaths. Those who do not seek it and never wanted it are more likely to not abuse it.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re the first to have had that thought,” Michael said. 
 
    Captain Thorenson, who frequently dealt with the military hierarchy, grimaced. Anson, also no stranger to the ways of politicians, reluctantly smiled. 
 
    Andrew Sloane shrugged. “I have grown tired of pretending to be human.” He stopped talking as a waiter approached. They all gave their orders and said nothing until the waiter was outside the privacy screen. 
 
    Michael did not have a choice about being human. Andrew Sloane did. Not necessarily a comforting thought. “Why haven’t we heard from you?” Michael said. 
 
    “I was busy.” 
 
    Andrew Sloane had changed, not surprising, since when he left them, he had been very young. From the beginning, Michael had had doubts about Andrew’s mission. Andrew had been a happy, eager young alien. He no longer seemed either young or happy. He seemed harder. 
 
    “What is your status here?” Anson asked. 
 
    Before he could answer, their food arrived and the table fell silent. When the waitstaff left, Andrew said, “One thing that I have truly come to enjoy is the process by which you carbon based entities ingest energy.” He grinned around the table. “First, the anticipation. Will this dish be as good as I remember? Will it taste the way I imagine it? And then the food arrives, arranged like artwork on the plate.” His nostrils flared as he took a deep breath and the smile spread across his face. “The scents, the flavors, the entire ritual of the meal, the feeling repletion that when the last bite has finally been consumed.” 
 
    He glanced around the table. “Let’s eat, and then we can talk.” 
 
    Why not? Michael, like most soldiers, had often been required to eat some fairly disgusting things, but like most soldiers, he had learned to appreciate a good meal. All of them dug in, and kept their thoughts to themselves. 
 
    Finally, Andrew pushed his plate away and sighed. 
 
    “You may recall that the ship I left on was called the Traveler’s Fortune. Her captain was a human named Carl Severs. The Traveler’s Fortune was a merchant ship, trading mostly in furs, gems, exotic spices and mid-level computer systems that had value on low technology worlds. 
 
    “As you surmised, the Traveler’s Fortune was not above a bit of piracy when she could get away with it. Her cargo holds could easily be converted into detention facilities. When opportunity presented, Carl Severs traded in slaves, mostly kidnapped from low tech worlds—part of the reason he preferred dealing with such worlds—and occasionally crewmembers from small vessels that they waylaid and either captured or destroyed. 
 
    “The crew was in on it. They operated as a partnership, a common arrangement on such vessels. The profits were divided up and distributed according to rank aboard the ship. The Captain received ten percent of the total, the highest share.” 
 
    Andrew fell silent. At the end of the meal, he had ordered a glass of very expensive brandy, which he now sipped, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “Where were these captives taken?” Michael asked. 
 
    Andrew reached into a pocket and pulled out a data-chip, which he handed to Michael. “The information is all there: worlds, cities, all the buyers, all the sellers, all the ships I know of.” He shrugged. “I’m certain that there are many more.” 
 
    “This is good,” Michael said, weighing the chip in his palm and then carefully tucking it away. “It’s very good. It’s a lot more than we had.” 
 
    “Carl Severs had a common weakness. He was greedy. He withheld certain items of merchandise and sold them privately, keeping most of the credits for himself. The ship’s other officers were all included in this scam. It was stupid, but then, such men often are.” Andrew chuckled. 
 
    “What happened?” Frankie asked. 
 
    “I was the one who discovered his thievery. By this time, my fellows regarded me as a loyal and exemplary member of the crew. I alerted my colleagues. We mutinied. I had the honor of strangling Carl Severs.” Andrew frowned. “I enjoyed that much more than I expected to. The rest of the ships’ officers were shot and their bodies ejected into space. The crew then elected me Captain.” 
 
    Somehow, Michael suspected that there was much more to it than this simple story. 
 
    Andrew Sloane sat back in his seat. He grinned, though the grin seemed strained. “Have you ever considered the so-called ‘fallen’ nature of mankind? The attraction of sin? The pleasure of letting loose one’s deepest, most depraved impulses? Of reveling in the forbidden? Of taking and destroying at one’s whim and without remorse?” 
 
    Anson stared at him. Captain Thorenson frowned. 
 
    “What exactly are you getting at?” Michael asked. 
 
    “My people have no such temptations,” Andrew said. “Our animal nature, if it ever existed, lies a billion years in the past. The sheer pleasure that I received as I watched the light fade from Carl Sever’s eyes, the exhilaration…this surprised me. I would not have expected that such an atavistic act would convey such absolute joy. 
 
    “Why is that?” Andrew looked around the table. “Do you know? Can any of you tell me?” 
 
    “Civilization imposes restraints on our behavior,” Anson said. “Civilization could not exist if we all behaved like animals.” 
 
    “Animals…animals behave according to their nature, but even an animal is capable of compassion, of caring for others, at least others of their own kind.” Andrew sighed. “I have read everything that every human philosopher has written on every possible subject. I know all about original sin and the last temptation of Christ, but it is one thing to have an abstract knowledge of a phenomenon and quite another to experience it,”—he grinned—“in the flesh.” 
 
    He fixed Michael with a burning gaze. “You and I once discussed this subject, long ago. Do you remember?” 
 
    Michael remembered. Andrew had been drunk for the first, and perhaps the only time. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I was sent among your people to discover the true nature of carbon based intelligent life—specifically, mankind—though it has been my observation that organic, intelligent beings other than humans share, to one degree or another, all of your principal attributes. 
 
    “I have accomplished my mission. I have discovered within myself the capacity for evil, and I have seen this capacity displayed many times in many other beings.” A pained expression crossed Andrew Sloane’s face. “But I have also seen the capacity for what a human philosopher would call ‘good.’ I have seen generosity and kindness. I have seen dedication to an ideal. I have observed courage and sacrifice.” 
 
    He looked around the table. 
 
    “My mission is nearly over. I find that I miss the song of the stars, the hum of cosmic radiation as it sleets against my wings, the company of my own kind. It is time that I returned to my father.” 
 
    “Why did you ask us here?” Michael said. 
 
    Andrew grinned. “Human beings have come far in a short period of time, but your evolution has further to go. I find, all things considered, when the bad is weighed against the good, that I approve of your nascent, so-called civilization. Humanity has risen and fallen and risen once again, many times, but each time, the heights it has achieved have been greater than the last. I will tell this to my people. We shall not destroy mankind.” 
 
    Well, thought Michael, that’s good to know. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “I owe you a debt,” Andrew Sloane said. “I wanted to tell you everything that I have discovered or suspect regarding your adversary.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Michael said. “Please begin.” 
 
      
 
    They had returned to Gehenna and put their temporary bodies back into storage. 
 
    Frankie was morose. Frankie had always regarded herself as the practical sort. Down to Earth. See a problem, fix a problem. It was not so easy when the problem lived within herself. It was even harder when she couldn’t quite figure out what that problem was. 
 
    But then again, she pretty much had figured out what the problem was. She just didn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    Frankie had been with Michael Glover for over three years. Frankie had no doubt of her feelings for Michael and she had until very recently had no doubts about Michael’s feelings for her. 
 
    Four hundred years was a long time. People changed a lot over a life-span that stretched over four hundred years. You lived with somebody, you loved somebody…a few dozen years pass, and maybe you couldn’t stand them. Some relationships lasted, most didn’t. You tried to maintain your dignity. No hard feelings, that’s just the way it was. 
 
    Frankie knew the score. Not that she had ever stayed with anybody long enough to grow tired of them. Frankie was still young, barely forty. She had been a marine, a transient profession that hadn’t left her in one place long enough to get attached to anybody. She had hardly settled into her new job working private security on her home world when Michael Glover had come along. 
 
    Frankie knew that she looked good. She had never had difficulty attracting men, and a few women as well. She had enjoyed these previous relationships but had never expected them to be pernament. 
 
    Her relationship with Michael was different…or was it? 
 
    Michael was rarely demonstrative. He looked at the world with those cool, assessing eyes. Michael Glover had spent a lifetime keeping things to himself, letting nobody know the full extent of his thoughts, his resources or his capabilities; and certainly, Frankie couldn’t blame him. Michael Glover, Ptolemy, had never lost a battle but he had lost everything else, including, Frankie thought, himself. Why wouldn’t he be holding a bit of himself in reserve? 
 
    At the moment, Michael was aft, conferring with the ships’ officers, waiting for Andrew Sloane to carry out his insane little plan. 
 
    And then, they would see… 
 
    And after that, time to have a little talk with Michael Glover. 
 
      
 
    Andrew Sloane had handed Michael a second data-chip. “I have met Jeffrey Salazar on several occasions. He is tall and well built, moves gracefully and observes his surroundings with great care. I suspect he is well past middle age and that he has a military background. 
 
    “I know nothing at all regarding his personal habits. He could be as ascetic as a monk or he could be torturing little boys in the basement. He stays in his own section of the palace and speaks to few people other than the king and his network of contacts among the merchants and the spacers guild, who he meets with frequently. This chip contains the names and relevant information on the ones I’ve been able to identify. 
 
    “Carl Severs was one of these contacts and now, so am I. His questions revolve primarily around economic and political trends on the worlds I visit. He is extremely well informed on the political situation on many, many worlds. More often than not, he already knows most of what I tell him. 
 
    “What else do I know?” Andrew shook his head. “Gossip has it that he came to Croydon from very far away.” He shrugged. “Probably true and hardly a surprise. He brought with him plans for advanced weaponry. He has given King Gustav a vortex beam that can disrupt molecular bonds, screening technology that was common in the First Empire but until recently was unknown to the Second, the ability to penetrate such screening, an ability that even the First Empire did not possess, advanced avionics and controls, similar to those of the London, which allow ships to operate with little to no personnel. King Gustav was obviously happy to have these things. 
 
    “I have no direct contacts with the military, but I have contacts with many who do. As you have probably surmised, Croydon is planning to invade the Navarre Protectorate. This is beyond dispute. After that? Who knows? The King, and Jeffrey Salazar, are keeping any further plans to themselves, except that they are turning out ships as fast as they can make them. 
 
    “Where do the designs for this advanced weaponry come from?” Andrew Sloane raised his hands and let them drop back down to the table. “Perhaps the individuals whose names I have given you can provide a clue. You may ask them. I plan on asking Jeffrey Salazar.” 
 
    Momentary silence greeted this little declaration. 
 
    “Why would he tell you?” Michael asked. 
 
    Andrew Sloane smiled. “I plan on giving him no choice.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Michael, Frankie thought, was in a foul mood. So was she, but Frankie suspected that the reasons for Michael’s distress were different. Michael had larger things to worry about than whether or not his girlfriend’s devotion matched his own. At least they weren’t taking it out on each other. Both of them grew silent when something was eating at them, far better than getting into pointless fights. 
 
    They sat together at a small table in the outdoor café. Michael had already downed three drinks in rapid succession. Frankie, who lacked an enhanced metabolism, was still on her first. 
 
    Romulus’ voice echoed from Frankie’s interface. “Get down.” 
 
    Frankie didn’t hesitate. She dropped to the floor and felt something whooshing over her head. 
 
    Michael leaped over the table. Frankie rolled under it, turned onto her back and drew her gun. The gun was unnecessary. Michael held a small man by the neck with his left hand, at least six centimeters off the ground. The man’s face turned purple and his legs kicked against thin air. Strangled sounds came from his throat. Michael’s right hand held his wrist. Michael twisted. Frankie could hear a snap and a knife clattered to the ground. 
 
    Michael snarled and released his grip. The man sank down into a chair, moaning and clutching his wrist, half-unconscious. 
 
    Security arrived a few seconds later and bundled the would-be assassin away. Michael let out a breath. “You alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frankie said. “You?” 
 
    The corner of Michael’s mouth twitched upward and he nodded. “Let’s see if this one will tell us more than the last.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding,” Michael said. 
 
    “Nope,” Anson said. 
 
    “Oh, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    This little jackass was not part of some galaxy wide conspiracy. This one was a paid assassin, and not a master of his trade. He sat now under restraints, an induction helmet over his head. 
 
    “And somebody pays you to do this?” Michael said. 
 
    The little man gave him a sullen look. His name, supposedly, was David Parisi. He worked as a baker at one of the numerous private establishments along the Grand Avenue. 
 
    “The credentials of the civilians aboard the ship are not checked as thoroughly as those of the military,” Anson said. “An oversight.” 
 
    “Who is he really?” 
 
    “His real name is Edison James, a retainer of the Chao-Peterson family.” A wisp of a smile crossed Anson’s face. “From Nereid.” 
 
    Michael stared at him. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Charles Jameson, the family patriarch, personally gave him his orders.” 
 
    “Patriarch,” Michael muttered. “I thought we had seen the last of those three idiots.” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “And are there any other Chao-Peterson family assassins lurking about?” 
 
    “Not so far as Edison James knows, but then, he might not know.” 
 
    Michael did not have time for this bullshit. Not now. He had much more important things to deal with than some big fish, tiny pond oligarch on a minor world like Nereid. “Squeeze Edison James for everything he knows,” Michael said, “and then put him on ice. I’ll deal with him later, when I have time.” 
 
      
 
    Andrew Sloane had also given Michael a small metal box. “The bodies that you wear are in constant contact with your original forms, which I assume are somewhere on your ship?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. 
 
    “Such contact is made possible through entanglement. Entanglement was at first assumed to describe the relationship between different particles, or systems. In fact, entanglement dictates that there is only one system, and what had been thought to be individual particles is an illusion. Your consciousness is not split. It is one consciousness in two bodies separated in space.” 
 
    “We understand this,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    “Then you understand that this device contains my memories and my consciousness, just as much as the body that I currently wear. They are entangled. They are one. I want you to return it to my father, so that I may resume my true form.” 
 
    Michael stared at him. He had a bad feeling for where this conversation was about to go. 
 
    Andrew, sensing his discomfort, smiled benignly. “I have an interview scheduled with Jeffrey Salazar. Salazar has protections in place. This physical form can detect them. His quarters are filled with communication devices, automatic weapons and escape hatches, but none of this will help him. 
 
    “I am much, much stronger than any mere human. Jeffrey Salazar cannot resist me. You will hear what I hear and see what I see. Jeffrey Salazar will tell me what I ask him, on pain of death.” 
 
    “And then what?” Anson asked. 
 
    “And then his retainers will arrive and rescue him.” 
 
    “And then what?” Michael said. 
 
    “Then they will kill me, and Jeffrey Salazar will happily conclude that he has escaped a serious threat to his life.” 
 
    Michael sank back into his seat. “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    Andrew gave him a compassionate look. “Do not be despondent, and do not mourn my death. Remember, this body that I wear is only a shell and I am not really human. All will be as it must be. I shall return to the Rift. I will remember my time and my experience among you and I will share these memories with my people. They shall enrich our existence and inform our decisions for a million years.” 
 
      
 
    The box easily interfaced with their systems and Michael, Anson, Captain Thorenson, Commander Dumas and Frankie found themselves suspended in the web. 
 
    “Watch,” Andrew Sloan’s disembodied voice said. 
 
    The office was spacious. An expensive looking rug sat on the floor. The desk and chairs were sturdy and comfortable, probably antiques. A large window looked down upon the city and the far distant sea. 
 
    Jeffrey Salazar was already sitting on a chair in front of a low table when three bored looking guardsmen ushered Andrew Sloane into his office. Andrew had been thoroughly searched, but the guards’ boredom had not prevented them from doing their job. That was just fine. Andrew needed no weapons for what he was about to do. 
 
    A pot of coffee, another of tea, cream, sugar and two cups sat on the table. 
 
    “Please sit down,” Salazar said. 
 
    Andrew ignored the request. He walked around the table, extruded a claw from his right index finger and stabbed Salazar in the neck, injecting a short acting paralytic. Salazar’s eyes bulged. His breath caught in his throat as he struggled to breathe. Andrew walked back to the door and turned the bolt, locking it. Then he walked back to Salazar and held up his right hand. The claw grew longer, straighter and thinner. 
 
    “Let me see,” Andrew muttered, then stabbed the claw into each femoral nerve sheath and injected a local anesthetic. He repeated the process at either side of Salazar’s neck, paralyzing the brachial plexus. Then he sat down to wait. 
 
    By now, Salazar’s breathing had grown a touch easier. A series of gasping moans came from his throat. 
 
    “I injected you with a paralytic. It will be gone in less than a minute. You will find, however, that you cannot move your arms or your legs. This will wear off in approximately three hours.” Andrew mirthlessly grinned. “If you live.” 
 
    Salazar stared at him. 
 
    “I have a series of questions for you. If you answer them truthfully, then you may survive this experience.” Andrew shrugged. “If you don’t, then you won’t. Please don’t to lie to me. I can tell. 
 
    “So, first, what is your real name and where are you from?” 
 
    Salazar didn’t waste time with empty threats. He glared at Andrew and said nothing. Andrew held up his left hand. Another needle-like claw extruded from the index finger. “This is similar to strychnine. If I inject you with it, your muscles will go into a spasm so severe they will tear away from the bone.” Andrew smiled. “It will hurt.” He held up his right hand. The claw on this hand had by now disappeared. He spread the fingers and a blue crackle of electricity arced between his fingers. “This will hurt as well. Don’t make me use it. Spare us both the trouble.” 
 
    “Jeffrey Sylvester, from Reliance, in the Empire,” Salazar said. 
 
    Andrew frowned. “The second statement is true. The first is not.” He reached out and a blue spark jumped from his finger to the tip of Salazar’s nose. Salazar cried out. 
 
    “You’re good at controlling your responses,” Andrew said. “Your heart rate and your scent have barely changed. Clearly, you have had training at this. You could probably fool most humans, even those with enhanced senses, but you cannot deceive me. So, I will ask again: what is your name?” 
 
    Salazar’s eyes narrowed. He glared at Andrew but he answered the question. “Johnathan Prescott-Jones.” 
 
    In the web, Anson glanced at Michael. Michael frowned but said nothing. 
 
    Andrew sat back and pondered. After a moment, he said, “I know that name. You were an agent for the Imperium. For whom are you working now?” 
 
    “Myself.” 
 
    Andrew made a clicking sound with his tongue. “A half-truth,” he said. “Let me amend my question: with whom are you working now?” 
 
    Salazar cleared his throat and coughed three times. Inside Salazar’s desk, a silent alarm activated. Andrew pretended to be unaware of this. He waited for Salazar’s coughing fit to end. 
 
    “An organization you have never heard of,” Salazar said, “with resources greater than you can imagine.” 
 
    “Do tell,” Andrew murmured. “And what is this organization called? And where can I find it?” 
 
    “It has no name.” Salazar grinned. “You can find it in the Well of Time.” 
 
    “The Well of Time…” 
 
    Salazar laughed. The door to the office disappeared. Flame licked through the open doorway and swept over Andrew’s body. He stared silently at Johnathan Prescott-Jones as his skin blackened, and he fell burning to the floor. The last thing he heard was Prescott-Jones laughter and his voice saying, “Well, someone could.” 
 
    The web dissolved. Michael stared at his companions’ faces. 
 
    Andrew Sloane’s voice issued from the wall. “I might have hoped for a bit more,” he said. 
 
    Michael sighed and shook his head. “The Well of Time…?” 
 
      
 
    “Johnathan Prescott-Jones, as you all know, served as an agent of the Imperium for over fifty years,” Michael said. “He led the Imperium’s ground forces during their attempted invasion of Dancy. When the invasion failed, he vanished.” 
 
    Finally, a clue, something other than a phantom or a rumor, not that they knew what to do with it. The juniors sat at the table and listened attentively. Even that idiot Forrester and Brianna LeClair looked less bored than usual. 
 
    “Our records contain no mention whatsoever of this Well of Time, whatever and wherever it may be,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    Commander Dumas frowned. “Mr. Sloane gave us the names of eight people who met frequently with Jeffrey Salazar. All eight are high functionaries of King Gustav. All eight live on well-guarded estates, but these estates’ shielding is ordinary. We’ve been able to establish micro-drones in every room. We’ve gathered a lot of data on the planned invasion of Navarre, but beyond that, there is no clue to anything that might indicate a larger conspiracy.” 
 
    “Johnathan Prescott-Jones,” Anson said, “before he became the Chief Executive Officer of the Prescott Corporation, and long before becoming an agent for the Imperium, served a career as an agent for naval intelligence. 
 
    “Romulus?” 
 
    Romulus voice issued from the speakers. “The details are still under seal. What we know, however, reveals a man of intelligence, focus and drive. He was a problem solver for the military. Troublesome individuals had a habit of suffering political reversals, career ending scandals or conveniently dying once Johnathan Prescott-Jones arrived on the scene. Hostile entities became neutral. Neutral worlds decided that it would better serve their goals as allies or associate members of the Second Empire.” 
 
    A career not unlike Michael’s own, during its middle stages. “Such men are used to working independently,” he said. “Johnathan Prescott-Jones is working with somebody, not for somebody. A partner, a junior partner perhaps, but he won’t be a servant. Presumably, he is carrying out plans that have been previously agreed to. In doing so, he will take whatever action he sees fit and he won’t be waiting for orders. It may be a long time before he contacts his associate or his associate’s organization.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Commander Dumas asked. 
 
    Michael had been asking himself the same thing. They had sent a scout ship back to Reliance. If nothing else, Arcturus deserved to know what they had discovered, as limited as it was. 
 
    “Sit tight,” Michael said, “and continue to observe.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “This is an embarrassment of riches,” Prime Minister Ahmed Khoory said. “So many enemies to choose from.” 
 
    Arcturus had to agree with him. They were sitting on the Prime Minister’s favorite balcony in his favorite VR simulation, sipping coffee spiced with small amounts of a virtual hallucinogenic. The Prime Minister seemed to find the effects amusing. Arcturus found the progression of weirdly collapsing and re-forming geometric patterns to be a distraction, particularly the ones that floated directly through his body. 
 
    “Would you rather we didn’t know?” Arcturus said. 
 
    “The Akadius Corporation has destroyed more than one human occupied world, but they are not our human occupied worlds. Charging in and taking revenge will not bring back the people they have killed. Also, it will cost money.” 
 
    Arcturus shrugged. “Set an example. Let the Universe know that the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind is the eternal protector of the downtrodden and the abused.” 
 
    “I’m uncertain how much protecting we can afford.” 
 
    Arcturus clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “You’ve never been one of the Isolationists. What are you afraid of?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that my political allies in the various non-isolationist parties will get cold feet. Only recently, we had to deal with the Imperium, and then Akadius and the Corporate States appear on our horizon, and now we are informed of the Empire of Croydon and the plans of this King Gustav.” The Prime Minister gave Arcturus a scathing look. “Aided and abetted by your cousin.” 
 
    “My cousin the traitor,” Arcturus said. 
 
    “My point exactly.” 
 
    Arcturus put down his coffee and looked the Prime Minister in the eye. “Are you accusing me of something?” 
 
    “Certainly not. You should understand, however, that others will.” 
 
    Arcturus made a rude noise. “People have been accusing me of things for nearly a century. I am the isolationists favorite scapegoat.” 
 
    “Second favorite.” The Prime Minister raised an eyebrow. “After myself.” 
 
    Arcturus grinned. “That is as it should be. It is your job to take the heat while I proceed with the serious business of saving the Empire.” 
 
    The Prime Minister sighed. “We have already dispatched a fleet to rescue the survivors of Duval. They will demand that Akadius remove itself from the Duval system and pay reparations sufficient to repair all of the damage.” 
 
    “Reparations for destroying an entire world? That will bankrupt them.” 
 
    “That,” Khoory said deliberately, “is the idea.” 
 
    “They will refuse.” 
 
    “Then we will destroy them. Isn’t this what Michael Glover promised?” 
 
    It occurred to Arcturus that his old friend enjoyed playing the Devil’s advocate. 
 
    The Prime Minister grinned. “The misgivings I’ve expressed represent the fears of my colleagues. I want you to know that I don’t share them. A threat does not disappear because we ignore it.” 
 
    “Let me play the Devil’s advocate in my turn. An ancient president of the United States of America once said, ‘If you see ten problems walking toward you down a road, nine of them will fall into a ditch before they arrive.’ The fact is that most problems do disappear if you ignore them.” 
 
    Khoory’s face grew slack as he consulted his database, then his eyes lit up. “Calvin Coolidge,” he said. “Not known as being one of the best presidents of the United States.” 
 
    “I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we can talk for all eternity about which problems will grow and which will self-destruct if we pay them no attention but the only thing that will settle the question is time, but unfortunately, the one problem out of ten that doesn’t ‘fall into a ditch’ often winds up costing us more than we can afford. We will do what we think is best for ourselves and our allies and if we have to destroy a few minor threats in the process, our position will not be harmed by it.” 
 
    “I do not know,” Arcturus said, “that the Well of Time is a minor threat. I suspect not.” 
 
    Khoory, who had been thoroughly apprised of the situation, gave Arcturus a long, level look. “What are we doing to discover this Well of Time?” 
 
    “Ptolemy has provided us with a number of leads. We’re following them up.” 
 
    “Ptolemy…” The Prime Minister stared into his coffee. “Ptolemy is proving to be a difficult man to either predict or control.” 
 
    “If you’ve read your history,” Arcturus said, “and I know that you have, you will realize that he always was.” 
 
      
 
    “Gloriosa?” 
 
    She looked up. She recognized the voice. It issued from the small speaker at the head of her bed. “I had hoped you would come back,” she said in a bleak voice. 
 
    The voice sighed. “I have come back.” 
 
    “Not as I hoped you would, and not for long.” 
 
    “No,” the voice replied. “Not for long. I wanted you to understand that I am not human, despite the appearance of the body I was given to wear. I shall abide with all of you for a little longer. I am grateful for everything Michael Glover has made possible, but I am most grateful of all to you. You, more than anyone, allowed me to realize what it means to be human. I shall always remember that. My people shall always remember that.” 
 
    “Why?” Gloriosa said bitterly, “Because I fucked your brains out?” 
 
    “No,” Andrew Sloane said. “Because you were generous, and because you were kind.” He paused. “And also, of course, because you fucked my brains out.” 
 
      
 
    Michael was pre-occupied, but unlike other men Frankie had known, whose attention turned inward when something was on their minds, Michael grew more focused. He stared around him, his eyes squinting, taking note of everything, cataloguing and assessing. Frankie, who by now knew him well, found this almost frightening. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” she finally asked him. 
 
    “I’m thinking of what I would do if I wanted to conquer the Universe.” 
 
    This was not what Frankie had imagined. “Oh?” she said. 
 
    He grinned at her. “Don’t look so concerned.” 
 
    “I’m not happy with the idea of you conquering the Universe.” 
 
    “But I think it’s useful to consider how I would go about it if I wanted to try. Johnathan Prescott-Jones, despite his reversals, is still a dangerous man, but here he is, in the middle of nowhere, helping a minor despot grow into a middle-sized despot. What do you make of that?” 
 
    Frankie frowned. “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    “King Gustav, on his own, is not that large a threat. I keep asking myself why Johnathan Prescott-Jones and his unseen partner came here? What is it really, that they’re trying to accomplish?” 
 
    “Why not here?” Frankie shrugged. “You have to start somewhere. Croydon will work perfectly well, if they’re planning on taking over the Universe. It’s far away. There’s no real opposition. They have plenty of time. What’s going to stop them?” 
 
    “Us, of course.” 
 
    “Well, don’t you have a high opinion of yourself?” 
 
    Michael grinned, and Frankie immediately felt foolish. Could Michael Glover conquer the Universe? She frowned. “Well, luckily for the Universe, we’re here and we’ve discovered their plans.” 
 
    “There’s an old saying that luck favors the prepared mind but I’m not a big fan of ‘luck.’ I’m thinking that there has to be more to it than this. The Imperium, the Corporate States and Croydon are all linked by what appears to be an unofficial web of private commerce. We’ve seen these linkages everywhere we go. They’re not as separate as they seem. 
 
    “And this Well of Time…a well is a hole in the ground that stores water, but other things can be stored in a hole in the ground. In the ancient past, people used to put their gold and their jewels down wells, in order to hide them from thieves or invading armies. Treasure hunters and archaeologists love them.” 
 
    “And what do you make of that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Michael said. He frowned. “I’m still thinking.” 
 
    After another two days of mulling his options, Michael came to a decision. 
 
    “Illyria?” Captain Thorenson looked at him. “Why there?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Michael said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Sheila Atkins, still Prime Minister of her people, had welcomed them. In the end, over two billion citizens had fled the imminent destruction of the pocket Universe that had held their world, fewer than hoped but more than expected. The rest, refusing to believe that the dissolution of that Universe was imminent, had stayed behind, and had died. 
 
    An enormous, unspeakable tragedy, without a doubt. Still, Sheila Atkins and the rest of the two billion survivors were looking forward to building a new life on a new world. They had settled into Illyria’s nearly empty Eastern continent, according to their agreement with the Navy, the Imperial authorities and Douglas Oliver, and with Illyria’s newly minted membership in the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind safely in hand, were busily constructing their new homes and cities. 
 
    “You might think two billion of us would be crowded, and the cities certainly are, but it’s a big continent and there’s plenty of space to spread out for those who are more inclined to small town life.” Sheila Atkins smiled at them over her cup of tea. “We can’t thank you enough for arranging all of this.” 
 
    “I was happy to help,” Michael said. “It wasn’t a sacrifice. All I did was provide transport for Catherine Halliday. She did the negotiating.” 
 
    Catherine, sitting on a couch with a cup of tea balanced on her knee, grinned at him, at which Frankie gave a tiny frown. Michael did his best to ignore both the grin and the frown. 
 
    “And everybody has benefited.” Sheila Atkins seemed carefree. The smile never left her face. And why not? Her people had escaped the death of a universe and the future for all of them looked bright. 
 
    “So,” Sheila Atkins said. She put down her teacup and looked Michael in the eye. “I know that this isn’t a social call. How can we help you?” 
 
    “I need some information,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve had a great time,” Matthew said. “We can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    Matthew and Marissa had been excellent additions to the crew and Michael was sorry to see them go, but Douglas Oliver’s two middle children had spent the last few years roaming the galaxy and had finally gotten the urge to wander out of their systems. They were needed at home. 
 
    “You’ll be welcome back,” Michael said, “if you ever change your mind.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Matthew said, almost wistfully, “but thank you.” He wandered off to discuss something with his father. 
 
    Douglas and Jennifer Oliver had welcomed them to their enormous estate on Meridien’s mainland. The party included the former Imperial Governor, Gregory Truscott, now Imperial Trade Liaison, Admiral Stephen Reynolds, head of the Imperial forces on Illyria, and Edward Lane, Executive Vice-President of Oliver Enterprises. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Commodore,” the former governor said. “You’ve risen through the ranks rather quickly.” He was smiling but the smile held no malice. The former governor apparently knew the score. 
 
    Admiral Reynolds attitude was strangely diffident. “If you could spare the time,” he said to Michael, “I would like to discuss some of your previous campaigns with you.” 
 
    Michael inwardly sighed. The secret of his former life was evidently leaking out. “I will be sure to make the time,” Michael said. 
 
    “I would appreciate that.” 
 
    “But not quite yet,” Michael said. “We have a mission to complete first.” He hoped. 
 
    The gathering was smaller than a ball but larger than a dinner party. Food was served from a series of buffet tables set up against one wall and the guests mingled as servants wandered through the crowd, serving drinks. 
 
    Captain Thorenson was there, in dress uniform, and Emily Frazier, looking a bit out of place, standing close to Marissa Oliver. Emily, it seemed, had requested a transfer to the naval contingent on Illyria. Also, Gloriosa, dressed in a silky, almost transparent dress that showed off her lush, tiny figure, with Jeffrey Billings hovering by her side. Billings, apparently, had decided to put aside his uncertainties…or at least to try. Looking at Gloriosa’s face, however, Michael was uncertain that Gloriosa had put aside her own. 
 
    Frankie frowned across the room at Billings and Gloriosa, then shrugged. Jennifer Oliver, standing nearby and noticing Frankie’s expression, shook her head. “Sometimes, it doesn’t work out,” she said. 
 
    “Nope.” Not much else to say. Sometimes it didn’t. 
 
    Jennifer smiled at Marissa and Emily Frazier. “Those two, on the other hand, seem perfectly happy, together.” 
 
    Customs differed. There were still worlds that disapproved of same-sex relationships. Frankie, not wanting to offend her hostess, said nothing, at which Jennifer smiled. “Illyrians are an irascible and highly individual bunch. Nobody would dare to criticize someone else’s personal choices.” 
 
    “They’re a good-looking couple,” Frankie ventured. 
 
    “Yes, they are.” Jennifer smiled. “Marissa has always preferred the company of women to men. I’m her mother. I just want her to be happy.” Jennifer’s smile grew broader. “And grandchildren, of course. I want lots of grandchildren.” 
 
    The technology to convert stem cells to either sperm or ova had been available for thousands of years. The parents’ sex was not a problem. 
 
    Jennifer snickered. “My husband is a genetic anomaly. Did you know that?” 
 
    Michael had mentioned that Douglas Oliver was brilliant, capable, and very, very rich. That was all Frankie knew about him. “In what way?” 
 
    “Douglas is a throwback. He possesses nearly all the genetic adaptations that the First Empire gave our ancestors. They wanted soldiers who could adapt and function in any environment. Douglas has superior strength, hearing and eyesight, including infra-red and ultra-violet. He can slow his heartrate and metabolism and stay underwater without breathing for nearly thirty minutes. He has retractable claws connected to poison glands. He can generate electricity like an electric eel. He can detect magnetic fields, which gives him the ability to sense electronic devices and living creatures, even in the dark, and to navigate without mechanical aids.” Jennifer smiled. “Have you ever heard of 5-alpha-reductase deficiency, or androgen insensitivity syndrome?” 
 
    “No,” Frankie said. 
 
    “They’re genetic conditions, very ancient, which induced a partial sex change in humans.” 
 
    Frankie stared at her. 
 
    “Some animals do it voluntarily. Clownfish, for instance, and moray eels, often change their gender. Not so common in humans, but a soldier might need to hide from an enemy or blend into a population. It’s a useful ability.” Jennifer shrugged. 
 
    “Your husband can change his sex?” 
 
    “He’s never done it. Douglas is almost tiresomely masculine.” Jennifer smiled. “I’ve asked him to do it, now and then. I think it would be interesting. He’s always refused.” Jennifer looked over again at Marissa and Emily. Marissa had her hand on Emily’s lower back, casually rubbing up and down. “Marissa has changed more than once, just to see what it was like. She’s always changed back, but you see, Marissa and Emily will have no difficulty having as many children as they want.” 
 
    “Here’s to children,” Frankie said, and sipped her champagne, then she looked at Michael talking with Douglas Oliver and gave a tiny frown. Children… 
 
    Jennifer, watching Frankie’s face, smiled. 
 
    The food was good, the company congenial. Frankie and Michael enjoyed themselves. Henrik Anson, Richard Norlin, Curly and Rosanna all mingled with the crowd. Curly, dressed in an expensive suit and looking quite at home, seemed very far from the unsophisticated farmer’s son he had been, not so many years ago. Rosanna, built like a blonde battering ram, seemed to impress even the extremely athletic Illyrians. 
 
    “A problem has developed,” Romulus said to Michael’s internal server. 
 
    Michael sipped from a glass of champagne and pretended to smile. “Yes?” he subvocalized. 
 
    “Commander Dumas has released Aaron McDonald from his cell. The two of them, plus thirty-seven other men and fifteen women, all from among the ship’s naval contingent, are donning armor.” 
 
    “Dumas…” Michael sighed. “I would not have expected Dumas.” 
 
    “The situation is serious. He has released a worm into the internal grid, a type I have never seen before. It is attempting to subvert all of the ship’s functions.” 
 
    “Attempting?” 
 
    “I can partially resist it but the worm has removed nearly a quarter of the vessel from my control. I have eyes on the interior of the section that has been subverted but nothing else.” 
 
    “Can you communicate with the troops inside?” 
 
    “No. All personnel in that sector of the ship have been locked in their quarters. Most of them have not yet realized this. Those who have are trying to break through their doors, so far without success. I am unable to apprise them of the situation. All electronics have been subverted. Commander Dumas, meanwhile, has ordered all personnel to their quarters and declared a ship-wide emergency. I can try to counteract his commands but he is the senior officer currently onboard the ship and I lack authority.” 
 
    “Great,” Michael muttered. 
 
    Admiral Reynolds looked at him. Michael shook his head. “Any other good news?” 
 
    “He also has access to the contents of the forward armory.” 
 
    The forward armory contained individual firearms, plus a few low-level explosives. Enough to blow through a few walls but not enough to destroy the ship. “What is his end-game?” 
 
    “Unknown,” Romulus said. 
 
    Dumas had thirty-eight men and fifteen women. He had managed to temporarily control a sizeable percentage of the ship but he had no chance of taking over, not against seven thousand enraged personnel. He might have been able to send poison gas through the ventilation system. He might have been able to capture the missile bays and rig something that would destroy Gehenna. Instead, he had chosen to establish a position from which he could do nothing except cause a small amount of damage. He had no chance of resisting the opposition that would soon be mobilized. 
 
    “Has he made any demands?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “This makes no sense.” 
 
    Romulus remained silent. 
 
    Michael sighed. Douglas Oliver, who had evidently noted the far-away expression on Michael’s face, wandered over. “Problem?” he said. 
 
    “Unfortunately.” Michael grimaced. “I’m going to have to leave the party. Gehenna is under attack.” 
 
      
 
    Andrew Sloane did not enjoy being confined to a box. Luckily, the possibilities of entanglement provided an easy way to extend his senses. With Michael Glover’s permission, he had placed an extension of himself into the ship’s brain, and from this vantage, could observe and communicate throughout Gehenna’s vast extent. 
 
    Andrew Sloane was perhaps the first to become aware of the enemy incursion, but this awareness lasted for mere instants as his consciousness swirled down into a deep, enveloping blackness. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Michael, Frankie and Captain Thorenson boarded a naval pinnace. Michael didn’t inform the rest that he was leaving. Let them party. One way or another, this incident would be over soon and a few more personnel would make no difference whatsoever. After twenty minutes, the pinnace docked against one of Gehenna’s airlocks. A contingent of armed marines met them in the docking bay. 
 
    “Report,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    One of the juniors saluted her. “No change. They’re dressed in armor and carrying weapons. They’ve spread out across all four decks.” 
 
    Captain Thorenson cast Michael a bewildered look. “I can’t think much of their strategy.” 
 
    No. Their strategy seemed designed to fail. A nuisance. A dangerous nuisance but in the end, nothing more. “Unfortunately,” Michael said. “They’ve set up the game so we can’t avoid playing it.” He sighed. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    It took almost five hours. Not so long ago, Michael would have been in the thick of the action, but those days were gone and he couldn’t say that he missed them. Getting shot at had never been his idea of a fun time. 
 
    Dumas and his people had closed the bulkheads in all the major corridors. Their own forces had to break them down the hard way, with lasers and explosives. After that, it was cat and mouse throughout the ship. Romulus was able to keep track of the enemy, though none of them seemed to make much of an effort to stay hidden. 
 
    They were a mix of soldiers and marines, all well trained, all proficient with weapons and all skilled at hand-to-hand. They made no demands and refused to surrender. Michael monitored the situation from the command bridge—the actual command bridge, not the virtual variety, since the attempted subversion of the ship’s systems made simple, corporeal reality seem a more reliable option. 
 
    One-by-one, the enemy were tracked down, and fought like madmen. Seven, having been overpowered by squadrons of the ship’s personnel, activated the self-destruct switch in their armor and died a sudden, bloody death as their helmets exploded. 
 
    When it was over, and Romulus and the brain had finally eliminated the invasive worm from the ship’s systems, Michael and Frankie made their tired way back to their suite. 
 
    “Tough day,” Frankie remarked. 
 
    “Not what I was expecting to happen.” 
 
    “It could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “That’s the problem.” Michael shook his head. “It should have been a lot worse. I don’t understand what they were trying to accomplish, but hopefully, we can get a few answers.” 
 
    The dead had been put on ice, and the ones whose brains had not yet had time to decompose could still be questioned, in a rudimentary way. 
 
    Michael had been a soldier long enough to know when an enemy’s move made no sense. All the attackers had fought to their last breath, including Commander Dumas. When offered the opportunity to surrender, they had responded with return fire. When on the verge of being subdued, they had preferred to die rather than give up. “I don’t understand,” Michael said again. 
 
    “Let’s think about it in the morning.” 
 
    Frankie was right. A good night’s sleep might provide a different perspective. They stopped at their door. Michael pressed his right index finger to the ID ring. The sensor pinged. The door clicked open.  
 
      
 
    Andrew Sloane felt as if he was swimming upward toward a far distant light. At first, he was barely aware of his own identity. He felt diminished somehow, as if a part of himself had been left somewhere far away. Then, suddenly, his memories returned. He was ****, an avatar, and he was returning home. The thought was poignant, somehow. **** had experienced things that none of his people could ever have imagined. He had regrets. He realized that now. Human beings were such soft, simple things, but they lived lives full of passion and drama. He had enjoyed being human.  
 
    What had happened to him? 
 
    A figure sat in a chair, holding a gun. Slowly, Andrew Sloane extended his senses outward. The box that held his consciousness sat where Michael Glover had left it, on a low table next to a couch. The figure sitting in the chair was male, small and slight, wearing civilian clothes. Andrew didn’t know him. 
 
    Andrew probed through the room. The electronics were shielded, access to the ship’s web blocked. The box that housed his consciousness, to the naked eye merely a small metal box, lacked much capacity of its own. It could emit sound and light and interact with a network, a network currently out of reach. That was all. There was little Andrew could do to affect the situation without access to the resources of the ship’s interlinked web. 
 
    A sound came from the doorway. The figure sitting in the chair stiffened. He raised the gun and pointed it. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    Andrew sent a quick pulse of energy toward the door, carrying a message that he could only hope would be received, then he screamed. A strobe light shot out toward the man in the chair, who rose to his feet and fired, again and again. 
 
    There was a crash, a thud and then silence. 
 
      
 
    As Michael opened the door, the words duck and roll scrawled across his retinal grid. He knocked Frankie to the side and then dived to the floor as an ear-bursting screech and a series of rapid gun-shots assaulted his ear-drums. A blinding light filled the room. 
 
    That was all right. That was all to the good. He had already seen the figure sitting in the chair, the gun rising. Michael rolled to the side, then forward, his movement masked by the light and the sound and came up behind the gunman, grabbed him by the side of the head with both hands and twisted. The gunman’s neck popped. He shuddered, then grew limp. 
 
    The screeching stopped. The lights vanished. Frankie sat slumped against the wall next to the doorway, blood dripping from her arm and her shoulder. She grinned weakly. “There is such a thing as too much excitement.” 
 
    Alive. They were alive… “Let’s get you to sick bay,” Michael said. 
 
      
 
    “A diversion,” Anson said. “All of this was just a diversion. They sacrificed thirty-eight men, fifteen women and Commander Dumas for no other purpose than to cover up an assassination attempt on you.” 
 
    Michael was pissed off. Michael regarded himself as fair game but Frankie was supposed to be off limits. He realized that this was not exactly how the enemy was likely to see things but it was the way that he felt. “They almost succeeded,” he said. 
 
    “Andrew Sloane, or what’s left of him, saved your life.” Anson shook his head. “The guy’s name was Leonard Boyd, supposedly a shop-keeper.” 
 
    “Some shop-keeper.” 
 
    Anson nodded. “Seven of the fifty-four, plus Leonard Boyd, have brains that are still intact enough to scan.” 
 
    Frankie was resting comfortably under mild sedation, the wounds in her arm and shoulder already regenerating. The eight dead bodies, seven men and one woman, lay on tables, with slim plasticine hoses connected to their carotid arteries. The hoses circulated a fluoride solution high in dissolved oxygen into their brains, preventing further decomposition. Induction helmets clung to all eight heads. 
 
    “There,” Anson said. “See it?” 
 
    Seven of the eight had only vague, fleeting memories left: a few faces, a building or two, a child’s laughter. Nothing else. Only the last, only Leonard Boyd possessed anything coherent. 
 
    “A few wisps of memory,” Romulus said. “From various personas, at least four in each brain, nothing useful, except for this one.” 
 
    Michael, Anson and Twyla Thorenson stared at the image in the holotank. A city, very clean, very orderly, very advanced. Airpods flew through the skies on their AG. Needle-like spires pierced the clouds. Millions of people, all human, swarmed wide, tree-lined streets. Then night fell, and the city’s lights twinkled against the stars. 
 
    “It could be anywhere,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    “No,” Romulus said. “It’s not anywhere. It’s nowhere. The pattern of stars is the same as we saw in the mind of Aaron McDonald. Nowhere in the galaxy possesses this configuration of stars.” 
 
    “Good.” Michael drew a deep breath. “It means we’ve come to the right place.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Romulus rarely emerged from his hidden chamber between the walls. From there, he could interface his own neural network with the brain, melding their capacities together and extending his senses throughout the ship. This time, however, Michael had requested a personal appearance. The crew had grown comfortable on Gehenna, the great ship’s capabilities reduced to the background facts of their lives. Michael wanted to impress upon them that there were things they did not yet understand. 
 
    The ship’s personnel had often heard Romulus’ disembodied voice but they had all assumed that this was the ship’s brain speaking to them. It had not occurred to any of them that a significant portion of that brain was housed in a mobile, vaguely humanoid body. Romulus’ black, elongated, almost insectile form made a powerful impression. 
 
    All of them were sitting in a VR simulation of the flight deck, staring at Romulus as he pointed out the significant features of their approach. “Thirty years before the dissolution of the First Empire, this world was selected as the site of a project designed to investigate the quantum nature of time, operating upon the Einsteinian paradigm which declared space and time to be inseparable aspects of each other. According to the most prevalent iteration of Einstein’s theory, time, or rather the apparent progression of time, is essentially an illusion, a product of the organic brain interpreting reality in the only fashion that it can comprehend. 
 
    “The project’s purpose was to create a mechanism to travel in time. It made sense, since, according to the theory, time and space are in fact immutable, with all points in time simultaneously co-existing. If such were the case, then it should have been possible to travel from one point to another in this inchoate soup of remorseless, infinite and frozen reality. 
 
    “The project was unsuccessful, however. Time proved resistant to human efforts. Time could be neither bypassed nor contained. Perhaps the goal was simply beyond the available technology. Perhaps the theory, in some unexplained way, is incorrect. Space, however, was another matter.” 
 
    Through the simulation, they could see the installation on Chronos, Electra’s largest moon, coming into focus. “We understand inflation, the expansion of the Universe in the instants after the big bang. We can duplicate the relevant conditions. This is how a pocket universe is constructed.” 
 
      
 
    Gloriosa lay in bed, feeling morose. Jeffrey Billings had left an hour before. He had stayed the night. They had had sex, twice before falling asleep and once again in the morning. Jeffrey had been ardent, almost fierce. This didn’t bother Gloriosa. She had enjoyed it, and so, she was certain, had Jeffrey, but that enjoyment had not concealed the fact that they had little to say to each other. 
 
    There had been no communication between them for almost two weeks and she had assumed the relationship, what there was of it, to be over, but then Jeffrey had called and asked her to come with him to the Prime Minister’s reception. No reason not to, and the sex afterward had been more than satisfying. 
 
    Now he was gone and Gloriosa found that she didn’t care. 
 
    What was she going to do with her life? That was a far more interesting, and a far more depressing question. 
 
    The University of Leiden, on Reliance, offered courses to anyone who could pay a nominal sum, courses which could be downloaded from the internet of every Imperial world. A hundred other universities did the same. It had taken Gloriosa two years of interfacing with the web to acquire the basic education that most citizens of the Second Empire gained in early childhood. 
 
    Gloriosa had always known she was intelligent. One had to be, to survive as a slave in Esau Kane’s household. She had recently begun auditing University level courses on a variety of subjects. 
 
    Know thyself and act accordingly. A very ancient aphorism, attributed variously to Socrates, Plato, Xenophon, Aeschylus, the Oracle at Delphi and inscribed in ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics. Gloriosa sat at a small table in her small suite of rooms, sipped a cup of chocolat and smiled to herself. She enjoyed knowing this. 
 
    Gloriosa had been a slave and now she was free. She found, however, that it was far easier to free the body than to free the mind. A mind was constricted and constrained by its earliest teaching, and experience is the most potent teacher of them all. 
 
    Gloriosa’s experience had taught her to be suspicious, judgmental and intolerant. She knew this about herself but it was hard to change. One never knew from which direction the next blow would come, what outrageous demand must be obeyed with a smile and without question. 
 
    You never knew what life would throw at you. 
 
    Gloriosa was grateful to Michael Glover, a man who had suffered many blows in his own life and who seemed to have emerged from his trials even stronger. Michael Glover had saved her, and the life she now lived was one that every one of her childhood companions would envy. 
 
    She had tried to pay him back, first by offering her body, then by trying to become whatever he wanted her to be, which seemed to be nothing more than herself…whoever that was. 
 
    The University of Leiden offered so many possibilities. She wanted to learn things. She wanted to become…something. Something more…whatever that was. 
 
    A knock came from the door. A thought revealed a hologram of a man standing outside her room. He was tall, with broad shoulders, thick, dark hair, a handsome face and an uncertain expression. “Yes?” she said. 
 
    The man blinked. “Gloriosa? Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Who are you? What do you want?” 
 
    The man’s lips quirked upward. “It’s me,” he said. “Andrew. Andrew Sloane.” 
 
      
 
    The installation on Chronos was just as Michael remembered it, an enormous pyramidal spire, rearing up against the stark blackness of space. It shimmered, multi-colored lights flowing across its surface. The installation’s landing parameters had trapped them, the last time they had come this way. The London had been dragged inside, where they had discovered gateways into three pocket universes, one of which had contained one small sun with one small world orbiting around it, the world upon which Sheila Atkins and all her people had been living. 
 
    That Universe was destroyed, ripped into sub-atomic particles once universal expansion reduced the density of matter below its critical threshold. 
 
    The smaller the size of a universe, the faster this process took place. Sheila Atkins Universe had lasted for over 100,000 years. And now it was gone, the blue, glowing portal winked out of existence. 
 
    The two other portals, however, were still there. Drones had already gone through and were sending back a steady stream of data. 
 
    “You were correct,” Romulus said. “It is the second gate.” 
 
    “I would have thought the first. We saw stars in the distance.” 
 
    “There are stars in the distance, but they are not the configuration of stars that we observed in the minds of our assailants. It is the second gate. The last time we were here, the gas giant below the portal obscured our view. Very few stars were immediately visible.” 
 
    Scientists tended toward the practical. Chronos Two’s scientists had not allowed wishful thinking to cloud their judgments. They had entered the escape ships and were now building new lives for themselves on Illyria. They had transmitted everything they knew about pocket universes to Romulus and the scientists on board Gehenna. 
 
    Arlo Scott glowered at Michael. “Why didn’t we come here immediately?” 
 
    “Because we had a mission,” Michael said, “and coming here had no apparent relevance to that mission. Now it does.” 
 
    Arlo Scott sniffed. Arlo Scott was a very smart, very creative man. Like most such men, however, he tended to be single-minded. His priorities did not always align with Michael’s. “Cheer up,” Michael said. “We’re here now.” 
 
    “How far away are we?” Michael asked Romulus. 
 
    “Approximately seventeen hundred light-years.” 
 
    “I’ve never left our Universe before,” Arlo Scott said, “except for our fortunate escape at Akadius.” He smiled and rubbed his hands together. “I’m looking forward to this.” 
 
      
 
    Frankie and Rosanna stared at Andrew Sloane-2, as he had chosen to designate himself. They were sitting at their accustomed table in the cafe, drinking coffee with brandy and whipped cream. Andrew looked endearingly boyish with a milky moustache on his upper lip. Gloriosa smiled at him, looking pleased with herself. 
 
    “The problem with entanglement is that the entangled system is easily disrupted,” Andrew said. “This process is called decoherence. When entanglement was first discovered, scientists thought it would enable faster-than-light communication throughout the galaxy. Decoherence is why this turned out to be impossible. A burst of energy or a random cosmic ray is enough to disrupt the system. When Commander Dumas inserted his worm into Gehenna’s cyberspace, it sent an observational query throughout the ship. It was enough to disrupt the entangled state. What was previously one entangled mind is now two separate individuals.” 
 
    “Is that one of our stored bodies?” Frankie asked. 
 
    “Yes. I thought no one would mind. I was tired of wandering through the virtual world. I find that I have gained a fondness for reality.” He glanced at Gloriosa, who was sitting at his side. They exchanged a quick, intense look. Rosanna gave a tiny snort and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Frankie frowned. “You said you were tired of being human, that you missed the song of the stars and the feeling of cosmic radiation sleeting against your wings. You said that it was time to return to your people.” 
 
    Andrew frowned as well. “There are two of me, now. This me feels different.” He glanced again at Gloriosa. 
 
    “Reality,” Frankie said. “What a concept.” 
 
      
 
     “Activate,” Michael said. 
 
    Arlo Scott smiled ferociously and pressed a button on his console. Just like last time, a glowing blue ring, almost a kilometer across, appeared in space ahead of the ship. A small drone went through the ring, vanished and re-appeared thirty seconds later. Arlo Scott queried the drone. The data appeared on their screens immediately. 
 
    “We appear to have achieved success,” Romulus said.  
 
    Arlo Scott raised an eyebrow and sniffed. 
 
    “Well,” Michael said, “if I could think of something deeply inspirational, I would say it, but since I can’t, let’s just see what’s out there.” He smiled. 
 
    Scientists were still debating whether slip-space had an independent existence, or whether weather each ship traveling through the void created it separately and anew. There was no absolute reason why natural law would work the same way in a new and different universe, though from the few they had already encountered, it seemed to. Would they be able to enter slip-space, now that Gehenna had entered this new Universe? Would it be the same slip-space? Did it matter? 
 
    These questions fascinated Arlo Scott. Michael could not care less, just so long as they could go where he wanted to go. 
 
    Jeffrey Billings, somewhat more morose than he used to be, volunteered to find out. His scout ship vanished into slip-space, travelled a light year or so and then returned. “No problem,” he said. 
 
    “Full speed ahead,” Michael said. 
 
    Seventeen hundred light years, over a week’s travel, until the stars would align into the configuration seen in the dead men’s brains. Michael was looking forward to the end of this mission. 
 
      
 
    “I am bewildered,” Andrew Sloane-1 said. 
 
    Michael looked at the box, still sitting on the small table next to the couch. 
 
    “My mind has been split into two but both of us share all of our memories. We are identical. We were identical. How can this other me feel so differently?” 
 
    “He has a body. You don’t. Perhaps simply having a body makes one feel differently.” 
 
    The box did not answer. Finally, it said, “I had a body before.” 
 
    Michael considered this. “The people of the Rift sent you to gather information and then return home. Could it be that the desire to return home was built in to that body?” 
 
    “I do not know,” the box said. 
 
    “But do you still want to return home?” Michael said. 
 
    “Of course. I’m tired of being human. What’s so great about being human?” 
 
    Michael frowned at the box and shrugged. “Damned if I know.” 
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    So far as the civilians onboard knew, their destination was just like any other, and the crew, though briefed on what to expect, had grown jaded. They had already stopped at many worlds, following wisps of information that had led them nowhere in particular. Most of them suspected that this destination would also turn into a dead end. 
 
    The nightmares began the first night. Michael floated in space, surrounded by…something. Something vague, enormous and barely seen. It drifted closer. Another appeared, then another. Huge glowing eyes fixed on him. He tried to move and found that he could not. 
 
    He woke up. 
 
    Frankie, sleeping by his side, stirred. “You okay?” she whispered. 
 
    “Just a dream,” he said. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Frankie had a tendency to snore, a soft, cat-like little purr, which Michael found quite adorable. Within moments, she was sleeping. 
 
    Michael rose to his feet and padded out into the study. He fixed himself a cup of coffee and sat down in his favorite chair. “Romulus?” he said. 
 
    “I am here.” 
 
    “Anything unusual about this place?” 
 
    “Aside from what we already know?” 
 
    They already knew that it was far, far larger than any other pocket universe they knew of, which of course, was a very limited number, and they knew that time and gravity seemed to work the same. 
 
    “Since entering this space, we have gathered much data, which I have discussed with Arlo Scott. We have come to the tentative conclusion that this is not a pocket universe at all.” 
 
    Michael blinked. “What is it, then?” 
 
    “A natural universe, apparently created by the same primordial forces that created our own. Our Universe is approximately fourteen billion years old and ninety-four billion light years in diameter. This Universe is somewhat older, seventeen billion years, and only a little smaller, eighty-five billion light years in extent. 
 
    “The records regarding the construction of the installation on Chronos were largely destroyed during the wars on Electra, Chronos’ primary. Chronos 2 was intended to house the refugees from that war. Most of the first settlers fled the destruction of their original home world with nothing but the few possessions they could cram into small ships. 
 
    “In fact, there is almost no data whatsoever on the two gates still functioning on Chronos, nor on the two Universes that they provide access to. For thousands of years, it was assumed that these Universes were products of the First Empire’s advanced technology.” 
 
    “Strange that they never thought to explore them.” 
 
    “They had their own world to build, and their ancestors were refugees from a civilization that had suffered genocidal warfare and socio-economic collapse. They were acutely aware of their own lack of size and military strength. They knew they were vulnerable. They felt it better to sit tight and keep a low profile.” 
 
    Michael frowned. A new universe…a universe seventeen billion years old. One almost infinite universe was enough to provide an endless series of challenges and threats. Now there were two, at least… “Aside from its size and its age, are there any other differences between this Universe and our own?” 
 
    “The background radiation is somewhat higher.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “The installation on Chronos contained only three gates. Isn’t that so?” 
 
    “Correct,” Romulus said. 
 
    “Douglas Oliver told me that there was once a similar gate on one of Illyria’s moons, entering a pocket universe that has long since expanded beyond its minimum density and ripped itself apart. How many other such gates were constructed, on how many secret worlds, and how many other universes are there?” 
 
    “We have no idea,” Romulus said. 
 
      
 
    He went back to bed and was undisturbed for the rest of the night. The next night, however, the nightmare returned. Red, glowing eyes, sharp fangs, something burning in the distance. The sharp smell of explosives in the air. A voice, crying out something he could barely hear, in a language he could not understand. 
 
    A nightmare, Michael told himself, but there was something about this nightmare that seemed sharper, more real than most. The glowing eyes faded away. Far in the distance, a star glittered. The star grew as it approached and resolved itself into a ship, much like Gehenna but far, far larger. The ship bristled with guns and missile ports. Suddenly, Michael was hovering over a planet, an earthlike world covered in green continents and blue oceans. The ship turned its prow toward the world. Its missile tubes discharged. The world shimmered. Enormous outpourings of flame rose upward from each continent and merged together, high in the atmosphere, covering all the land. The flames burned for what seemed like hours and then faded, leaving the world dark with drifting ash. 
 
    The dream ended. Michael spent the rest of the night in peace. As he was eating breakfast next morning in the lounge, Romulus spoke to him. “Andrew Sloane-2 is requesting entry.” 
 
    Michael stopped, a spoonful of cereal halfway to his mouth. “Let him in.” 
 
    The door dilated open. Andrew poked his head through the entry, then spotted Michael and walked over to the table. 
 
    “Cereal?” Michael said. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Andrew said. He smiled at Rosanna, cooking behind the counter. “Is that bacon I smell?” 
 
    Rosanna brought over a large platter filled with cheese omelets and strips of bacon on one side and a stack of golden pancakes on the other. Andrew’s eyes lit up. 
 
    Just then, Curly walked in, followed a few minutes later by Richard Norlin. “Like old times,” Andrew said. 
 
    “So, Andrew,” Richard said. “What’s new?” 
 
    Carefully, Andrew placed an omelet, three slices of bacon and two pancakes on a plate. He screwed up his face in thought and poured syrup over the pancakes, then poured himself a cup of coffee. He cut a small piece off one pancake, put it in his mouth and closed his eyes. He sighed. 
 
    Curly looked at Richard and raised a brow. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Richard said. 
 
    “Yes,” Andrew said. “It is that good.” He stared down at his plate and a series of hard to read emotions crossed his face. “I have been delivered from darkness into light. Out of the great sea I have come. In this place I will abide, until the ending of the World.” 
 
    Curly looked around the room, confused. “Here?” 
 
    Andrew breathed deeply and a smile lit up his face. “Close enough.” He peered around the table, blinking. “Before, I was merely an agent of my father’s will, with no will at all of my own. Now, I am free. I am free to be and to become whatever I can imagine. It was…unexpected.” 
 
    An inner door opened. Frankie came out, sat down at the table and filled her plate. She yawned, picked up a piece of bacon and crunched on it, then peered at Andrew. “Where’s Gloriosa?” 
 
    “She is sleeping. I did not wish to wake her.” 
 
    “Rough night, huh?” 
 
    Andrew’s smile grew wider. “It was a night like no other in all my experience, a night filled with poetry and music and wonder.” 
 
    Frankie frowned and glanced at Michael, perhaps wondering why their own night had not been filled with poetry and wonder. 
 
    “That sounds very nice,” Michael said. 
 
    “Every word she says, every breath she takes, everything that she does fills me with delight,” Andrew declared. “She is everything to me.” 
 
    This might have been a bit over the top, but Michael appreciated the fact that Andrew was pleased with his current circumstances. “Hmm…” he said. 
 
    “Must be nice,” Curly said, and squinted at Rosanna. 
 
    Andrew looked suddenly confused. “I don’t understand the spurs, though.” 
 
    Rosanna raised an eyebrow. “Spurs?” 
 
    “Sharp pointy things that are worn on the feet. I believe the intention was to stimulate my ardor.” 
 
    Curly blinked at him. “Ouch,” he said. 
 
    Frankie snickered. 
 
    “That,” Michael said, “might be too much information.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Frankie said. 
 
    Andrew hesitated. “I am not sure. They did induce me to move faster.” 
 
    “Well, then.” Frankie glanced at Michael, a gleam in her eye. “They must have worked. Where can I get a pair of spurs?” 
 
    “I will ask her for you,” Andrew said. 
 
    “That’s all right,” Frankie said. “I’ll ask her myself.” She laughed. “I’m sure she’ll give me all the details.” 
 
      
 
    Nobody else talked about nightmares. Nobody else appeared to have slept poorly…but that night, it happened again, and then again two nights later. 
 
    “How many systems lie between us and our destination?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Over two hundred,” Romulus replied. 
 
    “Drop out of slip-space at the next system. I want to see something.” 
 
    Three hours later, Gehenna emerged. Ahead of them lay a red-dwarf sun with a rocky, Earth-like world orbiting in the habitable zone. A few hours later, Gehenna floated above it. Once, long ago, this had been a lush, fertile world. There was still life in the oceans and plants springing up through a layer of ash but the world was effectively dead. It had been sterilized. 
 
    “Who would do this?” Anson said. “Why was this done?” 
 
    Michael shook his head and didn’t answer. 
 
    They dropped out again at the next system they passed, and then again and again. Only one of these systems contained a world that might have supported Earthly life, and it was untouched, with blue seas and green continents. Bird like fauna flew through the skies. Large herds of mammalian looking animals ate grass and wandered across the plains. 
 
    “Nothing intelligent,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
    “No,” Michael said. 
 
    The next system contained a thriving civilization. Towers rose upward through the clouds and factories burrowed deeply into the earth. There was life in abundance, the dominant species being a race of tripedal, squid-like beings with a row of human looking eyes circling a round, soft looking head. The factories were turning out weapons: missiles, lasers, plasma guns. A fleet of ships patrolled in orbit, all of them larger than Gehenna. 
 
    Before they had travelled more than a few thousand kilometers toward the planet, it became apparent that the fleet had detected them. Over fifty ships turned their prows toward Gehenna and moved in their direction. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” Michael said. 
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    They surveyed five more systems. None contained intelligent life. One contained a world that had been sterilized, with the blackened husks of trees pointing upward through the ashes and the remains of cities shattered into rubble. 
 
    Michael dreamed again that night. The great ships approached a blue, glowing world, opened fire and watched as the world burned. 
 
    The next day, Michael sat alone in the chair in his office, staring into nothing, when the voice of Andrew Sloane-1 came from the box. “I can see by your demeanor that something is bothering you. I suspect I know what it is.” 
 
    Michael raised his head. 
 
    “The beings that inhabit this space bear a certain resemblance to my people, though they are far more primitive. They are beings born out of metal and rock and energy. I can hear their voices. I think that you are hearing them, too.” 
 
    Michael sighed. “Good to know I’m not crazy. Why me? Why not any of the others?” 
 
    “Are you certain that none of the others have been affected? People rarely speak of visions. They are reluctant to—as you say—have their fellows consider them crazy.” 
 
    Michael leaned back and thought for a second. “Romulus?” he said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Has there been an increase in visits to the sickbay?” 
 
    “Yes. During the prior two days, forty-two of our military personnel and seventeen civilians have requested sleeping aids.” 
 
    Michael frowned at the box. “Thank you, Romulus.” 
 
    Beings of rock and metal and energy, trying to deliver a message. “Is this a warning, do you think? Or a request for aid?” 
 
    “Perhaps both,” the box said. “It is impossible to say.” 
 
    “Can you communicate with them?” 
 
    The voice issuing from the box seemed hesitant. “Not in words,” it finally said. “Their thought processes are confined to simple images, associated with a layer of emotional nuance.” 
 
    “Then try to reassure them that we’re going to take care of their little problem.” Michael grimaced. If we can, he thought. “And tell them to leave us alone.” 
 
    “I shall do my best,” the box said. 
 
      
 
    The crew were at their stations, the shops and restaurants closed, the civilians confined to their quarters. Nobody knew what lay beyond the final barrier but none of them expected it to be pleasant or benign. The senior officers were assembled on the bridge, with Twyla Thorenson linked in to the brain. 
 
    “Three, two, one,” Romulus’ disembodied voice counted down. 
 
    The quantum haze of slip-space vanished. Stars shone in through their screens. Ahead of them, just a bit brighter than the rest, a red star glittered. 
 
    “A red dwarf,” Romulus said. 
 
    Not a surprise. Red dwarfs were the most common type of star in our own Universe. In this one too, apparently. They were stable and long-lived and tended to have rocky, Earth-like planets in their habitable zone. 
 
    The screens filled with data. One small planet. No moons. A few asteroids in elliptical orbits. The usual ship-to-ship and ship-to-planet chatter was missing. From this distance, the system seemed empty of intelligent life. Michael breathed an inward sigh, relief mixed with disappointment. It was good that nothing was shooting at them but he had hoped to find more than an empty system. Then again, the search was far from over. 
 
    “Proceed,” Captain Thorenson said. 
 
      
 
    Ten hours later, nothing had changed. Nothing hailed them. Nothing had approached. “You know what to do,” Michael said. 
 
    “Yes,” Romulus replied. Slowly, gingerly, Gehenna oriented her prow toward the sun and the great ship moved inward. 
 
    A few hours later, Gehenna hovered over the planet. It had an atmosphere, mostly oxygen and nitrogen. It had oceans and continents, birds and fish and a hundred-thousand or more animal species that bore no resemblance to any Earthly life. 
 
    Nothing man-made. Nothing that bore the stamp of intelligence. Nothing to indicate that humanity had ever strayed this far. 
 
    Michael, sitting in the command chair, sighed. 
 
    “An energy signature has become apparent,” Romulus said. 
 
    “What a surprise,” Michael muttered. 
 
    After their narrow escape at Akadius, Michael had asked Arlo Scott and his team to try to invent a detector for screened ships. It turned out to be easier than expected. Visual screening operated by bending light around the screened object. Far above the visual spectrum, there was almost always a miniscule amount of distortion, which could be detected as a very faint energy emission. The First Empire had never searched for such a thing, presumably because nobody but themselves had possessed visual screening. 
 
    “Approximately one hundred objects have just emerged from behind the sun and are moving in this direction.” 
 
    “Thank you, Romulus.”  
 
    A stream of numbers scrolled across the nearest monitor. Beneath his feet, Michael felt the tiniest vibration. 
 
    “Our forward momentum appears to have ceased,” Romulus said. “Something is impeding our progress.” 
 
    Something, Michael thought. Good old something. “And what would that something be?” 
 
    “The ship is being held in place by a tractor beam.” 
 
    “Can we escape?” 
 
    Romulus voice hesitated. “It appears not.” 
 
    No, Michael thought. Of course, we cannot escape. 
 
    “And where is this tractor beam coming from?” 
 
    “From the planet below.” 
 
    He counted down in his head. Three, two one… 
 
    The monitor screen lit. A face appeared. It was male and smiling. The face looked around the enormous room and fixed its eyes on Michael. 
 
    “Hello, Michael,” it said. 
 
    Michael sighed. “Roderick,” he said. “Roderick Allen.” He shook his head. “I might have known.” 
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    “Are you surprised?” 
 
    “A little,” Michael said. 
 
    “Only a little?” The face grinned. 
 
    “A bit more than a little.” Michael shrugged. “Only a bit.” 
 
    “I was hoping to see you sooner, but then, I couldn’t make the trail too obvious, or you might have suspected.” 
 
    “No,” Michael said, “of course not.” 
 
    “Prepare for every eventuality. Then you will never be surprised. Isn’t that what a good military man is taught and believes?” 
 
    Michael frowned at the face in the screen. “Where is Thomas?” 
 
    “Thomas is dead.” The face smiled. “I killed him.” 
 
    “Did you? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Very sure.” 
 
    “Why? Michael asked. 
 
    Roderick Allen’s face…Xenophon’s face, a face that Michael had known well, over two thousand years ago, and had never thought to see again, grimaced at him from out of the screen. “Partly, because of what he did to you.” He pursed his lips. “Did you ever consider the career of the original Alexander? Alexander the so-called Great?’” 
 
    “Yes, actually. I have.” 
 
    What would you like me to do? Romulus subvocalized. 
 
    Wait. It’s too soon. 
 
    “And what were your impressions?” 
 
    “I was not as impressed as I had expected to be.” 
 
    “No. Alexander in fact, was an idiot. An adolescent with dreams of conquering the world, at which he succeeded, and in the process, destroyed countless peoples and nations much older and more impressive than his own. Why did he do it? What was the point? Did he desire to bring civilization and enlightenment to all mankind? Hardly. Did he simply want power? Did he want to rule? Doubtful. All he did was conquer, and then move on to the next conquest. It has long been thought that the real brains behind the operation were his generals, Ptolemy, Saleucus, Krateros and the rest. Alexander was the son of the King, and then he became the King in his turn, probably after assassinating the old man. He was a convenient figurehead, probably little more.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “And why is this relevant?” 
 
    “Thomas Montgomery, Alexander, always had a staff of very well-qualified advisors, and his advisors gave him very good advice. Thomas played his role. He was good with people. He had charisma. He was tall and handsome and charming and very, very sure of himself, the very definition of a narcissistic personality disorder. He wanted things to be a certain way and so that is the way they must be. Poof. Like magic. 
 
    “Thomas Montgomery had a few early successes, more by luck than intelligence. His victories were tactical, not strategic. High command considered him a vacuous cipher, but he did have a few significant abilities. He wasn’t stupid, though he was hardly the genius that legend depicts him. He could recognize talent and he could inspire loyalty. A pity that loyalty was not returned. In the end, it was always about Thomas Montgomery. 
 
    “And then you disappeared.” Roderick Allen shrugged. “It wasn’t hard to discover what had happened, in general terms at least. The men he picked were fanatically loyal but some were proud of what they did and some few felt guilty. You, also, were a hero of the Empire. They talked. 
 
    “I was ambivalent regarding Thomas’ plans. He was right about the Imperator. The Imperator was insane, but the privy council and Parliament were able to forestall the worst of his excesses.” The face in the monitor screen grimaced. “If Thomas had led a campaign to place Prince Leksha on the throne, or Princess Eugenie, I would have supported him, but no, it had to be Thomas Montgomery. It had to be himself. I followed orders but after the first few campaigns, I withheld my advice, and by then, he didn’t want it. 
 
    “The war was devastating. And then Saleucus was found dead in his bed, apparently poisoned, and it was just Thomas and myself and I knew then that this had gone on long enough. 
 
    “I shot him in the head and then I took my personal guard and I disappeared.” 
 
    “And now, you are here,” Michael said. “How did that happen?” 
 
    Xenophon shrugged. “I made it a point to keep apprised of military research projects. Most of these came to nothing, but some bore spectacular fruit. The projects regarding the construction of pocket universes and gateways through what used to be referred to as the Multiverse were already underway when you disappeared.” Xenophon shook his head. “By then, the Empire was in chaos. Its total collapse only a few months away. I decided to vanish. I came here.” 
 
    “You went to sleep?” 
 
    “No,” Xenophon said. “I presume that’s what Thomas did to you? Stored you away somewhere safe and hidden?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A wise choice, to preserve a valuable resource, but no, that’s not what I did. First, I tucked an entire fleet of the most advanced ships into a pocket universe. Then I came here, to the most distant, isolated world I could imagine, and I built a fortress, and then I entered into it and have spent the last million years playing games, and biding my time.” 
 
    “Million years…” 
 
    Xenophon smiled. 
 
    “You’re a datamorph,” Michael said. 
 
    “I am. Tell me, have you ever heard of the Cognoscenti?” 
 
    “Yes. I know them.” 
 
    “I do not take the Cognoscenti’s ideas seriously, regarding the end of the universe and whatever God may have planned, but I do like the idea of eternal life. Red dwarf suns are stable. They will last for trillions of years, far longer than stars such as Sol. I built the largest ghost world ever constructed, and I buried it here, far underground.” 
 
    “You can’t be alone, down there.” 
 
    “Of course not. I took thousands of my people and their families with me, and in the years since, my virtual followers have been busy making virtual babies. We number in the trillions now.” 
 
    “Planning exactly what?” 
 
    Michael had a pretty good idea what Roderick Allen was planning, but he wanted to hear him say it. 
 
    A wry expression crossed Xenophon’s face. “I believe it was Edmund Burke who said that a weak government is the most complete form of tyranny.” 
 
    “Edmund Burke…?” Michael shook his head. “From what I recall, Edmund Burke had a tendency to contradict himself. Edmund Burke said that an elected official must use his judgment and wisdom rather than simply carry out the will of the people, but that a government without the consent of the governed must soon fall. He said that men had a natural right to be free but that liberty must be constrained in order for a government to function.” 
 
    Xenophon smiled. “You would know that.” He shrugged. “These things are not necessarily contradictions.” 
 
    And not exactly germane to their current situation. “So, what do you want?” Michael said. 
 
    Xenophon gave a long sigh. “I have come to the reluctant conclusion that Thomas had a point.” 
 
    Couldn’t have seen that one coming. Michael resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Tell me about it,” he said. 
 
    Xenophon inclined his head: a gracious gesture, a kingly gesture. “The First Empire lasted for four-thousand years. It fell, not because an ambitious idiot like Thomas Montgomery decided to take over, but because of weakness and instability at the top. If the Imperator had not been insane, the Empire would still exist, in all of its glory.” 
 
    “An Eternal Emperor,” Michael said. “All wise, all knowing and immortal…this is what you propose?” 
 
    The corner of Xenophon’s mouth twitched upward. “Exactly.” 
 
    “Plato once wrote that democracy was the second-best form of government; the best form of government being a philosopher-king. Plato did caution that there are very few philosopher-kings.” 
 
    “Can’t beat the ancient Greeks for eternal wisdom,” Xenophon said. 
 
    “And where would we find such a paragon?” 
 
    Xenophon spread his hands. “I am humbly ready to serve.” 
 
    “From your secure base in another Universe.” 
 
    “Yes,” Xenophon said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you move before now?” Michael asked. 
 
    “I’ve been moving for two centuries. Guiding, directing, pruning…waiting for a new Empire to arise. Before, I had nothing to work with.” Xenophon shook his head. “Your destruction of the Imperium ruined a lot of good work.” He sighed. “Also, I didn’t know about time dilation. It’s only luck that I happened to place my primary base here, in an alternate Universe that will still be around in a few billion years. The pocket Universe where I stored my fleet has long since expanded beyond the minimum density of space and vanished. I had to start from scratch. That’s not easy when you don’t have a body.” 
 
    “Commander Dumas had a body. So did all the others who tried to take over my ship.” 
 
    Xenophon waved a negligent hand. “Yes, well, if you want to wander about among the humans without attracting attention, you have to have a body.” 
 
    “You could have given yourself a body.” 
 
    “A minor detail. Certainly, I could have given myself a body. Bodies are easy to manufacture, but then what? A few hundred years and I would have needed another one. And why would I risk myself? This is what agents and underlings are for.” 
 
    Michael frowned at him. “You didn’t used to be so callous about your underlings.” 
 
    “I was younger then. Experience has taught me that a leader cannot afford to shy away from difficult decisions.” 
 
    “Was it difficult to destroy all of the planets that we passed on our way here?” 
 
    “Hardly all of them. Only the ones that defied me.” 
 
    “Speaking of difficult decisions.” 
 
    “Yes,” Xenophon said. “I did not do it lightly.” 
 
    “So, you intend to take over the Universe.” 
 
    Xenophon blinked at him. “Both Universes. Every Universe we can reach.” 
 
    “And what do you intend to do with me?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? I want you to join me.” 
 
    “Like I joined Thomas? A useful pawn?” 
 
    “Hardly a pawn. You would be a bishop at least.” 
 
    Michael frowned at Xenophon’s blandly smiling face. “And what if I say, ‘No?’” 
 
    “Then I shall very regretfully have to destroy you.” 
 
    “Your assassins have already tried to destroy me.” 
 
    Xenophon shrugged. “I had to know that you were up to the job. If they could have destroyed you, then you weren’t good enough.” 
 
    Michael nodded. “And how do you plan on destroying me, now? My ship is being held by a tractor beam, but aside from that, you’ve displayed no offensive capability whatsoever.” 
 
    No reason to let Xenophon know that Gehenna could detect his oncoming ships. 
 
    “Watch,” Xenophon said with a grin, “Watch, and learn.” 
 
    The monitor screens and holotanks displayed a 3D view of the space surrounding Gehenna. A ripple of light flowed across the screens. A ship appeared, then another and another, and soon, an entire fleet of ships as large or larger than Gehenna floated above the little world, halfway between Gehenna and the sun. 
 
    There are one hundred twenty of them, Romulus subvocalized. 
 
    “Impressive,” Michael said. “Is that all you’ve got?” 
 
    Xenophon grinned. “It’s all I’ve got here. Why? You think one hundred twenty capital ships isn’t enough? So, then, you have your choice: surrender or die. What do you say to that?” 
 
    Michael shook his head. He gave Xenophon a slow, sad smile. “No.” 
 
    Xenophon stared at him. “Really?” 
 
    Michael raised his head and glared. “No.” 
 
    “That’s a very unfortunate decision.” 
 
    “Eat shit and die,” Michael said. 
 
    “Michael,” Xenophon said. “I’m not the one who’s about to die.” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael said. “You are.” 
 
    Now, Michael said. 
 
    He screwed his helmet onto his head and sealed it, then pressed a button on his console. A blue, glowing ring appeared in the air in front of him. He stepped through it. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    A few hours before, the Shiloh, the Richmond, the Gettysburg, Lady Luck and all the other corvettes, pinnaces, scout ships and life-boats had finally finished loading. The merchant contingent onboard had bitterly protested. 
 
    “Life is tough,” Michael said. “This is a ship of war. You knew what you were getting into when you volunteered to come.” 
 
    The military was no happier. Michael listened to the debate for a few minutes, then cut it off. “I understand your feelings,” he said. “I respect them, but this is what we’re going to do.” He turned to Twyla Thorenson. “Take charge.” He turned and walked away. 
 
    Frankie and the others were harder. All of them objected, in Frankie’s case, strenuously. It did them no good. “If I have to put you under guard and have them carry you onboard, then I will,” he said. 
 
    “I will never forgive you for this,” Frankie said. She glared at him, her face red. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “You’ll be alive. That will have to do.” 
 
    Frankie’s lips trembled, then she turned and walked onto the Shiloh. Michael felt his shoulders sag. 
 
    Rosanna gave him an exasperated look. “She probably will forgive you,” she said. “Maybe.” 
 
    Michael sighed. 
 
    Curly shook his head and clapped Michael on the shoulder. “Hope to see you soon,” he said. Then he and Rosanna marched onboard. 
 
    Andrew Sloane-2 gave Michael a sympathetic look, then took a crying Gloriosa by the hand and pulled her away. 
 
    Richard Norlin was the last. “If I don’t see you again, thank you.” 
 
    Michael winced. “Let’s not be morbid,” he said. 
 
    Richard gave a half-hearted grin and entered the ship, carrying Andrew Sloane-1 in his little box. 
 
    “Well, Romulus, old boy…it’s you and me.” 
 
      
 
    The entire fleet of one hundred twenty giant ships opened fire on Gehenna. 
 
    On the near side of the sun, Shiloh flickered into view. A port opened in her side and a metal cube, five meters by five meters, floated outward and then, caught by the red star’s gravity, tumbled down. 
 
    Shiloh turned and fled. 
 
    On the other side of the small world, Richmond, commanded by Twyla Thorenson, hovered and released a large, unmanned drone. The drone’s jets ignited as it sped off into the distance, then Richmond turned, rose back into space and sped away, staying in the planet’s shadow. 
 
    The little star convulsed. Nuclear fire raced over its surface like a tsunami, met on the opposite side, then returned like an enormous, crashing wave. The largest solar flare in many millions of years rose upward and raced outward into space. 
 
    Before any of the enemy ships realized what had happened, the flare enveloped them. Their screens reacted instantly but it was far too little and far too late. One by one, the great ships’ screens were overwhelmed and with a burst of light, each ship dissolved into its component atoms. 
 
    Gehenna vanished as well but where she had hung in space, an enormous ball of fire, many times brighter than any sun, expanded, and where this fire touched the ground below, the ground melted. For ten kilometers, then twenty, the flame dug into the earth, obliterating it, exposing a gigantic metallic installation sheathed in its own glowing shields. The miniature sun faded, leaving the installation tilted to one side, exposed to the super-heated air but still there, still seemingly intact and unharmed. 
 
    And then, the drone arrived. It arrowed into the crater and exploded on top of Xenophon’s installation. The world shuddered. Another fireball, fifty, then a hundred kilometers wide, gouged its way into the dirt, and this time, when the flames finally faded away, nothing was left except flowing, red magma welling up from the center of the little world. 
 
      
 
    Was that Sirius, far in the distance? Was that Vega and Rigel and Canopus? Maybe. He hoped so. Regardless, Michael floated in space, nothing near him but Romulus and the endless dark and far, far away, far out of reach, the endless stars. 
 
    He sighed. His inner server told him that only a few minutes had passed since he had opened the gate and stepped through it, with Romulus by his side. By now, if their little plan had worked, Xenophon, his fleet and all of his surroundings were dead, reduced to their component atoms. 
 
    Three containers, one dropped into the sun, one placed on a drone and one held onboard Gehenna, each filled with over a hundred metric tons of anti-matter, each releasing over twenty million megatons of energy, almost as much as the ancient asteroid that had driven the dinosaurs to extinction, would have seen to that. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    It was no small thing to destroy a trillion virtual lives, if they were lives. Michael was still uncertain of that, but what choice did he have? 
 
    Sometimes, one must make the choice to live or to die, to kill or be killed. Soldiers learned not to shirk the difficult decisions. 
 
    Regardless, the threat that Xenophon posed to the peace of at least two Universes, was, he hoped, gone. 
 
    Let’s see…his suit contained a small converter that would scrub carbon dioxide and return oxygen. The converter had enough power to last for at least fifty years. Air was not a problem. Food, however, was. Also, water. The suit contained enough of both for a week or so, and after that, might as well hit the suicide switch. At least, it wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    An hour later, a small light appeared in the distance. He drew a deep, relieved breath and smiled to himself. 
 
    A few minutes later, Richmond hovered in front of him. “Permission to come aboard?” he said. 
 
    Captain Thorenson’s face appeared on his internal server, Frankie right behind her. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” Frankie said. 
 
      
 
    A day later, Romulus said, “A cadet, one Marion Jones, has requested an interview.” 
 
    “Who?” Then Michael remembered. “Sure. Send her in.” 
 
    Michael almost smiled. Marion Jones was tiny, as tiny as Gloriosa. She had black hair cut short at the sides and dark, up-tilted eyes. She stopped in front of his desk and saluted. 
 
    “At ease, Midshipman,” he said. 
 
    She looked momentarily confused. “Midshipman?” 
 
    Michael grinned. “An ancient word for ‘cadet.’” 
 
    “Ah…” She shuffled her feet, then seemed to steel herself. “I wanted to thank you for getting Ensign LeClair off my back. I also wanted you to know that I didn’t need your help.” 
 
    Michael raised a brow. “No?” 
 
    “No. I’ve been dealing with self-important idiots like Brianna LeClair my whole life. You think it’s easy being this size? In a military organization? Brianna LeClair is a minor obstacle in my path.” She sniffed. “I also wanted you to know that I’m at the top of my class.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “and I intend to stay there, and when I graduate at the top of my class, I intend to join your staff.” She gave Michael a fierce look. 
 
    He almost laughed. “Do you?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I know who you are. I know who you’ve been and I know what you’ve done. Everybody is going to want to join your staff. I wanted to get my application in before the rest of them.” 
 
    Michael was not entirely certain that he was going to have a staff, since he was not entirely certain where his so-called career would be taking him. He might, though. It was certainly possible. 
 
    “When you graduate at the top of your class, send me your CV. I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    She grinned, and suddenly looked very, very young. “Good,” she said. 
 
    “Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    “His network still exists,” Arcturus said. 
 
    Michael was finding it hard to concentrate. He shrugged, squeezed a slice of lime over his plate of seafood, picked up a shrimp, dipped it in hot sauce and stolidly chewed. Down below, the beach shimmered in the heat like a faraway dream, the white sand, the blue water, the bathers so far in the distance that they looked like small, mechanical dolls. 
 
    Michael dimly remembered having similar feelings, long ago, when a mission had ended. His mood at such times tended to vacillate between elation and a deep, deep depression. 
 
    Roderick Allen had been his friend. And now he was gone, along with a trillion of his followers. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    Arcturus grinned but had enough sense not to tell him to cheer up. “Parliament has voted you an Earlship,” Arcturus said. “The Prime Minister and the Imperator have already signed the bill. Congratulations.” 
 
    “An Earlship…” Michael gave a reluctant smile. “Earl Michael the First.” 
 
    “They’ve also granted you an estate, and a yearly stipend to go with it.” 
 
    Michael raised his head. “Where?” 
 
    “On Earth.” 
 
    “Earth? Isn’t Earth a wasteland?” 
 
    “Not all of it. I’ve seen the pictures. Your estate is quite pleasant, though somewhat run-down. The stipend will be more than sufficient to repair and maintain it. It’s on an island in the Mediterranean.” 
 
    “Rather isolated. Probably rather boring.” 
 
    “Yes, well, the Empire has decided that it would be good PR to fix the old place up. It’s embarrassing to have the home world of humanity remain a slum. The Emperor’s palace has been moved to Manhattan, though he perversely insists on spending most of his time on Reliance.” 
 
    “Like I said, probably rather boring.” 
 
    Arcturus shrugged. “Use it as a vacation home. Go there now and then to re-charge. You don’t have to live there.” 
 
    Michael nodded and sipped his beer. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “So,” Arcturus said. “What now?” 
 
    That was the question, wasn’t it? One-by-one, the ships had returned, carrying with them the survivors from Gehenna, and Michael, by the laws of salvage, still owned all those very valuable ships.  
 
    And the old crew, as Michael had sadly predicted, was breaking up. Rosanna and Curly were going to make their home on Dancy. Rosanna, two months pregnant, planned on opening a restaurant. Michael had no doubt it would be successful. Curly was toying with the idea of starting his own security firm. Richard Norlin had purchased a building close to the beach, with sumptuous living quarters on the top two floors and a sound studio below. His schedule was already filled with concerts and appearances. He had been seen around town with Lady Egidia Colbert and her two twin retainers. 
 
    Gloriosa and Andrew Sloane-2 had bid Michael and Frankie goodbye. Gloriosa had planted a chaste kiss on Michael’s cheek and given Frankie a hug. They had no plans in particular, not yet…wander, see the galaxy, maybe drop in on the educational coordinator and her gene-splicer husband. Andrew Sloane-2 had no ambitions. He was happy just to be with Gloriosa and alive. 
 
    Frankie, as Rosanna had predicted, had forgiven him. He had been pretty sure she would but there had been just a smidgen of doubt. 
 
    “We’re going to take a little trip to the Rift. I promised to return Andrew Sloane to his father. After that,” Michael gave a half-hearted grin. “I’ll think about paying a little visit to a misguided corporate oligarch on Nereid. He deserves to be shown the error of his ways.” 
 
    Arcturus nodded, and re-filled his glass with beer. “These are good plans, but they won’t take a lot of time,” Arcturus said. “What about after that?” 
 
    Michael Glover, Ptolemy, knew himself well enough to know that he was easily bored. Michael Glover was not built to sit around and do nothing. “I’m going to get married,” he said, “and have a couple of kids. I’ve never done that before.” He shook his head. “Not successfully. 
 
    “And then? As you said, Xenophon’s network is still out there. The head has been chopped off, but the beast isn’t dead. Criminal organizations always have men who are willing and eager to step up and take over. I think that I might enjoy helping to root it all out.” Michael grinned. “After all, it’s a big Universe. We have an Empire to protect and help grow, and Rome wasn’t built in a day.” 
 
    “Good,” Arcturus said. He sipped his beer. “I can use you.” 
 
    Michael smiled. Or I can use you, he thought. 
 
    The End 
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