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Chapter 1

Behold a comatose human guy in a dystasis tank, hooked to a psychotronic apparatus
that plays the same lovely dream over and over and over. He is being genetically
engineered.

That much he knows, because he's been in one of the damned vats before—sometime,
somewhere. The details are a mystery. He drifts in the glass coffin of bubbly oxygen-
charged goo, too stoned by the drugs and REMory dream-programming to react
rationally during his brief interludes of semiconsciousness.

The wakeful bits, when he manages to force open his eyes and peer myopically
through the perfluorocarbon liquid, are fuzzy and surreal and punctuated by stabs of fear
and helpless anger. During them, the floater recalls one vivid short-term memory
snippet...

He sits in a smoke-filled bar in a hollow asteroid in the distant Sagittarius Whorl, and
the Haluk smiles at him as his consciousness starts to drain away. He remembers his
despairing certainty, in the final instant before oblivion, that the aliens are probably going
to subject him to something outrageously weird this time around, having failed to finish
him off during their previous assaults and batteries.

He squirms in the dystasis tank, making a futile attempt to swim up, push off the lid,
and break free. But his limbs and trunk are firmly clamped in an upright frame. Only his
head, gripped less tightly, is able to move a little.

He remembers a few more things.

He can swim. He can cook. He can pilot a starship. He can ride a horse.

He's a disgrace. He's a lawyer. He's a scuba diver. He's a zillionaire.

He was a cop. He was a suicidal drunk. He was a political gadfly. He was ... doing
something that got him in deepest shit.

When he finishes wrenching his head around uselessly, he sees another transparent-
walled container next to his own. Inside it another body is dimly visible in reddish womb-
light, a companion in dystasis. Straining, he tries to get a better view of the other person,
but finds it impossible.

His mouth opens in a silent roar of frustration. With his lungs and the rest of his
respiratory tract full of liquid, his vocal cords are as impotent as those of an unborn baby.
The dystasis monitoring equipment detects his frantic muscle contractions and the
hormonal flood that indicates an agitated mental state.

Naughty, naughty! His struggles are disrupting the genetic engineering procedure. The
apparatus programs deeper anesthesia. He plummets back into slumber mode and the
umpteenth dream replay begins.

He's always with his wife, whose name he can't recall any more than he can remember
his own. There is background music—Scott Hamilton playing " 'Round Midnight" on a
tenor saxophone. The bedroom is very large and of a rustic southwestern ranch style, with
a high-beamed ceiling and walls of whitewashed adobe, adorned with antique Native
American weavings and artwork featuring elegantly lewd pastel flower shapes. Double-
glazed sliding doors with parted curtains reveal that it's night and snowing hard outside.
The sound of the blizzard wind occasionally breaks through cascades of gentle jazz.
White drifts are piling up outside on the patio.

He and his wife, young newlyweds, sit side by side on a shearling rug before a blazing



fire. They're naked, propped happily against each other, sipping Roederer Cristal while
they watch the dancing flames. Her hair is ash-blond, rippling after being released from
its braided chignon, and reaches halfway down her back. Her eyes are the color of deep
ocean waters beyond the reef. She is striking rather than pretty, and her features in repose
are solemn until he caresses her and makes her smile.

Time to make love again.

And again and again, as the psychotronic machine endlessly loops his most exquisite
memory to facilitate the dystasis procedure.

The poor happy schmuck in the tank is me.

Drifting and dreaming.

Tap tap tap.

Someone spoke, an alien voice filtered through a translator device. "How interesting.
It looks as though he is waking up."

Someone else: "This is the template individual, Servant of Servants. The original. The
transformed human subject is recovering in another room, attended by one's technicians.
We will interview him shortly, just as soon as he is lucid."

"Let's see if this creature recognizes one."

Tap tap tap.

I slowly opened my eyes. The room outside was dimly lit, as always, with most of the
illumination coming from a bank of alien equipment some distance away. The dark floor
was intricately veined with a glowing red web that converged on my tank and the one
beside mine, which was now empty.

Three Haluk stood looking at me, two males and a female, all wearing translator
pendants. The tallest of the aliens knocked on the glass wall to get my attention as though
I were a sulky specimen in an aquarium.

Tap tap tap. "Wah! Can you hear one, Earth life-form?"

Of course I could. My ears worked just fine while submerged in the oxygenated glop,
and he must have known it.

He pursed his lips in the racial smile-equivalent and twiddled his four-fingered hand in
mock playfulness. "Do you recall this one's identity?"

With difficulty, I focused my eyes and concentrated.

Well, sure. The last time I'd seen him, he was wearing a conservative human-style
business suit of dark green with faint white pinstripes, tailored to set off his wasp waist
and accessorized by a scarlet foulard scarf and a diamond stickpin. He was now attired in
exotic haberdashery appropriate to his high station: bronze-purple robes with glittering
jeweled trim, an elaborate spiked diadem of platinum, and a matching necklace inset with
large fossil cabochons. But that ugly blue face was unmistakable, and so were the oddly
beautiful eyes with their sardonic, hyperintelligent glint.

The perfluorocarbon bath had rendered me mute, but I snarl-mouthed: You friggin’
xeno bastard! Damned right I know you. You 're the Servant of the Servants of Luk, the
head honcho of the Sovereign Haluk Confederation.

"Bravo," he said dryly. The Haluk aren't telepathic, but my response had evidently
been clear enough. "Please accept the profound gratitude of this one and of the Council of
Nine. Thanks to you"—he nodded toward the tenantless second tank—"and to the
turncoat rascal with whom you shared your vital substance, one has high hopes of an



accelerated schedule for our Grand Design."

Suddenly, a surprisingly concrete recollection popped into my skull. The alien leader
and I had had a nasty confrontation a couple of years ago outside the Assembly Chamber
of the Commonwealth of Human Worlds in Toronto. At the invitation of Liberal Party
members sympathetic to Reversionist principles, I had finally testified about... something
important having to do with the Haluk and their trade treaty with humanity. My speech
had really pissed off the Servant of Servants and the members of his alien entourage, as
well as a sizable percentage of the Assembly Delegates.

But what had I said? And who the hell was I?

[ hadn't a clue.

The Servant said, "Feeling all right, are you? Archiator Malotuwak assures one that
you came through the human-to-human genetic exchange in fine fettle. Unfortunately, we
can't let you out of the dystasis tank just yet. We require a second demiclone."

Demiclone?... What the hell are you talking about, huckleberry balls?

"Take one's advice, human. Cooperate willingly when you're called upon later for
tutorial duties. Extracting the pertinent information by means of psychotronic
interrogation machines is so uncomfortable. Who knows? If you do well, one might even
allow you to live. Common laborers are always in demand on our newly colonized
planets."

Screw you. With a magnum drill press!

The second male Haluk spoke up. Short and stocky, he wore a plain mustard-colored
smock tightly cinched about his slender middle and carried an elaborate Macrodur mag-
slate of the type favored by hotshot human scientists. "He's becoming excited, Servant of
Servants. This is not a good thing for a dystasis subject. It could delay initiation of the
second demiclone procedure. One will program a calming medication for him."

He prodded the slate and a warm woozy feeling began to seep into my body, dulling
anxiety and slowing my thoughts. I fought the desire to relapse into sleep.

Demiclone! I should know what that meant. I did know. It was a highly illegal genetic
engineering procedure. The Haluk had stolen some of my DNA and used it to—to—

To duplicate me. To morph some other guy into a replica of my precious person. I
mouthed helpless obscenities. The Servant of Servants had already lost interest in me and
turned his attention to the Haluk woman standing beside him.

She was elderly, her skin faded to the color of wellwashed denim, and she wore robes
of glistening black with a hood that nearly concealed her mane of pale hair. A very
important-looking polished fossil on a long chain hung about her neck.

"Is it certain, Archiator Malotuwak," she inquired of Mustard Smock, "that the newly
created duplicate of this individual retains his own mentality? It would be disastrous to
the Servant's Grand Design if the demiclone were to be ... contaminated, as it were, by
the mind-set of this template life-form."

"That is quite impossible, Council Locutor Ru Kamik. Only the physical aspect of the
demiclone has been altered." A grimace of distaste. "That other human's mind—such as it
is—remains his own. One might mention that he was most uncooperative during the
preliminary procedures, insulting one's assistants and behaving in an arrogant and
offensive manner."

The Servant of Servants uttered the grotesque laugh of his species, which sounded like
a miniature poodle choking to death. "Fortunately for us, the rascal's usefulness to the



Sovereign Haluk Confederation does not require a congenial disposition."

"Yes," the Locutor said. "However, his usefulness does require that his true identity
not be detected. One was somewhat disconcerted to learn that the demiclone is not, after
all, an essentially perfect replica of this original."

"True enough," Mustard Smock conceded. "The restricted time frame we were
allowed precluded optimal DNA transfer. It was necessary to use an abbreviated genetic
engineering procedure. One made this quite clear to the Servant of Servants and to the
demiclone subject himself at the outset. Even using the most advanced human equipment
and techniques, along with broad-spectrum PD32:C2 transferase agents, four weeks in
the dystasis tank is inadequate for complete chromosomal transformation, given the
relatively large amount of intron material in the human genome. Introns are more difficult
to exchange than exons—"

The Servant of Servants interrupted, addressing the female. "Nobody's going to test
him, Ru Kamik. They'll have no reason to doubt his identity. He will be carefully
coached in his role."

"Nevertheless," said the Locutor firmly, "please explain to this one the circumstances
under which the demicloned person might be differentiated from the original subject by
expert investigators of the Commonwealth of Human Worlds."

The Haluk scientist made the gesture signifying self-abasement. "You'll forgive if one
gets a bit technical, Great Lady?"

The Locutor steepled her four-fingered hands in a gesture of condescending assent.
"Continue. One is by no means completely ignorant of genetics."

"As you may know, not all of the DNA within body cells acts as a blueprint for life
processes. Those segments that are active are often called exons. They trigger protein
production—build the body and keep it in operation. The other DNA segments, those
with no known function, are called introns. The noncoding introns are intermingled with
the exons. In the human genome, about ninety percent of the DNA is noncoding. By
comparison, we Haluk have a smaller percentage of introns, even though our total
number of exons is close to the human complement."

"I understand."

"Because one was commanded to perform this procedure in the shortest possible time,
one transferred only the exon DNA and about one-tenth of the introns from the donor to
the recipient. As a consequence, even though the recipient exhibits the physical
characteristics of the template as perfectly as an identical twin, he nevertheless retains a
large part of his original intron DNA—the genetic material that seems redundant."”

"And this can be detected by forensic analysis?"

"Readily, Council Locutor. Most of the genetic variation among human individuals is
in the introns. Even a rough comparison of the demiclone's DNA with that of the original
will reveal the fake. If one had only been allowed more time—"

"It was not practical," the Servant of Servants said dismissively. "And one must
repeat: the chance of the demiclone undergoing DNA testing during his mission are
vanishingly small."

The Locutor spoke in a neutral tone to the Servant of Servants. "Certain members of
the Council of Nine have very grave misgivings about this stratagem. Using the human
demiclone, that is, rather than one of our own race."

"Their doubts are groundless, Ru Kamik," the leader insisted. "The revised Grand



Design is going to succeed! Almighty Luk will shower his beneficence upon us and
shatter the spines of the human despots."

"There is still great danger," she said softly. "And this one is not speaking only of the
possibility that the turncoat agent's identity may be detected. He himself is a traitor to his
race and perhaps not entirely sane. One has seen his personality analysis—"

"Yes, yes, curse it for a wad of odoriferous lepido nose wax! One knows all about that.
But the scheme he proposed is brilliant. If it succeeds, our grand expansion strategy will
be accomplished in years, rather than centuries or even millennia."

"If the scheme succeeds."

"Wah! Would you have us abandon our great hopes, crawl back to the cluster,
embrace our fatal allomorphic heritage, and go down to extinction as we exhaust the
balance of our dwindling resources? Or shall we continue to submit to humanity's tyranny
here in the Milky Way? ... No! This one has promised the people that all will be freed
from allomorphy—that our children will live on new, uncrowded worlds. If the Grand
Design succeeds, this goal will be achieved peacefully. If it fails, we will use force to
seize the planets we require from the loathsome humans. Curse their arrogance up a
necrotic copulatory orifice!"

"Be tranquil, Servant of Servants," Ru Kamik advised. "This one has a duty to
examine contingencies. Even unpleasant ones. Why would it not be possible to use a
Haluk demiclone rather than the disguised turncoat to fulfill the Grand Design?"

"The scheme was conceived by him," the Servant pointed out, simmering down a bit.
"And he alone is in a unique position to carry off the deception—at least in its initial
stages. No Haluk demiclone would be able to worm his way into the confidence of the
Frost family and Rampart Concern quite so readily, or so quickly, as the rogue human
life-form. Once he is well-established, however, the situation changes. Taking his place, a
trained Haluk demiclone will be able to maneuver freely, inserting other demiclones into
positions of power and influence. Humanity will find itself in thrall to us before it realizes
its peril."

"But how can we be certain that the turncoat will not fly out of control?"

"One has made the personal decision that the risk is acceptable. One is aware of the
individual's limitations, and they have been factored into the operational equation. He
will be carefully monitored by our other demiclone operatives in the Earth capital city.
The rogue's personal agenda, vengeful and perfidious though it may be from the point of
view of his own race, coincides with ours. At least for the time being."

"As you say, Servant of Servants." She lowered her head so that her eyes were
momentarily concealed by the hood of her black garment.

"Don't worry, Ru Kamik," the Servant reassured her. "As soon as possible, the
wretched human creature will be replaced by one whose loyalty is above suspicion. Our
own esteemed agent, Ru Balakalak, will carry the mission to its successful completion.
Meanwhile, the turncoat will have laid the groundwork for the coup. Needless to say, the
rogue human knows nothing of our intention to eliminate him when his services are no
longer required."

She made a noncommittal gesture and turned to address the scientist. "Is it true, then,
Archiator Malotuwak, that the more lengthy demiclone procedure performed upon Ru
Balakalak will create a totally undetectable duplicate?"

Mustard Smock hesitated. "That is the theory, Great Lady, according to the



reassurances of the late Scientist Milik, who introduced the genetic procedure to us. Of
course, there exists no validation. So far as we know, no Haluk-human demiclone has
ever been subjected to DNA analysis by the Commonwealth Criminal Investigation
Department."

"Milik!" huffed the Lady in Black. "Can one rely upon /er word? She was a flaming
idealist and an egregious fool, claiming she was ready to die if it would advance the
cause of interspecific friendship."

"Milik was a selfless benefactor of our race," said the Servant with dangerous
emphasis. "A martyr canonized by the Priesthood of Luk."

"But one that we in the Council of Nine did not fully trust—no more than you did,
Servant of Servants. In truth, she was another human turncoat of unstable temperament
and cloudy motivation ... and one who may have secretly meddled with our racial
heritage, if certain rumors are to be given credence. This one has recently heard that some
of Milik's work on the eradication of allomorphism has come under scrutiny."

"Nonsense," retorted the Servant of Servants. "Those rumors are quite devoid of truth.
It's ridiculous to think that Milik would have tinkered maliciously with the trait-
eradication treatment. Or lied about the flawlessness of the demiclone procedure." "As
you say," the Locutor murmured. There was a brief silence. Then she asked, "When will
the second demiclone be ready?"

"Ru Balakalak is preparing to enter the dystasis tank immediately. As I understand it,
the unabbreviated procedure takes about twenty-six weeks. Is that correct, Archiator?"

"Approximately," said Mustard Smock. "In interspecific DNA exchange, there is a
necessary preliminary operation, a sort of inoculation of the human template individual to
preclude rejection of exotic DNA by the nonhuman recipient. This is followed by the
phase during which the actual gene transfer and bodily transformation of the recipient is
accomplished."

"Twenty-six weeks is a long time to wait," said the Locutor.

The Servant said, "Additional time will be required to tutor Ru Balakalak in details of
the mission once he emerges from dystasis. It is estimated that he will be ready after
thirty weeks."

"Thirty!"

"Meanwhile, one will keep the Council of Nine fully informed concerning operations
on Earth. Needless to say, one expects that you, Ru Kamik, will be zealous in supporting
the revised Grand Design."

She lowered her head again. "As you say, Servant of Servants."

"Excellent." He turned to the scientist. "And now one believes it is time for this one
and the Council Locutor to interview the human demiclone."

"He awaits in the recovery room," Archiator Malotuwak said. "Please follow this one."

The three Haluk went away and I was left suspended in dopey horror, boggled by the
technobabble and at a loss to understand the kind of espionage my duplicate was about to
undertake. Questions swirled in my brain like terrified bait minnows in a bucket.

Who was the human traitor who now wore my face, who had hatched some ploy that
was deemed vital to the Haluk Grand Design?

Whatever the hell that was.

How could a demiclone of me help put the Commonwealth of Human Worlds in thrall
to an alien race?



Dammit—who am I, anyway?

A disgrace. A former cop. A diver. A zillionaire. Aside from the useless fragments of
memory, my drugged brain had no answers.

So after a while I slept again and dreamed of falling snow, the roaring fire, the
champagne, and my nameless wife's loving arms. Dreamed over and over again, to the
accompaniment of Scott Hamilton's ancient, peerless saxophone.

At long last the dreaming stopped.

I realized instantly that my situation had changed. Some instinct warned me not to
open my eyes and not to move. I had sense enough to obey.

I was out of the tank, breathing ambient air, lying on my back on a firm, slightly
inclined surface, head cradled in a comfortable pillow. Warm and dry, not hurting—and
surprisingly alert, even though I still had no notion of my identity or what had happened
to me.

Alien voices were speaking and I felt gentle pokes and prods in different parts of my
anatomy. Two Haluk individuals who called each other Miruviak and Avilik were right
beside me, performing some sort of physical examination. The suffixes of their names
indicated that one was male and one female. They were not wearing translators. My
knowledge of the Haluk language is imperfect and I could understand only part of their
conversation, which seemed to refer to my condition. I was apparently in satisfactory
shape, and after a few minutes they covered me to the chin with a soft blanket and moved
off, still talking.

I heard one of them say: "The blah blah authority figure is soul-glowing about the
blah of the dystasis blah blah.”

I understood that to mean that a Haluk VIP, perhaps my old chum the Servant of
Servants of Luk, was happy about the results of some sort of dystasis procedure.
"Dystasis" was the same word in English and Halukese because a human had illegally
introduced it to the aliens.

The remarks that followed were spoken some distance away, couched in medical
jargon almost totally incomprehensible to me. I risked cracking open my eyelids.

1 could see most of the room. It was at least six meters square and looked like an
accommodation in a superior Haluk hotel catering to humans, situated on one of their
long-settled colonial planets. With the human-Haluk rapprochement in place in the
Perseus Spur, I'd once stayed in a similar place.

Good. You remembered that. Now try to remember something essential—like who you
are!

The furnishings, except for scattered pieces of mysterious technical apparatus with
blinking telltales, were an eclectic mix of alien and Earth designs. On my right, where the
wall was completely shrouded in opaque draperies, were exotic chairs, a low table, stands
holding Haluk bioluminescent lamps with quaint shades, and an elaborate human-style
infomedia credenza. To the left, in an open-plan adjacent room, was a wet bar—no booze
visible—and a compact kitchen, also human in design. An alcove held a tall case full of
e-books and slates, plus a collection of anonymous small cabinets constructed of exotic
materials. The head of my bed was against one wall. Another bed stood on the opposite
side of the room, flanked by an open bathroom door with a human-type sink visible. A
second door in that wall was closed.



The two Haluk medical technicians, wearing human-style pale green hospital scrubs
and murmuring quiet comments, hovered over the occupant of the other bed, who lay
motionless while the aliens studied him. I didn't have a very good view of the patient, but
I could tell that he was a good-sized human male with a fairly powerful build. A small
console with what looked like medical monitoring equipment stood at his bedside.

I caught the question: "If a third demiclone is not required, then why not discard the
blah?"

The female Haluk said, "This is a very blah demiclone, Miruviak. He must be taught
blah blah blah and blah before blah his mission. Some of the teaching will be done by
the human blah who taught blah blah. But blah from the blah over there is also needed.
Our orders are to keep him alive until the blah decides he is blah blah."

Not very enlightening. In fact, ominous.

"This demiclone will wake up soon," said the male medic. "Listen, Avilik: one thinks
we should blah blah blah. Just in case blah blah blah. Did you bring them with you?"

"Yes."

The meditechs had finished their examination of the other patient and replaced his
blanket. Now they came across the room toward me again. I quickly shut my eyes,
relaxed, tried to think Zen thoughts, and prayed that my bed wasn't equipped with a built-
in vital signs monitor that would betray the fact that I was rally conscious. Somebody
drew the covering away from my naked body. They rolled me over and I felt a sharp
prick in the back of my neck.

"It is best that we wait to insert the second blah" Avilik decided. "But it is not really
needed yet. He's still very weak."

Miruviak grunted something that might have been "That will take care of it," and then
they rolled me over again and tucked me in.

"The dystasis turned him a most beautiful color," the female medic remarked, uttering
the squelched barking sound that represented Haluk laughter. "His blah blah are certainly
of an imposing size and blah. Later, one hopes to know him better before we must blah
blah."”

"Disgusting," hissed her colleague, clearly miffed. "You women only blah one thing."

I heard more alien snickering. Then both of the medical technicians went out of the
room. I lay still, cold dread seeping into my soul along with a growing comprehension.
My memory was coming back on-line—parts of it, at any rate— and I didn't like what I
recalled.

I'd been in a dystasis tank for at least seven months. The Haluk had made two
demiclones of me. The first evil triplet had been a human traitor, imperfectly morphed at
the cell-nucleus level but otherwise my physical duplicate. I had no notion what his
mission might be, but it boded no good for humanity. The second demiclone was a
transformed Haluk, destined to replace Agent Number One, who possessed certain talents
but also had the potential to become uncontrollable. Number Two had been more expertly
engineered and was perhaps a perfect genetic replica. I presumed that he now occupied
the bed opposite mine. He was going to be tutored before going out to fulfill his mission,
and some of the briefings were to come from me, whether I chose to cooperate or not.

The suite's mishmash of Haluk and human decor made more sense now. It was a
schoolroom where my shadow and I would live and work together until he had his act
down pat.



Interspecific genetic engineering ... there was something peculiar about it. I tried to
retrieve what I knew from my cerebral database. My sister—what was her name?—had
once been targeted for demicloning. She was rescued before a duplicate of her could be
made, but she'd still suffered certain dramatic side effects from the procedure.

As I would have.

Turning an alien into a human being was trickier than the usual total-spectrum
biological refit job and even more illegal under CHW law. It required that the human
DNA donor—in this case, me—first be modified with an infusion of critical alien genes
so the demiclone subject wouldn't reject the human material. The preliminary genen
procedure superficially transformed the DNA donor—

Rats!

I lifted my right hand and drew it out from beneath the covers. The skin was very firm
and tinted a rich sky-blue. There were no fingernails on the four abnormally elongated
digits. The bones of the pinkie and ring fingers were partially fused now, enclosed in a
single fleshy envelope. My lower arm, quite hairless, was decorated with a dramatic
pattern of ridges that sported faintly drawn golden patterns, almost like delicate
enamelwork.

I touched my altered face and cursed more eloquently. Weird bulges and a Haluk-style
flattened nose. Eye sockets of normal human diameter, slightly smaller than Haluk orbits.
It seemed that I'd kept my human-sized eyeballs, just as my older sister Eve had when the
Haluk tried to demiclone her.

Eve! Her name was Eve. And my name was ...

On the tip of my tongue, which felt strange, as though it were too large for my mouth.
My teeth seemed peculiar, too. The spaces between them were wider than normal.

Under the blanket, my hands explored a body that was humanoid but not human.
Externally, the preliminary genen procedure had turned me into a facsimile of a Haluk,
complete with a wasp waist that was only about 70 centimeters in circumference. But
inside my ridged blue skin were human muscles and human guts and human bones, plus a
discombobulated but swiftly recuperating human brain. I lacked the Haluk elongated
neck and overall slender build. My alien hands groped lower on their inspection tour until
they reached my crotch—

Oh, God! Holy blazing bloody shit! No! Not that!

It was all I could do not to scream my lungs out. Those rucking xeno fiends ...

For a few minutes I felt drowned in a black tide of self-loathing and despair. Then I
remembered that my partially morphed sister Eve—Who hadn't experienced this
particular indignity—had been restored to her normal human physiology by another
sojourn in the dystasis tank. At the time, it seemed to be a miracle of modern science.

I, too, could be made good as new. The ghastly transformation of my genitals could be
reversed, as could the other changes. Provided that I managed to live long enough, and
escaped from whatever exotic planet the Haluk had stashed me on.

Very slowly I sat up, experiencing nausea and a fleeting dizziness. I was weak as a
new-hatched chick and there was a curious itching sensation at the back of my neck. I
touched it and felt a tiny lump right at the base of my skull. The damned Haluk meditechs
had given me an implant, and odds were it had to do with keeping me under control.

Maybe it was signaling them at this very moment.

My weird blue feet settled onto the floor—wood parquet laid out in a minuscule



herringbone pattern, coated with ice-clear "skating rink" glaze a full centimeter in
thickness. It was a labor-intensive human interior design style, ultra-trendy. Just the sort
of thing the fad-conscious Haluk were likely to borrow. I judged that I was being held in
a very upscale alien establishment—certainly nothing resembling the godforsaken
outpost in the Sagittarius Whorl where I'd gone on the Barky Hunt. Perhaps my captors
had taken me to the planet Artiuk, their colonial capital in the Milky Way...

Which was situated in the Perseus Spur sector of the galaxy, fourteen thousand light-
years from Earth. More memories data-dumped. I'd lived in the Spur myself, on a pretty
little freesoil world called Kedge-Lockaby. Had a house on a tropical island, a yellow
submarine named Pernio 11, and a bunch of rascally friends. Once upon a time I'd been a
disenfranchised Throwaway, an ex-cop, a happy-go-lucky charterboat skipper who ran a
sport-diving service for tourists.

But not lately.

Something momentous had happened to me. I had returned to Earth and stayed there
for some years, doing ...

What?

Something to do with politics. Something to do with lawyering. Whatever it was had
keenly interested the Haluk, given my double demicloning and the secrecy attending it.
Unfortunately, the exact nature of my recent terrestrial activities still eluded me, along
with my name.

My name! If I could just remember that, all the rest of it would come back.

Wrapping the blanket around my dainty middle to hide the disgusting alien sex organs
that had captivated the female medical technician, I struggled to stand up. Exerted long-
unused muscles and shuffled creakily across the room to the other bed. Stared down at
the guy who lay there, asleep or unconscious, with tiny alien-type medical sensors stuck
to his forehead, temples, and neck.

Recognized him.

I inhaled sharply, found myself pitching forward in a sudden fit of vertigo, shocked to
the depths of my being. My blue fingers caught at the bedclothes and I saved myself from
falling, pushed my trembling body upright and stood there swaying and gasping for
breath.

The man was tall and heavy-boned, with a physique less well-developed than it should
have been—although that flaw could be mitigated through appropriate clothing or even
judicious doses of steroids. The face would need work, too. The skin was pasty from his
long sojourn in the tank, and the features were too fresh and regular. He lacked a certain
distinctive scar at the top of his left cheekbone. His nose had never been broken in a Big
Beach brawl and coaxed back into shape by a defrocked Throwaway plastic surgeon
suffering a cosmic-class hangover from Danaéan rotgut. His hair was pretty authentic, the
color of bread crust, springing from his forehead in a distinctive widow's peak. It was a
little too long, but a barber would fix that. When his eyes opened, I was positive they'd be
cold green with an inner ring of amber.

I knew him, all right.

He was me.

My demiclone, the alien imposter who was going to take my place—or rather the
place of Demiclone Number One, already secretly machinating. We would help conquer
humanity on behalf of the Haluk race.



My name was Asahel Ethan Frost. Called Asa by my family, Helly by my friends, and
Helmut Icicle by assorted crooks, ne'er-do-wells, and disenfranchised wretches of the
Perseus Spur. My father was Simon Frost, the founder of Rampart Interstellar
Corporation, which had now become Rampart Amalgamated Concern. My mother was
the late Katje Vanderpost, gentle philanthropist, whose murder I had yet to avenge. Her
gift had made me a zillionaire. My siblings were Eve, Bethany, and the matricidal Daniel.
My wife—my former wife, for we had been divorced for nearly eight years—was Joanna
DeVet, Morehouse Professor of Political Science at Commonwealth University, Toronto
Campus.

I remembered it all, including details of my anti-Haluk political activities, my legal
triumph for Rampart Concern, and the ill-advised escapade in the Sagittarius Whorl that
had brought me to this pretty pass.

So, what are you going to do about it, you sorry Halukoid piece of shit?

The back of my neck tingled as a wave of fury washed over me, and I jumped as if I'd
been goosed. Whatever I did, I knew I'd better do it mighty damned fast.

Fake Helly looked so peaceful, lying there. For an instant I wondered what kind of
sweet alien dream they'd programmed for him while he was in dystasis. Then I twitched
the pillow out from under his head, pressed it over his face, and held it down while he
writhed feebly under me and uttered muftled cries.

The medical monitor standing beside the bed let out a shriek of alarm. Simultaneously,
the gizmo implanted in my neck began to administer a series of increasingly severe
shocks at intervals of about five seconds. If they were intended to deter me from
homicidal rage and other adrenaline-driven misdeeds, someone had badly miscalculated
the human pain threshold.

I flung myself on top of my double, using my weight to pin his flailing arms. Neither
of us was up to snuff physically, but I still had my superior human musculature and knew
how to use it. The regular shocks from my neck implant were now so strong that [ was
moaning in agony.

I kept on doing what I had to do.

His struggles weakened and finally stopped. I held the pillow down hard for another
minute or so, then pulled it away. His lips were cyanotic, smeared with blood from his
bitten tongue. The wide-open eyes had tiny points of red dotting the whites, and the
pupils were wide and black. I felt for a pulse in his throat and found nothing. The monitor
continued its shrill distress signal.

He was clinically dead, but they'd be able to revive him. Unless ...

The pain from the neck shocks was becoming unbearable, and I knew I'd pass out
unless I could do something about it. I staggered across the room toward the small
kitchen, scratching impotently at my nape with Halukoid fingers lacking nails. Tore open
drawer after drawer, finally found one with small cooking utensils. What to use? I
couldn't find any knives, which figured.

That! If only it's sharp enough ...

I grabbed it, thrust it awkwardly against the tiny lump, and gouged with all my
strength.

One last bellow emptied my lungs. Then pain—but of a new sort, related to torn flesh.
I dropped the melon bailer with its malignant contents on the floor, grabbed up a dish
towel and pressed it against the streaming wound. My blood was very red, very human.



As his would be, no longer circulating. But the Haluk medics would be able to do
something about that unless I made it impossible.

I dived back into the drawer of kitchen utensils and rummaged frantically, cursing the
absence of sharply pointed implements until I realized that any damage I might inflict
with them would be easily repairable. I had to destroy Fake Helly, and do it within
minutes.

A thought.

The wet bar. Did it have what I needed?

Yes! My blue hand closed over the drink-mixing wand. I stumbled back to the
motionless body. Eyes wide open in death, he didn't feel a thing as I positioned the
implement and bore down with gruesome effect. To my surprise, the eyeball didn't
rupture but simply slid aside. The thin wall of bone behind it crunched and I was through
to the brain.

And activated the mixer's control to the highest setting: STIFF WHIP. Inadvertent
morbid humor there. The efficient little machine didn't even make a mess.

Try to repair that in your dystasis tank, huckleberry balls!

I made the mistake of withdrawing the wand, only to drop the thing on the floor as my
stomach gave a terrific heave and thin bile flooded my throat. Fortunately, my guts were
almost empty because of the dystasis, but it still took me a few minutes to recover. After
all, I'd just done a cerebral puree job on myself...

Enough. Think escape.

I was surprised that no Haluk had responded yet to the medical alarm or to the signal
that had set off my neck-shocker. It was time for me to get moving. Steal a set of clothes,
flee into the alien landscape of Artiuk, or whatever planet [ was on.

Better check the weather outside. I'd been on Artiuk only once. The climate was torrid
and subject to heavy rains.

I ran to the wall of draperies, hoping they covered windows, pulled aside the hanging
fabric and uttered a disbelieving expletive.

Outside the glass was an immense city, viewed from a height. It was night. Soaring
towers rose on either hand as far as I could see, their shining colored forms enmeshed in
webs of skyways and high roads with streams of cars zipping along them. Aircraft moved
in traffic-controlled pathways like regimented fireflies through a sky tinted bright gold. It
had to be snowing hard outside the force-field umbrella.

That wasn't Artiuk out there, or any other Haluk colony. It was Earth. And the city
was one | knew intimately: Toronto, capital of the Commonwealth of Human Worlds.

Still holding the blood-soaked towel to my neck, I began to laugh like a maniac. I only
stopped when the outer door of the room crashed open and the two medical technicians
rushed inside, followed by a pair of uniformed Haluk guards armed with Ivanov stun-
pistols.



Chapter 2

Last April, when I still wore the outward appearance of a human being, I said goodbye
to my legal staffers and got the hell out of town. While the judges considered their
verdict, I intended to rest up at my family's Sky Ranch in Arizona and consider my
future—especially in regards to the Barky Hunt.

For the first couple of days I did nothing but sleep. Then I worked out in the ranch's
well-equipped gym, swam laps in the indoor pool—it still being a trifle brisk outdoors in
the high country—read some vintage Louis L'Amour and John D. MacDonald, and
finished off each evening riding out to watch the sun go down in a different part of the
sprawling Frost family spread.

My favorite mount was a horse named Billy, a huge sweet-natured gelding of the type
southwesterners call a flea-bitten gray. That's not to mean he's infested or broken down;
the odd term describes a variety of pale horse speckled all over with tiny spots of blue
and red hair. Billy was strong and smart, he obeyed orders, and he didn't spook when an
unexpected quail or jackrabbit exploded out of the chaparral right under his nose. In
Arizona you can't hardly ask more of a horse than that.

On the tenth day of my holiday, Billy and I plodded easily uphill in the lengthening
shadows while thin clouds turned from white to pink beyond the Tonto Basin. Spring in
the Sierra Ancha is unobtrusively lovely. Golden yuccas, buckbrush, and manzanitas
were blooming, tiny little hummingbirds with amethyst throats poked busily around the
flowers for a final snack before nightfall, and the ethereal song of the hermit thrush
echoed among the mesas and canyons.

It was a great place for unwinding, as different from the capital of the Commonwealth
of Human Worlds as it could possibly be.

I'd left Toronto in a seriously fatigued state. Only my close-mouthed executive
assistant, Jane Nelligan, knew where I was going, and she was under orders to reveal my
whereabouts to no one. I told the ranch staff to ignore my presence, and they did—except
for the horse wrangler who cared for Billy, and Rosalia the cook, who supplied me with
three gourmet squares a day and kept the chitchat to a minimum.

I'd earned some incommunicado time. After more than two years of cosmic-class
courtroom warfare, Rampart Concern's civil suit against Galapharma was finally ready
for adjudication. Now it was up to three justices of the Commonwealth Tribunal to
produce a verdict in what the media had deemed the corporate trial of the century, David
vs. Goliath.

Little Rampart, youngest and smallest of the Hundred Concerns, was suing the pants
off Galapharma, one of the oldest and largest. We alleged conspiracy to devalue for the
purpose of hostile acquisition, sabotage, industrial espionage, theft and subsequent
malicious use of data, subornation of Rampart employees, and a lengthy laundry list of
other major torts. Pursuant to Statute 129 of the Interstellar Commerce Code, Rampart
demanded as redress the maximum damages set by law—namely, all assets tangible and
intangible of Galapharma Amalgamated Concern, including their 5,345 booming
planetary colonies.

If we won, Gala belonged to us. If we lost, the best we could hope for was that
Commonwealth prosecutors could make an assortment of criminal charges against the big
Concern stick. The odds of that happening were slim. Important evidence had vanished,



and crucial witnesses were dead or had disappeared. The one man who might have
fingered Galapharma for its crimes was also the principal material . witness in Rampart's
civil suit; and Oliver Schneider had struck an immunity deal that precluded any
obligation to give testimony under the criminal statutes.

If Gala won, its lawyers would waste no time slapping Rampart with a colossal civil
countersuit, stunting the growth and profitability of its small rival for years to come—if
not destroying it outright.

As Rampart's interim Chief Legal Officer, I had been in total charge of orchestrating
our case, always working behind the scenes. Not that I'd asked for the job! I'd fought like
a wildcat to avoid it. But my father, Simon Frost, and my big sister Eve—Rampart's
Chairman of the Board and CEO, respectively—had leaned on me, inviting my scrutiny
of certain inescapable facts.

My older brother, Daniel, the former Rampart corporate counsel and secretary, could
hardly head up the litigation. An unindicted Galapharma coconspirator, Dan was kept
doped to the eyeballs and under heavy guard in a fishing lodge up in the Ontario North
Woods, where he stubbornly professed his complete innocence.

None of the subordinate officers in Rampart's legal department were deemed capable
of directing a complex, unprecedented civil action such as this one. To bring in an outside
team of litigators was not an option, either. There were aspects of the case that didn't bear
close scrutiny: for instance, the strong probability that Dan had engineered our mother's
death, acting under orders from Galapharma.

And there was also the secret Haluk connection, political dynamite now that the blue
buggers were legitimate trading partners of the Commonwealth ...

Simon and Eve maintained that only one candidate for Rampart legal battlemaster had
it all—being a major stakeholder in the Concern, a trusted member of the family, and a
highly trained lawyer (although nonpracticing) familiar with every aspect of the case.

Yours truly, Asahel Frost.

Trying to wriggle out of the fast-closing trap, I reminded them that I was not a
member of the Commonwealth bar and could not be quickly qualified by any string-
pulling finagle of theirs. Even though my citizenship had been restored through a
technicality, the felonies I'd been framed for were still on my record. In the eyes of the
law I was still a convict on probation. In the eyes of the media I was a misfit—a
charismatic one, though!—the black sheep of a distinguished family, a notorious
loudmouth with eccentric political leanings. There was no way I could represent Rampart
before the Judicial Tribunal in person.

No problem, said Simon and Eve. What they needed was not Rumpole of the Bailey or
Perry Mason, but rather my expertise in rousting corporate outlaws, gained during my
aborted career as an enforcement officer with the Interstellar Commerce Secretariat. A
staff of talented associates would handle the actual pleading before the court. If
necessary, the underlings could be coached by me every step of the way through cerebral
chips.

I shifted into whine mode. Hadn't I already risked my life half a dozen times to obtain
crucial evidence supporting Rampart's case against Galapharma? Hadn't I rescued Eve
from kidnappers that would have demicloned her and seized control of Rampart? Hadn't I
saved Simon himself from a fate worse than death in the infamous prison known as
Coventry Blue? Wasn't that fucking good enough? I didn't want to spend years on a



convoluted legal case. I had other plans for my life.

"Like what?" my father had bellowed. "Stirring up a fresh hornet's nest with the
damned Reversionist Party? Or maybe reverting to beach bum status on that boondock
South Seas planet back in the Perseus Spur?"

I invited him to go to hell. He suggested that I perform a sexual act on myself. The
discussion trended downhill from there.

Simon and I have a long history of horn-locking, beginning from the time fifteen years
ago when I refused on principle to join the family starcorp. Now he castigated my
selfishness and lack of filial loyalty. He dredged up my fancy-pants doctorate from
Harvard Law School that I'd more or less tricked him into paying for.

Finally, in a fit of bogus cowhand vituperation, the old coot allowed as how if'n I let
Rampart—i.e., him—down, I was nothing but a chicken-livered pecker-ass bastard with a
yellow streak so wide it lapped plumb around to my brisket bone.

I was about to tell Simon to stuff his John Wayne act where the sun doesn't shine
when my sister Eve ordered us both to shut up. Then she made a single point that stabbed
me to the heart and put an abrupt end to my weaseling.

"Asa, have you forgotten that our mother's murder was instigated by Galapharma's
chairman? Dan only acted as Alistair Drummond's cat's-paw. We probably couldn't prove
Drummond's complicity in the crime even if we found he was still alive, but his Concern
is still a legitimate target. Do you want some kind of justice for Mom, or don't you?"

Aw, shit... Damned right I did.

So I caved in.

And worked my tail off for two solid years. When the case went to the judges at long
last, I figured we had an excellent chance of winning.

I guided my horse Billy along Bear Head Canyon trail, approaching the
undistinguished peak we call Copper Mountain. At 2,071 meters, it's the tallest of a
scrub-covered range near the southern boundary of the Sky Ranch.

When we were kids, my brother and sisters and I were forbidden to go up Copper
because of a dangerous abandoned gold mine on its eastern slope. So of course we made
that our favorite secret spot. It was our hideout when we played outlaw, and the den of
xeno monsters when we pretended to be Zone Patrol troopers. Just inside the mine
entrance, I'd once killed a blacktail rattlesnake that had menaced my little sister, Bethany.
Another time, my brother, Dan, risked his neck exploring a tumbledown side tunnel and
found a glittering chunk of mineral that he declared was real gold. Dan was always the
lucky one—until he grew up and succumbed to the temptations of a lunatic Scotsman.

Who might or might not be buried deep inside that very gold mine.

Three years ago, in a last ditch effort to salvage his faltering conspiracy, Alistair
Drummond had narrowly missed killing my family and the rest of the Rampart Board of
Directors by blowing up the main house of the Sky Ranch. He tried to escape by driving
up Copper Mountain in a Range Rover, and when I came after him, he almost managed to
nail me before taking refuge in the abandoned mine. I used a Harvey blaster to bring
down a landslide on top of him.

Trouble was, we'd never found Drummond's body in the rubble-filled mine shaft.

The horse carried me toward the gap that separates Copper Mountain from Bear Head
Peak to the west. I reined in before the going got too rough, pulled a set of power oculars



out of my saddlebag, and swept them over the brush-covered flanks of Copper. Of course
I found nothing unusual; even the site of the great slide and the subsequent excavation
were on the opposite side of the mountain.

"What do you think, Billy? Did the damned mine have another way out? Us kids never
found one, and we explored the hell out of that old hole in the ground."

The horse kept his opinion to himself.

I sighed and put the ocs away. To hell with Alistair Drummond. To hell with
everything connected to Galapharma and the trial. This was my time to kick back and
drift. I turned the mount around so I could concentrate my attention on the sunset beyond
Bear Head. The western sky was slashed with crimson and purple streaks of cirrus cloud.
The color faded slowly as I sat in my saddle, deliberately emptying my mind. Billy did a
different sort of emptying, then nipped at some fresh greenery. A bat chased a flying bug
through the chaparral. The high country was very quiet.

After a while the horse left off browsing, nickered softly, and cocked his ears. He was
listening to something upslope. I heard it, too—an irregular metallic tink-tink tinkety-tink
that sounded almost like a spoon handle rattling faintly in a thick coffee mug: completely
unnatural. A minute later a spherical black thing about the size of a golf ball came
creeping down the steep rocky trail on thin jointed legs. Its two rat-eyes glowed in the
dusk and its sensors swiveled busily.

A SPYder. It tippy-toed to within four meters of my fascinated horse and came to a
halt.

"Good evening, Citizen Asahel Frost," it said. "I am not here to threaten or harm you.
Please confirm this by drawing your own weapon."

The robot's voice was a human transmission. The controller had probably been
tracking me by satellite from the moment I left the house. The Sky Ranch doesn't bother
with ground-based optical dissimulator technology, although it has a full arsenal of
intruder deterrents and multiphase alarm sensors.

"You're trespassing,” I said, obediently pulling a Finnila Bodyguard photon carbine
from its gun boot on the saddle. The weapon switched itself on automatically and
scanned the thing that confronted me.

Device is unarmed, my gun reported. I activated the targeter anyhow.

"I repeat!" said the SPYder. "I am not here to threaten or harm you."

"Goody. But you weren't invited, either. Give me one reason why I shouldn't fry your
tiny Tootsie Roll."

"That would be illegal," the machine said smugly, "since you've passed nineteen
meters beyond the boundary of the Sky Ranch into public lands."

"Maybe I have," I conceded, lowering the gun. The perimeter in this remote and
rugged area was unfenced and unmarked, the scanner units that guarded it were hard to
spot, and I'd deactivated the saddle alarm days ago so it wouldn't bug me when I strayed
off the spread. "Who are you and why are you stalking me?"

"Jordan Sensenbrenner of the Wall Street Journal here! Would you care to comment
on today's Rampart-Galapharma verdict by the Commonwealth Judiciary Tribunal?"

My jaw dropped. "A decision already? My God—it's only been ten days! How did the

judges rule?"

"You mean you haven't heard about it?"

"I've been totally incommunicado. Getting some much-needed peace and quiet. You



want to tell me what happened?"

The SPYder's voice went cagey. "Perhaps you don't know about Simon Frost's
sensational announcement, either. The Journal would definitely like to hear your reaction
to that."

"My saddle has a datalink and display. Why don't you pass along what you've got.
When did the verdict come down?"

"Mmm ... Maybe we should talk quid pro quo. You give me a decent statement for
attribution, I'll have our comsat download the Journal articles we'll be posting later
tonight on our site. They contain full details of the court decision given an hour ago,
along with your father's announcement. Deal?"

Damn webcrawlers had more nerve than a sperm whale's wisdom tooth. This one was
starting to annoy me, so I lifted the Finnila and blasted a rock just a mite to the left of it.

The SPYder skittered sideways and instantly deployed a miniature force-field. "You
can't do that! I claim media privilege! I'm just trying to do my job!"

"I can do whatever I please—provided I don't give a damn about the consequences.
You're trying to pressure me, Jordan Sensenbrenner. There are people who'd tell you
that's not a very smart thing to do."

"I assure you I didn't mean—"

"That puny shield your bot is wearing can stop a laser bolt but not a gross physical
assault. Suppose I kick your expensive little toy down a coyote hole and roll a rock on
top? Or maybe stomp it till it's crippled and smother it in some of the horse apples Billy
just dropped? Would that make your editor happy?"

The SPYder dropped its defensive shield. It was groveling time. "Citizen Frost,
perhaps this interview got off on the wrong foot—"

"It's not an interview yet, only a close encounter of the Wild West kind ... However, I
admit I'm anxious to hear the big news before it hits the PlaNet. I suppose I could call the
folks down at the ranch and ask them to patch me into Rampart Tower in Toronto, but it
might take a few minutes to organize the relay. So I'd be much obliged if you'd just pass
on the information out of the goodness of your heart, no strings attached. Don't you think
your boss at the Journal would consider that a wise move?"

"Oh, very well," the SPYder grumped. It told me the satellite's access code.

I uncovered the unit on the saddle pommel, activated the antenna and expanded the
viewscreen, entered the data and tapped SAT DOWNLOAD. A moment later I was reading
the Journal copy quoting the judges' unanimous decision.

Galapharma AC was found guilty on all charges, with no appeal to be entertained by
the Tribunal.

Compensatory and punitive damages owed by Gala to Rampart were still to be
assessed, but the consensus among legal scholars was that the greatest pharmaceutical
and genetic technology company in the galaxy was fucked to a finality. The Tribunal
would probably order Galapharma to be turned over lock, stock, and barrel to Rampart,
instantly lofting my family's firm into the exalted company of the Big Seven.

Some observers attributed Rampart's victory to the brilliant litigation strategy of its
unofficial CLO, the dashing and unconventional Asahel Frost. He was also rumored to
have personally apprehended the principal material witness for the prosecution, using
highly unorthodox methods.

I finished reading and eyed the SPYder. "Very nice, Jordan. You may quote me as



being personally gratified by the verdict, which affirms my faith in the CHW judiciary
system. All corporate entities, most especially those of high status whose actions
influence the very integrity of the Commonwealth, must conform scrupulously to the
dictates of the law."

"Have you yourself always done so, Citizen Frost?" Sensenbrenner inquired blandly.
"There's been speculation that the witness Oliver Schneider was—"

"Next question."

"Perhaps you ought to read your father's statement first."

I skipped through the sidebar articles and trial commentary, scanning for Simon's
name. | found the piece, read the headline, and uttered a shocked expletive.

RAMPART CHAIRMAN, JUBILANT OVER GALAPHARMA VERDICT, DECLARES HE WILL
STEP DOWN IN FAVOR OF MAVERICK SON

by Jordan Sensenbrenner

Toronto, Earth, 19 April 2236—1In the wake of today's historic verdict
favoring Rampart Concern, its Chairman of the Board, Simon Frost, 88,
declared: "This is the happiest moment in my life." After congratulating
his legal team on its success, he made a sensational announcement.
"During the past few years," Frost said, "Rampart has not only repulsed a
criminal hostile takeover attempt but also managed to thrive and expand.
We've risen from a closely held Interstellar Corporation to an
Amalgamated Concern, thanks largely to the efforts of a brilliant group of
top executives headed by my daughter Eve Frost, Rampart's CEO. I'm
proud to have played a role in this expansion, just as I'm proud to be a
cofounder of Rampart.

"Back in 2183, when my brother Ethan and our partner Dirk Vanderpost
and I went out to the Perseus Spur to seek our fortunes, we never dreamed
that a day like this would come. It was enough that our little Starcorp
could meet its payroll and keep the Haluk and Qastt pirates from stealing
our cargoes.

"Well, times change. Today both of those races are CHW trading partners.
The Spur boasts 219 prosperous Rampart Worlds, with more being opened
to human colonization and economic development every month. I'm
tickled pink that I lived to see that happen.

"Now that Rampart has weathered its greatest crisis and come out on top,
I've decided that it's time for me to step down from active corporate
leadership and make way for younger blood. I intend to retire as Chairman
of the Board. And I hereby nominate my son Asahel Frost to take my
place. Without him, Rampart would have succumbed to Galapharma's
hostile takeover ploy. Without him, we would never have won our civil
judgment against Gala.

"I haven't consulted Asa yet, so this is going to be a bit of a surprise to
him. But I'm confident that he'll accept the chairmanship, just as I'm
confident that Rampart Concern will continue to prosper in the years to
come."



Having delivered the antimatter warhead, the article continued with a summary of my
roller-coaster career. Sensenbrenner glossed over my stint as a Divisional Chief Inspector
in the ICS, where I had been one of the valiant, overworked band charged with ferreting
out wrongdoing among the Big Businesses that effectively control the Commonwealth of
Human Worlds. In contrast, the details of my conviction, my dismissal from the
enforcement arm of the Commerce Secretariat, and my disenfranchisement were
presented in lip-smacking detail. He had even interviewed a few of my more vengeful
acquaintances on the planet Kedge-Lockaby, who painted a revolting and accurate picture
of me in my days as a drunken Throwaway.

My rescue of Eve from her kidnappers and my alleged apprehension of Oliver
Schneider in an illicit raid on the Qastt planet Dagasatt were described more cautiously to
skirt the libel laws. (I was a citizen again by then.) The article was silent on my role in
the presumed demise of Alistair Drummond.

Katje Vanderpost's mind-boggling gift to me of her Rampart quarterstake had lifted
me into the ranks of the political movers and shakers. The writer seemed to have no idea
why I'd dedicated almost all of the obscenely large income from my mother's stake to
projects of the underdog Reversionist Party. (I'd made a promise to carry on her own
sponsorship, since party principles coincided with youthful ideals I had mothballed while
serving in the ICS.) Jordan did concede that I'd made a notable splash for ten entertaining
months, attacking the Commonwealth Assembly's craven symbiosis with Big Business,
until the Galapharma trial forced me to put my political life on hold.

The article ended with speculation on what course I'd choose to follow next.

If they only knew ...

"I can't answer that question yet," I told Sensenbrenner. "I'm going to have to think
long and hard about it. But you can quote me on this: I will do nothing that will
contravene the Reversionist Guiding Principles, nor do I intend to completely abandon
politics." I couldn't resist adding, "Perhaps it's possible that under my leadership,
Rampart Concern could modify its operations to reflect the philosophy of Reversionism."

Wow—heresy! The reporter couldn't keep the expectation of a major scoop out of his
voice.

"But... most Reversionists favor drastically limiting the political influence of the
Hundred Concerns—in effect, destroying the galactic economic structure!"

I laughed. "I admit that some party zealots might feel that way. My own views on the
subject are not nearly so radical. Nevertheless, for nearly two centuries Big Business has
exploited the stars with only minimal checks and balances by the Commonwealth. I want
the Hundred Concerns made more accountable to the Assembly. To the elected
representatives of humanity at large. I'd like to see laissez-faire interstellar economics
reined in or even abolished, along with the laws that enable human business interests to
do just about anything they please if it means increased profits for their stakeholders. I
also favor just treatment of nonstargoing Indigenous Sapient races whose worlds are
colonized and developed by humanity. And closer regulation of trade with interstellar
alien civilizations that might not be fully committed to ... interspecies goodwill."

"Are you speaking about the Kalleyni, the Joru, the Y'tata, and the Qastt, Citizen
Frost? Or about the Haluk?"

"No further comment at this time."



"As chairman of Rampart, do you really believe you could implement your
Reversionist ideals?"

"If I took the position, I could try. My late uncle, Ethan Frost, who headed Rampart in
the beginning, was one of the first galactic entrepreneurs to give Insap workers human-
equivalent wages and decent working conditions. I'm convinced his policy was the
principal reason Rampart prospered in the Perseus Spur, while Galapharma and the other
oppressive outfits who tried to make a go of it failed and had to withdraw."

"But the majority of economists and financial authorities don't believe that approach
would be practical in the longer-settled Orion Arm worlds, much less in the Sagittarius
Whorl—"

I flapped a dismissive hand at the SPYder. "Stop. I won't argue the point with you
now. I told you that I don't know yet what I'm going to do with my life. Maybe I'll accept
the Rampart chairmanship. Maybe I'll go back to being gadfly-in-chief for the
Reversionists. Maybe I'll do something completely different. Right about now I feel like
flying away to some quiet little planet where nobody knows my name. The Galapharma
trial left me worn down to a nubbin. Simon's proposal couldn't have come at a worse
time. I need to re-tune my perspective before I commit myself."

"How long before you—"

"That's enough," I said. "End of interview." I turned Billy away and started back down
the trail. The high clouds had lost their color and the first stars were popping out in the
east.

The SPYder came scuttling after me. "Citizen Frost! Just a few more words! When do
you expect to return to Toronto? Would you grant the Journal an in-depth interview
concerning your political ambitions? Or discuss the direction Rampart Concern might
take under your—"

Casually, I shifted in the saddle, raised the carbine and fired from the hip, drilling the
little machine through one of its glowing eyes. It exploded in a brief puff of smoke and
plasma. Billy didn't even flinch.

Then I started back to the ranch house. I figured it wouldn't be long before my father
showed up.

I half expected Eve to accompany Simon, the better to coerce me. But when I arrived
an hour or so later I found him alone in the big living room of the fully restored main
house, staring into a blaze of pinon logs in the big fireplace and sipping his usual bourbon
and branch water. A magslate, the logo of the Wall Street Journal shining on its viewer,
lay on the polished petrified-wood coffee table behind him. The late edition had been
posted. I presumed that my interview with Sensenbrenner was in it.

Looking glum, Simon nodded but didn't speak as I came through the open French
doors, still covered with trail dust.

I took off my stained old Stetson hat and Pendleton blanket jacket and went to the
sideboard where the drinks were. Passing by the Maker's Mark Limited Edition, Hirsch
Pot Still, and other upmarket tarantula juice that my father fancied, I helped myself to my
favorite blue-collar tipple: Jack Daniel's, straight up. A single shot sufficed to
demonstrate that I hadn't reverted to the lush life. After tossing it down I drew a tall draft
beer from the keg of Dortmunder tucked in a compartment of the sideboard, sat on one of
the leather couches in front of the hearth, and began to haul my boots off.



Simon stood watching me out of hooded green eyes. His hair was light brown with a
prominent widow's peak, just like mine. I'd inherited his thin-bridged nose, too, and the
wide mouth with downturned corners that was capable of blooming in a megawatt smile.
He'd taken full advantage of modern medical science and genengineering to stave off
time's ravages, and usually gave an impression of indomitable physical vigor.

But not today.

He was dressed in one of his semiformal riverboat gambler suits rather than the
tailored ranchman outfits he usually sported, perhaps signaling the special character of
the occasion. He seemed tired and wary, and the black broadcloth of his suit emphasized
his abnormally wan aspect. I recalled being taken aback when the Journal article gave his
age. People—including me—tended to forget how old Simon Frost really was.

"They were having a victory bash at Rampart Tower when I left," he said to me at last.
His voice was just a bit too loud.

"Everybody was toasting you—even the people who pissed and moaned the loudest
when Evie and I appointed you acting legal chief and gave you free rein. The whole gang
agreed we never would have won a nonappellate verdict without your leadership. I
suppose congratulations are in order."

I thought: Well, thanks all to hell, Pop! But I said nothing.

He continued. "You were the best one for the job and you did it. 'Muff said. And now
there's another job needs doing ..." He let the words trail off, as if daring me to turn him
down flat.

Oh, no you don't, you old buzzard. This time we play by Helly's rules.

I finally got rid of the boots, put my feet up on the low table, took a deep swallow of
beer, and slid forward on the cushions so my rump was almost level with my shoulders.
"I'm surprised Evie didn't come with you."

"The quick verdict caught her by surprise. She's four days out, en route to the Spur,
and didn't want to backtrack. There's some sort of conkbuster situation connected to the
Cravat facility expansion. Zed couldn't seem to get a handle on it so she decided to take
care of the matter personally. She'll return to Toronto as soon as the flap is resolved and
help you and the other legal eagles work out the petitions for redress."

"Sam Yamamoto and Marcie Kirov are perfectly capable of supervising that—along
with all the other post-trial stuff," I told him. "I got you your damned verdict. Don't
expect me to shovel up after the circus parade."

A long silence, broken only by the faint cries of nighthawks. The doors were still open
to the patio, and I could smell the perfume of the hundred-year-old wisteria growing on
the cenador next to the barbecue pit. Miraculously, the explosion that destroyed the main
house had spared the rustic dining shelter and the adjacent gardens, as well as most of the
trees and ranch outbuildings.

I said, "How'd you know where I was?"

"A pushy Wall Street Journal reporter told me. He found you with a Big Eye satellite
three days ago. Figured you might give him an interview on your trial strategy once the
verdict was in. Seems you didn't try very hard to keep undercover once you got out here.
Right after I issued my statement at the media conference, this Journal joker was all over
me wanting an exclusive follow-up. Said he intended to contact you here at the Sky
Ranch, too. I told him lotsa luck getting through the security umbrella. But I reckon he
did."



"A SPYder robot tracked me down as I was riding outside the perimeter this evening. I
gave a few quotable remarks before I zapped the bot to smithereens with my Finnila. It
was giving me attitude."

"Goddammit, Asa! What's the sense antagonizing the legitimate media? It's not like
the webster was from a tabloid."

"The real question," I said, pushing myself upright and looking him dead in the eye,
"is why the hell you chose to offer me the Rampart chairmanship via a media release
instead of putting it to me privately, in person. Do you really think it's an offer I can't
refuse?"

"More like a trial balloon," said the crafty old bastard, "to see how the Hundred
Concerns might react to the idea. Especially Adam Stanislawski and his venture-credit
hardheads at Macrodur. Rampart will need them more than ever after the Gala
consolidation. I wanted to float the idea of you as my replacement while your reputation
is still sky-high and shiny."

"As opposed to it taking a dive into the cesspool if I get involved in politics again? ...
And what about my standing felony convictions? Ollie Schneider's ready to make a
deposition about the trumped-up charges, but it'll take forever for a reversal to work
through the courts."

"That's a dead issue, boy. Even if it can't be proved that you were framed, anyone with
half a brain figures Gala dry-gulched you so's you wouldn't be able to use your position
in the ICS to stymie the takeover. As for your flaming lefty politics, if you just soft-pedal
things a little—"

I uncoiled and climbed up from the couch, invading his private space until we were
nearly nose-to-nose in front of the fireplace. "Let me tell you something, Simon," I said
quietly. "My Reverse principles are still very much alive. I won't soft-pedal them, no
matter what decision I make concerning Rampart. And I'm going to do something about
the Haluk situation, too."

"Send out more hothead media releases denouncing the trade agreement?" He gave a
snort of derisive laughter. "Fat lot of good that'll do. The deal's done, and Rampart's in
the Haluk Consortium with both feet."

I said, "Those slippery Haluk bastards are making fools of us, pretending they've given
up their aggressive expansion policy. They're already pressuring the Assembly to grant
them more Rampart Mandate worlds immediately."

Simon shrugged and sipped his drink. "So long as the xenos pay a good price in
ultraheavy elements, they'll likely get what they want."

I let loose a flare of temper. "And that's just dandy for you and for the other Concerns
in the consortium, isn't it! Business as usual. Everybody wallows in profits, never looking
beyond the bottom line. Meanwhile, nobody's quite sure just how much expanding the
Haluk intend to do! How many of them are out there in that star-cluster, anyhow,
champing at the bit to emigrate to the Milky Way? ... We don't know! They don't allow
visitors to their cluster and they vaporize trespassers. And your consortium doesn't give a
rat's ass about the Haluk's long-range intentions so long as trade keeps booming."

"Zone Patrol and the SXA will keep an eye out for funny stuff. It's not the
consortium's responsibility to monitor a sovereign alien race."

"No," I agreed. "So perhaps someone else will have to look into the matter."

A faint expression of alarm flitted behind his eyes. "Who'd be nutty enough to do that?



Don't tell me you—"

"I can't believe you've forgotten what the Haluk did!" I yelled. Simon blinked and
backed away from me. "Marooning me on that goddamn comet... collaborating with
Drummond's goons ... snatching Rampart World colonists and using them as slave labor
and lab rats! And what about those two hundred human templates on Dagasatt that got
blown to hell along with the Haluk demiclones? The Haluk were manufacturing fake
humans to spy on us, and nobody seems to care why."

"Industrial espionage," he opined. "To infiltrate Rampart and Gala—why else? They
were desperate to obtain our PD32:C2 genen vector. The demiclone spies were gonna
help 'em get more of the stuff in some scheme or other. But now they can buy the vector
from Rampart on the open market, so the demiclone thing is a dead issue."

"You think so, do you?"

"Yes, dammit, [ do!" He did a double take at my skeptical sneer. "What? You think the
blue-balls put demi moles into some human government agency? You still think they're
cooking up a fuckin' war?"

"We've got lots of good stuff the Haluk want besides PD32:C2. Why should they buy
it in dribs and drabs for a whopping high price over a long period of time if they can take
it for free? And get unlimited lebensraum besides?"

"Horse puckey," Simon scoffed.

"They've hated and feared humanity ever since we came into the Perseus Spur and
stopped their colonial expansion cold. They covet our superior technology and envy our
ability to stay awake and active all year 'round. That kind of mind-set didn't evaporate
when they signed a couple of treaties two years ago."

"Wouldn't be the first time in history that old enemies kissed and made up," Simon
said reasonably. "Hey—Ilook at you and me! The Haluk've tried to make amends for the
past. Agreed to pay reparations to the families of the kidnapped engineers and template
victims. Paid Rampart for deprivation of employee services and the damage done on
Cravat, too."

"And that's supposed to wipe the slate clean? I suppose you don't give a damn that
Haluk are flooding into the Perseus Spur by the millions. The fifteen new T-2 worlds they
were granted by the Assembly last year are already bursting at the seams."

He finished off his drink. "They pay through the snoot for Rampart Mandate planets.
So why not?"

"If their long-range expansion strategy includes forcible penetration of the Milky
Way," I said in a low voice, "there are lots of reasons why not."

"Nobody believes they'd make war except you, son. And you don't have one smidgen
of proof to back it up."

I enumerated what I considered to be valid evidence. "Uno: the ruthless way they went
after PD32:C2 to erase their allomorphism. Dos: their refusal to allow unrestricted
inspection of their home worlds or Spur colonies by humanity. 7res. the vastly
overpopulated planets of their home star-cluster. And if they continue to eradicate their
allomorphic trait and no longer have half their people in hibernation at any given time,
they'll need even more room! ... Do you have any idea how many top-line transports the
Haluk have purchased from Bodascon over the past couple of years? Nearly three
hundred! And that doesn't count the starships they're building on their own, copying
human high technology"



"That's not proof, that's unsupported inference—worthless as a bucket of mule piss."

"I'll find evidence that not even the ostriches in the Assembly can ignore. Don't think I
haven't been working on it! And now that the Gala case is won, I intend to work even
harder."

Simon turned his back on me and headed for the booze table. He uncorked the bottle
of rare old Hirsch bourbon and half filled his Waterford tumbler. No water to dilute it this
time. He moved toward the open French doors. "Let's step outside. I need a breath of
fresh air, and you could use cooling down yourself."

I padded reluctantly after him, bringing my beer. The patio flagstones were chilly, and
a cutting breeze came from the west. Discreet gas-flame lanterns mounted on low posts
had come on automatically at dusk, giving soft illumination to the expanse of irrigated
lawn, the surrounding gardens, and the driveways that led to the other buildings. The
main house stood on a rise and had a magnificent view of the mountains that completely
surrounded the ranch. Now, with night having fallen and no moon, the sky was crowded
with incredible numbers of stars and banded by the Milky Way. The Perseus Spur, at the
galactic rim fourteen thousand light-years from Earth's solar system, was visible if you
looked carefully to the north; but the small Haluk Cluster that lay seventeen thousand
light-years farther out from the Spur's tip was hidden by intervening dustclouds. No one
had known it existed until human explorers crossed the Black Gap.

My father gave a sigh that was just short of being theatrical. "Damn, that sky's a pretty
sight. I never get tired of high-desert nights."

"I do," I said evenly, "when I'm standing on a cold stone pavement in my stocking
feet."

He chuckled uneasily. Then came a very long silence while he lowered the level of his
costly panther pee and I finished off my beer. His voice was somber when he finally said,
"Do you really hate me so much, Asa? That you'd abandon Rampart when it needs you,
just to get even with your old man?"

"I don't hate you, Simon. You and I just have different priorities. We always have. A
long time ago you tried to bully me into accepting yours. When I rebelled, you washed
your hands of me ... until you were desperate for my help."

"That's true enough. And you came through like a champ, several times over. I'm
damn grateful."

"Then let it go at that." I couldn't keep the bitterness out of my tone. "It's not true that
Rampart needs me now. Eve has done a marvelous job as CEO during the past three
years. She's restructured top management and gained the full confidence of the Macrodur
financiers. There's no reason to believe that she and her team won't be able to handle the
Gala consolidation just as competently, provided you continue as chairman and give her
the benefit of your experience. There's nothing inherently rotten in Galapharma, you
know. Its basic corporate infrastructure is sound. Alistair Drummond was a
megalomaniac and a crook, but he was also a brilliant businessman. And he was right to
believe that Rampart and Galapharma are ideal corporate harness mates. All Eve has to
do is weed out the handful of bad apples who were direct participants in the conspiracy,
and integrate Gala's management into Rampart's."

"You make it sound simple—but it's not. Your sister's an outstanding executive officer
and she's come far in a very short time. But she's still just a beginner in the top Concern
ranks, about to start swimming with some very large sharks. She wants you to be part of



Rampart just as much as I do."

"I doubt it."

He looked at me with what seemed to be genuine puzzlement. "What's that supposed
to mean?"

"You read my interview with the Journal reporter. Eve has, too, by now. Did you
think I was just playing mind-games with the guy when I talked about the Reversionist
Principles—and possibly applying them to Rampart if I accept the chairmanship?"

He didn't reply.

"Come on back inside," I said. "My feet are freezing—as you know damned well—
and I haven't had my supper yet. Starry vistas don't make me choke up the way they used
to."

He followed me and closed the French doors behind us. "I wouldn't mind a little snack
myself. I'll talk to Rosalia."

"Chili con carne and a big salad for me. She knows what I like."

"I'll just have me some shrimp nachos with Navajo sheep cheese and salsa."

He contacted the cook through the old-fashioned intercom. Domestic robotics had
been taboo in the original Sky Ranch main house because my late mother Katje believed
that they deprived human beings of jobs and had the potential to invade privacy. When
Simon rebuilt after the explosion, he restored the place exactly as it had been before.

I stood on the hearth and warmed my feet, declining his offer of another shot of
whiskey and accepting more beer. Then we arranged ourselves on opposite sides of the
petrified wood table and waited for the food.

"So you really did mean it," Simon said tentatively, "when you threatened to screw up
Rampart's Insap policy if you became chairman."

"Not screw up. Modify humanely. Preindustrial natives should get more than a few
jobs when their planet is exploited by humanity. They deserve a stake in the profits. Plus
subsidized education options for those races that can take advantage of them. Anything
short of that is unjust—and I'm not alone in believing that's true."

"Dammit, Asa, it's just not practical! Usually it takes years before a newly developed
world starts showing a profit. What about our human stakeholders and the Macrodur
finance people? You think they'll just lie down, roll over, and let you scratch their
rummies when you spring this crackpot scheme on 'em? And what the hell will happen
when Insaps on our new ex-Galapharma Orion Arm worlds decide they want the same
deal as the Perseus planets?"

"We give it to them. In a prudent manner, over a reasonable period of time. Education
first, then stakeholdership."

"It won't work! Way back when interstellar commerce first got going, a few limp-
weenie outfits tried to organize human-alien cooperatives and suchlike shit. The Insaps
got uppity ideas, wanted a bigger and bigger piece of the enchilada. First thing you know,
the humans had full-blown worker insurrections to deal with. Preindustrial xenos can't be
treated like human beings! Some of 'em are barely rational. Others are stuck at the tribal
or feudal social level and only respect an iron fist. Some have goofy counterproductive
customs that preclude any kind of discipline. Most don't understand free enterprise at
all!"

"I didn't say I thought the modification would be easy. Perhaps the policy won't be
feasible with marginally sapient peoples. But if I become Rampart chairman, the board



members will have to accept the policy."

"Even if it throws the Concern into chaos?"

"I'll do my utmost to see that doesn't happen. But yes— I'm willing to take a huge risk
in hopes that Rampart's example will spread to others of the Hundred Concerns. If you
and Eve and the board of directors are afraid I'll fail, then forget about me. Keep your
chairmanship. I'll do what I can to promote Reversionism in other ways."

I sat back then waiting for the bluster, the combination of wheedling and threats that
he'd used to bulldoze me in the past. Either that or he'd withdraw the nomination
forthwith.

All he said was, "Son, I can't retain the chairmanship. I'm no good for it anymore. I'm
too old."

I couldn't help a snort of disbelieving laughter. "You're healthy as a horse! You could
carry on for another twenty years."

A slight, rueful smile lifted his thin lips. "Nothing wrong with me physically. I'm old
inside my skull. Tired. Running out of steam and moxie. It happens ... But I'm smart
enough to recognize that I'm past it, and that it's time for me to step down. Rampart'll get
a new chairman one way or t'other. Eve doesn't want the job, and neither does Gunter
Eckert or Caleb Millstone. They're happy where they are. You refuse, what might happen
is we'd have to accept Ellington or some other Macrodur nominee because of the twenty
percent stake they got from me in the venture credit scheme."

"Well, shit," I muttered, mainly because I couldn't think of anything else to say.

"Adam Stanislawski likes you," Simon said. "Ellington does, too. Most of the other
Macrodur wheels were mighty impressed with your legal tactics against Gala." He
scowled and looked away. "Of course, that was before you came out with that
chuckleheaded interview in the Journal—all in living color, no less, posed against an
Arizona sunset with a carbine in your armpit like Wyatt-fuckin'-Earp. God knows what
the Macrodur directors think about you now."

"The reporter posted our live conversation?" I was aghast. According to stubborn
tradition, conservative news media such as the Journal nearly always reported news in a
readonly format. Sensational video clips were for the tabloids.

"Ee-yup," Simon drawled, nodding at the magslate on the coffee table. "Check it out if
you like. You sure come off as one trigger-happy cowpoke, son,"

"Rats!" I didn't bother to pick up the slate. Jordan Sensen-brenner had got the last
laugh after all. "I guess I did shoot myself in the foot this time. Sorry. I'll take full blame
for my idiocy, try to smooth things over with Macrodur if I can."

"Do it soon." The brief flash of amusement faded from Simon's face and he looked
draggle-tail weary.

"I'll go to Toronto tomorrow," I said. "And I hereby swear off impromptu
interviews—at least until I decide what to do about your proposal.”

"You better make up your mind pretty damned quick."

"I won't be stampeded, Pop. You know me better than that." His eyes lit up as [ made
rare use of the paternal familiar. "When I gave that interview, I was pretty certain I'd
reject your offer. Now..." I shook my head. "You'd still want me, knowing what I'd do
with the chairmanship?"

"[ figure you're bound and determined to give Reverse activism a try. But [ don't think
for a minute you'd run Rampart into the ground just to make some quixotic philosophical



point. Shit—maybe you're right and the Hundred Concerns are wrong! Stranger things
have happened."

"I need time to think," I insisted. "There are things I could accomplish in the political
arena that might be difficult to pull off if | were a mere businessman."

"It'll be half a year at least before the Galapharma dismantling protocol is finalized and
the Concerns merge," Simon pointed out. "I guess I can hold the fort that long. Nothing
much can happen till then."

"I guess not."

Clairvoyance has never been my strong suit, nor Simon's, either.

"So take a nice long vacation," he urged me. "God knows you earned it."

"I might go out to Kedge-Lockaby for a couple of months. I'll be fairly safe from
media harassment there. The locals in the Out Islands aren't fond of busybodies. I can
drive my submarine and scuba-dive and weigh the options. If you need my input for
something of cosmic importance, my next door neighbor on Eyebrow Cay has a subspace
communicator. He'll know how to find me. You remember him: Mimo Bermudez."

A nod. "The old smuggler. Nearly as squirrelly as you."

"My best friend. Another man with quixotic principles."

We sat in silence for a time, watching the fire. Then, on impulse, I asked him, "Did
you ever hear of another elderly smuggler named Barky Tregarth? He operated out in the
Spur over forty years ago, peddling contraband weaponry and materiel to the Haluk and
Qastt."

"Damn! I haven't thought about Barky for years. How'd you hear about him? From
Bermudez?"

"Yes." And Karl Nazarian had known about the old crook, too.

Simon's brow wrinkled thoughtfully. "Hamilcar Barca Tregarth, teller of tall tales!
Spun this crazy yarn about going to the Haluk Cluster on a bet, back when Galapharma
owned the Spur. Said he ran rings around their patrols, then managed to sweet-talk the
Haluk leadership into letting him land on one of their major worlds to refuel. Even
claimed the aliens gave him the key to the city because he reminded 'em of some
legendary Haluk hero. The poor bastard never did collect on the bet—and it was a sizable
one. Seems nobody believed his story when he got back to the Spur. The souvenir he
claimed he got from the Haluk could've come from anywhere."

"Did you meet Tregarth personally?"

"Once. Before his alleged trip. I had a drink with the guy in a saloon on Hadrach,
maybe half a dozen years after Rampart got the Perseus Mandate. Jesus, he was a piece o'
work! Sharp as a Buck knife and talk an arm and leg off you. My Lord, Barky'd be over a
hundred twenty years old if he's still alive."

"Do you think his story about going to the Haluk Cluster might have been true?"

"Most folks thought he was lying in his teeth. Especially those in on the bet. But
Barky sure as shit ran a lot of guns to the eleven Blueberry colonies in the Spur when
Rampart was just getting started. Zone Patrol finally nabbed his ass— when?—maybe
just after the turn of the century. Somebody broke him out of the Tyrins slammer before
he came to trial. He was Thrown Away in absentia. Never operated in the Spur again."
Simon eyed me dubiously. "What's your interest in Barky Tregarth, anyhow?"

I was saved from having to answer by a gentle knocking at the inner door of the living
room. It opened and the cook, Rosalia Alejo-Mertz, came in with a food-laden serving



cart. "I hope you two are hungry," she said. "I brought some extra things I happened to
have cluttering up the kitchen. Spit-roasted turkey slices, duck liver pate, and wild
strawberry shortcake."

In an instant Simon forgot about Barky Tregarth. "Rosie, you angel! Me'n Asa are
hungry enough to eat a folded tarp and burp grommets!"

We began helping ourselves to huge portions of everything. Rosie smiled at us
benignly and left us to our supper. Time for further distraction away from the Barky
Hunt. I said, "Tomorrow I intend to have a little chat with Adam Stanislawski at
Macrodur, see if I can do damage control for the Journal gaffe."

"Good idea," Simon said. "At least get his reaction to your nomination, so we know
where we stand."

I spooned chili into my face and talked with my mouth full. "I've decided to make a
surprise visit to Galapharma Tower, t00."

Simon stopped short in the act of devouring his fifth shrimp nacho. "Why?" he asked
suspiciously.

Oops. Maybe I shouldn't have mentioned that. A Freudian slip? My wise old pal Mimo
Bermudez would have called it seeking Big Daddy's approval even as I spit in his eye.

"It's something I've been planning for some time, contingent on our winning the court
case. There's an informal request I want to put to their top brass—preferably Lorne
Buchanan, the CEO—while they're still reeling from the verdict. If Gala gives me what |
want, I'm ready to promise that Rampart will mitigate bloodshed among Gala's
management during the consolidation. Maybe try to stave off criminal prosecution, too."

My father's eyes narrowed. "Informal request? What the fuck kind of informal
request?" "I'd rather not say." Because it involved sharp practice at best, and trade-treaty
violations at worst. But it did have the potential for uncovering Haluk double-dealing, so
I reckoned the risk was worth it.

Simon exploded. "Dammit, Asa! You're not the boss hand of this outfit yet. Tell me
what you're up to!"

Well, I'd opened my big yap.

"I'm going to suggest that Gala immediately give me everything they have concerning
the allomorph trait eradication and demiclone procedures that they developed for the
Haluk. Most specifically, I want the genetic marker that Emily Konigsberg incorporated
into the demicloning process. The thing that ID's the fake humans. The marker was
Drummond's secret way of keeping tabs on the Haluk scheme. Emily told Eve that the
alien leader, the Servant of Servants, knew nothing about the marker. I also want
complete details about the clandestine demiclone labs that were in operation prior to the
Dagasatt blowup. Karl Nazarian and his crew obtained some intelligence about them
from the data-dump of Chispa Dos, that starship I stole from the Galapharma agent. But
it needs verification from another source before we can present it as hard evidence."

Speechless with consternation, Simon gaped at me. I plowed on.

"I also want to know how many imitation human beings those demiclone labs
produced. Someone at Galapharma knows! Its security people were in charge of most of
the demi facilities, and its agents tracked every gram of PD32:C2 illegally sold to the
aliens."

Simon relaxed in premature relief. "All those incriminating Gala files were sealed by
the Secretariat for Xenoaffairs as part of the new Haluk nonaggression pact."”



"I intend to unseal them—very carefully—and pass on selected excerpts to an
influential friend of mine in the Commonwealth Assembly. Efrem Sontag is Chairman of
the Xenoaffairs Oversight Committee. He'd go along with immunity for the Gala execs
involved if I asked him to."

"What the fuckin' 4ell do you hope to accomplish?" Simon exclaimed furiously.

"You were wrong when you said I was the only one dubious about the Haluk. Sontag
has already initiated a secret probe of demiclone shenanigans, based on intelligence
supplied by me right after the Dagasatt affair. He also believes that SXA's cover-up deal
with the aliens stank to high heaven, even if it did pave the way for the new trade treaty."

"But... Christ on a crutch! Something like this could swamp the consortium if the
Haluk find out!"

"Nonsense. The aliens won't like it, but they'll hardly stop buying human products.
You're going to have to trust me on this, Pop. We need this information. 1 know Gala was
supposed to have surrendered all the incriminating data to Xenoaftairs, but you can bet
your left nut that somebody in the Concern kept copies—just in case Gala won the civil
case and it needed an ace in the hole sometime in the future. As an edge against other
consortium members, maybe. Or even against the Haluk themselves. Alistair Drummond
didn't trust our needy blue buddies either."

"Couldn't you hold off until—"

"No. Right now, I'm in a perfect position to exert pressure on Galapharma's top
officers, while they're afraid of losing their precious jobs and stakeholdings. If I wait for
the consolidation, it could be too late. Gala will wipe the computers clean rather than take
a chance that Rampart would discover the data. They could be doing it right now."

"Maybe it's done."

"No—they'd wait until the trial verdict was in."

"You really got a wild blue hair up your ass, don't you, boy?"

"I'm convinced the Haluk are mortally dangerous, yes."

"God almighty!" My father shook his head. "All right. Put your goddamn request to
Lorne Buchanan. Nobody else. He's got the most to lose in the consolidation, and he has
the power to get what you want if anyone does."

"I promise to use the utmost discretion. I'll get Ef Sontag to promise the same. We
won't go public unless we have proof of malicious intent by the Haluk."

Simon pushed his plate of food away, shaking his head, and got to his feet. "You just
can't leave things be, can you? Always lookin' to stir up trouble."

"Where the Haluk are concerned, damn right I am. But I'll do it as quietly as possible
now—for Rampart's sake. I'm not trying to dissolve the Haluk trade treaty, and I certainly
don't intend to force them back into their overcrowded star-cluster. But I do aim to make
sure they behave if they move into our neighborhood."

"Arrogant, self-righteous young prick!" Simon growled. "Who elected you Speaker of
the Commonwealth Assembly?"

"Nobody," I said. "Frankly, I'd rather be a beach bum on Kedge-Lockaby. But if
decide to give Rampart's chairmanship a pass, [ may just turn into the meanest goddamn
Reversionist beach bum you and the Assembly and the Hundred Concerns and the Haluk
ever met."

"I've lost my appetite," my father said unhappily, heading for the door. "I'm going to
bed."



"You can always fire me," I called after him. "By law, I'd revert instantly to
Throwaway status. I'd be out of the galactic poker game for keeps and out of your
corporate hair."

"Nope," Simon Frost said. "Gonna let my bet on you ride. God help us all."

The door closed behind him.

I decided it was high time for some more of Jack Daniel's best. Maybe even a double.

Later, when it was a reasonable hour on Kedge-Lockaby's Eyebrow Cay, I called
Mimo Bermudez on the ranch's sub-space com. He'd seen the Journal posting and
congratulated me on Rampart's legal triumph while being tactful about Simon's notion to
promote me beyond my station.

Then we got around to the reason for my call: the Barky Hunt. Mimo had promised to
make discreet inquiries about the ancient gunrunner among doddering members of the
Spur underworld. My friend's courtly Mexican manners had thus far precluded his asking
me for an explanation.

"I found several people who knew Tregarth in the old days," Mimo said, "even a few
who had participated in the original wager that supposedly sent him off on his incredible
journey. All but one of those that I spoke to branded Tregarth a bare-faced liar with an
overly fertile imagination. The exception was a certain vejarron named Clifton Castle
who once worked as a fence on Tyrins. After Tregarth escaped from the lockup there, he
contacted Castle and sold him an extremely rare jewel to finance his flight back to the
Orion Arm. It was a exotic fossil cabochon set in platinum—beyond a doubt Haluk in
origin. Tregarth claimed it had been a gift from the official of a planet he visited in the
Haluk Cluster."

"He might also have got it from one of their Spur colonies."

"That's always a possibility. Clifton Castle had another interesting piece of
information. Tregarth made a condition that the fossil not be resold for one month, saying
he hoped to buy it back—at a premium, of course—since it was his only souvenir of the
great adventure."

"Pawning the thing. Did Barky redeem it?"

"Yes, three weeks later. Castle sent it by registered StelEx to the planet Famagusta in
Sector 5. This happened in the year 2201."

"I don't suppose this Castle knows whether Barky is still alive."

"He had no idea. I could send out more feelers, but as you know, my principal sources
are in the Perseus Spur, not the inner Orion Arm. You might have better luck consulting
our mutual friend, Chief Superintendent Jake Silver. Tregarth might be in the CCID
database."

"Maybe I'll talk to Jake. I'm heading for Toronto tomorrow."

My pal's dark eyes peered from thoughtful slits. "You've never told me why you're so
anxious to find this geriatric contrabandista”

"Mimo, it's better you don't know."

He shook his frowsy head in chagrin. "Helly, Helly, Helly. It's rather obvious, isn't it?
You still believe that the Haluk intend to wage war on humanity."

"I think they might—if their population pressure is exceptionally severe. This guy
Tregarth might be dead or he might be a total shuck-and-jive artist, the biggest liar since
Baron Munchausen. On the other hand, he might just know more about our mysterious



blue buddies than any other human being. I want to talk to him."

"And then what?"

I smiled at the SS com screen. "I've got a sabbatical coming, while the Galapharma
settlement is sorted out and I decide whether to accept the Rampart chairmanship. I told
my father I'd spend the time loafing on K-L—but it might be more fun to take my
modified Y770 starship on a grand tour."

"Caracoles!" The semiretired Smuggler King of the Perseus Spur immediately
guessed what I had in mind and was appalled. "Please tell me you're joking!"

"Of course I am," I lied.

"I'm relieved to hear it. You realize that a private individual who traveled to the Haluk
Cluster would violate both the nonaggression pact and the trade treaty with that race,
laying himself open to sanctions from both the Xenoaffairs and Interstellar Commerce
Secretariats. Every asset the individual possessed might be seized—and he himself would
not only be disenfranchised, but probably also incarcerated without possibility of parole."

"Unless the illegal expedition was accomplished without the individual being caught.
And the individual came back with significant intelligence data."

"Why you?" my old friend exclaimed in exasperation.

"Who else?" I retorted. "I've got the inclination and time to spare. I've also got the
ship."

My personal blitzboat was named Makebate—an old word meaning "troublemaker."
She was a Rampart executive perquisite, the only expensive toy I'd allowed myself
during the two tedious years of brain-bending legal work associated with the Galapharma
trial. I'd managed to take only rare brief jaunts in her to visit my friends on Kedge-
Lockaby in the Spur. A chance remark of Mimo's at a luau on Eyebrow Cay three months
ago had planted the seed for the Barky Hunt... and what might follow if it was successful
and the old crook really did have important information about the Haluk Cluster worlds.

Returning to Toronto for the climactic part of the trial, I had arranged for Rampart
Fleet Maintenance technicians to modify Makebate while 1 was grounded. Her fuel
bunkers had been greatly enlarged and her weaponry significantly beefed up. She now
carried state-of-the-art sublight drive dissimulators for stealthy near-planet maneuvering
and orbital concealment. I was having special bodycount gadgetry installed that would
make clandestine fly-by census scans of hostile planets feasible, and I also intended to
look for warships. The Commonwealth seemed content to believe that massive Haluk
purchases of astrogational equipment were intended for use in colonial transports; I
thought that notion was pure bovine excrement.

Mimo sighed. "Always the cowboy! I had hopes that your stint as Rampart's Chief
Legal Officer would have mellowed you."

"Tourism can be amusing and educational," I said. "Wanna come along? I could use
some human company. Talking to the ship's computer gets boring after a few days. And
there's always the possibility of a good fight."

"And a quick death. Or worse, if you're captured."

I just grinned at him. "I'm going to count blue noses and look for blue battleboats
whether or not the Barky Hunt works out. Come on! It'll be a hoot."

"Unfortunately I have a previous engagement in the tank."

It took me a moment to realize what he was saying. "The—The tank?"

"I'd accompany you to the Haluk Cluster if I could, Helly, if only to keep you out of



trouble. After all, I'm a much better shot with a photon cannon! I'm also curious how the
Haluk manage to mine transactinides, given their technology lag. But this old body of
mine is in need of serious repair. I must go into dystasis in Rampart Central's big hospital
on Seriphos, since the doctors at the Big Beach don't have the resources to deal with my
case."

I tried not to show my dismay. Mimo was a man in late middle age, but as far as |
knew, he was healthy. "So. It's something serious?"

"It 1s," he said gently. "A flare-up of an old problem. However, the prognosis is good.
All that's necessary is a grotesque amount of money to pay for the sixteen-week
procedure. No importa dos cojones.” His standard disclaimer: It doesn't matter two balls'
worth.

Of course money was no problem to Mimo. Decades of smuggling fine liquor, Cuban
cigars, premium coffee, and other luxuries past Rampart excise collectors had made him
one of the wealthiest private individuals in the Perseus Spur. But I felt a pang of guilt as I
recalled the threadbare state of Kedge-Lockaby's modest little hospital. I should have
done something about that a long time ago, now that I had the means. K-L had been good
to me.

And so had Captain Guillermo Bermudez Obregon.

I said, "You have a nice long soak in the tank, Meem. Cure what ails you. With luck,
I'll be there on Seriphos waiting for your rollout. I'll ferry you back to K-L and wait on
you hand and foot while you convalesce. I owe you, amigo.”

"All you owe me is staying alive." He was no longer meeting my gaze. "For the sake
of prudence, I've sent a small package to your office in Rampart Tower via StelEx. You
should find it waiting when you arrive tomorrow. Please take good care of what's inside.
Do what must be done if... circumstances warrant."

I felt a cold breath of irrational dread and pushed it aside, knowing that Mimo was
going to be fine. The hospital at Rampart Central on Seriphos had the finest genetic
engineering therapy department in Zone 23, and I'd pull strings to make certain that
Mimo had Ultra Important Patient status.

The rest of our conversation was little more than gossip about our mutual friends on
Eyebrow Cay. Eventually we told each other good-night and signed off.

I left the com center and shuffled through the darkened ranch house toward my
bedroom, brooding about mortality and about two very different old men and the
influences they'd had on my life.

It had been a busy day. Tomorrow would be even busier in Toronto. If Lorne
Buchanan yielded to my pressure, I'd have to touch base with Efrem Sontag and arrange
for him to take charge of the sensitive information.

And there was Jake Silver. Maybe he and I could have dinner, perhaps catch the
acclaimed new production of Macbeth at the Winter Garden Theater, if he hadn't already
seen it. Both of us were Shakespeare buffs. The Bard had a keen understanding of the
criminal mind, and so did Jake and I.

As it happened, I never got to see the play. The damned criminal minds were already
cooking up a different sort of melodrama.

Starring me.



Chapter 3

Chief Superintendent Jacob Silver of the Commonwealth Criminal Investigation
Department was a man done wrong by fate, who managed to crawl out of life's manure
pile with a rose in his teeth.

He reminded me a bit of myself.

Banished to the outermost Perseus Spur for daring to blow the whistle on a superior
who'd taken a big bribe from the Carnelian Concern, the powerful producer of electronic
weapons and devices, Jake Silver had been demoted to the tiny Public Safety Force of
freesoil Kedge-Lockaby. He'd been stuck in this dead-end office on a minor resort world
and Throwaway haven for nearly ten years before I arrived in 2229, newly
disenfranchised and determined to pickle my brain in ethanol as a prelude to suicide.

Jake had no difficulty ferreting out the true identity of the derelict who called himself
Helmut Icicle when I applied for K-L resident status. During my slow rehabilitation, he
occasionally called upon my ICS expertise to outwit visiting corporate connivers—most
notably a gang of Native American sharpies from Infinitum, the monster entertainment
Concern, who tried to seize control of K-L's casino. A takeover would have deprived the
little planet's schools of their principal source of revenue. I showed Jake how to legally
spike the redskins' guns, and he and I became cautious friends.

He risked his professional neck to help me during Rampart's fight with Galapharma.
So I made a promise—rashly improbable at the time—to do my damnedest to get him
posted back to Earth. I was able to come through for Jake when Simon and Eve pressured
me to head up the legal case against Gala. Rampart itself didn't have the political clout to
bring the Super back to his family in Toronto, but its prestigious venture-credit
stakeholder, Macrodur Concern, sure as hell did.

Macrodur is the proverbial 400-kilo gorilla, the largest and most connected of the Big
Seven Concerns by reason of its monopoly on computer products. I made Jake Silver's
reinstatement—with promotion—at CCID headquarters a condition of my acceptance of
the interim CLO gig. Macrodur wanted me as chief architect of the case against Gala just
as badly as Rampart did. The gorilla leaned. The fix went in.

The upshot was that Jake Silver returned to a cushy staff job in the capital cop shop.
He and I had a celebratory dinner at Truffles, then for two years we mostly went our
separate ways.

Using the ranch's secure landline, I called him before breakfast on the morning after
the big verdict, announcing myself to his assistant as "Helmut Icicle, confidential
informant."

The face that appeared on my vidphone display was leaner than it had been on K-L
and more mastifflike. The jowls drooped and the shrewd, watchful eyes peered from deep
pouches that were not disfiguring but seemed oddly appropriate to a watchdog lawman.
Chief Superintendent Jacob Silver was now fifty-six years old, no longer the sweaty,
sartorially challenged mess I'd known on K-L's Big Beach. He wore a black cashmere
sweater vest over an expensive pink designer shirt, and his gray hair was carefully styled.

Jake's greeting, however, had all its old familiar charm.

"Mother-o'-pearl!" he groaned. "If it isn't Hell-Butt, the conquering shyster and tsar of
tsuris. I smell trouble... Don't tell me! Payoff day is here. You want reciprocity for



engineering my transfer, and I have to put my decrepit cock on the block for you again
and risk losing my pension."

"I need a very small favor," I soothed him. "Nothing to jeopardize your desk-riding
posterior. How are Marie and the kids and the grandkids?"

His forbidding features relaxed into a rare broad smile. "They couldn't be better,
thanks to you. Nice going, shooting down Galapharma." He chortled wickedly. "On the
other hand, that interview in the Wall Street Journal sure made you look like a horse's
patoot. You gonna hook up with Rampart permanently now?"

"I'm thinking about it. I may postpone the decision indefinitely. Meanwhile, I'm doing
some private investigating. [ need to find a guy."

Jake rolled his eyes. "Here it comes ..."

"Hamilcar Barca Tregarth," I said. "Nicknamed Barky. Disenfranchised for
gunrunning and peddling embargoed high tech to aliens around 2201. He used to operate
in the Spur but fled to the inner Orion Arm or maybe the Sag Whorl after escaping
custody on Tyrins. He might still be alive."

"That's it?" Jake seemed disappointed.

"Locate Barky Tregarth for me, Super. I'll be grateful. Buy you a steak tonight at
Carman's. Also treat you to Macbeth if you're free. Got two good seats."

" 'By the pricking of my thumbs,"" Jake quoted the Scottish play," 'something wicked
this way comes!' I hope that's not you, Hell-Butt."

"Absolutely not. I am a paragon of corporate probity. For the moment, anyhow."

"Okay. I accept your offer to dine. Sorry about the Shakespeare, but Marie and I saw
the production last week. Bring one of your ladies and give her a treat. Micklewhite and
Dorsey are outstanding as Lord and Lady M. The set designers got the holo FX right
without screwing up the traditional mise-en-scene."

"Always a good thing."

"You want to hold a minute, I'll check the roster of lowlifes for Tregarth. We might hit
an instant jackpot. Why is his name familiar?"

He turned away from the phone to consult his computer.

I considered his suggestion about feminine companionship only momentarily. My sex
life had been pretty arid during the trial, due to the long hours of grinding work. When I
did take a rare break, it had invariably been a casual fling with one of the politically
active sophisticates I'd met through the Reversionist Party. Their partisan intensity had
been a welcome distraction from the legal fray.

But now, with the trial over and my imprudent blabbering a hot topic on the capital
grapevine, the last thing I needed was the company of a political woman. I'd go to the
play alone.

Jake Silver was emitting a ruminative humming sound as he searched for my quarry.
Finally: "Last domicile of record for our chum is on Manala, Sector 4. It's one of those
aster-oidal fueling way stations located at the rim of the Sagittarius Whorl, almost out in
Red Gap. Nasty shithole, as I recall, but handy to the trans-ack producers. Eleven years
ago one H. B. Tregarth was nabbed and fined a whopper for violating the Y'tata high-tech
weaponry trade interdiction. He left Manala and hasn't been arrested since, or compelled
to submit a verifying DNA sample for any other reason. He's not in the rolls of the
officially deceased, either—which may or may not prove anything. He might have died
without a genetic assay. Most Throwaways do. As far as the Commonwealth of Human



Worlds is concerned, your Barky doesn't exist."

"Rats. | was afraid this wouldn't be easy."

Jake glowered at me. "You really really need to find him?"

"Yes."

"May I ask why?"

All T said was, "Is there any unofficial way you can track him down?"

"There are always ways. They can take time, which I don't have, and cost money, of
which I am chronically short. Why don't you hire one of the big tracer outfits? Or—" He
broke off. You could almost see the legendary lightbulb clicking on above his head.
"Wait a second, now. Tregarth last came to our attention peddling actinic-beam weaponry
from a Carnelian subsidiary to the Y'tata. It occurs to me there's something quick and
dirty I could try."

"Do it."

"Meet me in the lobby of CCID HQ about 1730 hours. Bring an open-ended blind EFT
card. If my idea pans out, maybe you can use the card to buy something besides a night
on the town."

He ended the call and I went to breakfast, whistling "Empty Saddles in the Old
Corral."

Rosalia served me huevos rancheros and a honey-sweet Chilean watermelon the size
of a grapefruit, remarking that my father had already left for Toronto in his private
hopper. Not in a good mood.

"Too bad," I remarked. "I hope it wasn't something I said."

I'd already talked to Jane Nelligan at Rampart Tower, a couple of time zones ahead of
Arizona, asking her to get a status report on the refit job on Makebate and make
appointments with Adam Stanislawski and Lorne Buchanan. She called back as I was
finishing my second cup of coffee, and I answered on my pocket phone.

"Chairman Stanislawski has a very crowded schedule today," she said briskly. "He can
see you for fifteen minutes at noon in his office at Macrodur Tower if that'll suffice.
Otherwise he's not available till Monday."

Jane is always brisk, as well as tactful and awesomely efficient. Since I am nothing of
the sort, I value her as a pearl beyond price. She is married to the head vet at the Sunder-
land Racecourse, has twin sons in business school at Commonwealth UT, and copes like
a steely eyed drill sergeant with the forty-six gung-ho lawyers who comprise Rampart's
Toronto-based legal staff.

I told Jane that a noon touch-and-go at Macrodur was dandy. All I wanted to do was
get Adam's reaction to my nomination. Unless I missed my guess, his opinion was going
to coincide with my own and save me a lot of aggravation with Simon and Eve.

"Lorne Buchanan's gatekeepers were reluctant to accommodate you," Jane continued.
"I took the liberty of taking your father's name in vain since you told me the meeting was
urgent. That did the trick. Citizen Buchanan prefers to come to you. He won't be in his
office today."

"I can't imagine why."

"I've made the appointment for 1430 hours in our penthouse conference room. Citizen
Buchanan will stay as long as need be. His security people insist on sweeping the place
for bugs before the meeting. They want to check you out personally, too. I couldn't get



them to budge on the stipulation."

I laughed. "Perfectly acceptable. See that Rampart InSec returns the courtesy to El
Queso Grande himself and his flunkies. Also, alert Karl Nazarian to expect one psy-
chotronic interrogation subject following Buchanan's meeting with me."

"Himself?" Jane's eyes widened.

"Yep. And I want the results before the end of the afternoon."

"Right... The final fuel-bunker and radiation barrier modifications of your starship
were completed last week. The survey instrumentation is installed, except for a Carnelian
LRIR-1400] scanner that seems to be on permanent back order."

"Tell the mechanics to find one any which way and plug it in immediately. I don't care
if they have to steal it off a Carney dock or buy it on the goddamn black market."

"Very well." She turned away from the phone video pickup, then returned holding a
StelEx letterpak. "This arrived less than an hour ago, marked 'personal and confidential.'
The sender is your friend, Captain Bermudez."

"Would you please open it?"

She did. "A small e-slate requiring your ID for activation. And this."

She held up a platinum neck chain holding two gold wedding rings.

I felt my breath catch. Mimo had been holding the rings for me ever since they were
rescued from the stomach of a house-eating sea toad. They had belonged to me and my
former wife, Joanna DeVet.

I told Jane, "Please put the rings and the slate in my office safe."

"Right. There have been more messages for you since we spoke earlier, most of them
from the media. I gave them the standard referral to our public affairs department.
Geraldo Gonzalez also called and said it was very important that you and he talk before
you, urn, quote, flit off to some godforsaken boonie planet, unquote."

Gerry chaired the Reversionist Nominating Committee, the group empowered to select
the single Commonwealth Assembly delegate the party was newly entitled to, following
the latest poll of CHW citizens. The committee had been deeply divided on my tentative
candidacy, in spite of the fact that I was their principal financial resource and had also
brought them the publicity that had finally gained the party its lone seat. However, certain
Reverse stalwarts felt [ wasn't anti-Big-Business enough to be their standard bearer.
Others contended I was too flaky. Both points were valid.

After reading last night's Journal, Gerry and his crew were probably scared to death
that I'd accept the Rampart chairmanship, mutate instantly into a capitalist swine, and cut
off all their lovely money.

"I'll give Gonzalez half an hour. Make the appointment for 1300 in my office.
Anything else?"

"Bethany Frost heard you were coming in. She wants to talk to you briefly about your
brother, Dan."

"Rats." This I didn't need. "Maybe for a few minutes in my office, if there's time after I
finish with Buchanan. But I'm off to meet Jake Silver around 1715. Two for dinner, just
me for the show. Cancel the second Shakespeare ticket. Jake begged off."

"I'll take care of it. Is there anything else you need me to arrange before you arrive? A
limo and security escort for the restaurant and theater?"

"Nope. I'll wear my Anonyme and take the Path just like an ordinary citizen. Media
stalkers will never notice me in the capital crush. I'm in disguise." I held the phone at



arm's length so she could check me out.

I'd seen no reason to conform to Rampart Concern's dress code during my stint as
Chief Legal Officer, since I rarely left the tower. My customary work attire of ratty jeans,
scuffed boots, and tired western-wear shirts had scandalized Jane Nelligan sadly,
although she never said a disapproving word. Today, however, I'd donned a
featherweight charcoal worsted business suit with a matching silk turtleneck, a muted
aquamarine scarf, and a silver neck brooch inset with a small nugget of turquoise. The
only vestige of maverickhood I'd allowed myself were a pair of well-polished, low-heel,
pointy-toed, Tony Lama cowboy boots in black mokcrok, peeking out from beneath my
elegantly creased trousers.

"Unbelievable," Jane murmured. "You'll certainly impress Stanislawski and
Buchanan. If they recognize you at all."

"Oh, they will," I said dryly. "I can guarantee that."

I said goodbye and finished my coffee. Then I exited the ranch house through the
kitchen, kissing Rosalia the cook on her cheek as I passed by.

It was a beautiful Arizona morning, clear and cool, with the sun shining over Buzzard
Roost Mesa and warblers singing their hearts out among the ponderosa pines. I heard the
faint whinny of a horse from over by the stock barns. Maybe it was Billy, saying hasta la
vista.

Empty saddles in the old corral.

Carrying a briefcase full of executive paraphernalia, I trudged down the manicured
gravel path to the hopper pad, where my Garrison-Laguna hoppercraft waited. No pilot. |
almost always do my own driving. It's a control thing.

Control.

I'd fallen asleep last night brooding about it, and when I woke my mind was firmly
made up. It wasn't going to take me months to decide on my future—assuming I had any
when my Haluk excursion was over. [ knew for certain that I'd never again relinquish
control of my life to any person or any institution. Not to Rampart Amalgamated
Concern. Not to the Reversionist Party.

The head seat at Rampart's boardroom table had never been a viable career choice for
me. It was true that I'd be in a powerful position to advance Reversionist ideals if I
became Rampart's chairman. Setting the agenda and having a tie-breaking vote on the
board could significantly affect company policy. But the personal independence that had
always been so important to me would be lost if I took Simon's place. I'd be fenced in by
constant decision-making, forced to weigh every action and utterance because it could
influence the lives and fortunes of billions of people, poisoned by creeping expediency,
morphing inevitably into the kind of corporate drone I professed to despise.

I couldn't do it. My skills were adversarial, not executive. I'd been a competent cop, a
cunning legal strategist, and a damned fine vigilante. But [ was no organization man. No
way, no how.

Serious politics wasn't an option, either. It was one thing to play grandstanding left-
wing firebrand as I'd done two years earlier, trumpeting radical ideas without taking
responsibility for their implementation, happily twisting establishment tails while the
tabloid media egged me on: Asahel Frost—another rich man with a big mouth and a bee
in his bonnet, convinced he has the answers to the galaxy's ills!

I still thought my answers were good ones. However, serving as the sole Assembly



Delegate of a fledgling splinter party was simply not a practical course of action. Why,
I'd have to learn tact and diplomacy. Legislative horsetrading. The art of graceful
compromise.

Me?

Who was I kidding? Even the best and brightest Liberal Party lawmakers, such as my
friend Sontag, endured a perpetual uphill battle in an Assembly dominated by
Conservative creatures of the Hundred Concerns. An amateur like me didn't have a
prayer.

There was a more appropriate way for me to advance the Reversionist cause. I
intended to discuss it with Gerry Gonzalez today.

Whistling "Happy Trails to You," I climbed into my flying machine, entered the
destination in the navigator, and let myself be whisked off to Toronto.

You pronounce it "Trawna" unless you're a hopeless clodhopper or belong to an alien
race, in which case you or your mechanical translator doggedly voice every vowel and
consonent. While Torontonians snicker.

The city was born as a native "place of meetings" where two rivers flowing into Lake
Ontario flanked a convenient marshy plain. Scattered tribes came there to swap furs and
copper and shell beads. It became a small French trading post in 1720, and later it was
briefly the capital of British Canada. Waves of immigration in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries brought steady economic growth and a uniquely cosmopolitan
character that made Toronto a popular choice for the United Nations' permanent
headquarters, then for the capital of the Commonwealth of Human Worlds as the
commercialization of the stars began.

By the year 2236 the conurbation sprawled across 20,000 square kilometers above the
northern shore of the lake. Its population was about seventeen million—most of them
human. Viewed at night from space, Toronto proclaims itself with a triumphant blaze of
light, beyond any doubt the largest and most prosperous city on the planet Earth.

The original mosquito-plagued trading ground between the Humber and Don Rivers
remains the city center, augmented now by scores of artificial islands out in the lake. A
semipermeable force-umbrella 40 kilometers in diameter fends off inconvenient weather
phenomena. Toronto's heart bristles with hundreds of multihued crystal towers crammed
with offices and apartments, interconnected by skyways and the computerized highroad
network. Beneath the surface streets lie rapid-transit and service subways, along with the
unique warren of underground pedestrian walks known as the Path.

Many of the modern buildings stand astride venerable Canadian structures that have
been carefully preserved. Churches, grand hotels, theaters, and picturesque old shopping
precincts and restaurants are hedged by clear piers and buttresses that support the soaring
towers.

Sometimes the new hovers pleasingly over the old. The massive Commonwealth
Assembly House rises on sturdy glassy stilts above the old Ontario Parliament buildings;
historic BCE Place is comfortably embraced by Omnivore Concern's fanciful obelisk;
Macrodur Tower benevolently engulfs St. James Cathedral. But in other cases the overall
effect is more ominous. Carnelian's ugly needle of beef-bouillon-colored silica glass,
entangled in a dozen skyways, overwhelms the stately old City Hall, while the 400-story
ithyphallic monstrosity that houses Galapharma seems on the point of crushing the



Queen's Quay Terminal.

Rampart Tower, only thirty-five years old and innocent of historic underpinnings, is a
relatively modest blue-and-white skyscraper across the street from Grange Park. It is
neither distinguished nor ugly, a mere hundred stories high, served by three vehicle
skyways and having a hopper pad for aerial access. Before Rampart attained Concern
status, it only occupied the top fifteen floors, leasing out the rest. The expanded firm now
filled the entire building. God knew what would happen after the consolidation.

The conference room where I would meet Lorne Buchanan today was a circular
chamber at Rampart Tower's summit. My offices and the rest of the Legal Department
occupied the ninety-sixth floor. The place I called home while I resided in the capital was
a small clutch of rooms on the lake side of the seventy-third floor, identical to the suites
housing transient junior executives, except for a hologram mounted over the fake
fireplace that depicted a yellow submarine named Pernio 11, chugging wistfully along the
surface of a sapphire alien lagoon.

I hated my Rampart Tower apartment. But I'd resisted Simon's urgings that I get
myself a more suitable dwelling in The Beaches or one of the other upscale parts of town.
No use bothering, I told him. I wasn't planning to stay.

He'd never believed me.

The sky was leaden and a combination of cold rain and sleet was falling when my
aircraft arrived at the southern outskirts of Toronto Conurbation ATZ. I gave Traffic
Control my destination, Macrodur Tower's upper landing shelf, and was promptly
shunted into a holding formation over the dull green lake while computers sequenced my
hopper—and about four dozen others—to touch down in the identical place.

It was already quarter to twelve. I'd been delayed by a traffic-vector glitch in Chicago
airspace. I got on the phone to warn Stanislawski's secretary that I might not be able to
make the appointment unless I jumped the line.

"I'll arrange priority routing," she told me. "You'll be landing in a restricted area.
Please wait in your aircraft until a transport capsule arrives."

Beneath the force-field, Toronto's central district was sheltered from the icy rain. But
occasionally, vagaries of cold air-flow and high humidity conspired to produce weird
artificial clouds under the protective roof. It was happening today. Although it was high
noon, the fielded part of the city was sunk in heavy twilight. Swags of mist hung spookily
around the illuminated towers and hid the tips of the loftier ones.

The engineers at Macrodur's skyport dealt efficiently with the nuisance, clearing the
air with infrared beacons. My hopper settled onto a sequestered pad, alphanumerics and
transponder ID discreetly masked by security electronics from the moment I exited
controlled airspace. Not a living soul was in sight, in spite of the fact that scores of
aircraft were taking off and landing.

A VIP transport capsule with one-way windows came gliding out to meet me and
extruded a boarding tunnel that docked with the door of my hopper. A robot voice
requested an iris scan to confirm my identity. I showed it my eyeball, then climbed in as
instructed.

The skyport, like the rest of the building's gold and white exterior, was exquisitely
designed. But once inside the tower walls, the visitor was conveyed through corridors and
anti-grav transit tubes that were uniformly mushroom-colored, blank, and claustrophobic,



lacking any directional signs. All I saw as I sped toward Stanislawski's offices were
anonymous carts and capsules traveling on unfathomable errands. The doors leading off
the access platforms were unmarked, giving no hint of what lay beyond them.

I had visited Macrodur Tower—but not the chairman's lair—numbers of times over
the past couple of years. Worrywart financial mavens concerned about Macrodur's
investment in Rampart periodically commanded me to explain my more bizarre tactics
during the Galapharma trial. Sometimes Adam Stanislawski attended the interrogations;
more often he didn't. But he had always expressed complete confidence in me, and on
one occasion had gone out of his way to reaffirm his personal decision to grant Rampart
the venture credit it had so desperately needed. His action had paved the way for
Rampart's upgrade to Concern status and finally forced the hand of Galapharma's lunatic
CEOQ, Alistair Drummond, contributing to his downfall.

The Macrodur chairman's access platform was as featureless as all the others. There
were no obvious security features guarding the great man, who admitted me to his private
office himself. Three walls of the large room were covered with alternating strips of dark
wood paneling and buff grass-cloth. The fourth wall, behind a vast Victorian partners
desk, was an enormous window. Heavy drapes of dark green monk's cloth framed the
eerie scene outside. The pictures on the walls were nonholographic, romantic terrestrial
landscapes with the exception of a woman's portrait in oils above the green marble
fireplace. No modern data-processing or communication equipment was in evidence, but
I suspected that most of the antique cabinets, presses, and escritoires furnishing the room
had been gutted and stuffed with cyber-ware.

"Filthy day," said Adam Stanislawski. "Let's sit by the fire and have some coffee."

He was in his mid-sixties, of stocky build, and had abundant white hair and a
grandfatherly mustache, in defiance of alpha male corporate chic. His hyacinth-blue eyes
were small, alive with intelligence, humor, and fuck-not-with-me authority.

"Thank you for seeing me, sir," I said, taking a designated chair. Adam is one of the
few persons I know who naturally rates an honorific.

"My pleasure, Helly. I believe you take your coffee black these days." He handed me a
plain stoneware cup of steaming brew.

For the sake of politeness I took a sip. "I won't waste your time with preliminaries.
You're aware that my father has proposed me to succeed him as Rampart's chairman. I'd
like to know what you think of the idea."

Adam Stanislawski snapped the ball back to me without hesitation. "It sucks. Like the
Great Sagittarian Mother of All Black Holes."

I burst out laughing. "Would you care to elaborate?"

"The chairman of an Amalgamated Concern is responsible for the long-term direction
of the firm. He or she must have a coherent vision of the firm's future. But having a
vision isn't enough. A successful chairman needs the force of character to make that
vision a reality."

Zing! A perfect gut-shot. I started to speak, but he held up a hand and forged on.

"You'd like to steer Rampart hi a completely new direction, beginning immediately.
That won't work. I'm not saying your dream of Insap small-stakeholdership is foolish or
impossible. Only that it's premature and currently inappropriate. Marrying Rampart and
Galapharma is going to be godawfully difficult. The new Concern will not merely be the
sum of the parts of the previous two. The transition requires a generalissimo who can



identify and encourage those executives who'll be the most effective leaders for the
future. He'll have to scrutinize every major project and decide whether it should be
retained, modified, or discarded. Rampart's new chairman will have to be a hard-nosed
evaluator. Even a hatchetman. This is not a job for"—he smiled good-humoredly—"a
spontaneous paladin."

"Or a rogue cowboy," I said, drinking more coffee.

"You're both of those things, Helly Frost. Someday in the far distant future you might
make a good Rampart Chairman of the Board. But not now."

"Not ever," I said.

"Have you ever thought of becoming Rampart's syndic? I should think that job would
suit your talents rather well."

The Corporate Syndic was a glorified lobbyist, the principal liaison between a
Concern or Starcorp and the Commonwealth Assembly. At present, my cousin Zared
Frost held the position, in addition to that of Chief Operating Officer. The latter job took
most of his attention, and also required his residency on the planet Seriphos in the
Perseus Spur. He was a competent syndic, but an unspectacular one.

"The idea's interesting," I told Stanislawski. "The position certainly has more appeal to
me than the chairmanship. But perhaps Simon would be a better choice, given his long
years of experience."

The Macrodur chairman shook his head. "Your father's day is done. When Rampart
consolidates with Galapharma, your corporate syndic will have to be a vigorous person,
able to stand up to the pressures of capital politics. Think about it seriously, Helly."

I smiled noncommitally. "I will. But right now I'd like to know who you think would
make the best chairman for Rampart."

Without hesitation Adam Stanislawski said, "Gunter Eckert, your Chief Financial
Officer. He's a founding stakeholder and one of the best intellects on the Rampart team. I
know he doesn't want the job. But he'll take it and do it well. I'd like our director, John
Ellington, to be vice chairman, a close adviser to Gunter without additional voting
authority. The two of them, working with your older sister, will keep the reorganized
Concern on track. If you like, I'll pass on my considered opinion to Simon and Eve."

The "opinion" of the 400-kilo gorilla.

"I'd appreciate it if you would, sir."

Adam Stanislawski rose from his chair. Taking the cue, I did, too, figuring that our
short meeting was over. I felt relieved and vindicated. Better get one thing straight,
however.

"I don't plan to give up my Rampart directorship," I said. "Or my notion to apply
Reversionist principles to the Concern's relations with nonstargoing Insaps. Even if |
don't become Corporate Syndic, I intend to exert continuous pressure on the other
directors. Rampart is going to initiate experimental programs on suitable worlds where
fuller Insap economic participation is most feasible."

"Good! I'll be watching with interest." He shot me an oblique look. We hadn't started
for the door yet. "And I'll keep an eye on your other activities, too."

"My financial support of the Reversionist party will continue, but I'm no longer
interested in becoming an Assembly Delegate."

"That's not the kind of activity I was referring to."

Uh-oh...



Adam Stanislawski went to the window. The view was stupendous, a forest of jewel-
bright spires glittering with countless points of light, the arching high roads and their
streaming traffic, controlled swarms of aircraft—the whole wrapped in glowing bands of
mist.

"I have the reputation of being a straight-arrow," the Macrodur chairman said.
"Galapharma's vicious raid on Rampart bugged the hell out of me. So when your sister
Eve proposed her venture-credit arrangement, I was receptive. Helping a feisty little
outfit poke a sharp stick in Alistair Drummond's greedy eye sounded like a great idea.
But I'm a practical businessman, too. Macrodur never would have taken a stake in
Rampart unless I'd been convinced that the investment was a good one. The deciding
factor was the potentially huge Haluk market for your genen vector, PD32:C2."

"I realize that."

"I've heard that you have a private vendetta against the Haluk. That you're looking for
a way to discredit them and abrogate the new treaties. Is it true?"

"I believe that the Haluk can't be trusted, and that our treaties with them are severely
flawed—especially since there's no provision for close human inspection of their planets.
The Haluk almost certainly have a severe overpopulation problem in their star-cluster
that's being made worse by eradication of their allomorphism. The severity of the
problem deserves investigation."

"Ah." A restrained nod.

"The only recourse the aliens have is to move into the Milky Way," I went on. "To do
that without destroying their economy, they need our advanced starship technology, as
well as human expertise in other scientific areas. If the Haluk were content to migrate to
our galaxy in a peaceful and civilized manner, there'd be no problem. My personal
experience with them suggests they'd prefer a more drastic solution to their predicament."

"But you have no concrete proof of hostile intent."

"I have presumptive evidence. It's kept under conditions of the most stringent security
by Assembly Delegate Efrem Sontag, an old friend of mine from Harvard Law School. I
hope to obtain more proof, working very discreetly as a private citizen. I have a certain
talent for clandestine operations. Since no one else seems interested in analyzing Haluk
ways and means, ['m taking on the job by default.”

"I see. Let me be frank, then. Macrodur and its affiliates will never do anything to
impede your investigations—provided you keep me personally informed of verifiable
dangers to the Commonwealth."

Well, who'da thunk it!

"You surprise me," I said evenly.

"If you knew me better, Helly, perhaps you wouldn't be surprised. But don't assume
that other Concerns share my point of view. If you are seen to openly endanger the new
trade treaty, you risk lethal retaliation. Most specifically, from agents of Carnelian and
Sheltok, the Concerns that have the most to lose."

"I understand."

"I wonder if you do, entirely." Stanislawski was staring out the window with his hands
clasped behind his back. "The ultraheavy transactinide elements vital to antimatter fuels
and other high-energy applications are devilishly difficult to obtain. For the most part,
they're found on R-class Sagittarian worlds—appalling planets in recurrent-nova systems
where humans can't survive, even in full armor. Mining these elements robotically from



orbit is becoming increasingly expensive, as the more accessible lodes are worked out.
And now, suddenly, a new source of these crucial energy products has unexpectedly
opened up. By some astrophysical fluke, the Haluk Cluster is also rich in the ultraheavies,
perhaps because it's a tiny captive galaxy rather than a true satellite of the Milky Way.
So, in a certain sense, the Haluk have us over a barrel."

"A nice metaphor," I remarked cynically, "that most people take care not to examine
too closely."

"I won't belabor the point." Stanislawski took me gently by the elbow and steered me
toward the door. "The Haluk trade treaty with humanity is mutually beneficial.
Antimatter energy is vital to the continuing growth of interstellar commerce. Remember
that."

"I'm not a loose cannon, Adam," I said softly. "Just an ex-cop who can't resist
analyzing evidence when it's shoved into my face."

"I appreciate that. Which is why I won't stop you from gathering more of that
evidence." His blue eyes twinkled benignly. "You do realize that if I wanted to stop you,
I would. Decisively."

"Oh, yeah."

He opened the door for me. A transport capsule waited. "You know, Helly, thus far in
our exploitation of the stars, we've been very lucky. We've never come up against an
alien race with the inclination and the capability to successfully wage war on us. That
good luck has made us complacent. Complacency is bad policy—for a business, and for a
government." He shook my hand. "It was good to talk to you ... Let me know what Barky
Tregarth has to say, if you find him." He stepped back and the featureless door slid shut,
leaving me alone on the platform with my wild surmise.

Geraldo Gonzalez met with me in my office at Rampart Tower and went away doubly
relieved when I told him I would continue my lavish funding of the Reversionist party
and promotion of its ideals, while not demanding the Assembly seat in return. I wasn't
surprised when he admitted that the Nominating Committee preferred him for the new
post.

I strongly advised Gerry against squandering our lone vote in futile causes. He said |
was a fine one to talk. We parted amiably, after agreeing that I deserved a long holiday,
untroubled by political hassles.

When he was gone I opened my office's wall safe and took out the slim StelEx
package from Mimo Bermudez that I had not yet had time to examine. I tipped out the
encrypted slate and the two plain gold wedding bands on their chain. The larger ring fit
exactly over the small one. The fact that I'd kept them had convinced both my big sister,
Eve, and Matilde Gregoire, a woman I'd once asked to live with me, that I was still in
love with my former wife.

I'd denied it. But it was I who had divorced Joanna DeVet following my frame-up and
criminal conviction, even though she had been willing to share my exile in the Perseus
Spur. Crushing humiliation and despair made it impossible for me to accept her sacrifice.

Joanna had never remarried. She was still a professor of political science, teaching at
the central campus of Commonwealth University only a few blocks north of Rampart
Tower. It might as well have been 14,000 light-years.

Eve, wed only to her job but a soppy sentimentalist all the same, had urged me again



and again to call Joanna. But I could not bring myself to do it, any more than I could
analyze the reason why.

Setting the rings aside, I opened Mimo's slate. The letter on the small screen was what
I half expected. My friend had sent me a copy of his last will and testament. Since I was
due to go to the meeting with Lorne Buchanan in just a few minutes, I only scanned the
document briefly. The principal legatees were the schools and hospital of Kedge-
Lockaby's Big Beach continent, which would receive his substantial fortune in semi-ill-
gotten gains.

But Mimo had left his beautiful bungalow on Eyebrow Cay to me, along with the rest
of the island.

Lorne Buchanan and I, our bodies certified to harbor no nano-eavesdropping devices,
met alone in the equally bug-free premises of the spacious Rampart conference room. We
quickly came to an agreement that was mutually gratifying.

He was a young man, only in his mid-forties. His build was athletic, his brow clear
and wide, his jaw forthright and spade-shaped, and his manner confident. Only the
smallest whiff of fear lurking in his deeply shadowed eyes acknowledged the fatal
quagmire that now threatened to pull him under. He had been Gala's Chief Operating
Officer before becoming CEO upon the death of Alistair Drummond. He was a doer, not
a schemer, whose Concern responsibilities had principally involved overseeing
commodity production on the thousands of Gala worlds in the Orion Arm.

Lorne Buchanan swore to me—offering to confirm the fact by submitting to the truth
machines—that he had had no direct involvement either in Gala's illegal Haluk adventure
or in the dirty tricks of the Rampart takeover conspiracy. He claimed to have advised
Drummond against a Haluk alliance from the time the scheme was first broached.
Buchanan stopped short of calling his former boss a stone nutcase, but the inference was
there. Other members of the Galapharma board, he said, were furious and frightened at
the mess Drummond had gotten them into. After Drummond's violent demise, the board
had elected Buchanan in a vain hope of salvaging the situation.

When I dangled my deal, Lorne Buchanan swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. He
readily agreed to affirm the agreement by undergoing psychotronic interrogation by my
trusted associate, Karl Nazarian, before leaving Rampart Tower.

I wanted truthful answers from him to the following questions:

1. Are you a Haluk demiclone? Can you identify any demiclones now working in

Galapharma AC?

2. Are you willing to obtain and hand over to Delegate Efrem Sontag all

information pertaining to the allomorph trait eradication and demiclone

procedures developed by Galapharma for the Haluk, including details and

locations of all clandestine demiclone labs that were or are now in operation,

plus the total number of human-Haluk demiclones produced there?

3. Are you willing to obtain and hand over to Delegate Son-tag the secret genetic
marker identifying a Haluk-human demiclone?
4. Are you willing to obtain and hand over to Delegate Son-tag all information

available on the supervision of Haluk demiclone labs by Galapharma Security

personnel?



5. Are you willing to ensure that Delegate Sontag alone, and no other person,
government agency, corporation, or media data retrieval system gains access to

this information—preferably by destroying all traces of it personally?

Lorne Buchanan declared emphatically that he was not a Haluk ringer, nor did he
know anyone else who was. As I had suspected, the "sealed" data concerning the Haluk
still resided in Galapharma's computers under heavy encryption. He was certain he could
obtain everything I requested, send it to Sontag, and obliterate all traces of it from the
Gala database.

In return I agreed to give him a document carrying my personal iridographic seal,
stating that Rampart would not cooperate in any criminal prosecution against him or
designated close associates. Furthermore, we would hire him as Assistant Chief
Operating Officer in the consolidated Concern, and continue his employment for a
minimum period of ten years or until he chose to vacate the position.

Jane Nelligan brought the document to the conference room. Buchanan and I
eyeballed it. The Gala CEO zapped a copy to his personal attorney and I sent others to the
offices of Simon, Eve, and Efrem Sontag. Then I handed Jane the questions for Karl
Nazarian and she courteously escorted the visitor away to the torture chamber.

Lorne Buchanan would fulfill his promises scrupulously. Sadly, he would not live
long enough enjoy the perks of the trade-off. There was another question I should have
added to that list of his:

6. To the best of your knowledge, is Alistair Drummond dead?

"Helly! Felicitations on winning the Galapharma verdict!"

"Thanks, Ef."

"I presume you want me to forego wisecracks about your loony-tune interview in the
Wall Street Journal."

"I spoke from my heart of hearts," I retorted, "and shot from the hip. As the king said,
Honi soft qui merde y pense.”

"That's mal ypense."

"It's all shit to me, pal... For your information, I have declined the Rampart
chairmanship. Neither will I seek a seat in the Assembly. Gerry Gonzalez will hoist high
the banner of Reversionism among you and your colleagues. Be kind to him."

I had reached my friend Sontag in his hopper. He was flying home alone to his home
on Lake Simcoe following the early Friday adjournment of the Assembly. After he had
secured our call with Phase XII encryption, I filled him in on details of the deal I had
struck with Lorne Buchanan.

Ef was cautiously enthusiastic. "If Buchanan comes through with everything he
promised, we'll end up with enough solid data to finally make a presentation to my
committee. Then the matter can be opened to debate on the Assembly floor. Perhaps I can
even force a special review of the no-inspection clause of the nonaggression pact. The
existence of sizable human-Haluk demiclone factories alone is prima facie evidence of
some sort of questionable intent by the aliens. During the treaty talks, the Haluk Servant
of Servants maintained that only a handful of human transforms had been created. As I
recall, his explanation was ingenious but not very plausible from a human point of view.



"The fakes were supposedly going to serve as some sort of goodwill envoys on Haluk
planets in their star-cluster, where we humans are viewed as big bad boogymen. The
Haluk fed that ridiculous story to Galapharma to get the demiclone project going in the
first place. I'm sure Alistair Drummond didn't believe a word of it. But it was expedient
for him to accept it, just as it was expedient for Concern-connected bureaucrats in
Xenoaffairs and Interstellar Commerce to do the same when they drew up the treaties."

We briefly discussed legal aspects of Buchanan's material—mostly ways our political
enemies might attempt to discredit it. Then I told Ef my plan for pumping Barky Tregarth
about life in the Haluk Cluster—provided I could locate the old Throwaway. I said
nothing about going extragalactic myself, but Mama Sontag didn't raise any dummies.

"I like the idea of checking out Haluk demographics through an informant," he said.
"Even if he's disenfranchised, his deposition sub duritia would be admissible if it pertains
to the security of the Commonwealth. Ask Tregarth about the Haluk military-industrial
capability. Ask him for details of their production of transactinides. But don't even think
about buzzing off to the Haluk Cluster yourself to verify Barky's story."

I started to deny I had any such notion, but he cut me off.

"Don't try to bullshit me, Helly. A snoop job like that would violate the nonaggression
pact. I wouldn't be able to use any evidence you gathered."

"Not in a formal Assembly inquiry, perhaps. But it could still be useful poop for you
to leak to the media, sway public opinion, pressure the other Delegates—"

"I can't be seen to condone your breaking Commonwealth law."

"Not even the asinine ones? I can tell the difference, you know. I'm a Juris Doctor
from Harvard, just like you."

He shook his head wearily. I was testing his patience with my lame humor. "And I'm a
politician with a certain reputation for probity, working in a government almost entirely
under the control of galactic Big Business. The public respects my integrity, and so do
the media. My square-shooter image is the source of my power and I can't do anything to
endanger it. Why do you think I've been so cautious about waiting for the appropriate
time to present the evidence you've already gathered? Two years ago you weren't a
credible source. Today, by some miracle, you very nearly are ... unless you fuck yourself,
pulling some idiotic stunt."

Ouch. "Can we at least agree that you'll hold off asking your big question on the
Assembly floor until I question Barky Tregarth?"

"You don't know how long it will take to find him. And what if the man's a washout?"

I just had to give it one last try. "Look. A quick survey of selected Haluk Cluster
worlds would take me ten weeks maximum. I've got the ship and the equipment, and I
can do the job. Ten weeks, Ef! I could release the information to the media anonymously.
Sure, the Haluk and the consortium will suspect that I'm the secret source—but so what?
They won't be able to prove anything."

"Helly, the Assembly is on the verge of approving the sale of fifty more Rampart
Mandate T-2 worlds to the Haluk. It'll happen in June, just before summer recess. Less
than eight weeks from now."

I voiced a heart-felt "Fuck!" No one at Rampart Tower had said a word to me about
this.

"It gets worse. A new bill that would let the aliens buy three hundred more Rampart
worlds will come out of committee and be put to a vote shortly after the new session



begins in late August. All of the Conservatives and many of the incoming new Liberals
will vote for it. There's been a tremendous push from Sheltok and Bodascon and the other
consortium members to give these additional Haluk colonies the green light. The only
chance I have of preventing the bill's passage is by preventing its introduction: killing it
in committee. To do that we've got to ignite a firestorm of public opinion on the PlaNet
that even the most venal Delegates can't ignore."

"Can you kill the fifty-planet giveaway?"

"Impossible. It would be terrible strategy to open the Haluk inquiry just before the
summer recess. We have to concentrate all our efforts on scuppering the second bill.
Ideally, the evidence should be placed before my Xeno Oversight Committee when the
Assembly reconvenes. And you should be prepared to testify personally. We won't use
psychotronic interrogation on witnesses before the committee—but it may be necessary
when the inquiry moves to the Assembly floor."

"I understand."

Efrem Sontag and I stared at each other in silence. We were the same age but he
looked ten years older. The image on my office communicator showed a slightly built
unhandsome man with lank dark hair, oversized ears, and the scorching eyes of an
indomitable fighter. In spite of his membership in the principal minority party, he was
one of the most powerful Assembly Delegates, a true untouchable, the scourge of fellow
legislators who dwelt cozily in the pockets of the Hundred Concerns.

The inquiry he was about to orchestrate would touch off one of the biggest political
rows in the history of the Commonwealth. While the Concerns screamed bloody murder
at the prospect of Haluk trade disruption, the tabloid media would joyfully fan the flames
of controversy. We hoped that the Commonwealth citizenry would be sufficiently
alarmed at the notion of Haluk doppelganger spies that they would pressure their
Delegates interactively over the PlaNet, overriding the influence of the Concerns and
forcing a review of the dubious treaties.

And what would the Haluk do then, poor things? Cave in, confess all, permit full
inspection of their worlds, and promise to behave in the future if we let them continue to
colonize the Milky Way?

Maybe. If the heat was turned high enough.

I said, "It's in your hands now, Ef. I have a few reliable people who've worked with
me that I'd like you to consider taking on board. People with reputations above reproach
like Karl Nazarian, and Beatrice Mangan of the ICS Forensic Division."

"I'd welcome their help."

"I'll do my best to get Barky Tregarth's deposition for you quickly. Meanwhile, take
very good care of yourself, old buddy."

Sontag uttered a brief laugh that had no humor in it. "The Concerns wouldn't dare send
their thugs after me."

"I'm not worried about the Concerns. The problem could be Haluk demiclones
operating right here in Toronto. Fake humans."

He gazed at me for a moment in shocked silence. "Are you serious?"

"Dead serious. I've met a few who were masquerading as Galapharma Security
personnel. They were extremely convincing. The Haluk are at least as intelligent as we
are. And they have a really steep learning curve."

His expression remained neutral, but I knew he was finding it hard to believe that a



disguised alien entity could successfully pose as a human being over a significant period
of time.

I said, "One of the most important pieces of data we're supposed to obtain from Lorne
Buchanan is the gene market that identifies demiclones. Pass that information on to Bea
Mangan as soon as possible. Then get her to secretly test all of your close associates for
creeping Halukitis." I hesitated, hating to say what had to come next. "And test Liliane,
too."

Sontag exclaimed, "Are you out of your mind, Helly?"

"All you need for a proper DNA assay is a snotty Kleenex or a hair with a live follicle.
Neither your wife nor your staff people have to know they're being checked out. Dammit,
Ef, the demiclone moles are out there! I'm sure of it. The Haluk ringers who penetrated
Gala Security are probably long gone, but there have to be others holed up for the long
haul."

"T'll get on it," he said grimly. "God—you really know how to spoil a man's day."

"Think how useful it would be to our case," I said, "if you found Haluk spies in
sensitive government positions."

"Useful!" He made a face.

"I'll talk to you again as soon as I know anything useful."

"Have a safe Barky Hunt," he said.

"You keep safe, too, Ef. No joke."

"I know." He ended the call.

I sat quietly at my desk for some time after that, alone in my familiar messy office
with suitcoat, vest, and neck scarf discarded. Running over the events of the afternoon.
Feeling both drained and exhilarated at what I'd accomplished in a few brief hours.

It was almost as good as lying on a tropical beach on far Kedge-Lockaby.

My desk clock said 16:42. In less than an hour I'd be meeting Jake Silver. Should I put
off my younger sister, Beth, or do my family duty?

Maybe she hadn't shown up.

I touched the intercom. "Jane, did Lorne Buchanan finish his psychotronic session
with Karl Nazarian?"

"It went very well. All responses were positive and there was very little discomfort
because of the cooperative mindset of the subject. Citizen Buchanan left the tower about
ten minutes ago with his entourage. He asked me to tell you that the requisite data will be
transferred to Delegate Sontag's office immediately under conditions of strictest
security."

"Outstanding. Um ... do I have anyone waiting in reception?"

"Your sister Bethany has been here for over two hours," Jane said, with a hint of
reproach. "I informed her that a meeting today might not be possible, but you would do
your best to see her."

Rats.

"Send her in, please."

Rising from the desk, I opened the door to my seldom-used clothes closet to expose
the full-length mirror and began reknotting my scarf.

Beth wafted in. "Good afternoon, Asa." Her voice was almost inaudible, a bad sign.
The quieter she spoke, the more pissed off she was likely to be.

"Please sit down," I said. "Forgive me spiffying myself up. I have to rush out of here



in a few minutes for an urgent appointment."

"It's quite all right." She refused my offer of coffee and sat silently for several minutes
while I finished dressing.

Bethany Frost was wearing a smart walking suit of teal silk tweed with shimmering
greenish highlights. Dark blue ankleboots, a matching handbag, and a choker of heavy
gold links inset with a myriad of tiny diamonds completed the ensemble. As always, in
spite of her high-fashion clothes, she managed to look ephemeral, like some delicate
butterfly that the slightest breath of wind would crumple. Beth is not as petite as Eve, but
like her, has the fine bone structure and fair coloring of our late mother, Katje
Vanderpost.

I call Beth my little sister because she was born seven years after Eve and has always
looked more youthful than her years. She is actually two years older than I. Her intellect
is sharp as a scalpel, with a mathematical bent, but her emotional temperament is
unstable. For nearly ten years she served Rampart as its Assistant Chief Financial Officer
under Gunter Eckert, until our brother Daniel's fall from grace drove her to a nervous
breakdown and she retired from the business world. She and her husband, a cybernetic
researcher named Carter Berg, and two teenage children.

Beth and I were never particularly affectionate toward one another. When we were
small children, she and I were rivals for the quasimateraal attentions of Big Sister Eve,
who for some reason enjoyed the company of a brash baby buckaroo rather than Beth's
tiresome coy brilliance. Beth retaliated by bestowing her sibling loyalty on Daniel, two
years Eve's senior. In adulthood the brother and sister remained very close.

When I refused to join Rampart after finishing law school, Beth concluded that I was a
traitor to the family. She had always believed me guilty of the trumped-up charges that
destroyed my career in the Interstellar Commerce Secretariat. During Galapharma's rough
wooing of Rampart, she had sided with those who favored a sellout.

Beth remained stubbornly convinced of Dan's innocence, in spite of all Eve and I had
done to prove that our brother was a secret collaborator in Alistair Drummond's
conspiracy and directly responsible for our mother's death.

I went back to my desk and we stared at each other without speaking. It was an old
ploy of Beth's to put one on the defensive. Her huge blue eyes were full of unshed tears,
but with the tyranny of the meek, she waited me out until I was forced to break the
silence.

"What can I do for you, sis?"

She whispered, "Let Dan go."

"That's not possible."

"It's killing him, Asa—penned up like a dog in that damned wilderness lodge up in the
Kenora! Snow on the ground six months of the year, nothing but moose and mosquitoes
and loons the rest of the time. And that filthy medication the InSec people use to keep
him docile ... Dan can't hurt anyone. Let him go home to Norma and Jamie."

"Norma sees Dan every weekend. Jamie could visit his father if he chose to." But he
didn't. My nephew, a busy young microsurgeon, was convinced of his father's guilt and
made only rare trips to isolated Kingfisher Lodge in the far northern reaches of Ontario.

Norma Palmer, Dan's wife, a long-time Conservative party Delegate in the Assembly,
was a more enigmatic figure. She had always kept aloof from the rest of the family, and
now used her political influence to keep the media away from her luckless husband. It



was plain that Norma still loved Dan, doubtful that she would have approved her sister-
in-law's desire to set him free.

"The trial's over," Beth persisted. "The tabloid hacks will back off once consolidation
of Rampart and Galapharma begins and find other fish to fry. Let Dan come back to
Toronto and have a normal human existence. He promises to live very quietly, without
rocking your precious Rampart boat."

"It's impossible."

"Why?" she whispered ominously. "Because you and Eve say so?"

"Because of what Dan did. The way he colluded with Alistair Drummond's criminal
tactics during the takeover fight. Our brother is a crook, Beth. He could sabotage the
consolidation. By rights, he should be facing criminal prosecution."

"Alistair Drummond lied to Dan! The merger tactics were never supposed to involve
illegal activity. It was to be strictly business, with only a little computer snooping to
smooth the way. Dan knew nothing about the sabotage, Qiu's death, Eve's kidnapping,
any of that. And he swears that he never did anything to harm our poor mother. I believe
him."

"Then let him tell his story to the machines," I said coldly, "and see if they do."

"You know those horrible devices can cause brain damage! When you were on trial
for malfeasance, your lawyer wouldn't let you submit to them. Why should Dan?"

"We've been over this before. The reason Dan won't undergo psychoprobing is
because he's guilty. For the love of God, Beth—he confessed to Simon and me while he
was flying us to Coventry Blue at gunpoint! He extorted our voting proxies from us by
threatening to have us transmuted into alien sex slaves!"

"That's absurd," she said. "That story is so ridiculous not even a child would believe it.
Dan convinced you two that there was nothing further to be gained by opposing the
Galapharma merger. You and Simon gave him your proxies willingly, then you reneged
and came storming down to the Sky Ranch because—"

"That's not true. Dan's lying, manipulating you."

"Asa, he's our brother. A good husband and father. A man who worked faithfully for
Rampart for over twenty years, making it strong."

"Who sold out when Pop wouldn't appoint him CEO." I rose from my seat. "I'm sorry,
Beth. I know you love Dan, but he's a dangerous man—perhaps as crazy as Drummond
himself. The proof that he had our mother killed is overwhelming. But Dan shows
absolutely no remorse, only denial. We've done the best we can for him, under the
circumstances."

"Is that your final decision?"

"Mine, Simon's, and Eve's. Now I'm afraid I have to leave. And so do you."

I crossed to the closet and got my Anonyme anorak, a garment esteemed by shy
skulkers such as minor celebs, unfaithful spouses, and urban misanthropes. The thing is
available in a several fashion colors. Its privacy-field visor is guaranteed to be proof
against any scanner. My anorak even boasted a special feature, a comfy light armor
lining—not that I needed that kind of protection anymore. With Alistair Drummond
presumably gone where the goblins go, and the Haluk still unaware of my plan to cramp
their style, no one had a motive to whack me. My greatest enemies nowadays were media
busybodies.

I slipped the anorak on, drew up the open hood, and flicked the switch. Presto! No



face. The tiny force-field is unnoticeable to the wearer. You can even eat and drink
through it—although I didn't intend to insult Carman's mouth-watering menu by doing so.

Beth remained in her chair, posed as rigidly as a statue. Her voice was still low-
pitched and calm, but tears coursed down her cheeks, ruining her flawless makeup.

"All Dan wanted was the best for Rampart. He was deceived. He would have made a
wonderful CEO, but our father chose Eve instead. His precious pet! Simon is an arrogant,
misguided fool. And you, Asa ... you're—"

I opened the office door. Jane Nelligan was at her desk.

"Please see that my sister Beth gets safely home," I said. "It would be best if you can
contact Dr. Berg and advise him that his wife is feeling upset and needs him. Failing that,
have one of the InSec officers take her home in a hopper." I lowered my voice. "Make a
note. Her visitation rights and phone access to Daniel Frost are suspended until Eve or |
say otherwise. And now I'm outta here."

"Bastard!" Beth screamed. "You fucking heartless bastard!"

My sister's furious shouts continued as I hurried to the bank of ordinary inertialess
elevators that serve Rampart Tower and descended to the underground thoroughfare
called the Path.



Chapter 4

The force-umbrella sheltering the capital is proof against high wind and precipitation,
but it doesn't modify the ambient air temperature or humidity. So millions of office
workers, junior execs, bureaucrats, and other downtowners seeking to avoid chilly or
overly hot weather walk from place to place along an extensive system of subterranean
concourses that has been a Toronto fixture for over 250 years.

The Path connects rapid transit subway stations with every commercial and
government tower in the central core. Its multiple levels comprise a virtual underground
city of bright tunnels having sections of moving walkway, shopping malls, and jogging
lanes. The Path's busier corridors are lined with fast-food eateries, amusement arcades,
and service establishments. There are even miniature parks where flowers and trees grow
under artificial light, fountains contribute beneficial neg-ions, and the city's famous black
squirrels cadge handouts from people having lunch on patches of grass. Nothing with
wheels or antigrav lifts—except city cops on bicycles and the personal powerscooters of
the disabled—is allowed in the Path's pedestrian-friendly network. It invites those
interested in a casual stroll as well as bustling, single-minded commuters.

The Path has its own folklore, too. Certain little-traveled parts of the system to the
north are alleged to be haunted by the ghosts of Thrown Away panhandlers and
unlicensed vendors, cleared out in a pitiless sweep thirty years ago. A mazelike area near
the university subway station is fraught with urban legends of suicidal lovers, a berserk
sweeper bot that attempts to suck up the unwary, and the Headless Professor—behind
whose privacy visor lies nothing. The lowest levels, shut off behind locked access
hatches, are a labyrinth of disused shopping corridors dating from the previous century,
old service tunnels, ancient sewers, and modern storm drains. They supposedly form a
Dark Path frequented by the lawless, the desperately poor, and uncountable hordes of
giant rats.

During my recent term of legal servitude, I would sometimes take a break and hike
long distances in Underground Toronto. I enjoyed the infectious vitality of the Path and
the human diversity of its denizens. Some of them walked shrouded in anonymity, as I
always did; but the majority went about their business with the boisterous self-confidence
of a youthful elite fortunate to have good jobs in the most exciting city on Earth.

Fair numbers of aliens mingled with humanity on the Path. The city center had
embassies for four of the five star-going Insap races. (The grotesque Kalleyni, who found
Earth gravity oppressive, kept a legation at Luna Landing— a fortunate thing for human
dignity, since they were such appalling practical jokers.) A stroller on the Path might
expect to encounter towering Joru in elegant black-and-white habits, irascible little Qastt,
pale Y'tata under strict orders from their protocol people to take their charcoal pills and
an-tiflatulence medication, and—most numerous of all—the Haluk. They had flocked to
the human capital in droves after the signing of the treaties. Their blue-skinned trade
attaches lobbied relentlessly in the halls of government, and their commercial reps
infested the executive suites of half the Hundred Concerns, wheeling and dealing.

The Haluk were the only aliens who adopted human clothing during their Earth
sojourn. I had never been able to get used to the sight of them, striding boldly through the
underground thoroughfares, always in groups of three or more, dressed in expensive
high-style outfits. Members of the Joru, Y'tata, and Qastt races lived in apartments



scattered throughout the central city; but all of the Haluk resided in their embassy, which
comprised the top two-thirds of the enormous Macpherson Tower on Edward Street, just
across from the headquarters of Sheltok, the Big Seven energy Concern.

Like the restricted Haluk planets, their embassy was strictly off limits to humanity.

Thanks to my sister Beth, I was late for my meeting with Chief Superintendent Jake
Silver.

I took the M