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The needle-boat blinked out into norm-space. Both high and low wave detector plates flared.

“Fame!” The pilot scanned the board, jabbed a series of control studs to put all energy radiating equipment into a
passive mode, and waited for the picture to build on his screens.

Energy concentrations peaked around the fourth planet, Haversol, then spread to a standard picket line and deep
warning net typical of an Empire operation.

Whaler's fingers flickered over the control studs as he took in the information flowing from his receptors. While all
the material would stay on tap for the Institute to dissect after his return, his own survival might depend on a nearly
instantaneous understanding of the tactical pattern.

“Ten stans, max.” he muttered to the controls, eyes darting from screen to screen. The needle-boat itself wasa
single pilot craft, jammed with sophisticated sensors and communications equipment, and made possible only through
a combination of thin hull, minimal support and backup systems, and overpowered drives.

At the upper left of the board in front of Whaler, aflat panel flashed amber twice, then settled into a steady glow. He
touched the panel and listened to the direct feed of the Imperial comm net through his own implant.

“Seven ...clear on grid november five ...interrogative ...”

“That's negative.”

“Angel four ...negative on survivors ...send the junkman.”

“Hawkstrike! Hawkstrike! Gremlin, Arthur class, vector zero eight five, radian one three three, ecliptic plus two.”

“Hawkstrike, gremlin acquisition, closing.” The Imperial Fourth Fleet was obviously mopping up the scattered
remnants of the Haversolan system defense forces.

“Class four on radian two five seven. Hotspot three. Interrogative waster. Interrogative waster.”
“Waster'sdown. Negative.” Screeeeel!!!
“Unscramble, Northwave. Unscramble.”

“Gremlin secured, Hawkstrike. Repeat, Gremlin secured. “ The needle-boat pilot shook his head and touched the pale
green panel to start the power-up for nullspace reentry.

The return coordinates for his out-space base flashed across the display. The Institute maintained its own forces
independent of the Coordinate. So independently, thought the Ecolitan who was the needle-boat's pilot, captain, and
crew, that the government itself had no idea of the Institute's strength.

“Sooner or later, they'll need us again,” murmured the pilot. “ Sooner, if thisis any indication. Much sooner.”

Nathaniel Firstborne Whaler, sometime scholar and full-time practicing Ecolitan, automatically squared himself
within his seat cocoon and cleared the board readouts, returning all the data to the coded master disc in the center of
the boat.

Asthe bell chime sounded in his ears. Whaler tapped the sequencing plate, and the needle-boat vanished from the
norm-space where the Imperial detectors had failed to notice the discrepancy in the energy levels that had been the
only sign of its presence.



The Admiral glared around the conference table that circled an empty space, then tapped the flat control panel.

The panel flashed twice before settling into a steady amber glow to signify that the full security screens were on-line
and functioning.

A tap on another panel stud brought the holo star map into being in the once-vacant center of the encircling table.

The Admird lifted the light pointer from the console and rapped the table. Once. The low murmur from the dozen
senior officersdied.

Guiding the pointer into the holo map, the Admiral focused the tip on a G-type system on the far side of the Rift.

“Accord. You can see how it controls the trade lines. Particularly since the Secession.”

The pointer tip moved from the holo and jabbed at the Commodore.

“Let's have your isolation strategy report.” The Commodore stood stiffly and gestured at the blank wall to the right of
the senior officer. A segment of the holo, blown to larger dimensions, appeared. On the inner edge of the Rift, the
Imperial side, three stars appeared inred. .

Il “Haversol, Fonderal, and Cubera. Until the success of our recent operation, Haversol was the largest out-Rift
trade staging point on the Imperial side dealing with the Coordinate traders. The economics dictated that we hit
Fonderal first, and that was completed before we even planned the Haversol campaign. The embargo on Fonderal was
asimpler matter, of course, because of itslack of an internally supported infrastructure. Even they couldn't tackle that
kind of rebuilding job, not in the short run, and especially with Haversol still open.

“Next came the flanking movement. We managed to get adequate support to the statist insurgents, who, in turn,
were able to topple the monarchy. Of course, the new provisional government asked for Imperial assistance, and the
Fourth Fleet was close enough to provide the necessary support.”

“That left Hernando and Haversol along this corridor, and we've just about completed the establishment of the
military support agreement with the new government of Haversol.”

Another system on the holo blowup began to aternate flashing white and red. “ That |eaves Hernando.”
The Commodore coughed twice, reached down, and took a sip from the tumbler before returning to the presentation.
“Obvioudly, thisisall just a sketch, but the next step will be harder. Hernando is considerably more stable than the
other systems. Still. . .if we can get a more favorable government in the upcoming elections or, failing that, generate
enough civil unrest to demonstrate a certifiable lack of control, we would have the basis for another control action,
citing the threat to Imperial commerce. That would just about close down Accord's access to the Limber line.”
The Commodore looked back at the Admiral. “Any questions, Admiral?’
“What's the best possible time line?’

“The midterm elections on Hernando are more than a standard year off, and to generate any real resultswill be hard in
such a short frame, but we intend to try. Certainly, by the next elections after the midterms—"

“Aim for the midterms. Giving Accord time to react could put us on the defensive.”
The Commodore nodded. “Full speed ahead on Hernando it is. Admiral.”

Tipsy, that the man definitely was. Otherwise he would not have staggered down the hallway and elbowed hisway
through the heavy wooden door into the private party in the second dining room of the Golden Charthouse.

Twenty people, fourteen men and six women, sat around the two rectangular tables, enjoying the first course of



dorle soup and the thin and genuine whest crackers and anticipating the days of power to come. Only six weeks
remained before the upper chamber elections.

A tall man, clean shaven and attired in aformal, deep blue tunic and contrasting cream sash, was standing to make
the first toast.

“To the people of Hernando and to the Popular Front, the government to be.”
The drunk, a sandy-bailed fellow, lurched inside the room.

“Sir, thisisaprivate party.” The guard moved away from the curtained archway to block the intruder. His partner
approached from the other side.

Neither thought to reach for theillegal freezersin the belt holsters they flaunted.

“So...want to join the celebration. . , see the new masters...see what kind of government the Empire bought...how
much the sellout cost ...

The sandy-haired man stood almost astall as the two guards. All three were nearly half a head taller than the men
seated around the tables, even than the toastmaster. “Sir! “ protested the lead guard, stiffening. The interloper
stumbled backwards, then kicked the heavy door shut. The toastmaster jerked his head toward the noise. “ Sorry,
friends!”

With hisright hand, the intruder launched an aerosol into the space between the tables. Simultaneously, a backhand
dlash casually broke the neck of the guard on his|eft.

The right-hand guard grabbed for his freezer, too late, and had no second chance as he doubled with a crumpled
windpipe and a smashed kneecap.

Even before the aerosol had landed and come to afull stop, the Ecolitan had returned his full attention to the diners,
with asmall dart pistol in each hand.

The toastmaster in blue was dragging a stunner from his waistband when the first dart caught him in the throat.
“Help!”

“Security!”
“Flamed greenie!”
“Get him!”

“You do!”

A black man with flaming golden hair dove from the top of the nearest table but fell short of reaching the attacker,
and was rewarded with adart in the neck and akick snapping his collarbone.

The shouts and sounds, ahead muffled by the private dining room's heavy insulation and rich hangings, began to
dwindle under the effects of the darts and the aerosol.

The Ecolitan calmly continued to shoot anyone trying to reach him or to escape until there were no living figuresin the
room. None had escaped. Then he checked the bodies, methodically studying each face and comparing it against his
memory, and insuring that every member of the Popular Front present was indeed dead.

The sometime Ecolitian professor who bore the unlikely name of Nathaniel Whaler disliked the necessity of the
assignment but continued to move with measured and deliberate speed, touching nothing except with his gloved
hands as he turned each till form. Last, he replaced the aerosol in his tunic, concealed the dart gunsin his boot
sheaths, and opened the heavy wooden door, staggering out as be closed it behind him. Weaving back and forth, he
stumbled back down the hallway and out into the main corridor from the hidden Charthouse.

Three levels down, he disappeared into a public fresher stall. In time, ablond man in adark blue business tunic
crisply strode out.

After descending yet another level to the open square, the Ecolitan/businessman sat down beside afountain on an
empty pseudo stone bench, apparently admiring the interplay of the golden water with the crimson spray curtains.



In time, a young woman, low-cut blouse revealing her profession and assets, sat down next to him, thrusting her
chest at him with an artificially inviting smile. “Complete?’

“All but Zeroga,” answered Whaler. “Not at the dinner. Y ou try the firm. I'll hit his quarters.”

As he spoke. Whaler let his eyes range over the woman, asif appraising what she offered. Sherolled her eyesin
exasperation. Whaler shook his head vigorously, and the woman pouted publicly before standing with a flourish and
mincing her way from him and the fountain. The Ecolitan shook his head again and stood. Finally, with alast look at

the fountain, the blond man who had been sandy haired and would be again walked down the corridor to the flitter
stand, where he dialed for public transportation.

The Commodore stood more stiffly than usual, waiting to report to the Admiral and the other members of the
Ministry's strategy board.

“| understand we've run into some difficulties on Hernando, Commodore.”

“Yes, Admird. A mgjor stumbling block, though you will recall that my last report to the board indicated the lack of
time facing us.”

“1 recall that. However, would you please provide afuller explanation for the record.” The tone of the request sent
shivers down the back of the senior Commanders in the briefing section. Several others shifted their weight quietly.

The Commodore turned to face neither the audience nor the Admiral and pointed at the lit screen, which displayed a
chart.

“Asyou can see, the Conservative Democrats, with the help of the seven seats held by the Socialist Republicans,
control the Upper Chamber, and thus, the executive branch of Hernando's government. The Popular Front, with some
outside technical support, had identified the most vulnerable Conservative Democrats and targeted them. We aso
targeted those strong opinion leaders opposed to a greater Imperial presence along the Limber line.” The chart shifted.

“Thisindicates the probable election outcome, including deaths and retirements, which we had predicted last
month.”

“That doesn't look like a problem,” commented ajunior Admiral to the Commodore's right.

“It wasn't...until some mutant form of A-damp virus wiped out the entire Popular Front planning group and the ten
leading candidates—all on the same night ten days ago.”

“ACCORD?

“The Ingtitute. No way to prove it, but the signs all point that way.”

“Such as?’

“First, both security guards were taken out by hand. One had a broken neck and the other a crushed windpipe.”
The Commodore cleared his throat before continuing. “ Second, it was done quietly. No guns, blaster bolts, slug
throwers. And virtually no traces left.”

The Admiral studied the faces around the conference table. Several expressed open doubt.

“Why do you think those are enough to point at Accord and at the Ecolitan Institute, Commodore?”’

“Well...we don't deal with biological weapons, especially tailored ones. Imperial intelligence, aswell asthe
Ministry's teams, indicates that only Accord has a capability sophisticated enough to develop and deploy
individualized weapons—"

“Wasthisreally aweapon?’ snapped a senior Fleet Admiral.

“Admiral,” answered the Commodore, “have you ever run across a swamp fever virusthat killed an entire room full



of people within aunit or two, simultaneously? At the same time when two armed security guards were killed by
hand?’

The silence dragged out. Finally, the Commodore turned back to the Grand Admiral.

“That brings up the hand-to-hand ability. We might have a dozen men with the ability to disable a pair of
two-meter-tall armed guards in seconds. Several other terrorist groups might have a handful spread across the Empire.
None of us have anyone with that ability also immune to swamp fever, mutated or not, or with the ability to walk
through a crowded restaurant into a private dining room and assassinate twenty people and then leave without even
being noticed.”

“Not even noticed?’

“Not so far aswe can determine.” The Admiral surveyed the faces again. “Y ou might ask why this all pointsto
Accord. I'll tell you. What the Commodore has not said isthat all members of the Institute are either naturally immune
or immunized against swamp fever and a number of other fast-acting diseases. He also has not mentioned that the
Ecolitan Institute maintains the most intensive hand-to-hand combat training in the civilized worlds, along with a
specia corpsthat islittle more than a crack terrorist unit.” . “Can we prove any of this?’

“That's not the point. Accord wanted to send us a message. They sent it, and we've received it. It doesn't change a
thing. Single individuals, no matter how gifted, cannot stop the massed force of history that we will bring to bear.”

The Admiral frowned dlightly after finishing the declaration, then touched the control console. The holo star map
and the wall charts vanished.

“We can't wait for another set of elections on Hernando, not with this kind of a challenge. How soon can we go with
PlanB?’

The Commodore cleared his throat. “ That's already underway, but the flagship won't be ready for about three,
standard months—"

“Seeif you can make two.” The Commodore nodded.

The Admiral touched the amber stud, and the security screens winked off. “ Adjourned.”

Restinal paused outside the open door. “Come in, Werlin. Come onin.” Restinal didn't recognize the voice, but it was
apparent from the cheerful tone of the invitation that the speaker. recognized him.

He shrugged, took atighter grip on his datacase, and went in.

The room was paneled in lorkin wood. The desk and chairs were dl carved from it aswell. Restinal noted that the
furniture all matched, each piece done in the spare style termed Ecolog.

Behind the desk, which was really awide table with asingle drawer, sat a silver-haired man, laugh linesradiating
from the bright green eyes. Restinal mentally compared the face against the ones shown him by Delward before he'd
left Harmony. He struggled momentarily before realizing that the man was the Prime Ecolitan himsdlf, Gairloch Pittsway.
For some reason, Restinal hadn't expected to be met by the Prime himself, much less in an empty office without aides.

“Y ou wonder about the absence of subordinates?’

“Exactly,” responded the Delegate Minister for Interstellar Commerce.

“You shouldn't, not if you've followed the precepts of the Institute. Unnecessary subordinates are a sign of
weakness. Our fault that most no longer know the precepts, no doubt, since the Iron Rules are no longer popular in the
schools' curricula.”

Restinal didn't have the faintest idea what the Prime was talking about. He kept his face blank.

“| realize you don't understand what I'm jabbering on about, Werlin, but don't worry about it. If you don't
understand it instinctively, it would take more time than either of us has for me to explain what | mean. Power isthe



guestion now.

“Neither the Orthodoxists nor the Normists have the power to force their choice for Trade Envoy to New Augusta
upon the other. The Supreme Justiciary passed the choice back to the House, ruling that the selection has to be made
by the political arm of the government. Y ou're stuck. And you don't like the Ingtitute all that much, since we are the
sole remaining traditional structure still respected by the masses you professional politicians cultivate so assiduously.
Both you and the Orthodoxists would like ' to reduce the influence of the Institute more than the passage of time and
the ravages of peace have aready done.

“Forcing a choice upon the Institute, with the attendant publicity, solves all your problems. Neither party has to
take responsibility for the choice. If our selection succeeds, then you will take credit, and if he fails, we take the
blame”

“That is conjecture, respected Prime,” responded Restinal.

“Gairloch or Prime. None of that 'respected' hypocrisy, please.” The Ecolitan smiled, the open smile of aman at
peace with himself or asif at achild'sjoke, before he went on. “The Institute attempts to minimize dealing with

speculations or conjectures. | doubt that my analysis is anything but factual. | respect, however, the position in which
you have been placed by the operation of the political machinery.”

The Prime Ecolitan stood and walked from behind the table toward the till-standing Restinal .
“Please sit down. | forget that politicians al too often stand on ceremony.”

Restinal's knees felt rubbery, and he eased himself into one of the carved high-backed chairs. Although the chair
was not upholstered, the flowing curves of the wood seemed to welcome him.

The Prime poured a cup of water from a crystal pitcher and placed it on the table next to Restinal before he returned
to his chair behind the desk.

Restinal picked up his case, placed it on hislap, opened it, and pulled out the carefully drawn list the Elders
Quaestor and Torine had hammered out in the short hours before he had been dispatched.

“Keep thelist. The names on it are predictable. They begin with Tormel, Reerden, and Silven.”

Restinal kept his mouth shut. The list began with Tormel, Reerden, and Silven. But there were only two copies of the
list—the one he had and the one Torine had kept. He, Restinal, had handwritten both.

“1 can see you haven't had that much contact with the Institute, Werlin, and I'm afraid that will make your
acceptance of your role that much more difficult.

“In answer to your unspoken question, none of us has seen the list, but we do know the personalities of the
individuals who made the choices and the parameters for selection. I'll admit, in candor, that | would be hard-pressed
to name the next person in order on the list, although we could probably pick eight out of ten.”

Restinal allowed his features to express mild interest. “ Perhaps you have aready made a choice, then?’
“Asamatter of fact, | have. But the nameis not one on your list.”

The Minister for Interstellar Commerce suddenly felt sticky in hisformal Macks, asif he had been placed squarely in
the Parundan Peninsularain forests. “If you would explain—"

“Werlin, the Ingtitute is not obligated to explain anything, but since you are intelligent and informed, | will putitin
simple terms. The same reason why the House of Delegates cannot select any Envoy iswhy anyone chosen from dial
list will not succeed.”

“| fail to see that. Most governments select their Envoys.” Restinal was beginning to see why Elder Torine had
delegated the job to him and why few of the older Delegates cared much for the Ingtitute.

“Most Envoysfail. We do not care to be associated ~with failure. The question is not political. The question is
power. Paliticsis asystem of using nonovert force to work out an agreeable compromise teat does not lead to
violence. The more equal the base of power, the more political the means of agreement can be.” Restinal waslost, and
he knew his face showed it. The Prime shook his head.

“Let me attempt to explain by analogy. When two torkrams contest for superiority, do they fight for blood? Of



course not. They fight until one loses hisfooting. In fact, the amount of violence is minimal. If a prairie wolf should
wander into the hills, however, the torkram becomes a merciless attacker. The first is an example of near equality of
force, aswell as an example of similar socia behavior which alows what might be called a negotiated settlement. The
second is a struggle for survival.

“Y ou and the other Delegates are assuming that in negotiating with the Empire the basis of force is equal and the
social behaviors behind the political structures are alike. Both are questionable assumptions.”

“Arethey realy?’ questioned Restinal. What did torkrams have to do with the picking of Envoys anyway?
“Asaconsequence,” continued the Prime, “we have picked our own nominee.”

Restinal repressed awhistle. Elder Torine didn't like being crossed, and neither did Elder Quaestor, and the Prime
was blithely crossing them both. “Do you honestly think the Delegates will agree?’

“Yes. They have no choice. They don't want to take the blame if things go wrong. Elder Torine knows that. Did you
ever ask yourself why you were chosen to present the list and bring back our reply?’

Restinal had wondered but had dismissed it in the face of Torino's encouragement and insistence. He nodded at the
Ecolitan.

“We are not unaware of the impact this could have on your career, Werlin,” continued the Prime. “But you should
be able to surmount any difficulties. If not, it is doubtful your career would have lasted much longer.”

Delegate Minister Werlin Restinal was getting the picture, and though the outlines were Hurry, he didn't like the
view. The Delegate Minister for Interstellar Commerce was about to become Elder Torino's scapegoat unless he could
turn the announcement to his own advantage. “Who is your choice?’ 'Nathaniel Firstborne Whaler. “ The name
meant nothing to Restinal. The Prime lifted athin folder from his desk and slid it across the flat surface to where the
Delegate could reach it. Restinal opened it and scanned the background on Whaler. Nathaniel Firstborne
Whaler—senior fellow of the Ecolitan Ingtitute; 38 A. T. U.; 191 centimeters; fluent in the eight leading tongues of the
Empire, plus Fuardian and ancient English; Class B scout pilot; combat master; Class C energy tech; noted economist
and recognized authority on infrastructure economics. His single previous tour with the government had been as the
Ecolitan Special Assistant to a previous Minister of Commerce.

Restinal was impressed, in spite of his skepticism. “Are you sure he's the best choice?’
“Do you have anyone who can match half his qualifications?’

Restinal repressed asigh. There it was, in green and black. Take Whaler or go without the blessing of the
Ingtitute...and anyone to blame things on if the talks fell through.

VL

The tall woman was the Special Assistant. Although the meeting wasin her office, she waited for the Admiral. “The
Admiral, Ms. Ku-Smythe.” The Special Assistant acknowledged the faxscreen with a curt nod and stood to await her
vigtor.

“You look very professional, Marcella.”

“Thank you.” She gestured to one of the two chairsin front of her desk.

The Admiral sat, erect with the military bearing that could only have come from years of training.

“Have you reconsidered your position on the Coordinate issue?’ The Admiral's gray hair glinted in, the indirect
light. Although, as Defense chief, the space officer could have obtained the best of rejuve treatments, the gray added
yet another touch of authority.

“Commerce will support the Emperor. That has always been our position.”

“1 know that. Y ou know that. What other official position could you have? Why al the reservations?’

Marcella shifted her weight before answering, then coughed softly to clear her throat. “ Sooner or later, you'll push
Accord to the point where the Institute will gain control of the situation. That point is closer than anyone on your staff



iswilling to admit. It'samost asif they're pushing you toward military action. On the other hand, we've worked to make
trade the tool for expansion. Without the right kind of legal background and the impression that Imperial commerceis
jeopardized, you're taking the unnecessary risk of pushing the independent out-systems to support Accord.

“And that's totally unnecessary. None of them really like the Coordinate. Y ou want to act before we can neutralize
Accord, and right now Halston and the Fuards, at the very least, will regard your plans as a danger to al the
out-systems—"

“Since we're being candid,” interrupted the Admiral, “aren't they?’

“Why broadcast it? If we can get Accord to agree to atrade agreement with Commerce, that becomes alegal
document admitting greater Imperial sovereignty—the very sort of legal sham that the out-systemswill buy.” The
Specia Assistant frowned, pursed her lips, and waited for the Defense chief to reply. “Why did you support our
action on Haversol 7’

“Because we had a previous trade agreement and because Haversol was stalling on renegotiating to avoid
complying with the terms. That provided the justification the Emperor needed.”

“What's the difference for Accord?’
“Y ou know the difference very well. We don't have a trade agreement with Accord, and, currently, we recognize the
Coordinate's full independence. Unlike Haversol, they've the means to fight, possibly to cost you a great deal more
than you expect.”
“With what? Three small fleets that don't total the Fourth Fleet?’
“Remember how we lost the Rift in the first place?’
“That was nearly four hundred years ago.”
“After four hundred years, we still haven't repaired the damage to Terra, and we still don't have all those systems back.
Y ou have ten major fleets and are building another. With all those ships, we only get systems back through the
combination of trade and force. And here you are, trying sheer force again. It hasn't worked before, and it won't work
now.”
“Marcella, we've discussed this before.”
“Y ou asked— “

“1 know. | know. | asked. You till feel that the urgency of the situation is not great enough?’

“Not nearly great enough.”
The silence grew as both looked away from each other. “Wdll. . .” began the Admiral. “1 do value your opinion.”

“1 understand.” The Special Assistant's voice lowered, softened. “ Enough so you make your staff wait outside.
You've always listened, ever since. . .” She paused, then continued, “but you do your job the way you see it, and

you're usually right. Not always, but usually. And we'll support you, whatever you decide.”

“1 know. | wish | had your personal support aswell.” The Admiral stood and turned to |eave, then half faced the
woman again. “ Take care, Marcella.”

“Thank you.”

The Special Assistant looked across the wide and empty office at the closed portal for along time before returning to
her console, where the panels flashed, each light clamoring for her attention.

VI

“Best simulation results indicate forty percent probability of successful trade negotiations; twenty percent
probability of failure; ten percent probability of direct armed conflict; thirty percent unquantifiable.” Despite the
pleasant sound of the terminal, the evenness of the word spacing rendered the report mechanical.



The Director turned to the three people at the conference table. “Forty percent chance that the situation can be
resolved without war. If we can come up with these figures, so can the Admiral's staff. What's the chance of success if
the present Envoy is removed?”’

“Personality profile not amajor component of success probability. Personality profile is amajor component of
unquantifiable component.” The Director frowned.

“What that means,” offered the dark-haired woman across the table from the Director, “is that the personality of the
Accord Envoy will shift the unquantifiable component into other areas. The current success probability is based on
the structural situation. In short, we could still get a peaceful solution, though that could change at any time.”

“What would happen if Defense could assassinate the Envoy?’
“Probability of war risesto fifty-five percent,” answered the computer.

“Probability of Imperia victory twenty-four percent. Probability of significant loss to Empire approaches unity;
probability of destruction of Accord approaches unity.”

“Any other significant probabilities?’

“Probability of loss of Rift and Sammaran Sector approach unity; probability of survival of Ecolitan Institute
approaches unity.” The Director leaned back in her swivel. “So...if Defenseis allowed to force the issue, were dl likely
to get blackholed.” The man in the group cleared histhroat. “ That assumes one thing...that Defense can successfully
operate a covert nation. How likely isthat if we opposeit, and if External Affairsis opposed, and if their Envoy
iswarned?’

The Director tapped the table to still the quick rustles. “Y ou forget that we cannot officially oppose Defense. Nor
could we directly ever feed that kind of information to an Envoy from Accord. That sort of behavior would have even

the Senate slapping riders onto our authorization, and we've avoided that for too long to go back to that sort of
interference again.”

“Could I have an answer to the probability questions?’
“Yes. Let's have the readout on those,” the Director agreed.

“Probability of successful assassination not quantifiable under first order assumptions. Under second order,
probability twenty percent, with a standard deviation of not more than twenty percent.” The Director smiled.

“All right,” she said. “Y ou've got the verification that to warn their Envoy will alter the probabilities along the fines we
think would be desirable. How can you warn him, clearly, and yet in away that will convey the absol ute seriousness of
the situation?’

“That'ssimple. Wetry to assassinate him first.”

VI

Nathaniel Whaler took another full step in front of the Imperial Marines to survey the entrance to his Legation.

The New Augustatower corridor was nearly as wide as the average street back on Harmony but without the more
elaborate facades that graced the capital of Accord. On' New Augusta, each address within the towers or tunnels
merely seemed to have a standard portal. The portal to the Accord Legation, aside from its green color and gold letters
proclaiming the LEGATION OF ACCORD, differed little from the others he had passed.

As high as he was in the Diplomatic Tower, there was considerable foot traffic, along with numerous automated
delivery carts.

Nathaniel half turned toward the bystanders who watched his honor guard with a mixture of boredom and indifferent
curiosity. As hedid, the sight of an all-too-familiar object coming to bear on him sent him into a diving roll behind the



still-standing guards. Scritttt!

The splinter gun fragments shattered across the portal facing and skittered along the corridor. “ Spread and search!”
snapped the Marine Lieutenant. “He's gone already,” observed Nathaniel, dusting himself off.

The Marine officer ignored the Ecolitan’s observation and sprinted down the corridor. Two ratings closed up next to
Nathaniel, each scanning the corridor in a different direction.

“Sir? Don't you think you should get under cover?’
“Littlelate for that.”

Most of the bystanders had scuttled out of the path of the onrushing Marines or had found they had business
elsewhere.

Nathaniel scanned the faces that remained. Two of the handful still in the corridor struck him as possibilities, and he
committed their faces to memory before turning his full attention to the narrow scratch on the portal.

“Hmmm. . .” he murmured. The splinter had barely scratched the permaplast. He checked the corridor flow and tiles
for nearly twenty meters but could find no trace of the splinter fragments he had heard.

What with the apparent attack and all the Imperial Marines, the Ecolitan felt more like he had been leading an
expedition through Accord's southern forests than arriving in New Augusta.

Finally, he touched the Legation entry plate, and the door slid open. The two Marines marched in and stationed
themselvesin front of the entry desk. Nathaniel followed.

The decor of the receiving area that was supposed to represent the decor and ambience of Harmony didn't. The
gargoyled lorkin wood hanging lamps were Secession Renaissance. The woven wheat grass entry mat was Early
Settler. The inlaid blackash tea table was pre-Secession, and the likes of the long maroon and overupholstered couch
had never been seen in Harmony or even in the depths of the Parundan Peninsula.

As Nathaniel refrained from staring at the mismatched furniture, three more Marines quick-stepped in with hisfield
pack and datacases, deposited them next to the entry desk, and marched away to reform outside the Legation.

The Lieutenant stepped up and gave the Envoy a stiff salute. “Further instructions, sir?’

“Dismissed,” Nathaniel responded in Panglais. “Yes, sir. Thanksto you. Lord Whaler, sir.” Asthe door noiselessly
closed, the Ecolitan turned his attention to the woman at the desk. She wasn't from Accord, and his change of
attention caught her intently studying him.

That was to be expected. The Empire supplied, without charge, space in the Diplomatic Tower and paid up to twenty
assistants or technical specialists for each Legation. A planetary government, hegemony, federation, or
what-have-you could send as many or as few nationals as it desired for Legation staff, and use any or none of those
paid by the Empire.

The catch was the cost. If the Legation were located in the Diplomatic Tower, the Empire paid for the space, the
power, and the Empire-supplied staff. If any out-system government chose to put its Legation elsewhere in New
Augusta, then the Empire paid none of the costs. While the richer or more militaristic systems, such as Olympia or the
Fuardian Conglomerate, had separate L egations staffed strictly by their own nationals, most non-imperial governments
availed themselves of at least the space in the Diplomatic Towers.

The House of Delegates of Accord, not known for its extravagance, had accepted quarters in the Diplomatic Tower
and had sent only three people to New Augusta: the Legate, the Deputy L egate, and an Information Specialist. Just
prior to hisarrival at the circumlunar station, the copilot of the Muir had handed Nathaniel a stellarfax.

WTHERSPOON EN ROUTE ACCORD FOR CONSULTATIONS. WHALER CONFIRMED ACTING LEGATE
DURATION. Sgn. RESTINAL, DM, IC.

The rest had been confirmation codes. So now he was standing in the entry of a Legation he was in charge of, looking
at a cleric/staffer/receptionist who had never seen him but who worked for him, theoretically, but who was paid by the



Empire. And just before that, the message had been delivered by splinter gun that someone wanted him dead. Hardly
the most encouraging beginning. Nathaniel drew out his credentials folder and presented it to the young woman.

Shetook it, with abint of asmile, sudied it briefly, then greeted him more officialy with agesture that
was nearly ahdf bow, half curtsy.

“At your service, Lord Whaler.” Her greeting was in the old American of Accord, but with an accent and a stiffness
that demonstrated practice, but not fluency.

“And | at yours, in the service of the Forest Lord and the Balance of Time,” he retinned in the archaic format that
was no longer used, even in the deepest forests of Accord. White he spoke, he studied the woman's face. She did not
understand.

“1 don't speak Old American aswell as| should,” she admitted in Panglais, the standard tongue of the Empire. With
her long red hair, freckles, and boyish figure, she might have reached his shoulder. -

“1 understand. You are called?’ asked Whaler in the accented Panglais he had decided to use.
“Heather Tew-Hawkes, Lord Whaler. Would you like to see your quarters?’
“Shortly.”

He took another look around the entry hall. Small ami crowded with the three hanging lamps, the long couch, an
imitation strafe chair, the tea table with the faxmags on the lower shelf, and the entry desk itself before the closed
interior portals which presumably opened onto the rest of the Legation.

“The rest of the staff | would like to encounter,” he announced.

“Yes, sir. You know that Legate Witherspoon has returned to Harmony The Deputy L egate, Mr. Marlaan, had
already taken leave. And Mr. Weintre is out for the day.”

Forest Lord! What was going on? All the natives from Accord were fleeing like troks at his arrival.

“1 see. Therest here will | see...and my office...before | go to my quarters. Can you arrange for my...my .. .”"
Apparently struggling with the Panglais word, he pointed to the field packs. “Yes, sir. We can take care of them.”
Heather gave him a questioning glance before speaking again, tossed her flowing red hair back over her shoulder with
aflick of her head.

“Will you be having any assistants coming from Accord?”’

Odd question right off the bat, reflected the Ecolitan. “ Final arrangementswill | announce shortly,” he temporized.
Heather handed him asmall folder. “Y ou might want to look through that first. Lord Whaler.”

Thefile was scripted in the Old American of Accord and outlined the names and functions of the staff. At the end
was amap of the Legation spaces.

He glanced through it quickly, storing the information for full recall later. “Read thislater, | will. Y ou may begin.”
Heather touched a stud on the console at her desk, and one of the doors behind her opened.

Nathaniel stepped through after memorizing the location of the panel stud that actuated the entry.

The Accord Legation occupied half the three hundredth level of the Diplomatic Tower. Heather led the way through
the spaces. The tower was divided into four wings joined by the central lift/drop shafts. The official working spaces of
the Legation were in the west wing of the tower. Nathaniel's office and tile trade talks section had been placed at the
right, almost into the north wing of the tower. A spacious private suite adjoined his office, and both were on the outer
edge of the tower, with floor to ceiling windows overlooking the hills to the west.

In turn, the trade talks staff suite adjoined his office. His private quarters could be entered from his office or through
a separate door, since the private apartment was actually in the north wing.

Because the tower was actually a square, the north, east, south and west designations really indicated onto which
public corridor an office or private quarters opened. All the Accord natives from the Legation had their quarters on the
three hundredth level, but the local staff lived elsewhere. Wherever they could or wherever they wanted? Which?
wondered the Ecolitan without asking.



“Thisisthe travel/visa/quarantine/health section,” stated Heather without taking a breath.
A man and awoman, obvioudly high-paid professionals, looked up from their consoles.

“Harla, Derek, thisis Lord Whaler, the Trade Envoy and Acting Legate in the absence of Legate Witherspoon. Lord
Whaler, Harla Car-Hyten and Derek Per-Olav.”

“Pleased am | to meet you,” announced Nathaniel in Panglais.
“And | you,” the two chimed in ragged unison. “How long for Accord have you worked?’
“Three standard years.”
“Just over ayear.”
“Why for aforeign Legation do you work?’

“The Empire itself has alimit to the number of, if you will, travel generalist professionalsthat it can use,” answered the
woman, Harla Car-Hyten, “and takes only the most experienced. Working for Accord provides a solid foundation. We
have to work somewhere.”

“Accord isfar enough out on the Rift,” added Derek, “that we get to learn more than with aninner system.”

And, thought Nathaniel, with the small number of tourists and the restrictive policies of the Delegates and of the
Empireitsalf, thework couldn't be all that demanding.

“1 thank you,” he finished politely as he turned to continue the tour of the official spaces. “Lord Whaler, Ms.
DaVios”

Mydra Da-Vios was the Empire-supplied and paid “ office manager” who had been Witherspoon's personal clerk and
who would supervise the staff of his trade talks section, according to the briefing file which had been dictated by
Witherspoon himself before he had left. That was the same folder Heather had handed Nathaniel right after he'd
arrived.

Mydralooked up at him from her console openly but did not attempt to stand. Brown eyes so dark they verged on
black, short dark brown hair, and a plain brown tunic . piped with yellow, cloaked her with an air of competence. “Any
guestions you might have?’ he asked. While his question was partly a pleasantry, her answer might give him alead.
So far everyone was acting as if he were to be humored, not that he'd done much to discourage the impression.

“Mr. Marlaan did not convey how the talks would be structured or staffed. While | have detailed another assistant, |
do not know if thisisthe proper arrangement nor with whom | should coordinate further.” Nathaniel kept his mouth
shut, while nodding gently. Heather's question about staff made sense, too much sense. So did Marlaan's position as
Deputy Legate. The briefing officer at the Institute had concluded that Marlaan's psy-profile wasn't suited to being a
mere executive officer type. Y et Marlaan had stayed in New Augusta through a second tour, against all odds.

Mydrawas asking politely who was going to do the real work, unplying teat it couldn't be Nathaniel. “ Lend
Whaler?' prompted Mydra. “The current arrangement is proper.” He smiled again. ' “Would yon like to see your office
and quarters. Lord Whaler?’ interrupted Heather softly. “ That would be pleasing.”

The corner office was bigger than he had expected from the plans in the folder Witherspoon had |eft, with alarge
reclining desk swivel surrounded by an impressive communications console. The recliner easily could have swallowed
aman twice Nathaniel's size.

On the inside wall of the office away from the panoramic window, was a conference table flanked with upholstered
chairs. The far interior corner contained cabinets and counters, including a fully equipped autobar.

The casements to the portals, one to the office, the other to the private quart's, were the heavy-duty type, indicating
that the doors were likely to have endurasteel cores under the wood veneer.

Interesting, thought Nathaniel. Is that to keep someone out or me in? Heather pointed to the far door. “ That's to
your private quarters. The locks will key to your palm print, if you'll just touch each of them right now.”

Heather gave him a quick tour and explanation of the near-palatial quarters—separate private der/library with comm .
console, bedroom compl ete with oversized bed and sheensilk sheets, a guest room, a compact kitchen, two complete
hygienariums, a dining room with space for eight at table, and aliving room centered on a full wall window overlooking



the lower towers of New Augusta.

“I1f you need anything. Lord Whaler, just let me or Mydra know. If I'm not on desk duty, whoever iswill take care of
you. If you want to eat here, just order up dinner from main service. The number isin the folder, but tower information
can aso provideit. If you feel more adventurous, you might try the Diplomat's Club in the dining area. It's reserved for
Legates, Ambassadors, and Envoys.” Nathaniel nodded.

“Tomorrow's the last day of the week, and some of the staff had already arranged leave, since you weren't expected
until next week. But I'll bein early if you need anything.”

“Too kind yon are, but if | question, | will call.” Heather left through his private office. Really make you fed like some
kind of idiot, don't they? Are dl Empire women like that?

He wandered through the rooms, apparently just taking it all in, looking at this and that, occasionally picking up an
old-fashioned bode, a miniature fire-fountain, touching a cushion, his fingers straying to his old style wide belt from
timetotime.

The multitector in the belt registered four snoops, but from the energy level and the pattern, all but one were audio. .
The onein the living room was video as well.

Probably more sophisticated equipment on the way, not ready because | arrived early, he mused. Or snoops good
enough that | can't detect them.

Nathaniel put the datacases in the study, lugged the field pack into the bedroom and began to unpack. Some of the

diplomatic blacks he'd never even worn, except when they'd been fitted at the Ingtitute. Several of the outfits were
special, but not in any way an Imperial would suspect from either a visual inspection or an energy scan.

In theory, al he had to do was present some terms of trade, bargain a bit, and see what developed, while
staying dive and in one piece. That was theory. Practice usudly required agreat ded more effort.

X

The screen buzzed twice.
“Corwin-Smatheis,” answered the Staff Director, as she tapped the acceptance.

The faxscreen remained blank, but the green signal panel lit. The dull gray of the screen indicated either ablank
screen call or the caller's inoperative screen.

“You aone?"™* The mechanical tone signalled that the caller was using a voice screen. “Yes.”

“The Senator should take an interest in the Accord affair. External Affairsis outgunned, by those who control the
guns especially.”

“The Accord affair?’

Too late, the director realized that the connection had already been broken. Why Accord? Why ablind call?
Virtually anyone could make such avidfax call. Moreinteresting was the fact that it had comein on her private line,
unlisted and unregistered either in the official listings or the office's confidential listings.

Thel. 1. S.? Or could it be a double blind, with someone trying to set up the Senator? Or discredit Courtney herself?

She frowned, then tapped acall panel. The portal at the far end of the office irised open and shut behind the woman
who entered. “Y es, Courtney?’

“Would you please dig up anything that's pending with regard to Accord, probably something to do with
Commerce or Defense, | would guess.”

“The Senator's off on another crusade?’

“No...trying to figure out whether he should be.” The dark-haired woman tinned to go. “Sylvia,” added the director,
“you might ask some of your former colleagues if they've heard anything. Nothing classified, you understand, just



rumors, odd information.”
“I'll do that. How soon?”
“Y esterday, if you can.”

The portal closed behind the staffer, and Courtney Corwin-Smathers leaned back in the swivel, ignoring the softly
blinking lights on the console that had automatically prioritized the pending messages.

She wondered who Sylviarealy worked for. Certainly it wasn't just for the Senator, for all the salary she drew. Still
for thel. I. S.? Halston. The old devil Admiral?

She tapped her fingers on the genuine gorhide antique blotter. Should she key in Du-Plessis? Shaking her head in
response to her own question, she touched the top console stud to call up the messages awaiting her.

WX

Standing in front of the hygienarium mirror, Nathaniel straightened the collars of hisformal dress blacks. The
uniform displayed no ornamentation. Buttons, belt, and boots were all black. The square belt buckle bore agreen
triangle, and hisformal gloves were a paler shade of green.

He half wished that he had some sort of insigniato put on his collars, as so many of the military and diplomatic
personnel from other systems seemed to have.

Theirony of it struck him even as he thought of it, and he grinned at himself in the mirror. Not in New Augustaan
eight-day and wanting some tinsel to dress himself up.

With alast look at his wide-angle, full-length reflection, he turned and waved off the lights.

Once out of his private quarters and into his office, he palm-locked the quarters portal, then walked across the dark
green carpet to the console. The message light was unlit.

Outside, through the window, he could see dark and swirling clouds, scarcely much above him, and some of the
towers tops were lost in the mist. Hoping that the rain wasn't an omen of the day to come, he marched through the
porta into the staff office.

“Good morning. Lord Whaler.” Mydra greeted him as the portal whispered open.

“A good day also to you,” hereplied, trying to remember to keep his syntax suitably tangled. “The honor guard
should be here shortly.”

“An honor guard for me? Unbelievable that seems, for a poor tumbler of figures such asme.” . “ A matter of
protocol.”

“I know, but for a professor unbelievable it seems.” At the far side of the office sat Hillary West-Coven before her
console, industriously plugging figuresin. Nathaniel hadn't figured out what she did, unless it was some sort of
backup for Mydra.

Waiting in the silence that had followed his last remarks, Nathaniel looked over the staff office again. Three
consoles: one which was vacant, one for Mydra, and the last for Hillary. All the consoles were pale green, which toned
in with the institutional tan fabric covering the walls and with the deeper green of the carpet. The office retained afaint
scent of pine, or asimilar conifer, though no greenery wasinsight.

No pictures hung on the walls, unlike the other staff officesin the Legation.
He shifted his weight, looked down at Mydra, and asked, “What did you before | arrived on New Augusta?’
“I'min charge of Legate Witherspoon's office normally, but we didn't see any sense in doubling up on personnel,
since he will be absent for some time, or so | was told”—she paused—"and since you will be assuming some of his

duties.”

Nathaniel nodded, his eyes lifting as Heather stepped through the portal from the corridor leading back to the
receiving room.



“Mydra...oh. Lord Whaler.” With aflip of her long red hair back over her shoulder, she finished, “Y our escort has
arrived.” '. "'Thank you.”

Nathaniel swung the genuine black gorhide folder containing his official credentials under his arm and marched
across the staff office to follow Heather, hunching the pale green glovesin hisleft hand to give the impression he was
clutching them tightly.

He reached the reception arearight behind Heather. “ Tenhutt!” snapped the squad leader. Four Imperial Marinesin
their formal red tunics and gold trousers stiffened even straighter.

“Lord Whaler, sir?* questioned the leader, who couldn't have been as old as most of the first year Ecolitans
Nathaniel had been training less than two standard months earlier. “ The very same | am.”

“Yes, sir. Would you please, sir, please allow us to escort you to your audience with the Emperor?’
“Honored | would be.”
From that, Nathaniel decided he was the one to lead the parade and marched out.

The Imperial Marines, caught by his sudden departure, slipped into quick-step and fell in behind him before he was
ten meters down the corridor to the drop shaft.

Not too bad, he decided. But he wondered how they would have held up in the outback of Trezenia

Nathaniel marched right into the highspeed drop lane without hesitation. The four Marines angled themselvesinto a
hollow square above him, allowing each to cover a quarter of the shaft.

They carried stunners, and each wore a belt commpak. Two electrocougars waited in the private concourse. The first
was crimson and displayed the Accord flag on a staff over the left front wheel panel. The second car was, surprisingly,
adull brown.

One of the escorts held the rear door of the crimson vehicle open for the Ecolitan. After seeing him seated and
closing the door, the Marine eased into the front seat across from the driver, awoman Marine. Belatedly, on noting the
driver, Nathaniel reglized that at least one of his escorts had been female.

The squad leader and the other two escorts used the brown car to follow his into the tunnel. “How often this do you
do?

“About eighty systems with Legations here, I'm told,” answered the nondriving Marine. “1'm new, three weeks here.
Thisis my second assignment for escort duty. Some of the other teams have had five or six in the past month.”

“Just for diplomats seeing the Emperor?’
“No, sir. All sorts of functions—parties, reviews. Y ou nameit, and were on call.”
The driver glanced at the escort Marine. The young man stopped talking.
“Many functions and reviews there are then?’
“I really don't know about that, sir.”
“What after this duty will you do?’
“That's up to the assignment branch, sir.”
“No desire for other duty have you?’

“Whatever the Service needs, sir, that's where I'll be.” Nathaniel leaned back into the cushions. Information wasn't
likely to be any more forthcoming.

He recalled the map he'd called up on his console. The Imperial Court had been placed on the high plain east of the
main part of the underground city and towers, while the Port of Entry was to the south.

Had he been the Emperor who'd set it up, Nathaniel would have put the court and palace in the hillsto the west.



Asthe tunnel car swept up from the depthsinto the concourse of the Imperial Palace, Nathaniel leaned forward to
get a better look.

Fully fifteen different tunnels merged into the entry area, though he could see only two other limousines.

When the electrocougar glided to a stop, the escort snapped out of the front seat and had the rear door open for
Nathaniel instantly. The other three squad .members were formed up and waiting before Nathaniel's black-booted foot
touched the golden tiles.

A red-coated woman, a striking figure with black hair, black eyes, and a deeply tanned face, stood at the head of the
ramp from the concourse. “Lord Whaer?’

“The very same.”

“I'm Cynda Ger-L orthian, the Emperor's Receiving Auditor. Would you be so kind as to accompany me to the
receiving and waiting room?’

“That is where the Emperor receives?’

“Oh, no. That's where you will wait until the Emperor is ready to receive you and where you will be briefed on how
the presentation of your credentials will be conducted. “

“Sounds like this is done most regularly,” the Ecolitan observed as he fell in behind the Receiving Auditor.

“Redlly quite smple, but we do like to make sure there are no misunderstandings and that everything goes
according to plan.”

The receiving room, about the size of his office at the Legation, featured a semicircular table surrounded on one side
by comfortable padded swivels. The table and chairs faced a blank wall.

“If you would sit there. Lord Whaler, we'll go through the procedures.”

Nathaniel's fingers flicked to his belt. The chair was snooped to the hilt, with virtually every kind of gimmickry that
could be crammed into it. He turned toward the chair beside the one he'd been offered. It was rigged the same way.

Nathaniel kept the smile from hisface. One purpose of the room wasn't exactly to impart information. He eased
himself into the larger chair.

Cynda Ger-Lorthian sat next to him and pulled asmall panel from the drawer of the table. She pressed a stud.
The mist of a holoscreen appeared on the other side of the table.

“Here's the way the receiving hall 1ooks from the portal.” Nathaniel watched the view, asif he were looking into the
enormous room, a gold-tan carpet leading from his feet out toward the throne of the Emperor.

“Thisisthe actua floor plan,” continued the Receiving Auditor as the holo display changed. “Y ou can see you
have almost fifty metersto walk before you reach the bottom step of the throne.

“Y ou're scheduled for aten minute presentation. That's longer than average, which means that the Emperor will have
something more than the formalities.”

“When starts all this?’

“At the time the previous appointment is complete, I'll give you asignal. You walk in the portal and stand. After you
are announced, the Emperor will recognize you, and you walk to the throne. Stop at the bottom and make some
acknowledgment to the Emperor, a bow, head inclined, whatever is customary for you, which the Emperor will , return.
Y ou climb to the fourth step, and the Emperor will come down to meet you.”

“Here'sthe way it will look. He is addressed as 'Sovereign of Light.”
The holo projection showed a still version of the Emperor greeting someone on the wide steps bel ow the throne.

“Do you have any questions?’ she finished up with the rush of someone who has repeated the same words time
after time.



“When is the audience completed?’

“The words used to signify closure will be something like 'May you enjoy the peace of the Empire. ' It is never quite
the same. The Emperor enjoys minor deviations from the protocol.”

Ger-Lorthian checked her timestrap and stood up. Nathaniel followed her example, and the two of them were rejoined
outside the briefing room by his escort of four Imperial Marines.

The portal to the receiving hall extended high enough to admit afull-sized combat skitter, and the closed,
gold-plated portal was obviously backed with endurasteel. With the depth of the casements, Nathaniel doubted
whether that Imperial combat skitter could have dented the surface of the portal.

“When the chime sounds. Lord Whaler, the portal will open. Please step through and wait.”

A deep bell echoed from the top of the portal casement. The doors recessed into the massive casements without so
much as awhisper.

Nathaniel stepped through and placed himself squarely in the middle of the ribbon of carpeting that ran toward the
throne block.

Five portals studded the immense circular hall of equidistant intervals, and asimilar carpet ran from each toward the
circular stepped structure on which rested the Throne of Light.

In all probability, the throne rotated to face whatever portal the Emperor wished or protocol demanded.

Empires need Emperors, and the bigger the Empire, the more impressive the Emperor should be. As a practical matter,
reflected the Trade Envoy for the Coordinate of Accord, Emperors only came in one size—human. At least, human
emperors did. His Royal and Imperial Highness Jostan Lerann McDade N'troya, while white-haired and close to 196
centimeters, was only human.

The Emperor of the Terran Empire, the Hegemony of Light, the Path of Progress, compensated for his mere humanity
by wearing an unadorned and brilliant white uniform that cloaked him in light, making him the focus of the receiving
hall in which afull-sized Imperial corvette could have been hangared.

A crowd, gathered around and on the lower steps of the throne pedestal and large enough to comprise several
subotta teams, was lost under the sweeping lightstone buttresses, and the height of the ceiling swallowed the pulsing
beams emanating from the Throne of Light.

Nathaniel waited on the tan carpet, as he'd been briefed by the majordomo. Receiving Auditor, whatever she was
caled.

Several of the group gathered below the throne, a good stone's throw away, glanced at him and pointedly turned
their heads.

The Imperial hangers-on al affected light-colored clothing. Only the Emperor wore out-and-out white, and no one
wore a predominantly dark outfit.

Nathaniel wore Accord's diplomatic blacks. If he had worn the greens of the Ecolitan Institute, the effect and impact
would have been the same. In the bright universe of the Imperial court, two colors were absent. Solid green and solid
black—the colors of Accord, the colors associated with the. Ecologic Secession.

“The Lord Nathaniel Firstborne Whaler, Trade Envoy from the Coordinate of Accord. Presenting his official
credentials to His Imperial Highness, Provider of Prosperity and Sovereign of Light.”

The announcement stilled the hall for less than an instant. “We await your arrival.” The Emperor's voice filled the hall,
overtoned and benevolent.

Nathaniel marched up the tan carpet, which gradually lightened into gold as it neared the Throne of Light. The
throne itself stood higher than he'd realized from the holo projection.

Stopping before the bottom step, the Ecolitan bowed once.

“Lord Whaler, the Empireis pleased at your presence.” Nathaniel climbed four steps. The Emperor stood and
descended.



From the corner of his eye, the Ecolitan could see that the Empress, who had remained in her seat below and to the
left of the Emperor's, was not in the slightest interested in Accord or in credentials. She continued her conversation
with a blond man dressed in a peacock blue tunic belted in scarlet.

“Lord Whaler.” The Emperor addressed the Envoy. “Y our Highness.”
A minor murmur circled the crowd on the throne pedestal. Protocol required the more formal “ Sovereign of Light.”

But, thought Nathaniel, we provincials can't be expected to know everything about the delicacies of court etiquette.

Nathaniel handed him the credentials case. “ My credentials, my writ to the Empire. May we dl live in peace and
prosperity.”

“On behalf of the Empire and its peoples, | accept your credentials and your wishes for peace and prosperity.”

The smile the Emperor N'troya gave the Ecolitan was genuine enough, and so were the tiredness and the thin lines
radiating from the corners of hisdark eyes. “Was your trip pleasant. Lord Whaler?’

“To reaching New Augusta, | looked forward. Seeing your receiving hall, disappointed | am certainly not. Most
impressive and suited to you.” The Sovereign of Light chuckled. “I gather that's a compliment. Lord Whaler, and in our
position asroyalty, so shal wetakeit.”

The royal chuckle effectively stilled conversation around the Emperor for several instants, except for the fragment of
small talk which drifted upward.

“...s0 devilish in that outfit, but what could you expect from Accord—"

The speaker, alady in rust and yellow with a neckline which barely cleared her ample breasts, broke off in
mid-sentence.

“Lord Whaler,” continued the Emperor as if he had not heard the interruption, “your franknessis refreshing. What
do you really think of the Empire? Honestly now?’

Nathaniel could sense the indrawn breath from those listening around the throne.

“Your Highness, large groups of systems organized must be. People accept the government they deserve, and many
systems accept the Empire. Wise is the Empire to accept and govern wisely those who wish such governing. Wise too
isthe Empire which only extendsitsrole to those who wish it.”

He bowed dightly to N'troya as he finished. “Well chosen words. Lord Whaler. Well chosen.”
“Your service, and looking forward to these talks on trade | am.”

“So isthe Empire. We trust you will fulfill our confidences.” The Emperor straightened. “During your stay in New
Augusta and thereafter may you enjoy the peace of the Empire.” The Emperor nodded dismissal. Nathaniel bowed and
waited.

The Emperor turned and climbed back to the Throne of Light.

At that, the Ecolitan marched back down the carpet toward the massive portal. Before exiting, he faced back to the
throne and bowed again. When the portal opened, he exited the receiving hall. “Lord Whaler, your escort.”

The same Receiving Auditor waited as the portals shut behind the Envoy. The same four Marines swung in behind
him as he walked back the way he had come.

“1 didn't catch your conversation with the Emperor, Lord Whaler, but you must have away with words. That's the
first laugh I've heard during anaudience in months.”

“Truth only | spoke.”
He didn't offer more, and Cynda didn't ask as the short procession made its way back to the Imperial concourse.
Once more the charade with the guards was repeated as he entered the crimson electrocougar. The car whisked him

back into the depths and to the Diplomatic Tower. Nathaniel sank into the red cushions. Smoothly as things seemed to
be going, he had the feeling that pieces to the puzzle were missing. Which pieces? That was the real question. XI



A muted brown tunic, dlashed with irregular gold stripes, and matching brown trousers—with a sigh, the Ecolitan
pulled the outfit from the closet. The clothes were common enough not to draw attention, and his utility belt was
compatible.

Once he had the ouitfit on, he checked himself in the hygienarium mirror. The looseness of the tunic gave him an
informal appearance, almost touristlike. He straightened the belt before heading for the private exit. Probably Mydra or
someone would wonder where the Envoy had gone for the afternoon, but alittle mystery would brighten their lives, if
they even bothered check. Besides, he was bored. Bored with waiting for things to happen.

He laughed. “With one take-out aimed at you, you're bored.”

All told, the trip from his quarters down the drop shaft to the tunnel train level took less than fifteen minutes. Best of
all, no one had given him a second |ook.

Like virtually everything else he'd seen, the tunnel train level wasimmaculate, sparkling and shimmering in the
indirect light.

All the same, he missed the outdoors, the scent of rain or dusty air, the openness of a horizon stretching into the

y.

The second train was the one he wanted, running south toward the shuttle port. The short train—only four cars—
whispered into the concourse so silently it nearly caught him by surprise.

Each car contained twenty-four individual seats and twice that space for standing room. Roughly half the seatsin
his car werefull.

Nathaniel sat opposite the rear portal, where he could observe the entire car without seeming to.

Two seats away, carrying aslim folder, sat ablond Imperial Sublieutenant with her eyesfixed on the panel at the end
of the car.

She had not looked upwhen he had taken his seat, nor did she move amuscle until the second stop after Nathaniel had
boarded. At the Ministry of Defense concourse, the . Sublieutenant snapped out of her seat, walked past Nathaniel
and through the portal before it was fully open.

Nathaniel stretched, ambled to hisfeet, and barely escaped the train before the door shut belund him. The train was
whispering its way out of the concourse toward the shuttle port within instants of his departure.

Muted brown with scarlet trim struck the color scheme for the Ministry of Defense concourse.

Unlike the Diplomatic Tower, the Defense Tower had two lift/drop shafts, one guarded by afull squad of armed
soldiers, the other apparently unguarded and open to the public.

Nathaniel watched as the Sublieutenant marched toward the guarded shaft, flashed something, and was waved
through. Then the Ecolitan settled down on one of the scattered wall benches, one that had a view of the approaches
to both sets of lift shafts, with afaxtab in hand, giving the impression of scanning it while waiting for someone. Within
minutes, he could sense the pattern.

Y ounger Imperial citizens drifted in and out, seemingly at random, and took the public lift shaft. For all their leisurely
appearance, a certain tenseness underlay their casualness, showing in a quietness, alack of chatter.

Scarcely a handful of. individuals presented themselves to the brown-clad guards at the smaller lift/drop shaft, and
of that scattering, Nathaniel saw only one other person in uniform, another woman. Two other civilians were quietly
turned away.

After aquarter of a standard hour, one of the guards glanced over at Nathaniel, studied the Ecolitan, and returned
his attention to the console.

Nathaniel did not react, but kept bis nose in the faxtab, with an occasional 1ook around for his “ appointment” while
he continued to track the comings and goings.

Another quarter hour passed. The guard who had first noted Nathaniel looked him over again, thistime giving him
an even closer scrutiny and keying something into the console.

Nathaniel went on recording the arrivals and departuresinto his belt storage.



A quarter hour later, almost to the second, the guard at the console looked up and toward Nathaniel. At the same
instant, one of the patrols turned toward the console operator.

The Ecolitan dropped the faxtab and folded it. Unhurriedly, herose, stretched, peered around, looked at hiswrist,
shook his bead, and finally crumpled the faxtab in apparent disgust.

He stalked away toward the tunnel train stage. It hadn't been necessary to stay quite so long, but be had been looking
for areaction.

Oncein thetrain, decorated in pale golds and off whites and filled with the low murmur of music, he again took an
end seat, thistime to see if he could spot atail. The train was half full, about as crowded as he'd seen any public
transport in New Augusta, and he decided, since no (me else had joined the small group waiting on the stage, that a
tail was unlikely.

Back in the living room of his private quarters at the Legation, he first dialled some juice from the dispenser, then
settled himself into the deep chair facing the window. He felt more at ease in the living room than in the expanse of the
officia office of the Envoy.

People assumed that you had to get inside a building to find out what was going on. Not always so. Sometimes a
fairly good picture was painted just by who came and went. Item: Very few military personnel arriving.

Item: Fewer till in uniform. Item: Virtually al public access was by young Imperials—student age—and on a
continuing basis, asif by appointment.

Item: Military access more tightly guarded than anything else seen in New Augusta.
Item: No discernible patternsin sex of either military personnel or students.

Item: Guards not only tracked loiterers, but maintained voiceless communications with the central communications
point.

What conclusions could he draw? Despite the low profile the military seemed to have assumed on New Augusta, they
possessed a great deal of. real power.

Further, the “ student” appointments implied one of two things: either the military career was respected and desirable
or it was required of at least some of the population. The lack of uniforms aso intrigued the Ecolitan.

New Augusta, in spite of al the apparent freedom, was atightly controlled society. How tightly remained to be seen.

X

The man in black stepped into the drop shaft, angled his body out into the high speed lane, and watched the levels
peel away.

Mydra had told him what she thought of the idea. “ After someone shot at you...going out alone, unescorted. Lord
Whaler, isfoolish. Very foolish.”

Foolish perhaps, but a Marine escort with crimson uniforms would have been like dropping alocation flare.

On the way down, he smiled faintly as a Fuardian Military Attache tripped over his dangling sabre and pitched
headfirst into the ow drop traffic, .amost colliding with a Matriarch from Halston.

Accord didn't have lift/drop shafts, or the towers with hundreds of levels running from deep in the ground up into
the lower cloud levels. For the scattered communities of Accord, such towers would have been an energy waste.
Harmony was the only city of any size throughout the Coordinate, and the capital had fewer people than any single
one of the New Augustan towers.

Asthe Ecolitan dropped toward the concourse level, he edged himself into the slower lanes, finally swinging off
onto the orange permatile of the exit stage.

Hewalked briskly toward the private side of the concourse where the official tunnel cars and diplomatic vehicles
waited. His eyes never stopped their continuous scan. His ears listened for any untoward sound. “Lord Whaler?’
caled ayoung driver. “From whom?’ he asked noncommittally, still scanning as he approached.



“Lord Rotoller at Commerce.” She gestured toward the car and the seal on the open passenger door.
As he bent to enter the vehicle, he checked the energy levels but could find nothing overtly suspicious.

He settled himself into the overpadded seat as the electrocougar di pped noiselessly into the tunnel on itstrip from the
Diplomatic Tower to the Imperial Ministry of Commerce.

“How long have you worked for the Commerce Ministry?’ he asked the driver. “Two standard years, sir.”
“Likeit doyou?’

“It's part of training. If you're a student at one of the professional or nonmilitary service schools, you're assigned a
part-time job aswell.”

“What school for you?’
“Government Service Academy.”
“A speciaty you have, afavorite course of study?”’

“Political theory'sthe most interesting. But | like economic history the best.” The young woman half turned in the
seat, without taking her eyestotally off the controls and guidelights. “ Do you think the Ecologic Secession was based
more on the imperatives of Outer Rift trade or on the political restraints imposed by the Empire?’

“Aninteresting question,” temporized the Ecolitan. “ The factors which to the Secession led as in so many conflicts
were doubtless many. Some of them are lost, | would suspect, and today scholars and paliticians focus on what they
see as important, not on what those involved saw as important.”

“That's what Professor Har-Ptolemkin says, that we project our own motives back onto history too much.” The
driver stopped talking, waiting for aresponse.

“Trade, the political reasons, the personal heritages, all factors have to be considered. No one sat down and said,
'For these reasons will werebd. ',

“No...doubtless said they something more like, 'We are tired of the Empire and want to be free. ' And each had a
somewhat different reason.”

“Do you think they really knew that clearly what they wanted?’
“People say they know what they want, but often when they must choose, they choose not what they asked for.”

The student driver did not continue the conversation, and the el ectrocougar began to slow and climb. After a sharp
turn, the vehicle cameto ahalt. A man clad in agold jumpsuit opened the door, and four others, wearing identical
metallic uniforms, stood by the underground carved stone portal, ramrod straight in the artificial light.

At 191 centimeters, the Ecolitan didn't consider himself particularly tall, but he stood nearly afull head above the
five gold-suited guards. Two were women, and all wore long knivesin silver scabbards and silver-plated stunnersin
gilded holsters.

A man and awoman near his own height waited for Whaler inside the portal. Both were dressed in the maroon of the
Imperial Commerce Ministry. The man stood in front of the woman and, abruptly, raised hisleft hand in the
open-palmed symbol of greeting used on Accord, almost asif he were being coached. Whaler returned the greeting.

“Alden Rotoller, at your service. Envoy Whaler. May | present my Special Assistant, Marcella Ku-Smythe?’

“At your service,” Whaler returned stiffly in Panglais. As he acknowledged the introduction with a dlight bow and a
direct look at Marcella, he was struck by the contrast between the two. Marcellawas not beautiful, though her features
were clear, clean, and attractive in a strong way, with a nose more aquiline than pert. Her eyes focused with an
intensity common to few. Rotoller's face was essentially dead bycomparison. “Y our staff? “inquired the Lord Rotoller.
“The full disposal of the Legation for the purposes of any negotiation has been accorded me.”

“Of course,” responded Rotoller. He turned and motioned toward the ornate private lift shaft.

The dimness of the shaft surprised Nathaniel as he followed the Terran Minister, since the public shaftsin New
Augustawere so brightly illuminated.



Beyond the white tiled exit stage was a stark, semicircular hallway decorated with a maroon and whitetiled
chessboard pattern. The walls were white, trimmed with thin maroon molding that shimmered.

Two guards, facing the lift exit, wore stunnersin black functional throw holsters and tunics and trousers of solid
maroon.

Off the hall were four portals, but only the one on the far |eft was open. As soon as Marcella Ku-Smythe stepped
onto the exit stage tiles. Lord Rotoller turned and walked through the open doorway. Nathaniel followed. So did
Marcella and the guards. Did they think he was an ogre |eft over from the Ecologic Secession?

The chamber they entered resembled a private club in Harmony far more than a meeting room for the Deputy
Minister of Commerce. Three deep chairs, each with a side table, were drawn up around alight fire, itself contained
within flux bricks in the middle of the room. Each side table contained a napkin, real cloth, and a mug holder.
Rotoller suddenly dropped into one of the chairs. “Take your pick.”

Nathaniel bumped. into the one closest to him, trying to .seeif the' furniture was either anchored or snooped. Neither
seemed to be the case, and he eased himself into the maroon cushions.

The room was decorated in shades of cream and maroon, and the light fountain flared maroon intermittently.

“Would you care for something to drink? Some liftea, cafe, perhaps some Taxan brandy?’  “Liftea, it would be
fine.” Rotoller tilted his head at Marcella. “Cafe,” she ordered.

One of the guards disappeared through another portal that had opened from a seemingly blank wall, to return a
moment later with three beverages and three identical plates of pastries.

The guard, awoman with closely cropped brown hair, offered the pastry tray to Nathaniel first, letting him choose
one of the three plates. She placed his liftea on the table, then served the Taxan brandy to the Deputy Minister before
finishing up with Marcella

Silence stretched out before Whaler realized that the other two were waiting for him.

He picked up the heavy mug and lifted it toward his host.

“For your hospitality and courtesy.”
“And for your kindnessin coming,” the reply came automatically.
The Ecolitan took a small sip of the-steaming tea and set ,,the mug back in its holder.
“Such courtesy, for one such as 1, most overwhelming is.”
“No more than you deserve, particularly when it is you who do us the honor of coming so far.”

“And on asmall courier at that,” added Marcella. “How was your trip?’

“As expected.” Actually, he had enjoyed it and the chance to compare the courier with similar class ships of the
Ingtitute. His enjoyment had been heightened by seeing the Imperial battlecruiser tagging along as an official escort.

“Long trip, | imagine,” responded Rotoller. “Can't say I've been out to the Rift. In thisjob, you get tied to the
faxwork, in the details, not that it all doesn't have to be done. Marcelladoes al the real in-depth work, though, and |
don't know what I'd do without her.”

The Lord smiled faintly at his assistant, who smiled faintly back.

“Lord Mersen will be pleased to know you have arrived safely and will take great interest in what you have to offer.”
“Most kind, most kind,” returned Nathaniel. “Did you bring any staff with you?’ Again, it was Marcella.

“Ah...the question of staff. Such ajoy, and so helpful are they, and so determined. A thousand pardons to you.
Lady. Would I not mean to offend, in any scircumstances.”

“No offense, Lord Whaler.”



“But your question...no. . - answer it | did not. Staff, besides that of the Legation, as you meant, have | none at this
moment.”

Before the growing silence became totally oppressive, Rotoller jumped in.

“Guess something like New Augusta must be a new experience for you. Understand your government isn't fond of
large bureaucracies or diplomatic establishments.”

“Qur government has not the numbers or the systems with which to deal as does the Empire. Our Envoys are not
numerous but deal with more than diplomacy we do. Some other cities and systems have | seen, but none so large and
impressive as your capital.”

Heinclined his head toward the light-haired Special Assistant. “And none with officials so enchanting.”

Nathaniel took ancther sip of the liftea and began the last pastry, interposing nibbles with broad and idiotic smiles.
“Haven't spent the time we should have,” continued Rotoller, “since matters between Accord and us have been going
so smoothly recently. This trade imbalance thing sort of crept up on us, and | gather that's been the same sort of
feeling in Harmony, from what our Legate's reported.”

“True. One hesitates to rock a boat floating with a smooth tide, not when so many other disturbances evident are.
The Delegates were not aware of the extent of the problem facing the Empire and so the request caught many
unprepared. Trade can be the lifeblood of an outer system, and what is a small imbalance to the Empire reflects more
heavily for us.”

“Do you think some of the other systems are waiting to see what happens?’

“Trade affects us all, and Accord understands such effects, as do you and others in your Ministry. One thing does
lead onward to another. That is known. Most important will be these talks to those affected.” The pattern continued.

“Can't tell you how pleased we are to have a chance to chat before the talks get underway ..."
“Isyour Legation here much different from the people back home, really?’
“Understand Accord hasn't changed too much lately ...”

“Isthe Ecolitan Ingtitute an all-around university now?’ Nathaniel responded in kind. “Pleased am | to have such
opportunities ...

“People they are people, and much help can be anyone. “

“The changes, they happen. Everywhere are changes, but on Accord we take the best of the old, we hope, and the
best of the new...”

“Ah, the Institute...not exactly what you would call auniversity...nor even atraining school...more an experience, a
way of combining alook at the past and the knowledge of today. “

The atmosphere changed ever so dightly, and while Nathaniel couldn't pinpoint it, the tete-a-tete was over. “ Regret
we couldn't talk al day. Lord Whaler. Y ou've given us amost fascinating insight, but there's far too much waiting for
both me and Marcella at our consoles.”

The guards stiffened as the two Commerce officia s rose from their chairs.

Nathaniel followed.

“So kind have you been in your courtesy, and much too much of your time have | taken today.”

“Our pleasure. Lord Whaler. Our pleasure.” While the guards were alert as the three drifted to the drop shaft, their
hands poised near their stunners, the Ecolitan amost found himself shaking his head at the sight. If he'd really wanted
to dispose of the pair, holding their hands near their weapons wouldn't have done them a bit of good.

“Hope to see you soon,” finished off the Deputy Minister as Whaler climbed back into the electrocougar. “And |
you.”

Ignoring the frescoes in the tunnel and the driver, an older woman who seemed to want to ignore him, Nathaniel
leaned back in the cushions and tried to think.



Why had the two Commerce officials wanted to meet him?

He shook his head and waited until the limousine came to a stop in the private concourse. Rather than using the
front entrance of the Legation, he took the back side exit from the lift shaft which led to his private quarters.

The corridor was nearly deserted. He passed a woman and two men on the way to his private door. The belt detector
showed the snoops on the portal were still operational .

From the entry, he walked to the study where his datacase had been |eft. As he half expected, someone had been
through the material, despite the privacy seals on the suite locks and on the datacase itself. .

What surprised him most was that only arudimentary effort had been made to replace the case and the material
within in the same positions where he had left them.

On the one hand, great technical sophistication had been involved in analyzing the palm-print codes to open the
doors and the datacase without destroying the locks or triggering any alarms. Y et the material had been replaced
carelessly.

Byangling his belt light at the smooth surfaces of the cases, he could tell that fingerprints remained, without any
evidence that the intruders had attempted to wipe them off.

That confirmed the general identity of the intruders as government operatives of some sort or another. He shrugged.
At the moment, there was little enough he could do.

XU

Nathaniel set his mental alarms for 0700. The switch to Terran standards hadn't affected his own internal timing. He
was awake at 0659.

Oncein his office, he tapped several studs on the massive desk console. He hadn't figured out all the possible
button combinations yet, but with the aid of the local directory he'd called up into the console memory, he was
managing to make direct calls without having Mydra or someone el se place them. “ Sergel, come on over, would you?’

“Envoy Whaler, with the other Accord staff gone, matters are somewhat involved ...”

Nathaniel knew he was lying. The entire Legation staff was grossly underworked.

“1 can understand that. Thiswon't take long. I'll be expecting you in fifteen minutes.”

Sergel Weintre arrived on time. Nathaniel couldn't miss 'the dampness on his forehead.

He pointed the younger Information Specialist at one of the deep chairs. Perching on the edge of the desk, the
Ecolitan stared down at the man and began in the Old American of Accord. “Firgt, the situation stinks. | know it stinks.
You know it stinks. Second, | don't have time to play games with you. Third, everything we say is being monitored by
at least two different groups. Fourth, it doesn't matter. Isall that clear?’

Weintre screwed up hisfaceinto a puzzled look. “No, Envoy Whaler. I'm afraid | don't understand.” Nathaniel ignored
him.

“| realize the position you're in, but that's between you and them. | have several questions | expect you to answer.”
Weintre shifted his weight, expression blank. “Who stirred up the question of revision of Accord's trade terms with
the Empire?’

“It was the Emperor's decision.”

“Asl recal, my official presentation of credentialsto the Emperor was largely ceremonial. And somehow | doubt
that the Emperor could be greatly concerned about the terms of trade with a small third-rate system, even aformer
colony.”

The Ecolitan smiled pleasantly at Weintre. “ So...someone had to push. Who?”

“The order was signed by the Emperor.” Nathaniel repressed a sigh. He pulled a compucal endar from the console
drawer.



“Weintre, | really don't have time for polite evasions. Thisis alie detector, new and improved model. Now...why is
the Imperial Ministry of Commerce—or isit the military crew—supplementing your already too-generous stipend?’

The Information Specialist swallowed, just once. “ Thisistotally out of hand. Whaler, totally. Y ou think you can just
walk in and threaten? Y ou may have some authority, but you can't do that!”

Nathaniel let the all-wooden dart gun slide into his hand. The weapon would not register on any known detector.
“You know, Weintre, it's too bad you sold us out.”

“You wouldnt...”

“1 not only would, but will. ... Have you ever studied the Articles of Ecological Warfare of Accord? They've never
been suspended, you know. In matters of State, they may be called into force by any Legate or accredited
representative of Accord outside the Coordinate...and executed by any Ecolitan. Not that they ever expected one to be
both.”

“1 don't believe you.”

Nathaniel cocked the dart thrower and fired in one fluid motion. The dart buried itself in the chair lessthan a
centimeter from Sergel's|eft ear. “The next one will be closer...alot closer.”

“The Empire—"

“Can't do athing, except declare me personanon grata and deport me to stand trial in Harmony, where I'd be
acquitted.”

Sergel needed more of apush. “Weintre, I'm truly sorry. . .”

“No! Reilly-Shiroka contacted me. Aide to Lord Mersen. Helmsworth wants to throw a dlide-strip into the talks, hold
them up to get better terms for the Empire.” It was the Ecolitan'sturn to frown. “Y ou're making no sense at al, Sergel.”

“Look. . .Corwin-Smathers, staff director for Helms-worth, is out to get Commerce. We're just a pawn to force
Commerce to deal with Helmsworth's problems.” Nathaniel waved a halt to the flow of words. “ So why involve you?
Why pay you off?’

“Helmsworth is supported by the Noram Micronics Association and Corwin-Smathers used to be liaison for External
Affairs.”

“Look, Weintre,” snapped the Ecolitan, leveling the dart gun, “ignorant | may be, but not stupid. Not one word you
have said makes any sense. Try again.”

“Power struggle between Commerce and External Affairs, but Witherspoon didn't believe me. He'sjust here for
ceremony. Marlaan told me to stay out, do nothing. I've just tried to stay out of trouble. “ Nathaniel sighed deeply.

“You still haven't answered anything. Why have you sold out to the Defense crowd? Why do you keep avoiding
the military aspects? Which Admiral bought you?’

Sergel looked down, twitched his ear brushed against the dart.

“The Ministry of Defense...uh...obviously has someinterest...and their...uh...pride...their defeat by the Ecologic
Cadlition. . .

“Pride?

“The Ministry of Defense has always felt the responsibility for the loss of Accord and the Outer Rift.”

The Ecolitan shook his head. He didn't want to start with a corpse. Not when corpses only led in one direction.
Sergel's death would only complicate matters. Besides, the Ingtitute taught that murder out of frustration was clearly
futile, and Sergel was definitely frustrating.

“All right, Sergel. Y ou obvioudly haven't thought this out. | want awritten report on the situation, including alisting
of al the contacts you're so cleverly avoiding.”

“| didn't redlize—"



“You didn't think! | want that report in my office here by tomorrow, and it better have those details.” He lifted the
lethal dart gun. “Yes, sir.”

“Get!” snapped Nathaniel. Weintre got.
The Ecolitan stood and turned to stare out the expanse of permaglass. What next?
Should he have Mydratry to reach Lord Rotoller? Or the Special Assistant?

He tapped the console plate. Mydra's face appeared. “Would you get me Marcella Ku-Smythe? She's the Special
Assistant to Lord Rotoller.”

“I'll seeif she'savailable. Lord Whaler. “ Mydra'simage disappeared, and the screen blanked. From the depths of the
swivel, Nathaniel tried to figure out why Mydra's mannerisms bothered him. “ Cling!” chimed the console. Nathaniel
tapped the acknowledgment. “Lord Whaler, Ms. Ku-Smythe's staff indicates that she is unavailable.”
“Fine. Get me the staffer who told you so.”
“Lord Whaler?’
“The staff member who said thus. To that person would | speak.”
Perhapsinverted syntax would make the point that a ssmple command hadn't.
Mydra tightened her lips before finally answering, “Yes, Lord Whaler.”
The screen returned to its slate gray color. “ Cling!”
The Ecolitan tapped the plate. Another face appeared; that of atanned and blond young man.
“Nathaniel Whaler, Trade Envoy for Accord, | am. For Ms. Ku-Smythe.”

“Lord Whaler, | am so sorry. Sheis not available, but | know she will be so pleased that you called.” The
receptionist smiled engagingly, showing even white teeth that seemed to sparkle even through the screen.

“So sorry am |, also. For if she should think to talk trade, available she should be. | had wanted to talk with her first,
but since available she is not, perhaps with the honorable Corwin-Smathers | will start.”

“1 do know she would like to talk with you. Maybe she could break free for just a moment. Please let me check.”

The screen went blank for an instant before the image of the blond .receptionist was replaced with the visage of
MarcellaKu-Smythe. “Marcella Ku-Smythe.”

“Nathaniel Whaler.”

“I'm rather flattered. Lord Whaler, that you would call personally. Battered, ami surprised that you would be so
insistent.”

“Areyou aone at the moment?’

“Why, yes, but why do you ask?’

“Because, Ms. Ku-Smythe, | really don't have time for fencing, even if that isthe normal mode of negotiating. Now,
if you want that, fine; Lord Rotoller, Lord Mersen, and | can mumble polite phrases to everyone's heart's content, and
Il seewhat | can work out elsewhere.” He could see her stiffen, even on the console screen. “Aren't you being a .bit
precipitous?’

“Presumptuous, peril's, ' but not precipitous. The Empire is precipitous, which iswhy I'm presumptuous.”

A trace of asmileflitted across the Special Assistant's face.

“Thisisthe Empire, you know, and not exactly a back cluster planet.”

“You're deliberately missing the point. | know and you know that the official posturing and positioning may take
months. But I'm no smooth-talking diplomat. Nor is Accord arich system. So it's to everyone's interest to get an early



resolution.”

He was already in too deeply too quickly, but he had to get things moving before Weintre's military Mends
sunflared the process.

“Let methink about it.” She broke the connection. For a moment, he stared at the blank screen, puzzled at the
abruptness of the sign-off. Then he chuckled. He tapped the screen stud to get Mydra. “Mydra, who is the Special
Assistant for Lord Jansen at External Affairs.”

“I'll find out, Lord Whaler.”

“Do that, and to that person would | speak.” Would any of it do any good? He shrugged and turned to take another
look at the western hillsin the morning light. The screen chimed.

“Lord Whaler, Janis Du-Plessisis the Special Assistant to Lord Jansen. Her assistant says sheis unavailable, but |
have the assistant waiting.”

“Talk with the assistant | will. Thank you.” The assistant to the Special Assistant was ayoung woman, dark haired
and thin faced.

Nathaniel went through his introduction and veiled threat. “1'm so sony, Lord Whaler, but sheistruly not available,
and neither is Lord Jansen. I'll pass aong your message, and | am sure Ms. Du-Plessis or Lord Jansen will get back to
you as soon as one of them possibly can.”

“Most important thisis,” pressed the Ecolitan. “It'simportant to us aswell. I'm sure, and | will et her know as soon as|

“ “Thank you.”

Asthe screen blanked, Nathaniel frowned. External Affairs ought to be far more interested than Commerce, yet they
showed little or no concern.

He tapped the comm plate to get Mydra. Thistime he wanted the top assistant of Senator Helmsworth, one
Corwin-Smathers.

“Lord Whaler,” Mydrainformed him, “Ms. Corwin-Smathersis not available, but the person who is handling the
Accord sector is.”

Nathaniel swallowed a gulp. He'd assumed that Corwin-Smathers was aman. “Who is such person?’
“SylviaFerro-Maine, | believe, isthe name.”
“Tak to her | will.”

“Lord Whaler?' Sylvia Ferro-Maine was dark haired, fine boned, and extremely competent looking on the fax screen.
“The same. You are Ms. Ferro-Maine?’

“1 prefer Sylvia, Lord Whaler. The Senate is quite a bit lessformal than the rest of the government. “

“About formal matters| had called, such astrade...”

“Courtney and the Senator are interested in everything that impacts trade.”

“Because of such interest, with them, | had thought to talk...”

“Well, Courtney would be the one to see about meeting with the Senator, although he's scheduled for monthsin
advance. Asfor seeing her, | think, if you didn't mind coming over here, she could see you around 1040 tomorrow.”
She waited for Nathaniel to answer. He didn't like the setup. In essence, he would be packing off asan Envoy to seea
mere staff director of one Imperial Senator. On the other hand, it was obvious that the assistants controlled the access.
So...

“Appreciate | your accommodation in such haste, and prevail further upon you could 1.”

“Upon me?’



“So helpful you have been, and so little know I, would you consider lunching today with me? Such short noticeit is,
but appreciateit | most certainly would.”

“Lord Whaler, | don't know what to say.”

“Yes, | believe, isthe proper word.”

“1 couldn't possibly get there before 1300.”

“That would be fine. At the Legation at 1300, and looking forward to it am 1.” Why did she accept? Why had he
asked? He shook his head and tapped the screen plate that stored al the pending messages, waiting for them to flash

onto the screen. The wait was short, since he didn't appear to have any messages.

He thought about screening Mydra, decided against it, and walked to the portal, thumbed it, and waited as the
heavy door irised open.

Mydra and Hillary, who had been talking, jumped as he approached.

“Lord Whaler, is anything wrong?’ asked Mydra. “Nothing, | think, but asmall lunch for two would you please order?
For my officea 1300.”

“Areyou expecting aguest, or isit for aworking lunch with someone from the Legation?’

“A lunch for work, but with someone not of the Legation.” Mydrawas all business as she entered whatever she
thought necessary into her console. “ Do you have any preferences?’ Nathaniel almost laughed. After the yearsin
the Ecolitan action forces, he could eat anything his system would take. “ Something light, | would think.”

“Will you notify the front desk, or should 17" ' If you would be so kind...the name is Ferro-Maine. “ He turned toward
Hillary. Her blue eyes met hislevelly. “How long for Accord have you worked?’

“Five standard years.” Nathaniel nodded and turned away. Back in his office, he tried to take stock. But the answer
was simple. He still didn't know enough. “ Cling.”

“Nathaniel Whaler.” The caler was Marcella Ku-Smythe. “Lord Whaler, I've thought it over, and tonight would be
fine”

“Tonight also would be fine, but for what isit fine?’

“For dinner and for getting to know you better.”

“Would you suggest somewhere?’

“Why not in the Diplomatic Tower?’

“Dear lady, so little | see of your city. Would you have me cooped into an even smaller orbit?’
That created a smile from the sandy-haired Special Assistant. “Do you know the Plaza D'Artin?’

“I canfindit.”

“How about 1930 at the Golden Nova?’

“Twenty-thirty.”

“Fine.” And that was that.

Except...Nathaniel was ready to swallow hard at the aggressiveness of the woman. Not only the aggressiveness,
but...he couldn't place it, except that he was missing something so obvious he shouldn't be.

He had nearly two hours before Sylvia's presumed arrival, not enough time to go anywhere, had he anywhere to go,
and decided the time had come for some faxwork. “Mydra?’

“If to be effective | am, | must know the people. Would you access the personnel records of all Legation employees
to my screen?’



“Now, Lord Whaler?’
“Now iswhen | need them.”
By the time he had reviewed all the records in the personnel files, he was convinced.

Everything was too perfect, and because it was, he hadn't the faintest idea which of the professional staff were
planted. The safest assumption was that they all were.

XV

“Martin,” asked the woman behind the desk, “anything new?“ She nipped a bite from athin taper of cernadine, then
another. With each chew, the room grew more redolent of the spice drug.

“There'sacal from the Trade Envoy from Accord. Whaler, | think his name is. Nathaniel Whaler.”
“What's his problem?’
“That'sthe Rift thing.”

“Oh...and they didn't like our proposal and actually sent an Envoy. How charming.” Janis Du-Plessis swivelled her
seat to view the western hills, turning her back on the aide. “ Do we have a counterproposal from them yet?’

“| suspect that's why he wants to meet with Lord Jansen. Probably wants to present it.”

“You know, Martin, I'm not terribly fond of provincials, especialy from places like Accord. They even turned down
my visa.” She turned back toward the console and tapped the lock. panel.

“We're in conference, Martin, and that's far more important than appointment scheduling for Lord Whaler. Far more
important.” Her eyes were bright with the effect of the drug, and fixed on the wiry blond man. “Why don't you
demonstrate how important?’

“Now?’

“Why not now? Lord Jansen is skying, and Lord Envoy Whaler can certainly cool his provincial heels abit longer.”

She looked from Martin to the long couch next to her console and back to him. As she tilted her head, he stood to
accept her invitation. The console panels continued to blink, unanswered.

XV

The private screen chimed, twice. The Special Assistant scanned the office out of habit, although she was alone.
“Ku-Smythe.”

“Marcella, isyour dinner engagement wise?” The Admiral's voice was level.
“How much of the. Accord Legation's fax system do yon have controlled? All of it?*“
“Why do you think that?’

“Unless my techs are totally incompetent, everything here is blocked. That meansit can't be snooped until the
reception point. Accord doesn't have first-class equipment, I'll admit, but it's good enough to block anyone but your
crew. Besides, you've got most of the plants on the staff. So even good equipment wouldn't keep you from finding
out...but not this quickly.”

The Admiral smiled. “It'sapity you wouldn't go the Service route. Y ou're wasted at Commerce.”
“Could | have gotten as high at Defense?’

“The man is dangerous, Marcella. Dangerous.. Don't forget it.”

“Y ou're exaggerating again. No man is that dangerous.”



“1 wish | could show you how dangerous.”

“Why do you care? If you're right, that would give you all the pretexts you need, not that you seem to mind the lack of
political concern you've demonstrated so far.”

The Admira frowned. “Y ou continue to believe that politicsis more important than military capability?’

“No. Your kind of military capabilities areirrelevant, | suspect. That's more the kind of judgment thel.l.S. . should
make. But you don't trust them either.”

“Marcella..”

“Why don't you ask yourself why Accord wants to negotiate?’

“1 have. They don't want to fight. Neither do we, but we need the trade routes to the Outer Rift.”

“Nonsense. You're till trying to prove that you can undo the Secession with pure military applications. Besides,
Accord has never blocked the trade routes. It just happens that we can't compete, not unless Accord is no longer a
factor.”

“Asl said, Marcdlla, it's a pity you're wasted at Commerce.”

The Specia Assistant just looked through the screen at the Defense Chief. Finally, the Admiral looked away, and
the screen blanked.

. XVI...

“Cling!”

“Whaler.”
“A SylviaFerro-Maine for lunch, Lord Whaler.”
“Yes. Please send her in.” He paused. “ And how soon will the food be ready?’

“Shortly, Lord Whaler. | just checked on it.” He stood and moved toward the entry portal, which was opening as he
approached.

The woman, who &t first glance might have passed for agirl, was dark haired, abrown nearly black, amost astall as
he was, well muscled, but fine boned, with the look of adancer. Her fair complexion added to the chinalike impression.
“Lord Whaler?’

“ One and the very same, Lady dear,” he replied with a broad accent. “And you are fine?’

“A little rushed. Lord Whaler, but fine.” He gestured toward the deep office couch. “Y ou have very spacious
guarters here.”

“Spacious? | had not thought about the matter, but would such as this be considered spacious here? In New
Augusta?’

“Quite comfortable.” Sylvialooked around the office, her eyes lingering at the vista of the western hills. “ Quite
comfortable.”

As she sat down, he plopped himself into the chair across from her. -"Know you much about
Accord?’

“Only the standard. What should | know?’ Nathaniel shrugged. “ So much there isto say. Where would one start?
Not at the beginning, for too long that would take. Not in the middle, for too confusing that would be. And at the end,
nothing would | be saying. o ...” he dragged it out, “at the beginning will | start, but more quickly.”



“Before start |, hospitality should | offer. Alas, however, my resources here limited are. | have ordered lunch, and
arriving inawhileit will be. Now | offer you liftea, cafe, or the wine white. Y ou would like which?’

“If you don't mind,” the woman responded, carefully crossing her trousered legs, “| think I'll wait until lunch arrives.
But do go on with your story...I mean, your history.” The Ecolitan cleared his throat. “In the start, Accord settled was
by those fleeing after the fall of the first Federation, and with special skills. The Ecolitan Institute founded shortly
thereafter to further and to hand down those skills. All citizens must take Institute training to some degree. Fortunate
enough was | to be selected for full training and later to teach there.”

He paused to clear histhroat again and study Sylvia Ferro-Maine. Odd combination, with the slate gray eyes, dark
hair swept up like a dancer's, and the light complexion. She conveyed an impression of fragility.

“Institute does not play now so large apart in our history as once it did, though thistime, at crossroads in trade
talks, the Ingtitute was indeed consulted. For that | should be most grateful, for that has allowed me the opportunity to
see New Augusta.”

“Was the Ingtitute the same as the 'Black College' that trained the ecological terrorists of the Ecologic Rebellion?”
Her tone was casual, curious, almost uninterested.

“All citizens of Accord did rally together at that time, but the question you have asked, dear Lady, presupposes the
Empire was right and Accord wrong. If | answer at al, then | justify your assessment of usall.” He shrugged as if
puzzled. -

She laughed, and the short, sharp sound was nearly musical. “1 surrender. Let me put it in another way. Did the
Ingtitute play the key rolein the Ecologic Secession, as | believe you call it?’

“Most key role, since only the Institute at that time had all the necessary skills gathered under one roof. Times have
changed, now, with the five colleges, and the outworld learning centers, and there is less reliance upon the Institute.”

He leaned back in the low chair, admost losing his balance as he discovered that the chair reclined and swivelled
simultaneously.

“What changes do you see as the most important?”’

“Already lengthening what | promised would be short, dear Lady. After Accord was settled and the I nstitute founded,
the government created emphasized self-sufficiency, balanced use of resources, and independent means of interstellar
travel. All with good results, until the Empire became most insistent on taking a control over us and over our
uninhabited systems. We resisted. Others understood our plight and joined us.”

He shrugged. “Now, once again, the Empire has questions about trade and commerce and what systems belong to
whom, and here | am to mediate if possible what can be done. Accord is older, and wiser, | am told, and would rather
talk this out. So we hope the Empire will talk in good faith aswell.” He looked away from her and out through the wide
permaglass at the vista of the mountains, sharp and barren, even in the distance.

“Accord like Terrais,” he said softly, “with a gravity atouch stranger and a sky that is more green and near the
same land masses with oceans as well. Less salty are the seas, and thicker isthe air. Accord is younger, and that may
be an answer. Our suniswhiter.” The Ecolitan shrugged again. “ Scarcely it seems know | what else to say or what you
wish to hear.”

“What do you all do? A dumb question, | suppose, but none of your occupations are listed in the socioeconomic
breakdowns.”

Nathaniel repressed awhistle at the thought of the Empire's collecting socioeconomic data on Accord.

“Like al people everywhere, we work. Some farm, some craft, some heal, somein industry, somein trade. A small
microprocessing industry we have, and some small shipyards, but not on large scales, not like New Glasgow or
Halston. | had limited scientific talents, and so came into the Institute.” A discreet taxing sounded. Nathaniel rose.
“Our lunch perhaps arrives.” Standing at the portal was awaiter, trim in solid tan, and guiding afully set glide table.
“Lord Whaler, your order. “

After watching the waiter set up the table in quick and measured movements and ushering him out, Nathaniel
gestured toward Sylvia. “At last. . .”

He sat Sylviaat one side, and pulled the bottle of sparkling white wine from the ice bucket.



The traditional plastic cork would have come out easily, but the Ecolitan struggled with it asif it were difficult, and in
the process aimed it ailmost at Sylvia. The small missile exploded out of the bottle neck and zipped by her face with a
centimeter or two to spare. She jumped. “Ah, dear Lady. | am sorry.” He handed her the glassinto which he had
dumped the colorless and tastel ess powder beforefilling it. “Readlly, | shouldn't.”

He poured himself an overflowing glass and sat down across the table from her.

“But you have not explained your presence, your kindness in lunching with an unknown Envoy.”

“No kindness, really. Courtney had already asked meto look into the Accord situation. What better way to start?’

Sylvia smiled faintly, faintly enough to chill Nathaniel, and took a deep sip of the wine. He frowned and pulled at his
chin. After Sylvia had taken afew more sips, the fidelitrol should take hold. The tricky drug left the victim unable to
withhold the troth but had its disadvantages. First, the victim remembered everything, and second, any agent could be
trained to minimize its effects. He took another sip of his own wine. “With a poor diplomat like me? A mere fumbler of
figures?’ . Sylviawrinkled her nose...then sneezed. Once! Twice! Her glass nearly tipped, and Nathaniel
reached out to steadly it.

Sylvialeaned forward in reaction to her sneeze until, off-balance, her hand almost hit Nathaniel's wine glass as she
groped to steady herself.

“Oh, excuse me. Envoy Whaler. Please excuse me.” She dabbed at her face with atissue.

Nathaniel took another sip of hiswine, waiting for Sylviato recover. At last, she finished dabbing and took another
sip, more like amouthful, of the wine.

“You're fresh from Accord,” she observed, “and who else would be a better source here in New Augusta?’

“But you? What role do you play in this?” He hastily added another sentence to restrict the question. “For the
Senator, | mean?’

“I'm the principal investigator for the Committee, dear Envoy, and look into all sorts of things. Now I'm supposed to
look into you.” A puzzled look crossed her dancer's face. “And how did you come to such a distinguished position?’

“Because the Service thought the Senator needed looking after, and because he has a weakness for good-looking
women, and you know, dear Envoy, you beat meto it.” She smiled, and this time the smile was resigned in nature.

“Beat you to what?’ Nathaniel asked. The conversation had taken a decidedly bizarre turn.

“Slipping something into my drink. 1've never told anyone that about the Service, nor would | under anything
remotely resembling normal circumstances.”

Nathaniel realized she was stalling, stalling until whatever had ended up in his own drink took effect. He laughed.
“Why did you drug my drink?’ he asked, jumping to the obvious conclusion.

“Because you aren't quite what you seem, and there doesn't seem to be any other quick way to find out what | need
to know.”

“Whichis?
“The details of your mission, or missions, including the reasons and rationale...”

Nathaniel chilled. He wasn't sure he could fight the fidelitrol as successfully as she was, and he only had a question
or two |eft before her drug, whatever it was, took effect.

“Who sent you? Who is the Service, and what can | do to get atrade agreement?’ He snapped out the questions
like arrows.

“Courtney Corwin-Smathers sent me becausethel. 1. S. set her up to have me sent, and the Service isthe Imperial
Intelligence Service, and the best way for you to get atrade agreement is to keep everyone off balance, wouldn't you
agree?’

Nathaniel tried to frame another question, but instead found himself answering hers.



“That was my initial reaction, but it's difficult to know how to do that when you don't know the real players—"

“What's your real purpose, dear Envoy?’ How was he going to turn the tables on her? . «”My real purpose isto get
atrade agreement favorable to Accord and to continue to block Imperial expansion back into the Rift and to do both
while avoiding any sort “ of direct armed conflict between the Coordinate and the Empire, which complicates things
greatly, don't you think?’ There! He'd thrown his own question on the end. If it hadn't been so serious, he could have
howled. Both were compelled to tell the truth, and both were trying to get the other on the answering side of the
guestions.

“Greatly, but doesn't that mean that Accord is out for territorial expansion?’

“Only in the commercial sense and not in governmental terms because the Institute doesn't believe in large
government, but aren't several factions within the Empire out to crush us anyway? Which ones? Why?’

“Not all the Empire; mainly the Admira and the Ministry of Defense, probably because they're still smarting over the
loss of the Rift, and can't we stop this farce?’

“Yes, if we agree not to ask questions.”
“I agree.”

Nathaniel looked up to see the fine beads of perspiration on Sylvia's forehead, wiped the dampness off his own
brow with the back of bis deeve.

He cleared histhroat, meeting her dlate dark eyes again. “How...I'd like to offer acompromise. I'll tell you what | can,
and you can ask me one question afterwards. That question will ask me if what | said istrue. Then you say what you
can or will, and | ask you the same question.”

She laughed.

“For aman with such a dangerous reputation, you're certainly being straightforward, and I'd even drink to that, but
I'd rather not prolong the agony.”

Nathaniel coughed, looked down at the linen on the table, and then back at the slender woman.

“My story issimple, as much of it as you probably want to hear. | am an Ecolitan, a professor at the Institute,
selected because of my overall qualificationsto figure out how to negotiate a trade agreement with the Empire before
the Empire can employ the lack of such anagreement as an excuse to justify widespread military action against the
Coordinate. Thejob is complicated because we can't politically accept a degrading agreement. The Institute couldn't
accept any agreement whose terms might be difficult to keep because we frankly believe that some segments of the
Empire don't want any agreement. At the sametime, | should reinforce the idea that armed aggression by the Empire
would result in catastrophe for the Empireitself. That will be difficult because no one in the Empire really believes that
Accord has that kind of ability. Nor do they want to believe that. It's true, unfortunately.”

He spread his hands. “1'd be happy to add any more if it's a suggestion and not a question.”

She grinned. “Do you trust me that much? Or do you think you could avoid answering?’ She put her hand over her
mouth. “Oh...I'm sorry.”

“No, but | have to trust someone, at |east to some degree. It's probably better to trust a professional. | could
probably avoid revealing anything | really wanted to.”

Sylvia opened her mouth, closed it, then began again. “Y ou seem to have agreat deal of confidence, a great deal of
faith, in your ability to wreak havoc upon the Empire without taking much in the way of losses. “,Her expression Was
calm and composed by the time she finished the statement. “1 did not say that. All-out war would probably destroy
Accord totally. It would not destroy the Institute nor its capability to devastate the Empire. Thereis a difference.”
“Isall thistrue, and do you believe it?’

“Yes...to both...with the qualification that any prediction based on assumptions of human nature has a certain
potential for error.”

Her laugh was a breeze of freshness. “My...you do sound like the professor you are!”

He couldn't help but return her humor with a short laugh of his own.



“1 didn't mean to sound so pedantic, but the way you asked the question. . .” The silence following his words
lengthened. Nathaniel half turned to stare out the wide window toward the foothills and the mountains behind. High
white clouds were approaching from the west.

As he brought himself back to meet Sylvia's eyes, he realized he had not even touched the food on the plate before
him. Not had Sylvia. He gestured.

“Perhaps you'd 'like a bite or two before you begin ...” Looking down, then lifting his fork, he raised his eyebrows,
asking an unspoken question.

“No...I didn't drop anything in the food, suspicious man. Did you?’

“No, suspicious lady.”

Surprisingly, the fish was still warm, and the sweet-sour sauce and a spice he failed to recognize added pungency to
the white meat's delicate flavor. The side dish, some sort of vegetable, was soggy, bland, and smelled like overdone
seaweed.

It also tasted like seaweed, though Sylvia ate her portion with scarcely a shiver.

He finished nearly all of what was on his plate before realizing she had done the same, and neither had said aword.
“Y ou know...Sylvia...| wonder if anyone will really believe what 1've said after you walk out and tell them.”

“Dear Envoy, it'sarelief to hear | will walk out.” Her smile was teasing.

“Unlike Imperials,” he returned, “we don't tease and obfuscate issues, which often leaves us at a great
disadvantage.”

“The Service already believes you.” Her face smoothed into a professional mask. “For various reasons, no one else
wantsto. In that sense, were alies. But we can't lift ahand in any direct way to help you make your case.”

“Why not?’

“Since | don't seem compelled to answer that, | won't, although | will point out that no military bureaucracy has ever
lost the opportunity to destroy rival intelligence sources.”

“The Institute faces some of the same problems, and | would guess the same problem occurs in more cultures than
not.” He cleared his throat. “What else can you, or will you, revea ?’

“Y ou probably won't get much help from the Ministry of External Affairs...wefed that Commerce will try to take
control.”

“You paint alessthan optimistic picture.”

“Should | distort it, Lord Whaler? No onereally likes Accord. Even the Service only supports theidea of a completed
agreement because we like the alternatives even less.”

Nathaniel shrugged. “What can | say?’
“That you're sorry for the underhanded tactics you use ...” suggested Sylviawith atwinklein her eye.
“When | am not...when the tactics hurt no one, except the pride... “*

“Touche!”

“After al. Lady, my pride also was damaged.” Nathaniel managed to keep a straight face despite the outrageous
Statement.

The Ecolitan looked down at his empty plate, wondering why he was regretting that the lunch was nearly over.
“Why the frown?’

“Oh...nothing. Things are never quite as they seem, but why that should surprise me | can't quite say.”

Sylvia pushed back her chair and stood, catching Nathaniel with the quickness of the movement, although he was
standing next to her within instants. “Y ou recover quickly,” she observed, till bantering. “One tries.”



Inclining her head to the right, she gave him aquizzical look, her gray eyes clouding momentarily. “Likeyou, | find
things are not quite what they seem. Nor are you.”

“l anwhat | am.”
She was already departing. Asthe portal irised, she turned back toward him.

“Timeisrunning against you, you know, particularly if you have to react to others.” She paused, then continued
with abrief smile, “But | did enjoy the lunch.” With that, she was gone.

Nathaniel shook his head as the portal closed behind her.

Only afaint scent, similar to the orange blossoms of his father's orchards, hung in the air to remind him that Sylvia had
been there. .

. XVII...

Nathaniel studied his reflection in the mirror. The shimmering tan of the semiformal tunic was not all that flattering,
made him look even abit beefy.

“Can't have everything,” he muttered as he tabbed the plate to dim the quarters' lights. Was it wise to go out the
way he was? Probably not.

Instead of leaving by the private exit, he decided on going through the L egation. The staff offices were deserted
except for the duty desk, captained by Hillary West-Coven, the lady whose purpose he had yet to discover. “Oh, Lord
Whaler. You surprised me.” Several emotions flashed across her face, one of which Nathaniel thought might be guilt.

“That | did not mean,” he pontificated. “ Just departing am 1.”
With that, he hurried out, checking the area outside the portal.

The corridor was nearly deserted, but the faint shadow along the far side corridor piqued his curiosity. He eased
himself against the wall and dlipped toward the side branch, the one that would eventually lead to the private entrance
to his personal quarters.

After dropping into a crouch, he darted alook around the corner, in time to see three plain-suited figures heading
crisply toward the exit portal from his quarters.

Nathaniel straightened, checking behind himself instinctively, and frowned.

The military bearing of two of the three was obvious, despite their civilian attire. But who was the third figure?
Somehow the gait had been familiar, amost like an Ecolitan...

“Whew!” A soft whistle escaped hislips. If he'd seen what he thought he'd seen, he was headed for real trouble.
The next question was how to defuse the trap without |etting onto the deception.

If the three didn't discover one Nathaniel Whaler exiting his quarters shortly, they would go searching, aswall as
alert their superiors at the Ministry of Defense.

Nathaniel weighed the options, and as he weighed, checked the few items he always carried.

From theinside of hisbelt he pulled athin, golden film cloak and afilmy golden privacy mask. While such masks
were not normally worn on New Augusta, hisreal purpose was to confuse hisidentity for afew individualsfor a
limited period of time.

Next came. the wooden dart pistol with which he had attempted to persuade Sergel. In addition to the lethal darts
were those that sent the victimsinto a delirium and effectively scrambled their memories from several minutes before
they were shot until several days later. The Ecolitan opted for the nonlethal variety.

An unseen attack would be best, but if that couldn't be arranged, surprise would substitute nearly as well.

The corridors narrowed as they approached his private quarters, but Nathaniel trailed the three until it was certain
they were staking out his quarters’ exit.



From the corner behind which he waited, the range to the nearest “ sentry,” a blond man perhaps six centimeters
shorter than the Ecolitan, was roughly eight meters. The other military operative was stationed to guard the cross
corridor, and the third, the one who also wore a privacy cloak, the one whose face and bearing resembled the Ecolitan
himsdlf, stood by the exit portal with adrawn stunner.

Nathaniel eased the dart pistol around the corner and fired. “ Thwick!”
“ Thwick.”"
The nearer sentry pulled at his neck, twice, before dropping his hand to look at the dissolving residue of the dart.

Hisleft arm twitched, followed by hisright leg. The further sentry, the dark-haired and taller woman, had aready
snapped her head around. “ Thwick!”

“Thwick!”

The first victim began to thrash on the corridor tiles, dull thuds echoing down the long and otherwise empty
passageways.

Nathaniel wondered at the man's self-control. By now, most would have been raving wildly.

The woman looked at the disintegrating splinters of the dart which rested in her hand, her eyes widening. Before she
could analyze the pattern, in turn, she shuddered as the neural disruptor began to take effect.

Four shots to hit two sentries. Lousy shooting, Nathaniel thought as he rel oaded the dart thrower.

The remaining Imperial, the bogus Ecolitan, turned his head from one side to the other asif to determine from which
of the two intersecting corridors the shots had come.

Finally, the man made the right decision and dashed for the corridor where the woman lay thrashing, the one farthest
from Nathanidl.

The Ecolitan snapped the dart gun together, waited until the other had cleared the corner, and sprinted nearly
noiselessly after the man.

As he came around the corner, he saw the fleeing Imperial collide with a passerby, a mid-aged man, and knock him to
thetiles. Nathaniel didn't hesitate but used a single dart on the bystander as he passed at full sprint.

The Imperia stopped at the next intersection, the one perhaps thirty meters from the main corridor leading to the
lift/drop shaft, and turned to level his stunner at the oncoming Ecolitan.

“Thwick!” Nathaniel triggered the dart pistol, knowing the distance was too great but anticipating the other would
flinch. He did.

“ Thrummm!” . The stunner bolt passed over the Ecolitan's left shoulder. Nathaniel dove to the right
and into aroll. He came out still running.

Hisright hand went dead, but that didn't stop him from firing the dart thrower.
Another advantage to being left-handed, he noted absently as he closed on the Imperial. "“ Thwick!”

The dart caught the Imperia agent full in the throat, the only area unshielded by clothing. The man staggered
momentarily, just long enough for Nathaniel to slash away the stunner and follow through with a quick elbow across
the man's jaw.

Without hesitating, Nathaniel pocketed the dart pistol, retrieved the stunner, and hoisted the unconscious but
twitching form of the other over his shoulder. In less than a minute he had stowed the man in the public call booth near
the lift shaft.

Only one passing couple caught histransit, the woman quickly turning her head, the man still peering back asthe
two descended the drop shaft.

As he tapped out the codes he wanted, Nathaniel stood to shield the body from full public view. “ Senator
Helmsworth's Office.” The respondent was not the urbane male receptionist, but awoman, dark haired and dightly
disheveled, in apale blue tunic.



“Nathaniel Whaler for Sylvia Ferro-Maine.”
“Let me check.”

The screen blanked, only to be replaced with Sylvia's date gray eyes and dark hair. She still wore the green and gray
she had worn to lunch. “Lord Whaler...what a surprise.”

“Not so much aswhat | have for you.” He stepped aside and dragged, the unconscious Imperial agent into the
focus of the screen.

“Oh...and why are you taxing me?’
“1 had thought that some of your friends might want to have a chat with this gentleman before he wakes up. You'll
note his remarkable similarity to me. That is, your friends might enjoy the conversation if they could pick him up before
his dispatcher does.”
“Where on earth are you?’

“In the main corridor pubcomm station, right beyond the lift shaft, where you had lunch.”

“In that case, something might be arranged. Will you be there?’

“Not for long. I'll call you later. I've probably been available al too long in any case.”

“1 understand.” The screen blanked.

Nathaniel shook his head. As quick as he thought he was, she was even quicker.

He let the agent Slump into aheap in the back corner of the booth, hardly noticeable from outside, and strolled out
and toward the drop shaft and his dinner engagement with Marcella, hoping thel. I. S. could retrieve the imitation
“Nathanidl” before the military could. -

~ XVII. ..

After the quick drop down the public shaft to the tunnel concourse, Nathaniel summoned a public tunnel cab to take
him to the Plaza D'Artin, the Golden Nova, and Marcella.

Ashe sat in the back of the cab, he flexed his right hand, squeezing it with hisleft. Some of the feeling was
beginning to return.

Was the lady responsible for his recent reception committee? If not, why the coincidence?
He shrugged and took a deep breath, shaking himself dightly to relax muscles that were too tight.

Degpite its name, the Golden Nova occupied a quiet comer of the multileveled plaza. Nathaniel was amused to note
that his choice of dinner wear, while commonplace among the younger men, was definitely in style.

“1 see you found it without trouble.” Marcella Ku-Smythe was waiting for him in the restaurant's anteroom.

She wore an amber outfit with a high neck, narrow waist, and dightly flared pants. Much more becoming to her light
skin than the maroon of the Imperial Commerce Ministry, he reflected. He didn't miss the bulge of the stunner tucked
into the waist folds of her jacket.

A waiter materialized and led them to a comer table. The dining area was filled, obvioudy with wealthy souls. The
use of waiters alone attested to the price levels. So Marcellawas well-off in her own right. Or the government was
picking up the tab. Or both. After they were seated, he asked that question. “Y ou're too forthright even for me. Let us
poor Imperials have afew secrets.”

“You're more of amystery to us,” he protested. “ So many things puzzle me. Terraisthe center of the Empire but few
live here. Y ou build towersinto the sky, but seal them off and travel underground.”

“You should know.” It was the first trace of hostility he'd heard in her voice. “ Or have they forgotten to teach all
the history on Accord? Or don't you recall why the war was called the Ecologic Rebellion. .. pardon me, the Ecologic



Secession?’

“Forest Lord! Still?” he asked apologetically. The history tapes mentioned the use of ecological weapons against
Terraitself by the Ingtitute, and the techniques were still taught. But Accord had long since recovered from the war's
effects. She waved his apology aside.

“1 suppose you wouldn't have any reason to understand the lasting impact. Terran ecology was so fragile at the
time. We never redly recovered from the Age of Waste and the first planetary wars. Y es, we could go outside, and
some are allowed, but we're erring on the side of caution. If you notice, all the towers—a necessary requirement of
Empire—are within New Augusta. Elsewhere we try to minimize any adverse impact on the environment.” After that
exchange, he was more on edge. “For aman so intelligent, so ostensibly open, you reved little of what you are.” He
spread his hands. “My lifeisan open book.”

“Of blank pages,” she added with awry laugh, “or pages written in an ancient and unknown language.”

He looked around the dining area from his position against the wall. Something about the seating arrangements
bothered him, but he couldn't pin it down.

“Marcella, you are awitty and brilliant lady, and you entertain me marvelously. Can you entertain me further and tell
me how and what | need to do to follow through on the trade agreement talks?’ The smile disappeared from her face.
“Not here. Come see me tomorrow. Say around 1400.” Question asked; question answered. “| bow to your superior
wisdom, and speaking of wisdom, can you enlighten me on what should be ordered.”

When he had seen her earlier on the vidfax screen and in person at the Commerce Ministry, she had worn her hair
up and more severely. Now, with the swirl of sandy hair across her shoulder, with the light tan of her skin and the dark
amber of her outfit, he tabbed her more as a golden girl, mature woman or not. Her green eyes were a shade less
intense than in full daylight, but she still missed. nothing.

“Their specias are dways good, but I'm fond of the flaming spicetails.”

“Then I'll have the flaming spicetails.”

“Youl'l actually take the word of ahard, hard, Imperial bureaucrat?’

“On this small matter, at least.” A brief shadow flickered across her face, so fleeting the Ecolitan wondered if she
were aware of it, but it brought him back from the edge of relaxation. Marcella Ku-Smythe was not used to having her
word doubted—on anything.

“How did you find your way into the bureaucracy?’ Nathaniel figured it for a safe question.

“In the same way as any other bright student of applied political theory from a nonnoble family. Took the Emperor's
exams, passed with distinction, and was placed in the Commerce Ministry.” Marcellafurrowed her brows briefly, asif
the beginning of a career which had led her to becoming one of the top assistants in the Imperial bureaucracy was
nothing unusual. “Y our family?’

“My mother was pleased, although she's from the Eagles and would have preferred me to take acommission. My
father, well, he just wanted me to do what | wanted. Nothing any different about me from any other aspiring assi stant.

“Yon, on the other hand, embody romance, mystery, and a hint or so of danger.”
“Why? Because I'm from the nasty planet of Accord?’ Marcellawas spared an answer by the arrival of a purple clad
waiter. Nathaniel nodded aft Marcella. “ Two of the flaming spicetails. Imperia salads with Maccean nuts, and a carafe
of Kremmling.” She looked at the Ecolitan. “Do you want anything else?’

“I'll leave that up to you.”

“The cheeses as amid-course,” she added to the waiter. “Honored guest. . .” she started, with an appealing lilt in her
mocking tone.

“Damnit! I'm Nathaniel. Alwayswas. Alwayswill be. None of this 'honored' this or ‘honored' that. Honors never did
the work.”

“Nathaniel, then. You till haven't answered the question you haven't et me ask.”

“Which was?’



“Why you seem to personify the whole concept of mystery.”
“There's nothing mysterious about me.”
“Oh?

“I'm thirty-eight standard years old, sandy haired, and |'ve been employed in some capacity by the benevolent
Intitute for the past fifteen years.”

“Ah, yes. Combat arm of the Institute, but a renowned economist. Highly rated scout pilot, but ateacher. Y ou're pulled
out of the Institute and thrown to head a trade delegation at the last minute. That's not mysterious?’

Nathaniel was impressed with Marcella's ability to tap into the pipeline, particularly since the information existed in
written form only on Accord. He shrugged.

“What can | say?’ Heforced agrin. “I thought you weren't going to mix businesswith socializing.” ' She had the
grace to smile back, and the coldness |eft her eyes for amoment. “Y ou win.” Nathaniel opted for generosity. “Not that
it's not agood observation, Marcella. But | could say the same about you. All | know is that you are extraordinarily
talented and that you work for Lord Rotoller, and that...”

“And what else?’

“That I'm perilously close to mixing business and socializing. No sense in drawing a second reprimand.”

Hetook asip of the Kremmling, alight white wine with' a hint of a sparkle, and waited for Marcellato taste the salad
which had just appeared.

Was shewaiting for him to take the first bite? Style be damned. He picked up the fork.

After the first three bites, Nathaniel decided there was a solid reason why the salad was termed “Imperia.” It was
too rich for anyone but an Imperial. “What do you really think of New Augusta?’ An innocently loaded question, but
Nathaniel decided to be as truthful as possible under the circumstances.

“1 haven't had a chance to see a great deal, but aready | feel cramped by not being able to get outside. | suppose
that's one reason why you've made the effort toward high-ceilinged architecture.”

“You'd have to confirm that with the Imperial architect, but it's as good areason as any. We just accept it because
that'stheway it is.”

“What happens if someone doesn't accept things?’ Marcella shrugged. “Every society has some who don't fitin.”

“1 can't say that I've noticed an overt police system, but | have the impression that things are definitely under
control.”

“Aswell as could be expected.”
“Do the unhappy ones get mental treatment or what?”’

“Not necessarily. That's the beauty of having an Empire. If they don't like it on New Augusta or elsewhere on Earth,
they can outship to a good hundred planets.”

“And you encourage that migration?’

“Yes...since we're being frank. The fewer bodies here, the less strain on the ecology and the lower the population
dissatisfaction critical point.” -

“lsn't that merely amythical assumption, that population densities and comfort levels really have abearing on civic
harmony?’

“Theorigina Living Space Riots, the work of your own scholar VVonderjogt, and the experiments of Kliernersol al
would indicate otherwise. Practically speaking, no government could ever let the situation deteriorate that far, not and
retain any pretense of civil liberty.”

“lsn't dealing with such theoretical matters ranging abit out of your field?’



“Not redlly.”

He dropped the questioning to concentrate on the flamed spicetails. “Very good.”
“Y ou haven't tasted them before?’

“No. Our fareismuch smpler.”

“What's Accord really like? | don't mean to ask for atravelogue. We've seen the standard reference works, the tapes
and the footage from back to the Secession, but what is Accord today? What are your candid impressions of the
differences between the Empire and Accord?’

“I'm not sure | can answer with any great accuracy.”

“I'll take an inaccurate impression.” She laughed and her voice relaxed. “Y ou know, you're very careful. | can't blame
you, but let go alittle.”

“Firgt, then, I'll say that you can see the sky. It's a shade greener than yours and our sun iswhiter ...” Nathaniel
turned up his hands, “...but all the comparisons are conjectures. | see your sun through permaglass, and | see minein
my gardens and in the woods. | know everyone in the town where | grew up, and here | don't see how anyone knows
anyone. On Accord, everyone produces something. Even our bureaucrats grow their own vegetables, or write, or
composg, or sing ...”"

“You makeit sound like Utopia.”

“Far from it. We're ayoung society. People have to work hard at two or three jobs. It's only been in the last
generation or so that we've been able to afford career politicians and bureaucrats. 1'm not convinced that change has
been good.” Marcellafrowned.

“Y ou picture Accord as ayoung society. Nearly four hundred years ago, which is along time for a small political and
social system like Accord, Accord was advanced enough to foment, direct, and successfully coordinate a multisystem
revolution which cost the Empire all chance of immediate expansion into the Rift area. In addition,” she added drily,
“roughly fifty systems discovered they would rather not pay leviesto the Empire. I'm not sure how you can describe
any society that effective as young.”

Nathaniel shrugged. “What can | say? Y ou asked for my impressions. Compared to the Empire, we're mere babes. “
“You still haven't written much on those blank pages, Nathaniel.” .”What blank pages?”

“The ones that compose the open book of your life.” The Ecolitan finished off the last spicetail rather than attempt an
answer. The lady knew far more than any mere assistant to the Deputy Minister should. The question was why.

“Is everyone from Accord so reserved?’
“No.”
“What's an Ecolitan?’

That was one question he definitely didn't want to answer. It sounded so simple, but trying to give any real answer
would create more problems. “1 really don't know how to answer that one.”

“You can't be serious.” A touch of sharpness crept into her voice.

“We Ecolitans keep pretty much to ourselves. So it's hard to make comparisons. Originally, we were atotally
separate and unified force which represented the bulk of Accord's military capability. That is no longer true, although
we do keep a number of ships. We are still totally independent of the Coordinate government and don't have all that
much to do with them. Call us scholars with the power to remain independent of any government. “ . “Scholars are
usually considered peaceful, and somehow | don't see the Institute as a peaceful force or the selection of an Ecolitan
as apeaceful move.”

“Scholars shouldn't necessarily be regarded as pacifists. Y ou also have to remember that | was a compromise
selection, since neither the Normists nor the Orthodox opposition could agree on one of their own candidates for the
position. Besides, any compromise reached by an Ecolitan could not possibly be questioned by even the most
fanatical Orthodoxist.” Marcella nodded dlightly.



“Put in that light, your position becomes clearer. Only dlightly clearer, | might add.”
“Whereas yoursis till totally unclear.”

“What kind of art is most popular on Accord?”  * Nathaniel accepted the abrupt changes in subject matter as an
indication that Marcella had found out what she wanted to know...at |east for the moment.

The only other awkward moment came after dinner. “ Excellent dinner, Marcella. May | see you to your quarters?’
“Perhapsit would be better if | did the escorting.”

“Isthat the Terran custom?’

“Usually,” she noted, “but with diplomats, one can adjust to almost anything. “

“How about a compromise?’

“Leave aswe came?’

“Just thistime.”

“All right. But | promise I'll hold you to your word.”

“In the meantime,” Nathaniel concluded, as he turned to go, “I'll see you tomorrow.”

XX

Nathaniel took another tunnel cab back to the Diplomatic Tower, aert for another possible attack. Both the trip and
the walk back to his private entrance were uneventful.

The stunner he had taken from the Imperial ready, he touched the lockplate and let the door dilate.

“The silencewas an alarm initself. He had left the music on. Instinctively, he dropped to his knees and fired the
stunner around the edge of the door into the blind space he couldn't see, following the shot with a quick dash from the
corridor into the quarters.

The anteway was empty, aswas the living area. So were the cramped kitchen area, the dining area, and the second
deeping quarters. But someone was till in the quarters. An almost imperceptible rustle from beyond the bedroom
confirmed his unease.

He surveyed the dimly lit main sleeping quarters again. If anyone were still in the quarters, he or she was probably in
the hygienarium or behind the bed. No sense in being any more of adamned fool. The Ecolitan sat down noiselessly
on the plush flooring, shielded completely by the bedroom door edge, stunner resting on his knee and leveled at the
half-open door to the hygienarium. He set it at half charge and went through the drill to sharpen hisvision.

After ten minutes, he heard a shuffle. He didn't move. Close to an hour later, aface peered around the doorway across
the room. Nathaniel got him with a single shot. Something about the falling figure struck him as familiar, but he couldn't
placeit. Another stifled gasp an- . nounced a second intruder.

The waiting trick wouldn't work a second time, and, besides, who knew what the other snooper might try?

Slowly, he eased the flat pressure foil tube from his belt, nicked the seal, and tossed it gently onto the far side of the

A stunner pointed over the top of the bed. The Ecolitan stayed behind the wall as the useless charges struck.
A few minutes later, he stood and slowly edged around the wall.

Now two figures were sprawled on the bedroom floor. The closer, the one he'd gotten with the stunner, was Sergel
Weintre.

The second was a younger man, black haired, olive skinned and clean shaven, perhaps 160 Centimeters from head to
toe.



A quick but thorough search of both revealed nothing. Sergel had carried only the stunner and afew personal items.
The stranger had no identification whatsoever, but the standardized singlesuit and new stunner announced all too
clearly his military connections.

In turn, the Ecolitan dragged each to the private exit and dumped them outside.

He returned to his quarters and faxed the tower's emergency number.

“Envoy Nathaniel Whaler am I, and a disturbance has occurred. Outside my door. My composure has gone.”
“Lord Whaler, I'll send the Domestic Protective Service Up immediately. Y ou say, outside your private suite?’
“Outside. That is correct. A fight, | think. Or several.”

“Isit still going on?’

“No. But loudly it ended. A large noise. Someone falls, but check | wish not to do in person.”

“Don't worry. Lord Whaler. We'll take care of it.”

“1 thank you.”

So much for that. He made sure both doors were locked with the handbolts and stretched out on the rumpled bed,
slipping the stunner under the pillows.

Going back to the disciplines of the Ingtitute, he concentrated on the sleep-time exercises, telling himself to wake at
the slightest sound or in five hours.

Five hours and ten minutes later, he woke abruptly. Instantly alert, he listened. No sounds. Apparently, the
Diplomatic Police had come and carted Sergel off without much noise, although he wouldn't have heard if they'd
brought an entire blasthorn section. The soundproof nature of the walls and doors was aflaw in his story, but he
doubted anyone would call an Envoy on such a minor discrepancy.

Nathaniel took his time about freshening up, showering, and dressing for the day ahead.

The last item before entering his official office was a quick fax to one Sylvia Ferro-Maine.

“Lord Whaler...and what can | do for you this early in the morning?’

“1 had wondered if perhaps your friends had received the package | had left...or if you knew.”

“My understanding is that the pickup went smoothly, but that they have not had the chance to evaluate the value
of the shipment.” Sylvias face was without emotion. “Isthat all?’

“1 would hope that we could get together again before too long. . .”

“Y ou honor me, Lord Whaler, and | will certainly await your call. And | must be going, but thank you.”

Nathaniel was |eft staring at the blank gray of the faxscreen.
He shook his head. Now what had he done wrong? Why did he imagine the scent of orange trees? “Ridiculous. . ."he
muttered. “ Absolutely ridiculous.” Maybe Sylviawas worried about the leaky nature of the communications at the
Accord Legation. Hed have to check back |ater...from somewhere else. In the meantime, he had the rest of hisjob to

do. He marched from his quartersinto the official office, sat down behind the console, and tried to review the incoming
messages that awaited him.

Within ten minutes the intercom chimed, and Mydra's face appeared on the faxscreen. He punched the Accept stud.
“A call from the Diplomatic Police.”
“I'l takeit.”

The young officer who waited on the screen was stem faced and female.

“Envoy Whaler? Y ou complained about a disturbance last night?’



“Yes. There was afight in the corridor, | believed.”

“Lord Whaler, as you mentioned, there was a disturbance. Some of our normal public monitors were apparently

damaged. We a so found one man lying in front of your private entrance, stunned out. He claims he works for the

Legation. His nameis Sergel Weintre. The documentation matches, but we thought you as the Envoy should know.”
Interesting, thought Nathaniel. | dump two men, and they only find one. Or find two and only let me know about

one. He frowned at the officer. “Well - . . we do have a Sergel Weintre who works here as an Information Specialist. Let

me seeif he has shown “up.”

He put the black-haired and square-jawed officer on hold and rang Mydra. “Has Sergel Weintre come in this
morning?’

“No, and that's very unusual. He's usually the first one here. If he's ever late, we all are notified. The main desk says
he doesn't answer his quarters number either.”

How interesting, reflected the Ecolitan. Everyone knows everything about everyone. He went back to the Diplomatic
Police officer. “Mr. Weintre has not shown up this morning and cannot be reached at his quarters. So quite possible it
isthat Sergel Weintre you do have. Do you have avisual?’

She split the screen, and Weintre's image filled the right half. He was scowling, and hisright eydlid twitched above a
clinched and unshaven jaw.

“1 would say that is Mr. Weintre. |s any way there that he could be released to the Legation?”
“That would not be proper procedure.”

“1 understand. On the other hand, the Legation is most short staffed at the moment, and | would certainly appreciate
any suggestions you might have about how to accomplish Mr. Weintre's speedy return.”

“Once acomplaint ismade, sir ...”

“Since the complaint was made by the Legation, so to speak, could not | have that complaint withdrawn?”’
“That would be most unusual.”

“But not impossible?’

“I'll have to check on that. Lord Whaler.”

“I'll be happy to wait.”

Nathaniel flipped through one of the trade folders while the faxscreen displayed the emblem of the Diplomatic Police.
“Lord Whaler?’

13 YS-”
“1 understand you made a complaint about Mr. Weintre's creating a disturbance?’ .
“Concerned was | about the noise and merely reported it and did not charge anyone with anything.”

“Under those circumstances, | believe we can release your employee directly to you, but we will still have to
continue bur investigation into the broken monitors.”

“1 understand, but | appreciate your consideration of our shorthanded state.

After signing off with the Diplomatic Police, Nathaniel caught Mydra on the faxscreen. “ As soon as Sergel gets
back, | would liketo see him.”

“Yes, Lord Whaler, I'll tell him.” Two to one, thought the Ecolitan, Sergel isn't going to get that message.

In the interim, he decided to check the trade figures and review the presentation materials he had brought with him.
Not that he expected anything to be overlooked, but the way things were going, who could tell?

After spending close to an hour rechecking the quota figures he worked out before leaving Accord, he took out the



“confidential” briefing folders and placed them on the top of the pile inside the datacase he was going to leave by the
console. He set the internal counters, and locked the case. -

Then he took the “officia” briefing folders, three sets worth, and placed them inside the case he planned to take
with him,

The “confidential” figures showed the same basic statistics on trade flows between the Coordinate and the Empire,
but the projections showed a far more adverse effect on the economy of Accord than the set he was going to present
to both Corwin-Smathers and later to Marcella.

He wondered who would get the confidential figuresfirst. If he had to bet, his choice would be on the military types
who were dinking around. ' -

That brought back the question of Sergel. Sergel didn't seem to understand that the third-ranking officer of the
Legation of athird-rate power didn't rate the kind of attention he was getting merely for hisirresistible charm. He shook
his head and |ooked at the western hills. With al the angles subdivided by angles, he had the feeling he'd be fortunate
to find out al the real questionsin six years, let alone in the few weeks he probably had.

Could it be done before Witherspoon wandered back, before the political compromise on Accord eroded, before the
Empire figured out away to militarily moot the whole question?

The second time around, after the experience of the Secession, the Empire just might be willing to sacrifice afleet or
two and several dozen planets for amillennium or two to eliminate permanently athornin its side.

He brought himself up short and checked the time. 0940—almost time to depart on another trip through the tunnels
for his appointment with Corwin-Smathers. Sergel till hadn't called in.

He flicked the code for the Information Specialist's quarters.

“Weintre,” a sullen voice responded. The faxscreen remained blank.

“Whaler here. Let's have the screen, Sergel.” -The picture came on. Sergel stood there, stripped to the .waist, showing
asmall paunch over the black waistband of histoo-tight rust trousers. “Why didn't you answer my message?’ Sergel's
mouth opened, moving back and forth soundlessly. Finaly, he sputtered. “No message...| mean ...no oneleft a
message for me.”

“The way everything else works around here, | can't say I'm surprised. Not that important, but what | have to say
now is. | don't know what you were doing prowling around my quarters last night, but you'd better have a damned
good explanation. | don't want any more phony answers. Faceit, Sergel. You can't lieto me and make it stick.”

He glared through the faxscreen at the younger man to reinforce the growling tone of his lecture.

“Well...umm...I hateto say it. Lord Whaler, but | got pretty stung. Thought | was somewhere else. | really did.”

“Sergdl, you're lying. Don't try to bluff through it again. If an explanation of what you were up to and the report |
asked for aren't both on my console by the time | get back this afternoon, you're leaving on the next ship for Accord.
Even if it'sviathe Alparta and takes two years objective. Is that clear?’

“Yes, gir. Perfectly clear.”

Nathaniel could almost see the thoughtsin his head. Sergel was wondering who had caught him out. He knew
Nathaniel would have dispatched him, possibly without a trace.

Let him stew, thought the Ecolitan. He deserves it, and then some. In the game of mass-confusion, perhaps some by
Nathaniel might give Sergel, and his underground paymasters, some second thoughts.

“Remember, Sergel, those reports or you're on your way.”
“Yes, gr.”

Thelook on the Information Specialist's face told Nathaniel one more thing. Sergel was more afraid of someone else,
much more afraid.

He broke the connection and looked at the blank screen a moment before returning his attention to the datacase he
intended to take with him. The locked case was still beside the desk console.



Hefinally marched out into the general staff office. “Mydra, sometime this afternoon will | be back.”
“Isthere anything else, Lord Whaler?’
“Not at this moment.”

Nathaniel waved pleasantly to Heather Tew-Hawkes as he left the Legation and strode down the main corridor to
the drop shaft.

He wondered if he were being tailed. It didn't matter at the moment. He dlid into the high speed section and savored the
fall. Almost like using ajump belt, except there was no risk in the drop shaft, no worry about enemy fire.

Out in the underground concourse, he caught a public tunnel cab, driven by a man with long and silver-glittered
hair.

XX

“What were the results of the interrogation?’

“He'd been totally blocked. If we'd gone any deeper, it would have turned his mind to mush. Didn't want to risk that,
particularly sinceit's obviously a Defense conditioning job. So we released him, ostensibly after treating and
detoxifying him. And we sent a confidential report on the detox results to the Ministry of Defense.”

“Detoxifying?’ asked the Director. “Whatever Whaler used, we couldn't analyze. Even with a blood sample as soon as
we got him, all we had left was molecular soup. Could have been a dozen things, but we think it was a short-term
synthetic virus that acts as atemporary neural disruptor.”

“How can you have atemporary and synthetic virus? And how could you develop one that wasn't fatal ?”

“Damned if we know, but that's what it looks like.” The Research Chief shook his head slowly.

The Director turned in her swivd. “ That's the sort of weapon we'd give adozen agentsfor, and Whaler

doesn't mind using it right off. That says a couple of things. Firg, that it's something that they don't mind

revedling. Second, that the trade talks or whatever Whaer isredly doing is more than just important to

Accord. And third, that Defense doesn't understand what we're up against.” She snorted. “And Admiral
Ku-Smythe thinks that we could win awar with Accord.”

The Research Chief nodded, then added, “ There's one other item. Their agent—and his profile matches Idel's, but
who can tell—says he hit Whaler with the stunner. Not full, but enough to deaden one hand, maybe part of the arm.”

“gyP

“ldel used amilitary stunner, set closeto alethal jolt, ami Whaler till ran him down, apparently slugged him
unconscious, and called Sylviawithout betraying any discomfort.”

“He can override pain to afantastic degree...or our stunnersjust don't affect him...isthat it?’
“Those are the only two explanations | can think of. Do you have a better one?’

“Idel missed.”

“When was the last time amilitary Defense agent totally missed atarget running straight at him?”

The Director shook her head. If only the Defense Ministry would understand, but that was like asking a tunnel
roach not to scavenge.

o XX



The offices of the Imperial Senate occupied an entire tower of their own. Senator Helmsworth was listed as having
half the two hundred and third level to himself.

Nathaniel swung out of the lift shaft with fifteen minutes to spare and studied the directory before realizing that'
Corwin-Smathers office was only fifty meters from the drop shaft.

The young man sitting at the front console of the staff office labelled External Relations Committee Staff greeted him
eagerly.

“Lord Whaler! What a pleasure! Ms. Corwin-Smathersistied up, but shelll be right with you. Y ou know, it'sa
pleasure to meet someone like you. It really must be different outside the Empire, to be from afaraway system like
Accord, and to be a Trade Envoy.” He smiled brightly.

“NOW, Charles,” interrupted the dark-haired woman as she appeared from the side office, “you'll have Lord Whaler
teaching you all the secrets of his success, and then what will | do to replace you?’

The Ecolitan offered the finger touch gesture he'd seen used. He thought it was between eguals, and that wouldn't
hurt.

“ I'm the one who should be honored, “ shereplied, “but | do appreciate the flattery.”
“Only according you your due,” he replied, suppressing awince at his unintended pun.

She motioned toward a portal at (me side of the reception office—not the one from which she had emerged a
moment earlier—and paused, waiting for him.

Fromwhat be had seen thus far in the Imperial bureaucracy, her office was modest, although not agreat deal smaller
than his.

Restrained browns, contrasted with touches of brighter colors, set the tone. The console, chairs, and receiving table
were modeled along the clean lines of fortieth century functionalism, but the dark shade, similar to stained lorkin,
indicated it was from alater period.

Nathaniel selected the nonreclining pilot chair, rather than one of the deeper, ostensibly more comfortable sink
chairs, but stood beside it for a minute, studying Courtney. By her posture, he could tell she was waiting for him. After
standing for afew seconds longer, he settled into the pilot's chair.

“| appreciate your courtesy in seeing me on such short notice and for understanding the peculiar situation.” -
“Peculiar?’

“Peculiar to us. First trade talks with the Empire in seventy years, and only the second in over four centuries. |
forget this sort of thing goes on day in and day out here in the Empire.”

“Scarcely that often, and certainly not with an outsystem with the, shall we say, prestige of Accord.”
“Now you're overdoing the honor business,” protested the Ecolitan.

“1 don't think so. For a system which has but three nationals here normally to send such a highly qualified individual
for trade negotiations honors us greatly. The fact that you have also contacted one of the most interested Senators

shows how close you are to the pulse of things.”

“We'rejust trying to chart al the orbits.” Courtney did not reply. She smiled. A hush, almost absolute silence, settled
on the office. “| assume you do have areason for asking to see me.”

“Alas,” began Nathaniel, “aglib charmer like most Envoys,! am not. Someone who can say nothing while saying
everything, that | am not.”

“That's a pretty good start.”
He shrugged. “1 have cometo talk about trade. And what Accord would like is clear. Clear it has been from the

beginning. So why no one will talk is difficult to understand. All tariffs? Are they the question? Or trade policy?
Perhaps the overall trade balance? | know not.”



“Are we talking appearances or realities? Politics or economics?’

“1 don't know your politics. From outside New Augusta how could anyone really know? And why on poor Accord
does the Empire center? After seventy years of quiet, we are protested, instead of | Found It!, the Fuardian
Conglomerate, Halston, or other independents.

“Asfor economics—we do produce a few microcomponents for export, but by themselves why such a fuss they
would create | cannot see.”

“Redlly, Lord Whaler, dealing with the Empire is not that difficult.”

“About that, you might ask the former Envoy from Haversol. His negotiations, they did not go well, and that
precedent worries Accord.”

“If you are that worried, why doesn't Accord merely accept whatever proposal the Empire has offered?’

“Asl| recall, dear Lady, the Empire has offered nothing. Nothing except the declaration that the present terms, of trade
most unsatisfactory are. So herewe are, and | am here also.”

“That puzzlesme. You are afull Envoy. You have had lunch with astaffer of mine, then requested an appointment with
me, prior to any substantive talks being started. Why not the Senate Why not the government?’

“When requesting an appointment of the Senator, | was told it might be some time before he was free. Some time no
one has, whether they know it or not. Also | have had some talks with the government, so far going to no
destination.”

“Why are you here? Readlly here?’
“To seeyou.” Shewas so intent he couldn't resist the jab.

“Lord Whaler, while | appreciate the flattery, yon have not told me what yon want, why you want it, and why |
should help you, if indeed that help is what you want.”

Her sharpness brought Nathaniel up short. He looked at Courtney, evaluating what he saw.

The dark eyes, deep set under heavy black eyebrows and lashes, dominated a smooth white face and pale lips. The
tightness of her skin ami the fine lines radiating from the comers of her eyes emphasized the energy she contained. Her
black hair, cut short well above the standard Imperial collar, showed silver streaks. Since standard cosmetology
treatments allowed anyone to retain their natural hair color for life, either Courtney didn't care or hadn't had time for
recent treatments.

“Asyou know,” hewent on, “Haversol refused to negotiate, and the result we all know. We would be willing to
negotiate, within reason. Profession of willingness appears with the government, but no negotiation, only buildups of
the Imperial fleets. While diplomacy has not been a strength of Accord, try it we would hope, even though some
members of the House of Delegates are opposed. We judge that Senator Helmsworth might play acritical role, perhaps
in creating momentum. Y ou are the critical assistant to the Senator.” The Ecolitan waited. , “Lord Whaler,
one thing comes through clearly. Y ou are racing against time. Why?’

“Dear Lady, perhaps | continue to underestimate you. Y ou have said nothing, committed nothing, and demanded
everything. For that, | must have underestimated your power.”

“Y ou do me far too much credit.”
“Only that which you are due.”
“Perhaps, also,” shereturned, “1 have not been as courteous as | should have been, but on the surface there seemed
to be no problem, and | hope you understand that right now, particularly with all the Parthanian Cloud questions, the
ad valorem tax changes, and the Force Command tax proposal, things have been a bit hectic.”

“1 understand, but much lies beneath the surface. And everyone avoids what lies there.”

“And just what do you mean by that?” A frown creased Courtney's forehead. “I doubt that the Empire wants
another ecological war. While it would mean the end of Accord, history shows that the Empire as you know it could

not survive another such-conflict. Now, I'm not advocating anything, just pointing out that failure to reach an
agreement could lead in that direction.”



“What do you suggest?’
Rather than answer directly, he handed her one of the folders.

Shelooked it over, then laid it down. “It appears rather generous on the surface. That means there's more to it than
meets the eye.”

“We can make concessions now that would be somewhat more difficult two years from now when the one-year
Delegate selections take place. Economically, it doesn't make that much difference, but. . .” he dangled out the
implication.

“You're implying the present political conditions on Accord will turn for the worse, from the Empire's point of view,
after the next elections. Isthat afair assumption?’

“Obviously, any prediction of any election result more than ayear in the futureis little more than a guess, but recently
the Orthodoxist extremists have been making a comeback The failure of the more moderate Normist majority to obtain a
trade settlement might well increase the appeal of the Orthodoxist party.”

“lsn't that blatant pressure?’ Nathaniel cleared his throat.

“Ms. Corwin-Smathers, it is obvious that talks we are approaching from totally different backgrounds. For you, trade
with small systems can be pushed into the background. Y ou view Accord as aflfth rate out-system with no real right
to question the almighty Empire, and with no real military options.”

For thefirst time, Courtney leaned forward, asif she were interested.

“Let me assure you, madam, that while Accord would be the first to wish to avoid the use of military means,
ecological or not, ethical or not, we have the means to prevent the Empire from making us another dependency. We
will not be bullied, and we will not hesitate if pushed to the brink.

“The Empire has made such a mistake once. | sincerely hope, for all our sakes, you do not try again. We would
prefer to negotiate, and we will, if anyoneiswilling.”

He pointed to the folder she had laid carelessly across her console.

“Those are the facts as Accord sees them. If you feel otherwise, then | am certain you and the Senator will indeed let
us know.” Nathaniel ended with nearly amilitary snap. “Accord is fortunate to have you. Lord Whaler.” She smiled
coldly. “I wish you luck in all your contacts. | trust you will be as forthright with them as you have been with me. Who
do you plan to see next?’

“The Ministry of Commerce. Then the Ministry of External Affairs.”

“1 assume you're seeing Marcella Ku-Smythe.”

Courtney's statement was not a question but a declaration. “Before | leave,” Nathaniel added in asofter tone, “do you
or your staff have any changes you would like Accord to consider?’

She shifted her weight. “It's not really up to us, you know. Ms. Ku-Smythe could endorse your terms, and the
Commerce Ministry would approve her recommendations, if that's what you wanted.”

“1 would prefer your candid appraisal,” responded the Ecolitan, backing away from the implications of Courtney's
comments. “At the moment, we do not feel anyone should be excluded, since a consensus agreement would raise
fewer objections. For example, if we had chosen to exclude you and the Senator, you could easily have suggested a
long and drawn-out investigation and hearings that could block any agreement. Drawing things out would not help'
anyone, except the Federated Hegemony, Halston, the Fuards, or anyone else who was | eft to pick up the pieces.

“Your candid recommendations could ease the way for amore easily accepted settlement.”

“Wait amoment,” she commanded as she picked up the folder and rose from behind the console.

Nathaniel nodded, but as she left, let the stunner slip down from inside his wide cuffs to a point above his left wrist.

Courtney was on her way to contact Imperia Intelligence, the Noram microprocessors, or both.



While she was gone, with one eye on the portal, he studied the office in detail, from the Cereberium eternal clock to
thereal leather desk pad to the all-wooden desk and matched credenza. He also took the liberty of leaning forward
dlightly and memorizing the two private line numbers on the console.

Again, the nagging questions were piling up, but behind them was an obvious fundamental assumption, something
s0 glaring he was overlooking it, something so common he couldn't see the swamp for the water. He knew it was there.
Hejust couldn't put hisfinger on it.

It wasn't the arrangement of the office or Courtney Corwin-Smathers herself, as arrogant as she seemed to be.

Courtney was absent fifteen standard minutes. By the end of the fifteenth minute, Nathaniel was ready to leave. She
returned with asmile.

“1 was able to reach the Senator, and the general terms of your proposal, provided the facts are as we think they are,
will probably be acceptable to the Senator and the External Relations Committee as a sound beginning point. The staff
will have to work out more specifics, but by tomorrow | should have a better idea. Can you give me afax then?”’

“That should be no problem. Do you have any objections to my giving the same information to Commerce?’

“Why should I? We're poor innocent bystanders as far as Commerce is concerned.”

Nathaniel rose to his feet and gave Courtney a half bow. “I appreciate, your candor and your willingness to work
toward a mutually acceptable agreements “

“Lord Whaler, you have been most forthright and very gallant under what | know must be very trying
circumstances. Appearances in and among the various bureaus and Ministries can indeed be complicated and
deceiving.” That was the second double message. “1'm learning that.” He laughed as he turned toward the portal,
keeping an eye on Courtney. “1 hope we'll have a chance to talk again before long.”

“Sure hope you'll cometo see us again. Lord Whaler,” chimed in Charles, the receptionist, who brushed against
Nathaniel as he returned to his console just as Nathaniel wastrying to get past.

For some reason, the Ecolitan felt on edge, the same way he had during jump training or when he'd been in the
Trezenian Police Action, the time he'd avoided leading his patrol into ambush.

Thisisthe Empire, he told himself, not the outback of Trezenia. Out of habit, he checked the people in the corridor as
he left the Senator's office.

Only a handful were in the throughway to the drop shaft.

Dropping quickly into the high speed section, he plum-meted toward the concourse level where the tunnels cross.
connected.

The drop shafts were one of the few things he enjoyed about New Augusta.

Swinging out onto the permatile of the bottom level, he looked for the flashing indicators of the tunnel cabs, rather
than heading for the tube system. The tunnel trains reminded him too much of the Institute's fast troop carriers.

As he walked toward the tunnel cab dispatching point, which superficially resembled organized chaos with the cabs
flicking in and out of wall tunnelsin some sort of nearly random order as the passengers inserted their universal credit
cards into the dispatch gate, he wondered how. the system really worked.

The tunnel cabs worked—no doubt about it—but the intricate traffic patterns leading up to the dispatch stations
seemed decorative rather than functional.

Nathaniel inserted the Legation credit card into the slot, punched in his proposed destination, the Ministry of
Commerce, and waited.

A silver electrocougar glided out of the third portal and whispered to a stop directly in front of him.

The driver was awoman, dark hair severely cut, the Ecolitan noted as he bent and eased into the rear seat.
“Ministry of Commerce?’

“Right. Main Tower.”



The electrocougar pulled away from the silver walls of the Senate Tower concourse and dropped into the cab
tunnel.

Nathaniel looked at the back of the driver's head. From the back seat, he could see the high, dark brown collar of her
tunic, so plain it almost resembled a uniform, and the squarish cut of her hair. She was nearly as big as he was, far
bigger than any of the cab drivers he had seen so far.

Something was wrong. Of that he was convinced, and it was linked to the growing feeling he had overlooked
something so incredibly basic that he and everyone else in New Augustatook it for granted, whatever “it” happened
to be.

Asthe tunnel cab hummed through the frescoed tunnel toward the Ministry of Commerce, he tried to take stock,
mentally ticking off the possibilities.

Bath Marcella Ku-Smythe and Courtney Corwin-Smathers were more powerful than their titles would indicate.
Everyone deferred to alimited degree to him as an Envoy, but no one seemed to expect much from him. A small
flashing light interrupted his reflections. “ Destination approaching. Please insert credit card.” He complied, and the
dispenser promptly burped the card back into his hand. He slipped the square plasticard into his belt pouch. Abruptly,
the cab halted.

Already tense, Nathani€l flipped open the door and stepped out before realizing he was not in the concourse area of
the Ministry of Commerce, but in the flat area outside the tunnel, a good hundred meters away from the brightly lit
portal where other tunnel cabs were entering.

As quickly as he turned, the driver had been quicker and was pulling away before the cab door was fully closed.

The spot where he stood, datacase in hand, was lit sporadically, patches of light and shadow alternating.

A low scrape registered. He ducked and whirled, dropping the case and | etting the combat training assert itself
automatically. Without thinking, he kicked aside the force-blade, grabbed the other's arm, momentarily paralysed the
hand nerves with a grip above the elbow, snapped his left hand across the opponent's opposite wrist in timeto send a
small hand weapon skittering across the plastistone pavement.

He finished by sweeping the other's feet and leaving the would-be mugger in aheap. Only after the fact did he
realize his assailant was awoman amost as tall and heavily muscled as he was.

He reached down and ripped the belt pouch from her jumpsuit, kicked her feet out from under her again, and flipped
through the contents.

Miniature knife, tube stunner, Caesar notes, change ... nothing.

“Any reason why | shouldn't break your leg on the spot?’

“Just like al men. If you're going to do it, do it. Otherwise don't talk about it.”

Why hadn't he seen it? In this crazy Imperia society, the women held all the real power. Why hadn't he noticed?

He gritted histeeth, pulled the woman to her feet with his right hand, keeping his weight balanced and ready for any
trickery. As soon as she had full weight on both feet, he let go of her hand and with a fluid kick-through shattered her
left knee. She collapsed without a sound. Deciding that retreat was the better part of valor, he pulled the tube stunner
from the attacker's pouch and turned it on the woman, who slumped back into a heap. He then wiped off all the items
he had touched, replaced them in the belt pouch, and dropped it by her feet.

Shrugging and taking a deep breath, he picked up his discarded datacase and moved quickly toward the tunnel
portal.

Was Courtney out to get him? Or had she been trying to warn him that the situation was beyond her control?

As he edged through the cab portal, narrowly avoiding a speeding tunnel cab whose small driver gaped at him
open-mouthed, he wondered just how many people wanted him out of the way.

Several cab passengers stared at him as he vaulted over the barrier where they waited by the dispatch stations.
Someone would doubtless report the incident, but, one way or ancther, his mission would be over before any
investigation could be concluded.



XX

The last thing Nathaniel wanted was to stay around long enough for some public-spirited citizen to link the
unconscious woman in the tunnel with the character in black who vaulted the public barrier in the concourse. Not that
the linkage wouldn't occur, but the later, the better.

Cowardice was the better part of valor, and he walked quickly toward the lift shaft.

With the time only 1200 local Imperial, he needed to kill some time before appearing on Marcella's doorstep. And he
was hungry.

His stomach rumbled as he strode into the circular take-off areafor the Commerce Tower lift shaft. He paused,
turning his head to search for the directory. Surely, there had to be adirectory for servicesin the tower.

Hefound it on the far side, flashing in muted maroon, the ever-present color of the Commerce Ministry.

Advertised on the directory were both a public foodomat and an officia servarium. The public foodomat had the
advantage of speed and relative anonymity. At the servarium, if he could use his official Accord credentialsto get in,
he'd have more time to think things over and a somewhat quieter atmosphere.

Acutely conscious that he was beginning to react to situations rather than controlling them, he decided on the
servarium, listed as being on the forty-first level. As he eased into the upward lift, he felt watched. “Come on,
Nathaniel,” he muttered to himself, “you're getting paranoid.”

He shifted his weight enough to turn his body. Three quarters of aturn and ten levelslater, he spotted the woman,
rising in the slower outer lane. She was now wearing alight blue cloak, but the squarish face and dark severe haircut
were the same. She had been the driver of the tunnel cab that had dropped him off outside the concourse. “Don't they
ever give up?’

Before he finished mumbling the question, he realized the stupidity of it. And the irony. Here he was, trying to get
the Empire on edge, and already they were harassing him, trying to get him on edge.

One thing was becoming clearer and clearer. There were more players and higher stakes than Accord had
anticipated. When he had amoment, if he ever had one again, that should be conveyed to the Prime.

For the time being, he had another problem. First, was whatever faction of the Empire trailing him going to be
content with merely keeping tabs on him, or would they attempt another put-away action? Second, was the driver an
attempt to divert his attention from a more immediate and closer danger?

He shifted his weight again, leaning to let himself dide into the highest speed central lane. Shifting lanesin mid-level
was frowned upon but not forbidden.

With half an eye on the well-built woman driver, he began to study the othersin the shaft both above and below
him. A front tail was certainly possible.

Only athin young man who was squirming into the high speed lane had showed any possible reaction to
Nathaniel's shift. Asthe Ecolitan passed the fiftieth level, he jumped onto the high speed exit stage and trotted straight
down the walkway toward the drop shaft on the other side.

Coming up on the drop side, he studied the drop lane, then jumped to the top of the side barrier, rather than walking
all the way around to the entry point, and took a running dive down through the traffic.

“Clang! Clang! Danger! Danger! Unauthorized entry!” screeched the automatic warning devices, slowing the drop
shaft speed momentarily.

Nathaniel let his momentum carry him to the far side of the shaft, reaching the exit stage and an upright position and
the forty-first level all at the same time. He saw neither the woman nor the nervous man. The public fresher on the
corridor to the official servarium served several purposes—Ietting him relieve himsealf, allowing him to catch his breath,



and affording him some privacy while donning athin gold film cloak to reduce the impact of his diplomatic blacks.

Before leaving the fresher stall, he took from his inside-thigh pouch a small wooden tube, a smaller version of the
dart gun he had used earlier but with the same type of dissolving needle darts that rendered the victim delirious within
seconds and which dissolved within minutes.

The drug wore off within two or three hours but Ieft the victims with. scrambled memories and intermittent
headaches for days.

If those tailing him were as persistent as he suspected, at least one would be waiting somewhere.
Both were—right outside the servarium and seemingly oblivious to each Other.

The woman stood by the main entrance, visibly consulting her timestrap and pocket calendar asif to call attention to
the fact that her friend, contact, or lover had been delayed.

The thin and nervous man, now wearing arust cloak, sat on a public bench several meters away reading a faxtab.
Neither had noticed him.

Since the servarium was close to the lift shaft, the corridor was wide and foot traffic frequent—perhaps severa
people moving past the entrance every few seconds—but the spaciousness of the ten-meter width and the high
cellings reduced the visua impact of the numbers.

Nathaniel didn't hesitate. If the Empire wanted to play hardblast, he'd oblige them. Placing hislocked datacase
against the corridor wall, he slipped the tranquilizer tube, good for two shots, one from each end, just so he could
trigger it without the action being obvious to others.

The way the woman was positioned, the Ecolitan should be able to get within a meter or so before she would be
aware of him.

She saw him in the wide-angled mirror attached to the calendar and twisted it in an effort to line up the long axis of
the calendar toward him.

Nathaniel dropped, triggering the tube with the facility of long practice.

The needle caught her in the neck and began to dissolve. At the same time, he was inside her guard and knocked
aside the pocket calendar and whatever weapon it conceal ed.

“You..."” she muttered, as she began to shudder. “Told me you were slick...devils! Get the devils!” Her voice
mounted to a shriek.

She began to convulse. Nathaniel knew the muscular contractions were not exactly convulsions, but anyone not
versed in the depths of Coordinate military medicine would not catch the differences soon.

Three or four passersby immediately gathered. A chime in the corridor began ringing.
Nathaniel had already left the woman and had covered half the distance to the bench and to the thin man.

The nervous Imperia agent was better than the woman or took advantage of the slight warning he had. The glint of
metal as the angle of the faxtab held by the sitting man shifted indicated he held something ready. Nathanidl stretched
his arm toward the man, triggering the tube from three meters. On the range his accuracy was ' only about eighty
percent. Here he needed one hundred percent.

The Imperia twitched as the needle whistled by his ear, losing his concentration momentarily. Long enough for
Nathaniel to cover the last meter at full dash and knock aside the short barreled weapon with his right hand as it
discharged. The Ecolitan felt the surge of nerve pain in hisright shoulder but clamped down on his reactions.

Jabbing his left hand with force just short of crushing the larnyx, he silenced the bench sitter, who was trying to get
to hisfeet. Despite the waves of pain radiating from his shoulder, he snapped three fingers of the man'sright hand in
forcing him to drop the nerve tangler.

A kneeto the groin left the Imperial agent retching on the ground. After taking only seconds to snap another needle
into the tube, Nathanidl fired, it into the man's neck while bending down asif to help the poor unfortunate.

Asthe emergency medical unit, alow-slung silent cart, pulled up, he kicked the tangler under the bench and dlid the



faxtab over it. “Herel Here!” he called. Ahealth officer and a medtech appeared. “What happened?’

“1 was walking up to get something to eat. This man started yelling. He threw down what he was reading, got sick,
and went into convulsions.”

“May | have your name, citizen?’ The new voice belonged to an Imperial Monitor, otherwise known asthe
Emperor's Police, who was dressed in a silver tunic with gold piping and brandished a computab, all with the bored
look of dl policein al eras.

“Not acitizen am I, but avisitor, and quite surprised, , officer. | have an appointment up-level later, but | wanted to
eat. This man goes crazy. Then somebody behind me yells and screams. | just don't understand. Now you want to
know who | am. He's the one who started this business. “

“1 understand that, sir. But could | please have your name for the record? In case we need witnesses.”

“Of course. Nathaniel Whaler.”

“Whaler?’

“W-H-A-L-ER.”

“1. D. number?’

“Don't have one. Diplomatic number.” Nathaniel pulled out the diplomatic . D. “A-C-O-3.”

“Very sorry to bother you. Lord Whaler. Can we call you if we have further questions?’

“Certainly. I'll be back at the Legation after 1500.” By the time the few questions had been answered, the two
Imperial agents, if that had indeed been their calling, had been carted off in small and silent corridor buggies.

Lucidly, his datacase was where he had l€eft it, apparently untouched.
Getting into the servarium wasn't nearly so hard as getting there had been. “Do you allow diplomatic credentials?’
“Of course, sir. Of course.”

Most of the clientele seemed to be mid-level junior bureaucrats. Two women to every man. Servarium was afancy
name for self-service off a compuchef, but the odds were that hisfood at least wouldn't ambush him.

Settling on an elaborate omelet and liftea, he gave the machine his credit card, took it back, and made a hornetline for
asmall corner table where he couldn't .be approached from behind.

“You're getting paranoid again,” he said to himself. After a minute, he decided he needed to answer himself. “ Just
because .you're paranoid doesn't mean that they aren't all out to get you.”

He wasn't sure he believed himself, but he dug into the omelet anyway, which seemed half real, half synthetic, but
filling al the same, and polished it off.

The lemony taste of the liftearelaxed him fractionally, just enough to lower his pain threshold and bring the throbbing
in his shoulder back to his attention. He let his fingers run over the shoulder, but there was no exterior soreness, and
the nerve twinges would probably pass within afew hours. So he hoped. Two shots to hisright arm and shoulder area
in amatter of dayswasn't helpful.

If the nerve tangler had hit him full in the chest at that power, hed have been the one carted off, with an emergency
sheet over his face and the diagnosis of coronary arrest.

Checking his other shoulder and the rest of his blacks, he'd noticed a black bump on the fabric behind his upper arm
almost impossible to see. He recognized the snooper instantly.

When had anyone touched him? Not Courtney. She'd kept her distance. The Imperial crowds were sparse and
avoided each other. No one had come within body lengths.

Charles! The friendly receptionist had brushed him when he had left Courtney's office.

That was how he'd been tracked. The only question was for whom Charles worked.



Heresisted the impulse to crush the bug on the spot. Instead, pretending to adjust his cloak, he worked it free and
slipped it onto a scrap of plastic.

He studied the others eating in the servarium, listening while he looked, finally zeroing in on an obnoxious-sounding
man who was complaining to his tablemate, another man, about the unvarnished ambition of his boss, awoman.

Nathaniel headed from his table toward the exit. Stumbling slightly as he passed the complainer and banging the
datacase against the table, he brushed against the man and left the snoop affixed on his shoulder.

The stumble had gained him a momentary dirty look, but so intent was the man that he scarcely let up on histirade.
The switch would only deflect things for afew . minutes, and he'd have to be even more on guard from now on.
Outside the servarium, in the same relative positions as the previous team, were another man and woman, both
consulting pocket “calendars’ which presumably indicated. that Nathaniel was still inside. Neither reacted as he
passed.

Checking as he went, he could find no one tailing him as he took the lift shaft to the one hundred fourth level and to
the office of Special Assistant 'Ku-Smythe.

The exit stage time readout indicated 1410 when he walked off and toward the directory. Marcella's office was down
the branch corridor to the right.

Before he got close to her office, he ran into a security gate and a console with maroon clad guards sporting both
blasters and stunners. “Y our business, citizen?”

“I'm not acitizen,” He drew back the cloak to reveal his diplomatic blacks.
“Y our business? *' repeated the woman, not knowing or caring what the uniform meant.
“Nathaniel Whaler, Envoy of Accord. Fourteen-thirty appointment with Ms. Ku-Smythe.”

“Your . D.” The Ecolitan handed it over. “One moment, Lord Whaler.” The guard tapped several keys on the
console screen. She seemed startled at the result. “Y ou're expected!”

“1 knew that before you asked,” he said flatly, knowing he was being snide, petty, and nasty, but tired of all the
potshots, literal and verbal. “Room, 104 A-67’

“ Y%, S r‘n

“Thank you.”

The gate opened. Hoisting his datacase, he went through. The gate buzzed loudly. “Weapons, sir?”’

“Just astunner.” Hefished it out of his pouch and handed it to the guard. “Y ou can pick it up on the way out.” Ten
to one, by the time he left it would have been rebuilt with a complete snoop and trace system inside. He decided to
“forget” to pick up the stunner. He also wished he could get rid of the datacase—the damned thing was always
getting in the way. He was used to having both hands free. Room 104 A-6 was asmall, functional reception areawith
two maroon pilot chairs, atable, indirect lighting, and a receptionist.

For thefirst time, it seemed, the receptionist was awoman, small, coming to his shoulder, with long black hair and
brown eyes, olive skin, dressed in amaroon and cream tunic with matching maroon trousers. “Lord Whaler?’

“The same.”
“You are early, but Ms. Ku-Smythe will be with you shortly. Please have a seat. Would you like anything to drink?’
“No. . .but do you have the latest faxtab?’
“Standard, Ministry, or Court?’
“What's the difference between Ministry and Court?’ -”Not much. They have the same columns and gossip.”
“What do you recommend?”’

“The Privy Council reads the Ministry edition.”



“And the Court edition is mainly for socialites and appearances?’

The receptionist smiled, one of the first genuine smiles the Ecolitan had seen since he'd arrived in New Augusta . .
except perhaps for Sylvia. ' I'll take the Ministry edition. “ She tapped severa studs on her console, and with a series of
buzzes, three pages burped forth, which she delivered to Nathaniel. “There you are, Lord Whaler.” About half the
faxtab consisted of factual briefs a paragraph or two long in relatively simple Panglais. Fifth Fleet dispatched to Sector
Eight in support of the Sector Governor on Byron. Would Senator Rysler retire and turn over his Agriculture
Committee to Ngnoma? Failure of the synde bean crop on Ferne 11 and the need for Imperial aid. Possible breakdown of
the Parthanian Cloud talks. Need for tax reform more urgent and might appear on the Emperor's Legislative Calendar for
the new Senate. Repeal of the sex determination ban to be brought up again by the pro-choice faction.

Nathaniel skipped to the “ personality” section or “ Scandalous Sam.”

Nothing mentioned about Accord or one Envoy Whaler. That was arelief after such bitsas: “... should we tell you
which Assistant Deputy Minister, after being seduced by his luscious receptionist (what aman!), asked his
contract-mate for adissolution?” Or “...it's rumored that the coronary arrest suffered by the Delegate from Greater Srik
Nord wasn't.”

“Lord Whaler?’

“Yes?

“Ms. Ku-Smythe will see you now. Through the portal on the left.”

He folded the faxtab, laid it on the table, dlipped to his feet, picked up his datacase, and strode through the | eft
portal.

The office, with cream wall hangings and a sweeping panoramic window, was three times the size of either hisown
office as Envoy or that of Courtney Corwin-Smathers.

Marcellawas attired in aformal cream tunic and matching trousers, with a set of gold Commerce pins on her collars.
A single maroon ring circled each tunic cuff. Her hair was upswept, severe, and she stood behind her wrap around
console, formally, not advancing to meet him.

The console, at the far end of the office, alowed Marcellato survey both entry portals and the window. He bowed
and could fedl the portal shut behind him. “ Greetings again, Nathaniel.

“Greetings to you, Marcella”

She gestured to the padded antique leather wing chair across from her console. He wondered at the real age of the
chair with the new maroon leather, but sat down with the datacase at his feet.

“How's the business of Commerce with the Special Assistant?’

“Aswell as can be expected. What about you?’ He hesitated. Should he tell Marcella anything? He let his face show
some indecision. “Not terribly well received somewhere, isthat it?”

“More complicated than that. I'm not sure where to begin, and beginning at the beginning would take much time.”

He pulled at his chin. “This business is getting more involved than I'd anticipated, and did | not think | would have
any illusions about the degree of difficulty.”

Marcella sat back in the swivel, waiting, seemingly ready to let him take histimeto get to the point. He doubted she
had that much patience. But she was capable and a good actress to boot.

“Y esterday, Courtney Corwin-Smathers suggested | come by today to discuss Senator Helmsworth's interests in
trade negotiations. | arrived at the appointed time, was warmly greeted, explained our interestsin arriving at afavorable
settlement without antagonizing any of the partiesinvolved, and |eft her acopy of our preliminary proposal.”

He thought Marcella's eyes narrowed slightly, but went on.

“Rather politely, and oh-so-pointedly, Ms. .Corwin-Smathers suggested that while | certainly could let the Ministry
of Commerce see such a proposal, | would be well advised to put my faith in the Senator.”

“Did she put it exactly that way?’ Marcellaleaned forward in her swivel, brushing a strand of sandy hair back over



her ear.

Nathaniel chuckled. “Are you serious? Let me seeif | can recapture the essence of the conversation. | am not much on
innuendos, you know, but try | will.” He composed his face into a stern mask. “1 do wish you luck with your
contacts...we're regarded as poor innocent bystanders...and Commerce could certainly ratify your agreement if thet is
really what you want. .. Ms. Ku-Smythe would surely be pleased not to deal with other influences ...”

“ She mentioned my name?”’

“As| recall.”

“Did you say you were coming to see me?’

“No. | made a point of being vague about my appointments, but she seemed to know | had an appointment with you.
And that leads on to the next thing, which was even stranger.”

“Stranger?’

“1 took atunnel cab overhere from the Senate Office Tower and was dumped out in the tunnel outside the
concourse—"

“Outside the concourse?’

“Outside the concourse. With a stunner, awoman strange to me tried to attack me. The tunnel cab took flight.”

“Obviousdly, you survived.”

Nathaniel shrugged and spread his hands. “ Some luck, | think. But Ieft | in ahurry. So why should someone be after
me? If Senator Helmsworth wanted one set of terms if you another...and External Affairs another...but before anyone
has said anything? Thisit would seem would mean that someone wants no talks.” Marcellafrowned. “I'm not sure |

understand.”

“Why would you have me assaulted? | would think you would want to see’ what Accord had to offer. Is that not
so?’

“That'strue. It wouldn't make sense, not from my point of view.”

“That implies that more than one point of view there is within the Commerce Ministry.” Marcellalooked straight at
him. “1 have this feeling you've been underestimated. Lord Whaler. I'll try not to make the same mistake.”

“Lucky | have been, so far.” He leaned back in the leather chair. “ Secondary to something else are questions of
trade, and to some facet of Imperial politics not immediately obvious to outsiders.” The Ecolitan bent down and lifted
the datacase into his lap.

“Imperial politics do become somewhat involuted,” added Marcella, “and could be rather confusing to an outsider.”
Nathaniel didn't like Marcella being patronizing any more than He had Courtney Corwin-Smathers, but he only
opened the datacase and pulled out atrade folder before closing the case and returning it to the floor. He stood

abruptly and leaned toward her, watching her hands flick down toward the edge' of the console. Ignoring the danger,
he read the private line numbers and memorized them.

So...the console had afull protective system, and dear Marcelladidn't trust him all that much.

“Here's the folder with our proposal,” he said as he extended it Slowly. “1'm sure you can handle far better than | the
intricacies of Imperial politics. After you study it, | would be most interested in your thoughts.”

“After we study it, I'll be happy to talk with you.”

“You know, Marcella, you can trust me or not. But if you really need a console protective system, the controls
ought to be in the arms of the swivel.” He bowed to her. “Y our leave, Marcella?” He could see the play of emotions
under her tightly controlled face. No secrets there at the moment. He'd gotten to her, and she wasn't pleased about it.
“Y ou do me honor, Lord Whaler.”

“The honor is mine, and outside the questions of diplomacy.”



She flushed ever so dightly at the compliment, but so quickly he almost missed her reaction.

He gave amental shrug as he walked out through the portal, case in hand, to the reception area. “Lord Whaler?’ He
looked at the receptionist. “Did you leave anything at the security gate?’

“| do not believe so.”

“Ms. Ku-Smythe arranged for your return transportation in one of our tunnel vehiclesto spare you the rush period
congestion. | am to escort you.”

“Indebted | am.”

The small woman led him through a corridor vaguely familiar. He caught a glance of areceiving hall, and the memory
jibed. Thiswasthe hall he'd come up to meet Rotoller and Marcella.

They stopped in front of the small lift/drop shaft. “Now where?’ he asked.
“WEe'l go down to the Commerce official concourse.”
“Indeed a step up over the public transport,” he commented inanely.
While several guards patrolled the corridor, none seemed to take notice of either Nathaniel or the receptionist.
She stepped into the shaft, assuming that he would follow., He did.
As he exited, the receptionist handed him a small flat envelope.
“1 think you dropped this in the shaft. It floated past me.” Nathaniel hadn't. “ Thank you. | was careless.”

He surveyed the guards around the concourse, both men and women, as they walked to the embarking platform. An
electrocougar was waiting.

The receptionist stayed until he was inside with the door closed.

The car was upholstered in maroon, but the fabric was less yielding than that in the official car that had brought him
to his meeting with Rotoller. The male driver was in aplain maroon tunic. Asthe car pulled away, the receptionist
waved before she turned. No one had done that before, not on Terra. He turned the envelope over.

The heavy cream paper was without name or address, except for three intertwined initials on the reverse flap, and
was barely sealed...just a the tip of the flap. The three initials were MKS.

Before opening the envelope, Nathaniel looked up at the back of the driver's head as the limousine dropped down
into the tunnel. Nothing he could tell.

Holding the envel ope gingerly, feeling stupid about his qualms, he used his belt knife to flick it open. He turned the
envelope, and a small card fluttered out onto the seat cushion.

A single word appeared on the blank card, handwritten: CAREFULLY.
He resealed the envelope and card and put them in his belt pouch.
The writing might be Marcellas, but since he'd never seen it, how would he know?

And for Cloud's sake, what specifically was he supposed to be careful about? He was already too cautious. The more
he found out, the more he didn't know.

XX

Alert to the possibility of another tunnel cab incident, Nathaniel spent the ride back to the Diplometic
Tower fully ready for anything. The Commerce Minigiry eectrocougar delivered him to the Diplomatic
Tower without mishap. “Y our destination, Sr.”



“My thanks.

Despite all his suspicions, he made it up the lift shaft and to the Legation's front entrance without an obvious tail,
and without anyone el se attempting, to take any potshots at him.

. “Good afternoon. Lord Whaler. Were your meetings successful?” asked Heather as he walked past. “ Everything went
as expected.” He didn't recall telling anyone he had a single meeting, let alone two. He sighed audibly. In New
Augusta, if more than one person knew a secret, it wasn't a secret.

“Greetings, Lord Whaler,” added Mydra, as he paused outside his office. “ Any calls for me?’
“No. Things are relatively quiet here. Have you seen the faxnews?’
“Too busy have | been. Why?’

“1 wondered if anyone else from Accord was in New Augusta. The afternoon casts reported a strange man in black
assaulted an Imperial Intelligence agent in atunnel, broke her leg, stunned her, and escaped. The Imperid Intelligence
Serviceis denying the report. No one has seen anyone in black in the area.” Mydrawas giving him a calculated look.
“Y ou know, Mydra, after days like today, sometimes one would wish to be more violent. But professors, we are not
known as such. Today | have talked to too many who say, 'Maybe yes. Maybe no. Let us think about it. ' “

Hewent on. “I do not think | should like to meet such an Imperial Intelligence agent. | hear most competent they
are”

“I'm glad to hear that, Lord Whaler. After the report hit the fax, | called afriend of mine. She's an office manager at 1.
I. S. | asked her about it. She couldn't say much, but the agent who was allegedly attacked was one of the best. The
next time they go after that fellow, they'll go with lethal weapons, | understand.”

“Most interesting. Does this happen often here?’

“1 don't believe I've ever heard of another case.” The Ecolitan shrugged and entered his office. The room had been
searched, thoroughly, and more than once. Items were fractionally out of place, and the datacase on the table had been
moved. He scanned the case with the belt multitector. A rather large mass was inside, doubtless something unpl easant
and explosive.

Sergel had left hisreport in the in-tray, and Nathaniel swept it up as he walked back to the portal and began to scan
the office.

Two new full-scal e snoops showed, one right above the console and the other almost over his head, plus a
fluctuating energy concentration right between the two. He'd seen the pattern before. Not waiting to see the needle
peg off the scale, he dove out the doorway and into the main office. “Down! Hit the floor!”

Thefirst explosion cut off hiswords, and then the gimmicked datacase followed with aroar, the second explosion
bulging the wall outward.

As Nathaniel picked himself up, he ran a quick sweep of the staff office. Three standard snoops, period.

He hadn't been back in the Legation for more than ten minutes, and he'd been delivered three messages—two
explosive ones and a veiled threat through Mydra.

Was Mydraworking for the Imperia Intelligence Service or someone else? Wasthel. |. S. telling him they didn't care
what he knew? Was the military behind Sergel ...and the bomb he'd planted?

Mere trade negotiations couldn't be that explosive, could they?

“Lord Whaler! What happened?’ demanded Hillary West-Coven, her left arm bleeding from along scratch.
“Fortunes of trade, Hillary. Fortunes of trade.” Mydra was standing at the door from the hallway to the staff office.
How much coincidence had her temporary absence been? Nathaniel almost shook his head. “Mydra, my office has
been somewhat damaged, and to my quarters | will repair. Would you arrange for the necessary repairs?’

He marched out, going straight through his shattered office and into his private quarters.



Once inside, he swept the rooms for snoops, but found only a single additional visual. He used his tool kit to disable
it.

After that, he turned up the background music and used the private comm. “Ms. Du-Plessis office.”
“Lord Whaler, Accord Legation. Isshein?’

“I don't know, sir. | believe sheisin conference.”

“Find her. That is, if she expects either to retain her position or to have some trade talks with Accord.”

An ivory-skinned, black-haired woman of the indeterminate age range that had characterized Courtney
Corwin-Smathers appeared on the screen.

“Lord Whaler, aren't you overly free with the positions of the Ministry and their disposition?”’
“Ms. Du-Plessis, the situation is deteriorating and called for drastic measures.”
“Oh?’

“Madam, Accord, you, and | are running out of time for reasons unclear to me. | do not have time to fence with
words, nor words to fence with. How many times have you tried to reach me, and what were you told”

“Fiveor six, at least, and | wastold you were behind in returning your calls. | told...I mean...Lord Jansen also called
and received the same response, which was most puzzling.”

“| can see that it would be, considering I'm hereto talk with you and Lord Jansen. Where is your office? External
Affairs Tower?’ Janis Du-Plessis nodded. “What room?’ snapped the Ecolitan. “Uh...room 203, C-4.”

“I'll meet you there as soon as | can get there.”

“But—"

“Madam, you will bethere.”

“i don't understand, and | don't like orders from outsiders.”
“Ms. Du-Plessis, | do not think you want to understand. Or you are putting me on. | have been on this Imperial planet
less than one standard month. During the past two days, there have been two attempts on my life. Before that, an
n amost needled me on the day | arrived. A bomb just destroyed my office with me amost inside it. And you
don't understand. “ All my calls to you have been rerouted, and you indicate that yours to me have been blocked.
Now...do you understand my urgency?’

“| find this rather difficult to believe.”

“Then let me explain it again...in person.” Nathaniel broke the connection and checked his belongings. So far ashe
could tell, nothing had been tampered with.

He picked up Sergel's report again and folded it inside his tunic. Still he hadn't had time to read it.

He left the datacase in the study, only pulling out the remaining trade termsfile. No more lugging around
unnecessary baggage when al the warnings had been laid out.

The private comm line buzzed. He debated answering, finally jabbed the Accept stud. “Whaler.”

The face on the other end, filling his’ screen, was that of Sylvia Ferro-Maine, date gray eyes, dark hair and all. She
was not smiling.

“Lord Whaler, since your office lineis strangely out of order, | thought I might be able to reach you here.”

“Yes. My officelineisout of order. Asamatter of fact, Sylvia, my entire officeis out of order. An explosion of rather
large dimensions has rendered it nonfunctional .”

“You'real right?" Her tone was perfectly even, asif she were asking about the weather.



“Fortunately, | seem to be together.” He paused. “And to what do | owe this call?’

“1 had only wanted to let you know that you made quite an impression on Ms. Corwin-Smathers, and that she will be
taking up the matter with the Senator shortly.” He repressed asigh.

“Glad am | that such an impression was created. Unfortunately, such impressions seem to be spreading, since the
explosion within my office was not of an unplanned nature.”

“Given those circumstances. Lord Whaler, you are indeed fortunate.” The Ecolitan did not respond immediately, just
looked back at the woman. She could be anything—the staff aide she said she was, an intelligence agent, the brains
behind Courtney, or the representative of yet another party.

Today, she wore aformal dark blue tunic with aHigh collar that set off her high cheekbones and delicate features,
and added an dlfin edge to her image. He could almost smell the scent of oranges. He shook his head. Y ou seem most
doubtful, Lord Whaler.”

“Moreto everything on New Augustais there than meets the eye.” He smiled. “But | appreciate your interest, your
concern, and your news, and hoping | soon will seeyou am 1.”

“1 would hope that matters would work that way. Lord Whaler, but those determinations are over my head and with
you and the powers that be.”

Sylvias control relaxed enough for afaint smile to escape onto the screen before it went blank. The Ecolitan shook
his head again, more violently. Something more than trade was riding on the trade talks, at least for the Imperia
players. The question was what.

He stood and looked down at the console, then turned away and checked himself. Dart tube and darts, belt fully
charged, file folder on the trade talks...he was as ready as he could be under the circumstances.

He let the private portal to the corridor edge open, half-expecting to see the Diplomatic Police, an Imperial Monitor,
or the Imperial Marines. With none of the agents of Imperial authority present, he marched out and down to the drop
shaft and into the high speed descent lane. He had decided on atunnel train, much as he disliked them, because there
was less chance of either the Imperia s tracking him closely or waylaying him.

“Still paranoid,” he muttered as he waited in the concourse for the train.

Finding it hard to believe that it was till afternoon, he checked the time. 1550. Things were moving, probably too fast,
and he wasn't having much of a chance to think them over. Neither were the other players, but they didn't have to.
They just had to eliminate one Nathaniel Firstborne Whaler.

No obvious snoops or tails were planted on him, but after the day's events, they would be the best and virtually
invisible, and he certainly didn't have the time to check out every speck of dust after every time someone got close to
him.

Nathaniel had been trained for war—guerilla, conventional, and total—not for espionage. He felt more and more out
of his element with each new addition to the cloak-and-dagger routine.

The tunnel train hissed up to the platform. The Ecolitan took a single seat in arow between the two doors. When the
train had left the Diplomatic Concourse, haf filled with what seemed to be Imperial supplied staffersto various
Legations, he pulled out Sergel's report and began to read.

After thefirst quick skim, from what he could tell, at |east three groups wereinvolved. Sergel claimed he had been
contacted by Sylvia Ferro-Maine's direct superior, AliaHerl-Tyre, because of the interest of the External Relations
Committee of the Imperial Senate. Aliaclaimed that the Ministry of Commerce 'might act unilaterally on the Accord
guestion and cut out the External Relations Committee...and the Senate. A Commerce agreement was not a treaty and
did not require Senate approval.

According to Sergel, Ferro-Maine had previously been attached to the Imperial Intelligence Service. Thel. I. S. was
not under the control of the Emperor, but reported to the Senate directly. More precisely, to the staff of the Mgjority
L eader, the Elected Consul. The separation was designed as a check on the powers of the Emperor and on the military
branch.

At thefirst stop, the Ministry of Ecology, the Ecolitan took a quick look around the train. A few more junior
bureaucrats climbed aboard, but the majority of passengers kept staring into space or reading folded faxtabs.



Sergel claimed he had not received anything for the routine information he provided to Aliaand Sylvia, but did so to
open up a“two-way communications flow.”

Nathaniel didn't believeit. Sergel was about to get sent on aone way trip to Accord, provided Nathaniel survived
the next few days to do the scheduling.

Courtney had hinted that there were two aspects to everything, and Marcella had told him to be careful. Both
conversations would indicate that neither of those obviously powerful women were totally in control of the situation.

He shook his head. Despite his recognition of the female control angle of Imperia society, he still didn't have
enough information. He doubted that Janis Du-Plessis would have any answers or be willing to share them, but he
needed to complete the first round and to ensure all the players were fully involved.

The train hissed to a second stop—M inistry of Defense—' where several nonuniformed types marched aboard with
abearing that contradicted their civilian attire.

For an Imperial capital,. Nathaniel hadn't seen much evidence of the military, outside of the ceremonia Imperia
Marine guards and the scattering of military typesin the Emperor's throne room, receiving hall, whatever it was, when
he had presented his credentials.

For an Empire with ten major fleets, and Forest Lord knew how many strike forces, it seemed odd that none of the
military had surfaced directly on the trade questions. And odder still that so many indirect leads seemed to point to the
scarcely visible Ministry of Defense.

The third train stop was the Ministry of External Affairs. A handful of passengers left with Nathaniel—a white-bearded
man in arusset cloak, a pregnant woman in aministry tunic he did not recognize, two youngsters in glittertights, and a
man and awoman who appeared to be tourists from Sacrast, from the sticker on the carrying case the woman
shouldered.

Nathaniel outpaced the lot to the lift shaft and took the high speed center lane to the two hundred and third level.
The Security Gate was just beyond the exit stage portal. “ It's after hours, citizen,” announced the guard. “1 know.
Nathaniel Whaler, Envoy from Accord. | have an appointment with Ms. Du-Plessis.”

“They don't give appointments after 1530, citizen.”

“I'm not acitizen, and | do have an appointment.”

“I'm, sony, citizen, but I'm not allowed to admit anyone. Orders, you know.”

The Ecolitan studied the guard. Male, mid-aged, sagging dightly in the midsection, armed with both stunner and
blaster, lounging back in the chair.

Nathaniel leaned forward so that he was half over the console, eyeing the layout.

“Quite a control board you have here,” he observed, noting the open channel and input plates. The guard began to
sit up and lean forward.

“What would happen if 1,” asked Nathaniel, as he reached over and tapped out Janis Du-Plessis number, “called
Ms. Du-Plessisto seeif she were still here?’

The guard grabbed for the stunner. Nathaniel half vaulted, half circled the console and pinned the security man's
armsin place.

“Why don't we just wait and see if she answers?’ he asked as the guard began to struggle.

The screen unblanked and displayed the features of Janis Du-Plessis. “ Guard, what's going on?”’

“Thiscitizen—"

Nathaniel let go of the man with one arm, keyed the screen, then used his forearm to choke off the guard's response.
“1 apologize for the direct approach, but this guard was interpreting his orders so literally | found it impossible even to

announce my arrival.”

The guard broke one arm free and grabbed for the laser blaster.



Regarding that as a uniquely unfriendly move, Nathaniel shifted his hands, caught the nerves behind the man's
elbow and twisted.

“Yiii!” Thelaser skidded from the guard's limp fingers across the permatile.
' The Ecolitan observed the surprise on Janis' face as she saw the weapon.

“Perhaps,” gasped Nathaniel as he half lifted, half turned the guard from the chair and sslammed a stiffened hand into
his opponent's solar plexus, “I'm being overdramatic, but | do believe that either you or someone else doesn't want me
to seeyou.”

“Not me...not—"

“Fine. Areyou in room C-47’

“Yes”

“I'll meet you there.”

“What about the guard?’

“Hell befine...at least for now,” commented Nathaniel, looking Sown at the slumped figure. He hadn't hit the man
that hard. “Now, would you send whatever signal is necessary to open the gate?’

“Oh, of course.”

The gate opened. Nathaniel broke the screen connection, yanked the semiconscious guard out of the chair, hoisted
him over bis shoulder, and marched trough the gate. It buzzed but shut behind him anyway.

C-4 was less than fifty meters away, but the guard's weight had the Ecolitan breathing heavier than he would have
liked by the time he got there.

Janis Du-Plessis was waiting, open-handed, as he marched up.

Without aword, Nathaniel dumped the guard into one of the chairs. By now the man was nearly aert. “| apologize,
madam, but | need to ask this gentleman a question or two. While | do, you might want to study this folder, which
someone doesn't want me to deliver to you.”

He pulled the folder from under histunic. “| aso apologize for its dightly bent condition, but | feared | might need two
hands on the way over, and, unfortunately, | was correct.”

She stood there, black hair dightly mussed, in her rust and tan tunic, asif she did not believe the spectacle of an
Accord diplomat having to fight his way through her own guard for the sake of onethin file. “I find this
whole...episode...rather disgusting.”

“So do |, madam. So do I, but apparently these trade talks have been escalated to alevel beyond mere diplomacy.”
Heturned hisfull attention to the guard. “All right, time for afew answers.”

“Can',” protested the man. “Who told you not to let me in?’ The guard just smiled. Nathaniel reached down and
grabbed the nerves at the back of his neck, applying pressure. The sensation should have been acutely unpleasant.

“Who told you ...” The Ecolitan stopped. The man was unconscious.

He shook his head and reached for the guard's belt stunner. Pulling it from the holster, he set it on mid-range.
“ Srumm!”

“What happened? Why did you do that?’

“He's been pain conditioned. Any attempt to get information from him through tiredness, torture, pain, and he'll
immediately black out. There are ways around it, but not without time or specia equipment. It's very effective for this
sort of thing.”

He centered his attention on the Special Assistant to the Minister of External Affairs.



“Do you know most of the guards? Is he someone new?’
“1 don't pay that much attention, but | don't recall seeing him before.”
Nathaniel looked up to make sure the portal to the corridor was still closed.

Janis Du-Plessis had once been pretty. With her ivory complexion and long black hair, she was till attractive, but
her cheekbones and nose weren't prominent enough for her to retain her prettiness as she grew older, despite the
cosmetology of the Empire.

“Ms. Du-Plessis, as you may have noticed, my safe time in any one location appears to be limited.”
“Why don't we go into my office?” Nathaniel dragged the man in with him, laid him out by the doorway.
The woman was standing by her console, as if waiting for him to finish.

“Lord Whaler, | would appreciate some background. ' Y ou place calls to me and to Minister Jansen but won't accept
thereturn calls. All of asudden, you claim it isn't your fault, give me some outlandish story about two attempts on
your life, and insist on disrupting my private lifein order to personally deliver what seems to be a quite routine set of
terms for atrade agreement. It seems so reasonabl e on the surface that everything else seemstotally unreasonable.”

Nathaniel nodded, hoping she would go on. “I decided to cancel my evening and see what would happen, but |
certainly didn't plan on you attacking one of my guards, dragging him in here, questioning him, and having me cover
up for you!”

“Madam, | don't expect you to cover up anything. | came to New Augusta assuming we had a mutual economic
problem which could be solved. | have been assaulted twice, not counting the attempt by your guard to incinerate me
when he failed to stop me from getting through to you. My calls to you—and | have called severa times—have
apparently not gotten through. In return, your calls to me were blocked when | wasin my office waiting for them.

“Just this afternoon, someone successfully bombed my office. Fortunately, | was walking out the door at the. time,
but there were two explosions. Either someone, or severa parties, istaking agreat deal of explosivesto warn meto
depart, or they merely want to eliminate me. | care for neither possibility.” The hard expression on Janis face softened.
“1 can understand your concerns, but | don't understand why dl...this...violence...isinvolved with asimple trade
matter.”

“1 was hoping you could tell me. The Ministry of Commerce isinterested. The Imperial Senateis interested, and for
all 1 know, so are those planting the bombs.”

“The Ministry of Commerce?’ she snapped. “They don't have any business in trade terms with independent
systems outside the Empire.” The pieces came together with aclick. “I think they're interested in the impact changesin
the trade terms will have on Imperial commerce. What about the Senate?’

“That's got to be Courtney again, aways wanting the last word on everything before the terms are even considered.
| can take care of that.” Thefirein her eyesindicated she intended to try.

“1 think you have everything in hand,” he offered, rising from the pilot chair.

“Lord Whaler, you still haven't told me why your entrance had to be so violent.”

“1 don't know. One reason might be that the Commerce Ministry has no confidence in the process and would like
different terms. That's one guess. But it isonly aguess.” He frowned. “Is there any way you could register our
proposal in your records, so that it could not be erased? Even if anything happened to you? “

“Are you suggesting something?’
“No. But | wasn't attacked for nothing, and you just told me that you did not know the guard who attacked me.”

“1 seewhat you mean. If the effort was to cut us out, we really don't have it until it'sin the data banks under sedl.
Certainly, registering it couldn't hurt and might well reduce the... uh... unpleasantness.”

She sat down at the console again, rapidly touching keys, placing the proposal facedown across the screen in order.
A soft chime sounded. “We're done. Locked in and sealed.” Nathaniel bowed.

“Y ou have been gracious at atime when few have been and more helpful than you can possibly imagine.”



“Y ou do me honor.” She flushed, color momentarily replacing the flat ivory of her skin. “No more than is your due.”

A long moment passed before the Ecolitan cleared his throat.

“We dtill need to deal with some leftover unpleasantness. | suggest two things. First, that you escort me to your
private drop shaft. That way | can get to .the tunnel train level without going through the main concourse. Second,
that you return here and find the guard lying in the middle of the office. Y ou will, of course, be most upset and call
Imperial security.”

“1 was coming back and found him?’

“Exactly. He'll be out for several hours. He can't possibly explain what happened without being probed. So he'll !
have to invent some excuse, which will say he was investigating something when he was stunned, and he doesn't
know what happened.” Nathaniel dragged the man into the middle of the reception area while Janis locked her console
and office.

The rust and tan corridors to the private drop shaft of the senior staff and Ministers were deserted, the lights at half
level.

“This doesn't go down to the tunnel train level, just to the Ministry vehicle concourse, you know.” She touched the
drop plate. “Can | get to the trains?’

“Yes, but you'd have to walk back through the tower and another gate to catch the public shaft.”

“Hmmm. ..” He pulled at his chin. “Why don't | just send you back in aMinistry pool car?’
“That would be appreciated.”

He couldn't see Janis doing him in, not when she had nothing to gain.

The electrocougar from the Ministry of External Affairs seemed identical to the one he had ridden in from the
Commerce Ministry, with the same plasticloth hard seats, except for the colors of the car and the driver's uniform.

His driver was a petite black girl, perhaps the youngest driver he'd had.

He watched Janis standing at the dispatch point as the electrocougar whispered into the tunnel. “Isn't she too old
for you?’ The question jarred him. “Oh...| suppose so...if it were personal.”

“Business this late? Y ou're an outworlder. Y ou're used to working longer.”
“How about you?’

“Way to get credits after classes. Besides, after-hours drivers usually just sit. Good time to study. Where you
from?’

He wondered if she worked for someone. It didn't matter. “ Accord.”

“Should have known from the black. Don't always apply what you learn when you seeit inreal life. Y ou don't look like
you poison planets.”

“1 never have. We haven't done anything that severe in centuries.”
“How come you're here?’
“Tradetalks.”

“How come that's not in the faxtabs or casts? That - ought to be big news.” She grinned impishly, and Nathaniel
caught it in the reflection from the front bubble. “Planet poisoners here to talk trade.”

She dropped the grin. “ Guess that's unfair. Professor Ji-Kerns says we've done worse to some systems, but he'sa
man.”

Nathaniel ignored the slam to his sex. “What are you studying?’

“Second year in law. Out-space legal systems. We haven't gotten to Accord yet. Working on Halston.”



“Why did you pick lan?’

“Mother, she's the head of tactics at the Ministry of Defense, wanted me to go to Saskan, but | didn't like all the
rules. Rather make them.”

“Saskan?’

“Y ou know, that's the Imperial Space Academy where all the Fleet officers are trained.”

“1 suppose she, your mother, | mean, doesn't like your doing this?’

“She doesn't mind. If 1 wasn't meant for the Eagles, | wasn't meant. Thisway, | can pretty much. pay my own way.
That's important. Lots of youngers don't, just collect basic and snerch. Guys are the worst, always talking about being
Ministers, as if the Ministers ever did anything. Who does the work? Y ou and me.”

Nathaniel nodded, although he didn't think she was really looking for aresponse.

“Bet you work for afancy-pants Envoy. Here you are working, and he's probably luxing it up. First man I've seen
working so late since | took the job, and you re an outworlder. Figures.” She shook her head.

Nathaniel didn't bother to correct her misimpression. “1 wouldn't be surprised if anything and everything went on
here. Or isit just boring because nothing happens after hours?’

“Pretty dull. Wouldn't dare to talk to any woman, and | don't rate standby for a Minister or Deputy. All of them sit
and stare, or sit and read. Not like Perky. She's got the same job at Commerce. | got the idea from her, that is, driving
after classes. She's Class | now, even got Lord Mersen last week.

“Told me the other day she drove three Fleet Commanders back from Defense to Commerce. Nothing like that
happens here.” The car slipped out of the tunnel. “Want the public or private concourse?’

“Wherever I'm less likely to get noticed.”

“Public side, thistime of day. Still crowded. Be like atomb on the private side.” A pause followed. “What are you
worried about?’

Nathaniel couldn't help laughing. The girl was one of the first real people, without a mask, that he'd talked to. “Tell
you when | get out.”

“Hereyou are.”
“Thanksfor theride.”

As he climbed out of the backseat, she poked her head through the top opening in the front bubble. “Y ou forgot to
tell me”

“1'm the Envoy, and someone keeps trying to assassinate me.” Her mouth dropped open. “Not everyone wants
those trade talks.” It was probably unfair to leave it at that, thought Nathaniel as he ducked away and into a public
fresher stall on the concourse level.

With the belt detector he went over his clothes thoroughly for tracers or snoops. One minute speck on his collar
registered, but it could have retained static charges. Otherwise he seemed clean.

He put on the rust film cloak over his blacks and Ieft the fresher.

A woman talking to another woman on the far side of the corridor looked up as he passed, then looked back at the
closing door to the fresher. She began fiddling with her pocket calendar, but centered her attention on the fresher,
totally disregarding Nathaniel.

He took the lift shaft to the corridor for the private entrance to the Envoy's quarters. Under the cover of the cloak, he
checked the entrance as he approached. The snoops had been replaced, of course, but they were standard. No energy
links to the portal showed.
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Once inside, as he folded the cloak and surveyed the apartment, he swept the area again. The disabled visual snoop
had not yet been replaced. He marched into the study and eyed the comm unit. With asigh, he sank into the all too
plush swivel and thumbed for the directory, keying up some background music at the same time. While whoever had
links to the comm unit would know what he was asking, perhaps some of the other players wouldn't get all the
information yet.

He tapped out the number for the Diplomatic Reference Library, assuming that it was either automated or operated
around the clock. It was both. “ State your interest area.”

“Interstellar law.”

“Choose from among the following ...” The gist of the answer to hislong question was that the Ministry of External
Affairs had jurisdiction over trade and treaty matters involving nonempire systems.

“Query: authority of the Ministry of Commerce to enforce trade agreements within the Empire ...”
The Commerce Ministry could request the Imperia Fleet to apply sanctions.

“Query: does an agreement between aformer Empire system and the Ministry of Commerce congtitute alegal basis
for resumption of Imperial Jurisdiction?’

According to the library computer, there were precedents on both sides.

Nathaniel pulled at his chin, looked down at the screen. “Query ...” What else could he ask? He signed off. Leaning
back in the swivel, he gazed out the window. Sunset would be coming soon, and for the moment he was going to
watch it. Maybe think while he watched it, but watch it he would.

A few high and thin clouds dotted the sky, deep blue as he saw it through the panoramic window, and yellow white
of the sun was turning golden as it dipped toward the tree-covered hills on the western horizon.

He'd seen the holos of the blighted forests created by the Secession, and the Terran casualty figuresin the billions
as the result of the ensuing starvation.

He'd also seen the dlag that had been Haversol City and holos of the asteroid belt that had been Sligo before the
Empire pulverized it.

Both sides were people, people like the girl who had driven him, people like Sylvia, like Marcdlla, even peoplelike
Janis Du-Plessis, who set in motion the bureaucracies that created the violence that appalled them. '

The high flare of a shuttle in the distance over the port winked like an evening star early in the sky and was gone.

The shadows over the hills lengthened, and the lights in the other towers glowed stronger, and the sun dropped. He
supposed he should finish what was necessary, what he could.

Some could wait until morning; some could not. Seen in perspective, the whole thing was obvious. The Secession
itself had created aterrible convulsion for the Empire. Fifty odd systems ripping themselves away, using the Accord
grievances as an umbrellafor amyriad of reasons, denying the government that had hel ped them stand alone.

In the beginning, the Empire had hesitated to use maximum force, planet busters, because of the closeness of the
ties. It's hard to murder your cousin because he wants to stand alone, and the internal political outcry that had risen
after the First Fleet had busted Sligo had rendered that option unusable.

Four hundred years later, no one thought in those terms. Accord's allies had gone their own way, some to their own
small empires, big enough to give the old Empire pause. And Accord was considered Outie, an outland system.
Relations were minimal, sometimes nonexistent, and the question of attacking, “relatives’ was moot. Twelve.
generations of Imperia school children had been raised with horror stories about Accord.

If the Empire decided to use force, no public outcry would be raised, and Accord could count on few alies. In return,
the Institute could send out the death ships, and if everyone was lucky, perhaps ten percent of the population of a
thousand systems might survive.

The Accord House of Delegates ignored the enormous growth in the massive destruct weaponry of the Empire. The
Empire was totally ignorant of the potential biological and ecological disasters created by the Institute and already



dispersed to where not even total destruction of the Accord Coordinate systems could stop the rain of lingering death.

From what he'd seen, neither side would believe the other's power, although Accord had acknowledged the Empire's
fleets somewhat. So what could he do?

He turned to the console and punched out the office number of Courtney Corwin-Smathers, leaving his own screen
blank.

“Courtney here. What's wrong with your visual ?’

“Whaler here. 'Call off the dogs, Courtney. Y ou've made your point. The preliminary terms have been registered
officialy with External Affairs, and you'll have to coordinate with Janis Du-Plessis, but | think you can handle that.

“The other thing you should know is that Defense is also playing. We don't need that, and neither do you.”
“Oh..”

“1 still will have to stay around, making polite speech after polite speech, and committing Accord to nothing until
you get your ions flared. Or do you have a better suggestion?’

“Your prudence is commendable, if belated, but Ms. Ku-Smythe might request aquiet elimination if thel. I. S. or the
Ministry of Defense haven't already done so.”

“That's achance I'll haveto take.” He tapped the stud and cut the connection. His next call went to Marcella's direct
officeline. He got arecording with asmiling face.

“1 am out at the moment. If you would leave a message, | will return your screen when | return.”

“Whaler here. The Ministry of Defense has decided to shove Commerce directly out of the picture by eliminating
me. Y ou might also be interested to learn AliaHerl-Tyre paid off some of my Legation staff to stall you. At the same
time. Defense exploded my office and removed one of my staffers. External Affairsthinks you played them for nulls.”

Again leaving his own screen blank, he tapped out Sergel's private number, and got another recording requesting a
message.

“Sergel. You'd better be gone tomorrow, or on your way, or have a damned good story. The External Relations staff
knows you played them false, and the Ministry of Defense knows you failed.”

He tapped out another number, with ablank screen. He didn't have a private number, but the External Relations
Committee number for AliaHerl-Tyre. Another recording. “Ms. Herl-Tyre. My name is Nathaniel Whaler, and we
haven't met. Sergel Weintre used to work for the Legation, until he claimed that you were paying him to spy on us, and
we discovered that he was also being paid by the Ministry of Defense to spy on you aswell as us. “Under the
circumstances, thought you'd be interested.” With a sigh, he leaned back and touched the wide belt, running his
fingers along the side, splitting the layers and removing athin flimsy.

The code system was crude, but unbreakable without either the flimsy, which would last for less than a standard
hour after he touched it, or the Prime's personal diary, of which there was one copy. The system was one way, but that
didn't matter.

After the ten minutes it took him to code what he needed, he picked up the draft and opened the door from his
private quartersto his office. The walls to the staff office still were jagged and bulged in places, athough the steel
portal door remained untouched.

He palmed the plate, and the portal irised open. The deserted staff section had the lighting at half bright. He slipped
behind Mydra's console, congratulating himself on his professional ease until he barked his knees as he pulled the
chair up to the console. Thefirst job was to send the message to the Prime. He accessed the direct comm line, feeling
the charges ring higher and higher as the message ran out.

He hoped it would get there, and since the L egation was paying for the direct shot, it had a chance.
He staggered out from behind Mydra's console and back to his own office.
The next step would be trying to break the media blackout on the talks, which he suspected was due to their dull

sound, rather than any conspiracy. After all, what self-respecting faxcaster in the capital of the Empire was interested
in tariff and exchange terms negotiations between the Empire and aformer colony, particularly when the Minis-



try involved hadn't told anyone and when the others didn't want anyone to know?
From the New Augusta directory, He got the numbers for Galactafax and Faxstellar.

“Greetings. | am the Accord Trade Envoy, Nathaniel Whaler. And a statement to make on the bombing of our
Legation | have.”

“Thewhat?' asked the duty faxer at Galactafax. “The bombing of our Legation by forces opposing the talks on
trade—"

“Holdit! Hold it! Let me catchit all on flux. First, who are you? For the record?’

“Envoy Nathaniel Whaler, Acting Legate and Trade Envoy for the Legation of Accord.” He paused and cleared his
throat. “ This very afternoon, my office was bombed. Two devices. Bystanders, several were hurt. Good faith we came
in, but the Imperial Senate and Imperial Ministries respond not, but question who has jurisdiction. No one pays
attention.”

“Hang on there. Lord Whaler. Let me seeif | have this straight. Y ou wereinvited here for trade talks. The Imperial
Senate and the Ministries are arguing over jurisdiction, and this afternoon your L egation was bombed, and people
wereinjured. Isthat the idea?’

“Essentially correct, that is. Diplomatic Police come, say they will look. Nothing happens.”

“Y ou mentioned gjurisdiction problem ...”

“External Affairs should have control, but has done nothing. Commerce Ministry presses for answers but has no
jurisdiction. Most confusing. Senate External Relations Committee staff is a so interested, and Senator Helmsworth and
the S. I. |, areinvolved somehow, | amtold.” - The Ecolitan wondered if he were carrying it all too far, but the young
man on the other end was drinking it al in.

“TheS.1.1...S.I.1.?Youmeanthel. |. S, the Imperial Intelligence Service?' “That iswhat | understand. “

“Lord Whaler, where can we reach you?’

“At the Accord Legation iswhere.” He gave the office and the private line, not wanting Mydra blocking the calls if the
faxerswaited until morning.

He repeated the process with the young woman who answered for Faxstellar. Her reaction was much the same.
Within twenty minutes, a distingui shed-looking woman from Galactafax had gotten back to Nathaniel.

“Marjoy Far-Nova, Lord Whaler. I've seen the tape of your announcement, but | wondered if you could possibly
supply afew more details for us about the trade talks and any possible connection this might have with the bombing.”

“Connection | know not. Here | am, poor Envoy, wanting to ease relations with Empire. Here am |, empowered by my
government to reduce some tariffs and eliminate others. But for this, right after we circulate proposals, my officeis
bombed. The situation is strange, but whom should | tell?’

“Let me get this down. After you circulated your trade proposals, your office was bombed. At the same time, no one
in the Empire seems willing to act except those who you think should not be involved. Isthat it?’

Nathaniel could only shrug and gesture to the bulging wall to hisright.

Shortly thereafter, he went through a similar performance with the call back from Faxstellar, declining to speculate
beyond the facts.

Once again, he headed to the deserted staff office and Mydra's console, this time not banging his knees as he sat
down.

He set it for a voice scrambled tape and began to speak. “To Scandalous Sam, the Gossip Man of New Augusta
...Have. you heard about the awful runaround they're giving that poor Envoy from Accord? They bombed his office,
not once, but twice. And none of the Ministries will talk. His staff has been profiteered...and you should listen in on
the snoop network, like Sylvia, Marcella, Alia, Courtney, and afew others do. One even we dare not name. His callsare
blocked by his own staff. Call him, and they tell you he's behind in returning his screens. He doesn't know it yet. More
tofollow ...”



Nathaniel wound it up and sent it off into the local faxdelivery.

A similar set of faxes went to other sources, aswell as ascholarly letter under his own name to the pure print media.
That done, he closed down Mydras console, trying to leave it exactly as he found it.

Hewas hungry, and officially and unofficialy, al he had to do for awhile was wait and play dumb.

He locked the portal into his private quarters and headed for the hygienarium, where he stripped and took a
steaming fresher. He dressed slowly, choosing a dress green outfit and a rich, matching green cloak.

According to the belt multitector, the clothes weren't snooped or tagged, but the snoops outside his private
entrance were fully functioning.

After aquick walk to thelift shaft, he took the slow outside lane dl fifty levels up to the Legate's private dining
rooms. The head waiter was ready, thistime. “Lord Whaler...a pleasure to see you. Table in the main dining room or the
portico?’

“The portico, if you please.”

Through the wide expanse of unbroken permaglass he could see the shadows of the towers, their lights like
beacons, and the dark outlines of the hills beyond. He was seated at atable for two at one end of the windowside
tables.

Not much on the silver printed menu appealed to him, but he finally settled on the scampig with asalad, and liftea. The
liftea arrived immediately. Either he looked tired or the staff had been briefed on the fact that liftea camefirst on
Accord, not last.

He sipped the tea, watched the lights glitter, took in the occasional shuttle flare in the evening sky.

“1 beg your pardon.” The man's voice was lightly accented Panglais. Nathaniel pegged the speaker as Frankan. He
looked up to see aman standing by the table. The Ecolitan rose, half bowing. “ At your service,” he responded in
Frankan. “Y ou honor me,” replied the other diplomat in his own tongue. “Not many would immediately recognize my
background or make the effort. But none of the formal nonsense. May | introduce myself?’ He presented a diplomatic
I. D. and miniature credentials identifying himself as Ge-rard De Vylerion, Legate of Frank. “ Gerard De Vylerion, soon
to be returning to Wryere.” Nathaniel sat and gestured to the seat across from him. “Nathaniel Whaler, Envoy from
Accord and acting Legate,” he continued in Frankan.

“Y ou do know Frankan. | must confess | knew who you were. After this afternoon, everyone wanted to talk to you, but
your Legation indicated you were out of touch.” Nathaniel motioned for De Vylerion to go on. “I've been here five
standard years, full tour, and |'ve never heard of violence against a L egation. There aren't even any records. What did
you do? Was it an accident?’

“Accident? No, | doubt it was an accident. | was leaving my office when they exploded. Two, oneright after the
other. Weinformed the Diplomatic Police, who came and went.”

Nathaniel shrugged. “Nothing so mysterious was happening. We circulated preliminary proposals, and | felt that
everyone who was interested should be informed. | did not want to say much about the explosions until | had a chance
to think.”

“1 could not be that calm,” answered the Frankan Legate,- sipping from the glass he had brought with him.

“1 waited to seeif there were any reaction. But | will wait only so long.”

“And?’

“1 finally told the faxcasters. Was that how yon found out?’

“No. My staff told me of an explosion on the three hundredth level, and | asked afriend of afriend. Hetold me an
accident had occurred in the Accord Legation.”

“No. Not anaccident. Someone does not like what | am doing. Someone does not want, apparently, a peaceful trade
treaty.”

“Lord Whaler—afriend of mine. Lord Naguti, from Orioiarii, isaso interested.” The Frankan gestured to his larger



table where two others, a man and awoman, sat. “We could join you, but ...”

“Alas, | see my tableistoo small.” The Ecolitan got up, beckoned to the waiter. As the man approached, he turned
to De Vylerion, “Have you eaten?’

“Yes, but we would be honored. Have the waiter serve you at our table.”

Probably a breach of etiquette, thought Nathaniel, but the chance to spread alittle distrust of the Empire was too
much to resist.

“Tables | will be changing,” he told the waiter in Panglais, “and there would | like to be served.” The waiter nodded
and retreated to his post. The other two stood as the Ecolitan approached. “Lord Naguti, acting L egate from Orknarli,
and Lady Persis-Dyann. Thisis Lord Whaler, Envoy from Accord.”

“1 speak no Orkaiarlian,” Nathaniel explained in Panglais, “but more fluent am | in Frankan, Old American, or
Fuardian.” '

“We all understand Frankan,” clipped Lady Persis-Dyann, who seemed too young and too sharp-featured to be an
Imperial Lady.

“Then | will continue in Frankan,” observed Nathaniel, switching languages with relief. “It is a pleasure to meet you,
Lady Persis-Dyann, and you, Lord Naguti, although under somewhat surprising circumstances.”

“Lord Whaler has just informed me,” added De Vylerion smoothly, “that not only was his L egation bombed, but that
no one seemed terribly interested. He called the faxcasters himself.”

“Oh?’ asked the Lady. “Most interesting,” mused Lord Naguti. Nathaniel took asip of histea. “I'm puzzled,” he
began slowly. “I arrived thinking progress would be slow but steady and that a trade agreement could be worked out.
It's not that big a problem. It deals with certain microtronics. But nothing happened. So | requested audiences and
began direct contacts. Remember, the Empire requested us to come. | was perhaps too aggressive. Y esterday, it begins
to appear someone does not want atreaty. Today, there is an explosion in my office.”

He looked around the table. Naguti was nodding. Persis-Dyann seemed bored, and De Vylerion wore an expression
of mild interest. He stopped and waited.

“If the treaty's so minor, why would anyone want to stall it?" asked Persis-Dyann.

“My thoughts exactly,” answered Nathaniel. “ That leads to an interesting point. Haversol came to New Augusta to
negotiate and had the same trouble. Now...the similarity | cannot prove, but ...” Naguti nodded again.

“You men dl talk in mysteries,” observed the Lady. “Not so mysterious. Lady Dyann,” responded Naguti. “The
Imperial Fleet attacked and reduced Haversol because Haversol refused to negotiate with the Empire. If what Lord
Whaler saysistrue, negotiations were stalled by the Empire to give the impression of Haversolian recalcitrance and to
give the Empire the option of using force.”

“And because it was veiled in semilegality, the Feder-

ated Hegemony, the Accord Coordinate’—and there the Frankan De Vylerion inclined his head toward Nathaniel—
“the Fuardian Conglomerate, and the other independent systems chose not to make an issue of aminor planet like
Haversol.”

“That istrue,” added Nathaniel, leaning back from the table as the waiter delivered his roast scampig. “ Another
disturbing thought occurs. Haversol was a minor system, and no one protested. Not even Accord, | admit, at least not
beyond asimple protest. But Accord isnot, shall | put it bluntly, the most admired of the smaller multisystem
governments. And so, if the Empire creates atechnicality on which to base the use of force against Accord, who will
protest?”’

Nathaniel cut into the roast scampig, wrinkling his nose as the steam escaped.

“Isn't that basing alot on assumptions?’ cut in the Lady.

Nathaniel wondered which Ministry had bought her. Despite her sharp nose and piercing eyes, she was attractive
and had a nice figure beneath the gold-trimmed brown tunic.

“Assumptions, yes,” he continued after swallowing, “but could you explain why there have been two attempts on



my life, including exploding my office, and bribes to my staff?’

“Bribesto your staff?” Naguti asked. “A minor official, but | caught him and actually got a - written confession that an
Imperial Ministry was paying him to spy. Not unusual, | would guess, although since the Empire supplies most of my
staff, | would question why they would need to approach him.”

“What do you think, Neri?’" De Vylerion asked. “I think we may all have a problem. While | earnestly hope that the
incidents which had befallen Accord and Lord Whaler are merely isolated coincidences, | have grave doubts that they
are. You know, don't you, that the Fifth Fleet was dispatched yesterday to reinforce the Sector Governor on our
borders?’

Gerard took another sip from his near empty glass. Even Persis-Dyann was silent. Nathaniel took advantage of the
[ull to finish the scampig and salad. -

“1 regret my story has depressed you. Perhaps the lady is right. Certainly, there is no hard proof.”

“In our business. Whaler,” said Gerard softly, “and since you're still young, you may not always remember it,
motivation and past actions are more important than scraps of proof. Hard proof often arrives just before the
warheads. “

“Our debt, Lord Whaler,” offered Naguti, rising, “but | must be heading back to my Legation. May | escort you,
Lady Dyann?’

“So far as our paths coincide.” Nathaniel struggled to hisfeet asthe pair |eft. “Very nicely done. Whaler, but do you
believe it?’ asked the Frankan as soon as they were alone.

“I've made it abit more clear-cut than it really is, but, in essence, it's all true. True, but complicated, and the stakes
arefar higher.”

“1 can guess why. Perhaps we are all fortunate Accord sent you and not another.” Herose. “I, too, must leave, but |
appreciate your candor.”

The portico was nearly empty by then, with only two other tables occupied. The Ecolitan caught the eye of the
waiter.

“All rightisitif | return to my first table?’

“Yes, gr.”

“A Taxan brandy, please, and clear water.” He sat down and. stared out through the permaglass, watching the shuttle
flares and the stars, so much thicker here than in the skies of the Rift planets, where an arm of blackness clove the
center of the night heavens.

The brandy arrived, but he ignored it, still drawing in the stars. It was like operating in avacuum. Little or no feed-

back. Lord of the Forests! He didn't know whether he'd touched the people he'd met or whether everything he did was
blocked just outside his ahility to observe.

Perhaps the faxcasts or the morning faxtabs would show something. If they didn't, he wasn't sure what other studs
he could press, what other people he could try to manipulate.

Destruction was easy. It was the refraining from destruction that was hard.
He picked up the brandy and watched the starstill past midnight.

He was cold sober and holding an almost full glass of Taxan brandy when he stood again. Every other table besides
hiswas set in morning gold. Hiswas still in evening silver.

As he strode back to the drop shaft and fifty levels down, he wondered, idly, whether he would find anyone waiting
by or inside his door—whether an assailant or aLady. Finding neither Sergel nor Sylvia, or their like, he locked up and
dlipped into the large bed alone, and into sleep.

XXV



Nathaniel woke early, and gratefully, out of a nightmare where Imperial battlecruisers fractured planets and where
Ecolitans on black wings sowed death down the Milky Way, turning the stars dark as they stepped from sun to sun.

A hot fresher helped begin to bum away the depression, as did the cup of liftea which followed from the tiny
kitchen.

He had not been standing in the shambles of the Envoy's office, dressed in a set of crisp blacks he'd never worn
before, for more than afew minutes before Hillary West-Coven scurried in from the front desk.

“Sir...Lord Whaler, there are two fax crews outside, and they say you personally caled them. Ms. Da-Viosisn't here
yet.” Her tone conveyed that he was personally responsible for some catastrophe and that Mydra could have avoided
it had she been present.

“Why, | did call them. Let them in, so fax the damage to our Legation they can. Talk with them | even will.”

“Yes, gr. You will talk with them?”

“If they desire such.”

“But ... but. . .” Seeing Nathanidl's broad smile, she capitulated. “ Yes, sir.”

Nathaniel Ieft his console to place himself firmly in front of the damage. The three women and one man who
represented the media walked in. The two well-groomed women, with the hand-held directional cones and belt paks,
were the commentators. The other two wore shoulder mounted fax units.

“You're Lord Whaler?’ demanded the smaller of the two interviewers, who was dressed in a silver jumpsuit that
flattered her dlender figure and dark hair. “Lord Whaler, | am.” He beamed. “Fine. Please stand over there out of the
first shots while we get a panover of the damage. Marse, start at the right and sweep up toward that hole. “ Check-shot.
Canning, two, three, and go.” The other interviewer nodded to her faxer, who followed the same pattern.

The once-over of the damage was followed with detailed close-ups of the two blast areas.

Nathaniel stood at one side, feeling somewhat neglected.

“Ms. West-Coven,” asked the smaller interviewer, “can you tell us what happened?’

“One instant we were working. The next there was an explosion, and Lord Whaler came flying from his portal there. |
remember seeing him standing there just before the blast, and | guess he was lucky. He was walking out when it
happened.”

“That was his office?’

“yes”

Nathaniel cleared his throat, but no one was paying any attention. Both faxers were training their units on Hillary.
“How did it happen?’

For the first time, Hillary looked bewildered. “Y ou'd better ask the Envoy.”

“Lord Whaler. Stand right there.” The Ecolitan complied meekly. The media commentators were more peremptory than
the bureaucrats. “Do you know why the L egation was bombed?’

“Someone does not want the trade treaty. When | first arrived, attacked was 1. Now comes the bomb.”

“lsn't that stretching things?’

“Aren't you being overdramatic?’ Nathaniel shrugged as expressively as he could and pointed to the blast-torn wall.
“That. That isnot dramatic?’ The faxers were off Nathaniel. The smaller commentator wound the segment up. “ That's
the story at the Accord Legation. Trade talks, an explosion following an attempted assassination. Frian Su-Ryener for
Galactafax at the Accord Legation.”

The taller woman positioned herself by the worse section of the bulging wall and smiled.



“For the second time in as many days, violencein New Augusta. Y esterday, thel. I. S. refused to comment on why a
fully armed agent was assaulted here in the capital. Last night, this explosion, and an Envoy who wears the diplomatic
blacks. The rumored assailant of thel. I. S. agent also was reported to wear black.

“Now we learn that trade talks with the Empire are involved, and the Envoy involved has aready been attacked once
before. Why? Whatever it is, it's sparked the first bombing in New Augustain three decades. Thisis Kyra Bar-Twyla
for Faxgdlar.”

“Isthat right about thel. I. S.?" Hillary asked. “Worse than that,” interrupted the other commentator, “if you believe
the rumors. Defense had five agentsin the area, and three don't know what happened and two are now walking nuts.”

“No confirmation,” clipped the taller one, “no story.” They both nodded to their faxers, and the four left as quickly and
abruptly asthey had arrived.

“What did they mean?’ the Ecolitan asked Hillary. “ There's some rule by the Ministry of Communications. Y ou have
to have at least two witnesses to any rumor you fax, and three or two plus documentation if you present afact and if it
involves official Imperial business.”

“Y ou know that rule from where?’ Hillary was spared a response by the arrival of Mydra. “Lord Whaler, do you think
it was wise to let those...those...rumormongers in?’

“Wise, | know not. But what would they have said if | had said no?”’

“Y ou may have a point there, but sensationalism could affect the trade talks.”

Nathaniel nodded politely and waited until the two were looking at him.

“Later, | think, we should talk. Right now, some communications | must make. Repairs, will they be made?’

Mydra retreated to her console without acknowledging the question.

The Ecolitan sat back down behind his own console and began to compose a faxletter for transmission to the
Legations of the independent majors, the Federated Hegemony, and the Fuardian Conglomerate. When it was
completed, he buzzed Mydra. “Yes, Lord Whaler?’

“In my console stored is a communication | need improved for transmission. As soon as possiblein the formal
Ww."

“I'll get right to it.”

“Seeit | would like before you send it.”

“Yes, gr.”
As she was completing the text, he wandered out into the staff office and began to peer over her shoulder at the text
screen. Much as he had suspected, the message bore little resemblance to what he had set out originaly. “Forgot you
the part about Haversol.”
“So | did. Do you think you should mention such an unpleasant incident so bluntly?”’

“Find you a more politic way to express, and pleased | would be.”

He waited as she revised the language. “Need the part about the appearance of delay causing misunderstandings that
could be avoided. Say it most politely, as you do.” Mydra nodded.

When it was completed, the faxtext from the acting Legate of Accord was a polite, understated account of the
difficulties faced by one Nathaniel Whaler, with even politer implications about how precedents unfavorable to all
non-imperial systems could be set if current patterns continued.

It has to be good, thought Nathaniel. Mydra doesn't like it a bit.

“Show me, please, how it is sent.” Mydratouched several studs, and the dispatch plate turned red. She did not touch
it. Nathaniel bent over and tapped it. “Do you not finish by this?’ he asked naively. “ That'sright, Lord Whaler.”

He watched while she sent off the other twenty-three, knowing she was getting frustrated by the surveillance.



Heretired to his console to authenticate the routine correspondence. The debris had been removed, but the repairs
had not been started nor were any workers in evidence.

After running through the material, he decided to see if anything he had attempted to plant had showed up in the
faxtabs. At the three buzzes from the console as it burped forth the faxtab, Mydralooked up sharply at him through the
open portal. She seemed to relax as she saw him lean back in the big swivel and began to read.

The factual side of the news hadn't changed that much. The First Minister of Orknarli protested the “maneuvers’ of
the Fifth Fleet. Repercussions of the synde bean shortage on Imperial trade balances. Ministry of Defense requests for
greater funding. Prince Heuron dedicates H. M. S. Gold Prince, flagship of the newly dedicated Eleventh Fleet.

Scandal ous Sam was at the end of the faxtab, and Nathaniel hesitated a moment before checking the gossip, not
sure he wanted to seeif any of the bait was there. '

Explosive news...should we tell you which diplomat had his office explode...after seeing avery special
assistant...and yet he's so very hard to see...Which playboy of the court rolled hisairchair over his chef? And don't
forget. ..

Nathanid let the flimsies drop. Unless the Imperials were onto every innuendo. Scandalous Sam's gossip needed a
few more kicksto keep the interest in the Imperial treatment of Accord going.

At 1153, his private line buzzed, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mydra go bolt upright. “Lord Whaler?’

“The same.”

“Alexi Jansen, here, and my valued assistant for External Trade, Janis Du-Plessis. | understand there has been some
confusion, some rather strange occurrences.” Jansen was a big blond man with skin the color of leather, and he

laughed as he finished the sentence. “ Of that, some,” admitted Nathaniel. “1 do hope we can help.”

“Qur proposal submitted to Ms. Du-Plessis, and rapid consideration of those terms would be helpful.” Nathaniel
shrugged as dramatically as he could. “What can | say? Come for trade, get explosions. Cometo talk, and. . .”

“Lord Whaler,” commented Janis Du-Plessis, “we hope we can clear these up as soon as possible.”

“Janis, here, told me about your visit. It seemed rather unusual, but she checked up on things, and that guard...he
was wiped. Strange.”

“Guard? Wiped? | had difficulties but did not understand the reasons.”

Nathaniel shook himself and smiled into the screen. He went on, “Y our courtesy | surely appreciate and look forward
to hearing from you.” The Ecolitan half bowed. Alexi Jansen bowed in return. “When we have finished an analysis of
your proposal. Lord Whaler, we'll be back to you.” The screen images blanked.

Nathaniel cleared histhroat loudly and thoroughly, stood away from the swivel, and strutted over to the open portal
where he could peer down at Mydra. “Mydra? Where is Sergel 7’

“I don't know. Lord Whaler.”

“Heis supposed to be an Information Specialist, and never do | see him.”

“I'll try to locate him, but I imagine he's quite busy at the moment.”

“And busy doing what?’ The Ecolitan turned and marched back to his swivel, clearing histhroat again for effect.

He had decided he should be somewhat unreasonable, at least some of the time, and occasionally petty until he
could see how things were shaking out.

Dropping himself into the swivel, the black and green swivel, with an audible thump, he twisted the chair to watch
the low clouds swirl above the towers. At the angle he chose, he could keep an eye on Mydra without seeming to. The
layout of the office had been designed to let her keep tabs on him, and the thought that he could reverseit gave him
some small amusement as he saw Mydra keying things out using her console.

While he couldn't see the screen itself, she was faxing a number of individuals, from what he could tell.

At one point, her back stiffened, and he figured she'd been told something she hadn't expected. After that she made



two or three more cdlls.

With a snapping movement that flipped out the back of her short black and tan tunic, she stood and entered his
office.

Nathaniel returned his full attention to the storm clouds outside, watching the white-gray tops of the cumulus
clouds race toward the patches of blue above. “Lord Whaler?’

He swiveled back from his window view and put both feet on the floor directly behind his console. “Y es, Mydra?’

“| can't seem to locate Mr. Weintre.”

“Was he not in someone's custody the day before last?’

“You had him released.”

“Fruit alittle rotten can only get more rotten...it is hard to translate sayings into Panglais, but you understand?’

“A partly spoiled fruit can only rot? Isthat what you meant? What does that have to do with Mr. Weintre?’

“Sergel has gotten rotten. Firgt, alittle trouble, now perhaps more trouble. Who guards troublemakers?’

“Herein the tower, the Diplomatic Police.”

“Elsawhere?’

Nathaniel had a solid ideawhere Sergel was: in the hands of “specialists’ at the Ministry of Defense who would be
questioning him thoroughly, mind-probing him in depth. But the Ecolitan didn't want to voice that, just lead her along
that track. “The Imperial Monitors.”

Nathaniel shrugged to indicate his ideas were exhausted and went on asif to change the subject. “All the difficul- ties
we have, Mydra, and the Envoy from another system last night told me military people caused his problems. Is that
possible?’

“Everyone likes to blame the Eagles, Lord Whaler, but they stay out of New Augusta for the most part.”

Nathaniel shrugged again. From the momentary gleam in her eyes, she'd gotten the thought he'd wanted to plant,
the military aspect of Sergel's disappearance and the Legation's troubles.

“1 understand. Force Command is strong on Accord, and | wondered if the military was also on New Augusta.”
Mydra gave him a smile that was equally warm and patronizing.
“The Empire's not quite like any place elsein the galaxy, | suspect. Lord Whaler.”

“How true. Y et people are people.” He looked out the window and leaned back again. “Not always do | say well
what | think. Panglaisis alovely language but too flowery for asimple teacher of trade and economics. | came to New
Augusta hoping people would see that agreement is possible always and that all lose when war comes.

“When the more powerful is stubborn, the small fight. Knowing they will lose, they fight, and before they perish,
many would poison the water the victors would drink. Fighting is always so.”

Nathaniel looked at Mydra, efficient in her brown and tan.

“A scholar could express that better. The point is the same. Y our Empire is...complex...many towers, many
Ministries, many people, many battlecruisers, many troops. Accord is simple. Few people, few ships. The only defense
we have is the power to destroy the ecologies of the galaxy, strewing death across the suns before we perish.” He'
shrugged. “Can | tell the Empire, with thousands of ships, that little Accord can sow such vast death? Who believes?
Can | tell our House of Delegates, who know they can sow such death, that the Empire does not believe? To prove our
power, must millions die? And so, | sit and talk, sit and hope. Hope they have not forgotten.” He looked blankly out
the window. The room was silent. The clouds swirled outside, and Nathaniel watched. Watched, hoping the snoops
had gotten it al, hoping that Mydra had understood it all, and hoping that both thought he wasn't playing to the
unseen audience.

“Lord Whaler,” Mydra asked softly, “may | go?’ He nodded.



The waiting was the worst, whether it was waiting in the darkness of space, in afull-blanked needle-boat, knowing
that another needle-boat waited, knowing that whoever moved first was dead, or whether it was lying flat in the jungle
outback of Trezenia, listening for the slight change in pitch of the treehoppers' song to signify someone, something,
was out there moving, or whether it was sitting behind a modernistic console waiting, debating whether to lake
stronger action, when too strong an action might unleash the disaster that needed to be contained.

He leaned further back in the swivel, half noting that the clouds were clearing, that the westernmost towers were
glistening in the jacket of moisture lit by the noon sun.

The signs were there—the overt absence of military influence coupled with the continuing references to the “Eagles”
and the large military bureaucracy; the gentle and total control of the population; the small stories about the use of the
Fleets in pressuring out-systems; the dedication of the new flagship of the new Eleventh Fleet; the routine acceptance
of the dispatch of the Fifth Fleet to intimidate Orknarli; and, of course, the example of Haversol. The Imperiasliked to
play the diplomatic game as politely as possible, without overt violence, and using the threat of the immense force of
the Empire as the major tool. The use of violencein New Augusta didn't fit, not unless Accord was area threat to
something being planned, not unless the conditioned fear of Accord ran deeper than he thought.

The intercom buzzed. He ignored it, trying to pin down the elusive angle of the bombings. The intercom buzzed
twice.

Hewondered if Marcellahad anything to do with the explosions. Why her warnings? Or Courtney's veiled
references? And Sylvia...With that thought he wondered if he detected the faintest trace of orange blossomsin the
office. He shook his head.

Hisfingers headed for the console control studs as he swung back to face the bank of plates and lights. Finaly, he
touched the plates and tapped out the codes. “ Senator Helmsworth's office.”

“Nathaniel Whaler for Sylvia Ferro-Maine.”
“I'm sorry. Lord Whaler, but she and Ms. Corwin-Smathers are on the floor with the Senator.” Floor? Floor of what?
Charles caught the confusion on Nathaniel's face and flashed his professionally engaging smile at the Envoy.

“The floor of the Senate. The debate on the ad valorem tax changes has just begun.” The receptionist paused.
“Would you like to leave word that you called?’

“No...not right now. Thank you.” Nathaniel absently looked down at the console where the intercom plate still
flashed.

Of course the lady was busy. Weren't they all? He shook his head again.

The intercom buzzed twice more, and this time he decided against ignoring it. “Lord Whaler, the repair crews are
here”

“Fine.”
“They're likely to make agreat deal of noise.”
“Noise? Ah, yes, noise.”
“Perhaps now would be a good time for you to eat?’ Nathaniel scratched his head, then nodded. “Lunch, | suppose, |
will have now.” He stood and looked out at the hills, now beginning to show a golden tinge. He wondered if the color

shift were seasonal or merely the result of littlerain.

< XXVI...

“He'sadanger for two reasons.”

“Two? Thefirst is obvious. If he succeeds in getting that trade agreement, we lose the most favorable chance in
generations to remove the Accord influence. But what's the second?”’



Three officers sat in the small sound- and snoop-blanked room, and the special construction absorbed each word even
before the next was uttered. “His success fuels the myth of Accord'sinvincibility.” The third officer, awoman wearing
the uniform of aVice Admiral, frowned, tapped her fingers on the soft top of the table. “ Can you honestly say that the
average citizen knows, or cares, about whether Accord can hold us off? Who cares? When you get to that level of
argument, it's aleadership discussion. The whole universe knows Accord is not an aggressive force. The more subtle
danger is overlooked.”

“Subtleties yet,” snapped the First Fleet Commander. “How subtle isit that our traders are effectively blocked from
the entire Rift? How subtleis it that fifty systems followed Accord into rebellion and till ook to the black and green
for leadership?“

The Rear Admiral shook her head. “For you, it's not subtle. But who in the Imperia Court really follows the trade
flow on the Imperial borders? Who understands that Accord's example will leave us boxed on all borders? Or that
stagnation is bound to follow? N'troya understands that. He should, since he's the Emperor, but he also claims that the
use of force begets force, and that force will lead to the Empire's downfall.”

“The Grand Admiral hasn't bought that.”

“Not yet. That's the position her daughter is staking out at Commerce, and a successful trade treaty with Accord
could bolster both the Emperor and young Ku-Smythe. Not incidentally, it would further strengthen Accord.” The Vice
Commander spoke up. “ For generations, they've bluffed us, claiming their Institute could poison all the worlds of the
Empire. It's just not possible, but everyone goes along with the blackmail bluff and nods.”

The Rear Admiral looked at the two younger officers, the Fleet Commander and her Vice Commander.

“Bluff it might be, but if we get the go-ahead from the Grand Admiral, you'll have literaly only standard hoursin
which to bake the entire system. Who knows what they have hidden on the outer planets, on asteroids, parked in
orbit...”

“That can't be done, unless—"

“That's right. Even so, the nova front would take hours to get to the outer orbits, which means that you'd haveto
maintain a picket line until nearly the last minute.” Silence, deeper than before.

“But no one would ever challenge the Empire for generations...would they?’

XXV

“Mydra, come with me.”

“Lord Whaler, | couldn't.”

“No?’

Mydralooked around the staff office asif for moral support, but Hillary had scurried out toward the front desk. “1 do
have a great deal of work,” she protested. “Which can wait, can it not? Besides, the repair crews will make a great deal
of noise, will they not?" She amost smiled but managed to keep a straight face. “Let me get my cloak.”

He nodded, knowing she was surely going to do more than that, wondering whether the stops were for cosmetic
touch-ups, snooper equipment, or to report to whomever she reported to, or al three.

Ten minutes later, she reappeared, wearing a deep brown cloak trimmed in cream, and with every dark brown hair in
perfect place.

At the Legate's dining room, Nathaniel announced “the portico” and was rewarded with the same table he had had
the night before. “Have you dined here before?’

“Once or twice with Legate Witherspoon.”



“A drink?’ inquired the waiter. Nathaniel inclined his head toward Mydra. “ Sperlin.”
“Liftea” -"Do @l Accordanslike liftea?’

“A planetary viceitis, | fear.” He gestured to the sweep of the windows and the towers. “Never would | tire of such a
picture.”

“1 never do, either. You know. These are the only towers left on Terra.”
“So was| told by someone.”

“Tourists come from the underground cities al around the globe to see the views.” There was an edge to her voice.
“They do?’

“The war with Accord, you know,” she explained, “drove us underground. It's only been in the past century that
any real aboveground excursions have been permitted.”

“Not well liked are we, then?’

“1 wouldn't say that. Lord Whaler, but Accord isn't the most popular system outside the Empire, either.”
“That will affect trade talks, doubtless.”

“It may, but that's your field, and | certainly wouldn't presume to guess.”

The liftea and the white wine Mydra had ordered arrived with the menus.

Asif to cover his confusion, Nathaniel immediately buried himself in the printed selections.

Hed already decided on alight salad after having checked his weight that morning. New Augusta was definitely too
rich for Ecolitans, both in the complexity of the palitical systems and in the caloric content of the food.

He put down the menu and looked out the window, knowing as he did so that he was looking out windows far too
much just in order to avoid talking. “Lord Whaler?’

“Hmmm...”
“Earlier, you mentioned something about Accord and your worries. Are you till that worried?’
“Yes, Lady dear. Worried and alittle tired. What can | do but wait? Terms have been suggested.”

“1 know that, but...” The Ecolitan beckoned to the waiter. “Yes, sir?’ Nathaniel waited for Mydra. “I'll have the
flamed shrimp, with the fruit salad.”

“This salad here,” added the Envoy as he pointed to the entree.

“Saying you were...” he prompted. “1 was wondering,” she said slowly, “about what you said. Y ou seemed
so...weary...tired...and so sure that Accord and the Empire would end up destroying each other.”

The Ecolitan let his shoulders sag dlightly, then took asip of the liftea.

“You know what | am. A professor of trade, an Ecolitan, and someone who is not a poalitician. Complicated
diplomacy that seems separate from what | know to be true | have trouble with. A large Empire also needs many
Ministries and people, but | understand not why they do not have the same purposes. But you have them and we,
small system that we are, must deal as we can.” Mydra's right eyebrow twitched dlightly. As he paused, he could see
the portico was beginning to fill with other diplomats and their guests.

“To us, we looked for simple negotiations. We proposed alternative terms—"

“1 understand that. Lord Whaler. | do sympathize with the confusion which has occurred, and | suppose all Empires
have problems with their bureaucracies, but that doesn't seem to be what bothers you. Y ou seem almost haunted.”

“Haunted?”’

“Possessed. Bothered by an image of something terrible, asif the Empire were some ogre hanging over Accord.”



“Did you not say that Accord was not liked? Should | not worry? Should we not worry? Should the people of
Haversol not worry? Should the people of Orknarli not worry?’ He took another sip of hisliftea. Mydrafollowed his
example and sipped her wine. He could sense the frustration she was feeling at his avoiding the real thrust of her
guestion.

“You think I do not understand what you ask?’ He shook his head. “I understand. Simple questions do not always
have simple answers. Let me answer your questions with questions.” He stopped to take another sip of the tea. “Is not
the Empire more powerful now than before the Secession? Does not the Grand Admiral control more than ten fleets? Is
not each of those fleets bigger than the entire Imperial Navy of the Secession time?’ He waited.

“Yes. You said that aready. You said that the Empire could destroy Accord. It was the other things you hinted at...”

“About the little people...about those who will not give in even though they would be destroyed?’ He cleared his
throat. “ Accord did not win freedom with battlefleets, did we? Why does the Empire think we should turn to big ships
and hig fleets now? Why should we abandon our own ways of warfare? As the Empire has strengthened its weapons,
would not poor Accord have done so as well?’

He shrugged, then finished in alower tone. “Planets that cannot grow foods cannot support Empires. Any planet must
support itself, except avery few, such as New Augusta. And to disrupt the balance necessary for such is not difficult
for Accord, though the results would not be immediate. These weapons cannot be tested—not obviously— cannot be
paraded through streets, cannot thunder through skies. Very quiet, and no one sees. The Emperor does not see the

danger, nor does the Grand Admiral. And Accord does not understand that the Empire does not see. For me, it is
dangerous even to hint at such, and dangerous not to.”

He forced a smile. “We cannot dwell on this, but do our best to work it out.”

“Work out?’” stammered Mydra, her mind apparently fixed on the implications of what he'd said. “Y ou're not saying
that Accord would literally wipe out life on hundreds of planets for better trade terms?’

“No. Accord does nothing first.” He spaced hiswords firmly and deliberately. “ Remember. The Empire attacked
Haversol over the terms of trade, not the other way. The Empire stalled trade talks, then used delay as an excuse. | see
delay. | see metrying to get around that delay, and | see someone trying to kill me.”

He looked away from her and at the sunlit western hills. “I have done what | can. Y ou should enjoy the shrimp and
the view.”

Nathaniel plunged into the salad which had been delivered during his monologue, discovering he was hungrier than
he'd thought. Mydra ate silently.

After he'd finished the salad down to the last morsel, including the bitter garnish, he straightened and studied the
other tables.

The spacing became apparent. What amounted to a circle of empty tables surrounded his. Was he persona non grata,
* or did no one want to consort with the next victim of Imperial expansionism?

Even as he debated, atall woman dressed in yellow stood up at one of the far tables and swiftly crossed the dining
areatoward him. A matriarch of Halston, he identified her, probably the L egate from her bearing and age. He rose.

“Envoy Whaler? Berthea of Carthos.” She spoke in Panglais.
With Mydra present, he decided against replying in Halstani.
“Your honor. May | present Ms. Mydra Da-Vios of the Legation staff?’
“My pleasure, and may | invite you both to join us?’
“Ddighted we would be,” Nathaniel answered quickly. Three women, al attired in some shade of yellow trimmed with
dark brown, and one man, dressed in asimilar yellow tunic and trousers piped with the same dark brown, al cameto

their feet when Nathaniel, Mydra, and Berthea returned.

The women were Carin, Lynea, and Deirdre. The man, younger than Sergel, trimmer, blond, clean shaven, and regular
featured, was Arthos. Berthea wasted no time.

“Understand you're having trouble getting straight answers from the Empire.”



The Ecolitan launched into his whole explanation, starting with his arrival, his meetings, and the ensuing strange
events.

“... and | am waiting, hoping that the situation can be resolved.”

All five of the Halstanians nodded. “ That's the story we'd heard, but | wanted to get it direct from you,” snapped
Berthea. “ Sounds like areplay of the Haversol situation.”

From the corner of his eye, Nathaniel could see Mydra sitting on the edge of her chair.
“Have you had any pressure from the Eagles?’ asked Carin.
“Only that they sent a battlecruiser to escort me. Strange that none of the military have contacted the Legation.”

“That fits,” noted Berthea, gray eyesresting levelly on Mydra. “They stay in the background, just dispatch their
fleets to do the talking. That Admiral Ku-Smythe, she'sacool one.”

“Ku-Smythe? Special Assistant at Commerce, | thought.”

“That's the daughter. Just as cold as the mother, | hear.” That was Lynea's comment, who looked to be close to the
same age as Marcella. “Ha ston has had similar difficulties?’

“Not yet. We'd rather it didn't get that far. Orknarli'stoo close.”

“Divide and conquer,” chipped in Carin, who earned a frown from Berthea. Nathanidl just nodded.

“For someone who's sitting on top of flamewasps. Lord Whaler, you seem rather detached.”

“Not detached, just waiting, hoping that upon reflection the Empire will accept our very reasonable terms of trade.”
“If they don't?” ' “Then Accord will do what it must.”

“1 was afraid you'd say that,” the tall Legate said softly.

Lyneaflashed a puzzled look at her Legate. “Check your histories, Lynea. Only foals, idiots, or men pick fights with
the...with Accord.”

The Ecolitan wondered how she had almost described Accord.

“My apologies, Ms. Da-Vios,” added Bertheain a cold tone, inclining her head toward Mydra. Nathaniel spread his
hands in a gesture of appeal. “In this, if you would convey our situation to any whom you think could be of value...
He let the sentence trail off.

“Will do. Understand your position. Probably would have to handle it in much the same way. Hope the Empire
understands. Good luck.” Nathaniel understood as well and rose to his feet. “Mydra, we need to return to the
Legation.” Three strangers were working in his office when he returned. In the two plus hours since he and Mydra had
been gone, plastic sheeting had been laid over virtually al the furniture and the carpeting. The workers were begin-
ning to cut out squares from the walls where the damage had been the heaviest.

In passing through to his own private study, Nathaniel saw enough to know the snooping equipment had been
replaced and improved.

Back in his quarters, he dropped into the smaller study swivel and stared into space.

Finally, he turned to the screen on the comm unit and began twisting through the public channels but only picked
up dramas, song and dance shows, music programs.

The fax channels had news somewhere. Was the two position switch to the right of the selector for such a
distinction?

It was. The blue was for news and factual material, thered for lighter fare.

After fifteen minutes of flipping back and forth, he found one quick segment on the Accord-Empire situation.



A commentator in silver sat behind her console, green eyes somehow enhanced, silver hair flashing, both
professional and alluring at the sametime, in away that reminded him, distantly, of Marcella. “Newest developments
on the Accord trade talks.” Flash to a shot of the Accord seal on the Legation's front portals, then to the tattered wall
of Nathaniel's office.

“Earlier today we showed you the bombing damage to the Accord Legation and an interview with the Envoy there,
who insisted the Empire was stalling trade talks.”

The screen shifted back to the commentator for an instant before displaying another scene, this time of aslender,
gray-haired woman in brilliant yellow.

“The Matriarch Princeps of Halston today requested that the Emperor favorably consider the terms of trade offered by
Accord and stated that delay would not be in the best interests of either the Empire or other systems. No amplification
was forthcoming. Neither the Ministry of Commerce nor the Ministry of External Affairs would comment.”

The screen flicked back to the commentator. “In the meantime. Imperia Intelligence still denies one of its agents was
injured while involved in the Accord case.

“Explanations are missing. The Accord Envoy has none, and no affected Imperial Ministries would comment.
“Next...a specia report on the impact of the synde bean shortage—"

Nathaniel switched off the screen. The media hadn't forgotten...so far. He tapped the intercom. “Mydral Any word on
Sergel?’

“No, sir. He doesn't answer, and he hasn't called in.”
“Then please officially report that he is missing.”
“So soon?’

“No. So late”

He cut Mydra off and accessed the Faxstellar number. The receptionist was male, blond, regular featured, even if his
chin was weak.

“Nathaniel Whaler, Envoy of Accord, thisis. More interesting information have—"

“Yes, sir. Ms. Bar-Twyla said to put you straight through.”

“KyraBar-Twyla...Lord Whaler. What a surprise! How can | help you?’

“Perhaps we can each other help. A person from my staff is missing.”

“Areyou serious?’

“Most serious. Mr. Sergel Weintre, my Information Specialist, is not in his quarters, has not reported to work, and
was supposed to be here early this morning. Now is late afternoon and no Sergel. | would not worry about so trivial a
matter, but after these past few days ...” Nathaniel shrugged.

“Why do you think his disappearance is connected with the trade talks situation?’

“Suppose | should not say, but if you check with the Diplomatic Police, several days ago Mr. Weintre was found
unconscious outside my quarters. He could not explain what happened or why. Now he is gone.”

“Is Mr. Weintre anative?’
“Native?’

“Is he from Accord?’
“Yes. From Accord.”

“That isvery interesting. | appreciate it. Thank you.” Nathaniel was left staring at a blank screen. The intercom buzzed.
“Lord Whaler?’



“Yes”
“I'vejust gotten acall from the Diplomatic Police. They've located Mr. Weintre.”
“Where?'

“He was wandering around the Diplomatic Concourse, they said.”
“Wandering?’

“Well...yes. . .”

“Why did he not come to the Legation?”’

“He couldn't.”

“Why not?’

“Because...because...he's been partially mind-wiped. He thinks he's eighteen standard years old and coming home
from summer training. He doesn't understand how he ended up in New Augusta ten standard years ol der.”

“1 see. | see.” He sighed. “Anything, anything there is that you can do, please arrange for Sergel.” He swung his
head from sideto side. “Yes, Lord Whaler.”

Nathaniel shuddered. The Ministry of Defense did not like Accord, that was certain. He faxscreened Galactafax. “Lord
Whder at—"

“Yes, gr. Marjoy Far-Novawould like to tape you, sir.”
“Lord Whaler, you have new developments?’

“Yes, Lady. Unhappily, | do.”

“Unhappily?’

“My Information Specialist, Sergel Weintre, has been missing since yesterday. He has been found. Just found, but
he thinks he is eighteen standard years, and part of his thoughts are gone.”

“He's been mind-wiped?’
“That istheterm.”
“What did he know? Where can | confirm this?’

“1 cannot say what he knew. | feared he was not to be trusted, and yesterday | ordered Mr. Weintre to see me this
morning. | thought he might have been connected to some information losses, but he never arrived. Now the
Diplomatic Police have him.”

“Let me get this straight. Y ou discovered, or suspected, that Mr. Weintre was not to be trusted, then the Legation
was bombed. Y ou tried to reach Mr. Weintre to question him. He disappeared and turns up mind-wiped?’

“That is essentially correct.”

“Oh, sister! Will this. . .” she caught herself and turned her full attention back to the Ecolitan. “ Thank you. Lord
Whaler.”

With the blank screen again facing him, Nathaniel realized how secondary he was to the need for instant fax
reporting.

He wondered belatedly if he were being strung out. What if Mydra had fed him a bailed story?

He fumbled with the directory codes until he obtained the number for the Diplomatic Police. “Lord Nathaniel
Whaler,” he announced. “ Y es.” The cold-eyed dispatcher waited. “Understand you have one of my staff, one Sergel
Weintre?’



“No.” Nathaniel felt himself stiffen, even while trying to keep calm. Had he been set up to be discredited? L eft to
hang himsdlf with the media? “ Sure are you? Report had | that—"

“We did have Mr. Weintre, Lord Whaler, but on the instructions of your office, we have aready begun the transfer to
the rehabilitative center.”

“Thank you. Thought | that you were not quite so quickly acting. That number, do you have it?’

Hetook it down, his heart still beating fast. He had to remember that he couldn't necessarily trust anyone. So easy
to forget that in the isolated and pleasant surroundings of his quarters.

Then he called Kyra Bar-Twyla back and relayed the latest developments on Sergel.
She took the details quickly, and once she had the facts, cut him off.

He shrugged. Envoys didn't carry much weight with the Imperial media, that was for certain, nor with many others
either. Not in New Augusta.

If the Empire didn't agree to trade talks, he hoped the storiesin the faxcasts would have at |east some of
the independent systems asking questions and further doubting the Imperia good will. The graceful way
out would be negotiations...if the Ministry of Defense would accept a graceful way out.

XXV ..

The Ecolitan frowned, slammed his clenched fist into hisright palm, once, twice...three times. Finally, he looked out
into the darkness where the lights of the towers sparkled. “Flame! Flame! Flame!”

“They want negotiations. There's every reason to have negotiations. But it isn't happening.” He glanced down at
the small comm unit of the study. “Why? Why doesn't anything happen?’ He should have been in bed hours earlier,
but the sense of danger, the nagging, dragging tightness in his gut had not let him rest.

Instead, he had cleaned up and dressed, pulling on a green tunic and trousers, along with his belt and the rest of his
easily concealed infiltration equipment.

Hetook alast look at the view from the small study at the lights of the towers and then tapped the lockplate on the
portal into his Legation office.

Thefirst diver of light from the opening warned him. He drove through the portal even before it was open.
The four figureswho seemed to turn in slow motion toward him all had masks slung around their necks, not yet in
position. Three were women. The fourth, on the far right, leaning against the big official console, was aman. All wore

uniforms.

The first two women sprayed away from the Ecolitan, sammed into the wall by his attack. The third Marine went
down as Whaler arced his elbow across her throat.

The man had a nerve tangler halfway from his holster before the Ecolitan dashed it from his hand.
Seconds | ater, the man in green looked down at the unconscious Marine and looked around the office.

Surprisingly, all four Marines were still breathing, and one of the women on the far side of the office was beginning
to scrabble toward the stunner that lay about a half meter from her outstretched hand.

Nathaniel reached it first, readjusted the setting from its near-lethal level, and used it, first on the one conscious
soldier, then on the other three.

The masks meant that someone was about to gas his quarters, and the fact that the Marines were in bis-private
L egation office meant someone on the Legation staff, besides the unfortunate Sergel, had been in on the operation.

He worried his tongue between his teeth for amoment, tried to think, while moving toward the portal to the staff



office.

He had a stunner in each hand. While their high-pitched strumm was noisier than he liked, they were quick. If
another crew were waiting, he would need all the edge in time he could get.

Before activating the portal, he adjusted the stunners' focuses to amost a point.

He looked at the portal, took a deep breath, shook himself gently, then tapped the lockplate.

Again, he came barreling through the portal, low and fast, even before it was fully open. Hisfirst shot dropped the
single Marine guarding the next doorway. His second paralyzed Hillary West-Coven's right hand before she could
touch the console studs.

“You move, and I'll put the beam right above your heart.” She froze. No one else was in the staff office. “ Stand up
and move back from that console.” Nathaniel hadn't realized how olive her complexion was until he saw the whiteness
benesath the skin tone. “Lord Whaler, there must be some mistake.”

“Right. | was mistaken.” Her left hand drifted forward.

“Srumm!” The needle width of the beam singed the back of her hand. Hillary jumped backward a half step. “Don't
listen, do you?’

His eyes traveled the room. He didn't have much time. For all he knew, whatever Marines had been at the other door
to his quarters were aready inside. Where could he go?

He smiled, and Hillary backed away yet another step until her back was almost to thewall. “ Sorry,” he said. “
Srumm! “ The woman crumpled.

Nathaniel eased open the door to the hall which led to the reception area. It was empty, and he picked up Hillary and
threw her over hisright shoulder, stuffing the one stunner into his belt, leaving the other in hisleft hand.

Although Hillary was lighter than he expected, he set her down beside the portal to the reception area and took out
the other stunner.

Shaking his head, he thumbed the portal access. Imagine, having to fight hisway out of his own Legation! Thistime
he waited until the portal was three quarters of the way open before snapping three quick shots. He dropped both
Marines who waited—one officer, one squad leader.

Once into the reception area, he made another check but found no other employees or bodies. Hillary had to have
been the duty officer.

The reception consol€'s screens showed that the exterior corridor was empty, except for the two tunnel buggies that
bore the crest of the Diplomatic Tower, and except for the two men dressed in repair uniforms. Nathaniel snorted.

With a series of quick movements, he laid Hillary out on the couch closest to the exterior portal and pulled off the
officer'stunic and beret. Both were too small to fit him. He dlit the tunic up the back and dlipped it on over hisown.
The beret came next.

He cradled Hillary in both arms, her weight on his forearms while he still held the stunners, shadowed by her.

He would not be able to carry her that way for long, but long enough to do what was necessary.

He stepped outside and turned toward the “repair” buggies. Neither “repairman” looked up until he was within five
meters. “ Sss...what?’

“Have aproblem?’

“Srumm! Srumm!” Both crumpled, their faces blank. He placed Hillary in the nearest buggy, climbed in, and began
to guide the vehicle toward the service shaft that the maps had indicated was at the far end of the corridor.

Hewondered if the level were temporarily blocked off or if it were merely deserted in the hours between midnight
and dawn.

The service shaft was vacant, and he steered the buggy onto the drop platform, setting the level destination for the
one hundred twenty-first level. He hoped he could do what he wanted, since he in- tended to get back to the three



hundredth level shortly...if he could.

Pulling Hillary off the buggy at the one hundred twenty-first level, set it on remote and programmed a course that
would take it back toward the main lift shafts.

The service shaft took them another three level s down, where he half lifted, half dragged Hillary out. There he
wadded up the beret and the tunic and let them drop into the shaft.

Hillary was beginning to wake up. He used the stunner again, at low power, to nick her larynx. While there was some
danger it might permanently damage her voice, at the moment he felt |ess than charitable, and he needed Hillary able to
walk.

He gently tugged the gold film cloak from his belt and let it billow around him and partly over Hillary. With hisarm
around her tense body, he said, “Y ou can't say aword, but if you try to escape, I'll trigger the stunner against your
spine. You might not ever walk again, at least not without a long rehab.” He gave her a gentle shove.

“Now, werejust aloving couple headed back for my quarters...right?” He could feel her reluctant nod. “That's right,
dear,” he added. They ambled toward the lift shaft. Once or twice, he bent toward her, asif to embrace her, stopped,
and looked down into her eyes, which burned green hatred back at him. He smiled back at her.

They reached the lift shaft and slipped into the Slow rising lane.

The Ecolitan could see afew othersin both drop and lift shafts, which indicated that the tower had not been sealed
off for the attack on his quarters, which led to even more interesting speculations. As they stumbled off at the three
hundredth level, Nathaniel checked the stages quickly but could see nothing out of the ordinary.

Sergel's quarters were even further from the shaft than Nathaniel's, but in the opposite direction. Once there, it took
the Ecolitan less than a minute to manipulate the fields and slip inside.

The three rooms were a mess, everything totally out of order, with abundant signsthat at least several intruders had
pawed through the rooms.

Without warning, he pressed the nerves in the back of Hillary's neck and let her slump unconscious.

He needed the time to change the lock fields to keep anyone else from repeating his trick and to see what he could
find, assuming the other searchers had left anything.

Point by point, centimeter by centimeter, he went through the three rooms—the living area, which had a small nook for
food preparation; the sleeping room; and the hygienarium. The previous searchers had removed virtually al personal ¢
effects, outside of afew small console reference tape discs, clothing, four solidio cubes, some of Sergel's calling cards,
and a package of blank and old-fashioned note-paper. Whoever had searched the quarters had apparently wanted
every possible clue to the Information Specialist and to his psychology.

The Ecolitan finally straightened, pulled at his chin, and looked blankly at the wall. Sergel had not rated an exterior
view, and the lack of windows made Nathaniel uncomfortable.

He sighed, checked Hillary, then stretched himself out on the other couch across from her, willing himself to wakein
three standard hours or at the faintest sound. In seconds, he was asleep.

When he awoke Hillary was till out. The Imperial standard time was 0700. He stretched and got to his feet, pacing
back and forth in the cramped space for afew minutes. Finally, with one eye on Hillary he washed his face and cleaned
up aswell as he could. Once he was fairly presentable, he moved back into the living quarters to keep a closer eye on
Hillary, shaking his head as he tried to think things out.

Some things were clear. Some were not. The attempted “replacement” of the Envoy of Accord and the use of
Imperial Marinesin aclandestine' attack on his quarters pointed toward a military involvement; and, to some degree,
the fact that it was not being kept terribly quiet added to his concerns.

Yet it wasn't public, which meant that someone besides Accord wasn't supposed to know all the grisly details. Since
the Terran public could have cared less about the fate of either trade talks or the Accord Envoy, the military didn't
seem to want someone el se to know, and if it weren't the head Admiral...That Ieft another question, which led to
another answer. He frowned. Who could he trust? Sylvia? Could he really trust her?

He didn't have much choice. He needed someone with the kind of access she could presumably provide. With that,
he tapped out the code. “ Senator Helmsworth's office.”



“Nathaniel here, for Sylvia.”

“Your business?’ asked Charles, not really even looking into the screen. “Personal.”

“Thank you.” Sylvidsimage snapped into place. “Where are you?’

“Where | am, dear Lady. Two questions for you. First, are you loyal to the Emperor?”’

“What does that mean?’

“It meanswhat | asked. Whoever is after meisn't. That's why they're after me.”

“Can you prove that?’

“Someone used a Marine detachment to raid my quarters. They weren't quite successful.”

Sylvias gray eyes widened. Nathaniel half ducked and turned, but Hillary was still out cold.

Sylviadrew in the chaos of Sergel's room and the figure lying on the stained scarlet couch. Nathaniel shrugged.

“Y ou've probably managed to trace where | am...which meansI'll leave. So...where do | meet you?’ She laughed.

“The best place would be the L egate's dining room in the Diplomatic Tower. We could have a late breakfast there.
That's possibly the one place where almost no one would dare to create a scene. If what you have to say isn't that

compelling, however, you might have some trouble when you left.”

Nathaniel shook his head from side to side. “ So simple. I'm inclined to agree, and afriend will | bring, one with whom
your friends might have much to say.” He paused. “By the way, you never answered my question about the Emperor.”

Sylviafrowned. “Y ou know the answer, whether you know it or not. Otherwise, why would you have faxed me? Yes.
Of course. How else could it be?’ Thistime, she waited to see what else he had to say. “What can | say?”’

Hetook alast look at the woman in the screen, who wore her hair down and swept back above ayellow and white
tunic. Nathaniel decided he didn't like the yellow on her aswell asthe darker colors.

He smiled after the screen went blank. She would look good in either black or in the dark forest green of the Ingtitute.
Once again, Hillary was beginning to stir, and he didn't really want to stun her another time. He waited.
“Areyou ready to head out?’ She jerked her head from side to side. “Y ou should be able to talk now, or whisper.”

“No,” she half croaked, half whispered. “Why not? Just because you're part of this crew out to discredit the Emperor
doesn't mean you aren't hungry.”

“Y ou men!”

He scowled. That was the second time around. First had been the agent who'd tried to zap him in the tunnel. Now
Hillary was using the same phrase. Stunner in hand, he gestured to the hygienarium. “ Clean up.”

She glared at him but went ahead with her necessities, despite the lack of privacy, and finished up by brushing her
short black hair.

The Ecolitan checked over his equipment alast time, then unlocked the door fields and ushered Hillary out before him.
Although afew pedestrians strolled by Sergel's door, ' the area did not appear to be directly monitored, and Nathaniel
and Hillary reached the main drop shaft without incident.

“Keep walking,” the Ecolitan said lightly as they passed the drop and lift shafts.

Hillary only missed one step before continuing onward. “I thought we were going to breakfast ...” Nathaniel almost
missed his step. He had not said anything about breakfast, except to Sylvia, and that meant Hillary had been feigning
deep. And that could mean trouble for Sylvia. “1 did mention that but not exactly when.” Nathaniel did not miss the
newly stationed pair of Imperial Marine sentries before the Accord Legation, but since his destination was further
down another corridor, he and Hillary only saw the pair from the far side of the shaft area.

At least one passerby gave the evening gold film cloak a strange look, but then shook her head and continued on.



Possibly the Diplomatic Tower was the only section of New Augusta where outre clothing rated but a passing frown.

The Ecolitan could feel the tenseness mounting in Hillary as they began to circle back toward the private entrance to
his' personal quarters.

When he saw that there were no outside guards, he frowned. Were they inside? Would they expect him to strike
back so quickly? Did he darerisk it? He nearly laughed aloud.

Did he dare not to? Within hours, the omnipresent Imperial machine would have located him, and he couldn't keep
dragging Hillary aong.

He marched up to the portal and slapped his palm on the lock.

Even asthe portal began to open, he tensed, then in a single fluid movement scooped Hillary up and tossed her
through the portal. He followed, stunner drawn. “ Srumm!”

“ Jrumm!”

Nathaniel was quicker, barely, and the single Marine pitched forward out of the stool and onto thetiles.
Hillary, who had absorbed the first shot, was flat on the tiles next to the Marine.

The Ecolitan felt sorry for her. Too many joltsto her system. But he had already |eft the entryway behind.
The bed was mussed, in the way that indicated it had not been slept in, but the quarters were vacant.

Nathaniel palmed the lock to his office and snapped a shot through the barely open portal to the spot behind the
console.

He followed his shot, low and to the l€eft, rolling and firing. “ Srumm!” Another damned Marine! “ Srumm!”

A line of fire burned down his right arm. The stunner dropped to the floor from his numb right hand. He shifted the aim
of the stunner in hisleft hand. * Srumm! Srumm!

Nathaniel's first shot spun the female Marine to the carpet, and the second stilled her twitching.

He stood momentarily over the bodies, looking down at the second face of a man who looked like him. For amoment,
he studied the patched wall, yet to be fully repaired from earlier explosive events.

He checked the portal to the staff office, decided that it would hold and took out the two small probes. The one he
held in hisright hand clattered to the floor. Even with full concentration, his pain conditioning could not override the
jangled nervesin hisright arm. With the single probein his left hand, it took several minutes for him to lock the portal,
though it would hold against anything less than a military laser cutter. “Hope they don't have that handy.”

“Srumm!”

He gave another jolt to the Marine before holstering the stunner and bending to drag his double back into his own
private quarters through the still open portal.

He smiled as he glimpsed the ragged thunderclouds through the vista of the office window panorama. Definitely
prophetic. Definitely. Back in the entryway of his private quarters with the three unconscious bodies, he knelt down,
rolled Hillary over, listened to the heartbeat. He was no doctor, but he didn't like the sound. Still...he had to make afew
changes. First, he focused the stunner and burned out all four visual snoops. When he finished, he laid the stunner
aside. The charge was exhausted.

With his good hand, he pulled the diplomatic blacks off his double and stuffed the man into the greens he had been
wearing—minus the equipment belt and gear, which he retained. Then he hurried into a set of his own blacks,
pocketing the I. D.s and other “ official”
credentials carried by the false Envoy.

Finally, he wiped off the useless stunner and tucked it into the other's belt holder.

The remaining stunner was down to about twenty percent charge, but he decided to keep it until he could replace or
recharge it. He straightened his stiff shoulders. He hadn't been thinking clearly. Too long since he'd lept well. The



easiest way out was the direct way.

After asigh, hetook a deep breath. With a grunt, he stooped and swung Hillary over his shoulder, lugging her
through his quarters before setting her on the couch in his office.

Next, he dragged his double back into the office and laid him out in a position on the floor, and put the exhausted
stunner in the unconscious man's hand.

Finally, he unlocked the portal and hit the emergency stud.
thirst through the portal from the staff office was Mydra, followed by another Marine.

“Whoever heis,” snapped the Ecolitan, “ he attacked through my private quarters, he used poor Hillary asashield,
and managed to get both guards aswell.” He glared at the Marine. “ Some protection you are!”

“But, §ir...”

“But nothing. All'swell that endswell, | suppose. Now...the woman...I mean...Hillary. She'sin abad way. Probably
needs emergency medical care. Handle that immediately. Then there'sthe other Marinein my quarters, plusthat one
over there. You'd better post some guards outside my private exit this time. Damn the gossip. Enough's enough.”

The Marine saluted and thumbed his belt comm. “Lord Whaler ..."” began Mydra slowly. He nodded at her. “What do
you intend to do with the intruder?’

“Take him to breakfast, of course. Under guard.” He could see the effort she was making to keep her jaw in place.

He chuckled, which he had never donein front of her before, and added, “ Since | seem to require armed guards
these days, they might aswell carry my friend with me to my morning appointment.”

S XXX

Sylvia, in the yellow and white that did not become her, was waiting for him in the outer lobby of the Legate's dining
room.

Nathaniel watched her eyeswiden as he walked in, flanked by three red-coated Imperial Marines, two of whom
supported a semiconscious figure. The Ecolitan opened and closed his right hand several times, blocking away the
pain. He had full control back, but it would be several hours before he would be able to relax his controls.

“1 apologize for being late, dear Lady, but | had a great deal to accomplish since we talked, as| am sure you redlize.”

He gestured. “ This gentleman might be of some interest to you, since he was attempting to be me.” He turned to the
three Marines. “Wait here with this gentleman. | fully expect you to be here when | return. Then we will deal with the
problem.”

“But..dgr...”

“But nothing. | am certainly safe within the Legate's dining room, especialy if you are guarding the entrance and
exit. True?’ He offered his arm to Sylvia, faced the waiter, and nodded.

“Nathaniel Whaler, Envoy from Accord. A table for two on the portico.”

The man's dark eyes widened fractionally, but histhin and clean-shaven face did not shift expressions. Nathaniel
turned his head toward Sylvia. “And thistime, dear Lady, | would appreciateit if you did not sneeze. To repeat our
luncheon would create an additional strain | would rather not face—not right now, at least.”

She stopped, right in the middle of the empty main dining room, and let go of hisarm. “| think you owe me an
explanation.”

“1 do. You'reright. | unreplaced their replacement of me, and I'm doing the best | can to get that replacement into
your hands. So far, everyone either believes or is playing that I'm the replacement, rather than me. It won't last very
long. Soif you can have ateam pick up that gentleman...fine. If not, then the Marines will take him away. They will
interrogate him and discover heisindeed not me.”



“How in Hades can | arrange that—right out from underneath the Defense Ministry—in the middle of the Legate's
lobby?’

“1 don't know, but the waiter is coming back, and we'd better get along to our thoroughly bugged and snooped
table.”

Sylviasmiled and the gray of her eyes seemed to lighten. “I could make it so the snooping wouldn't work.” *
“Fine...and then they'll be even more suspicious.” Her face darkened.

“For Cloud's sake...you've already blown any cover | had. Y ou think those Marines won't recognize me and tell the
Admira?’ His shoulders drooped dlightly. “I should have thought of that. Too much going on, and I'm not used to the
wheels within wheels.”

Shetook hisarm, and he could smell the faintest hint of the orange blossoms he had remembered. They strolled
through the nearly empty outer dining room toward the waiter.

“If I hadn't recognized the risk, dear Envoy, | wouldn't have agreed to come.”

Sylviadisengaged herself from hisarm and let the waiter seat her. Nathaniel pulled out his own chair and seated
himself. His fingers flicked over his belt, and the readouts were clear. The table was snooped to the hilt.

The view from the portico was obscured by the swirl of dirty gray clouds that dipped below the tops of the towers,
and the murkiness of the light reminded Nathaniel of the mountains of Trezenia. The tightnessin his gut was the same,
despite the opulence of the morning gold table setting, the white and gold dishes, and the gilded table utensils.

“Would you like menus. Lord Whaler?’ asked the waiter, hovering at the table edge between them, looking from one
face to the other.

“Not 1. I would like liftea, some fruit, if you haveit, and any sort of breakfast pastry. Sylvia?’
“Just cafe, thank you.”

“Already eaten?”’

She nodded, put her elbows on the table and leaned forward, her eyes studying his face intently.

“Yes. Youreyou.” Sheleaned back. “ That's good, | think, but you realize we can't keep meeting thisway.” Again,
he caught the glimpse of her smile, but only the glimpse.

“That, dear Lady, have | realized. And some plans | have to take care of that...if you would careto listen.”
“Inamoment. . .”
“1 see. In the meantime, what do you think of the view?’

“Frankly, | would prefer afew words on how a senior professor ever obtained the background to be able to have
survived the amazing set of coincidences that have befallen you.”

“We academics have hidden reserves, particularly when fueled by necessity.” He paused, cleared his throat, and
looked into the dark gray date of her eyes. A moment later, he looked away.

“Most of us on Accord have taken early survival training through the Institute. | liked it, as well as the academics,
and one thing led to another. Only the government or the Institute have the funds for out-system travel, and there was
much | wanted to see. The comparative political economy and economic history which are my academic speciaties do
not rate field trips...meant that | had to maintain and upgrade my survival skillsto obtain the Institute's backing for my
academic studies. . .” He shrugged. “Call me the reluctant Ecolitan...or maybe the cowardly professor.”

“Cowardly?’
“I'm afraid of everything. So | must prepare for everything.”
Sylviasquinted and looked at her timestrip. “In afew seconds, there will be a power failure.” His eyes darted toward

the floor beneath the nearest table and back to Sylvia. She nodded once, slowly. “ That seems a bit unusual for New
Augusta.”



“Even we have switching failures and equipment malfunctions oncein awhile.”
“BUt—"
The entire room went gray, lit just by the light from the windows.
Nathaniel dropped and rolled under the table to hisright in time to miss the bolt from the waiter's stunner.
He rolled further and yanked the man's feet from underneath him, but the waiter dropped like a dead weight.
“Helost his balance,” observed Sylvia as Nathaniel looked up from the floor at her.
The Ecolitan scrambled to his feet and surveyed the rest of the portico. The other table in use was occupied by three
Fuards, and none of the three—at the far end of the room—seemed to have noticed the disturbance, although all three
were gesturing about the lack of lighting. “ Shall we return to our table. Lord Whaler?’

“If you so suggest.”

Two new waiters appeared, gravely picked the figure off the floor, and disappeared. Nathaniel shook hishead. “You
do arrange things.”

“1 hopeit'sworth it. Now,” and her voice hardened, “you have roughly five minutes to say what you need. Quickly.”
He cleared histhroat.

“Besides what you've already done, | need access to a console which can transmit messages directly to the Grand
Admiral and to the Emperor. Second, | need to be able to walk through the most secret Defense sections you can get
me into in the Defense Ministry Tower. Not any information-just walking the hallswill be sufficient. The sooner the
better. The longer it takes, the more likely the Admiral will think up something else, and | honestly don't know how
many more of her traps | can avoid. They almost got me last night.”

“Y ou seem awfully sure that it's the Grand Admiral.”

“Couldn't be anyone else, could it?" , Sylviagave him arueful grin, and he had to return the expression.

“No, but if you knew that, why did you ask meif | were loya to the Emperor?’

“To let you know where | stood.” Her mouth opened in adlight 0. “Y ou're more devious than | suspected, dear
Envoy.” He looked straight at her, liking what he saw, but pressed with the sense of the minutes ticking past, he raced
on.

“Look. There's every reason for a simple trade agreement to be ratified. The credits aren't that significant. But it isn't.
Instead, another fleet is building, and every timeit looks like | move another step forward, someone with amilitary
bearing or connection appears to stop me. When it gets right down to it, you can't trade with an incinerated system.
That means only the military has areason for stopping things cold, and they will, if—"

“You can't do something to stop it. What do you have in mind? Why do you need to walk through the secret
sections of the Defense Tower?’

“To deliver amessage that can't be delivered any other way.”
“No other way?’

“Thistime, you'll haveto trust me. Will you help?’ The Ecolitan became aware of how quiet the room was. Even the
Fuards at the far end seemed to be conversing in whispers.

Sylvia seemed to be thinking over his request, but her face revealed nothing. Finally, she looked up.

“1 don't see how what you've asked is that unreasonable, under the circumstances. To set it up will take several
hours, and you will have to leave with me. Right now.”

“What about the Marines? Can | dismissthem and tell them to return? I'm a bit reluctant to disappear again so
officialy.” She frowned momentarily. “That might be better.” He handed her asmall capsule. “ Swallow that.”

“ Whyf;y



“Because the information in the Imperia data banksiswrong, and because it will make your life agresat
ded more comfortable.”

“What are you planning? Not some sort of murder campaign?’ Her voice rose fractionally.

“Forest Lord, no. But alot of people will be very uncomfortable, and I'd rather you weren't among them.” He didn't
like twisting the truth, even alittle, especially when talking to Sylvia, but he didn't have time to explain. “Please.”

“All right.”

She swallowed the capsule with a gulp of water. Nathaniel realized that their food had not arrived “No breskfast...”

“I'll see you get something later—while we prepare.” Sherose, and added, “I'll wait here, while you
dismissyour guards—or jailors.

. XXX...

The Grand Admiral glanced back at the faxsheet that lay before her on the console.

For the fifth time in as many minutes, she picked it up again and read it through. Then she put it down Were her
hands shaking? Nonsense! She turned in the noiseless swivel and beheld the outer world. From her double thickness
permaglassed view, she looked down and out over the golden plain, her eyes focused beyond the dome that contained
the Impenal Paace.

Not looking at the words, she picked up the thin white sheet once more, and finally turned back to the console. She
reached for the communication studs, then drew back her hands and read the fax message, this time slowly, and word
by word.

JKU-SMYTHE GRAND ADMIRAL MINISTRY OF DEFENSE NEW AUGUSTA, TERRA XV X-URG-CODE ONE
BETA-XKV

YOUR INTEREST IN THE ACCORD ENVOY HASBEEN
NOTED THE ECOLITAN INSTITUTE UNDERSTANDS YOUR INTEREST, ASDOES THE EMPEROR NTROYA

IN VIEW OF YOUR POSITION ASHEAD OF IMPERIAL DEFENSE AND SECURITY, THE SUCCESSOF ANY
FURTHER ACTSAGAINST EITHER THE EMPEROR OR ACCORD DIPLOMATIC PERSONNEL WILL BE
REGARDED ASA PERSONAL FAILUREBY YOU TO CARRY OUT YOUR RESPONSIBILITIES

IN AN EFFORT TO BE HELPFUL IN THISREGARD, WE OFFER THE MOST RECENT PROJECTIONSAT HAND
THESE PROJECTIONSINDICATE THAT MORE THAN 80% OF ALL INHABITANTS OF THE MINISTRY OF
DEFENSE TOWER WILL SUFFER A LOW-GRADE VERSION OF GERSON'SDISEASE FORROUGHLY 2%, THE
INFECTION WILL UNFORTUNATELY BE FATAL NO PRECAUTION YOU CAN NOW TAKEWILL BE EFFECTIVE

THISTOTALLY SPONTANEOUSOUTBREAK HASBEEN PREDICTED BY THE EPIDEMIOLOGISTSOF THE
INSTITUTE, AND WHILETOTALLY COINCIDENTAL AND WHILEWE REGRET IT ISTOOLATETO PREVENT IT,
WE HOPE THISADVANCE NOTICEWILL BEHELPFUL AND INDICATE OUR INTEREST IN FRIENDLY AND
NONMILITARY SOLUTIONSTO PROBLEMS, SUCH ASTRADE

WE ALSO HOPE THE EMPIRE ISNOT SO INDISCREET ASTOBELIEVE THAT WAR ISTHE MOST SUCCESSFUL
MEANSOF DEALING WITH ECONOMIC REALITY

THEREFORE, THE SUCCESS OR FAILURE OF TRADE TALKSWITH ACCORD WILL ALSO
BE REGARDED AS YOUR PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS,
LORD WHALER, THE SENIOR ECOLITAN AND THE ENVOY FROM ACCORD, WOULD BE
MOST HAPPY TO EXPLAIN A COPY OF THISMESSAGE HAS ALSO GONE DIRECTLY TO
EMPEROR N'TROY A



No diplomat had written it, nor any functionary from any of the other Ministries. But how had the writer gotten her
personal codes, down to the final and hidden authentications? Not even the Emperor had those. She did not doubt
that the copy had in fact gone to the Emperor.

The fax was phrased as a public interest warning but was nothing more than athreat. And yet...even if she
published the entire text as she had read it, who would believe it? If they did, wouldn't she be adding to Accord's
credibility with the nonaligned systems? She paused, then asked the console the question. She returned to looking at
the eastern plains, thinking, and waiting for the system to supply the answer. Buzz

“Gerson's Disease. Pathology. Informal name for influenza polioencephaliomydlitis (D-strain), an acute, infectious,
virus disease characterized by inflammation of the gray matter of the spinal cord, and of the brain, coupled with
respiratory inflammation, headache, fever, muscular pains, and irritation of the intestinal tract. Mortality in an untreated
and susceptible popul ation approaches ninety percent, but baseline T-type populations have normally demonstrated
an immunity that approaches unity...immunization requires a series of injections...spread over roughly three standard
months ...”

The Admiral read the listing on the consol e screen twice, and the furrow between her eyebrows deepened into a
gouge by the time she had finished. The message was either a colossal bluff, or...The Grand Admiral picked up the
faxsheet and quietly tore the message to shreds.

Then she tapped out two instructions on her console. If the fax had been correct, Accord not only possessed the
ability to infect the most secure structurein New Au-

gusta, but also to modify a disease in two separate aspects, amodification currently beyond Imperial medical
technology.

Only time would tell, but at least for that time, any more of the attacks against the Ecolitan Envoy would have to be
postponed. The risk was too great, even for her, particularly if the Emperor had acopy of the fax. If the Ecolitans had
her codes, she had no doubt they had the Emperor's.

She repressed a shiver and turned back to the view of the plains, leaning back in the swivel. For atime she regarded
the grass and the distant line of clouds above the horizon.

At last, she tapped a code, waiting...” Marcella?’

XXX

Nathaniel straightened his tunic in mid-stride, not pausing in his steps but matching his pace to Sylvias.
“I'm still not sure why this hasto be done,” said Sylviain atone that was half statement, half question.

The Ecolitan inhaled deeply. The air in the corridor was till, with ametallic trace scent to it, the first hint of oil and
machine he had smelled since he arrived in the indoor world of New Augusta. “Metallic smell,” he commented. “ The
filters and recyclers are about ninety-nine and nine-tenths percent effective. The circulation here in the deeper parts of
the tower isn't quite as effective as elsewhere.”

“That's why we need to stroll through as much of the Defense Tower as possible. The relatively accessible corridors
will do.”

Sylviastraightened her own military tunic and frowned. “Y ou still haven't elaborated. But not now.” Nathaniel sighed.
“Have | asked you all your secrets?’ She laughed, a short gentle sound. “ Touche.” The first security gate was staffed
by a single guard, enclosed in a permaglass booth.

Nathaniel ran his eyes over the enclosure—guarded against energy weapons and projectiles, but not airtight.

“Let's see your passes. “ The woman's bored tone echoed in the emptiness of the deep corridor. Despite the
standard lighting, the lack of ornamentation and the metallic edge to the air gave the area atomblike feeling. Sylvia
placed two square cards facedown on the scanner. “And your |. D.s and thumbprints,” added the Defense sentry.

The three waited momentarily in the silence. Nathaniel caught the green flash reflecting in the permaglass behind the
sentry and almost shook his head. Bad design. A redlly aert intruder could take advantage of the warning. “You're



cleared.”

The gate swung wide enough to let them pass through one at atime, then chinked shut. The sound reminded
Nathaniel of a coffin lid falling shut. He wondered whose coffin—Accord's or the Empire's? “ Thisway.” The corridor
branched, and Sylvia touched his hand, led him to the | eft.

Signs of greater activity-began to appear aswell as portals in the sides of the corridor and a military figure or two
heading in one direction or another, some in uniforms similar to those he and Sylviawore and some in the plain
jumpsuits he had earlier suspected of being of military origin. He nodded to himself.

Wheels within wheels...but al he had to do was to walk through the tower.

True—he could have planted the dispersers on Sylvia and asked her to do it, but that option bothered him. If Accord
had dirty work, then he should be the one doing it. He knew his decision was irrational, and he hoped the Coordinate
and the Ingtitute didn't end up paying for it. To be discovered as the Envoy from Accord within the top-secret
sections of the Ministry of Defense might be more than embarrassing. It might prove fatal.

He amost laughed, and had he done so, the sound would have been grim. Were he to be discovered, he wouldn't
ever be found. The last thing the Empire could afford would be an admission that Accord could breach Imperial
security at will.

After three more turns, the corridor, now more of athoroughfare, widened further into alift/drop shaft concourse.

“We're ordered to thefifth level,” Sylviasaid in atight and controlled voice.

He nodded and followed, presuming, although she had said nothing on the subject, that every word within the
Defense perimeters was monitored or at least computer scanned.

He straightened automatically, keying in amilitary posture, and let himself follow Sylvia. They had alot of corridor
[eft to cover.

XXX

Hisfeet hurt. He had walked further, hiked through the high plains of Trezenia, through the Parundan Rain Forests
of Accord, and done it all with a standard Field pack. He had forgotten how many extended marches he had led his
trainees through, whether in rain, snow, or blistering sun. But how hisfeet hurt. And the musclesin hisright arm still
ached.

Nathaniel looked down at the omnipresent permaplast floor tiles. While they gave dlightly under foot, they were hard,
and he and Sylvia had walked more than ten kilos ' through the Defense Towers and the caverns beneath.

From the corner of his eye, he could see the portal to the Legation, and the pair of Imperial sentries.

“Here'swhere | leave you, dear Envoy. | hope things turn out the way you hoped.”

“Sodo 1.” Sodol, he added mentally. Sylviawas gone even as he watched her melt into the passersby. He shook
his head and trudged toward the portal, flinging back the film cloak to reveal his diplomatic blacks. “Lord
Whaler...we've been—"

“The same,” he responded to the Marine with a smile, and he matched into the Legation.

“Lord Whaler, we've been a bit worried...what with the power failure and the disappearance of the man who attacked
you. Then you dismissed your guards and went off by yourself.” Heather Tew-Hawkes had moved around the
reception console to greet him. “How's Hillary?’

“They got her to the health center in time. It was close, but she should be back in afew days. She rambled alot and
kept insisting that there were two of you, and how she wasn't sure which one you really were.” Heather smiled atight
smile, one obvioudly put on, and waited a moment before going on, asif to see whether Nathaniel would respond.

He didn't, just stood there, meeting her gaze levelly. “ She seemed more worried about you, but she's going to be fine.”

“I'm glad of that.” And he was. At the same time, the guilt and sadness rose within him.



Shortly, thousands of relatively innocent individuals would sicken, and some of them would die. Had there been a
better way? Had he missed it?

He shook his head, forgetting where he was. How long, how long...? “Lord Whaler, are you al right?’ Heather's
voice lost its tightness. Her tone of concern brought him back to the small Legation reception room with its
mismatched lorkin wood furniture.

“Yes, Heather,” he said dowly. “I'm al right. Tired, but al right.” Asright as can be, now. He straightened.

“By the way. Heather, would you get someone to clean up my office. If | had an intact office, | illight actually stay in
it. Especialy now, | might stay there.”

A puzzled look flitted across the redhead's face, but she answered without questioning. “Mydra has already made the
necessary arrangements. Maintenance has just about finished the repairs. They should be complete tonight, and your
officewill be ready in the morning. “

The Ecolitan shifted his weight from one sore foot to the other. Perhaps it had been the weight of the special heels
on his boots. They might have changed the pattern of his stride just enough.

Shaking his head again, he turned toward the portal that led to his office and to his quarters. “Lord Whaler?’

He turned back to the tentative sound of Heather's voice.

“Would you like me to order something for you to eat?’

“No, thank you, Heather. | appreciateit, but I'm not hungry right now. Perhaps |ater, perhaps later.”

He gave her a short smile that felt false, then went through the portal and down the hallway toward the staff office.
Mydrawas standing by her console. “ The maintenance staff is finishing up the repairs to your office.”

“That'sfine. | won't be using it tonight anyway. Where are the guards?’

“They're stationed outside the L egation and outside your private doorway.” He nodded an acknowledgment. “L ord
Whaler, you look tired.”

“l amtired. Tired beyond. . .” He broke off. Who would really understand?

Instead, he took a deep breath, inhaling the odor of wall solvent, and gathered himself together.

“You'reright. | amtired, and | need agood night'srest. | will see you in the morning, Mydra.” He paused, then
finished in a softer tone. “ And thank you for getting this mess cleaned up.” He had turned even as she said, “ That's
only my job.” The crew of three women and two men did not look up as he passed through his office. Thin blue plastic
sheeting covered the carpet, the console, and the furniture. His boots left aline of tracks through the whitish powder
that lifted at each step.

His quarters were empty—and clean. Even the private entryway tiles had been repolished to a beige glaze, with all
the scuffs and bootmarks removed.

He took out the two probes from his belt and began to work on the portal controls. After several minutes, he
stopped. The newly replaced control units were more complicated than the originals. His right hand was trembling too
much to finish the alignment he needed.

Putting down the probes, he sat cross-legged on the tile next to the wall portal, concentrating on holding back the
waves of fatigue, while trying to let his arm and finger musclesrelax.

At last, he got back on his knees and completed the changes.

With asigh, he closed the access panel, leaned to his feet, and trudged back through the quartersto the exit portal
between the private study and the office.

Again, he changed the fields to lock totally the portal. This time he had to stop twice to rest.

Finally, with another deep breath and a sigh, he headed to the sleeping quarters, forcing himself to take off his
clothing piece by piece before collapsing onto the bed.



Just before the darkness washed over him, he wondered if he had smelled orange blossoms.

XXX

The console buzzed.

“Admiral, there's some disturbing news you ought to know.”

“Such as?’

“Wall...it's hard to explain,” stammered the Commander on the other end of the screen. “It looks like an epidemic, but
thgre hasn't been one...here...in ages ...not with the air recirculators and purifiers.” Her eyes dropped along with her
voice.

“What sort of epidemic? How widespread? New Augusta? Planetwide?’

“Not exactly. Admiral. Not exactly. So far ninety percent or more of those reported cases are Defense Ministry
personnel.”

The Admiral looked squarely into the screen. "The indirect lighting of her office had gradually brightened as the day
had waned. The touches of gray in her dark hair looked silver, ssmultaneously gave her a harder appearance.

“Let me know if anything changes or if the outbreak should spread.” She broke the connection. The most senior
officer of the Ministry of Defense of the Empire of Light stood away from her console, away from the five banners
fanned on the inner wall, away from the gilt-framed honors on the side wall, and turned to look at the horizon to the
east.

She wondered if Accord's sun, invisible to the best of Terran optical telescopes, including the orbital observatory,
would be above or below the visual horizon, wereit visible.

“Accord...one man,” she whispered softly. “One man.”

The goal of alifetime was gone. Perhaps she had never had it. Perhaps her daughter had been right all along.
She studied the plains grass below, then the darkening sky to the east.

Finally, she squared her shoulders and turned back to the console.

There was more to the Empire than the Rift, and more to the Ministry than the Eleventh Fleet.

Her fingers unstacked the messages, and she began to scan them as they flashed across the screen.

XXXV

The Ecolitan Envoy stood by the swivel and studied the plush office for at least the tenth time in the last hour.

The day had been long. No one had faxed. No messages on trade had arrived. No fax commentators had followed up
on any previous events. Perhaps all the quiet had been for the best. Just in the past few hours had reports of a
mysterious illness at the Ministry of Defense begun to surface.

The fax commentators had announced the tower was closed until the entire structure could be totally sterilized, and
that all victims were being treated in isolated facilities. So far, there had been nearly a hundred fatalities, out of ten
thousand cases discovered. Nathaniel shook his head.

It had been so easy, and the Empire had been so secure in its smugness...and would probably continue to be— except
for the few who knew. Knowing the ways of empires, he wondered if that knowledge would die with its possessors,
until a generation from now no one would remember and Accord would again be faced with the same dilemma. Why
did it aways take sheer power? Restraining power was aways the hardest part. It would have taken far less effort to
have decimated the entire population of New Augusta than it had to engineer the limited impact on the Ministry of



Defense. The private line buzzed, interrupting his self-probing. He jabbed the accept stud.

“Lord Whaler.” He hated using the “Lord,” and it was al he could do to refrain from the smple “Whaler” he would
have preferred.

The caller was Marcella Ku-Smythe. Nathaniel had never given her his private number, not that he recalled, at least.
“Lord Whaler?’

“Yes”
“1 was wondering, upon reflection, how you saw the trade talks progressing.”

He shrugged, wondering what she wanted. “1 have done what | could do to persuade the Empire. | hope those who
count are persuaded, but after the strangeness with Mr. Weintre...”

“What strangeness?”’

“Mr. Weintre, the Information Specialist, disappeared some days ago. When he was recently found, his memories
weregone.”

“All of them” Despite the question, her inquiry was matter-of-fact, asif she knew the answer and wanted to get to
something else. “He thinks he is eighteen standard years.” Marcella's always perfect hair was not, but slightly
disarrayed, and afaint smudge showed beneath her Ieft eye.

“| see.” She stopped, and the tip of her tongue touched her upper lip. “Lord Whaler ...”

13 YS?!

“| feel that there may have been some misunderstanding. In no way would the Ministry of Commerce wish anything
but a speedy resolution to the trade talks, and one which would be of mutual benefit.” Nathaniel almost whistled. He
was getting the closest thing to an apology possible from the aways-efficient Marcella.

“Dear Lady,” helied, “no misunderstanding. Y our position and your efforts toward meaningful trade agreement
have always been recognized, and for that | thank you and wish you well.”

While her face remained composed, the Ecolitan could sense her relief through the screen.

“At the sametime,” he continued, “so far have | not seen any movement from the Empire.” He shrugged again.
“And without such movement ..."

“While | cannot promise anything personally, Lord Whaler, | would suspect that your terms are being studied
carefully and that within a short time the Empire will respond positively and much aong the lines you originally
suggested. Y ou have been most persuasive, | understand. Most persuasive.”

“Dear Lady, | do appreciate your call and your courtesy in keeping me informed.”

“Thank you, Lord Whaler.” The screen blanked.

The Ecolitan frowned. Beneath the facade, the Lady had been upset. Upset indeed.

Then it clicked. Obviously, her mother the Grand Admiral had briefed her on the warning and on the ensuing
ﬁgi;lgmic. Perhaps the information would last more than a generation. Perhaps...but al he could do was wait. Wait and

He decided against any more great debates, mentally filed the information, and locked up his office to retire to his
private quarters.

Dinner would be whatever he could get out of the tiny kitchen, followed by afull night's sleep. Sleep he was shorter
on than food.

Still...after he finished the small salad and meat patty smothered in atoo-sweet sauce, he sat and watched the tower
lights from the small and private study, punctuated as they were by the occasional shuttle flare, until he was tired
enough to head for his bed.

He woke refreshed, despite the recurrence of the nightmares about the death ships and the Imperial fleet.



Thistime, the Imperial Fleet Commander had been Marcella Ku-Smythe, except she'd been older and black haired.
Doubtless, his subconscious was picturing her mother, Admiral Ku-Smythe. What was her father like?

He dismissed the question as he got out of bed and staggered into the kitchen for a cup of liftea. A melon supplied
by hidden means followed the liftea. Next came the hygienarium and a complete fresher. After dressing, he settled
behind the small console in the private study of his quarters, turning to watch the early morning clouds scatter and the
golden sun lift asilver dew off the towers. As he looked out through the wide window, he marveled at the fact that the
day was basically his.

No matter how he'd gotten steamed up about things, the Empire was on its weekend break, and negotiations would
not be held. Period.

At the Institute, somehow, he'd never gotten into the habit of aregular division between work and play.
Still...histime on New Augusta would be limited. Should he go sight-seeing? Alone? With whom?

Would Sylvia consider showing him some sights? He recovered her card from his pouch and studied it, checking the
time on the console. Too early to call anyway.

He passed the next hour by studying the figures on the trade balances, mentally cal culating the amount of increased
Imperial tariffs Accord could absorb and which of its own tariffs Accord could realistically drop below the levelsin the
proposal to the Empire.

The parameters were simple enough, but he'd have to wait for the actual negotiations to see what the Empire might
accept, assuming that Marcellawas right and that he would see some progress in the next few days. He put the papers
back into his datacase and stretched. Finally, after letting his fingers stray toward the console and onto the key studs
and pulling them back twice, he punched out the New Augusta directory on the screen, requesting the listing for
SylviaFerro-Maine.

A single number was listed. Private Tower Orange. He tapped out the number, wondering if shewould
stay on the screen once she saw hisface.

The faxscreen chimed four times, but there was no answer and no recording. Could she actually be at work? He tried
the Senator's office. “ Senator Helmsworth's office.” The face that appeared on the screen was another woman, black,
with curly brown hair, strong nose, and flashing teeth.

“Lord Whaler, from the Accord Legation. | waslooking for Sylvia Ferro-Maine”  “Just amoment. Lord Whaler.”
Sylvia appeared shortly, wearing her casual yellow-striped tunic, the top two buttons undone, and with her dark hair
loose. “Working are you?’

“We work most days, Lord Whaler.”

“Isthere any chance that | could persuade you otherwise? To show me afew sightslater in the day?’ - “I'll be tied up
until early afternoon.”

“That would be fine. Early afternoon, | mean. Should | meet you somewhere?’
“Why don't | meet you at your Legation around 1400. Y ou have aduty officer who can call you?’

“Thereisone. Always,” he added ruefully. “Then at 1400, dear Envoy.” Nathaniel found himself staring at a blank
screen.  He leaned back.

In the meantime, what could he do? Why was he so restless?

Helet his eyes traverse the console. Stir the pot with a few more anonymous tips? He smiled. Snooped or not, his
hidden watchers couldn't stop his communications.

“Sam,” he began on the keyboard, “have you heard the latest about the Envoy from the black planet? His staff is
losing their minds. At least one did, wiped all the way back to age eighteen, poor fellow. He's the one who visited the
Envoy's office just before the fireworks exploded. Rumor has it that he was on three separate payrolls, and only one
was Accord's.”

Nathanid knew it was weak, but it would keep Sam's mind on the Accord issue and might get a phrase or two in the
gossip section. He sent it off and found himself pacing around the study, which felt too small, looking at the time on



the console, wanting 1400 to arrive.
He debated running through a workout but rejected the idea.

Compromising, he sat down back in front of the console and accessed historical information on New Augusta,
deciding to seeif he could learn anything new while he waited.

Surprisingly, the Empire apparently had no problem with open library files. The index aone was massive. That
whetted his interest and encouraged him to dig in. “ Buzz”

He barely resisted the urge to jump before tapping the plate on the screen. “Lord Whaler?’ Heather was on the
screen. He looked for thetime. 1407. “Yes?’

“A lady in the reception area says you are expecting her.”
“Ms. Ferro-Maine? Ah, yes. I'll be there shortly.”

He shut down the screen. So far he'd gotten through the founding of New Augusta and the events leading up to the
creation of the Empire from the wreckage of the Second Federation.

Reslizing he was still in a set of undress greens, he retreated to his bedroom for a quick change to atan tunic and
matching trousers.

Sylviarose when he entered the reception area. Since the morning, she had changed into a short-sleeved, dark blue
tunic trimmed with white, with corresponding slacks. The color imparted afragile, dmost eflike cast to her face.

“1 understand you were hard at work.”
“Just background research. Not work.”

“Please don't tell Courtney that,” she mock-pleaded. “ Our secret.” He looked over at Heather and shrugged. “When |
will be back, | do not know.”

“Don't worry. Lord Whaler.” The redhead smiled. “Y ou need to enjoy yourself.”

Asthey stepped out into the corridor, he turned toward . Sylvia. “Where would you suggest we begin?’ She came
to astop and faced him. “What do you have in mind thistime?’ He ignored the hint of bitternessin her tone. “To look,
to sightsee, perhaps to have some dinner at a place you suggest. Just to enjoy the afternoon. Or did | not make myself
clear?’ he asked.

“1 wasn't sure. Wanted to know where we stood. Have you seen the fire fountains at the Gallery?’ -”| knew of
neither. Where?’

“Let's go. Welll take the drop and the tunndl train. The Gallery is where the most noted art from all through the
Empireisdisplayed. They change exhibits almost daily, and some of 'it is fascinating. There's also a section of
pre-imperial art dating back to the dawn.”

She reached for his hand and half skipped, half ran down the corridor toward the drop shaft. With the pace she set,
it seemed only minutes before he was being dragged into the Gallery.

The circular main hall was larger than the receiving hall where he had met the Emperor and more than twice as high.
In the center abronze wall, fully three meters high, circled an areafifty meters across.

Behind and above the wall the fire fountains played, colors interweaving, shimmering, rising, falling—the rough
image of adying angel, superseded by the angry red bursts that suggested the usurpation of grace by a demon and
thefall of the demonin turn.

Green, green, the first real green he had seen inside the corridors and tunnels of New Augusta, showered up in the
eternal triumph of spring, measured in instants, followed by the darker green of summer and the red and gold of fall,
the gold fading into the dead white of winter.

Standing there, entranced, the corners of his eyesfilled with his reaction to the green images and the flow of seasons.
“Y ou miss Accord?’

“Yes. You have so many endless tunnels and walled-away vistas from the towers where one can see, but not



touch.”

Shereached over and touched hishand.i “Let's go see the old Hall of Sculpture.”

Again, she skipped off, catching him off balance as he watched her dancer's gracefulness leaving him flat-footed.
He had to remind himself that she had once been and still might be an agent of the Imperia Intelligence Service.

No, he corrected, doubtless still was. How else could she have gotten the materials which gained them access to the
Defense Tower?

“This one dates from before the age of atomic power. It's called the Thinker.”

“They had trade negotiations then, | see.”

“Less of the diplomat, dear Envoy, and more of the artist.”

“1 cannot draw even straight lines.” Sylvia drifted toward the next sculpture, a representation of aman breaking out of
a sphere. Nathanidl studied the markings on the sphere momentarily before understanding, belatedly, that the sphere

was Terra and that the markings were the outlines of the continents.

The sculptor had captured a steely look of determination, one that the Ecolitan had seen more than once on the
faces of his Ingtitute troops, along with the hint of hope, a suggestion of something faraway and unattainable.

“Flight, circa100 A. E. F. F. Sculptor unknown. Recovered from ruinsat DENV.”
The Ecolitan nodded. Sylvia, on her way to the next figure, didn't fully appreciate what the artist had meant. He did.
Maybe that was the problem between the Empire and Accord. The Empire stood for containment, whether in New

Augusta's corridors or within the sector boundaries drawn from star to star.

Heleft Flight and rejoined Sylvia at the next statue, a dancer poised on one toe, impossibly balanced on that single
point. “Y ou miss the dance?’ he guessed. “Y ou don't ever get it out of your blood.”

“Why did you not continue?’

“1 wasn't good enough. Not for the Imperial Court, with its pick of the best from hundreds and hundreds of systems,
Oh. . I fought it, but in the long run, you accept the decision of the Arbiter.”

“Arbiter?’
“The Arbiters of the Arts, who judge who gets into the artistic professions.”
“That isimportant?’

“Dear Envoy, for an artit, it's everything. If you aren't accepted by one of the Arbiters for the arts or for a
profession, you've got two choices—emigrate or join one of the services.”

“1 see. And you?’

“Foreign Service...barely.” The undercurrent of bitterness was there.
“Why did you not emigrate to where you could dance?’
“It doesn't work that way. Emigration is randomly assigned. Otherwise the children of the well-connected would all end
up on placeslike Calleriaand Einstein, and the unknowns and those out of favor would be out on the worlds of the

Alparta. The one thing that's been kept absolutely fair is the emigration lottery.”

Nathaniel doubted that, but kept his mouth shut. How the Empire kept order on New Augusta was becoming much
clearer. He changed the subject. “Do you still dance?’

“As ahobby, a spare-time pursuit, but enough of that, dear Envoy.” '
He patted her shoulder, not sure exactly what else he could do.

She walked out from underneath his second pat, touched his hand, and was on her way to the next exhibit.



Therest of the Hall of Sculpture was a blur. His thoughts kept going back to the statues of the man emerging from
Terraand to the dancer.

Asthey emerged from the Gallery, Sylvia halted in mid-skip, and pointed to the miniature garden they had passed on
the way into the main hall. “ Are the flowers on Accord much like that?’

“Those few we have are from Terra, but there aren't that many except for the fruit trees.”

He hoped she would et the statement go, knowing at the same time she wouldn't. How was he going to explain,
without lapsing, into pedantry, that while Accord was a product of parallel evolution, the principal plant familieswere
more like the year around, nonflowering gymno-sperms than the deciduous trees of Terra. After two millennia, the
imported Terran stock was beginning to predominate over much of the Accord native flora. The hardier breeds and the
crosses developed by the Institute could hold their own against the Terran plants, and, in some cases, were reversing
the trend.

The drier high steppes were totally indigenous and would remain that way since Terran cacti and plains grasses had
not been among the original imports.

“No flowers? Except on fruit trees? We're limited because of ecologica problems. You're free to walk your planet,
but there's nothing bright to see?’

“Not exactly. The finger tree, with green and yellow striped fronds, can be spectacular in the dry seasons.”
“But what about flowers? Just plain old flowers beautiful to ook at?’

Nathaniel shrugged. While he enjoyed the finger trees and the spring greenbursts of the corran forests as much as
anyone, he hadn't placed the need for alarge variety of flowers at the center of his aesthetics. “Maybe that's why,”
she mused. “Why what?’ He was annoyed, not knowing why. “Why you don't understand the starkness you present,
why the black and the dark forest green you wear so often fit you so well. Flowers and dance go together with
sunshine and open air. Y ou have the open air but not the flowers. We have the flowers.” She looked down at the
blooms. “Now's not the time for any more philosophy. Y ou need to see more before you go, and | can't imagine you'll
be the one to stay and sightsee once your talks are complete. And it won't be al that long now.” She started off, with
more a brisk walk than a skip. “Next, you ought to see the Maze of Traitors.” He repressed the urge to ask her how she
knew the talks wouldn't last too long and clamped down on his tongue. Sylvia seemed to flit from point to point and
subject to subject with annoying rapidity, not ever quite finishing anything. Maze of Traitors? he wondered. Sylvia
was still moving quickly, and be had to quick-step to catch her. “ Can tell your military background, dear Envoy, you
know?’

“Military?”

“You don't ever amble or skip or run. Y ou march or quick-step, and if you really got behind, I'd bet on amilitary jog
or aflat-out sprint.”

“Maze of Traitors?’ he asked, not wanting to touch on the question of his background.

“Dates from the First Foundation. Legend has it the Directorate built it under Alregord. He called the fallen oligarchs
rats, but any rat who could run the maze could emigrate. We can get there from the Concourse at the Ministry of
Defense.”

The history of New Augusta hadn't mentioned the Maze of Traitors, and the rise of the Directorate under Alregord
had merited two brief paragraphs.

Sylviaflung herself into the drop shaft and assumed he would follow, which he did but without the same reckless
abandon.

The Maze of Traitors had been sanitized and covered with permaglass, on which tourists could walk and trace the
paths beneath the transparent flooring. The Maze was deserted, only a man and two children wandered ahead of them.

Each of the hazards beneath was marked with a plaque and announcing stand.
“Station six,” declared a disembodied voice as Nathaniel approached. “Thisis the delayed drop trap, which was
counterweighted so that it did not drop until the body weight was a full meter onto the surface. According to the

records, less than twenty percent of the criminal victims ever escaped this section.

“Station nine. Asyou can see, this appears to be a gentle incline which leads to a cul-de-sac, but the surfaceis



specially treated to be directionally friction sensitive, making areturn climb back up the ramp impossible for all but the
fastest.”

Nathaniel did not ask what happened to those who could not make the climb. The two paragraphs about Alregord
had been specific enough.

“Station thirty-six. Thisis the false exit, identical to the real exit except for the seal of the Directorate benesth the
lettering. Each victim was shown a picture of the real exit before being placed in the entry area, but no special emphasis
was placed on the need for absolute identity. As a precaution, the incinerator units in the walls, like the other weapons
in the Maze, were disconnected when it was restored by the Emperor H'taillen.”

Fast as he'd been in touring the maze, Sylvia had gone ahead and was waiting. “Why did you think | should see
this?’

“Just did. Call it for my own reasons. No more questions, dear Envoy, please. Now, how about the observation
platform at Tower Center?’

Hed heard of that—the circular permaglass platform on the tallest tower in the center of New Augusta where it was
rumored that you could see three hundred kilometers. Unless the towers were taller than he suspected, three hundred
kilometers seemed a bit far. He supposed he could have figured out the math, but assuming that the earth was flat,
technically atwo-kilometer tower would have allowed alook at flat ground more than six hundred kilometers away,
although the angle would be so flat as to be useless. Probably the maximum distance would be closer to one hundred
kilos. In any case, the view might be worth it.

As at the Maze of Traitors, he and Sylviafound few tourists or others on the observation platform, even though
there were no restrictions on entry, no cost for entering the high speed lift shaft, and plenty of space atop the tower.

Asthe morning had promised, the sky was clear. In the growing dusk of the |ate afternoon, the shadows of the towers
spilled over the Imperial Palace to the east. The western mountains were black, the sun behind them, with sparkles of
light flashing from behind them. “Y ou can see the glitter from theice,” he observed. “1 like to see the shadows across
the plains grass,” Sylvia answered.

He eased hisway around the absolutely clear walkway to the eastern side and looked at the Imperial Palace again.
Seen from the tower, it was alow mound of lusterless gray metal anchored by five squat golden towers, none of which
reached half asfar into the sky asthe lowest tower of the city.

Somehow, Nathaniel would have expected the highest tower of al to have belonged to the Emperor.

“On stormy days, you can see the plains grasses dancing with the wind, and the patterns change as the winds play
through the towers.”

Sylviamust have used a scope. Either that or she watched from alower vantage point. His vision was supposed to
be excellent, but he could only make out the general bending of the grasses from his office.

“ After the Ecologic Rebellion, all of this had to be restored square by square. Just a hundred years ago, my mother
said, there were bare patches you could see from the towers.” Sylviatwirled and looked up at him. “I'm hungry. What
are you in the mood for?’

“ Something simple...something you like...something...somewhere an Envoy would not discover.”

She grinned, and there was a hint of wildnessin the gray eyes.

“But not too dangerous,” he added quickly. “Food and danger don't mix. Not without poor digestion.”

Asthey dropped down the shaft, he wondered if he had let himself in for more than he should.

After along tunnel train ride, well past the Port of Entry, and along walk, punctuated with a drop shaft, followed by
another long walk through the first angled and jointed corridor he'd seen on Terra, he was certain of it.

He kept his fingers playing over the detectorsin his belt, but no energy foci were registering.

At irregular intervals, hallways joined and branched from the main corridor, and afew local residents hurried . on their
ways, not bothering to look at either the Ecolitan or his escort.

The flooring was harder, and the sound of footsteps echoed more than in the tower corridors.



“Thisisone of the older residential areas. People who don't like the towers, mainly. It dates back to right after the
Rebdlion.”

Sylvialed him off the main corridor and around a gentle curve in the hallway to adead end, but it took him a moment
toredizeit.

At first glance, he thought it was a garden plopped into the middle of the rabbit warren they had scurried through.
His second look took in the umbrellaed tables under the low trees and soft lighting. People were seated at most of the
tables, but Sylvialed him along a gravelled path through a hedge and to atable for two, set by itself.

“Astounded...amazed...speechless...almost,” he muttered, “but not quite.”
“1 hope s0.” She laughed.

“Whatever you say, dear Lady. | am in your hands.” And he was, because as flighty Sylvia had flitted through the
afternoon he had lost sight of the fact that she was a perfectly competent intelligence agent. She pointed to the table.
“A seat?’ He sat, and she settled herself across from him, taking the napkin, real cloth, Nathaniel noted, and putting it
in her lap.

“1 would like to set the record straight, dear Envoy.” She looked squarely at him, and the scatterbrainedness was
gone, her eyes cold like dlate.

“One, | understand the impossible situation you .face. Two, you have behaved like a perfect gentleman while being a
total bastard. Three, you asked meto trust you, and | did, and alot of people died. It was necessary, but | don't like it.
Four, | helped you do it, but | don't want to talk about it. Five, | can't help liking you. Six, dinner ismy treat.”

The Ecolitan managed to keep his face nearly expressionless, even with the sinking feelings that settled in the pit of
his. stomach.

Sylviasmiled. The coldness was gone, asif turned off by a switch.

“This garden was planted blade by blade, stem by stem, by the owner. It's unique in Noram, maybe anywhere on
Terra. And the food is as good as the atmosphere.”

“May bethe only onein the galaxy,” commented Nathaniel. “Never seen one like this with such flowers, paths,
trees, especially totally indoors.”

A young woman, black-haired and black-eyed, edged through the hedge and looked at Sylvia, who nodded.

The waitress departed, to return with two slender crystal glasses filled with agolden liquid. “ Sniff it first,” urged
Sylvia.

He did. He couldn't place the bouquet, but the warmth of it recalled a summer's evening and seemed to relax the
tension in his back and legs.

Sylviatook asip of hers. After amoment, he followed. The taste was stronger than the delicacy of the bouquet
suggested, but the warmth of the trickle that eased down his throat was totally without a sting or hint of bitterness.
“Arranged everything, have you?’

“Absolutely everything. Memories are the most important thing you'll take back to Accord. | want you to remember
this dinner.”

“And the Empire, too?’ he queried, teasing. “Empires are people, as | think you once said, and we al share the same
stars.”

“With such artistic interests and concerns, how did you get from the study of dance to the Foreign Service and to
the Senator's office?’ And to the Intelligence Service along the way? he wondered as well.

“That's along story, and not one to tell tonight. Let'sjust say | don't like doing the same thing for very long, except
dancing, which | can't for reasons we've already discussed. So | change as| can. Maybe I'll emigrate, but emigrationis
aone-way ticket. Y ou don't do that without a good reason.”

The waitress reappeared with two thin china plates, each containing a salad. Nathaniel touched the edge of the
plate.



“Real china,” confirmed the dancer/intelligence agent/ woman across the table from him.
The lighting dimmed in the garden, and the small lamp on the table cameto life with aflame of its own.

Nathaniel took alast sip of the liqueur. Sylvia had aready finished hers and started on the greenery. He followed her
example. The small salad was as good in its way as the drink had been. “Lord Whaler?' He started.

“What do you really think of the Empire? In your heart of hearts?’

“That you ask of adiplomat? Or an Ecolitan?’ Shejust looked at him.
“It'sdifficult to put the feelings of alifetimeinto words, and not in my own language, but | will try.”
“Takeyour time. I'll listen.”

“The Empire is different, so different. It'slarge, aways pressing at Accord. Some fear the Empire because it isbig.
Some wish it would go away. Some want to destroy it...”

“You?'

“The Empireisdead at heart, | fear, athough no one, or few except the Emperor himself, knowsit. “ He took another
bite of the salad before going on. “ Dreams, aspirations, are the shadows of the future. Art, also. At the Hall of
Sculpture, there were only afew people. Y ou saw the dancer. | wondered at the man breaking free of the earth. But
where were the other dreamers? The Emperor's Palace does not soar to the skies but buriesitself in the earth.”

“But what about the growth, the new systems, the explorations, the success in battles?’

“They are not from the heart of the Empire. The young of the outer systems bleed and strive. Like Accord, they will
some day want to dream their own dreams. | hope the Empire is wise enough to understand when that time comes. But
| doubt that.” She shivered, though the air was warm. “Y ou paint adark picture, and your words are compelling. |
suppose that's why—" She broke off as the waitress came through the hedge to remove the small plates.

He wondered where she'd been heading, but before he could ask, she threw another question at him. “Why did you
takethe job?’

“1 was asked by the House of Delegates.”

“Were you required to accept?’ Her tone was dry, aslight Curl at the comer of her mouth. In the dim light, he wasn't
sureif she was masking lightness, a mild skepticism, or out-and-out disbelief.

The dlight breeze carried the faintest hint of orange toward him as he waited. Finally, he spoke. “No. But duty,
responsibility...”

“Does everyone on Accord take duty so seriously?’ He laughed. With her put-on seriousness, it was impossible not
to.

“Does everyone here take duty as seriously as you do?’ he countered, hoping for alaugh in return. He got it.
“Touche, dear Envoy. | suppose | deserved that.” Another set of china plates appeared from the hands of the
waitress, asif by some sort of magic. The main course was equally simple, asingle slice of meat under a golden sauce,
and a side dish of long slice beans, sprinkled with nuts and a clear sauce. “What isit?’

“My secret.”

He waited until she started before venturing a bite. Like the salad and the liqueur, the meat was excellent, with an
almost cristnut flavor that lingered after each bite. “ Gentle men are the most dangerous, don't you think?’

“What?’

“They give the impression of weakness, of confusion, and they often let themselves be pushed on minor matters
because they're only willing to fight for the most important things.”

“Perhaps. But is such a person gentle?’

“Would you consider yourself agentle person. Lord Whaler?’



“In those terms, no. | would not.”
“1 would, | think,” she mused, looking, but not really looking, at him with an unfocused expression. He waited, not
willing to commit himself. “Why?" She paused. “ Because power is only ameansto an end, rather than the end.” Her
eyes focused on him, but the seriousness was gone. “How do you like the food so far?’

The Ecolitan couldn't answer, his mouth full, and finished the rather large bite he had taken. “ Delicious.”

“The dessert is heavier. But | do admit to a sweet tooth, and I've selected an old favorite.”

The dinner plates disappeared at the magic hands of the waitress and were replaced with crystal bowlsfilled with a
brown pudding like substance topped with white fluff.

The taste was distantly familiar...chocolate. He'd had it once before, years ago when he and Raoul had done student
drops on Fioren. A real luxury, chocolate, at fifty Imperial credits agram. His estimation of the cost of the dinner rose
further. Whatever it cost, he was enjoying it. The chocolate dessert was followed with two small snifters of Taxan
brandy. “Never have | been so royally treated.”

“1 hope not. | hope not.”
Over the low hedge, he caught sight of sparklesin the air. Sylvia glanced in the same direction, then back at him.

“Marchelle can overdo it. Replicafireflies. Real ones can't be brought into the tunnels.”

He sat there in quiet, the subdued hum of conversation from other tables barely audible, wondering why Sylvia had
gone to such lengths. Wondering if she had set him up for arude surprise.

“Timeto depart,” she announced. “ Time to get you back to your Legation and me back to my cubbyhole before |
turn into ascull again. Ci'ellacomplex, you know.”

Not understanding aword, he nodded, his fingers dropping to his belt and still finding no energy fields, no snoops,
no other devicesin the vicinity.

Nathaniel left the grassy lawn, the hedges, and the tables with afeeling of regret, not sure why.
“Always hateto leave,” Sylviamurmured, “but there's a purpose for every time.”

Pleasure or not, dinner or not, Nathaniel forced himself into combat aert, mentally ticking through the checklist. If
ever there were atime to be aert, now was that time, when he didn't feel the dightest bit like it.

He stayed next to Sylvia, through the curves and lift shafts back to the tunnel train, alert for any deviation from the
route by which they had come. The train was aimost empty, and that worried Nathaniel. Sylviawore an amused smile
but said nothing. “Few usethetrain,” he commented halfway back toward the Diplomatic Tower, feeling the silence
weigh on him.

“Right now. Too late for most and too early for the real carousers. Aren't many of them any longer.”

With his newfound understanding of the Imperial population control techniques, he understood why.

He lapsed back into silence. Never had he mastered the art of small talk while keeping thoroughly aert. That was for
espionage types, not Ecolitans.

A few souls were in the concourse of the Diplomatic Tower when the two of them swung off the train, but, again, he
could find no trace of either tails or energy concentrations.

Finally, they reached the portal to the Legation, which was opened by the duty officer as they approached.

“Here's where we part company, dear Envoy.” She took his hands in hers. He stiffened, unsure of what to do.
“Y ou're expecting the worst, have been al afternoon. Y ou're too ethical. Even when you play dirty, you play fair.”

Turning to face him full on, Sylvia stood on her tiptoes, brushed her lips across his forehead and stepped back, still
holding his hands. “Good night.”

She was gone, gliding toward the drop shaft before he could open his mouth. When he did, he left it open because
there was nothing to say.



What could he say? Obviously, he was more transparent than he thought.
He closed his mouth and turned toward the still-open portal.

Heather stood inside behind the console. “ Still here. Heather?”
“All day. Lord Whaler. | trust you had an enjoyable outing.”

“Enjoyable but puzzling. Most puzzling.” He shook his head as he started toward his private quarters, still aert, till
checking. Neither his office nor his quarters had been touched, further snooped, or otherwise tampered with so far as
he could tell.

He was till shaking his head when he finally climbed into bed. Another social encounter with the women of the
Empirewas unlikely, for awhile at least. Another might well undo him totally.

The faintest hint of orange blossoms drifted into the room as he closed his eyes, but when he looked, the space was
empty. He turned over and willed himself to deep.

XXXV

Even after afull day more of studying the history and development of New Augusta from the viewpoint of the Imperial
historians, followed by another night's sleep, Nathaniel felt he had only a dightly more than superficial grasp of the
motivations of the people with whom he was dealing. He understood better some of the phobias of the Imperial
citizenry, such as the dislike of the color black, which, interestingly enough, had been the color adopted by the
Directorate after Alregord.

Perhaps Accord had been wrong to let the Institute choose the combination of military expert/scholar. Were his
well-intentioned machinations leading the way to disaster?

Despite his elementary precautions, Sylvia could have set him up for assassination or an incident which could have
totally embarrassed him or reduced his credibility. Instead, she had treated him to a charming afternoon and evening,
while making clear she knew exactly what he was up to. But she hadn't explained her reasons. Maybe they were
supposed to be obvious, but to him they certainly weren't. He shrugged as he donned his blacks. The week ahead was
going to be interesting enough without adding worry on top of worry.

Should he get into his office early? Too early, and Mydrawould be suspicious. Too late, and she'd glare.

He laughed at himsdlf for the thoughts. Like the generally unseen Imperial men, he was reacting to the pleasure and
displeasure of the Imperial women.

The hell with it! Forest Lord take the foremost. He liked being at work early, and he was going to enjoy it.

Hetook acup of lifteain histiny kitchen and eased through the apartment quartersinto his office. The shadows of
the westernmost towers reached the foothills below the mountains, but the rational side of his mind questioned what
his eyes { old him. Were the towers that tall?

The sky was cloudless, asit was so often, and he enjoyed the blue heights. The skies over the I nstitute displayed
clouds more often, in keeping with the generally wetter weather he was used to.

He leaned back in the swivel, debated whether he should try to finish the Imperial version of the history of New
Augusta or enjoy the view. The view won. “Lord Whaler?’

Mydra stood in the open portal from the staff office. “Beautiful morning, Mydra, isit not?’

“If you say s0.” Shelooked at his console. “I'll be feeding some communications which need authorizations into your
console. If you could take care of them this morning, I'd certainly appreciateit.”

“Fine. Will do them as soon as they're ready.” So much for the history of New Augusta and the view. Duty called. He.
drained the lukewarm remainder of the tea.

With atouch on the power stud, the second faxscreen lit and projected the first communications.

Most were either letters back to students, supplying information or referring them to the I nstitute for more detailed



studies. Another batch was composed of routine denials of emigration requests from Terrato Accord.

He found himself amused that the facsimile of his signature remained as the principal validation of communications
after centuries of electronic transmission methods.

“After al thisthinking machinery, someone till has to read and authorize this junk.”
Midway through the program stack, the intercom buzzed. “Lord Jansen for you.”

Moderately surprised that a call though the main office was actually being routed to him, he jabbed the stud. “Lord
Whaler.”

“Alexi Jansen, Lord Whaler.”
“Good it isto hear from you.”

“We've had a chance to go over your proposal, Ms. Du-Plessisand I, and | was wondering if you and your staff
could talk over some of the points raised.”

“Most happy to do so.” Jansen cleared his throat and waited. Nathaniel waited also, then realized that Jansen was in
adifficult position. The Minister couldn't really demand that they meet over at the Ministry of External Affairs, nor did
he want to talk in the leaky confines of the Accord Legation.

Nathaniel cleared histhroat in return, gestured around his office. “Alas, not terribly suited are my spaces, but
pleased would | beif no other spaceis available.”

The Ecolitan could see the relief on the Deputy Minister's face.

“Our offices are not that much more spacious, but if you would like to come here, | would be more than pleased to
send Ms. Du-Plessis and put atunnel limousine at your service.”

“That would be most gracious. | regret our situation, but you know the damage we have suffered.”

“1 understand, Lord Whaler. | certainly understand.”

“A time we have not agreed upon.”

“Thereis asaying about striking while theiron is hot,” responded Jansen.

“Cancelled my appointments because of the damage, since | knew not when it would be repaired. | am free today.”
“Right after midday? We could meet and settle some of the points.”

“That would befine.”

After another ten minutes of phrases within phrases, it was agreed that at 1230 Janis Du-Plessis would arrive to
whisk one Nathaniel Whaler off to the tower housing the Ministry of External Affairs.

The Ecolitan leaned back in the swivel momentarily. Then he leaned forward and began to rummage through the
remaining datacase, the one that hadn't been blasted to shreds by Sergel and his friends. Enough files and holo slides
remained for his purposes.

He went back to the authentication of student comms, obviously foisted off on him by Mydra. Envoys weren't
supposed to look out windows and enjoy the views.

A standard hour later, he'd finished and turned the screen back to his history studies of New Augusta. Before he
reached the last few centuries of the glorious and stupendous history of the capital of the Empire of Light, the
intercom buzzed.

Nathaniel shook his head. The closer to the present the text got, the preachier it became. “Ms. Du-Plessis has
arrived.”

Nathaniel did not acknowledge the announcement but picked up the datacase and marched to the portal door.
“Whereis she?’ he asked Mydra. “At...the main desk.”



“ See you somewhat later.”

He interrupted a conversation between Heather Tew-Hawkes and Janis Du-Plessis at the front desk with his sudden
appearance. “Ready to go?’

“Uh...isanyone else coming?’

“Not immediately,” lied Nathanidl. “Later?’

“Later,” lied the Ecolitan, “and shall we go?’

“Yes, Lord Whaler.”

As he left for the drop shaft with Janis, he could see the puzzled ook on Heather's face from the comer of his eye.

Janis Du-Plessis did not make a single comment during the drop to the concourse level or on the way to the External
Affairs electrocar, except acurt, “Thisway.”

The driver was not the black youngster he'd had before, Nathaniel observed with regret, but an older woman with
short cut black hair flecked with silver. He couldn't tell whether the color was natural or applied. Janis sat on the far
side of the rear seat of the limousine and pointedly stared out the window at the murals as the electrocougar dipped
into the tunnel.

“Amazing it is how things are governed by impressions and appearances,” mused Nathaniel. “ Sometimes, the dave
is the master, and sometimes the master is the dave, and sometimes both master and slave think they are the master. “

He wasn't getting areaction and didn't expect one. He just waited.
“How did you get selected as Envoy, Lord Whaler?’

“That isarather long story. Anauthority on trade was required, but one not indebted to the bureaucracy or to either
political party. | was available. The Empire indicated the matter was urgent, and | was sent.”

The Assistant shifted her weight and turned to face him, her face pale in the dim light of the electrocar. “ Always, it
seems asif Accord is cloaked in mystery.”

“It isnot that mysterious. | am concerned. One of my staff has been mind-wiped. | have been attacked and bombed.”

Nathaniel cleared histhroat, pulled at his chin, and said nothing further. The car hummed onward through the
tunnel. “Y ou indicated your staff would meet us. How can we finalize the agreements?’ Her voice rose dlightly as she
finished. “ Staff isaluxury.”

“A luxury?’

“Doesthelion tell the owl his business? Does the star-diver instruct the glide-ringer?’

Janis displayed the puzzled look he had seen all too often over the past few days. He wondered how she had gotten
as far as she had. Was her mother a General of the Marines?

He let the silence draw out, wrapping the stillness around him like a blanket.

The official electrocar began the climb out of the tunnel and into the concourse area of the Ministry of External
Affairs. “What will | tell Lord Jansen?’

“That everything is under control. That you have the situation in hand. That istrue...isit not? Of courseitis.”
Four ceremonial guardsin rust and tan, three women and one man, waited at the private concourse entrance.

Alexi Jansen stood by the door of the conference room on the one hundred forty-first level. Through the portal,
Nathaniel could see a projecting faxscreen and two technicians. “Greetings, Lord Whaler.”

Jansen looked at Janis, who returned the glance without expression, then back at Nathaniel. “Will...uh...others...be
joining us?’

“| fear that some misimpressions may have been conveyed. While others might wish to be here, | am indeed the



expert on trade, and we can proceed, | assure you.” Jansen raised both eyebrows.
“Do you think that wise...that is...without supporting technical staff?’
“Lord Jansen, | am empowered to act solely, if | so choose. Let us go ahead, and we shall see what we can work out.”

The Ecolitan marched around Jansen and into the conference room. Janis looked at Jansen with alook that said,
Don't blameme.

Nathaniel placed his case on the table in front of the chair that was his, letting the case push a green and black name
placard into the middle of the polished wood surface. He opened the case and removed four of the files, snapped the
case shut, and put the datacase on the carpet next to his chair. “ Shall we begin?’

Jansen, who had followed the Envoy into the room but still stood, opened his mouth, shut it, opened it. Finally, he
closed it and nodded.

Janis Du-Plessis handed a card to Jansen and sat down. “Thefirst item,” she announced in a businesslike tone, “isthe
proposed schedule on microminibits.”

The technician fiddled with the controls of the projecting faxscreen, and a holo of the list appeared above the end of
the table.

“That isthe schedule as it presently exists. Y ou will note the Imperial tariff is the highest on the combined minibits,
though still very low under the circumstances— around eight percent of assessed valuation—and decreases with
complexity to alow of four percent on the single minibit.”

The holo projection changed to show a second set of figures, displayed in green, next to the first set.

“The green figures represent the change suggested by the Coordinate of Accord. Those maintain the
present rate of graduation, but increase the top rate to ten percent and the lowest rate to around six

The Ecolitan looked at hisfile and checked his figures against those on the screen. They matched. He'd known that
immediately, but if he hadn't made the overt comparison, hislack of response would have been misinterpreted as
knowing the numbersinside out. He knew all the figures cold, and the real and allowable leeways, without consulting
the folders, but Jansen and Du-Plessis wouldn't have believed it. If they did, they would ask rather embarrassing
guestions.

“Correct those figures are,” he announced in a self-satisfied tone.

“External Affairs,” continued Janis Du-Plessis, “would like to suggest a further change, increasing the rate of
graduation and raising the base scale to eight and a half percent so that the full rate of twelve percent is first assessed
on quintuple units, asis now the case.”

The latest projection added a set of figuresin red beside the green figures that had bordered the original tariff rates
in black.

Nathaniel pointedly looked at the holo chart, then bent , down and retrieved his datacase, from which he extracted a
miniputer. He began entering figures into the instrument, either frowning or nodding as the results came up.

He stopped for amoment and let his eyes flick around the room, from the rust hangings to the nondescript tan
fabric-covered walls to the rich dark wood of the conference table, then back across the faces around the table.

Lord Jansen wore a politely bored expression, sitting back with no real interest in the various projection figures.

Janis Du-Plessis twitched as his eyes crossed hers. Nathaniel realized she had been studying him. The other staffer,
not the fax technician, was running numbers through a small console, which had to be linked with the main External
Affairs data banks.

The projection tech's expression matched Jansen's, but on her the boredom looked contemptuous as well.

The Ecolitan glanced back at the figures. The Empire, or External Affairs, reasoned the more complex the minibit, the

greater the advantage that Accord possessed, the reason underlying the graduation of the tariff schedule. A twelve
percent tariff rate effectively meant afifty percent increasein therate.



“A twelve percent rate means, dear friends, an increase of fifty percent in the tariff rate.”

“These figures were developed after long consultations with the affected Imperial industries and with regard to the
calculated rate of return to Accord's suppliers.”

“A twelve percent rate will reduce many imports to nothing, and the purpose of the talks was to further trade, to
make it fair, but not to stop it.”

Actually, Accord'sindustry could make money so long as the top rate stayed below fifteen percent. In any case, the
minibits were important but not the entire battle.

“Lord Whaler, here are the supplementary figures. Chart One B, please, Devon.”

Chart One B appeared in place of the microminibit tariff schedule. On it were the volumes of Accord exportsto Terra,
the exigting tariff rates, the revenue to the Empire, followed by a second column showing the volume of imports from
Accord projected under the External Affairs proposal.

“Asyou can see, even with our proposal, the volume of imports from Accord will decrease only ten percent, but the
increase in the effective price will give our manufacturers enough leeway to compete.”

The problem with the External Affairs proposal wasthat it put too much duty on the more complex minibits, where
the emerging and continuing market was likely to be, and too little on the simpler, lower profit minibits. Plus, accepting
the idea of a more steeply graduated schedule left the door open for further steepening and set a dangerous precedent.

Nathaniel dug a memorandum from his datacase. Stripped of all the technical nomenclature, it basically stated that the
Accord microprocessing industry had developed the capability of producing triple minibits which could do the work of
Imperial quintuple minibits produced by the Noram microprocessors. The terms triple and quintuple were misnomers,
since asingle minibit referred to amillion gate choice, and each level multiplied by ten. He handed the memorandum to
Janis. “Asthisindicates, thereislikely to be a problem of description.”

He sat back and waited for her to read the two page technical summary.

After Janis read it, she passed it on to the console staffer, who scanned both pages into the data banks and passed
it onto Lord Jansen.

“He'sright,” announced the data tech after several minutes at the console.

Jansen, beginning to lose his bored look, started to lean forward in his swivel.

“This could set us back to square one. Lord Whaler. Why did you even bring it up?’

“Several reasons. First, not to bring it up risks the Empire declaring that we have bargained in bad faith. Second, the
information points out the error in using a graduated tariff based on an artificial distinction. Third, the problem hasto

be resolved.”

“See your point,” observed Jansen. “So what do you suggest?’ snapped Janis. “Y ou brought the problem to our
attention. Y ou must have some suggestions.”

“Already, it appeared likely some questions were arising over the point at which the maximum level of the tariff
should be assessed. Isthat not true?’

“That's true. That's a question on any graduated schedule. What does that have to do with this?’

The Ecolitan shrugged, asif the answer were obvious, even to adullard like the Envoy from Accord.

“Simple Envoy that | am, it seems obvious that the problems lie not in the articles being taxed but in the tax
structure. If the schedule is not graduated, then using different names for equipment all doing the same job will not

matter.”

“Are you suggesting aflat rate for al minibits?” Nathaniel avoided a direct answer. “What would be the average of
costs to Accord, given aflat rate of nine percent?’

“That'slow,” answered Janis, “but let's seeit, Devon.” Nathaniel already knew the answer. Under the current trade
flows in microminibits, a nine percent rate would reduce the tariffs Accord paid the Empire by about two percent.
Assuming a decrease in Accord exports to the Empire of ten percent, atariff rate of nine and ahalf percent would give



the Empire acomparable increase in tariff revenues,

The numbers flashed up into the midair holo display. “ Y ou'll get even more of abreak at nine percent,” protested Janis,
“and the present situation is already unacceptable.”

“Nine and one half,” offered Nathaniel. No one said anything until the next display appeared, showing the figures
outlining the results of his suggestion.

“That would be somewhat of an improvement, but | hope that Accord would be somewhat more flexible,” said
Jansen, “particularly given the higher volume of trade in multiple minibits.”

Nathaniel began to play around with his computer, finaly threw up his hands. “What about ten percent?’

At the ten percent rate, the Imperial figures showed close to atwenty percent reduction in imports from Accord, and
dlightly more revenue to the Imperial treasury.

Nathaniel's estimation of the economists at the Ministry of External Affairstook a nosedive. No commodity was that
price-elastic over a half percent. Plus, it was apparent that no one had cal culated the impact of technological change.
He frowned. “Nine and three quarters as afina offer?’ he asked. “Ten!” Jansen declared before Janis could say
anything. “But the loss! A true increase in tariffs...this represents nearly forty percent...out—" protested Nathaniel.

“Lord Whaler, for several years now, many of our microprocessors have been suffering because tariffs were too low.
It's not just the present situation the Emperor must consider. There are many other factors...” Janislet her voice trail
off.

“Ah, yes, | understand 'other factors. ' While | would prefer the nine and three quarters rate, for the sake of
agreement, we will accept ten percent. What else can | do?’ The Ecolitan shrugged.

“For the sake of making progress, let us close the discussion on thisitem,” suggested Jansen. “ Of course, we will
have to clear this with the Emperor and the full Ministry staff.”

Nathaniel made appropriate notations on hisfile. “I will also check.”

“The next item,” droned Janis Du-Plessis, “is..."” Nathaniel fumbled through the files again. It was going to be along
afternoon.

XXXV

The negotiation sessions went on and on, with weekend interruptions, scattered breaks for “clarifications,” then,
like everything elsein New Augusta, ended abruptly on a mid-week day.

The whole agreement had been packaged and readied for transmission to the Imperial Senate and the tender mercies
of Senator Helmsworth and his colleagues.

Nathaniel found himself behind his Envoy's desk with afull day looking at him. After more than a standard month,
Marlaan was still on vacation, and Witherspoon, reputed to have just finished his“ consultations’ on Accord, was
planning to take home leave before returning to Terra.

“They certainly gave me enough vine to swing cliff clear,” he muttered to no onein particular.

He glanced out the wide window at the clear sky, absently wondering why the Imperias had preferred to negotiate
in awindowless room, then looked back at the faxscreen and the authentication lists for the outgoing communications.
He suspected that Mydra piled up the lists whenever she thought he spent too much time staring out the permaglass.
The intercom buzzed. Nathaniel looked up from the second faxscreen, punched the accept stud.

“Marcella Ku-Smythe for you. Lord Whaler.”
“Thank you.” He jabbed at the flashing plate. “Ms. Ku-Smythe?’

“Yes, Lord Whaler. Let me be among the first to congratulate you on the progress | hear you have been making with
Externa Affairs”

“Only taks, dear Lady, long and involved, wherein everyone must check with everyone.” He shrugged. “And



progress? Who can tell?’
“You're too modest.”

“A mere fumbler with numbersam 1.” Nathaniel glanced up at the bare wall, out through the open portal to the staff
office, looked back at hisfingers, and finally clasped both hands before looking back into the screen.

Marcella dropped her eyesfor amoment. “How long do you think it will take you to complete the talks?’

“If nothing unforeseen arrives, if no further difficulties are observed, then most of the work is done,” he hedged.
“But for your sake and mine, | hope nothing unforeseen occurs.”

“For my sake?’

“We are what we are, Lady, not what we would like others to see or what they would like to see. Me...amere fumbler
of numbers, a professor doing what he can. Y ou...a most competent Special Assistant.”

“Were the Commerce Department to take a more active role?’

“1 defer to your superior knowledge and to that of your associates and family. Doubtless you know best. For my
part, humble asit is, so long as the talks result in the mutual agreement of Accord and the Empire on tariffs and the
continued independence of Accord, your presence would always be welcome, whether in an officia or in an unofficia

capacity.”

He half bowed to her image on the screen. “ Thank you for your gracionsness. Lord Whaler. While | could not accept
under the circumstances, | appreciate your understanding.”

Helooked at the blank faxscreen for several minutes, shook his head. Desirable woman but definitely the
strong-willed type.

He shook his head again, violently. Enough woolgathering. Getting involved with anyone, 'Sylviaor Marcella, at
this stage of the game, while the final terms of the agreement were hanging before the Senate, could be highly
counter-productive, to say the least.

He flicked back to the scan screen and the list of authentications Mydra had dredged up. They had helped fill the
hours, not necessarily pleasantly, while External Affairs had wrangled with the staff of the External Relations
Committee to ready the package for full Senate consideration. He tapped on the intercom. “Yes, Lord Whaler.”

“Sergel? Isn't he due for rel ease shortly?”

“1 checked this morning, and he could be sent back to Accord any time now.”

“Would you make the arrangements? For later this week?’

“I'll take care of it and let you know.” The Ecolitan froze the seemingly endless stream of authentications on the
second screen, putting them in temporary storage, and flicked on one of the faxnews channels.

“...in one of the more surprising devel opments during the hearings on the Purse, Senator Helmsworth proposed close
to afifty percent increase in the budget for the Imperial Intelligence Service. Helmsworth, when questioned, cited
reasons of Imperial security and offered to display evidence in secret debate. For the first time in more than a
generation, public debate was halted for the secret session. The sole outsider present was Grand Admiral Ku-Smythe.
After the presentation, the chamber was opened, and the motion passed unanimously.”

The screen switched from aview of the Senate chambers, hung in shimmering red and paneled in dark wood, to a
mid-aged woman wearing the cream tunic with the red slash of an Imperia Senator.

“Senator Re-Lorins, before the secret session, you questioned the need for such an increasein funding. Y et you
voted for the increase. Why?’

“Both the Senator from Noram and the Grand Admiral showed evidence of a persuasive nature. Rather startling and
shocking evidence, | might add, even to me.”

“Can you reveal the nature of that evidence?’

“No. | cannot.”



The screen cut back to the commentator and her studio console.

“That was the only statement from Senator Re-Lorins, Chair of the Intelligence Committee. No other Senator would
comment, including Senator Helmsworth.”

The screen filled with a panorama of dying plantsin their fields.

“The synde bean virus is still on the move. These bean fields on Heraculon are the latest victims of the gypsy virus
which seems to appear at random. Botany pathologist are puzzled at the spread of the resistant species of the virus,
which was formerly controlled with aderivative of antoziae.”

The next scene was an empty warehouse. “ At this time of year, the warehouses on Heraculon are normally beginning
to reach full capacity. Asyou can seeg, that's far from the situation now. “Bryna Fre-Levin on Heraculon.” Asthe
screen switched again, thistime to an orbit scene centered on an Imperial battlecruiser, martial trumpets blared in the
background.

“Admiral of the Fleets, Jorik Y pre-Tanelorn, transferred hisflag to H. M. S. Gold Prince, which will lead the new
Eleventh Fleet through its shakedown cruises before it takes station.

“Admiral Ypre-Tanelorn,” and the screen featured a till shot of a black-haired, thin-faced man with a pencil
mustache and black eyes under bushy eyebrows, a picture of perfect formality with the Admiral in his dressred and
gold uniform, the starburst of the Empire above his |eft breast. “The Admiral declared the Eleventh Fleet will serve as
the vanguard for continuing peace and stability for the Empire and its allies.” The screen dropped back to the studio.
“Back in New Augusta, the Empress welcomed an unusual delegation, atalking' centaur troupe from Alpha Megara—"

Nathanid flicked off the faxnews and |eaned back in the swivel.

He wondered if he should let the media take another shot at Sergel's situation. They'd probably take it, but he shook
his head.

Sergel's example was tragic but not permanent. And Sergel might well turn out better the second time around, in any
case.

The late afternoon sunlight through the filtered permaglass warmed his no longer quite so crisp diplomatic blacks,
yet the selective polarization let him see the golden disc of the sun hanging over the western hills without requiring
him to squint.

The other towersrose, dark gold, before the western hills, like so many obelisks, or so many pillars of dark fire
shedding flickers of reflected light.

He put his feet up on the console, leaning further back in the chair to watch the play of light over the towers.

The intercom buzzed, and he sat up quickly, realizing that over an hour had passed as he had let his thoughts drift.
“Ms. Corwin-Smathers for you.”

“Lord Whaer.”

Courtney was wearing a cream tunic with rust piping and banded scarlet flecks at the cuffs. “My pleasure. Lord
Whaler.”

“And mine also, to hear from you, although | am puzzled at the reason for your courtesy.”

“No real reason. Lord Whaler. Senator Helmsworth would have liked to tall himself, but right now things are rather
hectic over here.”

“1 heard about the Intelligence Service ... “

“That was just another incidental, for which, by the way, we thank you. Y our actions were most instrumental in
helping the Senator, though not in the way you probably intended. That and the synde bean problem ...”

“Coincidence has been helpful to many throughout history.”
“But that was not the reason | called on behalf of the Senator, you understand. He did want me to convey our

appreciation for the way in which the trade negotiations have been handled and to let you know that we look forward
to an early ratification vote in the Senate.”



“Only doing my humble best, dear Lady, and without the help and advice you and others have provided, indeed |
would have been lost. Y ou are most kind, and | look forward to a successful vote.”

“Lord Whaler, you are too unassuming.” He shrugged his now-habitual shrug. “We do what we can, and hope for
the best for al.”

“The Empireisdoing its best also, Lord Whaler, and Senator Helmsworth and I, and the Emperor, I'm sure, look
forward to the successful and peaceful resolution of the trade talks in the weeks ahead.”

“Your concern and reassurance lift my spirits.”

“That'sal | really wanted to say. The Senator wanted you to know that the agreements will be coming before the
Senate shortly and to convey that to your government. We all understand your talents and your sense of restraint,
and wish you well.”

“Thank you.”

Courtney nodded, and once again, Nathaniel was |eft looking at a blank screen. One thing he'd never get used to, no
matter how long he stayed in New Augusta, was the abruptness with which most friendly fax calls were terminated.

The synde bean thing...was that something the Institute was involved with? If it were, he'd be the last to know,
sitting on Earth. Certainly, that sort of mutation was well within the capabilities of the Ingtitute. If it had been the work
of the Ecolitans, and the Emperor thought so, so much the better.

He wondered if the offhand reference he'd made to the synde bean situation had been construed to mean more by
Courtney. Not beyond the realm of possibility. With aquick tap, he called Mydra on the intercom. “Why don't you
finish up the authentications tomorrow, Mydra?’

“All right, Lord Whaler. If you say so.”
“Is there anything special | should do?’

“No. Not really.”

“Then to your superior judgment | defer.” Nathaniel turned back to watch the late afternoon change into
evening and to watch asthe evening crept from beneath the hills toward the base of the westernmost
towerslike an incoming tide of darkness. So unlikely hisreturn to New Augustawould ever bethat he
wanted to fix the spectacular imagesfirmly in hismind.

e XXXVIL..

Nathaniel took another look around the Envoy's office. His three bags and datacase were stacked up by the exit
portal, ready to be picked up.

The signing ceremony at the Emperor's Indoor Garden had gone off without a hitch, although he'd been surprised to
find himself greeting Lord Fergus, rather than Lord Mersen or Rotoller. For whatever reason, neither Janis nor Marcella
had been at the Indoor Garden. Nor Sylvia, though there was no reason why she should have been.

For that matter, neither had the Empress, which probably reflected her fedings about provincials from Accord. “Lord
Whaer?' He turned.

Heather Tew-Hawkes, Hillary, and Mydra were standing in the doorway.
“The Marines will be herein about an hour for you and your luggage,” said Mydra. “May we comein?’

“Of course, dear ladies.” He gestured to the chairs and couch. The three women walked into the office but did not
sit down. Mydra, in the center, had her hands clasped behind her back.

“Lord Whaler,” began the office manager, “| have a confession to make.” Nathaniel nodded.



“When Legate Witherspoon left and when Mr. Marlaan abruptly took leave, | was deeply concerned about the
continued effectiveness of the Legation—"

“Asyou had aright to be,” interrupted the Ecolitan gently.

“And | couldn't help but wonder how an inexperienced professor from an out-planet university was going to deal with
acomplex set of negotiations. When you first camein, | thought my worst fears had been realized.” Mydra paused.

“Minetoo,” chimed in Heather. Hillary smiled a shy smile of agreement. “ After your arrival, things just got worse. The
violence, the bombings, and all the strange goings-on, not to mention the dreadful thing that happened to poor Sergel,
all of those were enough to make me want to leave.”

Nathaniel nodded again. “But you did not, and stayed to help me through the difficulties.”

“Y ou were so calm, even when you were certain the Empire was courting disaster, and so determined to work things
out for everyone.” Mydra gave a sheepish grin.

Heather was smiling also. “I heard from my friends who work in some of the other L egations how much people who
really count were impressed with what you did in such a short time. | don't think any of us here really understood all
that was going on.”

| hope not, thought the Ecolitan as he listened. | hope not.

“At first,” Mydrawent on, “I wondered why no one had been sent to check on you. But that became obvious later
on.”

“When you were the one who stayed and picked up the pieces,” added Heather. “ Especially after the bombing and
when someone tried to kidnap you,” added Hillary. “Do what we must.”

“That'strue. Lord Whaler, but we did want you to know that we, all of us on the staff, understand how difficult your
job has been and how careful you had to be. We wanted to give you this before you left.” Mydra brought her hand
from behind her back and opened it. On her palm was asmall black box. “But...” he protested. “ Go ahead. Open it,”
prompted Heather. “1t won't explode.” Mydra laughed. He opened the jewelry case gingerly. On the green velvet was a
collar pin, done in black and green, aminiature of the formal crest of the Ecolitan Institute.

He studied the pin, realizing that it was not enamel or lacquer, but that the colors came from the depths of the two
metals themselves.

“Beautiful ...but... | don't deserve such...such a magnificent...not I. . .” he stammered. “ Everyone here chippedin,”
said Heather. They had to, and then some, realized the Ecolitan. The pin was solid lustral.

“For doing my duty, | could not accept something like this. Not something so beautiful.”

Mydra gave him, an even broader grin. “Y ou can't refuse it. Gifts of personal jewelry authorized by the Emperor are
acceptable. Failure to accept such a gift would amount to an insult to the Imperial Court.” Nathaniel turned the pin
over.

“From the staff. Accord Legation, and from His Imperial Mgesty. J. L. M. N'troya, in sincere appreciation.”

A tiny imprint of the Imperial Seal appeared beneath the inscription.

Why would the Emperor add his name in “ sincere appreciation” ? “Why would the Emperor...?7" he asked out loud.

“That's the second part of my confession,” admitted Mydra. “ That afternoon when you were so depressed, when
you were talking about how the Empire didn't understand Accord and its abilities, and how Accord couldn't
understand how the Empire didn't understand ...”

13 YS?!

“Well...I recorded it. | couldn't say it the way you did. So | recorded it, and | sent what you said to afriend who has
direct access to the Emperor.” She spread her hands. “1 know | shouldn't have, but you wouldn't have admitted it in

public, and if you'd said it straight out, no one would have believed it. And you were so right and so depressed.”

“Don't be either. Just accept it,” advised Heather. “We wanted you to have something, and it almost wasn't ready in
time,” added Mydra. “Go ahead. Pinit on,” insisted Hillary. He started to, but hisfingers felt a meter wide. “Here,” said



Heather, “let me help.”

“Looks good on your blacks,” observed Mydra as Heather stepped back.
“Bet it will go with hisgreens, too.” That was from Hillary.
“He's blushing, Mydra. He'sreally blushing.” Heather giggled.

. Nathaniel shrugged, knowing he couldn't do anything about the flush that spread across his face. “What can |
say?'

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” answered Heather.  Just enjoy it.”

“Y ou deserve some recognition. Lord Whaler. | doubt that Legate Witherspoon, Mr. Marlaan, or anyone on Accord
will fully understand all you did for them, and the rest of the Empire certainly won't either.” The Ecolitan stood there
helplessly. “Come on, ladies. We've till got a L egation to run. For once, we've left the Envoy speechless.” All three
were smiling self-satisfied smiles as they marched out of his office.

Nathaniel collapsed into his swivel, wondering how much they really knew, and more important, how much anyone
else knew. The answers would be largely academic, since the trade agreement revisions had been signed and approved
by the Empire, and the House of Delegates wasn't in the mood for suicide by refusing to hold up Accord's end.

He switched on the faxnews. One channel was discussing the synde bean shortage. He flicked the selector.

“...inaquiet ceremony at the Indoor Garden» the Emperor signed the new trade agreements with the Accord
Coordinate. While observers termed the agreements 'routine, ' the talks literally exploded earlier this year when the
Accord L egation was bombed.

“Although the investigations by the Imperial Intelligence Service and the Ministry of Defense failed to uncover the
reasons for the bombings or the individuals involved, the evidence uncovered led to a revamping of the Intelligence
Service and the resignations of Lord Rotoller and Lord Mersen from the Commerce Ministry. . .

“The revised tariff and trade terms are expected to benefit the Imperial transport and microprocessing industries—"
Nathaniel flicked the newsfax program off the console. Timeto go. As soon as the Marines arrived, he'd be on his
way to the port and the shuttle that would carry him to the Accord courier that waited for him. Three subjective weeks,

and two objective days, and he'd be home, along with the agreement to be ratified by the House of Delegates.

He fingered the collar pin, possibly the most expensive personal possession he'd ever owned.

The private circuit on his console chimed. He debated not answering, but touched the plate with his forefinger.
“Lord Whaler.”

The caller was Marcella Ku-Smythe. “ Congratulations, Lord Whaler.”
“The sameto you. All isgoing well with you?’
“1 think it will. I'm working with Lord Fergus now, and | learned alot from watching you.”

Very convenient system, reflected the Ecolitan. Change the figureheads and leave the structure, with the women still
in control.

“You're leaving soon?’ She pointed through the screen toward the bags behind him. “ A short while.”

“I'mvery glad | reached you. Y ou know. I'm scheduled for atrip to Accord later on to close down our section of the
Imperia Legation in Harmony and to make afinal evaluation. Perhaps | could look you up.”

“Anything is possible.”
“And,” she looked straight at Nathaniel, “| expect some explanation of your specialties.”
“My specidties?’

“How to sell nonexistent tariff reductions, for one. | just finished analyzing the final terms. Y ou eliminated the
Accord dutieson all Imperial microprocessors. Very generous, but how will that help? We can't compete here on Terra.



Then there was the increase in Imperial multichip duties to ten percent. The market is so competitive that nothing less
than a fifteen percent rate would offer any real protection. All two hundred plus reductions and changes follow the
same pattern.” She smiled and waited for hisresponse. “ Y ou do me far too much credit. | only followed my instructions
to the best of my ability. You are far more expert than | am.”

“Perhaps | am overstating the case. But | really do admire you. There's always the tendency to underestimate ' men
these days, no matter what we say, no matter what | told you about not underestimating you. But no hard
feelings—you did what you had to, and as delicately as possible, all things considered.”

“| fear my understanding is limited.”

“Oh, Lord Whaler, you're still the cautious one. | can't blame you. If there was alot you didn't know about us, there
was more we didn't bother to look up on you. A senior practicing scholar of the Ecolitan Ingtitute, flawlessly fluent in
at least five languages, including Panglais. A man considered one of the brighter economists on Accord and who isa
trained military specialist who normally spends an hour aday practicing hand-to-hand combat. No wonder you looked
bored and restless! We had it all in the file and didn't bother to notice the inconsistencies once you blundered in,
stumbled over your tongue, and bored the devil out of usall.”

She grinned at him, and there was no mistaking the openness of the humor.

“Before we could figure that out, you make fools out of some very competent security agents, among others, and
the media starts asking us very embarrassing questions.

“Lord Whaler, loyal and obtuse, stumbles along trying to explain that 'he istrying to help, ' but no one isinterested.
The faxhounds keep asking about bombings, secret agents who failed, jurisdiction, and why the Empire can't get its act
together when Imperial industries are suffering. Now we have a trade agreement which gives the Empire sufficient
short-term gains to quiet everyone, while reinforcing Accord's long-term position and independence.”

Nathaniel cleared histhroat. Loudly. “Too kind, much too kind, gracious Lady—"

“And,” Marcella plunged on, “since the treaty doesn't cost the Empire too much and avoids the possibility of
getting involved in another ecological war, no one is about to admit that a bumbling and stumbling Envoy from a
third-rate system is really an extraordinarily capable agent from the only independent, first-rate power of a
nongovernmental nature. Besides, and thisis Strictly personal, it serves Janisright.”

The Ecolitan relaxed fractionally. Marcellawasn't talking about the real military aspects behind the treaty, but she'd
definitely picked up on the power of the Institute,

which was interesting since most of Accord's House of Delegates didn't understand that. And since Marcelladidn't
have to bear the fina responsibility, as Janis might, she would let things dlide.

“l guessthat'sit. Lord Whaler. Don't be too surprised to hear from me.” The screen blanked. Nathaniel shook his
head.

He supposed he ought to feel sorry for Janis Du-Plessis. She was outclassed by virtually everyone, from Mydrato
Marcellato Sylvia, who, in her own quiet way, was the class act of thelot. ' Sylvial

He glanced around the console, then jabbed at the controls, letting his fingers flicker over the keyboard to pick out
the information he needed.

He smiled as the screen printed up the answers he was hoping for.

While he waited for the system to dredge up the last responses to the questions he had posed, he looked out again
through the wide window, out at the mountains in the distance, at the blue of the sky, and at the thunderclouds piling
up over them. Theintercom buzzed.

Heignored it while the screen scripted out the last of the clearances he had requested. “Whaler,” he muttered,
“you're assuming alot.” He shook his head.

“You're also being impetuous, which is not at all healthy in your line of work.”
Having refused to persuade himself, he committed the clearance numbers and codes to memory, then, as an

afterthought, jotted them down on a note sheet, which he folded carefully and placed in his belt pouch. That done, he
stabbed the intercom stud. “Lord Whaler, the. Marine Guard will be arriving shortly.”



“Thank you, Mydra. I'll let you know the final arrangements shortly.”
He tapped out another number, one he wasn't supposed to know.
“Ferro-Maine...Lord Whaler!”

“Nathaniel,” he corrected softly, taking in Sylvia's face, the wide clear gray eyes, and the strand of dark hair dropping
over her forehead. “What...can | do for you?’

“Where are you?’
“At the office...you know that...that's where you called,” she stammered. “1 thought you were leaving.”

“l am. That is, | may be shortly. Please stay where you are, dear Lady.” He grinned happily and broke the
connection. On the screen he could see the confusion running across her face as her image faded.

“Mydra, please have my luggage delivered to the shuttle port by the Marines and tell them that | will meet them
there.”

“But...Lord Whaler! Y ou can't do that!”
“Dear Mydra...| haveto...but don't worry. Not thistime.”
He was already moving toward his private quarters and the outside exit when he tapped the intercom stud.

By the time he raced through the quarters and into the corridor toward the drop shaft, he was nearly running. He
dowed only after he was actually dropping toward the concourse and the tunnel train station below.

The platform concourse at his destination station—the Imperial Senate Tower—was moderately crowded but melted
away from him as he marched toward the lift shaft.

“Seem to draw back from an Ecolitan on the march,” he mused as he watched a number of citizens edge away from
his path.

Sylvias office was only fifty meters from the exit stage. “Lord Whaler, how good to see you,” burbled Charles,
the friendly receptionist, half rising from his chair and leaning toward a small panel on the console.
Nathaniel reached the man before Charles hand could hit the warning plate.

“Thisisafriendly visit, Charles,” announced the Ecolitan as he hoisted the other away from his console.
“Friendly?’

“Asamatter of fact,” noted Nathaniel, he tapped the flat plate labeled, F-M.
“You're here? Here?’ asked Sylvia on the small screen. “Nowhere else. Do you want to come out or invite mein?’
“I'll beright out.”

Nathaniel returned his full attention to Charles and set the receptionist down in aswing chair away from the main
communications console. “Lord Whaler?’

“Yes, Charles”
“Why...I mean...to what do we owe...?’
“To ahappy occasion, | hope.” Nathaniel kept his eye on the console and on the portal from the staff offices,
wondering if he should have charged all the way through, hoping that Sylviawasn't ducking out whatever back ways
existed. “Happy time?’

“1 hope,” the Ecolitan added under his breath, wondering what he was doing literally hours before he was to catch
his shuttle home.

His head snapped up at the whisper of a portal. Charles looked at the console, then at Whaler, and decided to stay put.



Sylviawas wearing the same blue and white trimmed tunic she had worn when they had gone sightseeing together.
Did he sméll the faint tang of orange blossoms? What was he seeing in those gray eyes? He shook hishead. “I'm
impressed. Y ou came to say good-bye in person.” Her voice was polite, but he could sense an undercurrent, exactly
what he couldn't identify. He shook his head again. “No. | didn't.”

“You didn't?’

“Not to say good-bye.” He shifted his weight, looked at her for along moment, then at the floor, before finally
taking the dlip of notepaper from his belt and handing it to her. She unfolded it.

“Thisis supposed to mean something, dear Envoy?’
“Nathaniel,” he corrected automatically. “ Sylvia, you know I'm not good at speeches...and there's not much time—"

“So don't deliver a speech. Say what you have to and go.”

“Those codes represent your visa, your clearance, and your immigration permit to Accord.” From the corner of his eye,
Nathaniel could see Charles

mouth drop wide open. “Me...an ex-imperia agent?’

“No. Y ou...the person...the woman...Flamehel|!

WEe've got less than three hows to catch the shuttle.”

“For what?’

“For Accord. For us.” Sylviasmiled, and her expression was guarded. “Why us?’

“Because | want you to come with me!” The guarded look was replaced with afuller, yet somehow more tentative
smile. “Y ou haven't asked me.”

“Would you please come with me?’ He finally managed to grin himself. “Even if you hadn't planned to emigrate for
afew moreyearsyet?’

“But I'm scarcel y—"
" leia.”
“yes”

Without realizing what he was doing, Nathaniel reached for her, only to find she had the same thing in mind. They
collided in mid-step, grabbing at each other to keep from falling.

“| think thistime you beat meto it,” he murmured in her ear.
“Not now. We've only got three hours to catch the shuttle.”
She kissed him slowly full upon the lips and then stepped back from his arms.

Charles shook his head from side to side as the tall man and the dancer walked from the office, hand in hand.



