TiraBourierelegped upright in bed as her eld-
erly cousin Helgaburgt in from her own smdll
room of the suite, shouting, "He's dead! Y our
sainted father is deed, child!"

Behind Helga, the holovison the old woman had
been watching Hill castitsfaint light over the room.
Theroyd suiteson two of thefour penthouse
towers around the quadrangle had visuad access
to most of the High Secretary's paace. Other
women her age might have spent their freetime
ingossip, but Helga considered her station —
companion and chaperone to the High Secre-
tary's elghteen-year-old daughter — put her
above that. Instead, she spied on the goings and
comings, thetalk and the actions, of dl thoseliv-
ing in the sprawling warren of the palace, seet of
government and hometto the dlite of the Pact
which ruled four thousand worlds.

Tirapushed her way through the gauze that
wrapped her bed like acloud. "Helga, what's
happened?' she asked. She'd heard the words,
but there was no sense to them.

Helgaflopped onto aloveseat, hyperventilat-
ing. Cousin by convenience, the connection was
too diffuse to be recognized — except that the
office of High Secretary drew toiit relationsthe
way honey drawsflies. Even Helga's Bouriere
surname came from her maternd line, and that
three generations ago.

"Helgal" Tirarepested.

Helgastared a her from the loveseat. "Y our



sainted father," she repeated in awhisper. The
utter despair in the old woman's eyes and voice
penetrated to Tiras understanding where the
words themsalves had not.

"Oh, no. Not my father." For amoment hys-
teriathreatened to overwhelm Tira's normal
good sense. Then, asif arelay had switched in
her brain, she became efficient, doing dmost by
rote the things she had been taught since she was
achild. When shewas young, the drillsfor this
eventudity had been agame. She had enjoyed
out-thinking the evil rebelswho strove to endan-
ger the High Secretary. It would have been
comforting to make hersdlf bdieveit was dill a
game. But thistime she knew she would not be
permitted to ask for time out.

Sheresigted her first impulse, to go to thewin-
dow, knowing that could expose her to discovery
and attack. She moved quickly to theinner wall
of the reception room. Againg thewadl wasa
massve Neo-Empire Revivdig writing table,
with thin, spira legs atop traditional crocodile
feet, dl in gold. Thewriting surface was avast
expanse of maachite, edged in beveled gold
work. Seating hersdf, Tiratoggled two hidden
leversin thetable. The green surface lifted up
and back, reveding Tirasinterna security holo-
gram gation.

On thelovesest Cousin Helgawas fanning
hersdf with an infopak, heedless of the damage
she might be inflicting on the contents of the
tamper-sengtive device. She had unfastened the
slver-net fichu around her neck and giveniit to
one of the three servobots who tended to the



needs of Tirasvidtors.

At her desk, Tirawastrying the fourth of

twelve sets of codes that might show her what
was happening in her father's gpartments. Nor-
mally it didn't matter that his quarters were two
towers away from her, ble only by amaze
of corridors. "It'swrong," she muttered, her
attractive face marked by worry and thefirst redl
touches of fear. Shetried another, yet higher,
security code. Nothing. Again. More blankness.

After running through al dozen combinations
she was forced to admit that there was a black-
out on her father's gpartments. With growing
apprehension, shetried to reach her brother s
suite, with the same results. Again sherefrained
from presenting hersdf at the window, turned
and tilted one of the three vanity mirrors so that
she could watch the outside in its depths.

"Oh, how digtressing it dl is" said Cousin
Helga, a last putting the infopak down. "Just
when | dunk | can bear to remember it —"

"Contain yoursdlf. Cousin,” Tirasnapped, "Go
begin emergency evacuation procedures. At
once."

"Naturdly. Sony. | should have started imme-
diatdy | reached here" The old lady stumbled to
her feet. "Y oull think I've gonefoolish on you.
And a such atime.

"Impossible, Cousn Helga," said Tiramore
kindly, abandoning her search. It wouldn't do to
totally demordize her soledly of the moment.



Two adarms, one shrill and weepy, the other
aggressve, went off at once.

Helga shrieked and bolted for the living room

of the suite. From Helga's own room, which no
one but she should have been able to enter from
the corridor, stamped a squad of armed soldiers
in brown uniforms, with Treasury collar flashes.

Tiraroseto her feet, indignation warring with
fear. Asshe did s0, she pressed the toggle that
summoned her own guards, waiting in the corri-
dor. "What are you doing here?"

The man who seemed to bein charge
remained motionless as the others fanned out to
cover theroom. "Y ou must comewith us," he
sad flatly, ssemingly indifferent to her response.

Tirawanted to ssomp hard on hisfoot and
pound the hed of her hand into his nose. But
there was something so disinterested, so lethal
about the man, that she suspected he would not
prove the easy victim her guard-ingructors
were.

"Now," said the man.
Tiraremained frozen.

Suddenly, the tableau was interrupted when

the door at die other end of the reception cham-
ber burst open, and ayoung lieutenant
appeared, asquad of twenty jostling in behind
him.



The Treasury men did not wait for the new
arrivasto get organized. Ingtantly the chamber
wasfilled with deadly spangles as accelerated
glass beads exploded into walls and maachite
and flesh.

Tira, trueto her own training, found hersdlf
crouched beneath her desk, totally helpless, as
others battled to decide her fate. Totally help-
less? Perhaps not. For her twelfth birthday her
father had had ingtdled afabuloudy expensive
fantasy smulator in her desk. It had been all the
rage with her crowd for weeks. One stedlthy
hand reached up to the keypad set in the mala-
chite

From the various hol ographic panels and baf-
fles there sprang forth a steady profusion of
mongters. Thefirst wasaquite nasty basilisk, jag-
ged spearsflashing from hiseyes. Then atrio of
harpies, each with meat dripping from her tal-
ons. A streamlined snail with severa leech-like
heads undulated along the polished stone floor
leaving avery believabletrail of dime. A were-
jaguar, il human enough to be recognizable,
legped and growled and spat, threatening every-
one with daggered hands.

Not being idiots, the soldiers recognized holo-
graphic fantasy monsters when they saw them —
but not before drill-honed reflexes had spewed
beadsin al thewrong places. The new arrivas, a
little more distant from the fantasy threst, took

their opportunity.

The sound crescendoed as the glass battered
everything in theroom. A gorgeous authentic



snow-wood was chewed to sawdust by the cross-
fire. Many of Tirasother carefully collected
objets d'art were shattered and added their col-
lapse to the cacophony.

Phantoms battled and thundered and rol-
licked as men fought and died red deaths.

Almost safe benegth her armored desk, Tirawas
aghast a al the blood, seam rising from it asit
welled and gouted like lava out of falen men.
Whereit fel, bits of glass mixed with it, likeamon-
gtrous sparkling wine. She lay with debrispressing
againgt her cheek, and her hands were starting to
fed crusty where the blood was dotting around her
fingers. She didn't think any of it was her own.

"I've got to get out of here," she said to the air.
"I'vegot to."

Asif mocking her plea, agryphon capered by,
wings spread and talons extended, lion-legs and
haunches huge with muscles; itsimage was
penetrated by alieutenant of her guards, trying
to reach her. Aninjured Treasury soldier was
struggling to rise, lost traction on the gore be-
neath hisfeet and fell heavily, cutting hishands
on the bits of broken glass as he struck the floor
and dropped his wegpon. The guard lieutenant
st hispigtol and fired.

"Demoisdlle, we must leave now!" In the sud-
den slence of momentary victory, the lieutenant
gpoke with an urgency underlined by hisgrip on
her arm. "Come. Hurry,"

Only now aware that the battle wasredly over.



Tiradid as shewasbid, absently dismissing with
aflick of her hand the capering apparitions—
who ingtantly ceased to obscure a scene of mun-
dane carnage. Of the Treasury men, only two
seemed hkely to survive. One was whimpering
steadily, his hands cupped over afoaming, suck-
ing holein hischest. The other wasvery pae,
huddled in on himsaf.

"Martyrs of the Guard,” whispered Tira, who
had only seen incidentslikethisin entertain-
ments. She put her hand to her throat and felt
the speed other pulse, fast and light. The smell
began to overwhelm her senses....

"Comeon," urged Lieutenant Chaney —
identified by hishelmet and breast clips.

Tirafocused on him. "Where?'

"Away from here" said Chaney. "They'll be
back for you." He lowered his head. "L ook.
Demoisdlle, you don't haveto listen to anything |
say. We both know that. But if you don't get out
of herein pretty short order, you're going to be
introuble™

"Right," she said heavily. "Trouble." She shiv-
ered once, quite violently, then brought herself
back under contral. "Then let'sgo.”

"All right. Demoisdlle” Hetook her by the
arm again. "So you won't sumble. Y ou don't
have grippers on your solesand | do."

"Very sensble” shesad, glancing around the
corpse-strewn room. Of Cousin Helgatherewas



no sign. Tiradecided she would have to ask later,
when they were safe. At least she was not one of
the ruined bodies on the floor.

Thelieutenant led her to the main door, mut-
tering to himsdlf dl theway. It took Tirasevera
gsepsto redize hewastaking to hisAID. Almost
al military hed those personad communicating
devices. No doubt he was relaying information to
his superior- At the door, he leaned through cau-
tioudy, then pulled her dong by thewrist. She
jerked her hand away from him and heturned to
glare at her.

She stared back. He might have just saved her
life but she was till the High Secretary's daugh-
ter. He nodded, took his hand off her and led the
way between two shattered pier mirrorsinto a
gpace that seemed much wider than it ought to
be. 'What— 7'

"Emergency hologram. It makesthe exit ook
about threeincheswide, doesn't it?' He chuck-
led. "Come on. There's..." He paused and
stepped back between die mirrors.

Even though the secret exit was only afew

steps from her suite Tirahad had no ideait
existed. It wasthat kind of palace. Through the
hologram distortion, Tira could see what the
lieutenant was doing: he had reached back to the
nearest fallen Treasury soldier and was prying
the dead hand from around the pistol. Ashe
ducked back into the exit, he handed it to her.
"Here, thisis a Samtoepoe A7mark923, capable
ofsemi or fully automatic firewith adip capacity
of 150 rounds. Don't useit unless you haveto.



Sometimes the A7mark923s jam. They cycletoo
fedt."

"Y ou took it—"

Hedid not permit her to finish. "'l took it from
someone who was prepared to useit on you.
Remember that, if you Start getting sentimental
about the Treasury soldiers. They invaded. They
don't deserve your concern.” He waved her
toward a protected dropshaft. "Military-only," he
informed her, indicating the masking. "They're
going to shut these down pretty quickly.”

"Youreright." said Tira, resolutely dipping the
pistol Chaney had given her into her reticule.
Til kegp that inmind.”

They stepped into the dropshaft.

"| can't believe you gill have your reticule.”

Tiraignored his comment. "l suppose you
know what you're doing."

"I suppose | do, too, but I'm not real sure
quiteyet."

"l beg your pardon?'

"You'redl so cocky and above-it-dll, it'sawon-
der the High Secretary can see far enough down
to Sgn hisnameto his documents.”

Tiraregarded Lieutenant Chaney with petu-
lance. "How can you talk about my father that

way?'



"Because | don't know him? Because | don't
understand him? Come on. Does anyone know
him?" asked Chaney.

"Y es, because you don't know him, or under-
stand him. Y ou don't know what he goes through
every day for... Well, people don't”

"No, they don't. And for al | know, the
Empireredly couldn't function without him.
That'swhat they all say. Nobody seesit, but they
believeit. And they see how splendidly the High
Secretary lives, and how splendidly he enter-
tains, and how those in favor advance more
swiftly than those who are not in favor.”

Tirasaid nothing for ashort while. "The assas-
snsweren't rebels, not the kind you hear about
onthenews" she said ashort whilelater.
"Jessine wants the right and the power. Y ou
know the kind of man Ver is, and what sheslike.
They're ambitious. They enjoy paace coups.”
She shifted her position as much as her harness
would let her. "Jessine. | hope she's stopped. |
want her stopped right now." Her determination
wilted. "My father. My brother. She got them
both." She averted her face and began to weep.
"Twenty-four, thatsdl sheis. And she got them
both."

For alittlewhile, Chaney |left her done. He
was never very good with crying women.

Chapter 2



As Tirasped away from the Secretarys Pdace, her
father's second wife stretched out above her long-time
lover, Damien Ver. The ancient cameo hanging from a
thong around her neck was dick with swest, wine, and
perfumed ail. Ver had given Jessine the pendant after
their second mesting, when he was sure how he felt
about her. Sheworeit to please him —

To please him in one of the waysthey contin-
ued to please each other.

She arched her body, feding thefirgt tingle of
approaching orgasm. Her face changed as she
moved, softening to asensud innocence that

only two men ever saw. Shelooked down at Ver,
her anticipation ddlicious. The profileon the
cameo matched Ver's.

Damien Ver was avery dtractive man when

he was acting human. Asthe head of the Kona
Tatsu, he generdly presented a cold and forbid-
ding personato those unfortunate enough to
cometo hisattention. They al thought he was
more like a machine than aman. No one was
aware of hispasson for Jessne, intense but with-
out obsession. He knew he could never have
more of her than he had aready, so he'd stopped
tormenting himsdlf.

Jessing's room was made for this, for sensua
delight and seduction. The appointments were
soft, highlighting Jessines own softness. All the
servo unitswere discreetly hidden, highly orna-
mented or disguised. Thelight wasfilmy, the
scent was exciting, the music caressed the



senses. Underneath the caressing drapes was
technology thet, if necessary, could run afull
military survelllance pod.

"Da., Dam...ien."

Hishands did up her body, reaching up to pull
them close together. Nothing he had ever
touched gave him the sheer depth of pleasure
Jessine did, no one he had ever mounted had
opened hersdf to passion the way she did. She
was more than remarkable, shewas bright as
truth. Since they had been lovers, her passion for
him had only increased.

Just ashisfever peaked, hisAID sent hima
sharp tone. His transformation was abrupt and
comprehensive. Hands frozen againgt Jessine's
ribs, he focused on the incoming information.

Urgent, ingsted the AID. The High Secretary
has been nated. Ver winced inside, though
he knew Jessine couldn't hear theintdlligencer.
Acknowledged, he responded, then murmured a
few reassuring words to Jessine, Her movements
againgt him had stopped as she sensed his sud-
den digtraction.

"What isit?' she asked. She dutched him
tighter. "My husband?'

He paused before answering her, focusing on the
now of information from hisAID. "Yes. Y our hus-
band." Findly the flow stopped and he left her
embrace. Knedling beside her on the bed, he
kissed her, long and deep. " Guard yoursdlf, Jessine.
It could be dangerous.” He began to gather up his



uniform, scattered around the chamber. Then he
changed his mind and took asmall pack of ordi-
nary clothes out of the closet, where it had
waited next to skiing togs and riding habits.

"Tel me," she pleaded, reaching out to grab
hisdeeve.

"When | have confirmed..." Someone else
would havetotdl her — not he. Hewould die
for her if necessary. But he could not tell her she
was awidow.

"Da‘r]i en n

He caught her hand in hisand ddliberately
kissed her fingers. "Not now, Jessine. Not until |
know for sure- In the mean time we have to get
you away from here." He broke away from her,
going toward the bathroom. He would haveto
wash and dressin less than two minutesif he
wanted to stay ahead of the chaos. As he went
through a hurried shower, he thought of thetwo
best bolt-holes he knew of. Machines shaved and
dried him; he was just fastening his shoes when
the Sirens began to whoop. He moved more
quickly as new information came through.

"l heard," said Jessine as Ver came through
her bedchamber.

"I'll send my men. They'll protect you. I'd stay
UJ[_II

"I know." Shegave him asingle, swift lossand
shemotioned him away.

Then heleft and the enormity of her predica-



ment came hometo her. If her assumption was
right and the High Secretary was dead, the
Empirewould fdl into chaos. In dismay she set
about putting her things together, trying to
anticipate how much she would need and for
how long. She chose her clothing for rigorous
practicdity, including the three strands of
amond-szed Milurean tsarovite which might
buy her escape, if it cameto that.

She had no wish to be a die center of a power
vacuum when the winds began tofill it. Little as
she wanted to admit it, she was frightened. With
Ver gone, al she had to protect her was her mute
alien staff, selected for their silence and discre-
tion, not their kill a arms. She paced around
her fantasy of aroom. iMioring its sensud prom-
ises. At the window she looked down nervoudly,
anticipating the arrivd of rebd squads. She
didn't know what faction would take advantage
of the confusion firg, but she knew Damien Ver
was keeping an eye on one particular admira
with ambition.

If only there was someonein the building she
could trust. That was the worst thing about this.
The dien gtaff would do their jobs aslong as her
position appeared viable. She was not certain
that the dienswould protect her once armed
men arrived. They had no reason to defend her.
She doubted she could trust them. She doubted
she could trust anyone.

A discreet knock at theinner door caught her
attention. For amoment, she stared at the door.
Then she picked up the smdl railgun concealed
in die door of an armoire. She strapped it to her



hand and wrist before checking the spy hole.

Kitchley stood at the door, hisgolden dien

face set in linesthat Jessine recognized as con-
cern. A native of Daphne, Kitchley had served as
the Appointments Clerk to the High Secretary
for years and was so familiar a presencethat he
herdly seemed dien any longer. Origindly little
more than abutler, time and proficiency had
turned Kitchley into a power in hisown right.
Although few would think of him as such, hewas
undoubtedly the most influentia bureaucrat in

the Pact.

Jessine opened the door and stared at him,
unsure what to say, not knowing his assessment
of thecrigs.

"I am very sorry. Lady Jessine, for your loss,
and for the danger you face at present.” His
voice had an odd timbre, asif he were speaking
on two tones at once, one deep and ragged, the
other higher and smooth.

"Thank you." she said, thinking, confirmation.

He's gone. Sadness cut anarrow stream through
her tenson.

"I know it must be agreat shock to you," he
said gently. "Y our kind are dways deeply upset at
the desth of those closeto you.”

"Yes, | suppose... yes" shesad, redizing that
she had given her husband no more than a pass-
ingworry. T don't think | can havetakenitin
yet"



"Probably not,” said Kitchley. "I am making
arrangements to get you out of here. | don't want
you to have any moretrouble." His nod was
courtly.

"What do you mean?' Jessine asked, feding
disoriented,

"l am arranging for an escort. 1t will take you

to my vacation home in Horizon Park; the etate
isfortified and patrolled. No onewill suspect you
arethere. You will be safe until we can reestab-
lish order." He smoothed hislong tunic, his
ax-fingered hand moving quickly, holding her
attention.

"That isvery good of you, but | don't want you
to put yoursdf at risk. Thisisn't aDaphne mat-
ter," She saw approvd in hisamber eyes. She
decided shewould rather go with Kitchley now
than await whatever Ver planned.

"I have my own position to protect Not many
dienshave advanced asfar as| have" Kitchley
sad. True enough, and Jessine certainly under-
stood what he intended.

"I would be grateful for your protection. If we
both survive and | have the power to do it, | will
reward you." Shetried to smile, then gaveit up
asabad idea. It was enough to assure him that
his service would not go unappreciated. He nod-
ded acknowledgment.

"Y ou have aweapon.” Heindicated the small
ralgun.



"Yes. And therésapigtol in my hovercraft, if
we can get toit, and extraammunition." She
secured the wrist bands other anorak. "Do we
leaveyet?'

"Not without the escort," said Kitchley. "We
need them. You and | are too well-known. We
are apt to be recognized. They will be hereinten
minutes, or not a al. Wewill decide what to do
about that if we mugt." He watched the windows
and the security display. "So far thereareno
intruders near us."

"How long can that last?" She flexed her
hands, needing to move. "Admira Scleridals
troops arelikely to arrive a any moment.”

"Sclerida?' said Kitchley. "Do you mean hes
behind this?' He stared asif hetruly did not
believe her.

Shereturned hisstare. "Well, who else? The
Haiken Maru conglomerate supports Senator
Lomax, and he's certainly ambitious— but why
would he do something this drastic when it could
mean losing hisown power?!

"But—Sclerida?’

It was not in Jessine to reved her sources.

"Y ou know how it is— you overhear things,
you'retold things at parties and receptions by
men who wish to impress you. | would have
thought that Admira Scleridawas the most
likely conspirator, what with having al of Naval
Logisticsat hisbeck and call. HE's greedy



enough, and he's been trying for yearsto bring
the High Secretary under hisinfluence. So far
unsuccessfully.”

Kitchley nodded. "Y es. Exactly. An obvious
choice; perhaps too obvious. But don't you see,
he's not in the same pogition as Senator Lomax.
Lomax hasdl the power of the biggest conglom-
eratein theempire behind him."

"l ill think it must be Sclerida,” said Jessine.

"If heisthe one, then dl ships must be regarded
ashogtile She shuddered. "To losethe Navy to
acoup — that'sfrightening.”

Kitchley interrupted. "I don't believe he con-
trolsthe Protectorate, only Logistics.”

Jessine's eyes narrowed as she worked out the
implications. "Wewould sill be completely
unprotected off Earth. If you'reright, and the
Haken Maru arewith therebellion . . ." Now
she steded hersdlf, thinking of er and hearing
her own doubts about him at the sasme ingtant. |
hope that the Kona Tatsu are loyal. We need at
least oneforce to remain with usif wereto sur-
vive. If they go over to therebels, then — "

"Then we will haveto arrangeto leave the
planet as soon as possible,” said Kitchley.

"Yes," sad Jessine, wondering if that would
make any difference.

"Well get you safe. Don't worry," Kitchley
assured her, glancing apprehensively e the
ornate wall clock.



A sudden crashing knock on the main door to
her suite jolted them both. They exchanged
glances as the battering continued-

"Check the screens,” recommended Kitchley.
"Keep them on opaque, one way view only."

"Of coursg," shesad, irritated. "God of the
Cosmodg!" she whispered asthe wall in front of
her shifted to screen mode.

There was a squad of well-armed German ali-
ensin the corridor. Jessine's breath caught in her
throat. "That's not your escort, right?”

Kitchley looked fh\rtened. "No," he squeaked.
Over the announcing scanner came the order,

"Open up in the name of the High Secretary. We
are ordered to secure these premises.”

Jessine recovered. "'l don't think so," shewhis-
pered. "They're with the rebels.”

Kitchley didn't disagree.
The Cemians brought their heavy repulsorsto
bear. Under closerange heavy barrage, the wall

shuddered, then seemed to mdlt

"Perhaps we should leave now," offered
Kitchley

Jessine brokefor the living room and the hid-
den dropshaft.



Kitchley started to follow, still watching the
wall-screen. Then the Cemiansturned away

from the wreckage of thewadl. A squad of human
troopsin plain black uniforms came into the cor-
ridor, raillguns a the readly.

"Look!" Kitchley called to Jessine.

"You look," said Jessine, Saring out thewin-
dow in horror. Two armored troop carriers
hovered in the central quad.

Kitchley turned, the enormity of their prob-
lem becoming abundantly clear. That isnot my
escort. How did they manage?'

"Ingde help, or they've taken more of the
complex than weredized," Jessnereplied, till
daring.

"Down!" Jessine dropped to the floor, one

hand dragging Kitchley's deeve. She dared not
raise her head to see if he was safe. The window
vanished with acrash.

The black snout of one of the APC's poked
through the empty window. Laser-cannon setin
the turret moved restlesdy, for dl theworld like
antennae. Still on thefloor, Jessinetried to wrig-
gle backwards, away from the advancing vessel-

Kitchley checked the wall screen. The black-
clad guards were making for the inner door.

Jessne climbed to her feet and tried again to
reach the hidden dropshaft. Kitchley rolled
under aclaw-footed couch. Thefirst maninto



the room from the APC grabbed for Jessine, his
hand just brushing her tunic. Shelet her breeth
out. Shewas going to makeit. Then aline of red
light Hashed between her and the dropshaft. She
stopped short, ssumbling, and the man had her.

Damn! But she gained her baance again.
Moving with hispull on her arm, Jessne swung
her fist back into the soldiers groin. Shefelt her
hand bruise againg the shell of hiscup. The sol-
dier grunted, but didn't let go. Jessine kept
turning, her right hand coming up and around.
As her head turned and she saw hisface shield,
she speared her hand at histhroat. Thistime, he
let go. But the other guards were on them. There
were too many, and Jessine was overwhelmed
and carried back toward the window. The Cemi-
answere in the next room and thewak were
darting to tremble,

The side bay door of the APC did open and
soldiersinside reached out to grab her. More sol-
diers swarmed around her, forcing her through
the door. Below them a second troop carrier was
holding off soldiers on the ground.

The Germans had amost destroyed a second
interior wall and were now training their weap-
onson thetroop carrier.

Thetroop carrier's turret laser-cannon swung
around and fired a short burst into the center of
the Germans.

Three of the Germans were shattered by
direct hit, bitsof their uniformsand flesh flung
about the room in szzling, puking hegps. The



others drew back out of the room.

"Get out of here," one of the officers ordered,

and the troop carrier did back from the wreckage
of Jessine's suite, to hover over the other troop car-
riersin the quad. "And take care of Merimee."

"Who the hell do you think you are?"
demanded Jessine.

A tdl young man pushed hisway through his
men. "Lieutenant VVarrick of the Kona Tatsu,
Madame Merimee. Our orders are to get you to

Hety.”

Jessinewas seldom cdled by her maiden

name these days, and that caught her attention
even as she was pushed firmly into an accelera
tion couch.

Lieutenant Varrick secured the fina buckles.
"Just lie back and relax, Madame. Y ou can't do
anything for the High Secretary now. Leaveit to
lBll

"Who sent you?' she demanded.

"Damien Ve," sad the lieutenant.

The answer |eft Jessine with more questions,
but none she thought Lieutenant Varrick could
answer.

"Opponent approaching. Opponent approach-
ing," declared the carriers computer voice. "Directly

above"

"Above?' repested Varrick as a shadow came



over them.

"Opponent identified,” the computer said
camly. "Nava assault frigate. Logistics garrison.”

"Logigtics? Scleridal™ Jessine dapped at the
harness release and launched hersdlf from the
couch. She shoved through the packed men to
the open bay. "Oh my God!"

"Nav, evasve action," ordered Varrick.
"Comm, | don't supposethey're hailing us."

The hail came direct from aloudspesker.

"Troop carrier. Troop carrier. Thisisyour order
to surrender. Repest, thisisyour order to surren-
der. Y ou are out-manned and out-gunned.
Surrender now and no harm will cometo you.
All wewant isthe Laity Jessne.

"If welet her go, Ver will take usapart ajoint a a
time," muttered Varridk He glanced back at Jessine.
Demoisdle, srap in- Thismight get bouncy.”

"So how about that safety. Lieutenant?' said
Jessine, strapping back into her couch.

"We're doing what we can, Madame,” said
Varick.

"Troop carrier, surrender. Y ou have thirty sec-
ondsto surrender.” Thefrigate's hailer was
impossibly loud, and the soldiers made faces at
thisorder.

"Men," said the lieutenant " Ready short-
range wegpons. Be ready to fireat any angle, any



time. Go for their stabilizers and power ducts.
Helm, wheresthat evadve action? Get moving."

The APC swung onto its Side and dipped away
from thefrigate, running dmost pardle to the
fortieth-floor windows of the Paace.

Tliefrigate came around in an arc, not asale
asdietroop carrier, but morelethal. Itsfirst shot
hit the APC's navigationd complex, and the rear
of the craft began to yaw.

"Frigging bastards" snarled Lieutenant Var-
rick. As he watched, the frigate came around
agan. The APC was gill swinging from the last
attack.

Jessine closed her eyes, then opened them
aganimmediately. Therewas nothing she
wanted to look at, but she didn't want to look at
nothing. Her hands gripped the arms of the
acceleration couch. It would take so little for the
troop carrier to spin out of control and plummet
into the quad below.

"All troopd" shouted Varrick asthe frigate
goproached. "Fireat will!"

Thefrigate closed. Itsgunsfired in series, and
one side of thetroop carrier tore off and fell
away, burning. The scream of wounded metd
couldn't mask the cries of faling men. Huge sec-
tions of meta and pladtic sailed away like kiteson
the wind. Two pieces struck the windows of the
Secretary's Palace, adding the brilliance of shat-
tered glassto the debris.



The APC swung wildly, half itsfans reduced to
scrap metal. The vehicle dropped sickeningly
fast despite the red-lined efforts of the remain-
ing ducts. The navigator and hemsmen swore
continuoudy asthey fought for control of the
ship, trying to easeit into the quad. Jessine
braced in crash position and tried to relax her
muscles.

Will I know when we hit? she wondered. Or

will there just be nothing? She hoped it would be
nothing, but in this buffered fal there might il

be a chance of landing without killing damage.

Then Jessine saw the second APC swoop up
past them, guns coming around to take on the
frigate. Seconds later, she heard an enormous ex-
plosion, then felt the shock. We've hit ground,
shethought. But they were dill fdling. Thenoise
continued, accompanied by debrisfalling on her
APC from above. Then they did hit, and Jessine
blacked out.

Chapter 3

It had turned into an outdoor party, with most

of the cocky young aristocrats taking to their air-
carsfor alittle sport with the groundlings. Up
until the time that the game had been suggested,
Wiley Bouriere, the High Secretary's son, was
pretty bored, but now hefelt excitement and die
thrill of the hunt. He had not gone out after
groundlings for saverd months— he had been
forbidden by hisfather, aredriction he found



more than normally irksome.

"Letsgo to Undertown," ydled Caroly Rhodi,
who knew more about this sport than most of
them. "They've got shanties and trailers over
there. And aliens. There'slotswe can do.”

His suggestion was greeted by cheersfrom
everyone but the bodyguards. These exchanged
slent, condemning looks.

"Undertown!" the others called out, racing
toward their air-cars. "Let's do Undertown!”

Garen McModor caught hislower lip between
histeeth. Being bodyguard to Wiley Bouriere was
awkward enough at the best of times, for the High
Secretary's son resented the constant observation
and often did hisbest to elude his security staff. But
when he took off on strange quirks, McModor's job
became truly perilous. Partieslike this one, that
could turn ugly in a pulse-beat, were McModor's
least favorite of Wiley's pastimes. He Signded
Wiley, wanting him to recongder.

Wiley studioudy ignored him, listening with
exaggerated interest to what Caroly had to say.
He knew aready that McModor did not approve
of these romps and he was not about to listen to
another recitation of the danger he might be
courting. "We can fill up bottleswith paint, and
fud. That would make it moreinteresting,” he
suggested to Caroly.

"And guns. Letstake our guns,” added Caraly,
and turned to address the others. "We're going to
Undertown," he announced grandly. "Well use our



arcars, yours and mine, Wiley, and Maytags. We can
al fitin threg, can't we? No, well need afourth. |
knowl 'niisdewaite!" exdaimed Caraly, pointingto a
gangly youth in aluminous skmsuit. Y ou have that
sniffy Hovel-master tonight, don't you? Wiley and

I will lead. Y ou canfollow us" He laughed wildly,
and made avery rude gesture to his bodyguard.
"Security can bring up therear." This suggestion
wasin fact an order, which al of them understood.
"l haven't been to Undertown for months and
months," said Bentess Hull, flinging her mane of
fashionably green hair about her shoulders, imi-
tating thewomeninthevidis, "I missit."

"They probably missus, too," caled out one
half-drunk wag. Everyone laughed, except the

bodyguards.

"Then let'sget going," Caroly ordered, and set
the example by gathering up glastic bottles and
throwing themin alarge sack.

"Better check your ammunition, too," warned
LolanaPalomare, the hard look in her sandy-
brown eyes making her smile unbelievable. "'If
we'retaking pigols.”

"Youreright," said Wiley, wondering if Lolana
would aim to missthe way the rest of them did.

And so the party became an interactive air
tour of Undertown, where diens and humans
without jobs lived. Making up the group: four
sports cars, high-priced; thirteen aristocratic
teenagers, just plain high; and five patrol chop-
pers, with nine bodyguards, highly stressed.



Wiley Bourieresaircar wasavery shiny brass
Radeo 434 hyperlift with auxiliary sabilizers, the
fastest and most maneuverable aircar available
anywhere, and the envy of most of hisfriends.
Caroly'swas ared-and-silver Kahna World-
walker, the 800 series with the acrobatic
modifications. The two of them performed intri-
cate braiding patterns as they rushed around the
tall buildings, never both on the same Street at
the same time. Thistlewaite was an excdllent
driver, but hisaircar was not as advanced as
Wiley'sand Caroly's, and he lagged behind.
Maytag lacked such reckless nerve and tended to
stick to right-angle turns, executed at unpre-
dictableintervals. Nether Thistlewaite nor
Maytag were as high as Wiley or Caroly, of
course.

Caroly had Bentess Hull riding with him, act-
ing as spotter, and a passenger, the brilliant and
eratic Tonio van Lewat in the back.

Wileywas showing off the Radeo to histhree
cohorts. Dov Scleridaand his flamboyant girl-
friend, Crisanne Nemor, rode in die back, Dov
firing hispistol and throwing glue-filled bottles.
Histhird passenger was agirl whose name Wiley
thought might be Nika, apretty thing with

bronze hair who wasn't asinto the partying asthe
others. Her idea of fun was abit different. From
time to time she reached over to take Wiley s
hand and placeit on her thigh, but he aways
ended up with both hands on the steering bar as
he attempted another spectacular and danger-
ous stunt.

"Hey, look at that!" yelled Dov ashefired a a



group of squat, four-legged aliens. They scat-
tered asthe aircar passed over them, the airpads
dirring up haf adozen miniature tornadoes.

"Endorites" shrieked Crisanne, waving fran-
ticaly asthey passed over the group. They
dropped four bottles of glowing paint on the
shackswherethe dienslived. Her shrieksturned
to giggles asthe smalest of these collgpsed, a
brilliant purple sunflower blossoming atop the
rubble.

Thisdewaite and Maytag had found a group of
locals apparently playing some kind of game, and
they harried the dliens, flying dangeroudy low to
the ground to drive them to run. One of their
victimsthrew arock a Maytagsaircar and in the
next ingtant one of Thistlewaite's passengers had
dropped abottle full of flaming brandy on his
head-

Evelyonein theaircarslaughed astheloca
gsaggered and fell.

Wiley rushed the Radeo up the side of the
nearest building, to the level where the success-
ful dienslived. Here, Wiley and hisfriendsdid
nothing more than stare in windows, for, aien or
human, at thislevel the inhabitants could not be
attacked with impunity. The aircar did a spec-
tacular dow roll, and then once again they
hurtled toward the shanties of Undertown.

Dov fired three rounds asthey leveled off just
above the street. Then hisammunition was gone
and he cursed the pistol before reaching for the
last of the bottlesto throw.



Caroly and his gang whizzed by, Tonio releas-
ing bottles of fuel every sx seconds, aming for
the Sdeways. Wiley could hear Caroly bellowing
apopular song, trying to compete with the roar
of hisWoridwalker.

Another, larger aircar appeared ahead of

Caroly, and behind it he could just make out a
Navy assault boat, fully armed and blocking the
intersection sx blocks away. Wiley scowled. Who
werethey to interrupt hisfun?

Caroly's Worldwalker balked suddenly, the
rotors dowing. Caroly held the steering bar with
al hissrength, striving to keep the aircar from
crashing. Only hisautorotating fansalowed him
to ride it down to the ground. He heard Tonio
ydl something, and then they banged into the
dreet.

Wiiey stared at the wreck of Caroly'saircar. He
redized Caroly was down at the levelsthey had
just buzzed, with no weapons. There would be
localswaiting. Then looked down the Street in
the opposite direction; another assault boat was
closing in on them. Moreirked than worried,
Wiley yelled to Dov Sclerida, "What's your father
up to now?' He had to hold the steering bar in
this narrow street and could not point out the
assault boats.

"What are you talking about?" asked Dov,
dropping abottle of stinkbam over the side.

"Navy assault boats," said Wiley, nodding in
the direction of the nearest. "'l make out SX 0



far"

"I don't—" Dov began, then broke off in alarm.

"Wheréd they come from?' he demanded asiif
someone was ddliberately withholding the answer.

"Look at them," whispered Wiley, his plessant
intoxication fading rapidly. "What do they want?"

The girl beside him reached over and grabbed
hisleg, for once without any seductive intent,
her fingers gouging hismuscles.

Catching up with hischarges group at last,
Wiley's chief bodyguard eyed the assault boats
from the far end of the street. Perhapsthese
children could be persuaded to find more suit-
able entertainment. Though six Navy assault
boats seemed alot to discipline abaker's dozen
of unruly adolescents. He hailed the assault
boats.

"McModor here, from the Secretary's Guaxd,"
he sent. "Come to fetch the Sclerida boy?”

There was no response.

"I'm not reading anything off them," said his
second. "No hull sgnds, nothing.”

"Thisdoesn' fed right." McModor hit the
send key again. "Lieutenant McModor of the
Secretary's Guard, hailing Naval assault boat,
please respond,”

The answer thistime came from the boat's



guns

Two blocks over, another assault boat brought
down Thistlewaités aircar without asingle shot.
The revelers were weak with gpprehension as
they saw the huge boats open their hatches.

Not far away, Maytag did his best to get away
and in asudden blazing misca culation dammed
into the sde of the building.

Ahead Wiley's aircar wobbled and dropped
down onto the street.

Wiley sat, more dazed from the jarring impact
than anything he had consumed earlier that eve-
ning. "McModor?" For once he was wishing the
guard would show up. Ydl at him. anything. Any-
thing normal. But McM odor was nowherein
sght and he became aware of thelocals, watch-
ing, perhaps waiting for a chance to exact some
vengeance. He fumbled with the harness

release, his Bngersrefusing to cooperate. Findly,
he broke free of the harness and scrambled out
of the usdless aircar. The girl who had been sit-
ting with him followed on hisheds.

In the rear seat Dov and Crisianne struggled
to get free of the restraining harnesses.

Half ablock away one assault boat had landed
and adozen men in Navy uniform came toward
them, stunguns on their hips. From the hatch
the long pointed beaks of laser-cannon pointed
out a the four young roisterers.

"Comeon, Bouriere," said one of themen as



he reached Wiley. " Sony to do it thisway, but we
haveto bring you in." Hetook afirm hold on
Wiley'sarm just above the ebow and began to
lead Wiley toward the assault boat.

Wiley blinked in dishelief at thistrestment.

"I'm the High Secretary's son," he began, and
heard hisvoicerise sharply. Hetried again. "I'm
the High Secretary's son.”

"We know that," said another one of the Navy
men brusquely, escorting the girl who had been
gtting besde Wiley intheaircar.

Never before had Wiley had this announcement
fal. Hetried to draw himself up, but before he
could get more than two words out, the man who
held him said, "L ook, son, that'sdl changing. It's
changing right now. Y ou might aswell get used to
if therewas ahint of gpology in the man'svoice.

"Changing?' Wiley echoed, beginning to be
deeply afraid.

Nikawas oddly calm, taking in these
announcements asif she had expected to hear
them.

"What about Dov?' AsWiley spoke hisfriend's
name he looked around. Dov and Crisanne
were being taken to another assault boat, aso
accompanied by armed guards. "Where are you
taking him? Why isn't hewith us?"

"Look," said another of themen. "You let usdo
our job, everything'l befine."



"But Dov —" Wiley protested.

"We have orders," said hisescort. "Nothing
persond.”

They were dmogt at the assault boat, and the
man leading the girl said, "Are we supposed to
bring her, or leave her here?'

"I don't know," admitted Wiley's captor. "They
didn't say anything about her." He blinked once.
"We might aswell bring her."

"What if they don't want her?" asked the man
guarding her.

"L et them decide. It'snot up to usto figure
them out." He nudged Wiley toward the low-
ered steps. "Better get in. And nothing fancy.
Y ou can't get out of here evenif you want to."

Of that Wiley was absolutely certain. He
thought for one heady moment of breaking away
and running for safety. But there was no safety; if
the Navy men didn't catch him, the locals would.
He made a gesture of acquiescence. "Sure." He
darted to climb, hislegsfeding unsteedly.

Behind him the girl started up the steps, her
movements more graceful, more controlled than
Wiley's. Shelooked hard at the man who had led
her, asif shewanted to remember hisface.

There were another twenty men in the assault

boat, and they went about their chore of adjusting
racksfor Wiley and the girl, saying very litde asthey
did. Then the hatch was closed and secured.



Nikalost her footing as the straps were
adjusted, and fell against Wiley.

Asshedid, Wiley fdt the sting of an injection.
He stared at his arm where she had touched
him, trying to convince himself he had imagined
it. Why should sheinject him? And what would
sheinject him with? The second question
remained tuck in hismind like asplinter of ice
refusng to mdt

The engines bellowed and the assault car

lifted into the air. Wiley could fed the back and
forth movement asit maneuvered to avoid col-
liding with the other boats.

Then therewas afaintly pink fog filling the boat,
smdling of rotting hay and unripe gpples. Wiley
could see that the fog came from something on the
girl'sbdt, from astrangely wrought cylinder Wiley
had assumed was a piece of jewdry.

The Navy men noticed the fog about two sec-
onds before they collgpsed. One moment they
were standing at their posts, and then they crum-
pled like marionettes with cut strings.

Wiley held his breath, expecting to lose con-
sciousness at any momen.

The assault boat began to yaw.

Nika unfastened the catches other rack and
hurried toward the pilot's sation. She dragged
the pilot from his chair, dumping him on the
deck before diding into place. She grabbed the



control bar with both hands, fighting to bring the
assault boat back on course. Her eyesflicked
over theingrument pand with the habit of
familiarity.

Staring at her, Wiley asked, "Who are you?'

"Get out of the rack and give meahand," she
said. 'Weve got to get clear of thisplace as
quickly aspossible.”

"What's going on?' Wiley fumbled with the
rack harness. "What did you do to them?"

"Poison gas. | gave you the antidote before,”
she said, watching the forward screen with
intense concentration.

Wiley studied her for amoment. She seemed
suddenly older, more awoman than the girlshe
knew. He was out of the rack now, but he hesi-
tated to approach her. If only he knew who she
was, or why she was here.

"Get the copilot out of there and harness your-
sf in," shecommanded. "Now."

Wiley did as she ordered. He shoved the Navy
pilot into acomer, thinking as he did that the
woman must have some specid reason for what
shewas doing. He wondered if she wasworking
for hisside— whichever side that was— or
againg hisside. Was he free or was he ahostage?

The communications board lit up and the
other assault boat Sgnaed them. "Anything
wrong over there?'



"Answer them," said Nika. "Say we had a
sheer."

Wiley found the switch and told the other boat
they had a sheer.

"Report status,” came back the response.

Wiley looked at Nikaalittlewildly. "Now
what?'

"Say uncertain.” Her pretty face was stem

now, and Wiley thought, If I'm being kidnapped,
at least I'm being kidnapped by a beautiful
woman.

"Uncertain,” herdlayed.

"Brace yoursdlf." She eased the huge ship up
through the narrow canyon between buildings.

The other assault boat came abreast of them,
30 close that the air rocked and boiled between
the two boats.

Nikanudged the assault boat to higher speeds.
"We can't fight here," she muttered.

The second assault boat grew nearer, and
Wiley noticed that athird had turned to follow
them.

They raced through the streets, moving away
from the most densdly populated part of the city.
Now the buildings were lesstightly packed. With
the increased maneuvering room, the second



assault boat brought its laser-cannon into firing
position.

Nikafired al four of her cannon directly into
theinertial guidance pod of the second boat. She
tool ? advantage of the chaosto put more distance
between hersaf and the third assault boat.

"Were getting away," said Wiley, not sure if
this was supposed to please him or not.

"No," said Nika. "There're another five boats
out there. Wejust bought alitde time, that's al."
She set most of the controls on automatic and
got out of the pilot's harness. "Come on."

Wiley dtared at her. "What?'

"Comeon, let'sgo. Weve got to get out whilewe
can. They'll cut us off or shoot us down in another
two minutesif we don't leave now. Get rruwmg.”
She dragged afull parachute pack out of the locker
and tugged oh the harness. "Hurry up.”

"But — " Wiley protested. Surely the assault
boat was safer than a parachute.

"They're going to start firing on us any second
now," shetold him bluntly as she sarted to the
hatch release. "'I've got a smoke canister rigged,;
well have alittle cover while we drop.”

"Uh—" ssid Wiley

She reached out and tugged him toward the
hatch. Thereésno time, Bouriere."



Already the third assault boat was getting
closer. He nodded and started to reach for a sec-
ond parachute.

"Notime," said Nika as shethrew the hatch
open. Shelocked her arms around Wiley and
secured him with the rescue latch.

She stepped out into nothing as the assault
boat began to pour out two colors of smoke.

Theair buffeted them asthey fell, and they
rocked violently asthefirst of the two 'chutes
opened. Nika secured the control shrouds; they
did between two buildings and out of theline of
sght of the pursuing assault boats.

Behind them an explosion blossomed,

Asthey neared the ground, Nika noticed that
they had not yet moved beyond the city limits.
She swore.

"What's the matter?' demanded Wiley. He
paled asthey fdl past the side of abuilding. He
thought he could count the bricks, if hed had
time

"Weredill ingdethe city," she said, shouting
to be heard againgt the rush of thewind. "If |
hadn't had to outrun that second boat, we'd be
outsdethelimits”

"And?' Wiley asked.

"I've missed the drop point,” she said, and
swore with athoroughness any Navy officer



would envy.

They were amost on the ground.

Wiley gtill had no ideawho shewas.

Chapter 4

Lieutenant Chaneywas muttering again.

"What isit?" asked Tira, feding dightly dazed.

Asthey were floating down the drop shaft, she
had let her mind drift so shewouldn't haveto
think about the future.

Heheld up ahand, listening. "Help- My

uncle. We're to skip the guard room and go to
the sub-basement garage. Someone will meet us.”
"Your uncle?' asked Tiradubioudy.

"Commander Kenigem Chaney.”

"Ah," said Tira, feding no wiser. "And what do
we do in the sub-basement?"

"Wait," responded Chaney. "For reinforce-
ments™

They fell past severd floors, Tiragrowing
uneasy. Finally, one stop before the sub-
basement, she grabbed at Chaney'sarm.



"Weé're getting off here.” Shetugged and they
stepped out of the shaft.

"What? Why? UncleKen said..."

"I know what Uncle Ken said. But Uncle Ken
isnt hereand | am." Tiraglared at Chaney.
"Whoserescueisthis, anyway?"

"| thought it was mine, of you," grumbled
Chaney under his breath. "Now what. Demoisdlle?
We gtill have to get down to the rendezvous.”

Tirawasn't S0 sure about that, but she wasn't
sure what eke to do. At least her changein plans
would give them achance to see the "reinforce-
ments' before they saw her.

"We can wak down the gairs."

"All right, then." He looked around. The drop-
shaft fell inthemiddle of onewall. "Left or
right?' he asked. Therearefirestairsin each
comer. Just pick one."

"Left," Tirasad, and set off briddy. Shefelt
exposed under die bright calling lights.

They'd reached the stairwell and started down
when anoise on the floor below caught Chaney's
attention. He motioned Tirato be ill and ran
the rest of the way down. Leaning up against the
gairwell wal, hetried to see through the win-
dow in the door.

"Dear God," he whispered in shock. Heraced
back up the airs, grabbing Tirdsarm as he



passed her.

"Cernians," he hissed. "Dozens of them.”

"Looking for us" Tirasaid. Shelet hishand
stay on her arm.

"Looking for you. Well haveto try something
else" Hislips continued to move as he subvoca-
ized ingructionsto hisAID.

They were not quite two full flightsup when a
door opened and a Treasury guard entered the
gairwell above them. He shouted, lifting hisgun
tofire.

Chaney shoved Tiraback against the wall, out
of thedirect line of fire. Pulling hispigtal fromits
holster, he returned fire. The Treasury guard fell,
blocking open the door. A wild thought ran
through Chaney's mind: move the guard, close
the door, head up the stairsagain . . . but he
could hear more guards coming closer dready.

He checked hisammunition — seventy-nine
roundsin the weapon and two spare clips. Okay.
Better than nothing.

"Whoisit?' Tiraasked.
"Same as before." Two shots punctuated
Chaney's answer as the Treasury men com-

menced firing.

"We're pinned down," hetold her. Tick your
targetsand don't give up. I've cdled for help.”



Tiranodded, and took her pistol from her reti-
cule

There was more firing now, and thefirst indi-
cation of abustle in the sub-basement aswell, as
the Germans responded to the sound of gunfire.

Chaney found what he thought was the most
protected place in the stairwell, afew steps down
from the upper landing, but on the high side of
the switchback from the lower landing. Both the
Treasury men and the Germans would have to
expose themselves to get a clear shot at Chaney
and Tira. They squatted down againg therailing

and kept firing.

Therewas aheavy thud as at least one of the
ahensfdl back.

Chaney hoped he had hit him badly enough to
take him out of thefight. If help didn't come
soon, he and Tirahad little or no chanceto get
out. Out-numbered and cut off, eventudly they
would run out of ammunition. Hewondered if
he should save two shots. Just in case.

Tirawasfiring more frequently and with
longer burdts, but didn't seem to have inflicted
any serious damage. They'redill coming,” she
whispered to Chaney.

"Keep shooting. Pick your targets.”

"Pick my targets” shesaid. "Right. | wish |

didn't have such asdection to pick from." Taking
adeep breath, she thought suddenly of the many
times her brother had come after her with a



water pistol. Her eyesfocused, her finger
sgueezed, and a Treasury guard went down. A
new predatory gleam cameinto her eye and she
relaxed, the way acat doesjust before springing.

"Watch out!" sheyelled a Chaney. A Cemian
poked his head around the switchback.

Chaney fired; the dug went in through the
shoulder and came out south of theribs. The
Cemian collgpsed on the switchback, providing
abarrier.

The other Germans made arun at the bottom

of the shaft, forcing both Chaney and Tirato use
ammunition keeping them at bay. Chaney was
sharply aware that they had no spare clipsfor the
A7mark923.

"It doesn't look good,” whispered Tira, need-
ing no denid or confirmation from Chaney.

"Therére too many of them." Shefired and one
of the Treasury men screamed. She kept her aim
Steady with an effort of will, for shewas getting
very tired aswell as growing queasy at the
daughter above and below her. There had been
too much dying for one day.

From the sub-basement came an ominous

clang, asif iron doorswere being torn off their
hinges. Chaney had to hold back a groan of
despair as he heard it, for the Cemians took
courage at the sound and once again pressed for-
ward,

Trrashot another Treasury man.



Two Cemians surged into the stairwell, mov-
ing quickly and efficiently, one giving covering
fireto the other asthey reached the first three
steps.

Then there was a sharp explosion, and the
whole stairwel | shuddered. The Cemiansfroze;
above, the Treasury men faltered.

"What wasthat?' Tirawhispered, the sound
echoing unintdligibly through the sairwell.

T don't know," said Chaney, hating to admit it.
"What are we going to do?"

"Play it by ear," he advised, not telling her that
he still had two shots reserved for them if they
were required.

The noise in the sub-basement grew louder
and then came the sharp report of a Kanovsky
40-09 Antipersonnel riot control gun.

"What the devil?' said Chaney doud. Hewas
pretty sure that none of die Germanswere carry-
ing Kanovskys.

On the floor above the Treasury men moved
back to more secure cover.

The Cemianswerefighting again, but no
longer with Chaney and Tira. They had turned to
face amore formidabl e opponent.

Four Kanovskyswerefiring now, directly into
the Germans. Technically designed to wound
rather than kill, the weapons were usualy loaded



with plastic riot control cartridges. But these
guns had amore letha purpose, and the Cemi-
anspad full measure againg their might.

In amatter of seconds only five Germanswere
gill standing, two of them wounded. They held
their weapons reversed for surrender, and
waited with the dumb amazement of defeat asa
detachment of Marinesin body armor cameinto
view at the base of the stairwell.

"Lieutenant Chaney?" called one of the
Marines, hisvoice hollow inthe sairwel and

body armor.

"Yes" said Chaney, lowering hisgun.

"Sorry we didn't get here earlier,” said the
Marineto Chaney; heignored Tiracompletely.

"So arewe," said Chaney with red fedling, and
turned to give hishand to Tira. There are Treas-
ury men aboveand — "

"That's been taken care of," said the Marine,
then coughed. "It would be best if we get mov-
ing, Lieutenant. Right now." Hewaved hisarm
to indicate the carnage around them. "Don't you
think?"

"Yeah," said Chaney ashefédt Tirashand close
around his,

"Hurry" The Marine was dready moving away.

Chaney turned to escort Tiradown the stairs.
"It'sthe cavary. Wédll, the Marines, anyway." He



offered her hisarm.

Tirasfingers shook as she tucked the Samtoe-
poe A7mark923 back into her reticule. "About
time." Her voice shook, too. Shetook Chaney's
arm with as much dignity and poise as she could
muster.

They were bundled into a closed unmarked

car. Three of the Marines climbed in after them.
A Navy officer, acommander, was driving. None
of the men had anything to say to Tira, despite
her repeated questions.

Their slence made Tirauncomfortable. She
could fedl the lack of respect the men had for
her.

"I don't suppose you know where were
going?' she whispered to Chaney, not wanting
these slent Marinesto hear her uncertainty.

"Wadl, no," Chaney admitted as he adjusted
himself against the padded seats. "But it's better
than where we were.”

"For the moment." It waslatein the day and
fatigue was catching up with her; it showed in
the way she sat and thelow leve of irritation that
possessed her.

The journey seemed to go on forever. The

road narrowed asit climbed into the foothills.
Outcroppings of bouldersloomed up inthe
darknesslike giants, and the left sde of theroad
fell away into ravines and dry creek-beds.



"Pretty inhospitable,” said Tiraas she peered

out thewindow. "What land of ingdlation is out
inawildernesslike this?' She had not often been
out of the city, and when she had been it wasto
patrolled and groomed recreationa lands, not
this forbidding section of the continent.

"A secret one," said Chaney.

Tiracongdered this. "Y ou're probably right.

My father is ... was dways taking about secret
ingtallations and bases. He said Admirdl Sderida
favored them.” Her expression darkened.
"Admira Sderida—"

"Dont," warned Chaney with ahitch of his
elbow in the direction of the driver. "Who knows
who's playing what game.”

Tirasighed. "I hatethis. No matter who's at
the end of thisride, I'll be one kind of hostage or
another.”

Chaney answered carefully. "1 don't think
that'slikely." Hewastrying to soothe hisown
conscience aswell as offer comfort. He had just
been following hisunde's orders. But for the last
haf hour it had been dawning on him that no

one knew where they were, and that the daugh-
ter of the High Secretary — whether Cowper
Bourierewas dive or not — was ared prize. Any
number of ambitious men might want to get

their hands on her.

Thedriver had turned on the headlights.
Though they were set low and shielded, they
offered alittle safety on the twisting road. "It



won't be much longer now," he volunteered to
his passengers.

"Where arewe going?' asked Tira

The driver said nothing more.

"L ook, if they were going to kill you, they didnt
have to bring you out here," said Chaney reason-
ably. "They could have left usto the Cemiansand
therest, back at the Palace." He wanted to fedl re-
assured by these assertions, but found that he could
not accept them without question.

"Unlessthey were holding out for their own
advantage," said Tiradarkly. There might be
something to gain for getting me .. . out of the
way." She glanced down at her reticule, heart-
ened by the knowledge that she till had the
Samtoepoe A7mark923 resting insdeit, among
other necessities of life.

Chaney nodded in spite of himsdlf, "Y eah. But
thisis Uncle Ken'sdoing. He's not the kind who
would... well, he doesn't exploit hisfamily that

way."
Tirascowled. "Meaning he might want to

make apawn of me, but not if you'reinvolved?|
hope you'reright." She went back to staring out
thewindow. They had entered along canyon,
the road now nothing more than asingle-lane
track along the side of the steep walls.

"I remember seeing this area on the maps,
back at school,” shesaid. "It'susudly labeled
The Barrens." | used to wonder what that



meant, and why there weren't any cities here.”
She shivered. "Now | know."

"It's pretty forbidding," said Chaney, remem-
bering the many times he had flown over this
landscape during training, thinking it looked
beautiful fromtheair.

Shefolded her arms. "I don't recall learning
about any bases out here, except the scientific
ones. Y ou don't suppose we're going to one of
those, do you?"

T don't know," said Chaney with atrace of
exasperation. "I'm asmuch inthe dark asyou are."

Tiragghed. "I know that," she said, making
the words an apology.

Without warning, the car entered atunnel.

The driver added a second set of headlights, but
that didn't redly cut the gloom out the side win-
dow.

"Whereisthis?' Tiraasked uneesily asthey
sped on. She could barely make out tiled walls.

For oncethe driver answered. "It'sthe
entrance to the base. Miss Bouriere- Were a-
mogt there"

"Wherever thereis," said Chaney, trying to
conceal the sudden apprehension that had taken
hold of him.

"Your unclesbase," sad thedriver. "l think
we're expected.”



Tiragtared a Chaney. "What do you think?'

T think | hope he'sright about Uncle Ken
being here)" said Chaney with feding.

The car pulled into awide bay where asmal
escort of Navy personnel waited, al in battle
dress. Asthe car stopped the nearest of these
men reached forward and opened the door for
Chaney and Tira

"Good evening. Lieutenant,” he said very
politely. "And to you. Miss Bouriere." Heindi-
cated the surroundings. " Sorry we had to resort
to this, but we had to guarantee your safety.”

Thanks" said Chaney, getting out and hold-
ing hishand out for Tira. "We were beginning to
wonder."

"Of course, of course," said the Navy officer.
"You'l have questions. Just as we have answers."
He closed the car door and saluted. "If youll fol-
low me, welll escort you. Thisisapretty
confusing place until you leam your way

around.”

"And arewe going to do that?' Tirainquired
Swextly.

Chaney recognized atonein her voicethat the
young officer evidently missed. He replied seri-
oudy. "It might cometo that."

"I see," said Tira, and clutched her reticule
moretighdy. Shedid not ook at Chaney.



The officer was right — the base was confus-

ing. Asthey followed him through the hdls,
Chaney was quickly disoriented, and decided he
would have agrest ded of troublefinding his

way back to the bay. He suspected that the young
officer was making the route as complex as poss-
ble. No matter. HisAID wasin inertid tracking
mode and better than a map with arrows.

"Where are you taking us?' he asked when they
had gone some distance in silence.

"It'snot far now," said the young officer, and
turned the comer into alarge hal. At thefar end
was aplatform. On that platform stood awhite-
haired, straight-backed officer in aformal
uniform that lacked rank tabs.

Chaney stood 4till as hetook thisin. Then he
raised hisvoice. "Uncle Ken! UncleKen!" He
garted toward the platform, Tiratagging dong
behind him.

The manturned, smilinginwelcome. "Yon!"
hecdled. "At lagt"

Chaney was hdf-way to the platform now.
Thank God youre al right. It's been pretty hec-
tic out there."

"l canimagine," said UncleKen, and hissmile
faded.

"What isit?' Chaney asked, closing the gap
between them. "What's going on?"



Uncle Ken looked around, indicating with a
gesture that this was not the place for such adis-
cussion. He addressed the escort. Thank you,
Bycroft, you may leave now."

"Asyou wish." said the young officer, sdluting
briskly before turning his men and exiting from
the conference hall quickly.

"If you two will comewithme" said Uncle

Ken thoughtfully, "I think we can explain every-
thing. Demoisdlle Bouriere, | know you must be
worried for your family." His sympathy seemed

genuine enough, but Tira hung back from Uncle
Ken, placing more faith in the man she knew.

Therewas aside door and Uncle Ken led them
through it while discussing the s ze of the under-
ground ingtdlation. "There's quite acomplex above
us, on the surface, but its nothing like this."

"What is on the surface?' asked Tira

"| thought | told you," said Uncle Ken asthey
entered yet another short halway. "Therésa
large complex of adminidrative buildings,”

"In the middle of the desart?' said Tira.

"Room is precious, evenin this part of the
planet," said Uncle Ken, ushering theminto a
Sderoom.

Four Navy men were waiting, and they
stepped up to Chaney, confining hisarmsand
taking hispigtol.



"What the devil. . . " Chaney burst out. He
struggled, trying to strike out at the four men.

Uncle Ken shook his head in commiseration.
"I'm sony, my boy, truly sony. But you've gotten
too deep in something you should have avoided.
Y ou cannot be dlowed to interfere.” He started
to add something when aloud report filled the
room.

Therewasasmoking holeinthesde of Tiras
reticule, and amuch larger, bleeding one a the
base of Uncle Kensribs. She stepped aside as
Uncle Ken collgpsed, and carefully pulled the
Samtoepoe A7Tmark923 into view. "l think," she
sad very camly, "that you had better let him go,”

Chapter 5

Jessine blinked. Shefdt asthough her internd
dock had been set to zero. But the sounds of bat-
tle raged on outside, so she couldn't have been
out long. She leaned againgt the harness she had
fought so vigoroudy and gaveit agrateful pat.
She became aware of the bubble of slence
within the sorm and looked around, hesitantly.

Broken bodies were flung about the APC.
Some of the men were il dive; she could hear
their ragged breathing, but she couldn't tell
which ones by looking. So much death! she
thought. She stepped gingerly over the bodies,
wishing her touch could hedl.



"Madame...." It was Lieutenant Varrick, sill
at hiscommand. "Madame... I've got to get you
safe..." Hisvoicetraled off.

She stepped over to hisside, stroked hisfore-
head, smearing her hand with hisblood. "I'm
safe" shelied, not knowing why. "Good work,
Lieutenat.”

"Sofe.. Vawill.."

"I'm safe, Lieutenant. Damien will know."

Lieutenant Varrick closed hiseyes. Jessine
didn't know if held believed her.

She certainly knew better. Varrick's— or Ver's
— plan had failed. She needed anew one, now.
Most of the port side of the ship had been

blasted away, giving plenty of room for Jessineto
escape, but she hesitated. The battle was ill
going on and she could see that the whole of the
Secretary's Palace was in an uproar. She needed
to make hersdlf lessobviousif shewereto havea
chance of getting away.

One of the dead soldiers had along, loose
field-poncho over hisuniform, agarment of
gtedcloth, of acolor so neutrd that it made its
wearer hard to see. Reaching down, she pulled
and tugged at the field-poncho, trying to get it

off the body. The task was more difficult than she
hed thought it would be. But the continuing

sound of gunfire and explosions kept her at it
until shefdt the corpse release the garment

Another clatter of gunfire sounded just out-



sde the crashed ship, and Jessine froze for an
ingtant. With shaking hands she shrugged out of
her designer anorak and dipped on the poncho,
hating the smell of desth that dung to it. Bend-

ing down, she dipped her hand into the dead
soldier's clotting blood. She rubbed her arm with
it and smeared alittle along her cheekbone.

Then she pulled thelittle Ridly 20-44 from the
soldier's holster and checked the magazine.
Bracing hersdlf, sherifled her dead soldier and

his companionsfor gpare magazines. Finding

four, she tucked them into her belt and lowered
the field-poncho over it The gun she kept in her
hand-

Inthefar 9de of the quadrangle agaggle of
Emergency Service personnel were starting to run
toward the wrecked ship, afew carrying life-paks,
the others with guns. Gunfire sent up little sprays of
paving and dust around them asthey ran.

Emerging from the ship, Jessne sumbled
deliberately in order to enhancetheillusion she
was wounded. She started toward the central
pylon of the Secretary's Paace, the field-poncho
flapping as sheran- As she had hoped, no one
paid much attention to her.

There should have been an automatic walk-
way running through the central garden, but it
was stopped. Mot of the plants had been
blasted or trampled and of the three ornamenta
fountains, only one had atrickle of water coming
from its decapitated Nike.

Jessne ran down the hated wakway.
Kitchleys office was nineteen floors above her in
what had once been a diplomatic reception



room, but had been pressed into service as office
gpace more than twenty years ago. She decided
to head for that.

Jessine avoided the dropshafts. The civilian

ones might not be dependable, and she lacked
the codes for the military ones. Her husband had
never involved histwenty-four-year-old bridein
military affairs. No matter. She didn't want an
entrance that wouldn't dlow quick exit. That |eft
the gairs or the old-fashioned freight lifts. She
tried to remember where the liftswere.

There was a cross halway some distance
ahead other, and Jessine dowed down, listening
for what she might encounter.

A sguad of Treasury fighters came jogging
adong inloose formation, asergeant urging them
on. He dowed as he caught sight of Jessine.
"Trouble, soldier?" he shouted.

Jessine held up her bloody arm. "'l need a
medic." she said, hoping that none of hismen
were medics. "It could be abacterial." Bacterid
bulletswereillegd throughout the Pact, but it
was known that there were dways a certain
number of them around.

"Bacterid?' the sergeant repeated, taking an
involuntary step backward.

"Might be," she said. "Better not get too
cloe"

"Bacteria. Holy bloody backfire. Y ou need
quarantineright away. Therésamedic station



back that way." He nodded his head in the direc-
tion hed come from. "Sony, soldier.” The
sergeant barked afew sharp wordsto his squad
and they moved off briskly.

Jessne a last remembered where the lifts
were, and headed directly for them.

She reached them without meeting anyone

else. You could tell today was specia — the Pal-
ace was usudly bustling with people, humans

and aiens, doing thework of the Pact. Stepping
into the freight cage, she pressed the code for
Kitchley'sfloor. Asthe door closed, sheleaned
back against thewall and caught her breath. As
thelift rose, it occurred to Jessine that anyone
looking for her might think to check Kitchley's
office. It waswell known around the Pal ace that
the High Secretary's A ppointments Clerk and
the High Secretary's new wife worked together.
She punched the code for the High Secretary's
Retreat, three floors below Kitchley's. She could
take the gairs, and not be asitting duck when the
lift doors opened.

She stepped out into the domed chamber, 100k-
ing up toward the white-and-gold ba coniesrisng
over her. Thelavish Daphnefernsthrew out their
baroque tendrils aong the spirded trellis, their
white and silver blossoms scenting the air with a
curious mixture of saffron and honey. The one
remaining Retregt of the original twelve, it had not
yet surrendered to the space-hungry beast of
bureaucracy. It il had the lush and elaborate
grace that the High Secretary was supposed to
enjoy. Standing here, among the plants, she could
amost forget the battles outside.



Theretrest, blue and slver with touches of

rosy mauve, was awash with tranquility. It
reminded her of Cowper Bouriere. who had
been kind to her, and who had not pretended
that an arranged marriage was alove match. For
that done, shedid love him.

Jessine heard the discreet beep of an alarm,

and somewhere beyond the retreat there wasthe
sound ofglastic bresking. Her grip onthe Ridly
tightened afraction.

Shots crashed above her and the balustrade of
one of the balconies shattered.

Jessine moved back, hiding intherich curl of a
huge Daphne fern.

Two minuteswent interminably by. Jessnelis-
tened but heard nothing more than the
continuing beep of the darm. She couldn't wait
here forever. She had to know if Kitchley had
survived, and if shewould be safewith him.

But the stairs were monitored, and open

besides. She looked up the shaft of the ancient
fern. It grew three stories, branching off with
broad leaves and thick stems. Some of the
heavier branches passed close by balconies. Hol-
gering the Ridly in the waistband of her pants,
she began to climb.

She climbed steadily, cautioudy, taking careto
examine each balcony thoroughly asit cameinto
view.



For an ingtant she thought of Damien Ver, and
was startled at how concerned she was for him.
What was he doing? Why had he sent those men
for her? Did heredlly just want her safe, or did
he want the Secretariat? Near the top of the
fern, Jessine stopped to rest and to re-evaluate
her position. From here she could see that
someone had used railguns on the el aborate cell-
ing, blagting away the murd of the Cresation of
the Pact in which al the great heroes sat
together in front of a High Secretary who looked
abit like Jessne's husband.

"Oh, Cowper," shewhispered. "Y ou didn't
deservethis. Y ou weren't abad man." She stared
at the painting, fighting back unexpected tears.
Did she have any chance at dl?Did any of

them?

Peering through the foliage, ears straining,
Jessinetried to determineif the areawas clear. It
seemed 0, and she crawled out along abranch
to the nearest balcony.

Then she heard a voice from awindow above
her and froze.

"Step out.” came the sharp order from a Secu-
rity sergeant, hisrailgun ready for business.

Jessine straightened up. She recognized him.
"Good afternoon. Sergeant Mallas" shesaid dis-
tinctly, glad that her voice did not shake.

"Madame Bouriere," said Sergeant Mdllas. hur-
riedly lowering hisrailgun and flushing with
embarrassment. "1 didn't redize... And your arm.



Do you need medicd attention?' He was two bal-
conies away, but appeared to be considering
climbing over therailings and baustradesin

order to reach her.

"Step out into the hall " suggested Jessine,
darting there hersdf.

"No," sad Sergeant Mdlas, showing hisanxi-
ety again. "It isn't safe. Stay whereyou are. Il
come and escort you."

Shefdtered, then made hersdf nod in

gpprova. "That would be very welcome. Thank
you. Sergeant.” She made an effort to straighten
her clothing and her hair whilethe young soldier
made hisway around to her balcony.

"Weweredl soworried." the sergeant said ashe
cameto her sde. "No one knowswhat... excuse
me, Madame Bouriere." He dropped to one knee
and fired hisrailgun a ashadow inthe hdl. The
pellets spattered and the shadow retreated.

"Who... 7' Jessine asked.

"Who knows? Germans, Navy, Treasury,

Marines, Kona Tatsu?' He made aface to show it
wasdl thesameto him. "They'redl out fighting
with us. Nobody knowswhao's dive and who's not,
or who'sin charge." He coughed. 'l didn't mean to
say anything wrong, Madame Bouriere.”

"Saying it isn't wrong. Sergeant Mdllas. It'sthe
act of rebellion that'swrong,” Sheindicated the
halway. "1 want to reach Kitchleys office. That's
onemorelevel above us”



The Sergeant shook hishead. "I don't know,
Madame. It could be pretty hard getting through
the halls. There are too many peoplewho. . .
don't know what's going on. They're barricaded
in their offices and shooting a anything moving.”
Helooked at her pigtal. "Still, consdering—"

Jessine cocked her head. ™Y ou mean consider-
ing that most of them would recognize me—"

He nodded. "It's taking a chance. Most of
them think you and dl the others are dead.”

"I can understand why," said Jessine, and
could not keep hersdlf from adding, "Do you
know if anyonedse... 7'

"Got out?" hefinished for her. " Sorry,
Madame. | don't know. I've heard rumors, but
nothing real.” He pressed closer to the open
door, "Y ou want to try this?'

"Yes" shesaid, knowing it waswhat she had to
do. She had been raised to be the wife of the
High Secretary, and that included facing adver-
sty with dignity and fortitude. She stood alittle
draighter. "Take up First Escort position.”

"If that'swhat you want," said Sergeant Madllas
dubioudy but without chalenging her orders.

Hemoved into the hall.

"Stand up. Sergeant. They arelesslikely tofire
a you if you behave asif you belong here"

Thefirs checkpoint was unmanned, but the



second had Security soldiersin place, al four of
them heavily armed.

"Y ou're cleared to the Appointments Direc-

torate, Madame," said the unsmiling Security
guard. "Treasury Guards are in charge there.
Y ou'll haveto ded with them if you're going

beyond there."

"Thank you. Monitor," said Jessnewith delib-
erate hauteur; she had the satisfaction of seeing
the Security guards come to attention before she
followed Sergeant Madlas through the confusion
of themain corridor.

The five make-shift data processing stations
which had been set up under the Grand Stair-
case more than twenty years ago were now filled
with Directorate employees al trying to sort and
destroy any compromising documents they

might havein their records. Dataspools and
printed records lay everywhere — on thefloor,
atop cases and chairs and cabinets — and every-
one spoke in whispers, asif they, too, might
prove embarrassing to some high officid.

Sergeant Mdlas kept his eyes moving, watch-
ing for the unexpected as he continued at a
steady walk toward the next checkpoint.

A clugter of officestoward thefirst bank of
dropshafts had once been storage rooms; they
were small and cramped and dark. Clerks were
assigned to them on arotating basis because few
could stand the sepulchra environment for long.
Sergeant Mallas was starting to say something
when the door to the nearest office was flung



open and half adozen soldiersin Navy
body-armor uniforms piled out, their Kanovskys

at the ready.

Jessine did not want to find out what land of
ammunition the Kanovskys had. Sergeant Mallas
tugged her off her feet and dropped dmost on
top other, hisgun amed at the Navy soldiers.

"We can kill you and take her or take her," said
the leader of the Navy soldiers, making asugges-
tiveflick with the barrdl of his Kanovsky. "Get
out of theway. Security. Thisisn't your fight any-
more."

"Whosefight isit?' Jessne demanded, half
her body fedling squashed. Her cheek was
pressed againgt the floor and her hip bone hurt.

"Bequiet, Madame," Sergeant Malassaid to
her, remaining very cam.

"Let ushave her," the Navy leader said. "You
can go. We don't want you."

I'm going to die here, thought Jessine with
intense disbelief. They are going to kill Sergeant
Mallas and me. I'm twenty-four. They can't do
this. She bit the insides of her cheeksto keep
from screamingin rage.

Sergeant Mallas pressed hisrelease toggle.
"I'm ready anytimeyou are.”

"It'sadamned waste," sghed the leader, and
brought his Kanovsky up.



He never fired it. A group of Treasury Guards
stepped out of the dropshaft, their weapons —
Bahkoyn 149JZs— dready aimed. The Tech-
Captain in the lead made amotion and hismen
spread out across the wide section of corridor in
front of the dropshafts.

"Holy sweet —" whispered Sergeant Madllas,
looking from the Navy soldiersto the Treasury
detachment.

Jessine ground her teeth. Either they were
goingtolall her, in which case she wanted them
to get it over with, or they were going to fight
each other, in which case she wanted to be on
her way. She pushed one arm out from under
her and tried to shove hersdlf free of Sergeant
Mallas, who moved at once to continue to cover
her.

"Madame Bouriere," said the TechCaptain.
"Can we be of service?'

The Navy soldierswere now maneuvering
into position to fight the guards. The Kanovskys
faced the Bahkoyns; no onefired yet.

"l want to get to Kitchley."

"He'sinjured, Madame Bouriere" said the
TechCaptain, aspolite asif they were preparing
for adiplomatic reception. "But heisin his
office.” He gave his attention to the Navy sol-
diers. "Well takeit from here.”

"Uh-oh," whigpered Sergeant Madllas, and
dtarted to dide backward, dragging Jessne with



him.

It was difficult to tell who had fired first: there
was slence, and then the halway rang and
buzzed with Kanovsky full-deterrent ammuni-
tion and Bahkoyn high impact shdlls. The
ornamentd friezes above the dropshafts splin-
tered and shells gouged long groovesin thefloor.

Four Navy soldiers dropped at the first
ondaught, three dead and one wounded. Treas-
ury guards repellent-field uniforms managed
better, though two men were wounded.

Thefiring increased and there were screams
and howls everywhere, from Navy soldiers,
Treasury Guards, clerks, automatic alarm sys-
tems. The noise was asfrightening asthe shells
being fired.

"We're getting out of here," Sergeant Mallas
told Jessine, wriggling back and sidewaysfrom
thefirefight.

The Treasury troops moved toward the Navy
unit, clearly holding the advantage. The Navy
soldiers retreated back toward the tomb-like
cubicle offices, taking moretimeto aim and fire
than they had done at first. Behind them at the
far end of the hall clerks were screaming and
running, many-with their amsfull ofdataspools.

Sergeant Mdlasinched hisway closer to the
dropshafts. " Just one floor up,” he reminded
Jessine. "You candoit easy. Y ou dide back, stand
up redl carefully — you don't want to pinwhed."



"What about you?' she asked as she did her
best to follow hisingtructions.

"I'mright behind you." Hekept hisrallgunin
position to fire, watching the guards drive the
Navy out of the hall.

Jessine dipped into the dropshaft, steadying
hersdf in thefidld, taking care to stay balanced
and oriented properly. A bullet ricocheted off
thefloor and struck Sergeant Mallas squarein
the chest just as he was easing back into the
dropshaft. He gave asingle grunt, then hisrail-
gun dropped from hisfingers. Hefell sdeways,
dipping beyond the field's sability; his corpse
began to turn dowly, then moved steadily faster
in the dropshaft beside Jessine as sherose to the
floor above. She heard shots behind her, but
didn't dare look back as she stepped out. Prob-
ably some other faction was attacking the Navy
— Scleridas men.

Jessine jogged aong the corridor and svung
around a.comer into the Appointments Com-
munications Center. It had been transformed
into acommand post for the defense of the Sec-
retary's P ace and was as crowded asthe
corridor had been. Stopped, she saw that five
rallgunswere aimed at her. Only the sudden
shouts of two alien supervisors stopped the
clerksmanning the gunsfrom firing.

A Magdarite with orange ruff fully extended
around his vulpine face, rushed forward, bowing
in recognition. "Madame Bouriere. How ... for-
tunate to see you." He seemed confused but
determined to behave correctly no matter how



strange their circumstances.

Jessine took thisaswell as she could, but she
felt at amarked disadvantage. "1 don't know
what's. . . developed. Itsbeen so— " She
stopped, gesturing her lack of words.

"Untypicd." the Magdarite supplied, doing his
best to look calm- "We're getting the Situation in
hand now, as you can see." He bowed to the sol-
diersand clerks. "It isagreat honor to defend
you inthisdifficult hour.”

"It isan honor to be defended by you." Jessine
nodded regdly. "Can | get on the other side of
these gunsnow?"

Finaly, heled her around therailgunsand

past abarricade of office furniture. A little
giddily, Jessinewondered if double-decker desks
werethe daily operating standard. "Y ou'll want

to see Kitehiey," assumed the Magdarite.

"YS, pl%"

"Bight thisway, Madame Bouriere," the Mag-
darite said as he started through amaze of cubicles.

"IsKitehiey well?" asked Jessine,

"A littleinjured, but not severely,” said the
Magdarite, letting hisruff deflate alittle. "He has
been tended to, and should recover completely.”
They were nearing Kitehieys office, and Jessine
saw two communication-dispatchers now set up
as gun emplacements with impressve bits of ar-
tillery wired into them. "We are gtriving to give



thorough protection here.”

"Yes, itlooksit," said Jessine, her face set inthe
ritu haf-smile she habitudly wore at public
functions. Sheinclined her head to the clerks
who recognized her.

"His Remarkableness the Appointment Clerk
to the High Secretary,” said the Magdarite, with
acourt bow.

Kitehiey was preoccupied with the displays on
the huge wall screen, and o at first did not real-
izewho had comeinto hislarge, cramped office,
When heat last heturned, agreat smile
wregthed hisface. "Madame Bouriere" hesad
warmly.

"Kitehiey," shesad, alittle surprised a the
relief shefdt. She maintained adecent fortitude
and merely grasped hiswrists as custom dic-
tated. "l was afraid that you'd been harmed
when—"

Kitehiey shook his head. They ignored me.
They redly wanted you. | thought we'd lost you.
Come, sit, please. Do you need amedic?' He
gestured at her bloody arm,

"No, thank you," said Jessine politely. She
looked around the cramped office area and
found alarge sealed crate. Carefully removing a
stack of papers, she sat down.

Kitehiey was a hiscomm board. Team X, this
is Leader. The subject has returned safely. Please
pick up soonest.”



"Team X, will comply. ETA, fiveminutes”
camethe answer.

Jessine stared at Kitehiey for a second. "Oh.
Y our escort.”

Kitehiey gave her areassuring smile. "Yes,
Madame. They'll be here shortly, and we can
carry on getting you safely to my house" His
amile disappeared. "We have the prdiminary
report on the autopsy.”

The word gave the High Secretary's death a
redity that Jessine had been holding off. Tears
filled her eyes."Yes?'

"It appears he was poisoned. We are proceed-
ing on the assumption that the nation may
well have been at the ingtigation of Senator
Lomax. He has madeit plain enough that he
covetsthe post of High Secretary and is pre-
pared to take steps to secure the position for
himsdlf. Thereforeit isnot unlikely that he par-
ticipated in these dreadful events.” Hewatched
the display criticdly: ninelevelsbeow, Cemians
and Navy soldierswere locked in combat

"Why Lomax and not Sclerida?’ asked Jessine.
She wiped her forehead with the back of her
hand- She thought she remembered having this
discussion before with Kitchley. Shewondered if
he knew something she didn't. " Scleridas every
bit as ambitious as Lomax and he has haf the
Navy at hiscommand.”

"Yes, the Admird isanother likely candidate, but



Lomax seemsto have gained the most in the least
time." He pressed one of hisfingersto the center of
his forehead, the Daphne equivadent to afrown.

"Of course, it's too soon to be sure. We dont know
what the disposition will be aday from now."

Jessine stared at the display. "No, we don't.”

"If itisLomax," said Kitchley, "then hewill
have to shore up hisclaim quickly. That would
requirethat hedly himsdf with you or your
step-daughter.”

"Y ou mean marry meor Tira," said Jessne
more bluntly. "A statement of endorsement
wouldn't be enough for him." A shudder of dis-
tagte rippled through her. "He would need
something more... binding.”

Inthe momentary Iull of their conversation,

the voice of asoldier could be heard: "Unit 44, to
6 North, unit 44, go to 6 North. Reinforce
agang Cernian invaders.”

"Unit 44, roger, wilco."

Kitchley regarded Jessine. "Y es, marriage, to
you or Tira" He hesitated. "Or he could dispose
of Wiley and clam hisposition. And then thereis
the Hailken Maru. They have influence enough

to make the lad a puppet; Wiley isnot prepared
to resst such pressures.”

Digpose of ? Jessine looked sharply at Kitchley.
Had Cowpers death caused this callousness, or
had it aways been there?



"I'm afraid youreright,” she said dowly.
"Evenif hewere popular, heisn't very strong-
willed." Shereviewed what she knew of her
husband's wild son. He was popular, sometimes
even quite charming, but his croniestook joy in
antagonizing die dien population. Hejust hadn't
exhibited very good judgment. "He couldn't hold
the Secretariat on hisown." She looked at the
disolay. "WhereisWiley? Have you found him?*

"No, we haven't,” admitted Kitchley, his
embarrassment obvious. "We are assuming that
isanindication heis il dive, somewhere.”

"Will they keep looking for him?" asked
Jessine asthey moved,

"Of course"” replied Kitchley. "Heisthe hair."

"Lomax or Sclerida thereisn't much to choose
between them for Wdey," said Jessnedowly.

"| fear not," said Kitchley. "'l haven't located
Admirad Sclerida, e@ther. A man of hisgrest abili-
ties—"

"And ruthlessness," added Jessine.

"Y es, ruthlessness, certainly,” said Kitchley.
"Scleridamay lack Senatorid status, but he had
the good sense to marry a Chaney, which
improves hislot and makes his children serious
candidates for the High Secretariat.” He tapped
hisfingers on the armrest. " Despite the scanda
his children might well be his accessto the office
he seeks. With Chaney prestige — his brother-
in-law il supports him — who knowswhat he



might achieve”

Jessine nodded. "He's been putting pressure

on die High Secretary for some time now, want-
ing to arrange a marriage between his son Dov
and Tira. It would be perfect for his plans. Cow-
per and | discussed it..." Her voicetrailed off.
Cowper had wanted her perspective since she
was 0 closeto Tirds age. Jessinetried to remem-
ber if shed redly consdered Tirasfedings

during thosetalks.

"I'm going to misshim,” she said to Kitchley.
"He was avery decent man. He treated me well
and he did hisjob the best he knew how."

"l hed great esteem for him,” said Kitchley.

For the next several seconds he concentrated on
apitched confrontation in the lower storage
depths. A group of Marineswas attempting to
cart off large canisters of some unknown sub-
gtance while Treasury soldiers pinned them
down. "If the Admird should ever persuade Tira
to many Dov Sclerida, it could lead to a number
of unpleasant developments.”

"Therewe agree" said Jessnewith feding. "But

| doubt Tirawould seeit that -way." She pointed out
the North Reception lobby monitor, which showed
adisordered group of Security soldiers had just
broken through a German barricade.

Kitchley used his palace communications
over-rideto warn al the combatantsthet if they
did not evacuate the area, explosives conceded
in thefloor would betriggered, killing dl inthe
lobby. As hewatched the soldiers scatter in al di-



rections, he said, "Thereis no change of heart
there

"No," said Jessne heavily. "She dill calsme
harlot. She refusesto believe that her father isn't
... wasn't jealous, that our marriage was adiplo-
matic convenience. And once she found out
about DamienVer, well..."

"She'snot afoolish girl generdly,” sad
Kitchley. doing hisbest to be reassuring. “Intime
shewill come to understand —"

"| doubt it," said Jessine, feding strangely
desolate. "Given what has happened. Her father
isamartyr, and I'm sure Tiraassumes | wasthe
onewho betrayed him."

Kitchley's attention returned to the monitors.

As he had warned, he picked up asmdll trigger
unit and pressed it into action: on the display one
of the holograms showed an eruption of stone
and glagtic as adozen uniformed bodieswere
hurled from the landing arms outside the
Ambassadorid entrance.

"Good!" Jessine approved as she watched the
diglay.

"Necessary," corrected Kitchley. "If | were not
loyd to the Pact, | would not be able to send
men to their deathsin thisway. We must have a
true succession, or the Pact will become mean-
ingless, and everything that we have struggled so
hard to achieve will belog."

Jessineregarded himin surprise. "l didnt. . .



you've never said you were a... apatriot before.”

"Because | am an dien, you expect meto
despise the Pact? Why? Before the Pact there
were more abuses and they were worse. With
the Pact thereisalittle hope that the time will
come when the abuses will end. For that | am
willing to do battle." He stopped suddenly. "That
iswhy | am determined to do everything in my
power to protect the succession.”

Jessinetilted her seat back, stared at the ceil-
ing amoment before dosing her eyes.

"None of us could hold the Secretariat,” she
sad. "Not Wiley, not me, not Tira. And yet any
one of us could take it for one of these mad fac-
tions”

"It's Wiley's seat, Madame. We must find away
for him to hold it Perhgpsthe Kona Tatsu...”

Jessnegave him alook. "Wemust find him

first. And the Kona Tatsu... | don't know any-
more what the Kona Tatsu wants." She squeezed
her eyestight. Wasit the Kona Tatsu or Damien
Ver who had sent those APC's? Or had Varrick
lied and it was someone el se atogether?

"Let mebecertain | havethe players sraight,”
sad Jessne. The Haiken Maru want Lomax in
the seat, as Wiley's puppeteer — maybe his
regent. Scleridawants the seet for himself, but
hasn't got a prayer for that, or of becoming
regent, not after that scanda — did hereally
think hiswifewould let hisboyfriendslivein her
house?



"So Scleridawould need to ... dispose ... of
Wiley and marry Dov to meor Tira. Blech."
Jessine didn't like young Sclerida— he was shd-
low, egotigtical and stupid to boot.

"Y ou could be regent for Wiley, Madame,"
offered Kitchley. "And Sclerida could many you
to Dov and gain the seat that way."

"No, he couldn't marry meto Dov," she
snapped. "I wouldn't many Dov Sclerida.”

Kitchley protested. "But, Madame, to protect
the successon..."

"The succession cannot be protected,

Kitchley," said Jessne sharply. "Wiley isnot fit to
rule, regardless of regent or advisors. If he takes
the Secretariat, the Pact will take another step
down towards desth.”

"If he doesn't, the Pact will dieimmediately,”
shot back Kitchley.

"Then we're doomed, aren't we?' Jessine
leaned her seat back again. "Because | don't
think that Sclerida.or Lomax could run the Pact
for anything but their own benefit.”

They were both sllent for amoment.

"Thereis Governor Merikur."

"Who?' asked Jessine.

"The governor of Harmony Cluster,” replied



Kitchley. "Well, governor pro tern. Hewas
Admird Merikur until the Kona Tatsu nated
Governor Windsor. | believe he'son hisway to
Earth, with afleet of duster command ships.”

"Oh, splendid,” muttered Jessine. " Another
hand in the pot. And who does Governor
Merikur intend to many? Me, Tiraor Wiley?'

"I'm not sure he knows that the High Secre-
tary isdead,” replied Kitchley thoughtfully. "He's
been en route for afew weeks now."

Jessine's eyes narrowed. "What's he after
then?'

Kitchley raised hiseyebrow. "With acluster
command fleet? | understand he's aready taken
over Apex Clugter.”

"Rebellion? Before the Secretary died? How
ambitioud"

"Begun by Governor Windsor, Madame. That
would bewhy the Kona Tatsu killed him."

"How curious," murmured Jessne. "A man
without a corporation. | mean, Lomax isrun by
the Haiken Maru, and Scleridahas Naval Logis-
tics. .. what did Windsor have? Or who had
him?*

Jessine moved restlesdy through the crowded
room toward Kitchley's displays. The way you
handle things, | haveto be glad were onthe
same side. You're an expert tactician.”



"Oh, no," said Kitchley with modesty. "It

would not bealifefor me, fighting and plotting-

| will dowhat isnecessary to protect the Pact,

but | could not make a career out of aggression.

Y ou will find that many of the diensworking
herefed as| do." He paused, watching thefire
from aKanovsky 40-09 tear the hell out of one of
the statues outside the Ambassadorial reception
sdons. "l will be grateful whenthisisover. Itis
not athing | reish.”

"No, of course you don't,” said Jessine at once.
" wonder when welll get areport on Wiley's
whereabouts.”

"l don't know," said Kitchley. "When things
areabit camer, | will pressmy inquiries”

"And Tira?' Asdways, Jessne had acomplex
reaction to her step-daughter. "Do you know
where sheis? In spite of everything, | hope she's
al right.”

"We haven't found her anywherein the Pa-
ace" Kitchley said. "She must have escaped.”

"Towhere?' asked Jessne hopdesdy. "With
whom?'

"I don't know," Kitchley confessed. "We
haven't afull picture of what ishgppening within
the Palace, let alone anywhere dse. | cannot tell
you, not even with these display screens, who
exactly is defending the Palace or whether the
defendersareloging. It will take time before we
know the whole of the damage here."



"How long do you expect that will take?"
Jessine asked.

"It depends,” Kitchley said. "If there are more
waves of assault, it will take agreat ded of time.
If there are no more waves of assault, then we
must determine which group has been ableto
secure what area, and only then will we have
some notion of who islosing and who iswin-

ning.

Knowing it showed more weakness than she
wanted to admit, Jessine asked one more ques-
tion. "And Damien Ver?'

Kitchley made agesture of gpology. "Heis
wearing hisblank. We can't find him unlesshe
removesit"

"Or unlesshedies,” said Jessine. "We're not
winning, arewe?" she asked as she stared &t the
displaysin Kitchley's make-shift headquarters.

"Not yet," said Kitchley. "But neither arewe
losng"

"Not yet," amended Jessine.

Kitchley turned to Jessine, hisdanted tiger's
eyes sharp. "Before the escort arrives, | must ask
you an impolite question.”

"Yes?' Jessnesad.
"Where does Damien Ver sand in this? Have

you made him promises?’ Thelast was said gen-
tly but it was till an accusation.



Jessine colored. "Not the kind you're imply-
ing," shetold himin sudden anger. "He has
never said or done anything that led meto
believe that he had other ambitions.”

"| ask because," Kitchley perssted, "it would

be possble for him to find a husband for you,
one of excdlent birth who would bewilling to et
Ver rulethrough him, one who would accept the
same termsthat Cowper Bourieredid in his
marriage to you, and that would serve his pur-
posevery well. Heis used to working out of
sight. With your support, Ver would be ableto
lead the Pact.”

"It'snot likethat," said Jessine, denying her
own doubts. One of the reasons she was so
atracted to Ver was that he was a man of pur-
pose and determination; but what if his
determination was greater than he had admitted
to her?

"Itisnot that heis not capable,” Kitchley said,
"but it would not be accepted, not at thistime. If
the Governors were being more reasonable, |
would advise just such an arrangement, but in
these times, more visible solutions are neces-

Thiswas more than she could handle. "How

can you say thisto me?' Jessine demanded. "You
know me, Kitchley. You and | have been friends.
| trust you."

"And | you, but if there are questions, | must
be prepared to answer them,” Kitchley said rea



sonably. He gave Jessine one lagt, long stare.
"You aretdling methetruth, aren't you? This
isn't thework of the Kona Tatsu and Damien
Ve?'

"If itis, he hasbetrayed dl of us." Shesaid it
coldly, but it struck the deegper and more pain-
fully for thet.

There was a disturbance outside the barrier
and the Magdarite bustled into Kitchiey's space.

"Hie escort has arrived. Y our Remarkableness.”

"Excdlent." Kitchley gestured Jessineto leave
the cubicle before him. They passed therailgun
emplacements and joined asquad of well-armed
Daphneans. They hurried through the corridors
to the staircase, heading for the roof.

Jessine frowned at Kitchley. "Isthere acom-
munication center a your compound in Horizon
Park?'

"Of course, and adtaff to tend to it. Y ou will

not be cut off from the world just because you
are protected." He put hislong, narrow hand on
her shoulder again. "Rest assured, you will bedl

right”

"Thank you," shesaid.

Kitchley indicated the aircar. "Come. | have
done everything | can here. We must continue

our effortsat Horizon Park."

"Thenwewill,"” said Erdley, theleader of the



escort, starting toward the aircar where the other
Daphneans waited.

Kitchley hesitated. "I will be with you directly.
Climb aboard, Ereley. Theré'samessage | have
to send to your friend, Madame, if he can receive
it. He will want to know whereyou are.”

"Yes, Madame," said Ereley. "Let mehelp you
get aboard.”

"All right," said Jessine, glancing back toward
Kitchley, "Hurry up.”

"Of course, Madame," came the muffled
reply.

Ereley was aboard and the aircar throbbed
into life. Helooked around at the men with him,
then nodded to the driver. "Were ready."

Jessine, who was just buckling hersdlf into the
harness, stared over a him. "Walit! | seeKitchley
coming.”

"Soheis," sad Erdey. And with that, he

swung his Kanovsky around and blasted Kitchley
with aburst of metal-piercing shots. Kitchley
staggered, then appeared to drop into pieces, his
lower body dmost entirely severed from the
upper. Bright orange Daphnean blood foun-
tained into the consoles and communications

equipment.

If it had been possible Jessnewould have
risen. But the harness held her down and the air-
car was dready starting to move through the



concealed port, the sounds of its engines cover-
ing her risng scream-

Chapter 6

They dropped out of the night like wounded
owlsand jolted into the ground. Wiley, more
dazed than Nika, fell flat on his back. The world
waswobbling. It was different from his usua
post-party wobble, and he didn't like it. Espe-
cidly sincethe post had cut the party so short.

"We've got to get out of here" Nikasaid as she
gathered the chute together and looked around
for aplaceto hideit.

"l likeit here" mumbled Wiley. "It'sso... S0...
itsflat. It'snot moving." His head ached, his back
ached, hisankles ached. In fact, there was no part of
him that wasn't sore in some way. He groaned as he
sat up. "'So whats going on, anyway?'

"It'scomplicated,” she said. 'We haveto get
out of here. They could belooking for us."

Wiley sighed as he stared at the empty Strest.
"All right. Where do we go now?"

"We need transportation. Look around for
something that has good speed and handling. |
don't want to blunder around up there." She
dretched alittle, then regarded him with exag-
gerated patience. 'Well? Do you think you can
manageto get up now?"



Wiley pushed himsdf to hisfeet. Hefdt
dightly dizzy. Functiond, though, if someone
esedid thethinking.

"You look awful," said Nika. "Let's get going.
We need an aircar, now."

Wiley shrugged and fdll in beside her, though
it was an effort to match her long, steady stride.
"If that'swhat you want, that's what well do."

She glanced a him. "Y ou're going to haveto
leam to be more assartive than that if you intend
to run the Pact.”

They had gone some distance when Wiley
spotted a Kahna Starcruiser. It was driven by a
sem-faced man with military bearing whose
passenger was a Zambretic merchant in full
regdia

"Pretty. Should | gtick out my thumb?' Wiley
asked. Nika murmured something he couldn't
hear.

In amoment, the Starcruiser had cometo a
halt before them. The chauffeur was punching
uselessly at his controls and his passenger was
bluewith indignation.

Nika stepped up to the car as the door opened.
"Out," she said. The chauffeur looked &t her,
then at his passenger. A weagpon appeared in the
woman's hand. "Now," she added. The chauffeur
rose from his seat. The merchant began to blus-
ter. Nikaraised her weapon hand and Wiley



stepped forward hadtily.

"Pease” hesad. "l redizethisisagresat
inconvenience, but there has been an emer-
gency, and | am required at the Palace at once. |
regret that we must deprive you of the aircar, but
you may reclam it at the Pdace in the next
twenty-four hours. Y ou will be compensated for
our use and any disadvantage this causesyou.”

The chauffeur clearly recognized Wiley. He
turned to the owner of the aircar. "He'sright, Si.

We must cooperate. But you will be rewarded
for your service."

"We do not permit such abuses on Zambra,"
said the merchant. He got down from the aircar
in ahuff and refused to be impressed by the dip-
lomatic thanks Wiley extended to him before
climbing into the Starcruiser.

"So what officid busness are we on, anyway?
Who areyou?' Wileys head hurt-

"At the moment, I'm your bodyguard. Strapin.”
Wiley strapped in. "Where are we going now?"'
"Somewhere you'll be safe.”

They were headed out of the city again. Look-
ing for her precious drop point, Wiley assumed.
He was beginning to have suspicions about this

woman.

After severa minutes, they approached a



group of buildings. A little shanty town, Wiley
saw, built around afactory. Nikalanded the air-
car in one of the narrow streets. As she hustled
him out the starboard hatch, two men did inthe
port Side.

"Vdet parking," commented Wiley, looking
back over hisshoulder. 'Very nice.”

Nikatugged on hisarm. Sheled Wiley toward
one of the tumbledown shops. NORFSBAR

AND GRILL, read thesign. "Oh, good,” said

Wiley. "l was sarting to get the munchies.”

The hostess approached them on tiny cloven
hooves. Her dim legs disappeared up under a
tight Sdrt. "Dinner or drinks?' she asked.

"Both," replied Wiley

"We're meeting someone,” added Nika. "A
party of Sx; tilenameis Jones.”

"Right thisway. please." Wiley watched the
hostess as she led them toward the back. Maybe
if he hadn't blown off so many boring politica
dinners, hed know what species shewas.

She showed them to asmall private dining
room. The table was indeed st for six, but no
one ese wasin the room. When the hostess had
shut tiie door behind them, Nikawent to the far
wall, muttering under her breeth.

"Comeon, Wiley," shecdled.

"What about dinner?' he demanded. "I'm



hungry.”

A <ection of wall did asde.

"Later. We haveto keep moving.”

Wiley shook his head and followed her. Would
the surprises never end?

They stepped into a dropshaft, thewall closing
asthey fell.

Faling through the dim light of the dropshaft,
Wiley tried to count the floors. Not achance. A
long way, he could figure that much out.

Then Nikagrabbed him and they stopped,
stepping out to asecurity station. Behind two
panels ofglastic, underneath cameras and guns,
sat alive human guard. Wiley thought he recog-
nized the black uniform.

"YoureKonaTatsu," he whispered.

Nika stepped up to the comm panel and pressed
her hand against the ID plate. "Yes." She stepped
aside and gestured for Wiley to use the pand.

He put his hand up to the plate, then turned to
look into her face. "Why?" he asked. "What's

happened?’

A door opened, letting them into the space
between the glagtic panels. The second door
opened only after the first had shut again. Nika
pushed a Wiley.



"The High Secretary isdead,” shesaid. 'The
Secretaria Palaceis under attack by a number of
groups.” Sheled him down acorridor as she
talked. "We hope to be able to keep you safe
here, for awhile, a leadt. If we haveto, well
keep moving you around until itsover.”

Wiley nodded. He felt terrible. He'd had too
much to drink, too much ... excitement, certainly
too much faling, and gtill hadn't had dinner.

"| don't guess there's been amistake about my
father," he said.

"No," said Nika. "No mistake." Shelooked at
him. "I'm sorry."

Wiley looked away from her. He wasn't sureif
he was going to cry, but if he was, he didn't want
todoitinfront of the KonaTatsu. Not live
agents, anyhow, he amended, thinking of the
security cameras that must be around.

"Comeon, let'sget you that dinner,” said Nika
They moved through severd corridors, turn-

ing comers until Wiley was sure they were no
longer under the tavern. Findly, they entered a
dining room. Wiley was alittle sartled to see the
tablecloths and human waiters.

"Where are we?'

"Welcometo the gracious Kona Tatsu Cafe,”
said awaiter, leading them to atable.

"Two specids. Jack," said Nika. " Getting shot



a makesme hungry.”

"Everything makes you hungry," said Jack.
"Food'U beright out." He disappeared behind a
folding screen.

Wiley leaned back in hischair. "So you're
KonaTatsu."

Nikasmiled. Tup. And you're the heir to the
Secretariat”

Wiley drooped. Thanks."

Nikas smile vanished. "Wiley, you can't hide.
Not from Sclerida, not from Haiken Maru, and
certainly not from the Secretariat.”

Thenwhatsthisfar?' Wiley gestured around him.

Thetimebeing,” replied Nika "It's tempo-
rary. Until things settle alittle, and we can talk
instead of shoot."

"Then I'll haveto grow up. Take the damn
chair, pick up thereins.

"You don't want to."

"A prizefor thelady in shreds," said Wiley.
Nikagave her rumpled clothing aquick glance,
then shrugged.

"No," Wiley continued. "I don't. | don't under-
stand how any of it works, regardless of how
much attention | pay. And | don't much want to
be someone's puppet, so it doesn't matter that



I'd have aregent.”

"Isthat why you party all thetime? asked Nika

Wiley threw up hishands. "What elseam |
going to do? What am | actudly good for?"

Jack appeared beside their table. Thefood
will be—"

"Haken Maru!"

Nikaand Jack turned; Wiley stared. An
injured man had sumbled into the dining room.

"The safe house is under attack,” he said.
"Haiken Maru forces are spreading like ants.
Better get him out of here." Hewaved a Wiley.

Nikastood. "Right. Letsgo."

Wiley shoved his chair back. " So much for
bodily sustenance.”

"Through the Idtchen,” ordered Jack. "Up the
tube, aircar on theroof." He pulled awegpon
and headed for the door. Nika grabbed Wiley s
arm and pulled. Hefollowed, running.

In the kitchen wasindeed alift tube. They
jumped in. Asthey shot past the first few floors,
they could hear Srensand yelling.

Nikatook off her belt, "Put thison." She
reached around Wiley and fastened the belt for
him. "ltsgot my AID. Itll take care of you."



"But you'll be here," protested Wiley.
"Maybe not," she shot back. "We didn't expect
them to find you here." She pulled two weapons

from somefold in her battered garment asthey
neared the roof.

"L ook, thanksfor ... your help,” offered
Wiley "Evenif..."

Nikalooked him in the eyes. " Sony about dinner.”
The tube stopped them and she stepped out,
both guns blazing. Wiley had amomentary flash:

what if there were Kona Tatsu on the roof ?

But there weren't, only Cemians, and Nikawas
cut down before him like apaper doll in ashredder.

"But..." Wiley fell to hiskneesbeside her and
was jerked to hisfest.

"Comewith us," barked the Cernian. He
pulled Wiley toward awaiting APC.

"Of course." Wiley waan't hungry anymore.

Chapter 7

Chaney and Tirastood breathless, listening.
The guards were on the floor, bound and gagged-
Chaney stared at Uncle Ken's body.

"l dont understand,” he said. "Why?What did he



want?'

Tirawatched him. His puzzlement made her
think: heredly didn't understand. He'd thought
his uncle wastrustworthy. Loyd.

But to whom? Tirabit her lip reflectively Shewas
beginning to trust Y on Chaney, maybe evento like
himabit

"We can't say," she said gently. "Where do we
go from here?’

"Not out the way we camein, thats certain,” said
Chaney. There are armed guards, and if that tunnel
isn't mined, I'm aLakme swamp-devil. We can't get
out that way, even if we could get transportation.”

"So what do we do, then?' Tiraasked. "We
can't wait herefor them to find us."

"No, of course not." He looked around.

"Uncle Ken came from that direction. The
chances are there aren't as many guards that way.
It's supposed to be protected on thisside, so lets
go that way. It's probably safer.” He claimed an-
other pistal, giving him atotd of three.

Heled Tirato thefar door.

They were lucky; no guards were posted in the
back hallway at all.

Asthey walked through the corridors, it

became clear that they'd | eft the working ingtal-
lation and were now in aresidence. An elaborate
private residence, fitted with brocade drapes and



tilefloors. Along the walls were portraits of
famous admiras of the past. One showed Secre-
tary Bouriereand Admird Scleridareviewing a
finedigplay of Nava acrobatic aircars and pur-
suit boats.

"Where are we?' whispered Tira.

"The officia answer is'Navd Logistics Head-
quarters” What it redlly isis Admira Scleridas
private palace," Chaney answered. The corridor
was still empty as hetried the nearest door, one
with elaborate carvings over thelintdl.

It gave onto an opulent suite of three rooms,
each an astonishing redlization of afantasy. In
thefirst there were more lush tropica plants
than Chaney had seen outside of the Secretaria
arboretum. Two streams wound through the
large room, and brightly colored birds called
from the dense foliage. There was ascent of jun-
gleflowers so swest it was cloying. In the center
of thisal wasabed draped in gauzy fabric and
made up with Slkeen sheets. Onewall concesled
acloset, empty but for plant food.

T don't likethefed of this" said Tira

Chaney was slent. They moved on through
the suite.

The second room was done up in rose-colored
plush, containing three divans and two enor-
mous hassocks. Overhead, the ceiling was
draped in cinnamon-colored damask o that it
appeared to be atent instead of aroom. Brass
traysleaned againg thewall and the smell of



sandalwood was everywhere, risng up in fra:
grant smokein braziers. A fountain perfumed
the air with the scent of rosesand jasmine. It
hurt to bresthe.

"No wonder there are diens and humanswho
fed left out, who think they're taken advantage
of. This place would convince them completely.”
Chaney scowled at the extravagance. That fab-
ric is off-planet hand-woven, and you won't get
meto bdieve that the weavers are paid decently.
The gaff hereis probably mostly dienswho
answer to afew human supervisors, just like at
any rich human's house. And the diens probably
livein shacks or tiny apartments with five pieces
of furniture and a cooker."

"It makesyou angry,” said Tira

"It makes mefurious. Governor Windsor is
right. The Pact isn't going to work until al the
races are equal and al the planets are repre-
sented. If humans keep lording it over everyone
else, the Pact will collapse and well be back to
warsagain." Hiseyes held an anger that sur-
prised Tu-a

"It'sbeen thisway for along time. Yon," she
sad softly. "Were dill here”

"Just barely. The Pact isn't thriving, its getting

by. That isn't good enough. The diensare going
to get less and | ess as the humans want more and
more. No dliance can survive that. We need
equdity. Only then can the Pact prosper and
thrive." He stopped suddenly. "Sorry. | didn't
planto—"



Severd floors above them an darm shrilled.

"What do you think?" Tu-awhispered, moving
closer to Chaney. "Isit us?’

Helistened. "No. It has nothing to do with us.
That'salanding warning, | think. Something

very largeiscomingin.”

The third room was white-and-gilt, with stat-

ues of frolicking cherubs. There was aplethora
of mirrors, dl in eaborate gilt frames. And there
was atremendous bed occupying most of the far
end of the room, its canopy supported by twisted
pillars and topped with agolden crown.

"Comeon, let'sget moving,” Tirasaid nerv-
oudy.

"Wevegot to at least try to disguise you.”
Chaney looked around the room again, some-
thing unreadablein hiseyes. Then henoticed a
closet discreetly hidden behind acavorting satyr.
He rummaged through the clothing there. "Try
these." He handed her apair of flamboyant red
pants. She held them up against her body.

"Areyou serious? I'll look likeaflarel™

"Put them on," ordered Chaney. "If they're
looking at the pants, they won't see you.

Besdes" he added, alittle bitterly, "who ever
looks at afancy boy's face anyhow?"

Tiragave him asharp look. "Fancy boy?"



Chaney handed her ablack blouse and red
vest. " Sclerida doesn't keep these clothes for
himsdf."

"Just get dressed.”

Tiraducked into the dressing alcove and

changed quickly. Her leggings weretight, and the
short britehes she wore above them were not much
looser. Therewas along red vest edged in embroi-
dery which shewore over amatching black lace
shirt with awidefull collar that concealed the rise of
her breasts. The only pair of boots she could find
that fit her were ankle-height and golden. The
pants had no pockets, but she was able to tuck her
reticule into a blousy deeve and one more weapon,
retrieved from the guards, into her waistband,
under the vest. She stuffed her own clothesinto a
hamper shaped like an um and stepped back into
the room. "Will it work?"

"You'l haveto tie your hair back and change
your make-up, but | can't see why anyone would
suspect. | won't let them get close enough to
check anything important.” He did hisbest to
laugh, and she dutifully tried to copy him. "What
do you think?'

"| think we'd better get the guns, and then get
out of here." Chaney's nervousness had returned
full force.

"All right,” said Tira. "It would have been nice
to have abath,” she said wistfully.



"And agood meal and someoneto clean up
after," gppended Chaney. "Maybewhen dl thisis
over. In the meantime, do something about your
hair and face so we can get out of here.”

She nodded, picked up her reticule, then

sought out one of the mirrors. "Make-up?' she
inquired as she surveyed the vast array of daubs
and powders before her.

"Fancyboys usudly wear stylized cosmetics.
Soft mouths, doe eyes. Tira, surely you've seen
the look at the Palace.”

Shenodded. "All right. I'll ssewhat | can do.”
She cleaned her face, then selected four tintsto
use on her skin. She made her eyebrows
draighter, her lashes longer, and her mouth
rounder, "Isthiswhat you had in mind?"

Chaney was unnerved at how boyish yet pretty
shelooked. He rocked back on his hedls. " Per-
fect! No onewill notice your face."

"Splendid,” responded Tirawryly.

Chaney blushed. "Of course. | didn't mean..."

"Don't worry about it. | just wish you could see
mewhen | haven't been running for my lifedl
day and dressed in awoman's clothes," said Tira
lightly as she moved toward the door.

"Uh ... | guesswe should look for an aircar.
Remember," he added, "walk very closeto me,
and when there are others around, hold my



Shelooked startled. "Isthat what's expected?’

"Yes." Chaney joined Tiraat the door. He
opened it and went out into the hall asif he had
every right to be there, dgnding at oncefor Tira
to come after him. "We're going to takethe
dropshaft up to ground level. Try not to Sare.
I'm sorry. I'm redlly not sure what to do any-
more. | thought you'd be safe here.”

"Me, too." She bit her lip.

They kept moving. Climbing two sets of mar-
ble stairs brought them to asmall door that gave
out directly onto the landing field.

"Someone's landing, someone very impor-

tant," said Chaney, Hedrew Tiracloseto him,
draping hisarm over her shoulder. Shelet him.
"Y ou see the tower? They're doing flag displays.”

"They did that for my father,” said Tu-asoftly.

"Don't think about that now," said Chaney,
"You'll need to do it later, but not now."

She nodded and leaned her head againgt his
shoulder. "1 know it's going to catch up with me. |

can fed it waiting to happen.”

"Hang on alittle longer,” Chaney encouraged
her, "It's hard when you lose your father. | know."

"You lost yours?' she asked.



"Yeah. | logt him." Hisvoice went sharp, then
softened again. ""When thisis over, therell be
time. I... I'll bethere. If you want."

Shelooked up at him. "I want, | think."

Kissing her was not part of his strategy, but it
was suddenly the only thing worth doing. Ashe
wrapped his arms around her, he felt the weapon
tucked into her waistband at the smdll of her
back. For some reason he could not identify, it
made him hold her moretightly, and to degpen
ther kiss.

She gazed at him ashe dowly released her.

He put onefinger to her lips, hisfedingswere
in such disorder that he could not speak. He
made himsdlf take her hand and wak alittle fur-
ther.

They looked out over the airfield. There were
adozen armed aircars hovering over its expanse.
Electromagnetic defensive screens shimmered
inthe early morning light.

"Assault boats, three of them,” said Chaney,
pointing into the distance. The lead hasthe
Admirdsflashesonit." Hetook her hand again.
"Let'sgo. If we can get to an aircar we can dip
out when the Admird's boat comesin."

Asthey cameinto thelanding area, Tiraasked,
"What about the shields?"

They re down for the landing. We haveto get
out before they close back up." He led the way



through the corridor, not quite running. They
rounded the first corner and found thefirst bay
empty. "Keep going,” he urged Tu-aasthey
rushed on.

In the second bay therewasamilitary aircar, a
Sprinter 377, ready and waiting.

"Get the hatch,” Chaney told Tira, "And get in.
Fast." He scanned the bay.

The door they'd just come through opened
again, and atall, old man flanked by two enor-
mous L ogigtics guards stepped forward. He was
resplendent in hisfull dress Admird'suniform
and he was smiling. "So you've cometo see my
triumphant departure.” The smile widened.

"Oh, yes, departure. Y ou thought it was my arri-
vd, didn't you?'

"Admira Scleridal" said Tira

He bowed once. "It's been along time,
Demoisdle”" He spokelanguidly.

Chaney spun around, hisweapon aimed direcdy
a Admira Sderida, and knew he could not fire.

"Oh, come now. Don't spail it, son." He came
three steps nearer. ™Y ou've brought her to me,

Yon.

Tirahad opened the hatch, but hesitated, lis-
tening to the exchange.

"Get going," Chaney said over hisshoulder.
"Now."



She stepped into the aircar, but could not teke
her atention avay from the guards.

"Y ou can abandon these false heroics, Yon.

Y ou don't need to convince me, and it hardly
matters what Demoiselle Bouriere thinks now.

Y ou've performed admirably.” Admird Sclerida
beamed. "'l knew you would show yoursdlf my
son, after dl.”

"Go!" bellowed Chaney, whirling to shove Tira
intotheaircar. "CO!" Tiradid as he ordered, her
mind gtill reding with shock. Chaney turned

back to hisfather, gun wavering.

Tirafdt thearcar lift a asharp angle, then

had to wrestle with the controlsto keep it stable
asit roseinto the morning. Someone's shot out
the buffers, she thought. One of the Logistics
guards must havefired on her. That had to beit.
What else would cause the aircar to yaw the way
itdid?

Clinging to the skid benesth the aircar,

Chaney watched thefigure of hisfather shrink to
aspot asthe Sprinter climbed out of the
defenses.

Chapter 8

Ereley knew the way to Horizon Park and he
gavethe driver concise ingtructions on the quick-
est way to reach the huge reserve. Uke the



otherswith him, he had donned ashort vest with
the spectrum painted on it, and wore an arm-
band that said Rainbow Dawn.

Jessine sat very ill, waiting to see what would
happen. She was still numbed by Kitchley's
death, and at the hands of afellow-Daphnean.
More than anything shefdt terribly tired.

Astheaircar findly pulled avay from the city,
the Daphneans grew more relaxed, afew were
amogt jubilant. Sanldey, who seemed to be sec-
ond in command, began one of thetraditiona
chants of the Daphneans, asteady, repetitious
drone that the othersjoined, occasionaly bresk-
ing out in high cawing sounds.

"Y ou will admit it was abold ploy, Madame,"
said Ereley as he took the empty place beside
Jessne.

"What?Killing Kitchley?' Sheturned to him
without fear. "He was helping you."

"Not he" said Ereley, contemptuous. "He was
helping you. That was hisonly intent, to save
you, human; hewouldn't have cared if dl of us
died in the process."

"Hewasmy friend," said Jessnewith feding.

"He was your toady, you mean." said Erdley.

"Y ou liked him because he served you. If he had
not done that, you wouldn't have paid any atten-
tiontohimat al. Y ou would have treated him
likejust another dien functionary.”



Jessinedid not answer &t firgt, for she had to
admit there was some truth in the accusation. "
knew him because he was the Appointments
Clerk," shesad a last, very carefully- "1 didn't
haveto like him for doing hisjob well. I liked
him because he was alikeable man.”

"Daphnean,” corrected Erdey sharply. "He
wasn't ahuman, he was Daphnean. We are dll
Daphnean here. Except you. You arethedien
now." He could not concedl his satisfaction.
When he smiled he gloated- ™Y ou will do what
suits us best, for achange.”

"What isit that suits you best?" she echoed,
mistrusting even the sound of it.

The chanting was quite loud now, and it was
difficult for Ereley to be heard over the sound-
"Wetook achance, capturing you, avery big
chance. And it will beworthit, or you will be
tossed aside as you have tossed so many of us
adde”

"Areyou going to overthrow the Pact?' She
gpoke morein dishdlief than accusation. "Why
should you? Daphneis part of the Pact.”

"Isit?Isit redly?' Erdley scoffed. "A strange
way you have of showing our membership,,
Madame. Y ou permit the Haiken Maru and

other conglomeratesto ship us off to planets
whereit doesn't suit you to work. Y ou pay us
wages that would be laughable if they were not
tragic, and you say that because you permit afew
of usto serve your purposes a higher ranks that
you have included usin the Pact We aren't even



dlowed to live on Earth without permits—

given or sold by ahuman'swhim!" He dammed
down his hands on the back of the seat in front of
him. The occupant swung around but never
stopped chanting.

"But you are," said Jessine, belatedly begin-

ning to fear the Daphnean. "Y ou are dl welcome
in—" She stopped and went on more carefully.
"My hushand said that there were officidswho
took bribesto ignore the kinds of abusesyou
describe. But that isn't the way the Pact is sup-
posed to work."

"Doesthat change anything, saying that we

aren't supposed to be a source of cheap labor for
humans?' Erdey gestured angrily. "Y ou send us
your advisors, with their guns and their soldiers,
and you tdl methat thisis not the work of delib-
erate oppresson?’

"That doesn't happen very often,” said Jessine.

"What do you cal often, Madame?' Heindi-
cated the other Daphneansintheaircar. "Ask
them about relatives taken away at the whim of
an advisor, about land seized and children
pressed into service. Each one has endured
something of the sort." He patted his armband.
"Thiswill make achange. The Rainbow will set
usdl torights"

"And you areitsleader?’ she asked.
"I am the leader on this planet, but there are

others, many others. We have already made pro-
gressin the Harmony Cluster. Governor



Windsor supported equality. Governor Merikur
supported Windsor — and now continues his
campaign for equality. The Rainbow Dawn can
— and will, if necessary — provide himwith an
army to enforce that equality.” Hiseyeswere
bright, glazed with zedl.

"And my part?' asked Jessine.

"Y our part will beto many Governor Merikur.
With your support, he can take the Secretariat.
The Pact will continue, but will change, beginto
grow again, asit has not for centuries.”

"And if | choose not to support him?"

"Madame, I'd prefer not to discuss that possi-
bility. After al, you are a sengble woman. Surely
you understand that the Pact cannot survive
much longer if it continues to abuse more than
ninety percent of its population.”

“Perhaps”

Thedriver of the aircar siopped chanting long
enough to call out, "Thereisafix being taken on
us. Someoneistracking wherewe go."

"Who?' Erdey demanded, motioning to the
othersto chant more softly.

"I don't know. But the warning light came on
just now. Someone wants to know wherewe
are" Thedriver pointed to the light on die front
pand. "What do you want meto do?

"Keep awatch on it, and set our scannersto



traceit back toitsorigin. | want to know if the
tracker ismoving or Sationary.” He cursed
roundly in Daphnean, then abruptly became
nonchadant. "It isn't that important, after dl. If
they know where we are, so much the better. It
will help them redize how seriouswe are. We
know how strong our positionis. And it's
stronger than any of you Senatoriasthink.”

"How do you mean that?" asked Jessine, lill
unableto beieve him.

"We have accessto Kitchley's estate at Hori-
zon Park, of course, and that means we can fight
off attackswith asmdl force. I'll say thisfor
Kitchley — he made afortress of his estate. |
doubt the Secretarial Palace was aswell-armed
asKitchley'sretreat. Well, it hasto be now,
doesn't it?' His amusement was emphatic and

he stared at Jessine, challenging her to correct
him or become angry.

"They will find you, Erdey. And when they do,
no matter who isin power, they will take me
back." Jessine masked the fear welling in her.
She would not give them the pleasure of know-
ing how badly they frightened her. As she moved
in her seat she felt her locket move under her
shirt.

They were nearing the first boundaries of
Horizon Park now, and two skirmisher aircars
came up, demanding to know who wasin the air-
car and where it was bound. "If you are not
authorized, turn back or we will beforced to
shoot you down," said die nearer skirmisher.



"Under-Clerk Ereley, for Appointments Clerk
Kitchley to Kitchleys estate, the Orchid,” he
sad, motioning the othersto slence while the
identification process was completed. "Escorting
Madame Bouriere." He glared a her, daring her
to contradict him.

"Voiceprint checks" said the skirmisher. "But
we regret we do not have full release from
Appointments Clerk Kitchley. Thefirst sgna
was sent, but not the second.”

Erdley stared out at the skirmishers. "What do
you mean?' he asked.

The other Daphneans were instantly somber,
and the driver looked anxioudy from one skir-
misher to the other.

There must be a second release, which has not
yet arrived.” The skirmisher said. "We must request
you land and wait until clearanceisgiven”

"But," said Erdey, trying not to sound desper-
ate, "We have Madame Bouriere with us. We are
under ordersto take her to the Orchid. We must
have clearance a once."

The skirmishers swung back and forth across
the aircar'sbow. ™Y ou must remain where you
are. Werepeat. You must remain whereyou are.
Thisisan officid warning."

Erdey swore, then signaed to the others. "We
have one chance. We have to take both of them
down at once or wewon't makeit," he said.



The other Daphneans were upset and sud-
denly worried. Sankley spokefor al of them,
saying, "We can't et this happen.”

"Then shoot first and shoot straight,” said
Ereey, hisfeatures showing more pleasure than
gpprehension. He brought up hisgun and amed
it though the window &t the nearer skirmisher.
"On the count of two. Everyonefire.

The Daphneans followed his orders quickly.
Each one sighted on the power pods of the skir-
mishers

"One" sad Erdey. Two."

The guns hammered and the skirmishers
broke apart in twin explogons, raining flaming
cinders on the barren stretch of land that bor-
dered the woodlands of Horizon Park.

"Y ou couldn't stop them recording your iden-
tification,” said Jessne. They know who you are
and whereyou are going.”

"It doesn't matter now,"” said Ereley ashe sg-
naled the driver to go on. "With any luck, the
clerk who gets the message will be one of usand
hell losetheidentification, at least for awhile."
He saw the startled expression she could not
conced. "You didn't think about that, did you?
Weé're not the only onesin the Rainbow. There
are thousands of us, thousands.”

"What good will that do?" asked Jessine.

"We areready. And when Anson Merikur



ordersit, wewill rise. Thereisno service any-
where in the Pact where we have not found a
rnche. Governor Windsor will bring us equdlity,
and well fight for him to achievethat." He had
thelook of a man who wanted the fight more
than the equdity.

"And the Cemians, the oneswho tried to kid-
nap me, arethey part of your Rainbow Dawn,
too?' she asked.

Ereley made a sharp gesture. "No! No. They
were, most likely, working for the Haiken Maru.
The Cernian Confederation is as bad as the Pact.
They've hired — or sold! — out to the Haiken
Maru. They sdll and endave membersof al spe-
cies, including their own . . . When Governor
Windsor is High Secretary, abuses of that sort
will gop.”

Jessine shrugged deliberately. "1 don't think
that will beassmpleashethinks,” shesaidina
tonefilled with doubt and subtle contempt.

"Bequiet. You understand nothing.” Ereley
turned away from her and stared out the window
asthe aircar sped toward the Orchid.

Given arespite. Jessine looked down at the
griations of specidized plantingsin Horizon
Park. Each region was specidly planted and
maintained, botanicaly and zoologicaly, with
species from severd planets set next to each
other, protected by invisible barriers of elec-
tronic Sgnasthat kept each group of animasin
its designated sector by generating ahigh, pain-
ful sound in theanimals skulls.



A fretwork of monorail tubes|ooked likea
very smple spider web as the Daphnean aircar
passed high overhead. Looking down, Jessine
suspected that the monorail carried no sight-
seerstoday.

"Take her lower," Ereley ordered the driver.
"We don't want to be spotted by scanners.”

"Youwill bg" said Jessne.

"Perhaps," Ereley dlowed. "But they're [ook-
ing for overflights, not for something coming in
for alanding. | know it'sworked before.

Jessine did not reply, but sat quietly, watching
the exotic scenery below and trying to think what
shewould do next.

Therewas a pride of Cemian blue lions drink-
ing at alake. Their huge heads appeared more
enormous because of the standing ruff of thick,
azure hair around their necks. Double tusks
curled at the comers of their mouths; the
Cernian lion had as much in common with a
warthog asit did the big cats of Africa. Jessne
watched them, momentarily distracted from her
plight, admiring their grace.

Ereley noticed her gaze. Thereare sand

wolves down there, they tell me." He rubbed his
long hands together. "In the Dellos section. Isn't
the Orchid in the Dellos section?"

"l don't know," Jessinelied. "I've never been
to the Orchid." Thelast part wastrue.



"Dellos sand wolves. They're known to be the
most ferocious hunting animalsin the Pact. I've
seen them, on Dellos. No one wants to dedl with
them there. That's probably why they sent you so
many for Horizon Park." He made the dry
Daphnean equivaent of achuckle. "A thank you
for dl your kindnessto them."

Jessnelooked at Ereley. 'Y ou'rewarning me
about escaping. Shdl we consider thewarning
gven'

"Oh, it bothers you to think about those crea-
tures?' Erdey asked with fase concern.

"It bothers me that you regard them with such
relish.” Shelooked out over the Park, her atten-
tion fixed on the distant, hassock-like fernsfrom
Peom. That environment contained some of the
most beautiful plants and some of the most fero-
ciousanimals of any of the sectors of Horizon
Park. Like the Peomers themsalves, the animas
were not large, but what they lacked in sze they
made up for in speed and rapacity. The Secretar-
ia Retreat wasin the Peom sector of the Park.

"Ah, | seethe Orchid," said Erdley with genu-
ine stisfaction. "And we are going to land in the
outer court, between the double walls and the
main compound itsdf."

Thedriver looked doubtful, but did hisbest to
set his course as ordered.

"When were out, drop the car into the other
sde of the estate. The others ought to be here,”



Erdley ingtructed the driver asthey landed.

The ladders were lowered and the Daphneans
made their way down them. Ereley and Jessine
were last, and he ordered her to precede him.

It was windy as she tarted down the ladder,

and not from the downdraft of the aircar one.
Now that shewas out in the air, Jessine noticed
that the trees some distance away were bending
and tossing. That was not agood sign, for storms
could cause serious disruptions at Horizon Park.

Asthey reached the ground, alarge group of
Daphneans rushed up to greet Ereley, and to
congratulate him on hisprize.

"How many are here dready?' asked Ereley,
holding hisgun on Jessine.

"About three hundred,” said one who was
clearly a second-in-command- "We're expecting
morein the next hour." He motioned toward the
massive doors of the fortress. "We had alittle
res stance when we arrived, but that's over with."

"Good." Erdey dgndedto Jessne. "Come
with us, Madame We have prepared aroom for
you."

"How land," said Jessine acidly, but shedid asshe
was ordered. As she walked toward the door she
saw four men — human soldiers— in Treasury
uniformslying Sde by sde, a Peomer standing
guard over them. There were fresh scars on the
wall of the house and blackening at two of thewin-
dows where fires had been put out.



"It will be our headquarters until Governor
Windsor arrives," said Ereley with pride. "Well
be unassallable.”

"Do you think s0?" said Jessine as she stepped
onto the drawbridge. She noticed that there
were two rainbow banners hanging in the inner
courtyard.

The courtyard was crowded, most of the regu-
lar Orchid staff doing their best to be unnoticed.

They were predominantly Daphneans and
Peomers, but there were Hillimots and afew hu-
mans aswell. In addition there were the
Daphneans of Rainbow Dawn, most of them
relaxing in thefirst glow of victory. Andin one
comer, there were more than adozen bodieslaid
out.

Asthey started to move, a section of theinner
wall smashed to hits.

Ereley reacted immediately, swinging hisgun
into firing position, crouching as he jumped off
the rim of the fountain. Another massive shell
exploded on the second floor of the Orchid,
spewing glastic and masonry onto the courtyard
below.

"We're under attack," declared the second-in-
command in complete disbelief.

"Get into positiond" ordered Ereley, dready
garting to move toward the massive gate to close
it.



A third explosion smashed the fountain, and
Erdey, sruck by aflying stone flower, fdl for-
ward.

Now there were screams and shouts, and the
second-in-command rushed to Ereley's Side,
bending over him. "He'salivel" he shouted asthe
next explosion rocked the courtyard.

Overhead three gunboats appeared out of the
southwest, the lowest of them bristling with
laser-cannon and grenade launchers. They kept
enough distance between themsalves and the
fortressto be at the limit of Kanovsky range.

There was panic in the courtyard now asdl

the staff tried to bolt for safety. The members of
Rainbow Dawn atempted to em the flight,
though they were too disorganized to do much
more than contribute to the rampant confuson
around them.

Another shot ruined what was | eft of the foun-
tain, and the water shot straight up into the air
and fell onto the elaborate pattern of paving
gonesin theinner court.

Jessine had rushed to the shelter of the guard-
post at the gate after the first shot.

The second-in-command started shouting
orders. He was drowned out in anew explosion,
this one collapsing the massive carved lintel over
the out gate and destroying the mechanism to
raise the drawbridge. Five bodies were blasted
out of die gun station nearest the fountain, turn-



ing over intheair, delicate as birds until they
landed.

Jessine hunched lower in the guard station

and clapped her handsto her ears against the
hideous noise. From the guard station, she could
See adreadnought coming toward the Orchid, its
massive weapons trained on the estate. It fired a
first shot at the outer wall, to establish range.
The huge bricks collapsed into dust.

The Rainbow Dawn forces had their defenses

up now, and alucky shot took out the stabilizers
in the nearest gunboat. It wobbled away. its com-
plement of Navy fighting men dropping out of it
in escape harnesses,

"Firel Firel" screamed Sankley, and was nearly
bowled over as three panic-stricken Peomers
rushed for the main gate.

A single blast from the dreadnought took out a
large part of the south wall and shattered what
remained of thewindows.

Another blast from the dreadnought and
another quadrant of the courtyard wall fell.

On the opposite Sde, the guard station no
longer seemed much protection for Jessine. She
ducked through it, into the outer court.

She looked around for a place to hide and,
finding none, she turned east, away from the

attacking Navy craft.

Jessine heard the next volley of firing and saw



another section of the house heave, blast and fall
to pieces. She kept going toward the outer walls,
seaing only afew running Peomersand one
exhausted Zambretic servant Sitting on the
grassy dope, gasping for breath and pounding
theturf with al four of hisfists. Another explo-
son behind her sent Jessine running for more
protective distance between her and the main
fortress.

A second dreadnought appeared, this one
holding back, its cannon trained on the fortress,
hovering in case more might was needed.

Jessine reached the breach in the wallsand
hestated. She was safe from Rainbow Dawn
now, but what of the Navy?What might Admira
Scleridahavein storefor her if sheremained
within the grounds of the Orchid?

The dreadnought fired again, and thistime

the west side of the Orchid blew up. Without
another qualm Jessine dipped through the gap-
ing holein thewall into the verdure of Horizon
Park.

Chapter 9

Wiley was groggy from physical and emotiona
shock. He wiped his hand across hisforehead,
subconscioudy trying to rub away present redity
and return himsdlf to the familiar round of

wedlth and privilege in which held spent hislife
until thisterrible day.



The armored aircar didn't have windows, but

Wiley could see the forward vision screens past the
shoulders of the driver and co-driver. The vehicle
was danting down toward a huge sky-colored dome
inwhich the aircar's own reflection raced toward
Wiley's eyes at redoubled speed.

They shot through the barrier into dimness
rather than shattering impact. The domewasa
polarizing bubble rather than amateria wall.
The shidld not only protected the interior

from observation, it combed sunlight and de-
creased the degree of illumination beneath

the dome. German eyes were adapted to much
lower light levels than those of humans—

And amos dl thefigures Wiley saw within

the domed enclosure were Germans. There
were hundreds of the diens, driving equipment,
unloading cargo and performing maintenance

on the dozen or so starships on the ground
within the domed starport. Perhapsthere were
more: the enclosed areawas S0 large that moving
figureswerelost againgt itsscale.

"ThisisHalken Maru headquarters, isn't it?"
demanded Wiley pugnadoudy. "l know itid The
bubble north of the city is Haiken Maru head-
quarterd”

One of the Cernian guards blinked twice at
him. The othersdidn't give even that much
acknowledgement.

The aircar dowed. Besides barracks, sheds,
and amaintenance hangar capable of holding



one of the grounded starships, the headquarters
complex included three hundred-story concrete
warehouse towers. Theaircar dowed further as
the driver angled toward the landing pad on the
roof of the centra tower.

"Weareariving," one of the Cemians

informed Wiley. It wasthefirst time any of them
had spoken since they had spirited Wiley away
from the Kona Tatsu ation.

"| can seethat,” said Wiley. He nibbed &t his
eyes, wondering if it was hishands or hisface
that felt so rough. The pilot set the aircar down
and cut the engine. The silence was abrupt.
Wiley had not been aware of how loud the aircar
was until now.

"Youwill leave after | do," the German
informed him, holding aMeinhauser pistol
amed at the center of Wiley's chest.

"You bet," sad Wiley. Hetried not to shiver as
he looked at the pistal, but he could not com-
pletely conced hisfear. His captors pushed him
toward an access door. Air puffed out as the door
opened: it was an auiock, and the pressure

within was higher than ambient at this dtitude.

Wiley stepped into the chamber in front of his
guard. The outer door shut behind them and
pressure built. The building was a sedled unit
with enough positive internd air pressureto pre-
vent gas or biotoxins from being introduced
from the outside in the event of an attack.

"Movedong," said the German, gesturing



with hisMenhauser asthe inner door opened.

"I'mmoving," sad Wiley.

Beyond the airlock was areception hall two
stories high and domed with atremendous
stained glass window representing al the worlds
on which the Haiken Maru traded. Benegth this,
the room filled with pricdess antiques, including
aset of twenty-first century gaming tables, afull
suit of armor, and in a place of honor, agenuine
1957 Cadillac in perfect condition, its doors
open for thosewho wished to sitiniit.

Wiley was gill studying the eclectic but fasci-
nating collection when the far door opened and a
middle-aged man, broad of shoulder and

broader of girth, stepped through. Wiley recog-
nized Senator Lomax as the man extended his
hand in welcome.

"Good afternoon, good afternoon, my lad,” he
cried merrily. "I'm very sorry about the incon-
venience, but you understand we didn't have
time to explain things when we rescued you."

Wiley stared a him. "Rescued?”

"Certainly, most certainly,” said Senator

Lomax with dl the Sincerity he was capable of
showing. "We couldn't have the Secretary's heir
in the hands of the Kona Tatsu, now could we?
No telling what those dy devilswould do with
you. Damien Ver doesn't have to account for
how he handles hiswork. But that's going to
change. Isntit?’



"Isit?" Wiley asked, uncertain how to resct to
this affable reception.

"Well, of courseitwill," said Senator Lomax, a
last grasping Wiley's hand and shaking it with
fervor. "You'rejust thelad to make the change.
Andyoull find meready to hdpyoudoit. Youll
have dl the support you could ask for. No more
of thisKona Tatsu secrecy. Openness. That'sthe
answer." Heturned on hished, indicating his
remarkable collection. "L et me gpologi2e for the
atmosphere. This building has some specid
requirements, and | daresay you'll get used to it
shortly. Therés nothing harmful in the environ-
menta adaptation, not for humans. Peoplein
trade get used to these things. Well, what do you
think?"

Thiswas much too fast for Wiley. He regarded
Senator Lomax narrowly. He answered a ques-
tion with aquestion of hisown. "What's your
plan? The Kona Tatsu'sjob isto protect me.
What makes you think they'll give me up?'

Lomax kept smiling. "My dear boy, you must
be sarving. I'll have some dinner sent up right
avay."

Wiley had not missed wery politica dinner

and knew an evasion when he heard one. He
didn't think held be able to learn anything more
from Lomax and he didn't pursue the question.

"Yes, thank you." But he kept his eyes open
and tried to see everything.

Lomax left the room briefly, then returned



with abottle and apair of glasses. "Dinner will
be here shortly, but | thought you might like an
gperitif." He set the glasses down on amarble-
topped buffet and fumbled with the bottle's
sedls. "'l couldn't trugt thisto the servants” he
said. Too precious.”

Wiley wondered if the bottle might not have
been safer in the hands of a servant. Lomax
looked as though he might drop it at any
moment.

"I must say," Lomax grunted, at last releasing

the cork. "Y our father's regrettable demise
caught me alittle unprepared. It was not
expected, not so soon, at any case." He poured a
golden liquid into the glasses and handed oneto
Wiley. "We — the Hailken Maru — had to speed
up our operations to keep the Pact from failing.
But we are prepared to support you, my lad, and
we have the men to make you High Secretary
within the next two days."

"Pardon me, but | believe that job belongsto
the Kona Tatsu,” replied Wiley. They are, after
al, the High Secretary's police.”

Lomax frowned. "We have reason to believe

that the head of the Kona Tatsu — Damien Ver,
you know him — intends to try to take the Secre-
tariat for himsdf."

Wiley rolled the stem of the glass between his
fingers and sudied the resulting smal moments
intheliquid. "l see. What do you intend to do
about that?' He wasn't sure he believed Lomax,
but didn't know Ver well enough to deny the



charge.

"I have at my command right now over one
hundred thousand Cemian mercenaries,” re-
plied Lomax. "Fully armed and with dl

necessary materidl. They areready to stop this
incursion from the Navy and place you at once at
the head of the Secretariat, They will aso defend
you from the Kona Tatsu.”

"Splendid,” murmured Wiley. "l can seeyou
have my best interests at heart.”

"Certainly. Certainly. And for the moment,

you redly ought to relax. Let me provide alittle
entertainment for you." Hemadeasigna and a
concealed door opened.

Therewerefivewomen, dl different and dl
sunning. Each of them was dressed e egantly
and each smiled at him asif there were no one
elseintheroom.

"L et me say that the Germans are utterly loya
to Haiken Maru," said Senator Lomax, con-
vinced that Wiley could not possibly be
concentrating on hiswords. "We hold their con-
tract, and without our endorsement thereis
nowhere on Earth they can go or hide."

Thefarest of the women reached Wiley and

did her aamsaround him, placing her soft lips at
the comer of his mouth. She was shapely and pli-
ant, fitting her body againgt hisasif there were
no clothes between them.

Senator Lomax sipped at hisdrink. Thereisa



small chamber to which you might wishto retire.”

The woman holding Wiley nodded and tugged
him toward an elaborate gold-chased door. He
followed, setting his glass, untouched, on the
hood of the'57 Cadillac.

The AID Nikahad given him at the safe house
broke away from one of its belt loops. Wiley
grabbed for it. The other loop broke and the
whole unit fell to thefloor.

The AID'S casing crumbled. It was asrotten as
icethat's been gtting for weeksin sub-freezing
temperatures, subliming directly from solid into
gas without passing through aliquid Sate.

A human in coverdlswith orange and yelow
Haken Maru collar flashes burst into the recep-
tion hall from a side door. One of the women
caressing Wiley began to scream. Behind the
shouting human was a German whose garments
were dick with blood.

Thedien collgpsad in the doorway, jamming

the panel open. In the corridor beyond him were
three more Cemians, falen and hemorrhaging
through their skin. Purple-tinged blood pooled
on thetiles beneath them. Their eyesand
tongues protruded. One of the diens thrashed
mindlessy; the other two bent backward in
bone-breaking convulsions.

Only dusty tracesremained of the AID'S cas-

ing. The plastic had begun to decay into gases
toxic to German metabolisms as soon as Wiley
brought the unit into the higher atmospheric



pressure of the sealed building. Nika— the
KonaTatsu— had used him asa Trojan horse!

Senator Lomax waved acontrol stylus. Vison
screens flashed from behind panels dl around
the reception hall. Each screen displayed a dif-
ferent facet of theredity universd withinthe
immense building: Cemiansdying in blood and
agony.

Lomax pointed hisstylusat Wiley. "You did
thid" the Senator shouted. "Y ou did thidl Kill
him!"

The aide who'd been too horror-struck to

report intelligently now scrabbled at the pistol
holster hanging from his belt. One of the women
tried to grab Wiley. Wiley knocked her aside and
bolted for the doorway.

Another human was coming toward him from
the other end of the corridor. 'Where are you
going?' the Haiken Maru employee demanded.
"Who are—"

Bullets from the reception hall ripped the cor-
nice molding above Wiley's head. The second
human drew hispistol with an inarticulate shout.
Wiley legped into the dropshaft in the middle of
the corridor, then dodged out at the next level
down.

And into aprecinct of Hell.
Wegpons and materiel of dl sortslay strewn

amid the bodies of violently convulsng Germ-
ans, Huge lesions were opening in many of the



bodies, and grotesquely swollen organs pro-
truded as the aliens contorted in unspeskable

agony.

He couldn't bring himself to pick up any of the
gunslying therefor the taking, not if it meant
getting any closer to the dying Germans. Heran
asquickly as he could, taking care where he
stepped. Twice he did on welling blood and once
afeeble German hand dmost closed on his

ankle.

Findly through the gloom Wiley spotted

another dropshaft, turned and dashed for it, as
much to escape the carnage around him asto put
more distance between him and any pursuers.

As he reached the dropshaft he consulted the
levels 104 toG. Herodeit dl theway to Leve 1.

There were Germans here aswell. Thick

mucus ran from their eyes and their dying bodies
were dick with blood. The stench was hideous.
On the far sde of the expanse of dying and dead
aliensthere were humans, armed and deter-
mined, and shooting a him.

To hisright, dmost againgt onewadl, there

were deek Cobratanks. At the head of the pha-
lanx, one of them was purring, idling in this
chamd vault.

Wiley raced for it with al the speed he pos-
sessed, hoping that if any of the bullets struck,
they would kill him at once; he did not want to
diedowly indl thiswretchedness.

Therewas a German driver in thetank, his



chest burst open, hisarms dick with blood. He
was not quite dead. Wiley hesitated, but the
shooting didn't, so he dragged the dien out of
the tank. Hurriedly, he climbed in, and without
bothering to try to figure out how to closethe
hatch, dipped into the driver's position. He set
the huge machine in motion, heading toward the
loading bay's tremendous doors. He could hear
bullets and grenades bouncing off the armored
hide of the tank, and he began to hope that he
would makeit out after dl.

The door buckled, moaned, and gave way as
Wiley smashed the Cobradirectly at its center.

Only then did heredize that the G on the
dropshaft indicated Ground, not Garage, and he
was hurtling out into a twenty foot drop with an
expanse of port paving below.

Chapter 10

Chaney had pulled himself up onto the skid

and wasdinging with dl hislimbs. Hewaan't
sure how much longer he could hold on. He
reached up and pounded on the underside of the
hull, hoping Tu-a could hear and would do some-

thing.
In fact, the aircars motion was so erratic that
Tirathought it was damaged. She was wondering

if shedared set down. No, shewas all aone;

Scleridawould catch her. She heard pounding



and checked her bottom view mirror. It was
Chaney. She opened the hatch; maybe Chaney
would be ableto climb in. She dared not cut her

speed to aid him.

Chaney heard the hatch open above him. It
was afew moments before he had the courage to
look. Maybe....

He stretched. Reached for ahandhold inside
the door. One hand in. Good.

Tiraheard him behind her and findly put the
controls on auto. She reached him ashewastry-
ing to throw aleg into the cabin. She grabbed the
leg and pulled.

"Ouch!" Therest of him bumped and tumbled
over thethreshold and into the arcar. Tira. fell
back against the opposite bulkhead.

"You okay?" she asked, catching her breath.

"Fine," answered Chaney. "My favorite way to
board an aircar.”

Try not to be so late next time," she replied.

Stumbling to hisfeet, Chaney closed the
hatch, Tirarose dso and they embraced silently.

"Areyou redly okay?' shefindly asked.

"Redly," heanswered- "A little bruised, no
problem. How about you?'

"I'm okay." She sat back in the pilot's chair and



took the controls back to manudl. "A little con-
fused.™

Chaney dropped into the copilots seat and
gghed. "Yeah. It'slikethis. My parents split. |
stayed with my mother and my brother Dov
went with him . . . with our father. | kept my
mother's name. | guess | took her side, too,
but. . . well, shewasright and hewasadime
mold. Still is Anambitiousdimemold.”

"| thought you meant he was dead.”

"I know. I'm sorry. Itsjudt... | wanted to love
him. He was my father, you know? And then... |
guess hedidn't redly change. | just found out
things | hadn't known about him. It waslike los-
ing him. | didn't want him to be my father
awymore."

Tiraconsdered. "l guess,” she said after a
while, "that in that respect | haven't redly lost
my father. HEs ill my father. It'sjust his phys-
ca presence l'velogst." Her voice caught at the
end of her sentence and Chaney reached out a
hand.

"I'm sony," hesaid.

She shook her head. "I've got to pull mysdlf
together. Figure out what to do next."

Chaney nodded, squeezed her hand and let
go. "Do you have adedtination in mind? We
should redlly ditch this car; they've dmost cer-
tainly got atracer onit."



Tiragrimaced. "Not good. But actualy, | do
haveaplan,” shesaid, and therewas alittle mis-
chief back in her smile. "If they'retracing us, and
if you think they might have plans, then we

might aswell go right back to the Secretaria Pal-
ace." Her smile did not hold up through her last
few words, but her resolution was clear.

"What?' said Chaney, unableto St upright
harnessed into his couch.

"Because," shewent on with purpose. "I've

been thinking about it, and | suspect that isthe
place they would least expect meto go. Besides,
the Palaceis so confused they wont be ableto
mount much of asearch for us. They'll havether
handsfull just getting in the front door.”

"And what about us?' asked Chaney, dthough
he was beginning to see the sense of her plan.

"I know the Pdlace very well, and | know
wherewe can hide out if we haveto." She did not
add that she hoped that one or two of her staff
hed survived and might be hiding in the Palace.
aswdl.

"What do you mean?' Chaney was waxy now.
"There are secret passagesin thewalls.
They'refor the Kona Tatsu. My father showed

me where they arc and how to reach them."

He could not help but agree with her. "All
right. It makes sense”

"| thought we'd set down outside the wdlls.



There's bound to be people from the city who've
come out to watch the fighting, and to do what
they can to useit to advantage. We could —"

"Y ou mean you expect looters? So soon?”
Chaney was amazed at how calmly she suggested it

"I'd beafool not to," shesaid. "And it could
mean we'd have a better chance to arrive unno-
ticed. If wetry to set down insde thewalls, even
inaNavy arcar, someone might pay attention."”

"But outside, there would be other aircars,
and—"

"And every kind of vehicle you canimagine. If
we ariveinthis no onewill think anything of it.
It will bejust one moreaircar. And if we leaveit
where there are many others, then when the
Navy followsthetracer, they'll have to sort
through the confusion.” She glanced a him.
"Not too bad, do you think?"

"It could work," Chaney alowed.

"And it wouldn't be risky. Under the circum-
stances. Lieutenant, | think it'sthe best we can
come up with,"

"All right, then. I'D check our supplieshere” He
rose and went back to find the weapons lockers.

"Plenty of weapons,” he cdled to her, pulling
out two railguns with shoulder straps. On further
reflection, he pulled out two more. Two people,
two shoulders each. He opened another locker:
half adozen bandoliers ofrailgun ammunition.



Very nice.
The next locker held ration kits and Chaney
suddenly redlized how hungry hewas. He

brought hisfindsforward.

"Hungry?' He held aration bar in front of
Tiras mouth.

"Ick," shesaid, shying away. "What'sthat?"
"Food," he answered. Somehow, hed amost
forgotten that shewasn't asoldier. "Rations.

Portable feast."

"Good Lord," shesaid. That'swhat we feed
our oldiers?!

"Yup." He sat down and took abite of hisown
ration bar.

"No wonder the Navy's mutinied.” Shewrin-
kled her nose and Chaney's heart gave alittle

jump.

Tirafindly bit into theration bar. "Guessit's
better than starving,” she conceded.

Chaney laughed, an amazing fedling of pure
delight coming over him,

"Well befine" he said. "Somehow, oneway or
another, well befine."

They rode on toward the Palace.

They landed the aircar on the far sde of the



Senatorid building from the Palace. There were
dozens of aircars parked there and they hoped
the crowd would dow down any pursuers.

They made their way around the Senatoria
building and across the open plazato the Palace.
Therewere crowdsin the plaza: civiliansof dl
classes, fighting, screaming, walking in stunned
slence; and soldiers; Secretarid Guard, Navy —
Logistics and Protectorate both — and afew
plain black Kona Tatsu uniforms. Chaney and
Tirashoved through the crowds, clutching their
wespons and watching for trouble.

Findly they entered the Palace itsdlf. Here

the bustle was gresater, not less Clerks moved
through the hals at afrantic pace, carrying
papers, boxes, and even furniture. Tiracouldn't
tell if they werelooting or doing their jobs.

They reached a dropshaft without incident,
which Tiraadmitted made her suspicious.
Theres only one place to go with this, the cross-
over. No other stops.”

"Let'stry it," said Chaney.

Tirastepped into the dropshaft and activated
it, relieved when it actually worked.

They reached the cross-over in seconds, and
found the whole of thelong connecting tunnd a
mass of scattered debris and abandoned dead.
Most of the bodies were aiens— Daphneans
and Peomers— but there were clerks and
Treasury uniformsamong them.



"It must have been quite afight,” said Chaney.

"Look at that on thewadl. Rainbow Dawn.
What does that mean?'

Tu-a pointed to the huge scrawled | etters.

"Don't ask me," said Chaney, and started cau-
tioudy down the cross-over toward the
south-east tower.

They had reached the tower when three clerks
rushed out on them, holding chairlegsfor clubs
and blocking their way.

"You can't comein. No onecan comein." The
clerk nearest them took afrightened, brave step
forward. "Leave. Now."

"We're born armed. We have guns" said Chaney
patiently, not wanting to hurt the terrified clerks.

Tu-adid not step back either. "But | live here”
shesad smply.

The clerk stared at her. "Thousands of people
livehere" he blustered. "Tha means nothing.”

"It doestome,” said Tira. "And it must to you,
or you would have | eft with the others.”

The nearest clerk looked perplexed. "Wadll,
someone has to keep order. We can't dl run away
oritwould dl be... logt."

"Yes" sad Tu-a, taking a step nearer the clerk.
"I've been trying to get back here sincethefirst



attack yesterday. Do you think you could let me
and my guard through, if we give you our words
that we won't do any damage?"

As she came closer, the clerk suddenly recog-
nized her. He turned to the others. "What do you
think?"

They were too scared to spesk, but one of
them nodded.

"All right. Go through." The clerk kept his

chairleg at the ready "If anything happens, it will
be on your head."

"Fine," said Chaney, and followed Tiradown
thehdl.

"That was taking quite achance," hesaid to
her as they moved out of earshot.

"Those clerks are the ones taking the chance.
We could havekilled them." Shewasvery seri-
ous. They have alot of courage, staying here,
defending the Palace. They could belooting, but
they're not. They're the land of people my rather
wanted the Pact for."

They found ardatively isolated lift tube and
sepped in, Tirain thelead.

"Do you know where we are?" asked Chaney.

"Yes. Infact, if | recal properly, were headed
someplace safe. | hope.™

Thelift tubeled to the nursaly.



"I haven't been up herefor years. I'll bet Wiley
hasn't either,” said Tira. "Jessne hasn't given my
father any heirs, thank heavens; it's probably
been forgotten.”

The genescan monitor was till working. It
politely informed them that it required authori-
zation before the doors could be opened. Tira
put her hand on the scanner and winced when
themachine sad, "Missy TiraLira How good to
seeyou agan.”

"Missy TiraUra?' Chaney asked asthey went
through the door.

"l wasaldd," sheanswered defensively.

All the furniture was moved againgt thewadls
and shrouded in dustsheets. No toyslay on the
floor, none of the teaching displayswere on.
After the ravishment of the rest of the Palace,
these neglected apartments seemed pleasantly
serene.

"Forgotten?' remarked Chaney, pointing
down.

There were footprintsin the dust.

He swung up one of hisrallguns. "Wait," he
sad quietly, and followed the footprints. Tira
shouldered one other own guns and backed him

up.

The footprintsled through adoorway and
behind agiant stuffed gorilla. Chaney stopped



severd feet from thetoy.

"Come out with your hands up,” he said.

There was asingle shriek, and then agowned
figure appeared from behind the gorilla, hands
raised, caling tearfully, "Please, don't shoot.”

Tiragaveajoyful yelp and let her weapon
hang from its strap. "Cousin Helgal" She passed
Chaney to go to her cousin.

°'nro/"exclaimedthe old lady, and openedher arms
to embrace Tira. "Oh, my dear," she said, weeping
unashamedly. "Oh. Oh, gradous. It redly isyou.”

Chaney stared, baffled.

"She'smy cousin, Chaney," explained Tira. "l
thought you were dead, Helga. What are you doing
here?'

The old woman looked flustered, then sighed
heavily. "1 know | should have stayed in your
quarters. But | couldn't... bear to clean it up.
Half the outer wall was gone, and there were
bodies everywhere. There was blood on the ceil-
ing. I... | couldn't bear it, Tira. So | came up
here. Jugt until things settled down.”

That wasvery sensble of you," said Tira

Cousin Helga shook her head. "No. No, I'm
afraid I've been very foadlish. If | hadn't given the
Treasury men access to your chambers, none of
thiswould ever have happened.”



"Y ou gave the Treasury access—7?" Tirademanded,
too amazed to be outraged.

"They said you werein danger, you see. They
said the Haiken Maru was going to kidnap you.
Or worse. Kitchley informed me of thetrouble,
and we agreed that the Treasury officerswere
the onesto protect you. Buit... but it turned out
S0 very badly." She started to cry again.

Tiraput her arm around Cousin Helgas shoul-
der. "Don't cry, dear. You mustn't cry. Please
don'tcry."

Chaney came closer to them, looking down at
Cousin Helga. "I'm afraid Kitchley waswrong,”
he said askindly as he could. "It wasn't the
Haken Maru who did this" Hiseyesturned
somber. "It was Admird Scleridawho killed the
High Secretary."

Cousin Helgastared a Chaney in shock.
"Admird Sclerida?’

Chaney's voice hardened. 'The High Secre-
tary waslolled on hisorder. I'm certain of it."

"Chaney," said Tira, but she wasn't as shocked
as she thought she should be.

Cousin Helgabegan to cry in earnest.

Chapter 11



Thick underbrush offered Jessine cover dmost

as soon as sheld dammed the fire door behind her.
She moved away through the brush, taking careto
leave aslittletrail aspossible. In spite of the batde,
she feared she might still be pursued, for if Gover-
nor Merikur should arrive with troops, the tables
might easily be turned on the attackers.

Shefound acreek and decided to follow it.

Very soon, she came to aboundary fence. It was
essentidly invigble, congsting of squat pillars of
metal and stone spaced about every hundred
meters. The pillars contained transmitters that
sent signalsto the pain centers of Horizon Park's
animd inhabitants. The tranamittersallowed for
abuffer of about ahundred meters between
strips, asort of no-beast's-land where pain
implantsruled.

Jessinefollowed the stream through the buffer and
into the next strip. She was now in the Hillimot: sector,
athickly wooded place with avariety of evergreen-
type trees and flowers me size of platters. There were
flying creatures here, as brightly colored astropi-

ca parrots but more closdy resembling large bats.
After the chaos of the Palace and then Kitchleys
house, the sector seemed peaceful, and Jessine let
herself be entranced by its beauty and calm.

A wail, sharp and high, broke that calm.

Jessinewent very Hill. There were bauinsin

this sector, she remembered — long, leggy
predators of stealthy habits and relentless appe-
tites. They hunted in packs, surrounding their

prey and making escape impossible.



She stepped into the stream. The water would
help keep the bauins from smelling her. She
hoped the bauins hunted by smell.

The sound of the bauin was echoed by

another. Stream or no stream, they seemed to be
coming closer. She clutched at her rifle, then
picked up arock instead. Maybe she could divert
it.

Shethrew therock. It crashed into the under-
brush and the wails stopped for amoment. She
picked up another rock.

She stood 4till for savera moments, but could
not hear any more bauin calls. She dogged for-
ward in the creek. Somewhere up ahead there
had to be amonorail station, and when she
found it, she would be safe. Might be safe, any-
how.

A hundred yards farmer on, the creek became
asmadl river. In places the bank wastoo steep for
her to walk and she had to swim, and hope her
wespons survived. After thefirst dunk, she
ditched the poncho. It wasn't heavy, but it
dragged at her and hindered her strokes.

A pillar on either Sde, and theriver rolled into
the next sector: Dellos.

At once the environment changed, the vegeta-
tion more sparse and pulpier. There were few
trees, and those stood near theriver. Standing
aong the bankswas asmall herd of loose-limbed
sylees, high-shouldered and narrow-haunched.
They were formidable legpers, a necessary



survivd trait for the favorite prey of sand wolves,
therail-thin couraing carnivores caled ninikik on
Délos

Jessine swam dowly, rolling over now and then
to check for sgns of sand wolves.

The syleeskept their heads moving between
drinks, and ambled restlessly from one spot to
another, always prepared to run.

Theriver was growing louder. Jessine knew
there was a canyon ahead, and rapids. She
wanted to leave the water now, beforeit got any
faster and the walls of the canyon trapped her.

Jessine could seethefirst drop-off of rapidsa
short distance ahead in the river, and she fought
her way toward the shore. But the river was
strong and fast now, and she smashed into a
shod of hidden rocks, bruising her legs. Her
arms scraped on a boulder as she stroveto grab
hold of it, but she refused to | et the pain loosen
her grip, and thistime she did not get pulled
from safety.

Sowly, aching from the battering in theriver, she
dragged hersdlf onto the rock, and sat there a short
whileto ingpect her bruises. Sighing at the colors
she knew would come later, she rose and started up
the dopefor the plateau over the canyon.

It was along canyon, growing deeper for fif-
teen miles, and then dowly giving way to the
rocky dopes at the back of Horizon Park, more
than thirty milesaway. Jessine had often seeniit
from the air but had never been thisclosetoiit.



The canyon divided the Dellos Sector from the
Daphnean sector. At itsfar end there was afairly
good-sized settlement where the families of the
Horizon Park maintenance staff lived, but that
wastoo far and they might well be Rainbow
Dawn adherents.

The monorail was ill her best bet, but she

gtill had not caught sight of it, and shefumed at
the planners of the Park» who had been a such
painsto be sure the monorail was not intrusive.

Coming to high ground, she paused. Asshe
turned in acircle, abright flicker caught the cor-
ner other eye. Shefocused onit. Back toward
Kitchley's house, something was burning. She
wondered how fast the fire would spread.

Behind her, suddenly, she heard the eerie
chuckle of sand wolveswho've found their prey.

Shewhirled, lifting her rifleto firing position,

but the wolves had found something el se to et.
Jessine bolted, heading for the sector line. If she
could reach the buffer before the wolveskilled
their medl, she might be ableto rest safely.

Safdly. If you could call it safe to be caught
between sets of wild beasts. No more dangerous,
inaway, she thought, than being caught

between two — or more— sets oftoild political
factions. At least the beasts would smply eat her
and be donewith it.

She spotted the transmitter pillars and pushed
herself harder. Meters before of the boundary,
she stopped short. A Cernian spabot, massive,



mauve and scaly, stood beside apillar, honking in
urprise.

Jessine stared at the beast, and redlized that
the power had failed, for the spabot was on Del-
los sector ground.

The power station! thought Jessine. Someone
must have hit it!

She moved as quickly as she could to get out of
the path of the tremendous animd, watching its
NEervous progress as she went.

The chucldes of the sand wolves stopped.

The spabot made its ponderous way forward,
armored head lowered defensively, long, rough-
scdedtal fliddng.

Then the sand wolves appeared over aridge
and ran directly at the spabot. Two of them leapt
to sink teeth into the meaty shoulder.

The hugetail dapped the first wolf away, and
the second could not sink histeeth into the thick,
loose hide.

Asthe spabot lashed histail again, theend
dapped Jessine across the shoulders, sending
her staggering, black spots forming before her

eyes.

The sand wolves began to circle the spabot,
one or two of them eyeing Jessine peculatively.
Sheraised her rifle and put her bruised back
agang thepillar.



A new cry brought her head around. A hunt-
ing pack of Cernian blue lions had come from
the treesto find their planned spabot dinner
under attack. They were displeased.

The spabot made a short lunge at the sand
wolves, and thistime one of the Delloswolves
took hold, sinking his curved fangs deep into the
huge upper lip of the spabot.

With arumbling squeal the spabot swung itstall
in frenzy and attempted to pull the sand wolf off.

Jessine svung therifle from threet to threst.

Overhead there was the sound of an aircar. It
dropped down to hover above the fighting
beasts. The hatch opened and someone opened
fire. A path opened between Jessine and the air-
car, but she wasn't sure she wanted to trade her
wild beastsfor wild politicians.

"Jessinel Stop daydreaming and get in herel”
It was Damien Ver. Her mind hesitated, but
her heart didn't. She rushed to the ladder he

held for her, and dragged hersdlf up it and into
hisarms.

Chapter 12

Thetank dammed into the pavement. Its
nose was buried in the ground, and the tank



teetered for amoment. Insde, Wiley took the
shock againgt an expanding gel cocoon. Before
he had quite roistered what had happened,

the pavement lost its grip and the tank
dammed down to horizontal. The treads
sgueaked as they caught at the surface and
then the power died.

Catching his breath, Wiley pushed out of the
gel cocoon and through the still-open hatch.

He ducked back in as gunfire snapped around
him- More cautioudy, he peeked over the edge.
There were human guards in gas masks standing
in the doorway of the warehouse. Senator
Lomax was there, waving hisarms and shouting.
Wiley dropped back into the tank and tried to
think.

The shouting continued. He put hishead in

his hands. Why was all this hgppening? Because
he had been born the son of the High Secretary.
It suddenly occurred to him that it wouldn't mat-
ter if it were someone dsg, if hewere adifferent
person — aslong as he wore the body of the son
of the High Secretary, he would be atarget.
Nothing persond.

And suddenly, dl the lack of persona involve-
ment struck him. There was nothing persond,
about this attack, or about hislife. He hung with
Dov Scleridaand that crowd, or they with him,
really, because he was the High Secretary's son,
not because he was a person. No girl had ever
taken aninterest in him, only inthe heir tothe
Secretariat. Nothing he had ever done, or which
had been done for him, no conversation, nothing



of hislife had any meaning or value outsde of his
exigence asthe High Secretary's heir.

"Splendid,” he said to himsdf- "I don't even
want the damned chair.”

But he did want some land of life, so held better
get moving before someone cameto get him. Once
again heraised his head dowly out of the tank.

And once again gunfireripped through the air
around him. Thistime, though, therewas
answering fire, He turned to see an open patrol
car, carrying apair of Germans, rake hght cannon
fire across the warehouse doorway. The humans
fdll, Lomax included, and thearcar didingde
the warehouse. Wiley watched as the two guards
jumped out of the aircar and started to crossto
histank. Clearly, they intended to rescue what
they thought was a Cemian comrade. He heard
their shouts of anger asthey surveyed the car-
nage — dead Germans everywhere.

"Betrayd!" he heard them howl, before the
last remnants of the gas caught them and ren-
dered them mute.

Wiley looked around. Histank was dead. The
only options he had were to walk — not an
appealing choice — or to go back into the ware-
house and take the patrol car. Shuddering, he
climbed out of the tank and ran for the service
ladder.

When he re-entered the loading bay, the sight
made his ssomach turn. All this, because the
High Secretary had an heir. And because hewas



that heir, he had to endure, to seeit, to know it
was for him. Swallowing hard, he turned avay
and took the patrol car.

Speeding around the complex, he looked for
the seam, barely visible, where the two screens
of the e-mag shieddd met. Passing it, he zipped
around another quarter of the shield. There,
hafway between the seams, should be a gener-
ator. He hoped it wasn't buried too deeply. He
opened firewith haf of the patrol car'sarsend.
After afew seconds, there was the sound of shat-
tering syncrete and sparks jumped from his
target area. Then the shield flickered and went
down. Wiley turned and sped away.

Chapter 13

Ver gave Jessine one quick fierce kiss before
pushing her toward the copilot's seet. Taking the
pilots seat himself, he pulled the aircar out of its
hover.

"How areyou?' he demanded. "Injuries?’

Jessine shook her head, dazed by the sudden
sense of safety. "Bruises. Nothing broken, |
think. How did you find me? How goesthe —
war?' she asked.

Ver took one hand from the controlsto lift
Jessine's cameo on afingertip. Theresatracer
inthis" hesaid, hiseyeson hisflying.



"But what if | hadn't worn it today!" Jessine
gasped.

The Kona Tatsu chief shrugged. "'If you hadn't
worn the gift I'd asked you dwaysto wear..." he
said without emotion. "That would have been
your decison, wouldn't it?"

Jessine redlized then, as she had never fully
appreciated before, that while Damien Ver
wasn't as cold as others thought him, her lover
was asimplacable aslavawdling from the heart
of avolcano. Hiswill wasaforce of nature.

"Asfor the'war," he continued mildly, "it
wont get that far. In fact, the Stuation is under
control and very closeto over." He pushed the
arcar higher. Jessine thought its response was

duggish.

Sheraised an eyebrow. The Navy is attacking
andienrightsgroup in ahigh officid'sresdence,
the Pdlace isunder attack by Germans, the High
Secretary is dead and the Situation is under con-
trol?'

"It'snot the Navy, it'sonly Logistics branch
under Scleridaand Logigticsis being overcome.

The Cerniansin the Palace aredead, and . . .
wdll, we till don't know precisaly where the hen-
is. But, yes, the Stuation isunder control.

"We do know that the Haiken Maru are out of
the game. There was an explosion and the shidd
went down &t their main complex and we were
ableto clean up there"



The tracking screen bleeped. Jessine looked
over to seefour dots appear, indicating shipsin
pursuit. An instant later, the screen had identi-
fied the pursuers as Haiken Maru.

"Damien," shesad, gesturing at the screen.
"Has anyonetold the Haiken Maru that they're
out of the game?’

Ver glanced a the screen. "Fools. They've got
to know they'velost. Their primary puppet is
dead and ninety-six percent of their top staff are
under arrest.

"Ninety-sx percent?’ Jessnewasn't sureif she
was shocked or not.

Ver nodded. "WEell get the others. It'sjust a
meétter of time."

Jessine nodded, watching the blips on the
screen. They were definitely in pursuit, and
gaining, "Who killed Lomax?'

"Unclear asyet. Therewere alot of messily
dead Germans on the scene. Maybe their con-
tract expired. In any case, that's one faction
down. Sclerida's men havelost a number of bat-
tlesto loya Nava forces. HEs not going towin."

Theblipsfor thefour arcars behind them

kept growing closer on the rear screen. Sheindi-
cated their pursuers. "I thought you said that
things are under control.”

"I did," hesad. "And they are.”



"Un-huh,” said Jessnewith asignificant
glance toward the rear.

"I meantit," Ve said with determination. "But
the matter isn't ended yet, and there might bea
faw more difficulties beforethisisover.”

"A few more difficultieslike being shot out of
the ky," she said bluntly.

"That would be one," he agreed. "And | dont
want that to happen.” He saw the communica-
tions scanner come dight and he studied the
jumble displayed there, his AID automaticaly
trandating the code. "Until afew hours ago, very
few people knew what was actudly going on.
There's been an emergency block on news, and
the military reports are often mideading. Our
biggest troubleis confusion. I've been relying on
the Kona Tatsu agentsin the military servicesto
help rectify this

"And support the Kona Tatsu position,” said
Jessne.

"Naturdly; that'stheir job," said Ver without
apology. He shoved alever to increase the
grength of their shields.

Two seconds later apair of missiles swept by,
deflected just in time. Two seconds after that the
warheads burst in Horizon Park, setting astretch
of conifer forest ablaze. Ver banked the aircar
toward one of the small support villages a the
edge of Horizon Park. "I'm scanning these
placesfor Rainbow Dawn transmitters. They're



going to need to beisolated.”

Jessine could not keep from shuddering.
"Rainbow Dawn," she repested.

"Kitchley got away with it for severd years, but
once they becameredlly active, he should have
known weld find him out." He dropped alittle
lower over thevillage, watching the display on
the right side of the control pane. "Using his
own estate was afoolish thing to do. He should
have redlized that would give him away."

"Kitchley?' Jessnesad indignantly. "He

was never their leeder. Kitchley waskilled by
Rainbow Dawn. | saw them doit. Theonein
chargeis Erdey. Hetold me about what they
weretrying to do." Shefdt atwinge of grief
for her Daphnean friend who had been so
loya to her, and had been murdered for his

loydlty.

"What are you saying?' Ver demanded as he
checked the screensin front of him. "It wasn't
Kitchley?Y ou mean he was set up?'

"Yes" sad Jessine. "Absolutely. He wasthe
Rainbow Dawn sacrificid godt. If they get any
power in afew monthsthey'll probably convey
an officid martyrdom on Kitchley. Erdley is...
or was the head. He's made arrangements with
Governor Windsor and Anson Merikur to
change the government, with Rainbow Dawn
providing the support.”

"Instead of the Kona Tatsu?' Ver asked with a
wicked chuckle.



"Instead of Haiken Maru, | suspect,” she cor-
rected him, stretching as much as the harnesswould
alow to tiy to ease the hurt in her muscles. Shewas
gang to need along massage and haf a dozen ther-
apy baths before she would be free of the ache.

Ver nodded. "Or acombination of the two.

For al their clams of equdlity, it's apparent that
Rainbow Dawn has severd classes of equdity in
their reform schemes” He swung the aircar to
port, feeling it wallow asit responded.

"Isthisvehicle going to makeit?' Jessne
asked.

"| think s0," he answered cautioudy. "It will
get us back to the Secretariat Palace.”

She blanched. "Why would we want to go
back there?"

"Because thats where we have the command
bunkers and where the most communication
equipment is. Right now communication isthe
most important weapon we possess. That'swhy
we're winning and the othersarelosing.”

"Including Admird Sclerida?' Jessine
inquired with false sweetness.

"Jessing, I've said so. If we can keep hisforces
in confusion, hewill continueto lose” Helev-
eled off again, and checked the proximity of their
pursuers. That's the focus of what the Kona
Tatsuisdoing with the Navy right now."



"But he might il pull it off," said Jessine.

"Hemight," Ver dlowed. "If heisableto cap-
ture and keep ether you or Tira If either of you
were forced to marry him, or Tira wasforced to
marry Dov, his claim to the succession would be
upheld." Hefrowned at the latest coded display.
"Scratch that last option,” he said ashisimplant
trandated the latest information.

"What isit?' Jessine asked.

"Wevejust found the wreckage of aLogistics
vess inthecity. It'sfull of dead Navy personne
and Dov Sclerida”" He watched the display. "We
have genescan confirmation. Dov Scleridais
dead." He shook his head. "Poor 1dd- He didn't
deserve—"

"Hedidn't deserve any of hislife. Admira
Sclerida only wanted kids so held have pawns for
thegame," Jessne said cynicdly. "I remember
onegot away fromhim."

"The Chaney lad- His mother saw to that, sen-
sblewoman that shewas," said Ver with evident
goprovd. "I've never met him, but hisfilesare
very satisfactory.”

Hetried another maneuver, straining the
ships power to the maximum.

"Itisn't over yet, though?' remarked Jessine.
The four dotswere closing morerapidly.

"Not yet," hesaid. "But it's closer to being over
than most people know. The Haiken Maru is out



of the game permanently. Logistics hastwo
movesuntil checkmate.”

"But those two moves could changethings. If
Scleridacaptures either Tiraor me." She shiv-
ered suddenly.

"Captures and keeps. From what |'ve seen
yesterday and today, that's not easy to do." His
smile waswarm, suffused with pride for her.

"Y ou're not the ornament Scleridathinksyou
are.

"Hethinks dl women are ornaments,” said
Jessine contemptuoudy.

"And haf theboysin theworld aswell," added
Ver. He stared at the next coded information.
"No sgn of Tirayet. None of theKonaTatsuin
Logigtics cover have heard anything about her.
Therewasarumor shewas at Scleridasres-
dence, but that's—"

"Absurd," said Jessine. "How would she get
thereand if she did get there, how could Sclerida
not announceit?"

"Exactly, And there's an unsubstantiated

report that Admira Sclerida has left there him-
sf, which | doubt hewould do if he had Tira"
Helooked at the side screens and cursed,

"We're being boxed in,” said Jessine.
"It'sinsane, doing this" said Ver, adding under

his breath, "Theres no point in Haiken Maru fay-
ing something thisfoolish now.”



Over ther hailer came clipped ingructionsto
hover and leave the aircar, with the assurances
they would not be harmed if they obeyed

promptly.

"They're going to regret this" said Ver ashe
dowed hisarcar while he looked for aclear
space to set down.

"Oh, don't," said Jessine, at last disheartened
and weary. "Let'sget it over with."

Thisredly isfor the best, darling,” said Ver.

He informed the four Haiken Maru cars of the
Ste he had selected. There's enough room for
you to land, two on either side," he added
through gritted teeth.

"Acceptable," came the response.

"Y ou'd better land. WEll haveto hover, there's some
trouble with the drive-fans or sabilizers. Something
isnt right with the gyroscopes.” He paused.

"We saw you were having trouble," said one of
the leaders. "Tough luck"

Thefour Haiken Maru aircars touched down,
two on ether Sdeof Ver'sarcar.

"Fortunes of war," said Ver, and turned to Jessine.
"I'm going to lower the equipment ramp. Make sure

you raise your hands when you go down it"

"Can't we sdlf-destruct?’ she asked, trying to



laugh but unable to hide her seriousintent.

"Stand here, and I'll set the scanner to show
them we're surrendering.” He activated the

hailer. "WEeIl be coming out with hands raised.
Thereisan dectronic record now of our surren-
der, hereand at Kona Tatsu command.” He
winked at her, and added softly. "Now they can't
clam any resstance or accidenta injury.”

"If yousay 0," shetold him listlessly

"Don't worry, Jessne," he said serioudy. "It's
goingto bedl right."

"Oh, yes. I'll beforced to marry Admira
Scleridaor Governor Merikur and you'll be ban-
ished or killed. It couldn't be better." She raised
her hand once, then lowered it. "We might as
well get thisover with."

"Yes" hesad.

They started toward the loading ramp, Jessine
behind Ver. To her the open hatch loomed like
the grave.

Then it seemed Ver tripped; at least he stum-
bled alitde and reached out to one of the seatsto
Seady himsdf.

There was a sudden rush. Ver turned at once
and flung himsalf on Jessne throwing her back-
ward and covering her with his body.

Theair around them rocked and thrummed
and dl four of the Hailken Maru aircarsflew to



bitsin awdter of spectacular flames. The disn-
tegrated bits spattered againgt Ver'saircar's hull;
the rest was vaporized and vanished in abroad
wash of chemical brilliance.

Ver propped himsdlf on his elbows and

beamed at her as he smoothed the splendid tan-
gleof hair back from her face. " Short-range
missles” hesad. "l ingaled two of them where
the auxiliary drivefansusudly are. Just in case.”

Chapter 14

Intheliving room of Tiras suite the floor was

gtill unswept and the furniturein ruins, but
between Cousin Helgaand Tira, Tira's bedroom
was now reasonably nest. The bed was made and
Cousin Helga was setting about the tedious task
of finding out how much of Tira's wardrobe was
dill usseble.

Chaney had dected to stay in the rubble of the
living room and repair the communications

pand. If he werelucky, his AID would be ableto
ferret out someinformation on the overdl situ-
ation. "But | haven't been able to bresk into
Nava Logisticsrecords,”" he admitted to Tira.

"Maybe they've dumped dl theinformation,”
said 'Rra. She and Helgawere sarting in on the
mess that wasthe living room. "If they have,
then—"

"Oh, they haven't,” said Chaney with certainty.



"They've squirrded it away somewhere, intri-
ple-locked and twice-blind files. But not al of
the Navy £lesare gone. Only Logigtics. Sclerida
doesn't have every card,” he concluded with sat-
isfaction. He punched up an action report.

Looking over his shoulder at the dancing holo-
grams, Tiraraised an eyebrow. The quality of the
images was dreadful and the action wasjerky and
skittering, people moving about the display asif
escaping from a battaion of holographic fless.

Cousin Helgawas wrestling with the end of

one of thelong, barge-like sofas that had been
mangled when Tiras gpartments were invaded.
Everything began to grow dimin the fading
afternoon light. She looked over her shoulder at
Tira, sghing. "l wish | could find abetter way to
dothis. But it wouldn't be correct to ask the staff
todoit—if thereare any left in the building —
and it wouldn't be wise to use servobots, because
their activitieswould register on various of the
Paace terminas and that might lead to our dis-
covery inaway wewould not quite like. Still —"
She pushed with dl the weight other dight form
againg the sof g it failed to budge.

"We could bumit up,” Tirasuggested, consd-
ering the sofa

"And the emergency serviceswould come,”
said Cousin Helga. "And who knows who they
would report to, or what they would say.”

"A problem," Tiraagreed. She stretched and
tossed her head.



"If | weren't sotired, 1'd think better. Tira,
darling; I'mftired, too. | think I'll just pop into my
room and try to compose mysdf," said Helga.
Tiranodded distractedly, then dapped her fore-
head. "What have | been thinking of 7" she asked
the air and hurried back to Chaney. "Have you
tried to tap into the emergency services commu-
nications? We might get a better picture of—"

"Whoiswhere," Chaney finished for her. "And
it would tell them we're here. Y ou know that
locator technique they use, don't you?'

"But if therearealot of cdls, we might havea
long time before we have to hide or switch off or
.. - whatever we'd have to do," she ended lamely.

"Dont tell me. | redizethat they could find us
easly, and they would know we've been here.
Either they'd think it was looters, in which case
they'd lock usin a Security holding cell, or they'd
think 1'd come back, in which case they'd put us
inaNavy holding cell." Her hands dapped
againg her thighs, sending two small clouds of
dusgt into theair.

"| don't need to say anything. You explainit dl
very well." Hefolded his arms as he stared down
at thelatest display. This onewas sharper and
steadier than the one before. "I think the Protec-
torate Office has kicked in. And about time, too."

Tiralooked shocked. "The Protectorate? |
thought they must have goneto the Navy."

"Not the Protectorate. That's the whole idea.
I've been trying to find out what the rest of the



Navy isup to,” Chaney said- "I haven't got very
far. It looks asif the Admiral has been trying to
put alock on everything that might compromise
him." The steadiness of hisfeatures was belied
by the sound of hisvoice, which was husky with

fury.

"Chaney —" she began.

"Heid" he burst out. "He's doing everything

he can to protect himsdlf. And that isn't theend
of it. He's casting about for those he can suborn,
He wantsto keep power evenif heloses histitle
and hisships," Hetook threelong uneven
breaths. "He's adangerous man.”

Tiramade agesture of sympathy, saying, "It's
nothing you can change.”

"No. | can't,” he muttered angrily. He shoved

at the display controls. "From what | can make
out, dl therest of the Navy hasturned itself over
to the Earth Protectorate Office, but the Logis-
tics Garrison continuesloya." He stared &t the
holograph. That istheword | want, isit?
Loyd?'

"What havethey done," asked Tira, unwilling
to be forced to defend Admiral Scleridato
defend his sons pride, "in regard to the Protec-
torate?'

"The Logistics Garrison, do you mean? They've
attacked the Protectorate at every oppor-
tunity." Heflipped through four displaysin
quick succession: in each of them Logigtics Gar-
rison Navy craft were battling with Protectorate



ships.

"Oh, dear," said Tira, shocked at the destruc-
tion being rained on the Protectorate ships.

"I'vefound clips and files that show most of

the other Navy ships out beyond the space sta-
tions. We have about a dozen of the huge Bases
on thefar Sde of the moon. For thetime being,
Nava personnel are being escorted there until
there is some resolution to thisimpasse.” He
keyed in the codes.

In three-second clips the newest information
was displayed on the holograph.

"How canyou keep it dl straight?* Tiraasked
assheturned away. "l can't do it the way you do."

"I'm trained for it, and | have astrong | eft-
brain development.” There was a hint of
amusement in his voice as he spoke and he
addressed her with far less deference than he
might have the day before. "Fromwhat | can
tell, the trouble with the military ismostly over. |
think the Hailken Maru haslost too much to
recover their position, so we shouldn't haveto
shoot any more Cemiansfor awhile. | don't
know what the Kona Tatsu is up to, but I'm
beginning to think that maybe al those rumors
— the ones we dways laughed about? — that
they werein charge of the Protectorate, those
rumorsjust might have beenright.”

"Y ou mean they haven't been trying to stop the
Protectorate?’ asked Tirain some shock.



"Not that | can discover, no," admitted
Chaney with apuzzled frown.

Tiranodded. "Tou know," she said asafrown
line moved up her forehead between her brows,
"that could mean Damien Veristhe... | don't
know what?'

"It makes me wonder,” said Chaney. "For the
Protectorate to move as quickly asit did to
restore order probably meansthere was help
ingdethemilitary . . . and snce," hewent on
with grester confidence, "we suspect that the
KonaTatsu has agentsin every military service,
couldn't it follow that it was Ver who put them
into motion when everything was blackest?'

"But why?' Tiraasked. "He can't be doing this
for love of my step-mother and he knows his
birth isn't good enough to advance him any
higher than hesrisen dready.”

Chaney nodded, his heart somber. "But
together —what if they'rein thistogether? She
can't make him High Secretary, but if they were
married, it could bethat his position would be
strong enough for him to gain Senatoria
gpprovd to afait accompli.”

"And because he's Kona Tatsu, he might have
secrets on the Senators that would strengthen

his position?Isthat what you mean?' Sheturned
her back on the console where a dozen gunboats
were transferring Protectorate officersto the

navy craft.

"It'sapossbility,” he admitted. "I don't know



how likdy itis"

"Because you don't want to talk about things
you might not like?' she challenged. "How well
do you think I like them?' Her arms werefolded
now and her pretty features showed more
srength of character than attractiveness. "You're
thinking about the need for adiplomatic mar-
riage, aren't you?"'

"Wdll, there are severd that could be possi-
ble" he hedged, unaware until then at how keen
her understanding was. Hisface felt hot and he
was afraid — correctly — that he was blushing.
"Y our step-mother, of course, and possibly your
brother. It could be that —"

"And me. Y ou mustn't forget me." She shoved
her hands into the pockets other work smock. "I
haven't forgotten me."

Asthey talked the holographic display contin-
ued to cycle through. It showed two Navy
gunboats under heavy attack from a dozen Pro-
tectorate skirmishers and a brace of mobile
observation platforms. The Navy wasbeing
taken in tow by the Protectorate. This gave way
to aMarine engineering Station where aflatilla
of three dreadnoughts with actual ocean-going
service shipsfor support were supervising the
change of command from Marine to Protector-
ae.

"Attention. Priority announcement incoming.
Imperial recognition code required,” announced
the console.



"Imperia recognition code?' Chaney asked.

Tirahesitated, then placed her hand on the
genescan plate,

"Word has just reached Protectorate Central
Control," said the machine voice, "that Governor
Windsor of Harmony Cluster is dead. Repest;

Governor Windsor is dead. We will report as
moreinformation is confirmed.”

"Governor Windsor is dead,” whispered Tira,
for thefirgt time beginning to smilewith pleas-
ure. "Oh, dear."

"Oh, dear?' Chaney echoed.

"It isn't correct to be pleased by the misfor-
tunes of others, of course, but with Governor
Windsor out of the picture, the succession hasto
go to my brother. | wouldn't mind if it were
Jessine. Thething is, it wouldn't beme." She
pressed her hands together.

Chaney lost happiness even asshe gainediit.
"Redlly?It'spossble, | suppose.” He looked at
her. "But They didn't say anything about Anson
Merikur. If heisdill bringing hisforces hereto
cany out Governor Windsor's policies, what
could happen? Either we would have to ratify
full and equd statusfor dl membersof intelli-
gent species or Windsor's break-away planets
continue to sow dissension through the Pact.”
He scowled.

"| thought you agreed with Governor Wind-



sor," said Tirauncertainly.

"I do-I don't think the Pact has a prayer with-
out granting equdity to dl intelligent species
everywhere. But | think that the Pact needstime
to be persuaded to agree. Give immediate rights
across the board and there could be a back-lash
before the new status quo getsinto place; in five
yearsthere could be ... | don't know, guerrillas
in the streets, worse turmoil than thereiseven

now.

"That could bedifficult,” she said, sounding
remarkably composed. "But if there was amar-
riage— finish therest of it." She swung around
and put the console displays on hold. "Y ou think
they might reach an agreement with Merikur by
arranging amarriage for Jessneor me. That'sit,
intit?'

"l hopeit won't happen,” he said, reveding
much more of histrue fedings than he had
intended.

"Sodol," shesaid. "Because | won't agreeto
it. No!" she went on sharply when he made a
half-hearted effort to protest. "No. Y ou don't
know what it'slike, to betold dl your lifethat all
you're good for is adding alittle oomph to the
signatures on documents, that you have to be
prepared to be auctioned off to the planet group
with the best trade agreements. Well, | do. And |
will have no part of it. | am not going to turn into
amartyr like my mother, or amanipulator like
Jessine, or anobody flumfluxislike Coudn
Hega"



In the last few seconds, the room where they
stood seemed to have shrunk. Chaney stared at
her, feding asif he had dived too deeply and
running out of air. Heforced himsdlf to spesk.
He could not bring himsdlf to touch her. "What
will you do?'

"Whatever | do, it'smy business, my business
only.” Shemadeit very easy for himtokissher.
Thefront roomsareterrible,” she said ashort
time later, bresthing alittle unsteadily hersdf,
"but et me show you the guest room."

"Come," Tu-asad, leading him by the hand
into the guest bedroom beside the entrance cor-
ridor. She locked doors between them and the
hving room, then turned to Chaney.

"But... Helga?' he said. He couldn't believe
thiswas happening.

"Shell deep, | think," Tu-asaid. "Anyway, | left
the console on in the living room. | dont think it

will digtract us"

She began to open the fastenings of her cloth-
ing.

"No," he said ashewatched her. "Not at all "

Chapter 15

AsWiley continued, he found himself growing
faint. Hed completdly lost track of time, but he



knew he was exhausted and hungiy. And il fed-
ing the effects of the last party. He found it harder
to focus on the direction and speed of the aircar.

"Home," he muttered. "Homeiswherethe...
iswherethefood is..."

He spotted what he thought must be the Pal-
ace landing pad and aimed for it. As he brought
the car into adescent, the world unfocused. His
head dropped forward.

When he awoke several seconds later, theair-
car had crashed to the ground. He turned his
head, suddenly too tired to lift it.

He saw aknee by hisface, and then he felt the
cold barrdl of alight-weight pistol pressed at the
base of hisskull. Heremained vely ill. "Do you
mind?' he said tentatively. "That thing's cold.”

"My stard" gasped avoice. "It'sLord Wiley!"
"Milord," sad the man knedling besde him,

and withdrew the Meinhauser. "We thought you
were dead.”

Wiley findly focused on the man's uniform:

Secretaria Guard. Wonder of wonders.

"Sodidl," hesaid, and started to struggle to
hisfeet.

"Wiley Bouriere," said the corpord in charge
of the squad. Awe touched her voice. "Wewere
told dl your family were—"



"Dead?" said Wiley and saw the corpordl
wince.

"It was what we weretold,” shesad. "It wasin
al thereports.”

"W, they lied," said Wiley. Hefindly pushed
himsdlf to hisfeet. "Isthere anything to eat
around here? I'm starving."

"Y es, theré'sfood, in your apartments,” said
another Guard, afar-haired youngster named
Garring. "When the assault came and we
couldn't reach you, we decided we'd better dig
inandwait."

"Even when you weretold | died?' Wiley
asked.

"Wedl. weweretold, Sir, but we hadn't seen...
well, abody," said the corporal.

Wiley looked at the five Guards surrounding
him. They werelittle older than he was, and
unaccustomed to taking theinitiative. "Good
work," hesaid. "I'm glad you're here. Now, how
about that food?'

The corpora opened her mouth to reply and
was cut off by one other men.

"Look!"
A fully armed destroyer with Logigticsflashes

was coming in low from the north-east. Its pas-
sage stirred up little tornadoes. Aircarsin the



vicinity weredl but knocked out of dieair by its
turbulence. Laser-cannon and plasma batteries
decorated the hull.

It came nearer, blotting out the view of most
of the city. The destroyer was a quarter the size
of the Pdlace grounds.

Suddenly al the klaxons, sirens, bells, and
whigtles of the Palace cameto life. The noisewas
overwhemung-

Wiley crouched down, hands over hisears. He
could see the others had done the same.

Thenoise grew louder asthe Navy craft
crossed over the Palace wall and continued
inexorably forward.

Then someone high in the top of the south-
west tower turned alaser-cannon on the
Logigticsvessd.

Garring was shouting something but Wiley
could not hear him over the noise.

A second laser-cannon — this one somewhere
on the grounds— opened on the Logigtics ship.

Thelittle group on the platform flattened and
tried to cling to the surface as huge winds buf-
feted them, burning.

Wiley tugged at the corpord's deeve. When
she looked up, he gestured toward the nearest
entrance. ""Wed better get insde," heydled.



Another blast wasfired from the ground sta-
tion, but the huge ship's shidds held againgt the

|aser-cannon.

Then another combatant entered thefray, a
high-atitude Protectorate surveillance platform.
It directed its plasmaguns at the destroyer. The
platform was designed to bring down armed and
shielded spacecraft; asingle destroyer was no
opposition to its deadly strength.

Wiley tore his gaze from the battle and tugged
the corpord's deeve again. Thistime shegot it,
and the group began to crawl toward shelter.

The destroyer was amost on top of them, per-
haps seeking to use the Palace for protection, an
additiona shield to the onesit aready possessed.

A missile hissed from the Protectorate plat-
form. But the destroyers shields held and the
mushrooming fire scorched and blackened the
upper floors of the Secretarial Palace.

Wiley fet hishair snge and tasted burning at

the back of his mouth. He was dighdy dazed. His
eyes did not focus quite perfectly and he had to
resst the urgeto smply collapse where hewas. |
wonder if | have aconcussion? he thought in
some remote part of hisbrain.

The advance to safety was halted for the
moment.

Another missle overshot the destroyer and
struck a parking-and-storage building. The spec-
tacular explosion that followed reduced it dl toa



few broken walls, like abroken child'stoy.

A sound, deceptively soft, adeep, crinkling
sound asif someone far away had dropped a
gigantic chain onto sted, ricocheted dlong the
battered Palace walls.

Then the destroyer, almost direcdy overheed,
shivered a bit, wriggling like adeegper about to
wake. Half adozen of the turrets came loose and
the enormous wegpons dangled, two breaking
away entirely.

Three lifeboats streaked away from the
destroyer, which shook itsdf again. It drew inon
itself, and then opened in a blaze that ballooned
upward, sufrused with gaudy colorsand harle-
quin patches of black. Twisted metal shapeslike
lethal party favorsbegantofdl.

Wiley buried hishead in his e bow and hoped
that if anything landed on him it would kill him
quickly.

Ground fire from the hidden lasers brought
down two of the lifeboatsin blazing wreckage.

But the third lifeboat skittered and bobbed on
the ferocious currents of air and miraculoudy
cameto rest at thefar end of thelanding pad. All
thelifeboat's guns were trained on the Guards
and Wiley,

"Therestrouble,” warned Garring, speaking
loudly againgt the fading roar of the explosions.
"Red trouble”



"Good guess,” said Wiley. Helooked around.
A good part of a cargo hatch, now warped and
charred, had fdlen from the destroyer and
landed not more than twenty paces away. It
wasn't the door to inside, but it was better than
an open platform.

He nudged the corpora and pointed.

The corpora glanced at the wreckage, then
back at the lifeboat. She nodded. "I think we can
makeit, if we movefas.”

"Let'sdoit,” said Wiley, preparing to run.

There were anumber of men piling out of the
lifeboat, dl in Navy Logisticsuniforms. They had
their wegpons at the ready and were forming
into threelines.

Wiley and his Guardslit out for the wrecked
cargo hatch, finding little purchase on the soot
dick surface. They sumbled into the metd just
asthe Navy troops opened fire.

Hunched down behind the tortured meta,
Wiley flinched as ancther valley of shdllsleft
pock-marksin the section of hatch. He glanced
at Garring, noticing that the man seemed very
cam, taking time to check hisammunition
before sdlecting a place where he could fire.

Therel" shouted one of the Guards, pointing
toward the door they were seeking.

Peering around the end of the section of met-
a, Wiley could just see menin Navy Logigtics



uniforms piling into the corridor beyond, anum-
ber of Cemianswith them.

"They haveto be Admird Sderidas men,” said
the corpora. "Who e se could get thisfar? The
Protectorate has stopped most of Logigtics,
these have to be the hold-outs. They couldn't
have reached that destroyer without Admiral
Sderidas help,”

"We better be ready to fight," said Garring.
"We have asworn duty to uphold." He smiled at
Wiley. "Better get flat, Sr. In case.”

"No," said Wiley. It was onething for the child
he had been to pretend to be atarget, with al his
persona guards lying on top of himto keep him
from getting killed. It was something €l se now.
Death was real now. And enough was enough.

"Better do it now," said the corpord. "Sir."

"Bouriere!" came Admird Sderidasvoice,
magnified by the lifeboat's speakers. "Give your-
sef up. Come out. Surrender. Or we will open
fire"

Wiley stared a the men and women huddled
behind the hatch with him. "I can't be aparty to
this"" hesaid. "I can't let you sacrifice your-

sves
"Sorry, gr," Said one of the Guards. "We took
our oathslong ago." He smiled alittle. "We knew

what we might haveto do."

"Y ou don't haveto get killed,” said Wiley in



desperation.

"Not unlessit protectsyou," said Garring.

"Surrender, Wiley. Y ou know it'stheright
thing to do!" Admiral Scleridaurged.

"| don't want you— " Wiley protested to the
Guard.

"Better get Hat, Sr," said the corpord again,
ignoring him. They're about to make arush
from the halway. And those Cemianslook like
they'rein abad mood."

"Ligten to me!" Wiley ordered through tight
teeth.

"When you tak sense, gr," said Garring, and
with adiffident shrug, reached forward and
shoved Wiley down onto the hard surface of the
platform. "You liered ill. Y ou know how to do
this. Usethat breathing trick." He lay across
Wiley, resting on his elbows on the ground and
training hiswesgpon on the lifeboat.

Therest of the Guard piled on, each of them
taking apostion that allowed them to shoot.

Before dl the Guard werein position, the
Navy Logistics men were Bring. Thelast two
Guards on the protective pile were wounded
before they could brace themselves.

"Hreat will!" shouted Admird Sclerida.

Never in the mogt terrifying nightmares of his



youth had Wiley imagined anything as horren-
dous asthis. He lay under amound of men and
women. Bullets, dugs, pdlets and beams
hammered them, and they shrieked and jerked
and shuddered and died, their blood and other
things running down, gtinking and hot.

He thought he saw earring's hand, three of

the fingers gone and the two remaining with
grey matter clin’ng to them. Wiley was beyond
weeping or raging. As his brave Guard were cut
to pieceson top of him, he felt their weight on
hissoul.

Without being aware of it, helgpsed into
shock.

Chapter 16

"Which way?' Jessine asked Ver. Shewas driv-
ing now, alowing Ver to concentrate on the
communications console.

He had activated the holographic display and
was busy searching for new information.

"Takearight, Jessine." He straightened up.
"There. | thought s0."

"Thought what?" she prompted. Shewas
holding the aircar on course, but having trouble
with the duggish steering. It would takeawhile
to get used to it, shetold hersdif.



"Admird Scleridahasindeed come out of his
cave. Look at that!" Heindicated the destroyer
drifting in miniature over the digplay. "Heian't
givingup easly, ishe?"

"Who isnt?" demanded Jessine as shetried to
catch aglimpse of the display while she drove.

"Admira Scleridahasleft hisfortressina
newly-accepted destroyer, the Edward Teach.
He's heading for the Secretarid Paace, | think.
He's headed for the city, in any case." He rubbed
at the back of hisneck, unwilling to admit hewas
growing tired.

A light flashed on the driversingtruments.
"Something coming up behind. Aircar. One" she
added asthe information was flashed to her.
"Protectorate.”

"Kegpmoving," sad Ver steadily, worldngwith
his console to change the holographic display.

"But if — " she protested.

"Keep moving. I'll take care of things." Hewas
amost ready to bring in anew sgna when the
speakers of thearcar burst into life.

"Aircar ahead. Aircar ahead. Pull over and
hover. Pull over and hover." A Protectorate

beacon was flashing on the sides of their pursuer.

"Reduce speed by half," said Ver, and reached
over to pull asmdl concedled lever.

"What's that?' Jessine asked, and then saw on



her instrument pand that the Kona Tatsu flashes
had been illuminated a ong with the emergency
tabs.

Theaircar behind them veered off, putting
consderable distance between themsaves and
Ver'sarcar. "Sony, KonaTatsu," the speakers
said for the retreating Protectorate officers.

"Carry on," Ver said to Jessine as he reached
down and secured the lever.

"Very nicdy done," said Jessnein gpprova as
sheincreased their speed once more.

On the display the razed buildings of Haiken
Maru Centra held Ver's attention as he strove to
discover how extensve the damage actualy was.

"Another Protectorate aircar coming,” said
Jessine, and reached for the lever Ver had
pulled. She maneuvered the heavy vehicleinto a
dow glideto permit the Protectorate aircar to
read the identification, then resumed her speed
and course.

"Very good,” Ver told her.

Thank you," she responded.

"l like dieway you dothis™"

The Haiken Maru ruin vanished from the

display and anew one appeared, one where men
inimprovised uniforms sormed the Biologica

Substances Authority, halfway acrossthe city
from the Secretarid Palace. Most of them had



little more than hand weapons and escape har-
nesses, but they went at the task with spirited
determination, cheering when any one of thelr
number made progress againgt the formidable
bulk of the building.

They went dong in slencefor severd min-

utes, Jessine concentrating on driving, Ver on the
hol ographs. Then she gathered up her courage
and asked, "Damien? Y ou don't haveto tell me,

but | want to know. | redly do want to know."

Thetone of her voice aerted him. "Know
what?' Hewatched her closdy. "What isit,

"Did you — the Kona Tatsu — loll Cowper?'
Her question ended on agasp, asif she expected
anger fromhim.

His answer wasflat. "No."

She took a deep breath. "Do you know who
did?'

"Yes" He froze the hologram, suspending a Pro-
tectorate squad rounding up aload of truculent
Marines. "Kitdiley killed the High Secretary.”

Jessine gtared a himin shock. "What do you
mean? Kitchley. That'simpossble.”

"Keegp your eyes on your insruments,” he
advised. "I'll tel you anything you want to know,
but be careful with theaircar." Therewasred
concern in hisvoice and asadnessin his eyesthat
was amost as unexpected as hisrevelaion.



She nodded and returned her eyesto the

screen and theinstruments. "All right,” she said,
amazed at how calm she sounded. "Why do you
say it was Kitchley? He wasthe most loya man
— Daphnean — on the Palace staff.”

"Precisely. But hisloydty wasto the Pact, not

to the Secretariat, or to Cowper Bouriere.
Kitchley wasworried about the Pact. He saw the
High Secretary in danger, with the Pact dipping
more and more into the hands of the Haiken
Maru, and Admird Scleridatrying for amilitary
coup. No matter how many times he was
warned, or who warned him, Bouriere refused to
see the danger. He refused to take action against
Sclerida, dlaming it was unwarranted. The High
Secretary was convineed it would diminish as
time went on, that interfering would only force
theissue™

"And it was working, wasn't it?" Jessine asked,
her voice alittle desperate. She thought of the
many occas ons when Cowper had promoted
that idea— leave well enough alone— to high-
ranking visitors and off-planet delegations. He
had said he did not want the Pact to ook like an
Oppressor or a conquering army, but areason-
able codition of dedicated peoplesworking
together.

"No. Kitchley wasright Admira Scleridawas
about to launch his coup. That isafact and we
can document it. And he had enough of the
treasury Guard on hissdeto have let him cany
it off." He paused as another update flashed on
hisconsole.



The holographic display now showed a skir-
misher headed for die Palace. Therewasa
flicker and then asquad of Navy, Marines and
Cernians piled out of a huge ground transport at
the foot of one of the towers. All were armed and
ready for action.

"According to the latest reports, Tiraisback at
the Pdlace" said Ver. "Interesting.”

"What makes you say that Admiral Sclerida
was about to launch acoup?' Jessine demanded.

Ver gave her an amused and distant look; with-
out hisaffection for her to soften hisexpression it
would have been terrifying. "It'sthe Kona Tatsu's
job to know such things. That's what we do."

Jessine could not arguethat. "All right. But |
dtill don't understand why Kitchley would kill
Cowper."

"To prevent the coup. Without amgor crisis

to disrupt his plans, Admira Scleridawould have
moved to take over within the month. And
Kitchley had hisown ideas. Hewas going to
hand over power to Admira Merikur, He
thought he could keep the bureaucracy running
well enough then. Hefigured if hedid that, hed
have some control over the Secretariat.” Ver
frowned at the holographic display. "There are
gtill too many armed assault boatsin Logistics
hands." He studied the figures running on the
digplay benegth the view of severd air fidds
overflown by Kona Tatsu reconnai ssance satel-
lites.



As he watched, a dozen assault boats rose into
theair, set in adiamond formation and headed

off & high speed.

Ver switched the communications bank on,
"Check digplay feed. What ships are those and
where are they going? | want an answer in two
minutes- Contact by code.” He shut the bank of
at once.

"Why not leave it open?' Jessine asked.

"l don't want anyone homing onthe sgndl.
Bight now only afew Kona Tatsu know where|
am. | don't want to changethat.”

"| just can't believe that Kitchley would do
something like ... likekill the High Secretary."

"Youmay not believeit, but hedidit,” said Ver
bluntly. "He had created a strong position for
himself in the bureaucracy and did not want to
giveit up. And he was aware of the dissatisfac-
tion in the client planets. He wanted to change
that, and thought that he could, given the
chance. He was a patriot — he thought. He
thought the bureaucracy could make everything
right. Hewaswrong."

The holographic display suddenly changed

and two tiny high-dtitude platforms appeared
there, engaging each other in heavy fire. The
Logigtics platform wasfiring plasmabolts and
the Protectorate platform was using laser-
cannons. They were carving one another apart.



Jessine glanced at Ver, then back at the con-
trols. "Could the Kona Tatsu take over? Could
you have staged a counter-coup against
Sclerida?'

He could not see the gllitter other eyes. "Prob-
ably, but it would have been very costly."

"Andthisisan easier way?' She kept her eyes
sraight ahead. "Many the widow and you
become High Secretary? Isthat the plan?”

"Many thewidow is, but not therest," hesaid
carefully. "1 have no wish to be High Secretary.
None. | never did." He paused; the two tiny plat-
forms continued to |ob destruction at each other.
"l wouldn't mind advising one; I'll go that far.

The Pact needs some serious reworking or it will
come apart. | don't want to stand by and watch it
unrave if | can hep stopit.”

"Of course" shesad in patent disbdlief.

"Yes" heindgsted with such conviction that she
began to bieve him. "I am not qudified for the
joband I don't want it. But," he added in agen-
tler voice, "1 do want to marry the High
Secretary'swidow." Before she could think of
something to say, he went on. "It wasn't possible
before, and | didn't think about it. Now it is pos-
gbleand it's something | want, if you want me."

Jessine was flugtered. "What do you expect me
to say?' She mistimed aturn around an aban-
doned mining building and the aircar rocked as
she gteadied it



"I'm trying not to expect anything." He smiled
a her. "Think about it, though, will you,

"Ver, thisis Command Centra. Shipsin ques-
tion are Navy and are under Protectorate
supervision. Repest, under Protectorate super-
vison. They have been dispatched to the Haiken
Maru polar complex.”

"Good enough. Thanks," said Ver.

They were over the city at last, and Jessine had
to give her full atention to driving. She had the
KonaTatsu identification on once again. Try as
she would she could not keep from thinking
about everything Ver had said-

reports are that thereis il fighting at the
Pdace," Ver informed her ashiscommunica
tionsbank cameto life again. That could be a
problem if weland ingde the wals. We ought to
consder —"

"Why did you come after me, then, if you

don't want to be High Secretary?' she blurted
out, surprisng hersalf dmost more than she sur-
prised him.

"Because | loveyou,” hesaid. "'l couldn't bear

to seeyou lolled. Y ou are the one thing I'm not
willing tolose" With an effort he made himsdf
more professiona. The Kona Tatsu men at
Horizon Park weredl... occupied. | couldn't di-
vert any of them to protect you." He bit hislower

lip.



A littlelater, asthey rushed above the chaos of
the streets, Jessine said, "I love you too,
Damien." As she spoke the words she realized
she had never told him before.

"Weve got company,” Ver said, hisholo-
graphic display showing three Navy assault boats
closing on them from Sde-gtreets.

"What do you want meto do?" Jessine asked,
al busnessagain.

"Keep going. Make surethe shiddsare on
full." He coded in for more information but
received very little.

The communications bank relayed amessage.
"Admird Scleridahasarrived at the Secretarid
Palace. The Edward Teach makes direct attack
inadvisable

"l should think s0," said Ver, giving acriticd
look to the holographic representation of the for-
midable destroyer.

"Then what should we do?' Jessine asked, for
the Palace was dead ahead of them and they
were coming up on thewallsfagt. "Land?
Wha?'

"Reduce speed,” said Ver, and looked toward
the windows.

The Edward Teach hung over the Pdacelikea
baleful cloud, dark, enormous and threstening.

"This could bedifficult," hesaid to Jessneas



the aircar diminished its peed.

From the sde-streets the three Navy assault
boats appeared, moving quickly to box themiin.

Jessine flashed the Kona Tatsu identification
but the assault boats did not move off.

"What'sthisall about?' she asked of theair.
"Damien—"

Two short blasts of heavy fire cut acrosstheir bow.

"What the—!" Jessine burst out, dowing the
arcar gill more.

A third shot would have plowed into the nose
of their craft but the shielding held whilethe
vehicle bucked and dithered againgt the impact.

Another shot wasfired, this one a hyperveloc-
ity missleamed directly at the power packs.

"It'snot responding,” Jessine shouted to Ver.

"We're going down," he said, and reached out
for her hand.

Chapter 17

Tirawas half-dressed as she sat on the end of
the rumpled bed. Shewasreloading her
Samtoepoe A7mark923 while Chaney toweled
himsdf dry. Tell me" shesaid conversationdly,



"do you think any of uswill makeit through

"Y ou mean the coup attempt?' He wrapped
the towel around hiswaist and began to gather
up his scattered clothes.

"Y es. By thistime tomorrow, are we going to be
dead?' She stisfied hersdlf that the pistol was
ready to fireand put it back in her tattered reticule.

"l hope not," said Chaney serioudly.

She nodded. "But there's ill achanceit could
happen, isn't there?'

He was about to dismiss her fears when there
was aroaring explosion and the main door of the
suite gave way. The sound of breaking glastic and
falling debris slenced both of them.

"Surrender! Come out with your hands empty
and up!" shouted arough voice from the
entrance to the suite.

Tirahad pulled on aloose jacket and was fas-
tening it. She glanced a Chaney and saw that he
was tugging on histrousers.

A second burst of fire, which seemed to be
intended to demoraize more than harm, rack-

eted through the suite.

"TiraBouriere! You areto surrender at oncel"
the rough voice commanded.

Chaney frowned and shook his head. "Keep



down," he mouthed to Tira, and moved swiftly
toward the door, keeping out of sight.

"If you do not come out, we will openfire
again!" the voiceinformed them.

Tirapulled on her most nigged shoes, hunker-
ing down on the floor to close them.

Chaney gestured to her to move back from

her position so that she would have the comer of
the armoire for additional protection. He
showed his most heartening smile and then
inched nearer the door.

"Y ou are ordered to surrender immediately to
Admird Sderida”

Both Chaney and Tirawinced.

They could hear Cousin Helgashriek in dismay.

Therewas arush of men in the outer room as
they converged on the other bedroom.

TiraBouriere, you are officidly detained by
Admira Sclerida. If you do not surrender your-
sdf a once we will beforced to openfire" There
was bravado in the rough voice now that he had
found hisquarry.

Chaney scooted backward, keeping low to the
floor. As hereached Tira, he said very quietly, "Is
Cousin Helgagoing to bedl right in there?!

"The closet isshielded. If shegetsinsde
they'll need more than Kanovskysto get her out.



And she knows enough to use the closet.” She
patted her reticule and the Samtoepoe inside.
Thiscould comein handy."

"My gunsare out there," Chaney said unhap-
pily. "I don't think | can reach them.”

"Not toworry," said Tirawith falseinsouci-
ance. Thereare afew toysin here, under the
floor of the armoire. There should be two Mein-
hausers, and they ought to be loaded.”

The noise a Cousin Helga's door redoubled as
the Navy soldiers sarted to use the butts of their
gunsagand it.

"They're heavier than your Samtoepoe,” said
Chaney in gpprova as the pounding on the other
bedroom door grew louder. "Why doesn't it
bresk?'

"All theinterior doors have monocrystdline

boron mesh in them. It be awhile before they
knock it down," she said, rummaging at the bot-
tom of the armoire for the release. As she swung
back the hidden door, she added, "And theres air
packs, too. What do you think?"

"Better safe than sorry,” Chaney said, reaching
for the breathing unit before he grabbed the
Meinhauser. "Y ou better take the other. Savethe
Samtoepoe for arainy day." He put hishand to
hisears. "Poor Cousn Helga."

"If she'sinthe closet, shelsfine" said Tiraas
she pulled out the Meinhauser and then the air
pack. "Wed better get busy.”



"You'reright," said Chaney. "Weve got one
chance for surprise, and after that we're going to
need protection. So don't get too far away from
this door. Make sure you have cover. And don't
by to be heroic. Thisisn't thetime.”

"Yes, gr. Lieutenant Chaney, Sr." She gave
him amock sal ute before she shpped on the
breathing mask.

He motioned her to keep low, then did back
toward the door. He indicated that Tira should
stay behind him and aim for the backs of the
Navy soldiers legs.

"Ready?" he asked.

Tiranodded,

"Herewe go." He eased the door open, wide
enough to alow himto dide out and provide
room enough for Tirato take up aposition be-
gde him. He moved smoothly, knowing that the
soldierswere more likely to react to an abrupt
movement than agraceful one.

He braced himsdlf againgt the wall and lifted the
Memhauser. He had adip with sixty roundsand a
second with another sixty. That ought to make a
dent in the Navy men. He pulled the trigger.

The disruption was dramatic and immediate.
Those soldiers who could turned and began fir-
ing in Chaney'sdirection, but more of them fell,
ydling with pain as bullets smashed tibiasand
fibulas and patellas and femurs. The body armor



that protected their torsos could not save their
legs.

Tiraaimed for those who were firing back,
deliberately setting about disabling them as
quickly aspossible.

Thefloor was growing dick with blood till hot
enough to steam.

Chaney swore asashot grazed hisarm.

Severd of the Logistics soldiers were aready
retreating, dragging their injured comrades with
them, unwilling to try to fight in such close quar-
tersfor solittlegain.

"WEell be back!" one of the men shouted as he
reached the ruin of the main door. "And you
won't get out of here."

Tira, who had been conced ed behind the half-
open door, made herway arcmnditt, nextto Chaney,
her reticule dangling from her belt, her Mein-
hauser clutched in her hand, "He meansit.”

Tep," sad Chaney, trying to find away to stop
hisarm bleeding.

"What can we do?' She looked around the
room asif hoping for reinforcements. "'l guess
we could get into the closet with Cousin Helga,"
she said, thinking aoud.

"We haveto redize they're not going to be stu-
pid twice," said Chaney, cursing asthe blood ran
off hisarm and began making apuddie on the



floor. "They know this placeis hard to crack, and
they'll come prepared.”

Tiranodded inirritation, then clicked her

tongue as she redlized how badly he was hurt.
Theréstissue cement inthefirgt aid Idtsin

Cousn Helgasroom," she said decisvely and
walked up to the closed door. She bent down and
pressed one of the sections of parquetry, clearing
the genescan,

The door swung open, reveding Cousin

Helgas bedroom. Where Tirals room wasrich
slkeen and tapedtries. Cousin Helgalswas all
lace and chintz. A plethora of doilieslittered
every available surface and the two vanity mir-
rorswere held in place by burnished gold cupids.

Helgacame bustling out of the closet, aRidly
pistol in her shaking hands. "Y ou cant — " she
began, then realized who she wastaking to. She
dropped the pistol and rushed to Tiras side. "Oh,
my dear, thank goodnessyou'redl right. | was so
frightened. The noise aone was enough to make
one crazed." Shelooked from Tirato Chaney
then back again. "Gracious, what are you doing
in those masks?"

"The Logistics men are going to be back," said
Chaney. "You can bet onit."

"But surely —" Helga protested, and then her
expression changed. "You mean it fill isn't
over?'

"Not yet," said Tiragrimly. "I need thefirst ad
Idt, Cousin Helga. Will you fetchit for me? And



bring an air pack for yourself. They might try
using gas on us next time, or there could be a
fire. Let's get ready to hold them off."

"The double brace till works," said Cousin
Helgaas sheturned to get thefirst aid kit from
thecloset. "'l didn't havetimeto put it in place,
but we can do it now."

"Good," said Tira, damming the door closed

and coding in the command for the eight sted!
bars within the door to lock themin. Therewasa
satifying thunk asthe barsdid into place and
were anchored. Thefirst aid kit?'

"Right here," trilled Cousin Helgaas she

offered it asif it were atray of sweetmests. "But |
don't see— " And then she caught sight of
Chaney'sarm. "Oh. Gracioud!" Thekit did from
her nerveless fingers as she tottered toward her
bed, one hand to her brow.

Tirapicked up the kit and set to work tending

to Chaney's wound. She spoke to Cousin Helga
as sheworked. "Don' let this bother you,” she
sad, feding alittle queasy hersdlf.

"How did they know whereto come?' Cousin
Helgawailed.

"I've been thinking about that," said Chaney.
"I'mafraid | didit. | think they traced my AID
code when | used the communications console.

It'swhat I'd expect Scleridato do. It makes



"Yes" sad Tiragrimly. "It makes sense”

"That means he knowsyou're here, Tira,"
Chaney added. He touched Tirasface with his
good hand. "I'm sorry."

Shedid her best to smile. "'l know."

"I should have thought — "he began.

There was a sound from the warning beacon
near the door.

"They're coming back," said Cousin Helga,
reaching for the air pack and putting her mask
into place. She gathered up thefirst aid kit, half a
dozen pillows, Tiras discarded reticule, and her
antique jewelry box and shoved them dl into the
closet. "They'll be protected in there," she
announced.

Chaney and Tirawere dready shoving furni-
ture around to increase their protection. The
bed was upended and leaned against the door,
two of the settees were turned on their sdesto
provide cover for the three of them.

"It'l take heavy fireto get through the door,"
sad Tira

"Wed better be ready for it, anyway," said
Chaney. "They know what they're up againg.”

"Not quite. The barsweren't in place before,”
sad Tira, wanting to be more hopeful.

"No. But they may anticipate something of the



sort," said Chaney thoughtfully as he set about
reloading hisMenhauser. "1 would."

"How much warning will we have?' Cousin
Helga asked with aquiver in her voice. "I'm not
sureI'm up to dl thisdisturbance,”

"Who knows?' said Chaney. "'l don't think they
intend to kill us. Or not Tu-a, anyway. That's
something.” He had taken his position behind
one of the settees and wastrying to find the least
uncomfortable position to hold hisarmiin.

"Do you think they'll use— " She broke off.
IIG$II

"That'sit," said Chaney, adjusting the flow of
oxygen to hismask. "Be careful. Don't take of f
the goggles, don't rub anything, don't scratch
your kinif it itches

Tirawas dready rolling down her deeves and
reaching for something to put over her hair. She
had been drilled throughout her youth for just
such an eventudity and now went about her
preparations with rote-learned sKills.

Cousin Helgadragged her most el aborate nei-
gee off its hanger and wrapped hersdf initsvast
filmy folds of georgineand lace, dl thewhilewhis-
pering imprecations at the attacking troops.
"Immune, Sorming the private quarters of the High
Secretary'sfamily. Theré's no excusefor it. none.”

The gas grew thicker, and even with the masksin
place and the oxygen flow on full the rotten-eggs-
and-seaweed stench was amost overwhelming.



Everything in the bedroom was covered with a
fine, acrid mist of unwholesome greyish-green.

"Come out with your hands up. Y ou will not be
harmed. Come out with your handsup.” This
was not the voice they had heard earlier, but a
deeper one, more used to command. "Give
yoursavesup.”

"How dare they!" fumed Cousin Helga.

"TiraBouriere. Yon Chaney. Comeout.” The
voice was growing impeatient. "If you don't come
out, welll comein and get you."

Tiralooked over a Cousin Helga. "Get inthe
closet,” she ordered the old lady- They don't
know you'rein here. Y ou heard them. They
didn't cal your name. Get in the closet,”

"But whatever for?' demanded Cousin Helga.
"In case they break through. We need some-
onewho can ... rescue us, if it comesto that."
Tiraglanced a Chaney and saw him nod.
"Come out before we open fire. Wewarn you,
we have two laser-cannon trained on that door.
Wewill fire on acount often.”

Cousn Helga heditated. "How canl —"

"If you don't hide in the doset, we won't have
achance," said Chaney very serioudy.

"Ore"



"Oh, if you redly think..." said Cousn Helga,
torn between dismay and relief. "I'll beready.”

"Good." Tiradl but pushed her through the
door, pressing it closed as soon as Cousin Helga
pulled the last other lacy garment inside.

Two."

"Better get ready,” said Chaney.

Tirathrew him aloss before she dipped down
behind the smaller settee and swung her Mein-
hauser up, leveling it at the door.

"Threa"

"They'll probably just blow it up,” said
Chaney. They don't want to cause too much
damage. And they can getinmore—"

"Four."

" — eadly if thereisn't too much damage." He
checked hisammunition for the third time, and
for thethird time swore at how inadequate his
supply was.

"Hve"

Tirawanted to yell in defiance, to recite the
numbers faster so that they would get the fight
going. Shewastired of waiting. She made sure
her goggleswerefirmly in postion.

"Sx."

"We're going to get out of this, Tira WEelIl be



fine" said Chaney, not believing aword of it.

"Saven."

Chaney had a sudden thought — would
Admira Scleridaactualy order hisdeath?
Would helet hismen kill hisson? At that
moment he would not have liked to wager on it.

"BEgnt."

"Get onwithit," muttered Tira, redizing that
the Navy man wanted to irritate her; that recog-
nition made her moreirritated than before.

"Nireu

Chaney's hands tightened on hiswegpon. He
prepared to fight.

Ten was announced by anerve-shattering
explosion that shredded the door and sent sec-
tionsof it flying through the room, smashing the
mirrors and wrecking the bed. Chaney's settee
was hit by ahuge chunk of metd that brokeits
frame and | eft one end sagging and shapeless.

No sooner had al the metal landed than a

squad of Navy soldierswith Logigtics flashes
appeared in the doorway, spraying the room with
high velocity bullets,

Chaney dipped to the end of the settee and
started to pick off the soldiersin the front of the
squad, taking care not to waste shotstrying to
penetrate the body armor protecting their tor-
s0s. Heaimed instead for the head or the legs,



firing steadily and ddiberaidly.

Tirawas equdly cautiousin her shooting, and
she succeeded in taking out haf adozen of the
Navy soldiers before she became atarget and
once again retreated behind her settee, prepared
to changedips.

There werefifteen menlying in and near the
doorway, only two of them gtill moving. Chaney's
next round took out another soldier who landed
on top of another dead man.

More high velocity fire kept Chaney and Tira
behind their protective settees and played havoc
with the decorations of the room.

"Y ou hogmaulerd™ Tirashouted, unheard over
the gunfire. "We Just got this room cleaned up
agan!" Shefired threetimesand hit two men,
one of whom flopped forward, twitching. The
other staggered back against his comrades,
knocking one of them over as he stroveto Stay
erect.

Then thefirewas silenced and the Logistics
soldiers moved back from the door.

"Form ranks!" shouted an officer, and the
straggling soldiersdid their best to comply.

"What in—" Chaney whispered ashe
watched the soldiersfall back.

In the next ingtant his question was answered.
From the entrance to the suite came aterrible,
familiar voice. "Yon. Tira ThisisAdmird



Sclerida | am coming forward. Put down your
wegpons. My men will not fireon you." The
Admird'sfootsteps were strangely shuffling and
uneven.

Tiraremained in her hidden position as a sud-
den, cold apprehension went over her. She
wished she had somewhereto run.

"We are going to work thisout,” Admira
Scleridainformed them, coming till closer.
"Youll see”

And indeed they did, for Admiral Sderida
appeared in the doorway to Cousin Helga's bed-
room with Wiley held in front of him asashield, the
muzzle of the Admira's custom Campriani 56-007
firmly pressed to the young man'stemple.

Chapter 18

Theaircar jolted into the broken paving with
front-crushing force.

"Areyou alive?' asked Ver as he unfastened
his harness.

"I think s0," said Jessine ungteadily. She man-
aged to pry her fingersloose and then
unfastened her harness- "Y es, I'm too badly
bruised to be dead. | hope you like purple and
ydlow,"

Ver difled agrin. "Onyou, my love, any color,”



He made hisway to the hatch and opened it.
Another aircar, with Protectorate flashes, was
descending.

The other aircar landed and half a dozen Protec-
torate men hurried out, al with their ams
bolgered. The manin thelead hurried over to Ver.

"Lieutenant Nkomo, Citizen Ver," he said with
abrisk salute and an apologetic air. "' Sony we
had to bring you down like this."

"No morethan | am,” said Ver drily.

"Thetroubleis" the young man went on,
undaunted by Ver'simposing manner, "we have a
very bad stuation here. It developed very fad,
and were dill trying to get solid information on

it. You know how hard that can be."

Ver was curious now. "Wheat isthe stuation,
Lieutenant Nkomo?"

"We had to bring you down," said Lieutenant
Nkomo, including Jessinein hisexplanation.
"L ogigticsforces have shot down everything
gpproaching the Pdace for thelast half hour.

"We have reason to believe that thereisa
group of Logisticsmen in the Palace. Our best
guessisthat Admird Scleridaistherewith
them.”

"Sounds like atempting target,” said Ver.

"Troubleis, the scanners dso show that Tira
and Wiley Bouriere are in the Place aswll.



They may be hostages." Lieutenant Nkomo
scowled. 'We've — the Protectorate Office —
ringed the entire Palace, but we're not author-
ized to use heavy wesgpons against the Palace.
We can't put the High Secretary in danger.”

"The High Secretary isdead,” said Jessine.

"The High Secretary Wiley," Lieutenant
Nkomo said. "Sony, Madame Bouriere.”

Jessine nodded. "Poor Wiley," shesaid.

"l underdand,” said Ver. 'Whereisyour Situ-
ation Command st up, Lieutenant?'

"Not far," said Nkomo. | can take you there at once.”

"Good," sad Ver. "Doit."

The Protectorate Office had taken over the
Ministry of Horticulture and Agribusiness out-
sdethewadlsand the Appointments Divison
inddethe Palace.

"Canyou get usingde?' Ver asked ashe and
Jessne got into the Lieutenant's aircar.

"Insgdethe Palace, sr?' asked Nkomo asthe

aircar roe.

"Yes" Ver fastened his harness asthe aircar
banked steeply and shot down the street toward
the wide boulevard that would lead to the Minis-
try of Horticulture and Agribusiness.

"] don't see how, sir," Nkomo answered. 'The



Admird'sforces—"

Ver reached over and took Jessine's hand. "If |
can get ingdethewals, dl theway to the Palace,
do you think you can get me to the Appoint-
mentsDivison?'

Lieutenant Nkomo thought carefully. "1 sup-
poseit'spossble.”

They set down in the central quadrangle of the
Minigtry of Horticulture and Agribusnessafew
minutes later and were at once surrounded by a
squad of Protectorate officersin body armor.

As soon as the squad's captain — Harbinger,
by histags— recognized Ver he ordered the
men to form an honor guard,

"Lieutenant,” said Ver over hisshoulder to
Nkomo, "please come with us."

The main reception hal had been cleared of
itsvast collection of potted and tubbed plants. In
their places anumber of hastily assembled holo-
graphic displays were being monitored by
Protectorate officersand Kona Tatsu menin
black, working, openly for once side by side.

"Thisisthe most recent materid we have," sad
Captain Harbinger, directing Ver to melargest of the

displays. "The contect isin TiraBourierés suite.”

Ver sattled down to watch the playback of
Admird Scleridasarivd.

Thefiguresin the holograph were no larger



than rats, and they waited like intangible dollsto
be put into motion again.

Jessine found a place near the window, and
redlized that there were Protectorate marksmen
on theroof. She looked toward Lieutenant
Nkomo. "Y ou're usng snipers?'

For an answer hetried to move her away. "You
don't want to make yourself atarget. Logistics
has marksmen, too." Ashe spoke, aLogistics
man patrolling the ba cony on the forty-fourth
floor of the Palace lurched and crumpled asa
Protectorate marksman found histarget.

"Point taken," said Jessine, moving. "How
many have you got o far?"

"Thirty-one of them. They'velolled nineteen
of ours," said Nkomo.

Therewasaflurry of activity asthe holo-
graphic consolereran theincidentsin Tiras

gpartments.

"How long ago did this happen?’ Ver asked as
the replay began.

"Four minutes, thirteen seconds,” said the
Protectorate technician seated at the machine.

Admird Scleridaappeared, his Campriani
clapped to Wiley's head. "We are going to work

thisout. You'l see

Tirashrank back, her eyes enormousv.'i{ h horro).



"Let meexplain,” said Admird Scleridaat his
most genid. "Unless one or the other of you is
willing to kill me and — well. High Secretary
Wiley Bouriere— you'll haveto accept me as
the victor. In spite of the set-backs we have
encountered, | have prevailed, wouldn't you

7

No one answered him.

"Widl, think it over ashort while. It may take
some getting used to." He achieved awolfish
gmile. "Don't assume | won't Idll thisboy. I've
doneworseto get thisprizeand | won't let him
sop me."

"Stopit!" Tirasaid sharply.

Wiley, who looked very pae and worn, and
whose hair and clothes were matted with drying
blood, spoke up. "Don't givein. Itsal for noth-
ingif youdo."

Admira Scleridatightened his grip on the boy.
"Shut up.”

"Dont ligento him," Wiley said.

"Wiley!" Tiracried out

"Doesit bother you, Tira, seeing him like this?

| found him under apile of dead and dying
Guards. It seemed they weretrying to save him."
His chuckle was unbearable. "1 kept him from

being crushed. Didn't 1?7

Wiley did not answer.



"So, for you and” — he smiled again— "for dl
those watching this, herearemy terms. You are
to recognize me asthe officid guardian of the
late High Secretary’stwo minor children, that is,
Tiraand Wiley here, and give mefull discretion-
ary powersin dl Pact matters. Or you can kill dll
of usand the Pact will go into chaos. One or the
other. Y our choice."

Ver stood back from the console. " Four min-
utes ago, you say?"

"Closer to eight now," said the consol e techni-
can.

Jessine stood behind Ver, her hand to her
mouth. " Stop him. Stop him."

Chapter 19

Chaney was proud to have Tirabesde him as
he faced hisfather acrossthelittered floor. His
Meinhauser was pointed toward the floor but he
held onto it with determination.

The Navy soldiers had been ordered back to
the door, and they gathered there now, staring in
at the confrontation.

"Y ou'd better kill me" said Wiley quietly-"You
can stop himif you kill me. He won't have any-
thingto—"



"No," sad Tira

"No," Chaney agreed. That isn't the answer."

"It'sfor the Pact," protested Wiley. "If he gets
hishands onit, hell runit into the ground.”

Admira Scleridalaughed, "I had no ideayou
cared so much for the Pact."

"Nether did |," sad Wiley quietly. "But |
wont letit fal toyou."

"Then your sigter will haveto kill you. Or my
sonwill havetololl me. And then, naturdly, my
men would be forced to open fire. So you see,
you redlly have no choice.” The Admird wasvery
pleased with himsdlf and smug in histriumph.

Tirahaf-raised her wegpon, then faltered.

"Of course, you, Tira, could shoot meand Yon
could shoot your brother. It might be easier that
way." Admira Scleridabeamed at Chaney. "Do
you think shell do it, son?”

"Don't cal methat," said Chaney.

"If | an—shdl wecdl it regent? Yes, lets. If |
am regent, then you will advance very highinthe
world. You will not have to be alieutenant any
more. Y ou can command whole battalions, for al
| care, and become a Commodore before | die.”

"I'm not interested,” said Chaney.

"Why don't you loll us, then?" asked Tira. "Get



it over with?'

"Firgt, because | am enjoying mysdlf. Second,!
happen to need you. Y ou are pawns, but very neces-
sary pawns. Once | am established, that will be
another stuation, and it may be that you will hamper
me. But both of you are young and well-born, and
should be worth something at the bargaining table.
No doubt | can use one of you to sweeten atruce
with amarriage?' He laughed again, and spoketo
Chaney. "That would bother you, wouldnl it, Y on?'

"If you'retrying to goad me into shooting you,
you're doing agood job," said Chaney tightly.

Admird Sderidasaw the anger in hisson's

eyes. " think it would be agood ideafor you to
put your gun down now. Y ou're getting over the
shock of seeing me. Put it down. Or | will injure
thisboy very badly." Thistime there was merry
anticipation in hissmile- "Or shoot me."

Chaney ground histeeth. Hisarm rose once
and hetried to aim the Menhauser at Admira
Sderida. But he could not force himsdlf to shoot
hisfather, and he damned himsdlf for hisweek-
ness. The pigtal did from hisfingersand
dattered to the floor.

"That was sengble of you," gpproved Admira
Sderida. "Y ou don't believe it now, but intime

you'll seeyou've donetheright thing."

Half-turning to Tira, Chaney whispered, "I'm
sorry."

"It'sdl right," she said, and raised her own gun.



"Ah, ah, ah," warned Admiral Sderida. theaim
of his Campriani shifting from Wiley to Chaney.
"He may not be able to shoot me, but | have no
such hestation to kill him. Put your gun down,
or you can watch both of these men die.”

Reductantly, Tirashifted her grip on the pistol
to the end of the butt and let it down easily to the
floor. "Don't hurt either of them.”

"Not if it isn't necessary,” said Admird

Sderida, He made adismissing gesture. Hesig-
naled hisremaining troops. There were only
nine of them ill dive and unwounded, and they
responded to his summonswith aacrity, their

weapons up and ready.

"We must make arrangements for you. Now
that you arc orphans, it isthe least that | can do.”
Hereeased Wiley, pushing him away. "Go to
your sster. And you, son, come here.”

"l don't think s0." said Chaney as he drew
Wiley betweenhimand Tira

What Admira Sderidamight have ansvered

to this defiance none of them ever learned. Uke
Nemesis hersdlf. Cousin Helgaburst out of the
doset, Tiras Samtoepoe A7mark923 dutehed in
her hands like a two-handed sword of God.

"You killed him. Hewas asaint and you mur-
dered him!" she shrieked as she cut the Admiral
and hismenin hdf with theintengty of her fir-
ing. "You will not be permitted to live\"



Her fingerswere gtill locked around the trig-
ger when Tiraat last pried the empty gun out of
her hands.

Epilogue

The recently restored Grand Reception Hall

of the Secretarid Palace wasfilled to capacity
with representatives from throughout the Pact.
The activities had begun aweek before with the
inauguration of Y on and TiraBouriere-Chaney
asjoint High Secretaries. This afternoon had
seen the ratification of the new terms of the Pact
dliance. Tonight'sgdawas— admost — purely
socid.

"I'm glad you're the onetaking thejob," Wiley
admitted to hisSster as they wandered through
the crowd. "I know | don't have the tempera-
ment to handleit." He looked older now than he
had just three months ago; there was agraveness
about him he had lacked before.

They smiled asthe one surviving Daphnean of
Rainbow Dawn approached. Hanley, aformer
under Appointments Clerk, supported himsalf
with acane and there was awdt of half-headed
scar across hisforehead. He nodded to Tira
"Good evening," hesaid, "It issplendid to see
everyone heretonight.” He nodded at the med-
ley of beings surrounding them. "Thisweek has
been apromising beginning. | hope that we can
continuethisway."



"With the devotion shown by those of Rain-
bow Dawn, I'm sure we can," responded Tira.

Hanley smiled. "Thank you, Madame.”

"Areyou sure you won't reconsder staying on
Earth?' asked Tira. Truly, your experience and
ingghtswould be most valuableto us. To the
Pact"

Hanley shook hishead. "Thank you, Madame,
but | think it'stime retired. | ook forward to
gtting in my garden with my grandchildren.

With you and your husband in the Paace, | fed
safein leaving such mattersin younger hands.”

Tirablushed alittle. 'Thank you, sir. | hope
that your grandchildren will enjoy your com-
pany, for they are depriving us."

"Y ou aremost gracious." Hanley gave ahalf-
bow and another smile, then turned away.
Someone had called hisname. "Good evening,
Madame, Sir."

Damien Ver approached as Hanley disap-
peared into the crowd.

Tirasmiled at him and found herself wonder-
ing how she could ever have thought him cold
and uncaring. "How are you managing in this
mob?"

"Thesameas| havefor the last week," he
replied. "1 review the holographic tapes at the
end of the day and check the delegates registry



to make sure | know who'swho.” Hissmilewas
quick and amused. "Have you seen my wife any-
whereinthe lagt haf hour?’

"She'staking with the Peomer delegation,

over by the beverage table. They seem to believe
that because sheis now Advisor to the High Sec-
retaries, she must be courted.” Tiralinked arms
with her brother and... what was he? Her step-
father-in-law? Her friend.

Wiley could not enter into the amusement. "l
don't envy any of you," hesaid with feding. "You
have decisonsto makethat | could never —"

Ver cut him short. Y ou have other decisons
yourewilling to make. Undertaking to be the
Pacts Inspector-Generd isquiteajob in itsdf.

Y ou know that some of those old-fashioned lead-
ersaren't going to give up their hegemony
without astruggle. If you want to keep the Pect
honest, you're going to tangle with somered vil-
lains. I'll back you dl theway, but | don't want
your job."

A smdl band was set up in an dcoveand it was
blaring away with Pact Victorious followed by
Glorious Heritage. In that part of the Reception
Hall thedin of conversation was at shouting level
to be heard over the band.

"Cleaning up after the Haiken Maruisgoing
to bethe beginning,” said Wiley with thefirst
show of enthusiasm. "Once that's serried, then
we can show redl reforms. There are so many
obligationswe haveleft unfulfilled.”



"But you don't haveto doit al yoursdlf," said
Tira, trying to ease the burden her brother had
taken on,

"Yes," he countered her. "Yes, | do. | oweitto
Nikaand al those dying Germans and my own
Guards, every one of them. | will never forget
any of them. They died to keep me alive, and |
have to merit that. | don't now, but maybein
time, | will, alitde" He smiled tentatively. "At
least thisway I'll have achance.”

Tirarelented and laid her hand over her
brother's, "If you must, you must.”

Wiley gave Ver adightly embarrassed look,
then broke away from hissgter. "I'll join you for
the ceremony, but | want to talk to Anson
Merikur." He moved away, threading through
the bustling crowd with surprising speed.

"What do you think?' Ver asked of Tirawhen a
few seconds had gone. "Do you think he's going
todoit?'

"Whatever itis?' Tirasad. "Yes, | think he

will. But who would have thought that Wiley
would be the oneto devote hislifeto the service
of Pact justice?"

"It doesn't seem Al that far-fetched to me”
Ve remarked, then leaned toward her. "And |
notice that Chaney is on the bal cony watching
us

Tiralooked up a once, and grinned at Chaney
asther eyesmet. "It'samogt time."



They started toward the dais. Tirarubbed
absentmindedly at the two thin scars on the back
other hand, left by shattered gladtic.

"Only two weeks, and everything changed,”
she mused,

"For the better, let ushope,” said Ver. He
exchanged polite greetings with Anson Merikurs
second in command and was pleased to see that
Lieutenant Nkomo waswith him.

"We're counting on you and Jessine to make
sureof that," said Tira "The non-human council
beginsits congress next week. Everything weve
assessed thisweek is supposed to be used then.
It hardly soundslike much, but it'sa start.”

"Never forget that it isonly astart,” Ver advised,
and then hisexpresson changed as Jessine, inaglo-
rious confection of sea-green silkeen with gold
beading came through the crowd toward him, leav-
ing the Peomersto devour thelast of the scallop
steaks, eyesfixed on Ver.

Watching the slent exchange, Tirasad to Ver,
"Please, tell me Chaney and | are not as bad as
you two."

"The styleisdifferent,” Ver sad, "but the con-
tent isthe same”

At that Tu-alaughed aloud and attracted the
atention of agreat many of the huge gathering.
Shewas about to dismisstheir interest when she
decided that this might be the best time, better



than theformal ceremonies planned for the con-
clusion of the evening banquet. Thiswasthe
right timeto cdl them al together, she decided,
and s0 she made her way to the dais, motioning
to her husband and brother to join her there. Ver
took Jessine's hand and joined them.

"Members of the Pact," she said, and waited
whilethe band fell silent and conversation faded
to afaint buzz. "Members of the Pact, we are
about to begin anew phasein our community of
peoples. For thefirst time the promise of the
Pact will be apromise given to dl member-
species of reason.”

Tirasfamily was gathered around her now,
and the delegates flocked toward them.

"We have dl seen theterrible cost we pay for
inequality in the Pact. No onewho valuesthe
Pact can wish to seethis continue. Therefore,
after long thought and the advice of countless
human and non-human Pact members, we are
inaugurating awrit of equaity gpplicableto dl
sentient specieswithin the Pact. From thisday
forward, al sentient specieswill enjoy equa
satus and equd rights, with dl the protections
and responghilities accruing thereto.”

Now Chaney was beside her. "We have
pledged,” he said, taking up her thoughts, "to
enforce laws uniformly throughout the Pact, and
have taken it as amandate to reform the exploi-
tations and hardships which have existed
previoudy. For there will be equdity within the
Pact or there will be no Pact at dl."



The cheer began raggedly but grew until the
Reception Hall rang with it, and it faded dowly,
leaving an expectant hush behind.

"Therewill be other crises, and other dangers,
onesthat we cannot anticipate now," said Tira,
pausing to make sure she had the full atention

of every delegatein the Reception Hall. "But
this| promiseyou. Weal promise you. The dan-
ger of inequdity will never betolerated again, so
long as the Pact endures.”

Chaney held up hisright hand. "The Pact!" he
cdled out asif leading the entire glittering crowd
into battle. He took hiswifesright hand.

"The Pact!" she echoed with deep emotion.

Wiley lad hisright hand abovetheirs. The
Pact!" he declared with afervor that would have
moved their father had he heard it.

Jessne and Ver offered their hands aswell,
with the same victorious cry.

Gradually the delegates pressed forward,
reaching to add their handsto the knot, shouting
again and again asif with one voice The Pact!
The Pact! The Pact!™



