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RANKS

 


tsar (m), tsaritsa (f), tsary (m pl), tsaritsy (f
pl): supreme
ruler

velikiy knyaz (m), velikaya knyaghinya (f), velikie knyazya
(m pl), velikie knyaghini (f pl): child or consort of ruler

knyaz (m), knyaghinya (f), knyazya (m pl), knyaghini (f
pl) :
ruler of a sector
of space comprising one or more stars

graf (m), grafinya (f), grafy (pl): ruler of a solar system or an
individual planet

baron (m), baronessa (f), barony (pl): ruler of a city or specific
locale

dvoryanin (m), dvoryanka (f), dvoryane (pl):
person of the
nobility, specifically of noble birth

boyarin (m), boyarynya (f), boyare (pl) : person of non-hereditary nobility,
usually a lifetime-appointment

kupets (m), kupchikha (f), kuptsy (pl) : person of high middle
class

krepostnoy (m), krepostnaya (f), krepostnye (pl):
person of lower
class

 


 


RUNGLISH WORDS AND PHRASES

 


blyad, blyady (pl): whore

Bog znaet: God knows

Bozhe moi!: My God!

chetvertak, chetvertaky (pl): one-quarter ruble, 25
kopecki

da: yes, okay

damy i gospoda: ladies and gentlemen

Da zdravstvuyet Imperiya!: Long live the Empire!

Da zdravstvuyet tsaritsa!: Long live the tsaritsa!

dub (slang, pronounced doob), duby (pl):
bodyguard, hired
muscle (literally “oak”)

Duma: legislative assembly

desiatka: 10 rublei

freilina, freiliny (pl): lady-in-waiting

gornichnaya, gornichnie (pl): maid

gospodin, gospoda (pl): Mr.

gospozha: Ms.

gossie: missy (slang)

imperatritsa: empress

kavalergard, kavalergardy (pl): palace guard

kopeck, kopecki (pl): 1/100 of a ruble

legavye: derogatory slang term for militsia

lyubovnika: lover, honey, sugar (slang)

menty (pl): derogatory term for members of the militia

militsioner, militsia (pl): member of the militia

nichevoh: nothing; it’s nothing; don’t worry

oprichnik (m), oprichnikya (f). oprichniki (pl):
bodyguard, muscle,
strong arm, goon

piatak, piataki (pl): 5 kopecki = 1/20 of a ruble

politseiskiy, politseiskie (pl): police officer

politsia: police, police force

ruble, rublei (pl): basic unit of currency

shliukha, shliukhi (pl): slut

sotnia: 100 rublei

Sovyet Knyazey: a special legislative/advisory council composed of
knyazya

sterva. stervy (pl): shrew, bitch

suka, suki (pl): bitch

tovarishch, tovarishchi (pl): comrade

tsarstvo: territory ruled by a tsar

zek, zeki (pl): prisoner; resident of Gulag
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CHAPTER 1

 


Plot/Counterplot

 


 


The open-air mall was bustling with early
afternoon shoppers walking to and fro. Many had specific errands to
run. Others were simply window-shopping or enjoying the fine
afternoon. The ebb and flow of foot traffic guaranteed anonymity
and privacy without calling particular attention to oneself.

For one particular man who was busy appearing
casual, that was exactly how he wanted it. Wong Chin’s gait was a
carefully calculated stroll; he had a couple of hours of leisure
time at his disposal, so he didn’t need to hurry. At the same time
his mother’s birthday was coming up soon, so this was a legitimate
shopping trip for a gift. There was nothing to arouse anyone’s
suspicions.

Chin was dressed in the uniform of the
kavalergardy, which got him some extra looks but not an excessive
amount. It would have been more suspicious if he’d changed into
civilian clothes for this errand. It would have looked as though he
had something to hide—and since he did, that was an appearance best
avoided.

He was approaching the gift shop where he
intended to make his purchase, at the same time keeping a
surreptitious eye on the time. He also kept careful track of the
crowd around him, making sure no one was following him. At
precisely the specified time Chin calmly lifted his wristcom up to
his mouth, as though to make a personal memo. In a quiet,
matter-of-fact voice he said, “Dispatch 226.” In a single
electronic blip, the message he’d carefully composed, encrypted and
compressed was transmitted from his computer through a local relay
to a topcomm repeater that carried the information to its
destination many parsecs away.

With that accomplished, Chin felt a great
wave of relief sweep over him—though he did not show it outwardly.
The most crucial part of this excursion was done. For better or
worse the information he knew would quickly be in trusted hands.
Now he could concentrate on the more innocent task of choosing his
mother’s birthday gift. Being the methodical person he was, he’d
already scouted out the shop where his purchase would take
place.

His mother had always been fond of
hand-crafted music boxes. A store here in this mall carried a
wonderful assortment. Wong Chin spent a relaxed twenty minutes
inspecting the wares before deciding on his purchase, a music box
with a dancing bear on top. He had the shopkeeper wrap it up and,
carrying it carefully, he returned to the knyaz’s palace.

As he entered the private gate, before he
could go to his quarters and drop off the package, he received a
call on his wristcom. “Captain Chin, the knyaz would like to see
you immediately. Report to his study at once.”

Chin frowned. Anything out of the ordinary
was suspicious, and posed a risk to his safety. “I have a package
to drop off in my room, and then I’ll—”

“He needs you at once. I doubt he’ll mind if
you bring the package with you.”

“On my way, then,” Chin said. His voice was
crisp and correct, but inwardly he was worried. The knyaz had only
seen him three times in the six months Chin had been working here,
and had never singled him out for anything. Why this sudden
urgency—and why today of all days? Still, he had no legitimate
reason to balk at the orders, so he entered the main building and
proceeded to the knyaz’s second-floor study.

Captain Chin entered the study through its
west door. The study was a large room with dark breckwood paneling
on the east, west and north walls. Inset shelves on these walls
held actual printed books with leather bindings in brown, black and
oxblood. In addition to the west door there were two doors along
the east wall and three along the long north wall. Chin didn’t know
where any of these doors led; he’d always used the west door on the
few occasions when he’d come here.

The entire south wall was a picture window
overlooking the knyaz’s private zoo. This menagerie was one of the
knyaz’s obsessions, containing some of the most interesting
creatures from the many worlds in his sector. He took great pride
in the fact that it was considered among the top private
collections in the entire Empire.

In front of the picture window was a heavy
cherrywood desk carved with ornate scrollwork along the legs and
geometric designs on the sides. The top was flat and inset with a
large tridee tank, currently blank.

Behind the desk was a large padded green
leather swivel chair with polished brass studs closely placed
around the seams of the arms and back. The chair was turned with
its back to him so its occupant could gaze out the window; all Chin
could see was the high back and a portion of an arm lying casually
on the right armrest. As the captain entered the room, though, the
chair slowly swiveled around to face him.

Yevgheniy Kuznyetz, the knyaz of Scorpio
sector, was in his fifties. His slender body had a toughness to it
that belied his years, and the piercing look in his eyes flashed
with keen intelligence. His gray hair was thinning but neatly
combed, and a pencil-thin mustache adorned the upper lip of his
tightly-pursed mouth. His face had some of the fine lines of age,
but there were no smiles lines evident anywhere. He was dressed
casually in a gray, green and red argyle sweater that made his
torso look bulkier than it really was.

“Captain Chin reporting as ordered, sir,”
Chin said crisply. He did not salute; the knyaz may have been his
boss, but he had no military rank.

“Carrying a package, I see.” The voice was
quiet, crisp, precise.

“I was told to come straight here, sir,” Chin
said apologetically. “I didn’t have time to drop it off in my
quarters first.”

“No need to apologize. I understand
perfectly.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Kuznyetz’s eyes remained focused on the
officer’s face. “What is it, if I may ask?”

“A… a present for my mother, sir. Her
birthday is next week.”

“How admirable. I wish my own mother were
around to receive presents, but she—” He ended that train of
thought abruptly. “I’m curious. What does a captain of my
kavalergardy buy his mother for a birthday present?”

“She has a collection of music boxes, sir. I
found an interesting new one at a shop in town.”

“Excellent. Does she happen to live
onplanet?”

“No, sir, she’s on Pintow. I’ll have to ship
it out either today or tomorrow if it’s going to arrive in
time.”

“Nonsense. Leave it here. I’ll make sure it
goes out with my personal seal. I guarantee it’ll arrive in plenty
of time.”

“That’s very kind of you, sir.” Chin was
perplexed. The knyaz had never been this friendly to him before,
had scarcely shown him any more than formal recognition. What was
happening? Did he suspect something?

Kuznyetz did not respond, and silence
descended on the room. Captain Chin did not feel it was his place
to question his lord’s motives for summoning him, so he stood
silently at attention and waited. He was acutely aware that the
knyaz’s gaze never wavered from his face, but the older man’s
expression was unreadable.

It was nearly thirty seconds before Kuznyetz
spoke again. “Actually, you can return the favor, captain. You’ve
been recommended to me as a very reliable man, a man who can keep a
secret.”

“I like to think so, sir.”

“Good. I have a mission that requires the
utmost discretion, and I can’t entrust it to anyone too close to
me, if you get my meaning.”

“I’m not sure I do, sir, but I’m not sure I
need to, either.”

“The perfect answer. I chose the right man.”
He reached into a drawer of his desk and pulled out a small object,
which he slid along the top of the desk toward Chin. “This is a
key. Pick it up and go through this door.” He indicated the door
closest to the window on the east side of the room. “Go down that
corridor to a door numbered 278. The key will open that door. Go
inside. A woman will meet you there. She will give you a large
envelope, which you will then bring back here to me unopened.”

“Is that all, sir?”

“Yes, for now. If you perform well, there may
be other small but crucial assignments as well—with, I might add,
corresponding bonuses.”

Chin picked up the key. It was an electronic
key, made of lightweight plastic. “Thank you sir. With your
permission …?”

Kuznyetz dismissed him with a wave of his
hand. By the time Captain Chin had reached the indicated door, the
knyaz already seemed occupied with another matter.

Chin found himself in a long corridor with
doors on either side. The numbers started in the low 200s, so he
had quite a distance to walk before he came to 278. The corridor
made several turns, but didn’t branch off anywhere, so there was no
question of which way he needed to go.

At last he reached door 278. He placed the
key against the lock and there was the faintest of clicks as it
unlatched. The door slid silently open and he entered. The door
slid shut again behind him.

The room was large and totally bare of
furnishing. The walls, ceiling and floor were pure white except for
a bright red rectangular touchplate high up on the opposite wall,
right where it met the ceiling. Chin wondered vaguely what it was
doing up there; it was certainly too high for anyone to reach
conveniently.

There was no woman in the room at the moment,
but Chin wasn’t worried. Kuznyetz had said she would meet him here,
not that she’d be waiting. The captain supposed it was his
job to do the waiting. With no furniture to sit on, he stood
casually and waited.

A large section of the wall opposite the door
slid open, rapidly and silently. The sudden movement startled
Captain Chin, but far more disturbing was what was revealed on the
other side. Two enormous catlike creatures were walking up a ramp
toward him. They walked on four legs, and their shoulders were as
high as his head. They had sleek gray and yellow dappled fur, long
white fangs and yellow eyes that glared at him with feral
intensity.

Chin didn’t know precisely what was going on,
but he did know he didn’t want to be in the same room with those
creatures. He turned back to where he’d entered, but the door had
seamlessly joined with the wall. He tried pressing the plastic key
against where he thought the latch should be, but nothing happened.
There was no escape in that direction.

The creatures were now fully in the large
room with him, and the door slid quickly shut behind them. Chin
realized far too late that he’d been set up. He was trapped in here
with two vicious creatures and no defense against them.

The creature on his right was close enough to
swipe at him with its left paw. He tried to dodge, but the blow
came too swiftly; claws like bayonets ripped across his right arm,
slashing his uniform sleeve and drawing blood from two large
gashes. He choked back a scream and tried to spin away to his left,
but that only brought him within range of the second beast. It
actually seemed to be waiting for him; a vicious swipe of its right
front paw was already in motion as he stepped into the blow. The
nails ripped open his abdomen, and blood suddenly splashed across
the walls of this previously immaculate room.

He could make no effort now to stifle the
scream that escaped his throat. He couldn’t think through the pain,
he could only react—and that weakly. The force of the blow spun him
completely around and he stumbled to his right knee. He struggled
to regain his footing, but the wounds he’d already suffered made
him far too slow. The giant paw of the creature on his right came
down on his back, knocking him the rest of the way down and pinning
him to the floor. Even if he hadn’t already been severely weakened
by his wounds, the powerfully muscled arm would have held him in
place.

Chin’s struggles were over within seconds as
the efficient hunting team did its work with well-honed precision.
The pain was intense as he died, but it did not last long, and soon
his body lay lifeless and bloody on the stone floor. The creatures
who’d killed him parceled him out and greedily devoured his flesh,
even eating portions of his uniform to make sure no significant
parts were wasted. The only parts they couldn’t eat were his feet,
shod in leather boots that were too hard to get the meat out
of.

In barely half an hour the animals had
finished their meal. One of them reared up on its haunches and
swatted at the red touchplate near the ceiling. The wall through
which they’d entered slid aside and, with nothing further to
interest them here, the creatures returned down the ramp the way
they’d come. The wall slid back into place behind them and a panel
opened in the floor, exposing a large drain. High-pressure jets of
water erupted from nozzles hidden in the walls, washing the final
traces of the late Captain Wong Chin into the disposal system. Next
came a cleansing disinfectant spray to remove all traces of blood
and other impurities. Within minutes, Room 278 was pure and
antiseptic once more.

Captain Chin may have been gone, but he was
not forgotten. He was, indeed, the focal point of a discussion in
the study between Kuznyetz and his prime councilor, Pavel Lubikov.
“I’m sorry we weren’t able to weed him out earlier,” Lubikov said.
“It seems he got off a message this afternoon before he
returned.”

The knyaz appeared largely unconcerned. “What
did it say?”

“I don’t know for certain; it’s well
encrypted and could take days to break. I’m sure it had no critical
details—Chin had no access to the ultimate plan or its timetable.
Maybe some names of our allies, numbers and disposition of some of
our forces, other things we wouldn’t want advertised but which
won’t stop the operations from taking place. I can confirm who the
message was sent to.”

“I know who the message was sent to,”
Kuznyetz said languidly. “That doesn’t bother me. Nkosi has been
de-fanged for years. He’s just a frustrated old man moving the few
straggling pawns he has left over the squares of a decaying
chessboard. Even if we sent him a detailed blueprint, he has no
authority to act. Let him frustrate himself even further. It’ll
just make our victory that much sweeter.”

Lubikov’s eyes wandered to Captain Chin’s
package, still sitting untouched on the corner of the desk. “Should
I dispose of that for you, sir?” he asked.

“Certainly not. I promised to deliver it to
the late captain’s mother, and I shall keep my word. After all, she
no longer has a son. The least she should have is a music box.

“And see that she gets a nice letter of
condolence that her son died in the course of his duties,” he added
as an afterthought. “Mothers are very important, Pavel. They must
be treated with the utmost respect.”

 


* * *

 


It was unofficially called the Blue Room,
logically enough, because it was a room and it was blue. Not just
any blue; it was, in fact, a tribute to all blues. Starting
from the baseboards of the eastern wall, which were the palest
pastel, the shades progressed like a canopy arch, darkening
imperceptibly as the colors gradually merged until they reached the
darkest navy blue, almost indistinguishable from black, along the
bottom of the western wall. Many of the room’s prior occupants over
the decades had proclaimed the effect quite restful and relaxing;
its current occupant, however, was unmoved by any such soothing
effects.

Nkosi Wettig, knyaz of Orion sector, was a
large man by almost any standards, nearly two meters tall and
massing about a hundred and twenty kilograms. Adding to this was
his demeanor, a commanding presence that radiated intelligence and
decisiveness, and an attitude that brooked no incompetence. The
brown eyes above his broad, flat nose seemed to see not only
everything within range, but all the implications of those things
as well. The mahogany-colored skin of his face was unmarked with
lines of worry despite his age—and despite the fact that he worried
all the time. He was used to making other people develop
worry lines.

His face was also unmarked by smile lines,
because Nkosi Wettig seldom smiled. Given all that he knew and all
that he saw, he found little to smile about.

The Blue Room had been designed by Wettig’s
great-grandfather, a man of far less spartan tastes. It served as
Wettig’s principal office when he was at home on his estate—not
because of its soothing atmosphere, but because it was suitably
large and centrally convenient to other rooms and resources. But
even if the knyaz were normally inclined to a relaxed disposition,
the information on the screens set in the desk before him would
have jarred him out of that mood.

The left-hand screen displayed the decrypted
message he’d received from Wong Chin. In fine detail it described
the number, classes and disposition of the ships in Kuznyetz’s
private fleet. Though ostensibly the ships were all either merchant
craft or local law enforcement vessels, all were heavily armed—and
so numerous that the total firepower was nearly one-third that of
the Imperial Navy itself. Though the militsia vessels should have
been spread uniformly throughout Scorpio sector, and the merchant
ships should have been traveling to many destinations around the
Empire, the vast majority of these ships seemed to be maneuvering
in and out of a small space that just happened to be the part of
Kuznyetz’s sector closest to Earth.

Chin’s report also contained a list of names
of people he’d confirmed had made alliances with Kuznyetz. Chin
admitted the list was incomplete, but even so it was impressive:
ten other knyazya, eighty-seven grafy, sixteen admirals, five
members of the Sovyet Knyazey and dozens of other assorted
boyare.

A very thorough report. Chin had been the
best of Wettig’s people to follow him into exile.

From his other sources, dwindling as they
were, Wettig had traced a money trail leading from Kuznyetz to
several dozen “separatist” movements on various planets, groups
that were becoming increasingly more daring and increasingly more
violent. Reports of their activities filled the news virtually
every day now.

It didn’t take someone with Wettig’s
extraordinary perception to supply a title for this portrait:
treason. Treason in its purest form. Kuznyetz was planning an
uprising, and soon.

Next to the screen with Chin’s report was
another that held a flattie video message from Kuznyetz himself.
“Nkosi, I have some news that may disturb you. I had an officer in
my kavalergardy, a Captain Wong Chin. He died today under highly
suspicious circumstances. My investigators are looking into it, but
since I believe you were one of his past employers I thought you
might know him and care about what happened to him. Please accept
my deepest sympathies.” And there the message ended.

The nerve of that man! To kill a fine officer
like Chin and then to brag about it like this. He thinks there’s
nothing I can do about it—and he may be right.

He stared ahead for a long moment of
reflection. But maybe not.

“Intercom: Hasina.”

After a moment his daughter’s face appeared
on the screen. “What did you want, Father?”

“Pack your bags for an offworld trip.”

Hasina, used to her father’s quirky orders,
could only smile. “Anywhere in particular?”

“I’ll have to check their schedule. There’s a
show I want you to see.”

 


 


CHAPTER 2

 


Le Vaudeville Galactique

 


 


The planet Turtello in Centaurus sector had
only been settled within the last thirty years; it was not on the
beaten trail and the population was still small compared to more
established worlds within the Empire. On the one hand this was
good; the people were starved for live entertainment and were
enthusiastically appreciative of everything that came their way. On
the other hand this meant there were no large theaters to play in;
the stage of the largest theater was barely big enough to
accommodate the full show, and the backstage facilities were—to put
it kindly—provincial.

Even though he was one of the headliners,
Judah Bar Nahum’s dressing room was tiny. And worse, he had to
share it with his cousin and partner, Eva, which made it difficult
to pace back and forth. But Judah paced back and forth anyway. He
was a pacer, a worrier. He did it on a grand scale, and he wasn’t
going to let a mere lack of physical space stay him from his
appointed rounds.

At the moment there was more room to pace
because Eva wasn’t there. That wasn’t entirely a good thing,
though, since that was the reason he needed to pace: Eva wasn’t
there.

The company had arrived at the theater and
Eva wasn’t there. The doors had opened and Eva wasn’t there. The
music had started and Eva wasn’t there. The curtain had risen more
than an hour ago and Eva wasn’t there. And, as usual, she refused
to answer her pages.

Eva had been late before. Hell, he could
scarcely remember a time she hadn’t been late. And her
performances were always perfect. The two of them made an ideal
team; even he had to admit she was at least as talented as he was.
But she cut everything so close to the edge. He looked to his
wristcom for the time ….

“Thirteen minutes,” Eva Bar Nahum said,
walking briskly into the room. “Plenty of time. Hello, how are you,
I’m fine, it’s none of your business where I was last night, where
did you put my costume oh there it is, how’s the house?” She didn’t
even wait for answers before starting to strip off her clothes.

“Packed, as usual,” Judah said. “Listen,
we’ve got to talk—”

“Fine, just kvetch sitting down. If
you keep walking back and forth you’ll get in my way and make me
late. There’s a wonderful semi-comfortable chair over there. Park
your tuchis and enjoy the view.” Backstage etiquette was
naturally in force; everyone was considered fully dressed no matter
what they were or were not wearing.

Judah sat down, but hardly relaxed. He seemed
to be vibrating on some undetectable frequency. “Why can’t you be
on time once in a while? You’re endangering the show.”

“We’ve had this talk before. I’ve never
missed a cue and I don’t intend to—unless, God forbid, I should
die, in which case I may be a few minutes late.” She was already
out of her clothes and starting to wriggle into her costume.

“I suppose you were out somewhere drapping
around again.”

Eva paused a second to turn and give her
cousin a big grin. “Of course. It’s fun. You should try it
sometime.” And, as Judah opened his moth to respond, she added
quickly, “I know, you’re saving yourself for Vida—and she hasn’t
even asked you to. Even Ilya Uzi sleeps around.” She turned back to
the mirror and finished getting her costume on.

“He isn’t engaged,” Judah defended. “Well he
was, once, in Red Star of Treason, but he wasn’t unfaithful
until after she died. But we’re not talking about my reading
habits—”

“Of course not. We’re talking about hobbies.
You like reading spy thrillers, I like sex.” She finished getting
the costume on and sat down in front of the mirror to apply her
makeup.

“We’re talking about punctuality. I don’t
care if you shtup half the Imperial Navy, but do you have to
take so long?”

“When you’re as good as I am,” Eva said,
concentrating on penciling her eyebrows, “you get curtain
calls.”

Judah let out a long sigh. “Eva, you’re going
to drive me crazy.”

Eva finished her eyebrows and started on her
lips. “Don’t worry, bubbe,” she said, careful not to move
the lips too much. “As Shar would say, it’s just a day trip. You’ll
be back before you know it.”

“You take too much for granted. You should at
least answer your pages. What if David broke his leg or Isaac got
laryngitis and we had to rearrange the schedule?”

“You think that would keep those hams off the
stage? I trust my colleagues. Besides, what does Ilya Uzi always
say? ‘Improvise.’ You’d think of something brilliant. I have
faith.”

“I know I’d think of something. I have faith,
too. But faith comes a lot easier when your partner’s there with
you.”

Her makeup done, Eva stood up from the makeup
table and walked over to her cousin. She took his chin in her right
hand and raised it so he was looking directly into her eyes. “Look
at me, Jude. I’ll always be there, just as I always have. We’re a
team, and a damn fine one. The show will go on.”

There was a sharp rap on the door just as
they heard their cue music starting. Eva let go of Judah’s chin and
grabbed both of his hands with hers. “And speaking of which, it’s
showtime. Come on.” She pulled him up out of the seat. “You don’t
want to miss your entrance, do you?”

 


* * *

 


Le Vaudeville Galactique was a highly
unusual, if not unique, institution within the Empire. Most
theatrical companies remained planetbound; the sheer expense of
traveling between worlds precluded most of them from touring,
particularly when there were other, cheaper methods of promulgating
their performances. If a company developed a reputation for
excellence, it was far easier and less expensive to record a
performance for tridee than to pack up costumes, props, sets, cast
and crew and go hopping from planet to planet.

Some tours happened, of course. A renowned
company might travel to nearby worlds to show off their wares. The
best of the best always traveled to Earth, the center of the
Empire. But the distances were too vast and there were too many
local theater companies to make long interstellar tours
economically feasible.

“The Ville,” as its members called it, was
unique because its people were unique. All were from the heavy-grav
world of New Zion, with genetically-engineered strength, stamina
and reflexes far beyond those of the normal Imperial citizen. As a
result, its performers could not be replaced or imitated by any
low-grav native; what they offered could not be seen outside the
realm of this specific show.

Avram Bar Nahum, the company manager,
compounded this uniqueness by carrying on the tradition of refusing
to record the Ville’s performances. Some called this arrogant,
others called it short-sighted—but the only way to see Le
Vaudeville Galactique was to attend a show in person.

It had taken years to build up a reputation,
years of expensive traveling and small audiences, years of hardship
and adversity. But, as the first manager had explained, the
hardship and adversity were as nothing compared to what the
Zionians had already experienced. Poverty and humiliation seemed
insignificant after the years of degradation, slavery and torture
that were the hallmarks of “the Metamorphosis.”

The little show grew and thrived. No one had
ever seen anything like it, and no one could imitate it. The show
emphasized entertainment, with no message or ideology beyond that.
It was sophisticated enough for the most intellectual tastes while
still being accessible to any child’s delight at the beautiful and
unusual. Le Vaudeville Galactique now played to packed houses
wherever it went, and tickets were always at a premium.

As was the case with its twentieth-century
predecessor, the Ville was a collection of variety acts, each
spellbinding in its own way. Unlike the earlier version, however,
the show was not modular, but carefully scripted and tied together
as a unified whole. The bill did not change because a given act was
shuffled in or out of the lineup. Nor did the entertainment ever
stop to announce a new act. Acts melted into one another with a
stylish grace that was the signature of this special event.

Comedy merged into acrobatics merged into
magical illusion merged into song merged into animal acts merged
into dance, and the flow of entertainment never ceased. No
particular act ever exactly ended; instead, it melded and morphed
into the act that followed, often with small mini-acts bridging the
gap. The entire spectacle presented a theme that carried over from
one act to the next.

The major act before the Dance Masters of
Space—Judah and Eva Bar Nahum—was primarily a performance of
strength and agility, including tumblers, human pyramids and
juggling volunteer members of the audience. Even before the act was
over, a chorus of singers was wandering across the stage from left
to right while a trio of fire-eaters crossed from right to left. As
the acrobats disappeared, Sharona Leibowitz—the show’s premier
comic/clown/mime—re-emerged with a pay-off to the major routine
she’d performed half an hour before. Sharona, too, had almost left
the stage when the lights dimmed except for her follow spot and the
music rose to cue the Dance Masters. Sharona did a sudden back flip
and walked on her hands the rest of the way off, stage right.

The instant her spotlight went out a new one
came on, stage left, and the pair of dancers entered. Both were in
costumes that hugged their bodies without confining them. Judah
wore a shirt with an open vee neckline down to his breastbone; the
sleeves were just full enough not to exaggerate the well-developed
musculature of his arms. His pants were tight at the waist and
thighs, but flared gracefully from the calves downward—again,
barely hinting at the muscles hidden within. The costume was white
and red—the right side gleaming with purest white satin, the left
side swirling with crimson material set with thousands of tiny
rhinestones that glittered and flashed under the spotlight. His
shoes were also red, and sparkled like Dorothy’s ruby slippers.

Eva’s costume was a trifle more subdued, but
no less impressive. The colors were pastels, blue and gold, with
gold shoes. None of it sparkled, but none of it needed to—her
vibrancy sparkled enough for the entire ensemble. Her dark hair,
barely shoulder-length, framed her lovely face. Her powder blue
leotard with the gold swirls emphasized the luscious curves of her
torso, while her full, floor-length skirt—gold with blue
highlights—seemed to flow around her with a liquid grace as she
moved. Even from the back of the balcony without opera glasses,
anyone could see she was breathtakingly beautiful. Only Judah’s
consummate skill and grace prevented her from eclipsing him.

The couple entered the stage to the applause
for Sharona and the strains of a lively polka, spinning about as
they took large, energetic steps. The music increased its pace as
they danced, and Judah whirled his cousin around so decisively that
her feet only touched the ground once every other revolution.
Although she didn’t appear to be making any effort to jump, Eva was
pushing off the ground each time she touched it, launching herself
in a controlled leap guided only by Judah’s powerful arms. The
music increased faster and faster, and Eva’s contact with the
ground grew less and less frequent.

Before the audience realized it, the rapid
polka had evolved into a flamenco rhythm, and Judah was now using
his cousin as much like a prop as like a partner. He twirled her
behind him and around his shoulders the way a flashy matador might
twirl his cape. Eva let go of Judah’s left hand with her right,
leaving him to twirl her one-handed. She, meanwhile, reached down
to her waist and detached her skirt, twirling the gold and blue
cloth around her body even as Judah twirled her around his. The
stage lights came up slowly and the spotlight faded as the audience
gasped at this breathtaking display of color, strength and
grace.

The whirling fabric of the skirt eventually
seemed to take off on its own, fluttering up into the flies like a
beautiful mammoth butterfly. As it did, the music slowed
dramatically and Judah took both his partner’s hands and gave her
one last spin that brought her down to the ground and facing
him.

Now the music was slow, stately, romantic as
the couple began a balletic pas de deux. Eva went en pointe on her
right foot, and Judah took her by the waist and lifted her straight
into the air over his head. He held her there for three heartbeats,
then, to a collective gasp from the audience, he casually tossed
her in a high arc halfway across the stage. As she flew through the
air Eva remained perfectly rigid, perfectly composed; meanwhile
Judah made two extended leaps across the stage to the spot where
her arc descended. His foot touched the floor from the second leap
at the same instant she came within his reach, and he caught her in
the same exact pose as when he’d thrown her. To the wild applause
of the crowd he pulled her in towards his body as she put her arms
about his neck and slid slowly against him to stand on the
floor.

The music changed again, this time to a
sultry tango. The cousins slithered together across the stage,
moving as though they were a single body with eight limbs.
Sometimes they would move slightly apart, but they never broke
contact. Their eyes were locked to one another’s; Eva might do a
precise spin, but her head and eyes always came back to the
original position, focused solely on Judah. The atmosphere in the
theater seemed to heat up as the steamy, seductive movements of the
tango caught the audience’s rapt attention.

The tango evolved into a French-style apache
dance, but with a unique twist. It was Eva who assumed the
traditional male role of the aggressor, flinging Judah over her
shoulder or dragging him along the ground. Despite her apparent
diminutive stature, she had no trouble carrying and flinging her
partner’s slightly larger frame through the acrobatic maneuvers the
dance required.

For a full ten minutes they held the stage
alone. The audience’s attention never wavered, and they broke into
applause over and over again at each new and sometimes seemingly
impossible move the dancers made. Some members of the audience were
flabbergasted that any human bodies could do the feats they’d seen
here today. The more knowledgeable of the spectators knew the
truth, for Le Vaudeville Galactique, while never hiding the fact,
made no attempt to advertise that all its members were
Zionians.

The settlement of New Zion arose out of the
darkest chapter in Imperial history. One of only a small handful of
high gravity worlds that could even remotely be called habitable,
the planet possessed a wealth of heavy elements in high demand
throughout the Empire. But mining these assets was a near
impossible task. Human beings were not adapted to the two point six
gee gravitational field the world—called Goliath at the time—had to
offer. Lungs strained at the higher atmospheric pressure; hearts
and other muscles aged rapidly fighting against the gravity.
Because objects fell faster, even a slight stumble could be fatal,
and human reflexes could not compensate adequately.

Other methods were tried. Heavy machinery was
sent down to the planet’s surface, to be guided by
telepresence—remote controlled instruments—from people in
satellites orbiting the world. But there were problems making the
machines flexible enough to perform the necessary tasks yet sturdy
enough to withstand Goliath’s harsh conditions. Equipment was
constantly breaking down, and the crews who manned the satellites
were in a perpetual state of discouragement.

This was the unhappy state of affairs when
Kyril II came to the throne, and he promptly proceeded to make it
unhappier. In the checkered history of the Empire, replete with
examples of harsh despots interspersed among the truly great
rulers, Kyril stood out as being by far the most cruel, the most
vicious, the most heartless. He hated everyone and everything, and
his mind was ruled by paranoia—justifiably so, for after only a
short while into his reign of terror there really were
people out to get him. Despite being hated by his people, he was so
ruthless that he managed to remain in power for eighteen years and
cause untold grief and hardship for all but the privileged few.

When confronted by the problems of mining the
planet Goliath, Kyril’s twisted mind—abetted by his equally
demented boyare—hatched a cruel and oppressive scheme. Hating and
distrusting anything that was too different from the norm, Kyril
decided that Goliath would be the perfect place to dispose of
people and groups he disliked. Principal among these were Jews,
Romany and members of a radical and rapidly growing Christian
fundamentalist sect called God’s Purgers. Within the space of a
month, virtually all members of these groups were rounded up and
shipped off to serve in Goliath’s deadly mines.

These new slaves began dying from the harsh
conditions just as quickly as the previous miners had—faster, in
fact, because few concessions were made to alleviate their
situation. In itself this caused Kyril little concern, since he
didn’t care for these people anyway—but there was still the problem
of who would do the mining once these groups were all gone. The
solution the Emperor’s boyare came up with was to genetically
engineer human beings adapted specifically to the high-gee
environment.

The slaves were subjected to long and
involved series of “experiments”—most of them little more than
pseudo-scientific excuses for torture—to determine the specific
characteristics the new breed would need for survival. Genetic
material from the different groups was used, and a race of
heavy-gravity natives was bred. These new humans were stronger and
had greater physical stamina to withstand the high gee forces. They
were slightly shorter and had a lower center of gravity, to keep
them stable and help them avoid stumbling. They had quicker
reflexes to deal with a world where objects fell at a much faster
rate. They had denser bones and stronger hearts and lungs. In an
attempt to breed better slaves, Kyril had unwittingly bred a new
subgroup of super humans.

The problem with breeding humans, of course,
was the long maturation period. Virtually all the unmodified slaves
had died and the oldest members of the new breed—who’d been started
in the mines as six- and seven-year-old children—were barely
fourteen when Kyril was finally assassinated. The program continued
for a couple more years under Kyril’s successor, Nikolai IV,
largely through inertia and because the program had remained
strictly secret.

Once the facts became public knowledge, there
was an Empire-wide backlash against the horrors. The slavery was
immediately ended, and Nikolai proclaimed an immediate and
permanent ban on all human genetic manipulation. That left the
Emperor with two major problems: reparations to the survivors of
the period that the Jews were already starting to call (with barely
concealed cynicism) “the Metamorphosis,” and the ongoing problem of
how to mine the metal-rich high-gee planets. There were long and
spirited debates, and for one of the few times in history the
oppressed peoples themselves were actually given a voice in the
decision.

The former slaves who traced their heritage
back to the Romany were the most bitter about what had been done to
them. Their people had always been clannish and independent, and
they followed in that tradition. They asked for and were given a
small fleet of ships so they could leave the confines of the Empire
and seek their own world elsewhere among the stars. For over eighty
years nothing more was heard of them—until an explorer ship for the
ever-expanding Empire stumbled across the heavy-grav planet
Newforest and its Romany inhabitants. The imperial feelings of
guilt had cooled considerably by this time, however, and the world
of Newforest was absorbed into the Empire—though not with the
entirely willing consent of the planet’s citizens.

The descendants of God’s Purgers continued to
adhere to their sect’s fundamentalist beliefs. They spurned as much
contact as they could with the material world, and wanted as little
to do with temporal authorities as possible. Unlike the Romany,
they didn’t want to break away altogether, since part of their duty
was to present an example for other people to follow. The imperial
government ceded them a different mineral-rich high-grav planet to
mine, a world its inhabitants called Purgatory. These people paid
nominal homage to the tsar and, as their prime export, traded the
valuable ore, but otherwise had little contact with the rest of
humanity.

The Jews were another matter entirely. They
had survived so many pogroms and purges over the past several
millennia that they were more philosophical about it. While they
could neither forgive nor forget the horrors of the Metamorphosis,
they could put the past behind them and think about the present and
future. There was still life to be lived—and they were in a unique
position from which to live it.

Just as God’s Purgers were ceded the planet
of Purgatory, the Jews convinced the tsar to cede them the planet
Goliath, which they promptly renamed New Zion. As they proudly
said, this was the second time the Children of Israel had defeated
Goliath. In return, the Jews agreed to keep the mines open and
supply the Empire’s ever-growing need for the heavy metal ores. New
Zion became the first undisputed home the Jewish people had had
since the days of the ancient Roman Empire.

But the Zionians realized they had another
resource at least as valuable as their planet’s ore—themselves.
They were stronger and could react faster than any normal person,
giving them an extraordinary advantage in situations that required
physical skill. They were barred from competing against unmodified
humans in professional sports—although there were some all-Zionian
leagues whose games were breathtaking to behold—but that still left
them a wide range of possibilities. In the hundred and thirteen
years since the end of the Metamorphosis, they’d become very
popular—and expensive—as bodyguards and in private security
services. And as Le Vaudeville Galactique demonstrated, they made
first-rate entertainers.

Even those spectators who knew the
vaudevillians were Zionians didn’t feel cheated. It didn’t matter
to them that the entertainers had been genetically modified; they
were still extraordinary people performing extraordinary feats. The
audience was being treated to a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle, and
they were duly appreciative.

As the Dance Masters of Space reached the
climax of their act, including leaps through ever-higher spinning
rings, the stage seemed to explode with people. Performers dropped
from the flies on ropes, bounced up out of trapdoors and
somersaulted in from the wings, the pit and the back curtain. All
the entertainers who made up this incredible show bounded onto the
stage in what could easily have been a chaotic mess, but instead
was precisely choreographed to show off each act in turn. Singing,
dancing, juggling; fire, lights, miming; acrobatics and
prestidigitation; a mind-numbing finale to remind the audience—in
the unlikely event that anyone forgot—what a masterful spectacle
they had witnessed here today.

And the audience responded by leaping to its
feet with a roar of applause that shook the very walls of the
theater, with whistles, with cheers, with the clapping of hands and
the stamping of feet, with every conceivable form of enthusiastic
appreciation. They had been bedazzled, amused, astonished and,
above all, entertained. They had spent an evening in the theater
they would never forget, an evening they would brag about to their
friends for years to come.

Curtain calls went on for ten, fifteen
minutes. At last the house lights came on again and the stage was
as bare as when the show began. The audience, feeling both
exhilarated and drained, slowly began shuffling out of the theater
with a loud buzz of conversation, each person remarking to his
neighbor about his favorite moments in the show.

Backstage the atmosphere was no less
exuberant as the performers reveled in the addictive high from the
applause. Drenched in sweat but deliriously happy, Judah and Eva
hugged their colleagues and one another, their spat of just a short
while before totally forgotten. Yet another audience had been
conquered. Was that not cause for celebration?

Avram Bar Nahum, the Ville’s manager, Judah’s
father and Eva’s uncle—though he’d been her de facto father as well
for most of her life—came up to them with a broad smile on his
face. He was a man near fifty, once as trim as Judah himself but
now going ever-so-slightly to a paunch. He waved his left hand at
them—the artificial one that replaced the natural one he’d lost
years ago. He had a broad smile that even his neatly-trimmed full
beard couldn’t conceal.

“Yet another stunning performance!” Avram
exclaimed. “A few hundred more like that and I’ll be forced to
consider giving you a raise.”

“Such compliments will turn a girl’s head,”
Eva said with a drawl.

“I only said I’d consider it,” Avram replied.
Then his face turned suddenly serious. Not the serious of
discussing the show’s management, which he never took lightly; this
was a somber expression that the dancers seldom saw on his
features, and it warned them that something unusual was happening.
“Could you both come to my office now?”

“Is there time for a shower first?” Judah
asked.

“No,” the older man said. “There’s someone I
want you to meet … and I don’t think she’ll be offended by a bit of
shvitzing.”
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Avram Bar Nahum led them back to the room
that served as the road manager’s office in this theater. It was
comparatively small and sparsely furnished, but the Ville’s manager
spent little time in it anyway. There was just a basic desk with
data ports, a comfortable swivel chair for the manager and two
other less comfortable chairs for visitors.

One of the chairs was already occupied as
they entered. The woman who’d been sitting there automatically
rose. “Sit, sit,” Avram said quickly, gesturing for her to return
to the chair. “Kinder, I’d like you to meet Lady Hasina
Wettig.”

Hasina Wettig was a slender black woman, a
full head taller than Eva, with short black hair and brown eyes
brimming with intelligence. Her lovely face was highlighted by
prominent cheekbones and an unlined forehead. Her business suit was
stylish and mostly conservative navy blue, though she did have an
accent of bright red in her scarf. Her only jewelry was a pair of
discreet golden earrings. Her hands had long, narrow fingers with
short nails—the hands of someone who didn’t do manual labor but who
also didn’t lounge idly about. She looked no older than twenty-one
or twenty-two.

Eva raised an eyebrow. “Daughter of Knyaz
Nkosi, one assumes.”

Hasina gave a bit of a smile as she nodded.
“One assumes correctly.”

“My father’s told us a lot about your
father,” Judah said.

“Indeed? He wasn’t supposed to say anything.”
Her voice was coolly neutral, neither angry nor accusatory. But it
was also not pleased.

“Eva, why don’t you sit over there?” Avram
said quickly, gesturing to the empty chair beside Lady Hasina.
“Judah, you can bring in another chair from outside—”

“It’s crowded enough in here,” Judah said.
“I’m comfortable standing.”

The young dvoryanka looked over at Judah.
“Exactly what did your father tell you?”

“That he and my mother and my uncles and Aunt
Marnina all worked as secret agents while your father was Commissar
of ISIS.”

“Apparently not so secret.” Hasina looked
back to Avram. “This was not supposed to be made common
knowledge.”

“It hasn’t been,” the older man said calmly.
“You don’t know about show business folk.”

“Educate me,” Hasina said crisply.

Eva cut her uncle off before he could say
anything further. “We jabber and gossip backstage. We’ll stab our
best friends in the back—figuratively—for a better spot on the
bill. I’ve never been to the imperial court; I’ve heard the
infighting gets pretty ferocious there. They have nothing on us,
believe me.

“But what belongs backstage stays
backstage. Period. Nothing goes out front except what we want to
show them. And nobody, not even ISIS, controls that more carefully
than we do.”

“Over the years Mikkel and I have told the
company just about everything we did,” Avram said. “We had to
explain what happened to Eva’s parents and Judah’s mother. I had to
explain this.” He held up his artificial left hand. “But you’ll
never find a more loyal, more devoted, more patriotic group of
people than our company. Any secrets your father and I have between
us is safe with them. I stake my life on that.”

He grinned. “Besides, if I didn’t tell them
they’d invent stories even more lurid. That would only have made
the situation worse.”

Lady Hasina didn’t seem entirely convinced,
but her expression remained neutral. Apparently she had a lot of
practice at that.

“Be that as it may,” she said, “I didn’t come
here to discuss past assignments. My father needs you now, and I
still don’t know what these two have to do with it.”

“Your father wants the young agents Mikkel
and I were twenty years ago,” Avram said with a sigh. “I’ve tried
to keep myself in shape and I’m pretty good for a man my age, but
….” He let his voice trail off as he patted his stomach, then
continued, “Mikkel’s in better shape than I am, but he’s not up to
this, either. This is a young person’s game. You need young people
to play it.”

Judah was getting excited. After listening to
all his father’s stories, after reading all the Ilya Uzi books over
and over, was there a chance he’d be offered a secret mission of
his own? His heart started racing. He looked over at Eva, but she
was keeping her face as neutral as Lady Hasina’s.

The dvoryanka pulled a small device out of
her pocket. “I’ll have to discuss this with my father,” she
said.

Judah’s eyes went wide. “Is that a Q-line?
I’ve heard about them, but never seen one. I guess knyazya can
afford things like that.”

“Particularly knyazya who used to be
Commissar of the Imperial Special Information Service,” Eva said
dryly. “Why didn’t your father come himself? We’d have given him
the best seats.”

“His movements are always watched,” Hasina
explained. “Even though I’m known as his personal assistant, I have
a lot more freedom.” She turned to Avram. “Is there someplace
secure around here?”

“You can use my office,” the older man said.
“Nobody bugs a road manager’s office on the random chance a spy
might wander in and say something secret. I’d say the entire
backstage was pretty secure, but there might just be an
entertainment reporter hanging about, looking for a story.”

He rose and gestured for Eva to do the same.
“The kinder and I will leave you alone until you need us.”
He shooed Judah and Eva out before him, then closed the door to
leave the dvoryanka her privacy.

Judah looked around to make sure no one else
was within earshot. “What’s the story? Do they need people for a
secret mission?”

“Nu, if they did, would you be
interested?”

“You bet!” Judah said enthusiastically.

“Even if it meant leaving the Ville?”

Judah hesitated just a fraction of a second.
“If the security of the Empire’s at stake,” he said, “that might be
more important than the show. If you and Mama could do it—”

The older man turned to his niece. He knew
his son’s interest in the subject—how he’d always hung on every
word of Avram’s and Mikkel’s stories about protecting the Empire,
how he devoured spy novels and quoted them at length. But Eva was a
question mark. While Judah’d lost his mother on that one terrible
mission, she’d lost both her parents and had been
inconsolable for months. Then, without warning, she’d broken out of
the depression and become the exuberant extrovert she was today. He
wondered how much of her wild, almost reckless, behavior was in
reaction to that traumatic event.

“And you, Eveleh?” he asked her. “How would
you feel about it?”

“Has the knyaz been put back in charge of
ISIS?” she asked, avoiding a direct answer.

“She didn’t say, but I don’t think so.”

“Then how can he hand out top-secret
assignments?”

“Nkosi’s a patriot,” Avram said gently. “He
doesn’t need an official title to care deeply about the Empire’s
security. He’s an intelligence maven, a man with
considerable resources and even more friends—of which I am one. If
he sees a problem, he’ll try to fix it whether he’s Commissar of
ISIS or not.”

“And people will just risk their lives for
him?”

“Not for him. For the Empire.”

Eva looked about to say more when the office
door opened and Hasina poked her head out. “My father would like to
talk to you a minute,” she told the senior Bar Nahum.

Avram laid his left hand gently on Eva’s
shoulder and returned to the office with the dvoryanka, closing the
door behind them.

The Quantum-line, or Q-line, speaker was set
up on his desktop. A Q-line was the most secure communicator
available because it used a digital one-time cipher pad. Hasina’s
device spoke only to one her father had, and they were the only two
devices with this particular randomly-generated cipher pad. Even if
someone intercepted the message it could never be decrypted by
anyone who didn’t have a copy of the pad. As with most such
encryption devices, this Q-line was voice-only. While picture and
tridee transmission were possible, they were prohibitively
expensive in this circumstance.

“Hello, Nkosi,” Avram Bar Nahum said.

“Hello, old friend,” came the knyaz’s deep,
rich voice. “It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough,” Avram said, “considering
you never call unless the Empire’s in terrible trouble. I think the
Empire could use less trouble, so I could use fewer calls.”

“I can’t fault your logic. Hasina tells me
you won’t accept the job I have for you.”

“Not ‘won’t.’ ‘Can’t.’ Mikkel and I aren’t
the men for the job any more—not if the safety of the Velikaya
Knyaghinya is riding on it, as your daughter says.”

“I’m not Commissar any more. I have to use
the resources at my disposal.”

“That’s exactly why I’m suggesting my son and
Noy’s and Marnina’s daughter. They’re smart, fast and talented—at
least as good as their parents.”

“They’re also totally inexperienced,” the
knyaz pointed out.

“Nu? So how experienced were my
brothers and I when we started? They learn quickly, these children
today. They’re about the same age as your daughter, I might
add.”

There was an audible sigh from the man at the
other end of the line, who knew he couldn’t argue with any of that.
“Tell me about them,” he said at last.

“Don’t think I’m suggesting them out of
nepotism. They’re the biggest stars of the show. I’d much rather
keep them here. Only my great love for the Empire would let me part
with them.

“Judah’s the more enthusiastic one. He loves
anything to do with spying. He listens to my old stories over and
over. He’s memorized all those silly Ilya Uzi novels—”

“If he goes by them, he’ll be in big
trouble.”

Avram smiled. “He knows the difference
between them and reality. I made sure of that. He’s absorbed all
the craft Mikkel and I could feed into him, and he’s always eager
for more. Physically he’s in perfect condition, and mentally he’s
up to the challenge. He’s got the background. As I said, he’ll
learn quickly in the field.”

“And the girl?”

“She’s no girl, and you’d better stop
thinking of her that way. She grew up very quickly—probably too
quickly. Losing both her parents like that did things to her, made
her a little wild.”

“I don’t need ‘wild.’ I need
‘disciplined.’“

“She’ll definitely give you tsouris
there. She does things her own way, which isn’t always the way you
or I would do them. But when she chooses to do something, it gets
done right. Everything comes naturally to her. She’s the most
brilliantly intuitive person I’ve ever seen. I’ve never known her
instincts to be wrong. I’d trust my life—more importantly, I’d
trust the Velikaya Knyaghinya’s life—in her hands. Much as it pains
me to say it, between her and my son I’d rank her the one with the
better potential—if you can convince her to take the job at
all.”

“If?”

“I’ve never asked her how she feels about it.
She’s always listened politely to my stories and my instruction—but
with her parents’ death … plus I didn’t know for sure the subject
would ever come up.”

“I see.” There was a pause of about five
seconds—for Nkosi Wettig, a very long pause indeed. “Well, I’ve
never gone wrong before trusting your judgment. Da, bring them in.
I’d like to have a talk with them.”

 


* * *

 


As Avram went into the office to talk with
Lady Hasina, Eva turned to her cousin. “I suppose this has you all
excited,” she said.

“Of course. This is what I’ve waited my whole
life for. Next to our act, this is the most important thing I could
ever do. Don’t you feel it too?”

“You still have a parent,” Eva said slowly.
Her expression was more serious than Judah could ever remember. “I
only have uncles.”

Judah’s face fell. “Oh Eva, I’m sorry. I
wasn’t thinking—”

Just as quickly as the somber mood had come
upon her, it vanished again. “Besides, it would put a hell of a
kibosh on my sex life.”

Relieved to be off the hook for his faux pas,
Judah bantered back, “Spies have a great sex life. Ilya Uzi has at
least three different women each book.”

“You know me better than that. If I do
something I do it all the way. It has to become the most important
thing in my universe.”

“You’re saying sex is the most important
thing in your universe?”

“Right now, the act is the most important
thing in my universe. Everything else revolves around that. I never
miss a rehearsal, I never miss a performance. Come hell or high
water, that’s the rock my life is built on.

“Fortunately, even with all that work I still
have time for a hobby. And when I’m at my hobby, that
becomes the thing that consumes me. When have you ever known me to
do anything by halves, boychik?”

Judah smiled, and there was the faint hint of
a blush. “You do tend to throw yourself into things.”

“Right. And I’ve listened to Uncle Avram’s
and Uncle Mikkel’s stories. Being a spy is an all-day, all-night
job. You’re always onstage. No breaks, no time for hobbies. I
couldn’t do anything less.”

Judah tried to return to his earlier point.
“But sometimes a seduction can be part of the assignment.”

“It’s not the same thing at all. Sex as a
hobby is something I can enjoy. I can let myself go. But if I’m
shtupping some guy to save the Empire, I can’t relax, I
can’t let it be fun. I’ll always have to remember why I’m there,
who I’m pretending to be. There’ll always be a clock ticking in my
head. I know myself well enough to know that.”

She shook her head. “No, as long as I was
working on an assignment it would become the only thing in my life.
And that’s a commitment I’m not sure I’m r—”

The office door opened and Avram Bar Nahum
stuck his head out. “He’d like a few words with the two of you,” he
said.

Judah looked over at his cousin, who simply
shrugged her shoulders and walked into the office. He followed her,
curbing his enthusiasm outwardly for her sake, even though his
heart was racing with excitement.

“They’re both here, Nkosi,” Avram said as he
closed the door behind them.

“Avram tells me you can both be trusted,” the
knyaz began without prelude, “and I trust him implicitly. Let me
explain the situation I face and what I would like to see
happen.

“There is an undercurrent of treason running
rampant through the Empire. Local separatist movements are
springing up on one world after another. I’m sure you’ve heard the
news reports of all the anti-imperial riots lately.”

“It’s hard not to,” Eva said. “There’s one
almost every day, somewhere.”

There was a few seconds of silence from the
other end of the line. When the knyaz continued, his voice was a
little frostier; apparently he wasn’t used to interruptions. “As I
was saying, there is grave unrest. That much is public knowledge.
There are other things that are not so public.

“There’s been a rash of ‘accidents’ among the
dvoryane. None of them are the same, there’s no apparent connection
between them—unless you look at the bigger pattern. All the victims
are in the line of succession. With only one direct heir, that line
is fragile as it is—but with these deaths, the options become
fainter and fainter.

“Then there’s the fact that a large number of
dvoryane are building up their own security forces, barely skirting
the law that makes the Imperial Navy the only entity charged with
interstellar security. Private fleets are becoming the rule rather
than the exception. I see all this as a prelude to civil war.

“The center of all the trouble seems to be
Knyaz Yevgheniy Kuznyetz of Scorpio sector. His is the largest of
the private fleets, nearly a third the size of the Imperial Navy
itself. In addition, he has nurtured alliances with many other
dvoryane that would give their group a fighting force that more
than rivals the Navy. It would be mild to say I’m concerned.

“I also have separate evidence that Kuznyetz
is supporting many of these separatist groups with arms and money,
probably even using agents provocateurs to spread discontent. I
believe he is waiting only for the proper moment to spark an
incident that will lead to upheaval and start him on the road to
consolidating his power.

“There are other factions that have also
noticed Kuznyetz’s build-up, and they’re arming themselves as well.
There will be a lot of blood spilled in a lot of quarters when the
fighting starts—but Kuznyetz is the one I’m most worried
about.”

The knyaz paused, so Judah felt it was safe
to interject a question. “Have you told whatsisname, the current
commissar, about this?”

“Edward Foundry, and no I have not,” Wettig
replied. “I know him too well. He was one of my deputies when I was
in charge. He’s a loyal man, a well-meaning man, I won’t fault him
on that. But he has less imagination than a brick. He’s a slave to
protocol. He runs everything by regulations, with no variation
allowed. This idea is too big to be encompassed by his rule
book.

“Besides, during his seven years in office I
have little doubt the Service has been severely compromised. He’s
weeded out too many intelligent, insightful people because they
don’t work by the book. That left him vulnerable to infiltration. I
have no hard evidence, but I will not underestimate Kuznyetz by
assuming he hasn’t taken advantage of that.”

At a new pause, Judah felt bold enough to
speak again. “What do you need us to do?”

“I have two missions in mind,” Wettig said.
“The first is basic infiltration and information gathering. I need
someone inside Kuznyetz’s paramilitary organization keeping me
posted on what’s happening. I did have someone until a few days
ago, but …” He paused significantly. “He had known ties that could
be traced back to me. We hid them as best we could, but Kuznyetz
has his own intelligence service. Our man was killed, but at least
he got out some important information first. I need someone who’s
never had any traceable connection to me to go in there and tell me
what that traitor is doing.”

“I’m your man,” Judah said confidently.

“Perhaps,” Wettig said, still weighing his
options. “Whoever it is, I can arrange false background for him as
a military officer with good credentials who’s fallen on hard
times. With the rapid expansion of his security forces, Kuznyetz
always needs people.”

“You mentioned a second mission,” Eva said
carefully.

“Imperial bodyguard. The Velikaya Knyaghinya
has been kept safe on Earth since her parents’ deaths, and
especially guarded since Tsar Vasiliy’s stroke. Now that she’s
turned fourteen, the Sovyet Knyazey has decided it’s time for her
to go out into her future realm and ‘show the flag,’ let the people
get to know her. Her first scheduled visit will be to the planet
Languor.”

“Which, by some marvelous coincidence, is
right in the heart of Kuznyetz’s Scorpio sector,” Eva interrupted
again. “Or perhaps not so marvelous a coincidence, given that
Kuznyetz is active on the Sovyet Knyazey.”

“You keep yourself very well informed, young
lady,” Wettig said grudgingly.

“I told you she was smart,” Avram
chuckled.

“What you may not know,” Wettig continued,
“is that Languor has been the center of some of the fiercest
separatist riots in recent months. Kuznyetz is undoubtedly funding
this activity, though I lack the resources for discovering exactly
how.

“I think there will be an assassination
attempt against the Knyaghinya while she’s on Languor. With Vasiliy
in a coma and no direct line of descent beyond Natalia, succession
will be in turmoil. This will be exactly the trigger Kuznyetz needs
to set his fleet into motion. In the chaos, he and his allies will
have the strongest voice.”

“But can he prove a legitimate claim to the
throne?” Judah asked.

“Things get murky there. His current title
was not his by birth; he got it by marrying Knyaghinya Teodora
almost thirty years ago. Since then he’s pushed her into the
background and taken over almost completely. But what his own
heritage is, I’ve never been able to discover.

“Admittedly, someone with marital or blood
ties to the throne would be accepted by both the dvoryane and the
kuptsy more easily—but such things aren’t strictly necessary. With
enough power—which he’s on his way to acquiring—he can stage a coup
and start a new line.”

“And if he controls the timing of the
Velikaya Knyaghinya’s assassination, he’ll already have his forces
in the most advantageous position to stage this coup,” Eva
said.

“Precisely. Which is why I must get someone I
can trust on her security detail. I still have one or two strings I
can pull within ISIS to get someone appointed to that assignment.
Your uncle has praised you highly, Gospozha Bar Nahum. Are you
willing to accept the assignment?”

All eyes in the room were on Eva. She took a
deep breath before speaking.

“Both my parents died working for you. I’m
told it was a noble death, I’m told they made a huge contribution
to the security of the Empire. I’ve got the posthumous secret
medals you gave them. I take them out of the velvet box every once
in a while and look at them. They’re just bits of metal and ribbon.
That’s cold comfort when I want a hug from my father, a smile from
my mother.”

She paused before continuing. “I’ve dreaded
this day ever since they died. I knew it would come, I knew you—or
someone like you—would ask me to step into their shoes. And I
didn’t want to die, not like that, in the prime of life. There are
too many things I like doing, too many pleasures I enjoy. I don’t
want to give them up.”

“So you’re refusing,” Hasina said.

“But I have to face the fact,” Eva continued,
totally ignoring the interruption, “that they chose that life. Just
like Uncle Avram and Aunt Ruth and Uncle Mikkel, they knew it was
dangerous and they knew it was necessary. They did it for me, so
the Empire I lived in would be a better, safer place. They knew the
job could kill them, just like Benny—uh, he’s a wirewalker—knows
his act could kill him someday. But he does it anyway, because the
show must go on. Ultimately, that’s what I have to look at. That’s
what I have to live by. The show must go on.”

She paused again. “Besides, Judah wants this
more than anything, and I’d have to be a heartless bitch to keep
him from it—and if he leaves I don’t have an act. I’d look pretty
silly prancing around as just half a dance team.”

“You could do a solo act,” Judah said
quietly, “or find another partner.”

“Nu, after I took all this time to get
you broken in? You are my partner, bubbe. We know
each other’s moves, we’ve got our timing down perfectly. We are a
team. We can’t break up.”

“You will not be working as a team on these
missions,” Wettig reminded her sternly. “You will not be working
anywhere near one another.”

Eva shook her head, even though the knyaz
wouldn’t see it over the Q-line. “It doesn’t matter. We could be
parsecs apart, we’ll still feel each other’s rhythm. I’ll still
know to raise my left arm when he holds out his right. I can’t
explain it, but there’s a synchronicity between us. We are a
team, Your Grace, whether we’re together or apart.”

“Then I assume you are accepting the
assignment. I will arrange—”

“Hold on, Your Grace,” Eva interrupted. “I’ll
do it, but I’ll have to do it my way.”

There was a very long pause, and when Wettig
spoke it was in a voice calculated to chill the room by ten
degrees. “And that way would be …?”

“As an oprichnikya on security detail, I’ll
have to follow the orders of the team leader. He could have me
stationed far away from the action when the problems start—and in
fact, since he won’t know me, he’ll probably resent me for being
foisted off on him and give me the least important assignments. If
you want me to protect the Velikaya Knyaghinya, I’ll need much
greater freedom of movement.”

“What do you suggest?”

“I was thinking along the lines of a
freilina. That would give me personal access to the Knyaghinya, and
I couldn’t be arbitrarily banished to some peripheral post. Plus,”
Eva added with a shrewd smile, “I’d get to wear prettier clothing.
Those ISIS uniforms are crappy.”

“I’m afraid I cannot shift my plans to
accommodate your sense of fashion,” Wettig said coldly. “There are
good reasons why—”

“You were just condemning Commissar Foundry,”
Eva interrupted sharply, “for being too hidebound, too by-the-book,
for firing people who showed too much initiative and originality.
Do you want to repeat his mistakes? One thing I can definitely
promise you—I have a lot more imagination than a brick.”

“I can personally swear to that,” Judah
chimed in.

Still another pause. This was a very unusual
day for Wettig. “Even if I wanted to, I doubt I could accommodate
you. What contacts I have left are in the intelligence services.
The Velikaya Knyaghinya’s attendants are handled by other
departments altogether. I couldn’t—”

“But I could,” Hasina spoke up
unexpectedly.

“Explain yourself,” her father demanded.

“When I served my tour—” she began, then
looked around the room. “I should explain for the Bar Nahums’
benefit that serving as a freilina to the Velikaya Knyaghinya is
considered a great privilege, and it’s usually rotated among young
ladies of the dvoryane. I served three years ago, when the
Knyaghinya was just eleven. Lady Elena is in charge of the rotation
list, and she’s always been a good friend of mine. If I told her
you were a cousin of mine—”

Eva couldn’t quite contain her snort of
laughter.

“Well, a much paler cousin of mine,”
Hasina continued, “a boyarynya who really earned a reward like
this, I think she’d slip you into the current rotation as a favor
to me. Especially if I tell her it’s not for a full term, just a
limited time—say a month or two. Do you think that’s an adequate
period, Father?”

“At the rate the developments are
accelerating,” Wettig said, “I’d be very surprised if Kuznyetz
doesn’t make his move before then. A war like this can’t be staged
on the spur of the moment, it has to be coordinated. It has a
momentum all its own. Either his attempted coup will take place
within that time frame or something extraordinary will have
happened to stop it.”

“With any luck,” Judah said, “we’ll be
that something extraordinary.”

Wettig made no comment over the Q-line.

“I guess it’s settled, then,” Eva said. “I’m
on board for this merry little jaunt.”

“I will leave Hasina to coordinate the
details with you, then,” Wettig said. “Good lu—oh, I’m sorry. It’s
been so long since I dealt with Avram I nearly forgot. I don’t want
to jinx you. Break a leg.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Eva said. “I have a
feeling we’re going to need all the breaks we can get before this
mishegas is over.”

 


 


CHAPTER 4

 


Kavalergard

 


 


Unfamiliar cities and new worlds didn’t faze
Judah Bar Nahum. At age 23 he’d already seen more of both than most
people see in a lifetime. Bustling metropolises and provincial
settlements were all transient phenomena to him. The only thing
real, the only thing solid, the only community that mattered, was
the Ville. For everything else, he was just passing through.

Garrimoor was the capital city of Kyrby
which, in turn, was the capital planet of Scorpio sector. As such
it was a thriving cosmopolitan center, with tall buildings, busy
streets and even huvver lanes. It was noisy, crowded and dirty, the
hallmarks of civilization. The people seemed prosperous—and, if
they weren’t happy all the time, it was only because they had too
much going on in their lives to distract them.

As much as he wanted to get started on his
assignment right away, Judah took his time to get oriented. “Always
get the lay of the land,” Ilya Uzi had said. “You never know when
you might have to disappear into it.” It sounded like good advice
to Judah, so he decided to invest a day or so checking out the
city.

There were the posh, sophisticated areas
where dvoryane and other important personages lived. Judah didn’t
bother with them. Outsiders were too noticeable there. Instead, he
concentrated on the rougher, poorer sections of the city where the
buildings were lower and grimier and the citizens were kuptsy and
krepostnye. A man could vanish into the crowds here and, if he knew
what he was doing, go undetected for days, or even weeks.

Downtown was largely office buildings, but
there were rings of housing and neighborhoods surrounding this. And
interspersed with local restaurants and shops were the ever-present
kuptsy bars. From the news reports, the civil unrest was being
fomented at this level, rather than in the slums. No one
particularly cared if the krepostnye rioted; they could be put down
brutally and no one would much notice or care. The respectable
kuptsy were harder to contain and deal with.

Judah checked the online news reports and saw
that there were a handful of separatist groups listed publicly.
There was nothing illegal about this; earlier tsary had decided it
was wiser to leave openings to relieve pressure than to suppress it
all and risk a catastrophic explosion. The few tsary who crushed
free expression usually paid the penalty eventually.

One of the groups, Sons of Kyrby, was holding
a rally tonight, open to all (donations accepted). Judah decided it
would be profitable to attend and gauge the tenor of the local
opposition.

The meeting took place in a small public hall
along the fringes of the kuptsy area. The hall could hold perhaps a
hundred people and was three-quarters full when Judah entered. The
lights were somewhat dim; Judah guessed this was probably
deliberate, so no one in the audience would be too recognizable.
There was a speaker on stage taking questions from the house, and
the room was already buzzing with conversations as Judah
entered.

“But she’s only a little girl,” one man was
saying.

“That’s my point exactly,” the speaker said.
“The tsar’s in a coma and she’s a little girl who’s hundreds of
parsecs away. She’s a little girl who’s never done a day’s work in
her life. She’s a little girl who knows nothing about the problems
real people face. Why should she get all the power over our lives
when she doesn’t know anything about us?”

Judah sat down at an empty seat not too close
to anyone else. He was only here to listen, not interact with
anyone. So, apparently, were most of the other people in the
audience.

“But we have the dvoryane to take care of
local things. The tsar’s job is to run the whole Empire.”

“But why do we need the Empire?” the speaker
persisted. “What do we care what somebody way out on Altoora is
doing? And why should someone on Altoora care at all about us? Why
should we pay taxes for something we don’t even need?”

“We need a central government to keep
everything going,” another man chimed in from the right-hand side
of the hall. “Without that, we’d be looking at wars and chaos.”

“Yeah, right,” said the speaker with a sneer.
“You must’ve had the same Civics teacher I did. That’s just
propaganda, that’s all that is. Who tells the schools what to
teach? The Empire, that’s who.”

“Yeah, when you think about it there’ve been
some pretty rotten tsary since the Empire started,” another man
said, adding to the gripe session. “Look at Kyril II and Alexandra.
They both killed thousands of people. Maybe millions.”

“Alexandra killed mostly dvoryane,” said a
royalist defender. “And Kyril was a madman. That can happen
anywhere. But things have been pretty good recently.”

“Sure—because the tsar’s unconscious and the
Duma’s been running things. They can’t agree on anything, so
nothing important gets done. But the tsar could die any minute, and
then the Velikaya Knyaghinya becomes tsaritsa and takes over all
the power herself. Maybe she’ll be smooth, but maybe she’ll be
another Alexandra. Is that what you want?”

“It doesn’t matter what we want or don’t
want,” said a new person. “It’s gonna happen anyway. There’s
nothing we can do.”

“Sure there is. We can stand up and let
people know how we feel. If enough people say they want things
changed, things get changed.”

“Are you calling for revolt?” asked an old
man sitting alone way in the back of the hall. “There’ve been two
uprisings during my lifetime, both put down ruthlessly. Thousands
of people were killed, even more shipped off to Gulag. Or perhaps
you were thinking of the Communist Revolution, eh tovarishch? What
a noble experiment that was!”

“Of course I didn’t mean that,” the agitator
said quickly. The Communist experiment had been held in wide scorn,
even in Russia back on Earth; with the rise of the Empire, it was
official policy to ridicule that dark chapter of the past. “Let
this little girl sit on her throne if she wants. But we owe her
nothing, and she has no claim over us.”

“We’re part of the largest empire the human
race has ever seen,” the old man said. “Nearly a thousand worlds
now, and growing almost weekly. We should take pride in being part
of something greater than we are. It gives us a sense of direction,
a sense of purpose.”

“A sense of insignificance, a sense of
impotence,” the rebel mocked. “We’re like ants, toiling for a queen
who doesn’t know us and doesn’t care. We’re men, not ants. Let’s
start acting like it!”

Judah’d heard enough. The same arguments had
been going on, to a greater or lesser degree, since the beginning
of the Empire, with no real resolution but to let things go on as
they were. The dissident on stage here was far too determined to be
a simple complainer. Almost certainly he was an agent provacateur,
planting the seeds of dissension to blossom slowly in people’s
minds. Even if he didn’t arouse them to riot today, they’d heard
enough so that when an uprising did start it would not be
surprising and its leaders’ arguments would sound familiar.

There must be hundreds of such agents, not
just here on Kyrby but throughout the Empire as a whole. Riots were
occurring almost daily as dissent spread. As Wettig had pointed
out, ISIS was but a shadow of its former self, unable to extinguish
so many fires at once. If things proceeded any further, the entire
Empire would crack apart—and there’d be plenty of scavengers around
to pick up the pieces.

Bright and early the next morning he walked
into the storefront recruiting office of the kavalergardy, eager to
enlist. The sergeant at the desk was a bored-looking man in his
mid-fifties. As Judah entered, he looked up from his computer
screen and his face took on an expression of professional
friendliness. “And what can we do for you today, gospodin?” he
asked.

“I’d like to join the kavalergardy,” Judah
said.

The sergeant’s face brightened. “That’s just
what I’m here for, son.” He rose to shake Judah’s hand and offered
him a seat. As Judah sat down, the sergeant continued, “I’m
Sergeant Hallif. What’s your name?”

“Ivan Borodin, sir,” Judah replied. It was a
nom de guerre that Ilya Uzi had used in the third book, Fire
Storm. Using it was a slight gamble, but a whimsical one. If
questioned about it he could always claim it was a coincidence.
These things did happen. And Fire Storm, for some reason,
had never been as popular as the rest of the series. And besides,
the sergeant didn’t look like much of a reader.

The recruiter entered the name into the form
without so much as a blink of recognition. “Now Ivan, I can think
of many reasons why a sharp young lad like you would want to join
the kavalergardy. What’s yours?”

“I like the work, sir, and I like being part
of something greater than myself.”

The sergeant raised an eyebrow. “You’ve done
this before?”

“Yes, sir. I was in service to Graf Hanforth
for almost two years.”

“And why did you leave?”

“It was voluntary, sir. I’d originally been
appointed to take the place of one of the officers who decided to
retire. After about two years, the man un-retired and got his job
back. They would have kept me on, but I figured there wouldn’t be
much room for advancement in the near future, so I thought I’d look
for new opportunities.” Judah paused. “The graf appointed me a
boyarin, sir. I can upload the certificate and my recommendation,
if you’d like.”

“In time. I have a few other questions to ask
you first.” The recruiter proceeded to ask Judah a series of
questions designed to test his general educational level and his
basic aptitudes for this particular work. Judah had to walk a
tightrope here. Kavalergardy could not be stupid—but at the same
time, an ordinary oprichnik who was too smart might also arouse
suspicion in an organization on the lookout for infiltrators. After
nearly two hours of interview, Judah was told to return home and
wait for word of his acceptance.

Judah returned to his hotel and spent the
rest of the day researching Kuznyetz and his family. There wasn’t
much available on the public web; the knyaz apparently enjoyed his
privacy. Kuznyetz was not born to his title; he’d gained it by
marrying Lady Teodora; there was no public record of him before his
engagement to her, which was strange indeed. Marriages between
dvoryane and commoners were quite frequent, and even encouraged to
prevent inbreeding—but marriage to a total unknown? Definitely
suspicious.

There was plenty of public information about
Teodora’s family history, and that of her family line. She married
Yevgheniy when she was twenty, and ascended to her current title
eight years later on the death of her father. Over the following
years there was less and less public information about Teodora. The
whole story now centered on Kuznyetz, while Teodora faded into
obscurity. Aside from attending public ceremonies, the couple
removed themselves from the sight of their subjects.

The couple had one child, Lady Marya—and
about her there was almost too much information. The ravishingly
beautiful young dvoryanka, in her mid-twenties, was constant fuel
for gossip. She flitted from party to party, sporting event to
concert and night club to ballroom. She seemed to ignore the
ceremonial duties usually assigned to the junior dvoryane, like
hospital openings and statue dedications; she concentrated totally
on flash and glitz. She had a handsome escort at every event, and
seldom the same one twice. Cousin Eva might be equally promiscuous,
but she at least was discreet; Marya seemed to flaunt her affairs
for all the Empire to see.

He heard nothing from the recruiter that day,
and still nothing the next. He paced back and forth in his hotel
room, trying to derive some solace from what his hero Ilya Uzi
said: “Trust in patience, and develop backup plans while you wait.”
But backup plans were slow in coming. Maybe I don’t have what it
takes after all, he thought. Maybe my daydreams were just
that—empty fantasies.

Midmorning on the third day he received the
call he’d been hoping for. It wasn’t the recruiting sergeant, but
some anonymous voice telling him he’d been provisionally accepted,
and he should report that afternoon to a certain office for a
physical exam.

He was on time for the appointment, with only
minor concern. The examination would show he was a Zionian, but
what did that matter? There wasn’t much prejudice against his
people these days, and Zionians were even valued in the military
services for their strength and reflexes. There’d be nothing to
indicate he was a spy, and his heritage might even work in his
favor.

As it turned out, the doctor was bored and
the examination perfunctory. If she even noticed Judah’s racial
heritage she never mentioned it. His heart and lungs worked fine,
he was free of disease, and his blood tests were negative for
drugs. She called in her findings to the guard office, and orders
were sent down for Judah to report for duty first thing the next
morning.

He showed up as ordered, wearing his neatest
clothes and his most eager expression. He saluted smartly as he was
greeted by a captain who didn’t bother to introduce herself. She
looked down at her computer tablet and back up at him. “Ivan
Borodin?” she asked.

Judah snapped to attention. “Reporting as
ordered, ma’am,” he said crisply.

“It says here you requested a position in the
kavalergardy.”

“Yes, ma’am. I served for Graf Hanforth—”

“Yes, I read his recommendation. Most
impressive. You happen to be in luck, too. A position on the
household staff just opened up this week. You can have the job if
you want it.”

Judah’s heart leapt happily, but he took
great care not to let it show on his face. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you,
ma’am.”

The captain pointed to a door on her left.
“Go down there to Cdr. Aab. He’ll get you your uniform and kit.
Welcome to His Grace’s kavalergardy, junior lieutenant. That will
be all.”

“Thank you again, ma’am.” He saluted, did a
rapid about-face and left through the indicated door. He was in!
With any luck, he’d discover the secret plans Kuznyetz was hatching
and be able to foil them. Ilya Uzi would be proud.

Observing the scene on a security monitor,
Pavel Lubikov turned to his lord. “I must repeat my concerns about
this policy, Your Grace. Hanforth is known as a close ally of
Wettig. This man is almost certainly a spy.”

Kuznyetz smiled mirthlessly at his prime
councilor. “Of course. That’s why I want him right here, where we
can keep an eye on him. A spy you know is not a threat. I believe
in the old adage that you should keep your friends close and your
enemies closer.”

“He will be closely watched,” Lubikov agreed.
“Wettig must be scraping the bottom of the barrel, to send someone
so obvious.”

 


 


CHAPTER 5

 


Freilina

 


 


After saying quick farewells to the company,
Eva followed Lady Hasina back to the woman’s private space yacht
for the long trip to Earth. Hasina was stone-faced all the way to
the ship; Eva ignored the cold behavior and kept a friendly smile
plastered on her face. If she’s trying to rattle me, Eva
thought, she’ll have to do better than that.

The small ship lifted off as soon as its two
passengers were aboard. Eva tried to introduce herself informally
to the three-person crew, but they were obviously taking their cue
from their mistress and were polite but distant. Eva simply retired
to her assigned cabin, lay on the bunk and waited patiently for
Hasina to make the first move.

An hour or so after leaving Turtello there
was a knock on the door. “Come in,” Eva invited.

Hasina entered, looking very businesslike.
“I’ll have to brief you on the background we’ve created for you.
You will be Lady Ilona Farik, daughter of a boyarin from
Liaska—”

“No,” Eva said simply.

Hasina seemed to share her father’s distaste
for interruptions. She stared daggers at Eva for a few seconds, and
finally said coldly, “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

“Well, the name’s smooth, I can live with
that. But the Ville hasn’t been to Liaska since I was, oh, three or
four. I wouldn’t know my way around there.”

“But it doesn’t matter. You’re not going
there.”

“If I’m not familiar with my own home world,
I could be tripped up and have my cover blown. Why don’t we say I’m
from Ortanj? I was just there two years ago. I know all the best
spots.” She smiled as a memory came to her mind. “And one or two
not-so-good, too. And I can do the accent really well.”

The young dvoryanka’s glare would have frozen
nitrogen. “Do you think you’re in charge of this assignment?”

“Who’s the one risking her life to save the
Velikaya Knyaghinya while you sit calmly in your cozy little
castle?”

“That’s not—”

“You don’t like me very much, do you?”

Hasina’s nostrils flared. “That’s irrelevant.
We each have a job to do.”

“Humor me,” Eva said. “Why don’t you like
me?”

Hasina paused, and Eva could see the
calculation in her eyes as she was deciding how much truth to tell.
“I think you’re a self-centered prima donna more interested in her
own pleasure than the fate of the Empire. You’re untested,
undisciplined, insubordinate and don’t take this mission seriously,
and I have severe doubts about placing the Knyaghinya’s welfare in
your hands.”

Eva smiled at her. “Good. I like a gal who
can speak her mind. Actually, I think you’ve read me pretty well,
except for that bit about not taking it seriously. My parents
died serving the Empire. While secret-agenting wasn’t my
dream like Judah, I have to respect what they died for or else the
whole thing was for nothing. I can’t accept that. I have to go
through with this to validate them.”

Eva’s smile broadened. “Now it’s my turn. I
think you’re a woman consumed by jealousy because you wanted this
assignment and you’re sure you could do it, but your daddy passed
you over in favor of an ‘untested, undisciplined, insubordinate
prima donna’ because he thinks you’re too valuable to him working
in his office. You resent me because I got the job you wanted.”

From the stunned look on Hasina’s face, Eva
knew she’d scored a bull’s-eye. Probably not too many people had
spoken that candidly to the woman before. Pressing her advantage,
she clapped her hands and said, “Nu, now that we each know
who we’re dealing with, let’s get down to business. We were
discussing my cover identity ….”

 


* * *

 


The Tsar Gregoriy Spaceport outside Moscow
was the largest and busiest commercial spaceport in the Empire.
Since it serviced humanity’s capital there would likely be hundreds
of ships docked there at any given moment, with dozens more waiting
in orbit for a landing spot as soon as one became available. It
extended for many kilometers, so sprawling that a person standing
at the center of the vast landing field wouldn’t be able to see the
perimeters—even if all those ships weren’t blocking the view. And
the port was in a perpetual state of expansion, constantly adding
new landing sites as the Empire expanded at a geometric rate.

Such a gigantic facility required a massive
infrastructure to keep it working smoothly. Unprotected humans
could not simply stroll out across the field; even maintenance
teams rode about in armored trams and wore protective gear.
Passengers and baggage traveled through mechanized underground
tubeways that whisked them to the safe harbor of the terminals.
With the new spaceship engines being ultra-quiet, the silence on
this vast field resembled that of a graveyard—a graveyard with rows
of enormous headstones.

Hasina’s ship landed, and she and Eva went
directly from the terminal to a hotel. During the voyage to Earth,
the two women had reached a truce of sorts: Hasina was less
condescending and Eva was less confrontational. Tensions still
bubbled beneath the surface, but they never erupted into open
hostility.

Hasina had arranged for one of the court’s
finest couturiers to be waiting for them at the hotel. They’d sent
Eva’s measurements ahead before they’d left Turtello, and a
complete ensemble of clothing was waiting for them. Eva tried every
piece on and last-minute adjustments were made. The clothes were
all beautiful and well made, but deliberately slightly out of
style, as might befit a minor boyarynya from a far corner of the
Empire.

Eva delighted in trying out one gorgeous
dress after another, while Hasina eyed her coolly. “You’ll be
presentable,” she announced at last.

“I’m always presentable,” Eva said absently,
admiring her image in a full-length mirror. “I look good no matter
what I’m wearing—or not wearing, as the case may be.”

Eva’s new wardrobe was packed carefully and,
first thing the next morning, Hasina escorted Eva to the Grand
Galactic Palace. This stately building with its breathtaking yellow
and white façade, had been built up as additions to the previous
Grand Kremlin Palace right by St. Vasiliy’s Cathedral, and was an
ostentatious display of wealth and power.

Hasina led her through security, where it
seems she was a well-known figure, and through a maze of hallways
that even Eva, with her good sense of direction, quickly got lost
in. They went to a suite of rooms bigger than some of the theaters
Eva had played, where Hasina introduced her to a handsome woman who
looked to be in her late forties.

“Your Ladyship,” Hasina said, “may I present
to you Lady Ilona Farik from Ortanj. Ilona, this is Lady Elena
Voslenko, chamberlain of the imperial household.”

Eva did a proper court curtsy. “Honored to
meet you, Your Ladyship,” she said demurely.

Lady Elena was tall, with slight touches of
gray in her hair, but few lines on her face despite the
responsibilities of her office. “Hello, Ilona,” she said. Her words
were casual, but her voice still had a touch of reserved crispness
to it. “Hasina has told me just a little about you, but her
judgment was always sound and I’ll trust her opinion. You want to
serve Her Highness?”

“If Your Ladyship finds me worthy of that
honor.”

“Thank you for bringing her here,” Lady Elena
told Hasina. “You can leave her with me.”

Hasina gave a small nod and left.

“Sit down, Ilona,” Elena said, pointing to
one of the elegant chairs in the room. Eva did as she was told, and
Lady Elena sat facing her. “Hasina has only given me the barest
facts about you. Your father is a boyarin, I understand.”

“A minor one, Your Ladyship, and only newly
ennobled.”

“You’re a little older than most of the girls
I get here.”

“My father thought we might gain some status
if I served a tour as freilina.”

“He was right,” Lady Elena said. She stared
off into space over Eva’s head for a moment. “Ortanj, Ortanj…I was
there once, oh, about ten or fifteen years ago. I don’t remember
too much about it, I’m afraid, but I do recall one fountain, very
ornate—”

“You’re probably thinking of Alisha Fountain.
It was built about fifty years ago by the graf at that time to
commemorate the death of his beloved wife.”

“I remember a lot of cherubs—”

“Oh yes,” Eva said dryly. “Cherubs, angels,
birds, thick columns covered with stone ivy, curlicues and quotes
from sappy love poems everywhere you look. Most Ortanji are
embarrassed by it, but it’s been in so many travel brochures that
it’s now a tourist attraction. It brings in rublei, so no one’s
going to tear it down, no matter how much they want to.”

Lady Elena delicately arched an eyebrow. “You
certainly believe in speaking your mind, don’t you?”

“It’s my mind, Your Ladyship. If I don’t
speak it, who will?”

There were tiny twitches of a smile at the
corners of Elena’s mouth. “This could be a very interesting tour,”
she said. Rising, she continued, “Come with me. I’ll introduce you
to the rest of the girls.”

Eva fell in behind her ladyship, who led her
down another maze of corridors. “Did Hasina tell you that the
Velikaya Knyaghinya will be traveling to various places now, to see
different parts of the Empire? You won’t even have time to settle
in before you have to leave.”

“That’s fine with me,” Eva said. “This way I
won’t have to unpack and pack again.”

“Very practical,” Lady Elena said with a
nod.

They wound through more confusing corridors.
“This is the residential portion of the palace,” Lady Elena
explained. “You’ll be working here almost exclusively. There are
other people to tend to the Knyaghinya’s needs elsewhere in the
palace. Do you know what a freilina does?”

“Sits around and looks pretty?” Eva said in a
tone designed to let the chamberlain know she was joking.

“Looking pretty is optional, although there
are minimum dress and grooming standards. As for sitting around,
that can only happen in your off-hours, which is never. You keep
the Velikaya Knyaghinya’s schedule, making sure she wakes, eats,
bathes, and sleeps when she’s supposed to. You put away what she
takes out and pick up what she drops; this is the woman who will
soon have all the problems of the Empire on her shoulders—she
doesn’t need to concern herself with whether her dirty socks ended
up in the hamper. You fetch things that need fetching and deliver
things that need delivering. You herd her without appearing to herd
her. You’re a companion and confidante. If she asks for something,
you provide it … which will never happen, because you’ll anticipate
all her needs and see to them before she feels the need to ask. You
will be a mind-reader, a prophet and a miracle-worker. And if you
do your job well, she won’t even know you’re there, any more than
she notices she’s breathing. And above all else, you will
never—even under torture—tell anyone outside the palace what has
gone on here. Think you can do that?”

Sure, Eva thought. It’s like a good
dance routine, where every step and every movement looks effortless
and spontaneous, no matter how hard you have to rehearse it.
“Sounds like a wonderful challenge,” she said aloud.

“That it will be,” Elena said. She opened the
door to another well-appointed room. “Ladies, gather around and
meet the latest member of your team.”

There were four young women in court gowns
seated around the room. Despite what Eva had just been told, they
looked decidedly unbusy. All four women stood up quickly when they
saw Lady Elena, and made brief curtsies to her. Elena nodded in
response and led Eva over to one of the girls. “Lien-Hua,” she said
to the most senior-looking girl, who might have been Eva’s age or
perhaps a year or so younger, “this is Lady Ilona Farik, who comes
to us all the way from Ortanj. Ilona, Lien-Hua is in charge of this
detail. I’ll leave the rest of the introductions to her.”

As she turned to go, she leaned over to Eva
and whispered, “I agree with you. That fountain is hideous!”

The women maintained a respectful silence
until the door had shut firmly behind Elena. Then they looked with
scorn over at Eva. “I’ve never heard of you,” one of the other
girls said accusingly.

“Don’t let that make you feel ignorant,” Eva
said with a cheery, innocuous smile. “I’m sure there must be plenty
of people who’ve never heard of you, either.”

The girls turned to Lien-Hua. “Why did she
saddle us with her?” one of the girls said.

“A detail is traditionally four ladies,”
whined another.

Lien-Hua didn’t look any happier than the
others, but spoke a little more discreetly. “She must have her
reasons. It’s not against the law or anything.” She turned to
address Eva for the first time. “I’m Lady Wong Lien-Hua. You take
orders from me. Understand?”

“Perfectly.”

Lien-Hua introduced her to the other three
girls, and Eva forgot their names as soon as she heard them. It was
clear from their faces and the intelligence—or lack thereof—behind
their eyes that they were three women with but one brain amongst
them. Barely. Forever afterward, Eva thought of the group as
Lien-Hua and the Three Shicksehs.

“She’ll only get in our way,” said
Shickseh Number One, talking about Eva as though she weren’t
there.

“She doesn’t know what she’s doing,” said
Shickseh Number Two.

“We’re leaving for Languor tomorrow,” said
Shickseh Number Three. “How are we supposed to train her in
just one day?”

“We’ll cope, I’m sure,” Lien-Hua said.
“Ilona, just sit or stand in a corner and stay out of the way.
We’ll take care of everything.”

“Aye aye, Your Ladyship,” Eva said, saluting
smartly. “If I may ask, where is Her Highness now?”

“No you may not ask,” said Shickseh
Number Two (or was it Number One?) with a snooty tone.

“At lessons,” Lien-Hua said curtly. She
looked at her wristcom. “And speaking of which, they’re almost
over. Take your stations, ladies. Ilona, just stand back next to
the curtains. If we’re lucky, she won’t even notice you.”

The girls may have been vacuum-brained, but
they had their routines down pat. They moved to positions around
the room and waited. Barely a minute later, a large door opened and
the Velikaya Knyaghinya swept in.

Natalia Ilyinishna Sokolova, grand-niece to
Tsar Vasiliy and heir-apparent to the throne of the greatest empire
in human history, was a rather plain-looking fourteen-year-old
girl. She was barely taller than Eva and somewhat thin, just
starting to develop a young girl’s figure. Her brown hair—by
tradition, never cut—was wrapped in a long braid and worn atop her
head like a crown, the signature look of royalty. She also had the
saddest eyes Eva had ever seen—eyes that knew the weight of
responsibilities to come.

The Velikaya Knyaghinya looked exactly like
the thousands of pictures and news clips Eva had seen of her over
the years, a face familiar to everyone throughout the Empire. And
yet, as Eva watched, there was something not right, something she
couldn’t reconcile with the image of the young woman in the news,
some subtle difference that sent alarm bells jangling in her
mind.

“I hate math!” Knyaghinya Natalia exclaimed
petulantly. “I don’t see why they force me to take it. When I’m
tsaritsa, I’ll have advisers to do that stuff for me.”

Eva immediately spoke up. “And how will you
know they’re not lying if you can’t check it for yourself?”

The air in the room dropped ten degrees. The
Three Shicksehs looked as though someone had knocked over an
entire cabinet full of priceless imperial porcelain. Lien-Hua’s
eyes flashed cold fury as she turned toward Eva. The Velikaya
Knyaghinya looked over at Eva, seeing her for the first time. “Who
are you?” she asked in stiff, formal tones.

Lien-Hua tried to step in front of Eva,
transposing herself between the Velikaya Knyaghinya and the
upstart. “Your Highness, I—”

But Eva was not the sort to hide herself away
demurely. She stepped forward, brushing Lien-Hua lightly aside, and
made a full formal curtsy. “If it please Your Highness, I am Lady
Ilona Farik, always at your service.”

The Velikaya Knyaghinya said nothing, but
looked Eva up and down as though measuring her for a casket. The
silence in the room dragged on for seconds that felt like hours.
Finally the Knyaghinya turned toward a chair and walked over to it.
The entire incident with Eva was forgotten. “I’m hungry,” she said
as she sat down.

Shickseh Number Three (or was it
Number One?) was immediately at her side with a plate of small
sandwiches at the ready. The Velikaya Knyaghinya reached over and
chose one without even looking at it, leaned back in her chair,
closed her eyes and began nibbling.

As a skilled dancer, Eva’s eyes were keenly
aware of body movement, of how a person walked, stood and sat. As
she watched the Velikaya Knyaghinya walk across the room and sit
down, Eva realized this was what had triggered her mental alarms.
Though the Velikaya Knyaghinya’s moves were almost perfectly
natural, they were just the tiniest bit off.

She’s got an artificial right leg, Eva
thought. How interesting.

With that observation, her mental alarms went
silent again. There was nothing sinister or menacing here, just a
new fact to be incorporated into her database. Whatever medical
condition had led to this development, the Palace had chosen not to
reveal it to the general public. It was something Eva would have to
account for in protecting the girl, nothing more.

As soon as she could do so without attracting
attention, Lien-Hua pulled Eva over to one side for a private chat.
“You will speak only when spoken to, is that clear?”

“I was spoken to,” Eva said calmly.
“She made her remark about math to the room in general. I merely
responded to it.”

Her calm demeanor only infuriated the other
girl more. “You stay out of our way,” she said through clenched
teeth. “We know what we’re doing. We’ve been at this for four
months now.” She paused for a moment. “I’ll put you on laundry
detail. That should keep you out of our hair. I’ll have one of my
girls show you to the Velikaya Knyaghinya’s bedroom. You can pick
up any dirty clothes and take them to the laundry, bring back the
clean ones and put them away. They must be stored neatly, with no
wrinkles. Tomorrow we leave on our little excursion, so we’ll
expect your help packing. Do you think you can manage all
that?”

Standing on one foot, Eva thought, but
merely nodded.

From then on, Eva felt more like Cinderella
at the mercy of the evil stepsisters. While the other girls looked
down on her as an interloper, they kept finding more and more work
to pile on her shoulders—thereby leaving themselves more leisure
time for eating and gossiping. Of course, the chores they assigned
her were all back-stage work; she only caught fleeting glimpses of
the Velikaya Knyaghinya from time to time. Still, this back-stage
work was so much simpler than it was in show business that Eva
never felt overburdened.

The morning the Velikaya Knyaghinya was to
depart, Lady Elena came to give the team a pep talk. She would not
be going on the trip because she had too many duties back in the
palace, but said she was confident her girls would make her proud
of them and take care of the Velikaya Knyaghinya perfectly. Eva
wondered how confident she’d be if she knew how smoothly the team
was functioning so far.

Lady Elena then introduced them all to Col.
Groenwald, the leader of the ISIS team sent to guard the Velikaya
Knyaghinya on her journey. He was a tall man, fifty-ish, with a
rigorous expression and posture to match. Eva was immediately
relieved that she hadn’t been assigned to his detail; Groenwald had
probably long ago memorized the entire ISIS rule book and thought
it covered every eventuality. Wettig had certainly been right about
a lack of imagination handicapping ISIS; if Eva had been subject to
this man’s orders, she’d never be able to do anything.

Col. Groenwald briefly outlined the security
arrangements he felt these girls should know. Eva found the
information sketchy at best, but she could infer more details
beyond what the officer said and agreed that these measures would
be sufficient to cover everyday situations. She was here to cover
the extraordinary ones.

Their luggage had already been packed, and
was loaded by servants into a special car that took it all to Tsar
Gregoriy Spaceport. The imperial family and staff had special
secure facilities there so they wouldn’t have to mix with the
general populace. The luggage was sent through the underground
tubeways to be loaded aboard the ship. The ship’s crew boarded
through the passenger tube. Only after everyone else was aboard did
the Velikaya Knyaghinya herself board through the private
underground tube, so no one could see her.

The imperial space yacht Argosy was a
tall, beautiful structure. In size it compared favorably with one
of the small luxury liners that were such popular interstellar
transports for the dvoryane. Inside, however, it was even more
luxurious. It didn’t have to allow room for expensive boutiques,
casinos and other diversions to distract paying customers from the
long boredom of interstellar flight. Instead, the interior was
designed to provide the maximum in comfort to the royal
inhabitants. The living quarters and public rooms were large and
fancy, with a well-stocked library, tridee shows and other
diversions. The meals were all banquets; even though she didn’t eat
at the Velikaya Knyaghinya’s table herself, Eva had to admit she’d
never eaten so consistently well in all her life. It’ll really
be hard to adjust to ordinary food again when this assignment’s
over, she thought.

The Argosy took off without incident,
and the four-day journey to Languor proved totally uneventful. The
other girls took great advantage of Eva’s presence to divest
themselves of any chores they felt were beneath them. Eva didn’t
mind. She was right where she needed to be. She might not be at the
Velikaya Knyaghinya’s right hand—but if any trouble started, she
would be right in the thick of it.
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When Judah was assigned to his new post
inside the palace, it turned out to be less than he’d hoped for. He
was on the graveyard shift, standing in a long corridor with a door
at the end. His job was to guard the door. He had to check the
identification of every person who wanted to go through the door
and make sure only authorized people went in. He was to check the
identification of every person who came through from the other side
to make sure they were who they claimed to be. Other than that, he
stood his watches in the dead of night for seven hours out of every
twenty-one hour Kyrby day, until he was relieved.

If the hallway were busy, it might have
relieved the monotony. But with only one or two people an hour, the
task rapidly sank to the depths of tedium. He itched to see his
first action, but it never came. He had to take comfort in what
Ilya Uzi had once said: “Ninety-five percent of being a spy is
waiting. You start hoping someone will try to kill you, just for a
change of pace.”

In his off-hours, though, he had plenty of
time to wander around and explore the palace. There were areas
where a junior lieutenant was not permitted, but not as many as
he’d feared. The B.O.Q., of course, was where he stowed his meager
gear, and the mess hall served meals to both the kavalergardy and
regular militsia. There was a natural rivalry between these two
groups, of course, and not entirely on a friendly level. Each
considered itself superior to the other; the militsia protected the
peace and the kavalergardy protected the palace.

Bedrooms of the occupants were some of the
places that were off-limits, but there were libraries, meeting
rooms, game rooms and other public areas where people could gather.
The palace also had extensive grounds, but Judah wasn’t
particularly interested in them. They weren’t likely to give him
clues to what Kuznyetz was planning.

He talked with his fellow kavalergardy in the
B.O.Q., which were separate from those of the troops. The
kavalergardy knew there was something afoot; there were an
increasing number of strangers coming and going from the palace at
all hours., many of whom seemed to be kuptsy of different levels.
But aside from making them show appropriate ID, the guards had very
little interaction with them.

It was pretty clear that the kavalergardy
wouldn’t take part in whatever insurrection might occur; they would
stay here and guard the palace. It was the militsia and the navy
crews who would be seeing the action first-hand. If there was any
scuttlebutt to be learned, it would be from them.

Technically, of course, individual
dvoryane—particularly knyazya, who ranked just below the imperial
family—were forbidden to have private navies. There’d been too many
rebellions by people who thought they might have a better claim to
the throne. The Imperial Navy was the only military force charged
with preserving order in the vast distances between the stars.

But those distances were vast indeed, and
knyazya held dominion over broad volumes of space, often with
thirty or more planetary systems under their control. Pirates
constantly prowled the space lanes looking for victims. Smugglers
continually challenged authority to deliver contraband from one
planet to another. There were legitimate reasons why knyazya needed
armed patrol ships to deal with local threats the Imperial Navy
couldn’t always be spared to handle.

Technically these were “militsia” vessels,
authorized to use their weapons to take on pirate ships and shields
to protect themselves from attack. The weapons were strictly the
ship-to-ship variety. Bombs and other space-to-ground weaponry were
utterly prohibited. No one wanted a repeat of the early
interplanetary wars that were fought at the very beginnings of the
Empire; to this day, too many worlds bore the horrific scars of
those pitched battles.

Of course, sophisticated space-to-ground
weapons were hardly necessary. A space-going vessel could just as
easily lob rocks down the gravity well to wreak incalculable havoc.
But civilized society operated on a wink-and-a-nod basis to ignore
this simple fact of physics; “if I ignore this, you will too and it
won’t exist” was a rule that had worked for centuries.

Cargo and passenger ships also routinely
traveled armed through space. This was a gray area of interstellar
law, but it was generally acknowledged that no one wanted to leave
these ships defenseless against pirate attacks.

In the mess hall, Judah could see lots of
people in the uniform of Kuznyetz’s space militsia. He finally
commented on it to a fellow kavalergard.

“You should’ve seen it a year ago,” the other
man replied. “The place was so crowded with militsia you
practically had to eat standing up.”

“Is the knyaz reducing his troop strength,
then?” Judah asked.

“Not hardly. If anything, he’s laying on
more militsia.”

“Then where are they all?”

“Shipping out as fast as they can,” another
kavalergard said, joining the conversation. “The shipyard’s working
to capacity building more and more ships. My cousin works there and
she told me so.”

“And not just on Kyrby,” chimed in yet
another kavalergard. “I hear all the shipyards in the sector are
working overtime.”

“Wow! What’s he need all those ships
for?”

“Maybe there’s been a big surge in piracy,”
the first guard said, shrugging his shoulders. “Who knows? Your
guess is as good as mine.”

Actually, Judah’s guess was far better than
his comrade’s. As Wettig had surmised, Kuznyetz was building up his
fleet as fast as he could. And Judah could think of only one
reasonable explanation for that: insurrection. And soon.

But how soon, that was the big question. So
far he hadn’t learned anything new, just confirmed a guess. Wettig
wasn’t Commissar of ISIS any more; he needed hard evidence before
he could take action—and even then he didn’t have the authority to
take unilateral steps. And the Imperial Navy was scattered all
across the Empire; if the other kavalergardy were any indication,
even it would have trouble standing against Kuznyetz’s fleet.

And if Kuznyetz did make a play for the
throne, could he expect to win? Tsar Vasiliy had been lying in a
coma for five years, and doctors said he could hang on for a lot
longer without regaining consciousness. And if he did pass on,
there was a legitimate heir already waiting—and Eva was protecting
the Velikaya Knyaghinya, so he knew she’d be safe.

There were lots of people who owed their
allegiance to the throne. How could Kuznyetz ever hope to win them
over? Sure, he was a knyaz—but only by marriage. There were dozens,
if not hundreds, of other people who had closer blood ties to the
throne, even if there were a lot of mysterious accidents as Wettig
claimed—and lots of them had private fleets, too. Maybe not
big enough to completely counter Kuznyetz’s—but if some of them
allied together, they could present a significant challenge.

The Empire would fracture. With different
sides staking claims to the throne, all of them stronger than
Kuznyetz’s, the galaxy would be politically ripped apart. Different
navies would be staking out claims to different portions, whatever
they could control. It would make the Knyazya Rebellion of fifty
years ago seem like a tea party. You’d have to go all the way back
to the establishment of the Empire itself to find a bloodier, more
chaotic period. And the chaos could last for decades, perhaps much
longer, before any form of stability could be restored.

And all the deaths! At first it would be
fleet against fleet in the depths of space, but as angers and
animosities built up, it would be inevitable for the bombardments
to begin. Millions upon millions of civilian casualties would
destroy worlds and cultures.

The Empire was far from perfect, and far from
universally just—but it held people together by a common bond, a
common history. Remove that, destroy the unity, and you’d have
people suffering in numbers that would stagger the imagination.

It must not be allowed to happen.

But how to get the information Wettig needed?
This was the question that haunted his thoughts as he stood each
day, guarding a door in a lightly traveled, unimportant corridor.
He conceived and discarded dozens of ideas on his long, boring
shifts—and to make matters worse he had to stand at his post. He
couldn’t even pace the hallway—and Judah Bar Nahum thought best
when he paced.

One thing was clear: the answer would not
come to him standing in this empty hallway. The information doesn’t
come to the spy, Ilya Uzi had said. The spy goes to the
information.

So where would the information be? Well, one
certain spot would be Kuznyetz’s computer, which would undoubtedly
be well-guarded. That would have to be a target of last resort,
when he had to risk blowing his identity because there was no other
way.

There had to be more than one copy of the
battle plans; Kuznyetz’s officers would need copies in advance so
they could implement it on a moment’s notice. The full plan would
probably only be known to a handful of top officers; fleet leaders
and ship’s captains would have instructions for their individual
roles in the plan, but those pieces might be easier to steal. If he
got enough of the pieces, that might let Wettig deduce the
rest.

As he stood at his post trying to decide
which commanders might make the best targets, a woman turned the
corner at the far end of the hall and began walking toward him.
Judah recognized her at once from his research: Marya Kuznyetza,
the knyaz’s daughter. He stood up especially straight.

She walked casually down the hall, not even
looking at him. She started to walk past, but he stepped in front
of her. “Excuse me, Your Ladyship, but I’m required to ask for your
identification.”

She looked at him as though seeing him for
the first time, the way she’d look after inadvertently stepping in
a slimy puddle. “Who are you?” she asked.

Judah stood even straighter. “Junior
Lieutenant Ivan Borodin, Your Ladyship.”

“I see.” She studied him like a microbe under
a microscope. “Junior Lieutenant Ivan Borodin, do you know who I
am?”

“No, Your Ladyship.”

“Then why do you call me ‘Your Ladyship’? Is
that how you address gornichnie and krepostnye?”

“I call you that because you bear a striking
resemblance to Her Ladyship Marya Yevghenyevna,” Judah replied.
“But until you show me your identification, I can’t know for
certain.”

The woman gave him an even closer inspection.
“You’d prohibit even the knyaz’s daughter from going through that
door without identification?”

“Those are the rules, Your Ladyship.”

“Who made up such stupid rules?”

“Presumably, your father.”

She stood silently. So did he. The duel of
wills continued for half a minute before she finally said, “Smooth,
use the damn scope.”

Judah raised the iriscope to her eyes and
checked the pattern. It confirmed that she was, indeed, Marya
Kuznyetza. “You may pass, Your Ladyship,” he said politely.

“I’m so relieved,” she said, sarcasm dripping
from her voice. She started through the door, then paused at the
threshold and looked back at him. This time she looked like a
hungry diner choosing her dinner lobster from a tank. Judah could
just see the edge of her tongue licking her lips.

“What time do you get off duty?” she
asked.

The question startled him momentarily. “Uh,
0900 hours.”

“Fine. Meet me at 10 at the west entrance to
the gardens.” Then she turned and went on her way, with no looking
back to see whether he’d heard. She walked as though the incident
had been totally forgotten. Marya Kuznyetza was obviously a woman
who was used to being obeyed without having to say things a second
time.

It was a good thing Judah’s job was not more
demanding, because he was in a state of mild shock for a while
after the encounter. He knew Lady Kuznyetza was predatory, but he
hadn’t expected her to come after him—particularly not after such a
hostile beginning to their meeting. But the more he thought, the
better this opportunity looked. There was a good possibility she’d
know more details of her father’s plans. And even if she didn’t,
being on her arm might gain him access to the parts of the palace
that were normally closed to him

As Ilya Uzi had said, beautiful women had
more uses besides the obvious.

 


* * *

 


When his shift was over, he raced to the
B.O.Q., put on a clean uniform and generally made himself
presentable to be seen in the company of a dvoryanka. He had no
idea what the specific occasion might be—a simple stroll or a fancy
dress ball (in mid-morning?)—but a basic uniform would be correct
for all but the most formal events.

At 10, as requested, he was waiting at the
west entrance to the palace gardens, still curious where this
latest development might take him. He stood with his back to the
palace, so it wouldn’t appear as though he was specifically
watching for Marya. The young lady had enough self-confidence
already; no need to bolster it.

At 1013, Her Ladyship walked up to him from
behind. “Junior Lieutenant Ivan Borodin,” she said
matter-of-factly.

“Your Grace, it’s delightful to see you
again.”

“Call me Marya,” she said—but not in a “let’s
be friends” tone. More like “here’s a favor you can repay
later.”

“It’s certainly a beautiful morning.”

“Is it? I usually reserve judgment on
mornings. It’s only the nights before that make them bearable.”

“Then how was last night?”

“Boring,” she said with slight irritation.
“But there are prospects for today.”

“If there’s anything I can do to make it a
better day, Your … Marya, just let me know.”

“I may do that,” she said, just the wisp of a
carnivorous smile tickling the corners of her mouth. “But for now…
Have you seen Daddy’s zoo?”

“I didn’t know he had one.”

“You are new, aren’t you?” She gave a long,
new appraisal. “It’s considered one of the greatest private zoos in
the Empire. Animals from all over Scorpio sector. You must let me
show it to you.” Coming from her, the “must” was a direct order.
“It’s this way. Come.”

She took his arm before he offered it and led
him on a path to the right. He let her take the lead, wondering
exactly how far she would take him, but having fewer doubts every
second.

They came to the first row of exhibits, and
he looked down the path curiously. “Cages?” he asked. “I thought
most modern zoos used force fields to hold the animals in.”

“Force fields can fail in a power outage.
That can get messy.”

“I guess so.”

“Besides,” Marya added offhandedly, “Daddy
likes cages. He says force fields give the animals a false sense of
freedom. He wants the animals caged up, so they know they’re
prisoners and at his mercy.”

Sounds like a wonderful chap, Judah
thought. I hope I can get a front-row seat at his
execution for treason.

They continued through the zoo, with Marya
keeping up a stream of narrative about different creatures. They
stopped in front of the cages of the fiercest predators, and Marya
seemed to take particular delight in describing what they did to
their prey. Judah said little, but Marya hardly seemed to
notice.

“What kind of future do you want?” she asked
abruptly as they left one particular area.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you intend to be a junior lieutenant all
your life? Do you have any higher aspirations?”

Judah shrugged. “I haven’t thought about it
much. Maybe I’ll rise through the ranks. What about you? What
aspirations does the daughter of a knyaz have? I suppose you’ll be
knyaghinya after your parents die.”

“I intend to be tsaritsa,” she said
boastfully.

Judah pretended not to hear her correctly.
“That’s certainly aiming high,” he said with a small laugh. “But
Vasiliy won’t be marrying anybody, and I don’t think you’re
Natalia’s type. There’s a few too many people in line ahead of
you.”

“Who knows what may happen?” she said
somberly. Then, realizing the conversation had perhaps gotten a
little too intense, she dismissed it with a wave of her hand.
“Well, a girl can dream, can’t she? Oh, you’ve got to see the
stone-cats. It’s feeding time. Come on.”

She pulled Judah along while his mind was
still untangling her words. The only way Marya Kuznyetza could ever
become tsaritsa would be if her father were tsar and she succeeded
him. And her father was so far down on the list of succession that
the only way he could become tsar would be to take the throne by
force. Which he was certainly planning to do.

Marya definitely knows about the
uprising, he realized. She’s counting on it to make her
tsaritsa some day.

Marya stopped at a very large cage labeled
“stone-cats.” The floor was covered with short grass, and the back
wall was a pile of boulders to look like the side of a mountain.
There was a door in the rocks that might be an entrance to a cave.
The cage was currently empty.

“The stone-cats are the most ferocious
hunters on Kyrby. They’re deadly and merciless.”

“I don’t see anything,” Judah said. “They
must be sleeping or something.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll see them. Just keep
watching.”

After a few uneventful minutes, a rectangular
section of the cage floor sank down like an elevator. A few moments
later it rose again, carrying an animal that looked like a cross
between a goat and a small antelope. It looked around itself, not
knowing what to make of its new surroundings, and bleated
plaintively.

Marya gripped Judah’s arm tightly. “Here it
comes,” she whispered.

The cave door slid silently open, and Judah
could see some slight motion in the darkness behind it. The prey
caught the scent of the stone-cats, and its bleats became shrieks
of terror. It bounded furiously around the cage, looking for some
way out, but the bars were just a little too close together for it
to escape.

The stone-cats emerged at an almost leisurely
pace, one behind the other. They stood taller than Judah’s head at
their shoulders, and had yellow fur mottled with gray spots. Their
yellow eyes gleamed with animal ferocity. And they separated as
they came through the door, one going left, one going right. The
prey, realizing it could not escape, tried to stay in the middle,
an equal distance from each.

“This is a hunting pair,” Marya said, her
voice tinged with excitement. “They work as a team. One swipes at
the prey, who instinctively jumps away to avoid it—and jumps right
into the grasp of the other. Watch their coordination.”

Judah could feel his revulsion growing, but
he didn’t turn away. The stone-cat on the left lumbered slightly
closer, then quickly swiped at the prey with a strong blow and
sharp claws.

The hapless creature leaped away, only to
find itself running straight into the swinging claw of the other
predator. The scream of pain only served to excite the
stone-cats—and Marya—even more. Razor claws raked the poor victim
over and over until it could no longer make a noise. The two
killers pushed the lifeless body back and forth across the ground a
couple of times until the cage floor was generously smeared with
blood. Then they began dividing the body between them.

Judah could finally watch no more and turned
away from the repulsive sight. But he saw Marya’s eyes fixed
intently on the scene, her face positively glowing with excitement.
For a moment Judah couldn’t decide which was more horrible—the
creatures eating their kill or the woman who so delighted in
watching them.

Then he thought of Marya’s aspirations to be
tsaritsa. The stone-cats killed for food; Marya watched for sport.
He must not allow this monster to rise to the imperial throne!

 


 


CHAPTER 7

 


Death of a Tsar

 


 


In a third floor bedroom suite, in a sturdy
mahogany bed with a plush red velvet canopy and fine silk sheets,
Tsar Vasiliy II lay dying.

The most powerful man in the galaxy had lain
here dying for the past five years since his stroke, in a deep coma
from which his doctors were certain he would never awake. Those
same doctors were uncertain how long he might remain this way; he
could lie dying in his coma for the next fifteen minutes or fifteen
years. Meanwhile his grandniece Natalia grew up to assume the
throne. and the rest of the Empire held its breath.

The curtains were drawn and the room was in
perpetual twilight. In older times the room would have been crammed
with heavy, awkward machinery, but progress had simplified the
devices enormously. Now instruments monitored heart, breathing and
brain wave activity wirelessly, and sounded alarms if any deviation
from the optimum should occur. The instruments were so accurate and
so sensitive that no one actually needed to be in the room to know
the tsar’s condition. Teams of skilled professionals waited
devotedly in the adjoining rooms, ready to step in at a moment’s
notice if the slightest thing went wrong. The bed itself
administered nutrients and medications to the tsar’s still body,
and removed what wastes there were. Periodically attendants would
enter to change the sheets, bathe the body, and move it around a
bit to prevent bed sores. Other than that, nothing disturbed the
tsar’s unconscious form.

Now, on this particular day, the flow of
oxygen through the respirator began to diminish imperceptibly. The
drop was so minor that an outside observer would never notice it.
Even when the decrease reached levels that should have triggered
the monitors, they mysteriously did not sound any alarm. As far as
attendants watching the instruments were concerned, all was
normal.

Gradually the tsar’s breathing became more
labored as the body struggled to replenish its oxygen, but
microphones throughout the room somehow failed to record the
wheezes, gasps and coughs.

The respirator slowed its pumping until it
came to a complete stop. The tsar’s body, unable to breathe fully
on its own, thrashed about weakly in its bed. Tsar Vasiliy
convulsed once, twice, three times and then was still. Life had
fled that frail body.

On its own, the respirator started up again,
and its instruments continued to show it was operating perfectly.
For the next half hour the observers believed everything was
normal. Then suddenly all hell broke loose. Lights flashed and
bells rang. Doctors and nurses sprinted into the room in
well-orchestrated chaos. The tsar’s body was suddenly surrounded by
people making heroic attempts to save the ruler’s life.

But they soon had to acknowledge they had
failed. Despite the best doctors and medical equipment in the
Empire, Tsar Vasiliy II was dead. And the path of the Empire was
changed forever.

 


* * *

 


The Argosy floated peacefully down
onto Languor Field without incident, and the landing crew bustled
around busily to make sure all was secure. None of them wanted
anything unfortunate to happen to the imperial yacht while it was
on their watch.

Inside the vessel, the passengers were eager
to debark, anxious to leave the plush prison they’d been cooped up
in for nearly a week. Graf Federico, the local ruler, would be
their host for the next nine days while the Velikaya Knyaghinya
toured the world’s wonders and met some of its special people. Most
of the itinerary had been set weeks in advance and triple-checked
by ISIS and Natalia’s personal security teams for the maximum
safety and the minimum chance of surprises. When she was a tourist
herself, Eva reveled in surprises and welcomed the unexpected. As a
bodyguard, however, she was just as glad the excursions had been
made as bland and boring as possible.

When the Velikaya Knyaghinya finally made it
all the way through the passenger tube to the terminal, a welcoming
committee had already gathered there to greet her. Graf Federico
himself was there, along with his wife and two of his four
children. So, of course, were the inevitable news crews to record
every public detail of this unprecedented visit.

Eva and the Velikaya Knyaghinya had each
dealt with reporters on many occasions, and knew exactly how to
behave. They kept themselves aloof and focused on what they were
doing, ignoring the cameras and the questions being constantly
shouted out by the ravenous media. Lien-Hua stayed reasonably
together as well, but the Three Shicksehs seemed
overwhelmed. They smiled and posed for the cameras, pushing one
another out of the way to be as close to Natalia as possible. They
seemed convinced, somehow, that the cameras and the interest were
all for them, and would have embarrassed themselves accordingly if
they’d been capable of embarrassment.

Federico and his wife were all smiles, but
the smiles didn’t reach as high as their eyes, which remained
diplomatically cool. The graf made the obligatory speech welcoming
Natalia to Languor, saying all door were open to her and that he
was privileged to throw a banquet tonight in her honor at his
palace. Even though she was young, Natalia knew how to deliver an
equally platitudinous speech thanking the graf for his many years
of loyal service to the crown and saying she was quite eager to
tour Languor and meet her subjects.

Speeches completed, the parties climbed into
a long line of limousines for the drive to Federico’s estate. Col.
Groenwald took the opportunity to tell the freiliny to stay extra
close to the Velikaya Knyaghinya during their stay here. Two nights
ago there had been a separatist riot in the local town, which
authorities had let run its course. Last night, a second riot had
been brutally squashed by local militsia and oprichniki. Everyone
was on edge, not knowing what would happen tonight with the
Velikaya Knyaghinya actually present, but everyone had to be
prepared for anything.

Surprisingly, Eva wasn’t overly worried about
simple riots. Natalia would be spending her entire visit staying in
palaces and noble homes, places that riots seldom touched. The
official ISIS team was prepared to handle those contingencies. A
bigger worry would be treachery from within the local dvoryane,
perhaps an assassination attempt. But it was unlikely that any of
the local dvoryane would stick their necks out that far. The whole
plan was being disguised far more subtly than that, so Eva was on
the lookout for far more subtle dangers.

The banquet that night was the sort of affair
Eva’d only read about in books. The huge dining hall was crammed
with as many of Languor’s dvoryane as it could handle, and the food
was … well, fit for a tsar. Course after course was served by an
army of courtiers, highlighting many different regional foods and
recipes from all over Languor. Eva made up her mind to be born a
Velikaya Knyaghinya in her next life.

That night was uneventful, and the next
morning the entourage was flown halfway across the continent to a
big industrial city, where the local kuptsy had chosen, for reasons
known only to themselves, to give the Velikaya Knyaghinya a tour of
a water reclamation plant. Eva was sure Natalia would be as bored
with this as she was with math, but the fourteen-year-old had been
raised with the proper sense of noblesse oblige. This was something
important to the subjects she would one day rule, and so it had to
be important to her as well. Never once did the young girl’s face
display the slightest impatience, and she asked her guides
intelligent questions about the processes they showed her. This, in
turn, made her hosts beam with pride that the future tsaritsa
showed an interest in their affairs.

As a sort of star herself, though not of the
Velikaya Knyaghinya’s magnitude, Eva had been on a few similar
tours, and knew how to display polite interest. The other freiliny,
however, were bored silly and took few pains to hide their
feelings. Fortunately, no one paid them the slightest bit of
attention.

They spent the night at the estate of a local
boyarin. And again they dined so sumptuously that Eva started
worrying that she might gain too much weight on this assignment to
resume her dancing career. Normally she would work off the large
meals with plenty of sex and plenty of exercise, but she had
neither the time nor the opportunity for either.

The third day was mostly a repeat of the
second, with an early morning flight to another continent, a visit
to a dairy farm and sightseeing at some spectacular mountain
scenery, followed by yet another banquet from an obsequious
host.

After dinner it was Eva’s duty to prepare the
Velikaya Knyaghinya’s wardrobe for the next day. She was in the
closet when Natalia and Col. Groenwald came into the bedroom.
Proper behavior for a freilina would have been to announce her
presence and leave the room. Instead, Eva buried herself more
deeply in the closet. After all, she reasoned, it’s a spy’s job to
eavesdrop.

“Now, what’s this about?” Natalia asked the
colonel.

“I’m afraid I have the sad duty to report
that your great-uncle, Tsar Vasiliy, is dead. As of this moment,
you are now tsaritsa.” As he said that, he went down on one knee in
homage.

There was a very long silence, well over a
minute. Eva couldn’t see the girl’s face from where she was
hiding—but she remembered the deep sadness she’d seen in those eyes
when she first met her. How much sadder, and how much more fearful,
would they be now?

When Natalia did speak, her voice was
slightly shaky. “How did it happen?”

“Much as we always feared, Your High … Your
Majesty. He passed quietly in his sleep. He never recovered.”

Eva could hear a rustle as the new tsaritsa
sat down in a chair. “Has there been any public announcement?”

“I don’t know. I was notified quietly, but it
will be impossible to keep this news secret for very long.”

“What’s our next step, then?”

“The Sovyet Knyazey will undoubtedly request
we return to Earth immediately to ensure security. I’ve already got
my aides making arrangements to fly us back to Languor City as soon
as you’re ready.”

“Thank you, colonel. I’d like to be alone for
just a few minutes, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” he said, and Eva
could hear the door close behind him.

She heard the young girl walk over and
suddenly fling herself on the bed, and then began sobbing. Eva’s
heart almost broke as she listened to Natalia’s sobs. She wanted
nothing more than to run out of the closet and put her arms around
the girl and comfort her. But she couldn’t do that. Natalia would
be mortified to learn that some comparative stranger had witnessed
her outburst, and Eva would have some uncomfortable questions to
answer.

She was afraid she might be stuck in the
closet a long time, but after ten minutes of hard crying Natalia
sniffed back her tears and went into the adjoining bathroom to wash
away all trace of her emotions. This gave Eva a chance to slip
discreetly out of the room unnoticed.

Outside, everything was controlled chaos. The
order to pack up had been given, and everyone was scrambling about
wildly trying to decide what must be taken and what could be
abandoned. Eva went directly to the rooms she shared with the other
freiliny. As a performer with a traveling troupe she had packing
down to a simple science, and was ready to go in just a couple of
minutes. She offered to help the other ladies, but they shooed her
away, so she went out to see what else she could do.

Just a few minutes later, Natalia called for
her entourage to assemble so she could address them together. She
appeared before them in black mourning clothes, which were always
part of her wardrobe. Her bearing was rigid, her face composed;
there was no trace of the crying teenager of just a few minutes
earlier. This was what her entire life had been leading up to, and
as much as a teenage girl could she looked every bit the
tsaritsa.

“Some of you may have guessed by our rapid
change of plans that something dramatic has happened. I’m sad to
report that my great-uncle, Tsar Vasiliy, has died, and I am being
called back to Earth to become tsaritsa. In what moments you can
spare in the next hectic few hours, please say a prayer for the
tsar’s soul, and another for the safety of the Empire during this
period of sadness. I want to thank you all for the loyal service
you have given me in the past, and I hope I can count on your
continued excellent work in the troubled times that lie ahead. Da
zdravstvuyet Imperiya!”

“Da zdravstvuyet Imperiya!” echoed the people
in the room. A few people added on their own, “Da zdravstvuyet
tsaritsa!” Natalia pretended not to hear that.

As the new tsaritsa started back to her room,
Eva fell into step behind her. Natalia looked back quizzically, and
Eva said, “I’m a very good packer, Your Majesty.” Natalia simply
nodded and continued silently on.

They packed the tsaritsa’s room in silenced,
Eva handling the clothes in a blur of efficiency and Natalia
packing the jewelry, which the freiliny had never been allowed to
touch. The young girl moved slowly and fastidiously, as though in a
dream, showing not a trace of the emotions Eva knew must be boiling
inside her.

In short order they were ready to depart. A
fleet of huvvers had been summoned to whisk them the thousands of
kilometers back to Languor Field and the waiting Argosy. Eva
wasn’t in the tsaritsa’s huvver, but her thoughts were never far
away from the young ruler’s side.

During the four-hour flight through the dark
night they monitored the news from the ground. As they’d all
expected, word of the tsar’s death was already spreading throughout
the Empire—and as Eva, at least, had feared, news was filtering in
about riots spreading right here on Languor. This was the
trigger, she thought. Kuznyetz and his tovarishchi certainly
wasted no time getting the game going. I wonder if they had a hand
in the tsar’s death as well.

It was easy to spot Languor Field as they
approached. Any major spaceport was well-lit at any hour, but this
one was also circled by a ring of fires set by the rioters. The
regular spaceport security force was being overwhelmed—and Graf
Federico’s militsia were nowhere to be seen. Col. Groenwald was
certain to have called for their assistance; the fact they weren’t
here by now was an indictment of Federico’s complicity in the
plot.

As their huvvers came down by the terminal,
Eva could see the Argosy standing out on the field by
itself, away from all other ships. She knew instantly what the real
danger was, and knew she had to prevent it. As the passengers left
the huvvers and poured rapidly into the terminal, she looked wildly
around for Col. Groenwald to warn him of the danger.

All was chaos as people scrambled to get into
the passenger tubes and handlers rushed to get all the baggage
loaded. Eva spotted Col. Groenwald in the middle of the floor,
trying to direct traffic and keep his men focused. She struggled
through the crowd and eventually reached his side.

“Don’t put the tsaritsa on the ship!” she
told him, having to yell to make herself heard above the crowd’s
roar. “It’s a trap!”

“Just get on board,” he said, trying to
ignore her advice. “The ship is the safest place for us.”

“Look at it out there all by itself,” Eva
insisted, waving her arm to indicate the sight through the
terminal’s windows. You might as well have painted a big bull’s-eye
around it.”

“Argosy has enough firepower to handle
rioters.”

“This was all planned! Right now they’re
bringing in howitzers or who knows what to blow the ship
apart.”

“The ship’s shields—”

“They’re useless on the ground. They only
work in space.”

Groenwald glared at her. “I don’t have time
to argue military tactics with an empty-headed gornichnaya.” He
tried to brush her aside.

Zionians don’t brush aside easily. Eva stood
her ground. “Nkosi Wettig sent me here specifically to bodyguard
the tsaritsa.”

Groenwald paused, but only for a second.
“Wettig’s not in charge of ISIS. And if he were here he’d tell you
we have well-thought-out protocols for situations like this.” And
he turned away from her.

Cursing under her breath, Eva realized she’d
never get anywhere arguing with a schmuck like this. She’d
have to take matters into her own hands—and quickly, before the
rebels decided the ship was fully loaded and ready for
demolition.

She bounded toward the passenger tubeway at
full Zionian speed, startling the people around her and pushing
anyone aside who got in her way. The underground tube had a moving
walkway and was just slightly wider than two people standing
abreast. Most people just stood in place, letting the walkway do
the work. Eva couldn’t spare the time.

“Gangway! Coming through!” she shouted, but
most people couldn’t move out of her way fast enough. She brushed
people aside like rag dolls in her haste to get aboard ship and
find the tsaritsa. She could vaguely hear people muttering insults
behind her. She didn’t care.

She reached the ship and made her way quickly
up to the imperial cabins. As she’d hoped, Natalia had already
arrived there and was starting to settle in. “Come on,” Eva said.
“We’ve got to go. Now!”

The tsaritsa was startled. “What’s the
meaning of this?”

“The meaning of this is to save your life.
This ship is a death trap.” She reached out and grabbed the girl’s
hand, pulling her closer.

Natalia tried to pull her hand away, but she
couldn’t break Eva’s tight grip. “How dare you lay hands on me?”
she said—half-haughtily, half-fearfully.

Eva knew about fourteen-year-old girls. She’d
been one herself, and a particularly high-spirited and independent
one at that. She knew that if you ordered them to go left, they’d
stop and argue with you about their preference for going right,
even if the cliff edge on the right was clearly in view.

Eva didn’t have time for that argument, which
couldn’t be won no matter how loudly you yelled. So she simply
reached out and gave the tsaritsa a Zionian love-tap—quite
sufficient to knock a fourteen-year-old girl unconscious. She
thought a moment, then detached Natalia’s wristcom and dropped it
casually on the floor. Then she picked the tsaritsa up and slung
her over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

She couldn’t carry the tsaritsa out the
passenger tubeway—there were still too many people boarding, and
she couldn’t fight them all off while holding Natalia safely at the
same time.

So she headed down into the cargo area
instead. There were a couple of people along the way who tried to
stop her, but Eva had no time for those arguments, either. Those
people also got love-taps knocking them out cold.

Because of their hasty departure, there’d
been far less luggage than otherwise. The gear had already been
loaded, the hatch shut and the conveyor belt turned off. Eva set
the tsaritsa down gently beside the hatch so she could open it,
then placed the girl’s body into the tube.

The tube was built to accommodate baggage and
small crates of food and supplies; it wasn’t tall enough for a
human—not even someone comparatively short like a Zionian—to stand
up in. Eva got down on hands and knees and entered the tube behind
Natalia’s limp body, then closed and sealed the hatch behind her.
With any luck, it would take a little bit of time for anyone to
realize exactly where the two women had gone.

The tube was completely dark, and Eva cursed
herself for not having the foresight to bring a flashlight.
Fortunately the passageway was totally straight; it went only
forward and back, with no way to make wrong turns. Pushing the
unconscious body in front of her, she made her way slowly down the
tube.

The ship had been docked well over a
kilometer from the terminal, and progress was agonizingly slow down
the tube. There was no way to tell how far they’d gone. Eva only
knew she could never assume it was far enough.

The tsaritsa was making indistinct groaning
noises now and starting to move. Eva continued pushing her forward
until Natalia resisted. “Where are we?” the girl said. “What’s
happening? Why can’t I see anything?”

“We’re in the baggage loading tube, getting
away from the ship.”

“You!” Natalia said, recognizing her voice.
Then, indignantly, “You struck me!”

“Damned right,” Eva said. “I’ll do it again,
too, if you don’t start moving forward. We’ve got to—”

An ear-shattering boom cut off her words. The
passage around them shook as though in a mighty earthquake, and the
walls cracked and dust rained down on their heads. That was
followed by a thick wall of silence, as though they were cut off
from the entire rest of the universe.

 


 


CHAPTER 8

 



The Old Woman’s Tale

 


 


Judah stood by the stone-cats’ cage watching
the look of animal lust on Marya’s face. The ferocity of the
animals had triggered a ferocity in her, a ferocity that chilled
him to the bone. He’d seen looks of sexual tantalization before,
such as when Cousin Eva was talking about some of her adventures,
or even when his fiancée Vida was feeling particularly kittenish.
But he’d never seen anything to match Marya’s intensity right now.
It scared him.

Marya was squeezing his arm tightly, with a
power almost equal to another Zionian. Suddenly she pulled him
around to face her, held her body tightly against his and began a
long, passionate kiss. Her tongue thrust its way through his lips
as she aggressively forced her passion onto him.

He half expected her to drag him to the
ground and rape him on the spot, but instead she pulled back from
the kiss—but not from the clinch—and looked straight into his face.
“Come with me,” she said huskily.

The last thing Judah wanted personally right
now was go anywhere with this suka. But he reminded himself he was
on a mission for the Empire, and that took precedence. “Where are
we going?” he asked, and his voice sounded a little shaky even to
him.

“Where would you like to go?” she asked with
a sultry grin. “Or should we do it right here?”

Judah was blushing furiously. “Uh, this is a
little public—”

“I know where we won’t be disturbed,” she
said. Taking his hand, she began pulling him back along the path
toward the palace. Judah reluctantly allowed himself to be
pulled.

What would Ilya Uzi do? he asked
himself, knowing perfectly well what Ilya Uzi would do, but not yet
willing to admit it to himself.

She led him through a side door of the palace
and took a gravtube to the third floor. They were in a part of the
palace Judah wasn’t familiar with, the personal household rooms
where he’d never been allowed before. If his mind hadn’t been so
occupied with the immediate situation, he might have seen it as a
great opportunity to sneak around the premises, after …

His mind refused to go that far into the
future. There were more immediate problems to deal with first.

They finally came to a room that was
obviously a woman’s bedroom, Marya’s bedroom. There seemed to be
mirrors everywhere: behind the wall-length exquisitely carved
wooden bureau, behind the dressing table, and a full-length mirror
on the doors leading to the closet and the adjoining bathroom. And,
of course, there was the bed.

It was a huge bed, much larger than
king-size, with tall posts at the corners and a flat wooden canopy
on top. A thick brocade comforter was spread over the bed in plush
shades of wine colors shifting subtly tone-on-tone as the eye moved
across it. As Marya pulled him closer to the bed, Judah could see
that the inside of the canopied top was also lined with
mirrors.

“Is this private enough for you?” she asked.
“No one’s going to bother us here.”

She didn’t give Judah much chance to answer,
though, as she pasted her body up against him and began rubbing
sensuously. Her left hand grabbed his chin and pulled it close to
her face, thrusting her tongue so deep into his mouth he was afraid
it might come out his ear. Her hands were stroking his back, and
then moved around to the front to undo the buttons of his uniform.
They seemed very experienced at unfastening uniform buttons.

The moment of truth was rapidly approaching,
and Judah knew he’d have to make a decision. He’d known when he set
out on this mission that something like this might occur. Certainly
Eva would have no ethical problems in this situation. There were
certainly Vida’s feelings to consider; he hadn’t had time to let
her know where he was going—he presumed his father would fill her
in—but she’d read enough of the Ilya Uzi books to know what kinds
of situations spies faced.

What would be the harm if he gave in? He had
to lose his virginity sometime, and Marya would certainly be an
experienced teacher. How would Vida feel about that? She’d never
insisted he be faithful to her during their engagement, but that
didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt her feelings nonetheless.

He thought about Marya. She was
unquestionably beautiful and enthusiastically eager. But she was
also vicious and sadistic, sexually excited by the bloody
destruction of innocent life. She was also part of a plot to
overthrow the Empire on her route to becoming tsaritsa.

Did he really want to have this woman as his
first sexual experience? Did he want that memory indelibly
imprinted in his mind, her image forever tainting his
consciousness? How could he live with that?

He tried to push her body gently away and
turn his face from her kisses. He was only partially successful.
“I’m engaged,” he eked out.

Marya was undaunted. “Is she a knyaghinya?”
she breathed hotly in his ear.

“No,” Judah admitted.

“Then I outrank her,” Marya said, continuing
her assault on his senses.

“I gave her my word.”

“What does that matter? She doesn’t mean
anything to me.”

“But she does to me! “ Judah
exclaimed, pushing Marya away—and this time he used Zionian
strength to put some space between them. “You’re a beautiful woman,
Marya, but my heart belongs to her.”

Marya’s face held a look of surprise that
quickly turned to hatred. “And she can have it!” she spat in fury.
“You’re just a pitiful, puny little man with no taste and less
ambition. Do you think you can turn down the daughter of a knyaz
for some krepostnaya? My freiliny deserve better than you.”

She reached out to either slap him or claw
his face, but he reached up quickly to block the blow and it never
connected. “They probably do,” Judah said quietly. “But I
know they deserve better than serving a blyad like you.”

Marya’s face was bright red. “Get out!” she
screamed. “Get out of my room, get out of my life! If I ever see
you again I’ll have you dismissed from the palace—dismissed from
living, if I have anything to say about it!”

She reached out to the top of her dresser,
picked up a knickknack of some kind and threw it at him with great
violence. Judah dodged it easily, but decided this was a wonderful
time to make his exit. He slipped out the door before she found
another object to throw, but she was still yelling at full volume.
All became quiet, though, once the door closed behind him. She was
right about not being interrupted; the room was completely
soundproof.

As he caught his breath and settled his
nerves, he looked around and decided that, apart from the
unpleasantness with Marya, the incident couldn’t have turned out
better. Here he was, alone in the private rooms of the palace, with
access to places he could never otherwise explore. He put Marya
totally out of his mind as he refastened his uniform buttons. There
was work to do.

He walked purposefully through the halls,
noticing bits and pieces of things mostly through his peripheral
vision. His kavalergard uniform let people see him without noticing
him. As Ilya Uzi had said, “Spies don’t slink. They have every
right to be where they are, doing what they’re doing. And they’re
always on an important errand that doesn’t give them time to answer
foolish questions or engage in idle chitchat.”

He roamed the palace for well over an hour,
but saw nothing that could remotely be labeled “Secret Rebellion
Plans.” He even wandered through the offices of Kuznyetz’s social
secretaries and eavesdropped on conversations while pretending to
look for something else, but nothing seemed suspicious or
dangerous.

He was beginning to think he’d squandered
this marvelous opportunity when he saw an old woman at the end of a
passageway—a Zionian. It wasn’t just her build that told him this;
there were a lot of short, stocky unmodified humans, too. But she
was carrying a package that looked much too heavy for someone of
her advanced age, and her movements were very precise. Zionians on
lower gravity worlds moved like that, like astronauts on the moon
trying not to bounce too high when they walked. This woman had
spent a very long time living on a low-gee world, but another
Zionian could still tell.

Judah approached her, bounding just fast
enough to let her be aware he was another high-grav native. “May I
help you with your package, bubeleh?” he asked
reverently.

She looked at him with a bit of suspicion.
“You’re Zionian?”

“Is matzo flat?” he replied.

Her eyes narrowed. “So what’s a Jewish boy
doing in the uniform of a momzer like Yevgheniy
Kuznyetz?”

Judah shrugged. “Jewish boys don’t need to
eat too? I tried a lot of things, and this paid the best for the
least work. It’s a living.”

“It’s a bad living,” she said emphatically.
“Better you should dig ditches, it’s more honorable. I could tell
you stories—”

She broke off abruptly, worried she might
already have said too much. “You’d better go.”

This was the most promising encounter he’d
had yet, and Judah wasn’t about to be shooed away so easily.
“Please, it’s been so long since I’ve seen a Zionian face. I’d like
to talk with someone who knows what’s going on.”

“Oy, you think it’s been long for you?
Nu, come along and we can talk.”

Judah took the package from her, which was
bulky but lighter than it looked. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“Sadye. And you?”

“Ivan. Ivan Borodin.”

“Not a very Jewish name.”

“My father changed the family name. You know
how that is.”

She nodded sadly. “Too many people are
embarrassed by their heritage. It’s very sad.”

“I’m thinking of changing it back. How do you
like the name Judah?”

Sadye nodded again. “It’s strong, noble. Do
it. Be a mensh.”

Judah smiled. “I think I will. Thank
you.”

Sadye led him to her room, where he put the
package down. She offered him a chair and put on a small kettle to
make some tea. They talked as they sipped, and Sadye was so starved
for someone to confide in that soon her whole story leaked out.

About thirty years ago, when she was almost
forty, she came to Kyrby to be a lady’s companion to the young Lady
Teodora. Teodora was a lovely and smart young woman, and Sadye soon
became very devoted to her.

A year or so after Sadye’s arrival, a woman
came to speak to Teodora’s parents, bringing her twenty-two year
old son Yevgheniy with her. Sadye couldn’t remember who the lady
claimed to be, but Sadye recognized her from old pictures she’d
seen as a young woman. The lady was Anastasia Alexeyevna
Sokolova.

“I think I’ve heard that name somewhere,”
Judah said, suddenly scrambling through the mental trash-heap of
his mind. “Sokolov’s the imperial family name, but she wasn’t a
tsaritsa, was she?”

“She very nearly was,” Sadye said, and
proceeded to give him a refresher history lesson.

When the previous tsar, Boris IV, died, he
left three grown sons. The oldest was Kyril; he and his wife
Roxanna had no children. The other two were Nikolai and Vasiliy,
fraternal twins, with Vasiliy the older by twelve minutes. Nikolai
and his wife Anastasia already had a young son named Pyotr;
Vasiliy, who was gay, had already renounced marriage and
children.

Kyril was proclaimed tsar, but five days
before his official coronation he was assassinated. Suspicion
immediately fell on Nikolai and Anastasia, both of whom were well
known to be the plotting sort, but nothing was ever conclusively
proved. Even though Vasiliy was the older twin by a few minutes,
Nikolai argued that, since he had already produced a son and
Vasiliy never would, he was the logical one to be proclaimed the
new tsar to guarantee the continuation of the direct Sokolov line.
Both brothers had strong supporters in the Duma and the subject was
hotly debated for days. Nikolai’s arguments seemed to be winning
over the Duma when a stunning and unexpected announcement was
made.

Exactly one week after Kyril’s assassination,
the palace issued the startling news that Kyril’s widow Roxanna was
pregnant with a boy. There would be a direct heir through Kyril
after all. The entire question of succession was suddenly a deck of
cards thrown up in the air, and no one could even guess how they
would land.

Nikolai and Anastasia, who’d been confident
of their accession to the throne, were furious and suddenly found
themselves scrambling. Organizing their supporters, they tried to
disband the Duma and unilaterally declare Nikolai tsar. Many of the
dvoryane sided with them, and independent fleets of ships began
descending on Earth from all directions.

The Duma, incensed by Nikolai’s high-handed
usurpation, responded by immediately proclaiming Vasiliy tsar and
staging a hastily-arranged coronation. This satisfied enough of the
traditionalists to bring the bulk of the Imperial Navy into the
fray on Vasiliy’s side, and the war was on.

This conflict became known as the Knyazya
Rebellion. Millions of people died on hundreds of worlds. Bloodshed
and cruelty were the order of the day, but the major fighting ended
after fifteen months, when Nikolai himself was captured and
executed in a very public fashion. His wife, Anastasia Alexeyevna,
managed to elude capture with their son, however, and escaped into
anonymity somewhere within the vast empire. Even ISIS’s most
thorough searches couldn’t turn up anything more than wispy leads
that went nowhere.

“And you think the woman who came here thirty
years ago was Anastasia Alexeyevna?” Judah asked.

“Her face was in the news a lot when I was a
girl,” Sadye said with a nod. “She was much aged twenty years after
the rebellion and she disguised herself as well, but I recognized
her.”

“Why didn’t you tell ISIS?”

“Anastasia Alexeyevna was a ruthless woman,
even more than her husband. If I’d even hinted I recognized her,
she’d have killed me.”

Sadye continued her story. After Nikolai’s
death, the rebellion tapered off and the last fighting was over in
another year. Meanwhile the son of Kyril and Roxanna was born and
named Ilya. But he was still a baby, incompetent to rule the
Empire. So, after much deliberation and argument, the Duma devised
what was called the Great Compromise. Vasiliy would continue as
tsar for the remainder of his life, after which the crown would go
to Ilya and his heirs. Other paths to succession, even more distant
from the direct Sokolov bloodline, were established in case of
emergency. Even Ilya, as he grew to manhood, accepted these terms
with equanimity. Of course, no one really foresaw Vasiliy’s reign
lasting fifty years.

Fourteen years ago, Ilya and his wife had a
daughter, Natalia, and a great sigh of relief went up throughout
the Empire. While a son would have been preferred, there was ample
precedent for women inheriting the throne. The direct line of
succession now seemed iron-clad.

Five years after Natalia’s birth, Ilya and
his wife were both killed in a tragic spaceship mishap that may or
may not have been an assassination, and suddenly there were exactly
two members of the imperial Sokolov family left—one old and frail,
the other a five-year-old girl. People started getting nervous
again about more wars of succession, so the Duma invoked the Sovyet
Knyazey, a council of regents drawn from the ranks of the knyazya
and empowered to act if the tsar was somehow unable to govern. Such
a council had historically been convened at times of instability or
crisis.

That step proved more than prudent when, four
years after Ilya’s death, Tsar Vasiliy suffered a stroke. For the
past five years, he’d lain in a permanent vegetative state. The
Sovyet Knyazey ran the day-to-day affairs of the Empire and
everybody held their breath, hoping Natalia could attain her
majority at age twenty before Vasiliy at last expired.

Meanwhile, back on Kyrby in comparative
obscurity, the mysterious woman had met with the knyaz and made a
deal for her son Yevgheniy to marry his daughter Teodora. It was a
bit abrupt, for Teodora had already had several suitors among the
dvoryane and Yevgheniy was a kupets with a relatively obscure
background; but it was neither illegal nor unusual for commoners to
marry dvoryane and—after some strong initial doubts by Teodora—she
acceded to her father’s demands and married the mysterious young
man.

From the very start, Yevgheniy had undermined
Teodora’s well-being. He encouraged her to drink way too much and
he had her doctors dope her up with medications until she became
addicted. Sadye was disgusted to watch what was happening to the
once-vivacious lady she cared for, but she was powerless to stand
up to Kuznyetz—and she refused to abandon her mistress. She could
only do what little she could to mitigate the damage and grow
sadder as she watched Teodora’s mind slip away.

After Yevgheniy married Teodora, his mother
disappeared again and Sadye had never seen her since. There was no
telling whether she’d had any later contact with her son. She might
even be dead by now; Sadye guessed the woman would be in her late
eighties, at least.

“And you suspect Yevgheniy is really Pyotr
Nikolayevich?” Judah asked her.

“I’m positive,” Sadye confirmed. “He has all
the cruelty both his parents were famous for.”

Judah’s brain was racing as he left Sadye’s
room a short while later. This was it, the missing piece of the
puzzle! He’d wondered how Yevgheniy expected to be declared tsar;
the dvoryane would never crown an upstart kupets, no matter how
strong his forces were. But as someone with an indisputable
bloodline—backed by DNA evidence—his claim stood an excellent
chance of moving him to the front of the line. This must have been
his plan all along, a plan he’d patiently waited thirty years to
bring to fruition.

Judah was so lost in thought that he barely
noticed the commotion in the halls all around him, until a
colleague from the B.O.Q. bumped into him and said, “Have you heard
the news? Tsar Vasiliy just died!”

Judah’s blood ran cold. It’s starting,
he thought. This must be the trigger to action. Everything
changes from now on.

He had to find some way to reach Wettig at
once. The former commissar had to know this important information,
or he’d be completely blindsided from a direction he didn’t even
suspect!

 


 


CHAPTER 9

 


Fugitives

 


 


Eva and Natalia lay in the tubeway as though
swaddled in thick wool. They could see and hear nothing. They could
feel the trickling of dust like a fine mist from the ceiling and
the rough surface of the conveyor belt beneath them, but that was
all.

After a long moment, Natalia managed to say,
“Wh-what was that?”

“That, my dear, was the Argosy, if I’m
not mistaken. The late Argosy, to be more precise. It’s now
just heaps of debris scattered all over Languor Field.”

“What happened?”

“The rebels used some kind of cannon to blow
it up. It was just standing in the middle of the field screaming,
‘Shoot me, shoot me!’“

“But why would they do that?”

Eva began to seriously question the
intelligence of the Empire’s future ruler and was about to make a
sharp retort, but stopped herself. This is a very sheltered
fourteen-year-old girl in a deep state of shock. “My best guess?”
she said more gently. “They were trying to kill you.”

“Why—?”

“Why does anyone kill a tsaritsa? Someone
else wants the throne and you’re in the way.”

“But who—?”

“Look, can you move and talk at the same
time? The sooner we’re out of this narrow little tube and free to
move around, the safer I’ll feel.”

Eva could feel the young girl stiffen. “Who
are you to be giving me orders?”

“I’m the woman who got you out of an
exploding spaceship, and your best chance of staying alive more
than another hour or two.”

“You’re just a freilina!”

Eva forced herself to take a deep breath and
count to five. “That’s not my real job. I’m the woman Nkosi Wettig
trusted to keep you safe. You know him, right?”

“A little,” Natalia admitted grudgingly. “I
know Hasina better. She was my freilina a couple of years ago.”

“You’d trust her, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes.” The word came hesitantly to Natalia’s
mouth.

“Well, she trusts me,” Eva said, stretching
the truth a little. “She personally brought me to Lady Elena to be
your freilina so I could keep an eye on you.”

The long silence from the tsaritsa seemed to
indicate at least grudging acceptance.

“So if it pleases Your Imperial Majesty,” Eva
continued at last, “would you kindly crawl down the rest of the
tunnel so we can get the drap out of here before the bad guys
decide to search it?”

“It’s filthy!”

“There wasn’t time to send a gornichnaya down
to clean it first. And if you don’t start moving now you’re going
to get your tuchis kicked.”

“My what?”

“You’ll find out soon enough if you don’t
start moving.”

After a moment, Eva could hear the rustling
sound of the tsaritsa crawling ahead down the tubeway. Painfully
slowly, but it was still forward motion. At first Natalia was
quiet, but eventually she said, “What happened to all the people on
the ship?”

“I can only assume they’re dead,” Eva
answered. “But there’ll be plenty of time to think about them once
we’re out of this tunnel. Keep moving.”

They crept on in sullen silence until
suddenly Natalia cried, “Ow!”

“What’s the matter?”

“I bumped my head,” the girl whined.

“Great! That means we’re at the end of the
tunnel.”

“It hurts.”

“Can’t be much. You weren’t moving very
fast.”

“I think it may be bleeding.”

“Can you open the hatch?”

“I … I don’t know how.”

“Here, let me squeeze past you.”

There was an awkward moment in the cramped
tube as Eva edged her way alongside Natalia and began feeling
around the hatch for the release mechanism.

“Do you know what’s out there?” Natalia
asked, worried.

“Probably some sort of baggage terminal would
be my guess.”

“But … but what if some of the rioters are
out there?”

“Then they’re smarter than they’ve acted so
far. Quieter, too. Ah, there we are.”

With a slight sigh of air pressure, the door
unlocked and Eva opened it just a crack. Immediately the two women
had to shut their eyes tight. Even though the room beyond was not
too brightly lit, it seemed like searchlights after so long in the
total blackness of the tube.

Eva’d been a little better prepared for the
light, so she recovered a little faster. She opened the door a
sliver wider and looked around. All was quiet out there, with no
signs of anyone waiting for them. Most likely, workers had
scattered at the sound of the explosion and they were all out on
the field, trying to sort out the debris. Baggage would have a very
low priority at a time like this.

Eva squeezed out of the tunnel and got to her
feet beside it. Her legs were a little stiff from their long
confinement in the narrow tube, but a few quick stretches got them
back into shape. She then helped Natalia out of the tubeway and
supported the girl until she could straighten her legs out,
too.

“Come on,” Eva said. “We’ve got to get out of
here before someone spots us.”

“Yes,” Natalia said, more confident now that
she was in the light and open air. “We’ve got to get to an ISIS
office. They’ll protect me.”

“Hold on there, young lady. The universe as
you knew it doesn’t exist any more. You can’t count on ISIS now for
anything.”

“You don’t think they could handle a few
rioters?”

“The rioters were just a smokescreen. This is
an organized and well-planned coup, probably just waiting for the
tsar’s death to set it off. Knyaz Nkosi figured it out; that’s why
he sent me along to protect you.”

“A coup?” She sounded unconvinced. “That’s
impossible!”

“As impossible as blowing up your ship? Trust
me, this is very, very real. That was a deliberate attempt to kill
you.”

Natalia opened her mouth a couple of times
and closed it again as quickly. Finally she said, “Who would dare
do such a thing?”

“Obviously Graf Federico here on Languor.
Wettig suspects Knyaz Yevgheniy of Scorpio sector is the mastermind
behind it all. Probably lots of other dvoryane and boyare involved,
too. And any ISIS agents on Languor who were loyal to the throne
are almost certainly dead by now.”

“How dare they!” the girl said, and Eva
wondered briefly whether the girl was remarking on the brazenness
of the conspirators or the lack of consideration the ISIS agents
showed by dying. She decided to give the girl the benefit of the
doubt.

“That’s how a coup works,” she said. “The
first thing they have to do is neutralize the opposition. They may
even have killed the agents before they blew up the ship.”

The tsaritsa seemed to have trouble
assimilating that information. “No ISIS?”

“None we dare trust,” Eva said, shaking her
head. “All you’ve got is me, I’m afraid.”

Natalia was silent for a long time. Clearly
she was unhappy, and clearly she was still in shock. Eva couldn’t
afford to give her time to think about things too much.

There were a number of doors around the
perimeter of the large terminal. She ran to the nearest one, but it
was locked. The next one, though, was open and she peeked out to
see a long, brightly lit corridor with doors on either side,
leading off to another corridor about a hundred meters away. The
hallway was empty at the moment.

“Come on,” she said, motioning for Natalia to
join her. “We’ll go this way.”

The girl came over to her—much too slowly, in
Eva’s opinion, but she didn’t dare push her too hard. “Do you know
where we’re going?” Natalia asked.

“Perfectly,” Eva said. “Away from here.
Please save all your questions until we’re somewhere safe where we
can talk.” She grasped the girl’s hand and led her through the door
down to the end of the hallway. She made the random choice to go
right.

Because of the explosion, this area of what
would normally be a busy spaceport was deserted. After fifteen
minutes of walking, when Eva judged they were far enough away to be
relatively safe, she found a small empty room they could hide in.
“We’ll rest here and regroup,” she said.

While Natalia sat on a wooden chair and
stared blankly ahead, regaining both her breath and her thoughts,
Eva stripped off the freilina dress she’d been wearing and looked
at it critically. It was a courtly dress, very beautiful and
totally inappropriate for wearing on the street. She’d stand out
like a giraffe in a kindergarten class.

The first thing she did was rip off the
sleeves. One she threw away, the other she folded over and wrapped
across her forehead as a head band. She tore at the neckline,
wishing she had some scissors, and turned the high-collared gown
into a low-necked dress. “Good thing I’ve got great cleavage,” she
muttered. “An awful lot of it’s going to show.” For good measure
she tore off a strip around the hemline, turning a full length gown
into a calf-length dress.

She put it on again and modeled it for
Natalia. “How does it look?” she asked.

The girl, who’d been sitting almost
trance-like, snapped out of it enough to look Eva over. “It’s
hideous!”

“Thanks.” There was no mirror in the room,
but Eva looked down at herself appraisingly. The fabric’s still
too rich, but there’s nothing I can do about that. I could have
picked it up at a second-hand store. It’ll at least do as improv
until I can get something better.

“Smooth,” she said aloud. “Now it’s your
turn.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Well, you can’t go outside looking like
that.”

“I know,” Natalia said with great sadness.
“My dress is all wrinkled and dirty from crawling through that
tube, my hands are filthy, probably my face, too—”

“Filthy is fine,” Eva said. “No one expects a
filthy tsaritsa. But that dress is way too distinctive. And all
black, too—”

Natalia’s eyes widened. “You’re not going to
take my clothes off!”

“I can redesign them while they’re on your
body if you like.”

The girl stood up and backed away, horrified.
“Don’t you dare lay hands on me!”

If the situation weren’t so serious, Eva
would have laughed. “Or what? You’ll have your kavalergardy take me
away? Look, Your Majesty, I’ve already punched you and pushed you
through a baggage tube. When we get back to Earth you can have me
executed or banished to Gulag for my treason. But I’m going to make
sure you do get back to Earth. I’m stronger than you and
faster than you, and this is going to get done.”

Natalia had backed away as far as she could,
and was now in a corner, but still looking dubious. Then she looked
at her arm. “My wristcom’s gone!”

“Yeah, I took it off you before we left
Argosy.”

“Why?”

“So no one can follow us. If they try to
track you through that, they’ll think you’re out on the field
instead of in here. I’ll get you a new one. Now hold still.” Eva
got down on her knees, reached forward slowly and grasped the hem
of the dress, then delicately began ripping at it.

“This dress belonged to my mother!”

“And I’m sure she’d happily see it sacrificed
to save your life. I remember she seemed to be a very practical
woman.”

Gently, as though conducting delicate
surgery, Eva tore away at the material, doing as much as she could
with her bare hands to alter the dress’s appearance. Then she stood
up again and backed a step away to evaluate her handiwork.

“Still too noble,” she muttered. “I’m sure
your teachers would be proud to see how regal you look, even under
these circumstances. But I’ve got to turn you into a sow’s ear
somehow.”

She paused a moment to contemplate. “Okay,
let down your hair.”

Natalia’s hands instinctively rose to protect
her head. Her hair was braided in a crown, the signature look for
women of the imperial family. She’d worn her hair like that since
she was seven, and never let it down in public.

Eva advanced again and reached out to very
gently stroke Natalia’s temple a few times. The girl shut her eyes
tightly, bracing for the worst, as Eva reached in and slowly
removed the combs that held the braids in place. She ran her
fingers through it to undo the arrangement, and the hair fell
raggedly down Natalia’s back.

Natalia fussed with it as Eva stepped back
once more to check the effect. The change was dramatic. With the
hair in a crown, it made Natalia’s face look stern and almost
mature—almost like a young matron. With the hair down, she looked
more her true age—a girl in her mid teens, slightly gangly and a
little unsure of herself. The clothes were still a jarring touch,
but no one would look at her and instantly think royalty.

Eva picked up some of the torn-off fabric and
wrapped it around the girl’s throat like a scarf. “There. Keep your
head down and your chin tucked in and no one’s likely to recognize
you.” She stopped and thought for another second. “Take off the
jewelry.”

“They’re part of the imperial
collection.”

“They’re also out of character. They don’t
fit the rest of the image.” She removed the six rings, the platinum
pin and the silver chain with the large diamond stone. Then she
picked up another piece of discarded fabric and tied it into a tiny
bundle around the jewels. With the bundle safely knotted, she
tucked it down inside her cleavage. “No one we don’t trust will get
it now. Smooth, we’re off. It’s showtime.”

“I can’t go outside looking like this,”
Natalia complained. “What if people see me?”

“Then they’ll see you, not the
tsaritsa. Take my hand. The show must go on.”

Eva took Natalia’s hand and led the reluctant
girl out the door and back into the maze of hallways. “How can you
know where you’re going?” Natalia asked. “I’m totally lost.”

“I felt the same way in your palace. Here, at
least, they have signs to help.”

Now that she was less afraid of being
spotted, Eva dared take them through some of the more public areas
of the spaceport terminal. The chaos had mostly died down; once the
rioters achieved their objective of blowing up the Argosy,
they moved elsewhere. The terminal was still swarming with
militsia, but they were mostly there to instill a sense of order
after the horrible events. They weren’t yet looking for an escaped
tsaritsa, so paid scant attention to the two young oddly-dressed
ladies who stayed mostly to the edge of the crowd. Eva navigated to
a taxi zone and called for a cab.

“Don’t say anything while we’re in the cab,”
she told Natalia quietly. “They’re usually monitored, and someone
may recognize your voice pattern. Let me do all the talking until I
say it’s safe to speak.”

They got in and Eva pressed her wristcom
against the activation plate. “Destination?” asked a disembodied
voice.

“We need a cheap hotel near the spaceport for
a couple days during our layover. What’s available?”

“Do you require special amenities?”

“A double bed and a bathroom would be nice.
Other than that, we’re easy.”

“The Starline is five kilometers away. It’s
thirty-two rublei a night. They have a vacancy.”

“Perfect. We’ll take it.”

As they rode, Eva took her first opportunity
to tune her wristcom to the news webnews. It was nothing but a
litany of disasters, what the news media were already calling the
blackest day in the Empire’s history. It started with the death of
Tsar Vasiliy, then reports of widespread rioting on dozens of
worlds, and topped off by the tragic death of the young tsaritsa
right here on Languor. Speculation was rife that the Sovyet Knyazey
would be calling an unprecedented emergency session to decide the
order of succession, although there still were a couple of very
distant candidates who had minor claims.

Natalia listened to this news with a clenched
jaw and equally clenched fists, but true to Eva’s instructions she
said nothing. Eva tried half-heartedly to lighten the moment by
saying, “What a shame about Natalia. She seemed so promising.” But
the attempt at humor fell very flat; Natalia was beyond being
amused.

They made it up to their room, which was
spartan indeed: a double bed, a small writing desk with a mirror
behind it, a chair, and a dingy bathroom with a stall shower so
small it was a good thing neither of them was very chubby.

The instant Eva nodded it was all right to
speak, Natalia exploded with a string of furious invective, using
words no well-bred young dvoryanka should even know existed. Aside
from cautioning Natalia to keep the volume down because the walls
probably weren’t soundproof, Eva let her rant for nearly five
minutes until she wound down to just a fit of shaking. By that time
she had gone into vivid detail about the traitors’ executions and
cursed the conspirators back at least four generations.

“I’m hungry,” Natalia finally announced, as
though expecting Eva to produce some food mysteriously out of thin
air.

Eva checked the service screen. “Well, we’re
out of luck there; this hotel’s too cheap for room service, and
we’re not going out again tonight. Go take a shower instead. I know
you’re not happy covered in dirt, and a shower should relax you and
help you sleep.”

Natalia spent a long time in the shower while
Eva sat at the small table and made contingency plans. The poor
kid’s miserable. Her whole world, her whole identity’s been
stripped away in an instant, with nothing certain to replace
it.

The girl came out of the shower eventually,
wearing her underwear and a towel around her hair like a turban.
“Feeling any better?” Eva asked.

“I’m still hungry.”

“Billions of people go to bed hungry every
night, Your Majesty. You’ll survive a few more hours. Meanwhile
I’ll take my own shower so you can stand being in the same room
with me.”

Eva’s shower was much shorter. When she came
out, Natalia was lying in the middle of the bed. “Where are you
going to sleep?” the young girl asked her.

“Right here,” Eva said, patting the bed.
“Scoot over.”

From the sudden look of panic on the girl’s
face, Eva realized immediately what the problem was. “You’ve never
shared a bed before, have you?”

Natalia shook her head nervously.

“Well, don’t worry. I’m not a lesbian and I’m
told my snoring is very gentle.” Natalia still didn’t look
convinced. “There may come a time when you’ll want to share
your bed with someone.”

Natalia kept looking at her with wide,
fearful eyes.

“Well, I intend to sleep in that bed,” Eva
said quietly. “You have the choice of sharing it with me or
sleeping on the floor.”

Natalia looked down at the floor, then back
at Eva. Finally she moved slowly over to give Eva some room. In
fact, she moved so far over to avoid touching that Eva was afraid
the girl would end up on the floor anyway. But Eva said nothing.
The girl would make her own adjustments at her own speed.

Eva barely lay down facing away from Natalia
when the girl suddenly said, “Why aren’t you afraid?”

Eva avoided the temptation to make the flip
comment, “Because no one’s trying to kill me.” Instead she
turned over to face the girl, who was staring straight up at the
ceiling. “Who says I’m not?”

“You look so calm.”

“Here’s a good lesson for you, Your Majesty.
Courage isn’t about not being afraid. Courage means being afraid,
but doing what needs to get done anyway.” She paused. “Are you
afraid?”

“A tsaritsa is never afraid,” Natalia said,
trying to sound stoic.

“You have every right to be,” Eva went on.
“Half the Empire is trying to kill you, the other half already
thinks you’re dead. I wouldn’t think any less of you if you needed
to cry.”

“A tsaritsa never cries,” Natalia said
coldly.

“I don’t know who’s been feeding you this
line of kittledung, but you’d better get it out of your head or you
won’t be worth saving. A tsaritsa who can’t be afraid, a tsaritsa
who can’t cry, or laugh, or fart, or do anything else normal people
can is a tsaritsa divorced from humanity. How can you possibly rule
over a tsarstvo full of people if you don’t know how to be one
yourself? You just lost an entire ship full of friends; it’s the
most normal thing in the world to cry.”

“A tsaritsa has no friends. They were just
staff.”

Eva made no attempt to deny the impulse; she
reached out and slapped Natalia’s face, although she did pull the
punch at the last second to avoid breaking the girl’s jaw. She got
up and looked down at Natalia, her heart filled with righteous
anger. “Don’t you dare dehumanize them like that! They were people!
I worked with some of them for a while, and most of them were
decent people. Yes, it was their job to take care of your needs,
but that doesn’t make them less human. The crew of the ship, the
military officers, the secretaries, the cooks who made you those
splendid meals, even those ninnies who were your other
freiliny—they all deserved a better fate than getting blown
up. You’d better rethink your values fast, young lady, or I’ll walk
out of here right now and leave you on your own.”

In panic, Natalia reached out to her. “No,
don’t! Please!”

The fog of anger evaporated, and Eva could
see the scared fourteen-year-old again. Her heart melted. She sat
back down on the bed and gently took Natalia’s outstretched hand.
“No, I won’t leave you,” she said. “But please don’t think of your
subjects as some faceless schmoes—or this won’t be the last
assassination attempt against you. The teachers who fed you all
that kittledung about how a tsaritsa should act, they weren’t
completely wrong. In public, the tsaritsa has to be a leader, and
the people draw their emotional cues from her. Yes, she has to
appear strong. But backstage, like now, you can let your feelings
out. That’s the only way to stay sane.”

Eva could hear a slight involuntary sniffle,
so she decided to take a risk and continue. “And about a tsaritsa
not crying—well, I was in the closet when Col. Groenwald told you
the tsar was dead—”

“You were spying on me?” Her old indignation
rose again.

“Well nu, that was my job, remember?
But in this case I just happened to be there accidentally. I heard
you crying your heart out.”

“You had no right—”

“No right to what? I should have closed my
ears? You have nothing to be ashamed of. It’s perfectly human.
You’d just lost your great-uncle—”

“I wasn’t crying for him! “ Natalia
snapped angrily. “I didn’t even like him. I hadn’t seen him
since his stroke, and even before that I only saw him two or three
times a year at state occasions. He was a cold man, he hated kids.
If I wasn’t his only heir I don’t think he’d have cared if I lived
or died.”

“Then why were you crying?”

Natalia didn’t answer immediately. Eva waited
patiently, quietly. The silence stretched on loudly for several
minutes.

“I was crying for me, okay?” the girl
blurted out angrily. “I was crying because my life is over, don’t
you understand?”

Eva continued to stare quietly,
sympathetically.

After a minute, Natalia continued. “As
Velikaya Knyaghinya, I still had some freedom. Not as much as
normal girls, I know, but I could still do a lot of what I wanted.
I could be me, just Natalia Ilyinishna. Now I can’t. I don’t
belong to just me any more. I’m the tsaritsa, I belong to the whole
empire, and Natalia Ilyinishna doesn’t exist.”

Eva reached out to stroke the girl’s hair and
shoulders, but remained silent.

“Everyone will be looking at me. I have to
have all the answers. I have to make the decisions. I can’t
hesitate, I can’t show any doubt. I have to be right every time.
And I … I’m not ready. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’M NOT
READY! “

The tears and the sobbing came in earnest
now. Eva lay back down beside the frightened girl, put her arm
around the shaking body and held her tightly. Natalia occasionally
tried to get out a few words from time to time, but her weeping
made them incomprehensible. The events of the past day crashed over
her like an emotional tsunami, carrying her away with grief.

Finally the tears eased, and the tsaritsa of
the largest empire ever known to man cried herself to sleep in
Eva’s arms.

 


 


CHAPTER 10

 


Killing Ivan Borodin

 


 


Pavel Lubikov, prime councilor to Knyaz
Yevgheniy, entered his lord’s study to find Kuznyetz talking with
someone on his monitor. “I’ll take care of it, don’t worry.
Meanwhile, you go and pack. We’ll be leaving soon.”

He signed off and turned to look at his
adviser. “Yes, Pavel, what have you got for me?”

“The tsar’s death has been confirmed.”

“Excellent,” Kuznyetz said with a satisfied
smile. “And Federico knows what his role is, so we have no worries
on that score. Time to mobilize.”

“I’ve already taken the liberty of sending
out the orders, sir. Our onplanet ships should start lifting off
within minutes, and our in-space forces just started moving to
their rendezvous coordinates.”

“Efficient as always. What would I do without
you, Pavel?”

Lubikov nodded curtly. “Just trying to serve
you well, Your Grace.” Then he hesitated. “This just leaves the
slight matter of Ivan Borodin, Wettig’s spy.”

“Ah yes, him. I just finished talking with
Marya about him. It seems she had an unpleasant encounter with him
a little bit ago. She doesn’t even know he’s a spy, and even
she wants him dead.”

“I’ll be happy to dispose of him for you,
sir. A quick shot to the back of the head should do the trick.”

“Your usual efficiency. However, in this case
Marya requested a particularly painful death. I know I spoil the
girl, but I’ll humor her this once. Send the spy to me. I’ll see
he’s taken care of.”

 


* * *

 


Judah Bar Nahum was trying to decide what
tactic to take. He was due on duty again in just a few minutes.
Should he keep his cover identity intact and stand his watch in the
hallway? But that would waste seven crucial hours of inactivity,
hours Wettig might need to plan an effective counter-response to
the coup.

But there was probably little more he could
learn here, and the information was critical. “Your cover identity
is just a means to an end,” Ilya Uzi had said, “not the end in
itself.” It was time to kill Ivan Borodin, get outside the palace
and into town, and make a call to Wettig. He didn’t have a Q-line,
but he didn’t really need one. Even a short, totally uncoded
sentence—”Kuznyetz is really Pyotr Sokolov”—would be enough of a
warning for the former ISIS commissar; he’d know what to do from
there. Then all Judah’d have to do is get safely off Kyrby.

He started toward a side exit of the palace,
but he barely got a dozen meters when he met Cdr. Aab. “Borodin!”
the officer said. “Just the man I was looking for. I’ve got orders
to take you directly to the knyaz. Follow me.”

Judah met more indecision. Should he break
and make a run for it? But he was still deep within hostile
territory, and an alarm raised now could be fatal. He had no reason
to suspect his cover had been blown; this could be a perfectly
innocent situation.

“Improvise and trust your wits,” was Ilya
Uzi’s constant mantra. He decided to play along and see where this
would lead.

He followed the officer to the most inner
portion of the palace, where he was passed off to another officer
who took him directly to Kuznyetz’s office. He had to surrender his
beamer before he could enter. Then the door slid open for him and
he walked in alone.

Kuznyetz was sitting in a large green leather
chair behind his desk, staring intently at the built-in monitor.
Judah stood at attention for over two minutes, while Kuznyetz
appeared not to see him. Then the knyaz looked up and spoke. “Lt.
Borodin, I presume.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Judah said with crisp
formality.

“Events are happening, lieutenant—events far
above your head, but of empire-wide significance. Do you
understand?”

“No sir,” Judah said more slowly, even though
he knew exactly what Kuznyetz meant. Playing dumb might gain him
more information.

“I don’t have time to explain it now. Just
know that I am about to receive a critical package, and it’s
imperative that the messenger not recognize whom he gives the
package too. My staff and I are all too well known. As the newest
officer of my kavalergardy, you would not be recognizable. Do you
understand now?”

“I believe so, sir. You want me to receive
the package on your behalf.”

“Exactly. Then you will return it here to me.
Can you do that?”

Judah was actually thinking of various
possibilities. Here he was, alone in a room with Kuznyetz, maybe
five meters of space between them. All he’d have to do is leap
across the desk and snap the man’s neck to end Kuznyetz’s threat to
the imperial succession.

But then the Ilya Uzi part of his brain
started ticking off the reasons why that would be a bad idea.
One: Kuznyetz was paranoid enough to have automated defenses
against assassination, particularly in his lair. While Judah’s
reflexes were much faster than those of an unmodified human being,
he couldn’t beat the electronic speed of automated weapons. At most
he could get in one incredibly brief attempt to kill Kuznyetz
before he himself was killed. That might not be enough to
accomplish his goal. He was prepared to die to save the Empire—but
dying in a useless attempt would be worse than simple failure.

Two: The tsar was already dead, which
was certainly the signal for the rebellion to start. Even if he
killed the strongest claimant to the throne, there’d be plenty of
others. They wouldn’t stop just because Kuznyetz was dead; if
anything, that would probably make the fighting fiercer as the
different factions fought for control. It could be years, possibly
decades, before the fighting ceased; the Empire might even end up
as a bunch of independent principalities with no unifying sense of
order. It had almost happened before, and sensible people shivered
at the mere thought of what that would be like.

Three: Well, to look at it bluntly,
he’d never killed anyone before. He’d trained as a dancer, not an
assassin. In theory he knew what must be done—but there was an
unspannable distance between theory and practice. He had the
physical strength to snap a person’s neck—but when it came right
down to the act, could he do it? Or would he hesitate, even a tiny
bit, just enough to ensure failure?

All these factors flashed through his mind in
a split second. Discretion would definitely be the better part of
valor in this case. He’d play the game out and see how it
developed.

“Yes, Your Grace,” he said mildly. “I can do
that.”

“Good. Here is the key you’ll need. Go
through that door and down the hallway to room 278. Your contact
will meet you there.”

After Judah left the room, Lubikov
re-entered. “We really must be going now, Your Grace. The ships are
all ready to launch. I still think a beamer ray to his head would
have been quicker and more efficient.”

Kuznyetz nodded. “I’m sure you’re right,
Pavel. But I’ll set the room to record the events. I’m sure Marya
will derive great satisfaction from watching them when we get
back.”

 


* * *

 


Judah walked down the long corridor, noting
the doors on either side. He wondered what could be in this package
that was so vital. Field reports from Kuznyetz’s admirals? Requests
for last-minute instructions? Positions of Imperial Navy forces?
Whatever it was, he’d have his hands on it before even Kuznyetz.
Either he could destroy it so Kuznyetz wouldn’t get the
information, or at least he could find a way of relaying it to
Wettig as well. Either way, he was at last in a position to make a
positive difference in the upcoming war.

The numbers at this end of the hall began in
the low 200s, so there was a significant distance to go before he
reached door 278. The corridor did not branch off anywhere, even
though it made several turns along the way, so there was no
confusion about which way he needed to go.

At last he reached door 278. He pressed the
key to the lockplate in the wall. There was a faint click as the
door unlatched and slid silently open. Judah walked into the room
and the door slid shut behind him.

The room was big and empty. There was no
furniture at all, and the walls, ceiling and floor were pure white;
the only spot of color was a bright red rectangular touchplate high
up on the opposite wall, right where it met the ceiling. Unless
Kuznyetz was expecting a giant, a touchplate that high was
completely useless.

No one was here right now, and Judah started
pacing impatiently. He wanted to get this errand done and over with
as soon as possible. He still had to get free of the palace and get
word to Wetting about Kuznyetz’s true identity. He began to wonder
whether it might have been a mistake after all to accept Kuznyetz’s
summons, but it was too late now. Just wait it out and hope for the
best.

A large section of the wall slid rapidly open
on the far side of the room. Judah’s blood ran cold when he saw
what was coming through the portal: the pair of stone-cats he’d
watched with Marya earlier. A hunting pair, she’d called them, and
there was suddenly little doubt in Judah’s mind what they’d be
hunting. Their yellow eyes glared at him with hungry intensity.

Judah turned back to where he’d entered, but
as he suspected the door had seamlessly joined with the wall, and
pressing the key against the spot where the latch should be yielded
no results. The door on the other side had already closed, and he
was trapped in here with the stone-cats.

Despite his fear he tried to think
rationally. He’d watched the cats in action and knew how they
operated, which was an advantage for him. Although he had his
Zionian strength, they were equally as strong—and there were two of
them. Their reflexes were almost as fast as his. But they operated
on instinct, while he could use human thought. He hoped that would
be enough.

They split up as they approached him so they
came from separate directions. Judah tried staring straight between
them, letting his peripheral vision reveal their positions. He’d
seen their technique; when one swung a paw at its prey, the victim
instinctively backed away from the blow—straight into the claws of
the second cat. The cats relied on the instincts of their prey.
That would be their major weakness.

The cat coming from his left swung its paw
first, while the cat on his right waited almost a full second
before making its swing, fully expecting him to leap into its
grasp. Instead, Judah leaped toward the swinging claw of the first,
arcing well over it to land beyond the stone-cat. Neither beast
connected with its first blow.

Judah landed with a dancer’s grace and
quickly made a second leap. The first cat turned much faster than
Judah would have hoped, but it was still slower than he was. He
landed on the back of that first cat’s neck, and used his momentum
to propel him into yet a third leap.

The second cat had also whirled to swipe at
him, but it also was a fraction of a second too slow. Instead of
hitting Judah, its razor claws slashed into the skin of its mate’s
neck, drawing blood and a howl of pain.

Now the confined quarters actually worked to
Judah’s advantage. The cats’ speed was largely neutralized by their
lack of room to move. As they tried to pounce on their smaller prey
they got in each other’s way and kept slashing one another. They
would snarl and slash again—and each time their claws connected and
did damage they became slightly slower.

The trouble was, Judah was getting slower
too. The constant leaping around the room was tiring him out—and it
would only take one time being too slow and the cats would finally
snare him. Even at this rate he was likely to be caught before the
cats killed each other. He had to find a more permanent
solution.

As he leaped again, the bright red touchplate
near the top of the wall caught the corner of his eye, and he
realized that was his way out. He’d wondered why the plate was so
high; it was out of an ordinary person’s reach—but a stone-cat
sitting up on its haunches could reach it easily. And so could a
Zionian trained in difficult dance leaps.

Getting over to it was another matter. The
room, which had seemed comfortably large when he was alone in it,
was crowded now that the two large animals had joined him. There
hardly seemed a moment when at least one of the cats wasn’t between
him and the touchplate. It would be a very tricky maneuver in the
three-dimensional motion of free-moving bodies for him to lure the
cats into a position where they were both against the front wall
while he had clear access to the back. And, at the same time, he
had to keep his eyes focused on the cats’ claws. They had abandoned
all hunting strategy, and were now just trying to get him any way
they could.

He darted, wove and leaped around the room,
barely managing—sometimes by no more than a millimeter or two—to
avoid the claws. He was doing impromptu choreography in his head,
wishing Eva were here with him to distract the cats further.
Together, the two of them could have made the stone-cats dizzy with
frustration.

Eventually he managed to get the positioning
he wanted: the two animals were facing the front wall while he was,
for the moment, behind them. That gave him the chance he needed—and
he didn’t hesitate to take it.

Leaping with his full strength—or what was
left of it after the frantic activity so far—he leaped into the air
and slapped the touchplate with his right hand. The leap also
banged him against the wall and slammed him to the ground—but the
door opened. Rolling in a fluid motion, he tumbled through the
doorway into the passage beyond, and the door slid shut behind him
just as the cats were turning around again.

He couldn’t afford to rest, though. The cats
had obviously been in that room before, and knew the trick to
opening the door. It would now be a question of their basic
behavior patterns. If they behaved like Earth cats, once the quarry
was gone they might stop to lick their wounds before going on. They
were cut and bleeding considerably, though he doubted any of the
wounds were fatal, or even disabling. He couldn’t count on that,
though. For all he knew, they might open the door again in just a
second and come down this passageway to find him.

He ran down the ramp, pushed at another
touchplate, and went through the doorway into the caged area he’d
seen before. It looked somehow more ominous, though, on this side
of the bars.

The bars were set fairly wide apart, since
the stone-cats were large animals and couldn’t possibly squeeze
through. The bars looked temptingly just wide enough to let him
slip his stocky Zionian body through—but he got stuck when he
tried. The bars were just a millimeter or so too close together,
but that millimeter could kill him. Wedged tightly in there, he’d
be easy prey for the stone-cats when they came out.

He tried to think fast. What would Ilya Uzi
do to quickly lose a millimeter or two? The idea came to him in a
flash, and he’d have laughed out loud if he weren’t in such a
hurry. Quickly he stripped off his uniform—tunic, slacks and
boots—and threw them out of the cage through the bars. He was
prepared to ditch the underwear if needed, but it turned out this
was enough. He’d heard the phrase “The clothes make the man,” but
in this case the clothes made the difference. With firm exhaling
and some creative wiggling, he just managed to squeeze between the
bars and out of the cage just as the stone-cats re-emerged behind
him.

He walked a few steps away, far enough that
the stone-cats couldn’t reach through the bars and snag him. Then
he gathered his clothes and flopped down on the ground to get
dressed again.

Then suddenly the tension let go all at once,
and he did burst out laughing. For more than a minute he rolled
around on the ground laughing like a madman until tears came to his
eyes. He imagined what a spectacle he must have made, sitting out
there in his underwear. Fortunately, no one was there to see him;
it was nighttime, and the grounds of the palace were deserted.
Ships would be leaving to go off to the battles to come, and people
would be much too busy to worry about a nearly naked man sitting on
the ground in the zoo.

He got himself under control again and put
his clothes back on. Close escapes from vicious beasts were all
well and good—but he still had a rebellion to stop, and he couldn’t
do it sitting here.

 


 


CHAPTER 11

 


The Sisters Rostovy

 


 


When Natalia woke the next morning, Eva was
gone. Her heart nearly stopped as she realized how totally alone
she truly was. Even though she’d fought it, she’d learned to rely
on Eva as a rock in the flood waters carrying her along to
doom.

She panicked and looked wildly around, and
that’s when she noticed the room’s monitor was blinking. Someone
had left her a message, and only one person knew she was here. She
fumbled quickly with the control to switch on the monitor.

As Eva’s smiling face appeared on the screen,
a wave of warm relief swept over the girl’s body. “Good morning,
Your Majesty. I hope you slept well. I wanted to run a few errands
and pick up some necessities. I should be back soon with my haul,
so keep yourself entertained. Don’t leave the room unless it’s
on fire. By the way, I figured out why you sleep alone—you
snore pretty loud.”

Natalia took a couple deep sighs of relief,
and then began hoping that one of her savior’s errands was to get
food. She’d never been so hungry in her entire life. It felt like a
rat was gnawing at her stomach. A very determined rat.

She turned on the news to distract herself.
All the stations seemed filled with calamity. The tsar’s death.
Fleets of ships seeming to converge on Earth from all directions at
once, and attacking one another as well as planetary authorities.
Locally, the rioting mobs who’d blown up Argosy and killed
the beloved young tsaritsa. The Sovyet Knyazey calling an emergency
plenary session in six days to deal with this unprecedented
situation. Everything was in chaos, and she was becoming more and
more convinced that it was somehow her fault.

Finally the door slid open and Eva came
through. She was wearing much more practical clothes than the
torn-up gown she’d had last night, and she was struggling with an
awkward collection of shopping bags. Natalia ran up to her and
would have thrown her arms around her if she could have fought her
was through the bags. “I was so scared,” the girl said. Then,
prompted by her stomach, she blurted out, “Did you get any
food?”

Eva laughed. “Hello, I missed you, too. This
bag over here, I think. Bread, cheese and deli meats. It’s not what
you’re used to, but it’ll do for a nosh, better than
chozzerai.”

Natalia didn’t reply, just took the bag out
of Eva’s hand. She started gnawing on a baguette eagerly, then
finally slowed enough to combine the other ingredients. Eva waited
until the girl had slowed down, then began assembling her own
sandwich. For a while, the only sounds in the room were the
munching of food and the droning of the news program.

Finally Eva was satisfied enough to start
talking again. “I suppose you’ve heard by now about the special
meeting of the Sovyet Knyazey. That means we’ve got six days to
make it back to Earth and restore you to the—”

“About that,” Natalia interrupted suddenly.
“I’ve been thinking. What if I don’t go back?”

Eva stopped and looked at her. “What do you
mean?” she asked slowly.

“All this rebellion, all this fighting—it’s
all my fault. People don’t want me on the throne. I’m not even sure
I want me on the throne. I wouldn’t be any good at it. This
is the perfect chance for me to leave it all behind. Everybody
thinks I’m dead. Why don’t I let someone who wants the throne just
have it?”

Eve stood up and turned around so the girls
couldn’t see her face. “And what about the rest of the Empire?”

“They don’t want me. They’re rebelling
against me!”

“Just a few power-hungry schmucks,”
Eva said gently. “The rest of the people are just scared and
confused. They’ll follow anyone who offers them a way out of chaos.
Have you heard what they’re calling you? ‘The beloved young
tsaritsa.’“

Natalia gave a bitter snort. “How can they
love me? They don’t even know me!”

Eva chuckled mirthlessly. “That only makes it
easier. The fact that you’re dead helps, too. For all we know, the
two princes in the Tower in Richard III were nasty
little putzes—but they died young, which made them saints.
The people love what you represent—order and stability. And if you
show up now, they’ll rally around you with great cheers. Trust
me.”

“Everyone thinks I’m dead. Why not let it
stay that way? I’d be a lousy tsaritsa, anyway. The Empire’ll be
better off with someone else in charge.”

Eva whirled around angrily to face her. “Do
you really think so? Do you think the Empire will be better off
fractured into a thousand little states? Do you think the Empire
will be better off facing decades of civil war? Do you think the
Empire will be better off with planets bombing one another into
oblivion? Do you think the Empire will be better off under the rule
of schmucks who are ready to let billions of people die to
serve their own personal ambitions? Is that really what you think?
Because that’s what’ll happen if people don’t have a strong symbol
to rally behind—because right now, little girl, you’re the only one
who can do that. You’re the only one standing between the Empire
and chaos.”

“NO!” Natalia screamed. She buried her
head in a pillow, and for a while all Eva could hear was, “Why me?
Why me? Why me?” over and over again.

Her anger melted away, and she sat down
beside the girl. “Well, you’re bound to do a better job than a
momzer like Yevgheniy Kuznyetz, if that’s any consolation.
Besides, a reluctance to take the throne is one good qualification
for it. I can’t think of anyone who’d be better than you—except me,
of course, but no one’s offering me the job.

“Besides,” she added, growing more serious,
“not everyone thinks you’re dead—or at least they won’t for
long.”

“But all the reports—”

“Yeah, that’s what the traitors want people
to think. But you can bet there’ve been top forensic specialists
sifting through Argosy’s wreckage for the past few hours,
looking for one particular body. And when they don’t find it,
they’ll clamp down tight. Our only chance is to get off Languor
before they do that.”

“How do you know they haven’t already?”

“I don’t, for sure. But they’re probably
pretty confident no one could have escaped that blast alive.
There’ve been no notices that outbound ships are being searched.
We’ve got maybe a few hours, at most to get offplanet. Otherwise
we’re stuck.”

“But if I stay in hiding for the rest of my
life, I won’t be any threat to them.”

“You’ll always be a threat to them,”
Eva said patiently. “Your very existence is a threat, whether you
claim the throne or not. They won’t stop until they have absolute
proof you’re dead.” She shook her head. “You can have no future as
a private citizen. None.”

Natalia’s eyes were drying now, but she said
nothing. Her lower lip quivered a little, and Eva continued
sympathetically, “You’ve been through more catastrophes in past few
hours than an army of fourteen-year-old girls has any right to
expect. Sure you’re scared and panicky. Who wouldn’t be? But you’re
also a tsaritsa. I’ve seen that in your eyes, in your face, your
voice. I know.”

“How many tsaritsy have you known?” Natalia
asked slowly.

“You mean besides you?” Eva made a face of
mock seriousness and silently ticked off the numbers on her fingers
until Natalia laughed.

Finally the girl made a deep sigh of
acquiescence. “Da, what must I do?”

“That’s my brave little trouper,” said Eva
with a smile. “The show must go on. Sit over here on the edge of
the bed. My future cousin-in-law’s a make-up artist, and she’s
taught me all sorts of tricks to alter a face. Let’s see what I can
do for you.”

She reached into another of her shopping bags
and pulled some of the beauty supplies she’d bought. She began by
plucking Natalia’s normally dark eyebrows until the were thin and
barely noticeable. She lightened the skin and made the eyelashes
thinner and lighter. She worked around the eyes, lips and nose,
making Natalia look more like a normal fourteen-year-old girl
instead of a mature young debut ante. Natalia sat through the
process stoically—but her eyes widened in horror when Eva pulled
out the comb and scissors.

“Not my hair!” she shrieked. “I’ve never had
my hair cut!”

“Well, this adventure is just full of firsts
for you, isn’t it?”

“It’ll take years to grow back!”

“If I cut it shorter you might have
those years to look forward to. Or you can die with long hair and
be buried in an unmarked grave. Your choice. It’s not my fault you
have the most recognizable face in the galaxy. You can always wear
wigs later until it grows back, but it’s my job to keep you alive
till then.”

Natalia screwed her eyes tightly shut and
gritted her teeth, and still made small shudders each time Eva’s
scissors went snip. Even after Eva told her she could open
her eyes again, the girl refused to look in the mirror.

Eva sat silently for a moment, then took a
deep breath and said, “If you made such a big fuss about your hair,
you’re really gonna hate me now.”

“What do you mean?” the girl asked
warily.

“Let me tell you about my Uncle Avram.”

Natalia looked at her strangely. “What about
him?”

“He was a top agent for ISIS. On one
assignment, his left hand got sliced off by a beamer ray. He got it
replaced by an artificial one, with all sorts of special functions.
He says it’s even better than the one he lost.”

Natalia’s face was noncommittal. “So?”

“So I have to ask you: Why do you need a
prosthetic leg?”

Natalia’s whole body stiffened. “I don’t know
what you—”

“Let’s not play games, Your Majesty. I have
to know.”

The girl was bristling with a horrible
combination of adolescent and imperial indignation. “My body is
none of your business.”

“As long as I have to keep it safe, every
piece of it is my business. Including the pieces you don’t want to
admit to.”

Natalia’s teeth were clenched, and her eyes
stared fixedly on the wall across the way. She said nothing.

“I was a fourteen-year-old girl myself,” Eva
said. “I could out-stubborn you any day of the week, but we don’t
have time for that. We have to act fast if we’re going to save the
Empire for you.”

She paused, but there was still no word from
Natalia. Eva continued, “Was it amputated? Were you in an
accident?”

“Why are you ask—?”

“Because I need to know.”

Natalia turned her face away. Eva grabbed her
chin and turned it back to face her. “Can. You. Walk. With. Out.
It?” she asked.

Natalia averted her eyes, even if she
couldn’t turn her head. “Yes,” she replied, her voice barely a
whisper.

“Good. Take it off.”

There was a sharp intake of breath. “I can’t
be seen like that!”

“Bad for the imperial image, huh?”

“The heir … the tsaritsa must have no
weaknesses or imperfections.”

“Take it off,” Eva said, “or I’ll rip it off
you myself. We have to change your look as much as possible so no
one’ll recognize you.”

There was a long silence. “Turn around,”
Natalia said.

Eva obliged, smiling gently at the adolescent
modesty. As a freilina and a traveling companion, she’d seen
Natalia in all stages of undress and the girl had shown no trace of
embarrassment. But this was different, this was an intimacy shared
with almost no one else, and the young girl was very
self-conscious. Eva could hear a few near-silent clicks as the leg
was detached.

After a few minutes of grunting, Natalia
said, “Smooth, you can turn around again.”

Eva did so, looking the girl over to evaluate
the situation without seeming to stare. “I’m a hideously deformed
freak, aren’t I?” Natalia asked bitterly.

Her right leg was perhaps ten centimeters
shorter than her left. It was withered and spindly, with the knee
twisted inward at a bad angle. There were spots along the skin
where contact points in the prosthetic could connect to react with
the girl’s muscles.

“Define ‘freak,’“ Eva said. “I’m Zionian. We
were genetically engineered different from normal people. My
abnormalities don’t show much, but they’re there.”

“People will laugh at me, or look away.”

“They won’t laugh when you’re on the throne.
And for now I hope they do turn away, so they won’t
recognize you.” Eva paused. “I presume you were born that way.”

“Yes,” Natalia said glumly. “It’s a state
secret.”

“And it may save your life,” Eva said. “It
won’t fool a iriscope, but it may keep anyone from using one. I
suppose you have spare legs.”

“There was one on Argosy and there’s
three more in the palace.”

“Good. We can ditch this one, then.” She
stood up and casually tossed the artificial leg over in one corner.
Natalia sulked.

Next Eva took out some clothes from another
of the shopping bags. “I had to guess at your size, but these
should be smooth for a teenage girl who’s not a tsaritsa. Skirt,
sweater, socks and shoes. Hm, the shoes may be a problem with your
misshaped foot—but even if the clothes don’t fit perfectly, you can
say they’re hand-me-down shmattes from your big sister
Eva.”

“Who’s that?”

“That’s me. It’s my real name when I’m not
pretending to be a freilina. I’m your big sister Eva, and you’re my
kid sister Nata. Our last name will be Rostova. We’re on our way
back to Earth after visiting our aunt and uncle here on Languor.
Tickets were very hard to get, by the way. It seems everyone in the
outer Empire suddenly wants to get back to Earth and, from what I
hear, everyone on Earth wants to get away. I managed to find a
decent liner—not first-class, but comfortable. If it all goes well,
we’ll be on Earth in four days. Oh, and I had to pawn a couple of
your rings to pay for it.”

“WHAT?”

“Just a couple of the smaller ones that
wouldn’t be recognizable.”

“You sold my jewelry?”

“Nu, you expect me to spend all my own
gelt?” Eva cracked. “Relax, you’re not the first royal to
hock the family jewels. I have the pawn tickets, you can go back
for them later.

“Besides,” she added on a more serious note,
“I didn’t want to leave a credit trail. Cash isn’t nearly as
traceable. Here, I promised you a new wristcom, too. It’s not as
fancy as your old one, but I’m the only one who knows the ID code,
so no one can track you with it.”

She handed Natalia the new wristcom. The girl
took it reluctantly, as though it were a slimy sea slug she had to
fasten to her wrist. Her leg, her jewelry, her clothes, her
hair—she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and
shuddered—and even her name had been stripped from her, all to be
replaced by substitutes that left her no shred of dignity.

Her mood grew increasingly dark.
Intellectually she knew Eva’s actions were necessary, but she felt
all wrong. “There’s nothing of me left,” she complained.

“You’ve still got your whine down, Little
Miss Tsouris,” Eva commented. “And they say Jewish
princesses are spoiled.”

“I thought you said our name was Rostova.
What’s this ‘Tsouris’?”

“It’s a Greek word—means ‘sweet’ or ‘candy’,”
Eva said dismissively—then added more gently, “You still have your
mind, your knowledge. You’re still my little tsaritsa, and I won’t
let anything bad happen to you.”

She gave Natalia a final top-to-toe
inspection. “Despite everything I’ve done to disguise you, there’s
still going to be some people who’ll say you look like Natalia
Ilyinishna, even though they know she’s dead. What you have to do
is look straight into their faces with the most bored expression
you can manage and say, ‘Da, and if I had a piatak for every time I
heard that I’d be richer than she is.’ Think you can do that?”

The girl nodded sullenly.

“Then we’re all set,” Eva said, trying to
lift Natalia’s spirits. “Let me see that beautiful smile of yours.
It’s showtime!”

 


* * *

 


They took a cab back to Languor Field. Eva
kept up a stream of meaningless babble, gossiping about their
supposed friends and relatives. Natalia sat beside her quietly,
just hoping to get the entire ordeal over with without anyone
seeing her in this hideous disguise.

Despite its name, the New Canton was
not a new ship, nor was it a large, flashy, comfortable one. It
wasn’t a space-going casino/spa/shopping mall like many of the
bigger, more modern liners. Its guest cabins were small but
decently furnished, and it offered its passengers the basic
amenities in a shabby-genteel manner. Its primary attraction,
though, was that it was scheduled for a straight-through flight
from Languor to Earth. No stops meant fewer chances for things to
go wrong. It would get them to Earth in time to address the Sovyet
Knyazey and clear up the slight misunderstanding about Natalia’s
death.

Natalia looked around disapprovingly. “You
sold my rings for this?”

“It’ll get us to Earth. Even if it was a
donkey cart it would be worth the price. We can have our meals
served in here, so you’ll never have to leave the room and risk
being spotted.”

“It’s like a prison.”

“Better than some,” Eva said philosophically.
“There’s plenty of entertainment on the shipboard web, and plenty
of good books in the on-line library. Or we could play cards, or I
could teach you how to speak without whining quite so much.”

Natalia refused to answer the jibe, and sat
around silent and sullen. They ordered meals in, and kept tabs on
news broadcasts which reached the ship at regular intervals.

The Empire was not going well. Massive fleets
of ships from different factions were reported battling one another
in the depths of space, and a number of planets had already been
bombed. The death toll was rumored to be in the millions, and
analysts made dire predictions of the number climbing by orders of
magnitude.

“If we can’t manage to stop this in time,”
Eva said, “you might not have much of an empire left to rule.”

In the middle of the second day of their
flight, the captain made a general announcement. A fleet of armed
ships had intercepted them and was forcing them to make an
unscheduled stop on the nearby planet Farallon. These weren’t
pirates, the captain assured the passengers; the ships expressed no
interest in cargo or booty. They were, in fact, very vague about
what they wanted. But Eva knew.

“This is a ship going directly from Languor,
where you were last seen, to Earth, where you’d want to go. They’d
certainly guess you might be here.”

“You knew this would happen?”

“‘Knew’ is a bit strong. I considered it. I
also considered a more roundabout route, going in other directions
first and then working our way back toward Earth. But there wasn’t
a lot of time. We need to get to Earth before the Sovyet Knyazey
meets, so I chose the fastest way.”

“So what do we do now?” Natalia asked. She
tried bravely to keep her voice level, but a trace of fear crept in
anyway.

“I don’t know,” Eva said honestly. “I’ve been
making this all up as we go along. They’re going to want to check
all the passengers’ IDs, which we can’t let them do because your
disguise won’t fool a iriscope. The good news is they’re forcing us
to land instead of boarding us in space. That may give us some
chance to get away. I can’t plan anything more than this because I
don’t know what we’ll be facing.” She gave the girl a confident
smile. “Just trust me. I happen to be brilliant; everybody says so.
And nobody’s ever killed me yet.”

“How long have you been a bodyguard?”

“I’m not sure,” Eva said, her smile
broadening. “What time is it now?”

In due course the ship landed at Farallon’s
small spaceport and the passengers were herded unceremoniously down
the boarding tube. Most of the passengers were annoyed at this
inconvenient and unscheduled stop. Even though most of them didn’t
have their lives on the line the way Natalia did, they were very
vocal in making their complaints heard and aiming most of their
anger at the militsia guarding them.

As the line moved slowly forward Eva looked
appraisingly around the spaceport lobby. Branching off to the right
was the concourse that led to the baggage area; to the left was a
broad glass wall with many doors. Outside were rows of cabs, buses
and cars waiting to pick people up.

“Don’t look up,” Eva whispered to her
companion. “There’s surveillance cameras all around, and we don’t
want them capturing images of your face. Keep your head level, or
even slightly down.”

The line moved inexorably forward as their
guards used iriscopes to check people’s identities. Eva continued
evaluating the situation. The militsia were all armed with
stingers, she noticed; that was a wise precaution when dealing with
crowds—but it was also a weakness she could exploit guilt-free.

“See that big red huvverbus just outside the
door there? When I give the word, run like hell to it. Don’t look
back, don’t look at me, don’t pay attention to any shouts or
noises. Don’t let anything stop you. If you can’t get around
something, go through it, and push anybody out of your way if you
need to. Can you do that?”

Natalia nodded.

“Great,” Eva said. “Let’s see how much fun we
can make this.” But in her heart of hearts, she knew this was going
to be anything but fun.

They finally came to the head of the line.
Eva made sure to stand in front of Natalia. As the militsioner
called, “Next,” and reached out to motion Eva forward, she reached
out and grabbed his hand. Pulling it toward her, she pressed it
against her right breast and held it there, meanwhile yelling at
the top of her lungs, “Hey, watch where you’re putting your
drapping hands! Let go, you oprichnik! Let go of me!”

The militsioner, who’d had no intention of
grabbing her breast, would have loved to comply—but Eva held his
hand in place, and made it look like she was the one struggling to
push him away. “Help, someone! Save me from this sex maniac!”

While everyone, including the other militsia,
were distracted by the struggle, Eva reached quickly down with her
left hand and pulled the militsioner’s stinger from its holster.
She shot the man before he could realize what was happening, and
shot the two nearest militsia as well.

Now she changed her yell. “Bomb! There’s a
bomb here. Everybody run!”

Some people just stood frozen in place,
paralyzed by the sudden confusion. Other people, however, reacted
instinctively to the bomb threat and began to scatter in all
directions. Eva was pleased to see that Natalia had taken the cue
to run for the door. Eva yelled “Bomb!” a couple more times, then
took off after the girl.

The concourse was in chaos. People were
running every which way, and the militsia were undecided whether to
shoot at the escapees or react to the bomb threat. They were
paralyzed by indecision, and Eva took advantage of this to shoot
another few militsia as she passed by them.

Natalia’s escape had been largely unimpeded,
but her stunted right leg made her “run” more of an awkward
lope—and a slow one at that. Now Eva could see a militsioner
closing in on the girl. From this angle, she wasn’t sure she could
shoot the man without hitting Natalia by mistake, so instead she
used her forward momentum to leap with Zionian strength. Her arc
carried her over Natalia to come down right beside the man trying
to apprehend her. Eva spun on one foot while raising the other to
kick the man in the breastbone. He went down hard.

She ran to the bus, leading the way for
Natalia. She actually had to slow down quite a bit, making
allowances for the girl’s twisted leg. She was fretting because the
pace seemed so slow to her Zionian senses, but things were
happening at a reasonably fast pace as far as normal people were
concerned.

It was night outside the terminal as she
scrambled through the huvverbus’s open door. She didn’t have time
to argue with the driver over who was in control, so she just stung
him on general principles. He’d wake up in a few hours with a
headache, but otherwise none the worse for wear. She pulled him out
of his seat and took his place just as Natalia, panting heavily,
scrambled in behind her. Eva closed the door and starter the
engine.

Not until then did she look around and
discover that she and Natalia weren’t alone. Along with the
unconscious driver, there were seven other passengers seated
throughout the bus. “Hi everyone,” she said cheerily. “No reason
for anyone to get hurt. We’re just going on a little unscheduled
excursion, something exciting to tell your grandkids about. Just
sit back and enjoy the ride.”

She gunned the accelerator and the lift
simultaneously, and the huvverbus lifted off into the night, barely
missing a couple of huvvers slowly descending to the ground. Her
Zionian reflexes stood her in good stead as she steered frantically
to avoid the collisions, and then she was in open air. She gained
altitude so she could get her bearings. Through the front window
she could see city lights off to her left. She turned the bus in
that direction and headed that way at top speed.

For obvious safety reasons, spaceports were
not built within city limits, but several kilometers away. It would
now be a race to see whether Eva could get the bus somewhere inside
the city before the local constabulary could organize to stop
her.

It was a couple of minutes before she saw a
group of lights behind her, giving chase. At almost the same time
she spotted lights in front of her as the city politsia rose to
intercept her.

She cut her headlights, even though she knew
their radar would show her position, and she dropped altitude in
almost a crash dive, leveling out again just before she hit the
street. There wasn’t a lot of traffic at this hour, so it was easy
to find a break in the flow to insert herself. The bus rolled to a
stop near an alley and Eva opened all the doors. “Everybody out!”
she called. “Thank you for choosing Desperation Bus Lines, and we
hope you’ll tell your friends about us.”

As the unwilling passengers scrambled for the
exits, Eva turned to Natalia. “You too, kid.”

“Aren’t you coming with me?”

“Not immediately. First I’ve got to throw
some people off our trail.”

“What should I do?”

“Hide. Don’t worry, I’ll find you. Now
go.”

Natalia stepped out of the bus and the
vehicle immediately took off again, forward and up. The young girl
had a sudden cold, sinking feeling inside her. She was alone in the
dark in a strange city on an unfamiliar world. She was being chased
by people who would stop at nothing to find and kill her. To top
the whole thing off, her protector had vanished, and she had no way
of knowing when—or if—she’d ever see Eva, or Earth, again.

She stood motionless on the sidewalk for
several seconds, then belatedly turned and walked toward the
alley.

 


 


CHAPTER 12

 


The Rebellion Strikes

 


 


Following the close call with the stone-cats,
Judah was more determined than ever to get off the palace grounds
so he could call Nkosi Wettig and warn him of Kuznyetz’s identity.
He looked down at himself and realized what a mess his uniform was
in; he’d attract too much attention like this. Just a quick trip to
the B.O.Q. to change, and then he could escape unnoticed.

The B.O.Q. was buzzing as he came in. He went
to the small room he shared with another officer to get a fresh
uniform. His roommate was there and looked at him excitedly. “Did
you hear the news?”

“Yeah,” Judah said absently as he stripped
off his dirty outfit. “Tsar Vasiliy’s dead.”

“That’s the old news,” his roommate said with
a dismissive wave. “Now the Velikaya Knyaghinya’s dead, too.”

Judah’s blood ran cold. “What?”

“Riots broke out all over the Empire when
people heard the news. The Velikaya Knyaghinya was on Languor. She
tried to get home, but some rioters blew up her ship before she
could take off.”

Judah sat down hard on a chair. His eyes
suddenly couldn’t focus. “Are they sure?” he asked hoarsely.

“No survivors. That’s what the newscasts
say.”

Judah’s head was spinning and his mouth went
dry. The Velikaya Knyaghinya dead? That almost certainly meant Eva
was dead, too; she would never have let herself get separated from
the girl she was protecting.

No survivors.

Judah didn’t breathe for several seconds. His
cousin, his partner, dead. She didn’t even want to take that
assignment. She did it mainly for him, so he could go out and play
spy like Ilya Uzi. And what had it all come to? The Velikaya
Knyaghinya was dead anyway, along with Eva. He hadn’t been able to
stop Kuznyetz’s plans, either. The best he could expect was to warn
Wettig about who Kuznyetz really was. The rebellion had started
anyway; whether or not Kuznyetz got the throne, the chaos would
still continue. Millions of people, probably billions, would die.
Bombings from space could well make some planets totally
uninhabitable. Despite his and Eva’s best efforts, they’d failed to
avert the catastrophe. What was the use of continuing?

He saw Eva in his mind, her lovely face
smiling, her agile, athletic body moving in perfect sync with his.
He saw Vida’s beautiful face, too, and knew he’d been blessed to
have two such phenomenal ladies in his life. And he’d failed them
both. The Empire was being ripped apart, destroyed by forces he’d
been powerless to stop. Why should he even bother to go on?

Then Eva spoke to him. “Quit your
kvetching, boychik. We’re a team, and a damn good
one. Have a little faith in your partner. I’ve never missed a cue,
and I don’t intend to start now.”

Have faith in Eva. Trust in Eva. She’s never
let you down, no matter how close to the wire she cuts it. She
drives you crazy with her close calls, but she always makes it,
doesn’t she? She won’t let you down now.

Eva’s imaginary presence leaned down and
pinched his cheeks. “The show must go on, remember?” she said as
she faded away.

Judah stood up and put on a clean tunic, new
resolve in his face. One thing was for damn sure—this show
was going on.

Just as he finished dressing, Cdr. Aab
entered the B.O.Q.. Everyone snapped to attention. The commander
looked them over for a moment with a small smile of pride. “Damy i
gospoda, we have been given a new assignment. Knyaz Yevgheniy has
been summoned to Earth to serve on the Sovyet Knyazey that’s been
called to deal with the current succession crisis. He has chosen
his loyal kavalergardy to serve as his honor guard. This may be the
most important assignment of your careers, and I expect you all to
live up to the highest standards of the kavalergard.”

“Sir,” asked a woman, “what about our posts
here in the palace?”

“The local militsia will take up those duties
temporarily. Pack up your kits, on the double, and report to the
drill yard in fifteen minutes for transport to the knyaz’s personal
yacht. Dismissed!”

Most of the kavalergardy immediately jumped
up and began packing their kits like mad. There was surprisingly
little talking at first; people were too busy deciding what to take
and how to cram it into their small personal bags. The buzz of
gossip would come later, when they were on the truck headed for the
spaceport.

Judah moved slowly at first, uncertain what
to do. He had important information to give to Wettig, and he might
not have a chance if he was trapped in the confined quarters of
Kuznyetz’s yacht. He’d already postponed one chance to get the
information out, and it nearly killed him. Could he afford to take
that risk again?

On the other hand … This was a way to stay
right at the center of the plot and get transported to Earth at the
same time. If he left now, he’d miss out on even more
up-to-the-minute information. He’d have to stay hidden aboard the
yacht so Kuznyetz and Marya wouldn’t spot him, but that might not
be too hard. The yacht was large, and the owners weren’t likely to
stray very often into the crew’s quarters where the kavalergardy
would be housed.

A timid spy isn’t worth his pay, Ilya Uzi
said. Good information always comes with risks.

He hadn’t been here long, so he didn’t have
much to pack. He was ready along with the others when the order
came to move out to the assembly point. The kavalergardy were
loaded into three trucks to take them to Kuznyetz’s private space
field. As they drove along, there was plenty of time for gossip and
speculation.

“I heard there’s been a military coup,” one
man said. “Admiral Lu has always been an ambitious man, everybody
says so. With the tsar and Velikaya Knyaghinya dead, he can grab
power for himself without opposition.”

“Don’t be silly,” a woman replied. “They
wouldn’t call the Sovyet for that.”

“Maybe the tsar had an illegitimate son,”
another man spoke up.

That brought a general laugh. “How?
Immaculate conception?”

The man, embarrassed, muttered something
about artificial insemination, but that only brought more
laughter.

“Draco sector’s always been unruly,” someone
else said. “I bet they’ll try to secede.”

“If anyone secedes, it’ll be the Librans. You
know what they’re like.”

The conversation meandered on. Clearly
everyone had an opinion on what no one knew anything about. Judah
barely bothered to listen. People were talking just to hear their
own voices, as though that would drown out the fear and uncertainty
roiling through everyone’s mind at this critical juncture of
imperial history. What was really happening? Would the Empire
they’d all grown up with, so steady and secure, suddenly collapse
like a house made of soggy cardboard? As part of Kuznyetz’s honor
guard, they’d be directly at the center of one important piece of
the puzzle. But, of necessity, that meant they couldn’t see the
other pieces very well.

Would they reach Earth in time to make a
difference? Would their side be victorious? And, perhaps the
hardest questions of all, did they even know what their side
represented, and did they want it to be victorious?

 


* * *

 


Over his decades of careful planning,
Yevgheniy Kuznyetz had put together a formidable coalition. It had
been a painstaking process, but he’d managed to bully, subvert or
outright buy the loyalties of almost every graf within the Scorpio
sector of space. Furthermore, he knew he could count on thirteen
other knyazya and all the resources available in their
sectors. Another six wouldn’t actively support him, but neither
would they oppose his actions.

The sum total of this fleet rivaled that of
the Imperial Navy itself—in numbers, if not total fire power.
Furthermore, over the last four months they’d been gradually
positioning themselves so that, when the strike order came, they
were poised in a near perfect sphere around the central spot of
Earth. They knew the approximate date of the attack, and were ready
to close in on humanity’s home world at a moment’s notice.

The bulk of the Imperial fleet was always
battle-ready, but they were dispersed throughout the Empire. They
had to watch space in all directions and be prepared to repel any
attacks on their position. For decades now, there had been peace in
the Empire. No planets or sectors had launched attacks on one
another, and people were taking Pax Imperium for granted as
the normal state of affairs; the Navy’s major role had been
rescuing ships in distress as well as facing the ever-present
threat of pirates and smugglers. If anything, the Empire had been
too good at protecting the peace and well-being of its
citizens.

With his ship already well on its way to
Earth, Kuznyetz received a distressing message from Graf Federico
of Languor. Not a single trace of Natalia’s body had been found in
the wreckage strewn across Languor Field. Despite the destruction
of the Argosy with all hands aboard, the young heiress to
the throne had somehow escaped the ambush. By the time Federico had
set up a thorough search, twenty-three ships had already left the
planet. The most important person in the Empire could now be almost
anywhere.

Kuznyetz raged, but did not panic. There was
still a long distance between Languor and Earth, and the fact that
Natalia hadn’t announced her escape meant she probably didn’t have
the resources to challenge him directly—yet. He had to make sure
the situation stayed that way.

The girl would find no haven on Languor;
Federico assured him of that. And not knowing the breadth of
Kuznyetz’s alliance, there’d be no way for her to know where she
might be safe short of Earth itself. She would have to head there
to announce herself, probably before the Sovyet Knyazey. If he
could intercept her before she reached there, no permanent damage
would be done.

Kuznyetz sent out word, discreetly, to be on
the lookout for a young impostor claiming to be the tsaritsa. She
was to be apprehended and/or killed immediately. No one was to know
what the searches were about, but this rebel upstart must be
stopped at all cost before she could spread her lies throughout the
Empire. There’d be no way a scared, pampered fourteen-year-old girl
could slip through a dragnet like that. Then Kuznyetz returned to
his primary concern of directing the battle for supremacy.

 


* * *

 


When the rebel attacks finally came, the Navy
was caught largely by surprise. Some of the remote forces found
themselves isolated and cut off from the main fleet by small
detachments of rebel forces. In some instances, they were also cut
off by the rebels’ frequency jamming; others were bombarded by
rebel disinformation on official topcomm channels. Confusion was
the order of the day.

Those commanders who didn’t encounter
immediate resistance quickly realized that these were not scattered
pockets of rebel resistance, but a well-coordinated frontal attack
on the Empire itself. Naval protocols were quite clear in such a
case: fall back and protect Earth at all costs. Let local forces
protect their own worlds as best they could; the Navy’s first
priority was the Empire as a whole.

As the fleet contracted around Earth, they
ran into the rebel forces who’d englobed the region—and immediate
fighting broke out. The Navy ships were usually better armed, but
the rebel ships were usually more numerous in any given volume of
space and more prepared for the fight they knew was coming. In the
unmarked depths of space, energies flowed in fierce battle and
silent explosions flared in the darkness. The Navy had orderly
records of all the crews on all the ships and, when the fighting
was at last over, could provide the roll calls of the honored dead.
The rebels didn’t keep such records; their people who died in the
cold, dark regions were often anonymous and unremembered except by
loved ones who missed them.

The rebel englobement formed a blockade
around the solar vicinity. Diplomatic ships carrying dvoryane and
other notables going to the Sovyet Knyazey were allowed to pass;
Yevgheniy Kuznyetz wanted as large an attendance there as possible,
so when he was proclaimed tsar it would seem as though the whole
Empire had participated in the decision.

Other ships headed for Earth met different
fates. Most of them were merely persuaded to turn back temporarily.
Others decided to fight, and usually lost the battles to superior
weapons and superior numbers of the rebel forces. Some did manage
to break through, but not enough to complicate Kuznyetz’s
plans.

Given sufficient time, the Imperial Navy
would almost certainly have defeated the rebel fleet. But time was
a resource they didn’t have. In just a few days the Sovyet Knyazey
would proclaim a new tsar, and Yevgheniy Kuznyetz, after
well-planned assassinations, had made sure he had by far the most
superior claim. As soon as his claim was affirmed and his
ascendancy was proclaimed—a foregone conclusion given the dearth of
other qualified claimants—the Imperial Navy would owe its total
allegiance to the new tsar, and the majority of the fighting would
be over.

 


* * *

 


Although Kuznyetz’s claim would prove the
most solid, not everyone knew about his heritage—or cared.
Knyaghinya Rosaria Espinoza, ruler of Crucis sector, had a long and
distinguished family line, a line that refused to forget that, five
generations ago, its foremost heir had claimed a right to the
throne. The claim rested on his disputed claim of legitimacy, while
his opponents argued that the previous tsar had not been legally
married to his mother at the time of his birth. The truth depended
on the date of a prior divorce decree (which may or may not have
been forged). Three different copies of the document eventually
materialized, all of which had different dates and only one of
which supported the Espinoza claim.

The Sovyet Knyazey at the time, after more
than a month of furious debate, decided against the
Espinozas—leading to devastating battles in Crucis sector that left
the region scarred and humiliated. No single sector could stand for
long against the combined might of the rest of the Empire, and the
lesson was a harsh one. Many of the Espinozas were executed for
treason, but the remainder of their family swallowed their pride
and bided their time, spending eight decades rebuilding their
bombed-out worlds and restoring their respectability.

Crucis had regained much of its prominence,
but the Espinozas never forgot what they’d been denied. Immediately
upon hearing of the deaths in the imperial family, Knyaghinya
Rosaria leaped at the chance to reclaim what she still believed was
her birthright. The matter of the document would be largely
irrelevant now, she reckoned, since she was sure no one could
present a better claim. She was already preparing her own fleet for
its trip to Earth before her summons to the Sovyet Knyazey arrived.
She smiled coldly at the thought that, at long last, her family
would be allowed to take its rightful place in history.

 


* * *

 


Hoy Lin-Tao, the knyaz of Lyra sector, was
also on his way to Earth at the head of a large fleet with hopes of
being named the next tsar. He had no claim to the throne by blood;
although nearly everyone in the highest levels of the dvoryane had
some marriage ties with everyone else at some point in history,
Lin-Tao’s was no closer to the throne than anyone else’s. Nor did
he harbor any grudges toward the Sokolov dynasty. In the ordinary
course of events he was as loyal to the Empire and its rulers as
anyone else. Lin-Tao was known as a very thoughtful, deliberate man
with high moral standards, the sort not easily moved to
treason.

But by many standards, he was the most
logical choice to succeed Vasiliy as tsar. Lyra sector encompassed
one hundred and six inhabited worlds, larger than any other two
sectors put together. He was accustomed to presiding over a vast
population, and was even quite good at it. He was well-liked and
respected not only by his peers, but by his subjects as well. He’d
earned the nickname “the little tsar” because of his vast holdings
and his strong influence in imperial affairs. He and his
predecessors had served as both advisers and allies of tsary for
centuries.

Now, in this time of crisis and uncertainty,
many people thought it natural that Lyra sector step forward. It
was not ambition for himself, but for the Empire as a whole that
drove him forward. Lin-Tao was well aware of the death and
destruction that would befall the Empire if war broke out between
various factions, and he considered it his duty to do what he could
to prevent that. His fleet of ships was larger than that of any
other single sector; only Kuznyetz’s wide network of alliances
enabled him to control a larger one.

Now the Lyran fleet sped toward Earth with as
much decorum as the gravity of the situation permitted. With the
integrity of the throne itself at stake, it could do no less.

 


* * *

 


Fleet Admiral Pozerian was a troubled man.
When news of Tsar Vasiliy’s death reached him, he knew the standing
orders were to move the majority of the fleet to near-Earth space
to help ensure a smooth, peaceful transition of power. He expected
few problems. There were no disputed issues of succession as
there’d been fifty years ago when Vasiliy took the throne. Velikaya
Knyaghinya Natalia was the unquestioned heir presumptive, and his
loyalties remained steady. The Empire, embodied in the person of
its new tsaritsa, would have the full protection and support of the
Navy.

But when news came just a few hours later of
Natalia’s death as well, all the well-laid protocols suddenly
vanished. Pozerian knew instinctively that chaos would reign unless
the Navy intervened quickly and decisively. There was to be an
emergency Sovyet Knyazey to solve the problems of inheritance. Even
in the most peaceful of times that meant at least a hundred ships
carrying dvoryane and their entourages descending on Earth, all
needing naval protection. And what were the odds, at this unsettled
crossroad of history, that the conclave would be peaceful?

Pozerian fully expected there would be
fighting, and he would have to be ready for it. Reports from Naval
Intelligence had already informed him that a number of dvoryane
were assembling their own private fleets. NI had been working in
conjunction with ISIS to stay abreast of the problem, but it seemed
so widespread that their resources were stretched thin.

Suddenly reports were coming in from all
corners of the Empire of widespread fighting and rebellion, and
Pozerian knew instantly the Empire was in deep trouble. These
weren’t just hotheads taking advantage of a sudden opportunity.
This was a well-planned, full-scale revolt. The traitors were
obviously well-armed and prepared for the moment when it occurred.
Reports of fighting were coming from all sectors—and even more
ominous, some regions were totally silent … not a good sign.

Pozerian had two basic choices. With his
fleet scattered throughout known space, he could order them to
engage the enemy wherever they found it—but that would quickly
devolve into hundreds of small skirmishes without any organization
to it. It would throw out the only advantages the Imperial Navy
had—superior numbers and better training and discipline. He had no
doubt his ships would win many, if not most, of those skirmishes,
but only at the cost of time that the Empire didn’t have.

His other option was tactical retreat—abandon
the outer reaches of the Empire and cede those areas to the rebel
forces, while his own ships turned tail and raced to protect Earth
and the center of government at all costs. This solution flew in
the face of all his instincts as a loyal military officer, but he
knew rationally that it was the only decision he could make to save
the Empire as a whole. With utmost reluctance, he ordered as many
of his ships as he could to fall back to positions around
Earth.

Once there, they found themselves in the
unaccustomed position of having to break through the heavy rebel
englobement of Earth. This was normally the fleet’s position, and
it irked him to have the tables turned. But at least this was a
well-known tactical problem, and Pozerian knew plenty of strategies
for dealing with it.

 


* * *

 


Of course, not everyone was out to capture
the throne itself. Others were quite content with less lofty
ambitions.

Knyaz Natombe of Libra sector knew he could
never gather the support needed to be tsar. Too many important
people detested him. But many of those same people detested one
another as well, and Natombe had spent most of his life learning to
play them off against each other.

He was the master of the shifting alliance,
the weather vane of imperial intrigue. If no one completely trusted
him, no one could afford to ignore him, either. If he offered to be
your ally, it was because he saw advantage in it—but you dared not
count on it, because it could vanish again if the wind shifted.
Because of his unique position, he heard many secrets. Some of them
were even true. But that didn’t matter, because he made so many of
them up himself. You weighed any information he gave you on
ultra-sensitive scales, held it up to the light, shook it, then
dissected it, looking for any kernels of truth it might
contain.

Kuznyetz hadn’t even bothered to recruit
Natombe into his conspiracy. It would have been pointless, because
Natombe would offer himself up anyway if the coup succeeded—and if
not, he’d desert no matter what he’d promised. Kuznyetz could see
no particular advantage in such an ally.

Natombe didn’t care that he wasn’t invited to
the party. With an intelligence system that rivaled ISIS’s, he knew
pretty much what was going on, and viewed it as a superb
opportunity. If he couldn’t become king, he could be kingmaker.
When power shifted this broadly, plenty of niches appeared for a
man who kept his eyes and his options open.

 


* * *

 


There were no sharp boundaries in the depths
of interstellar space. As the Empire expanded, disputes were
constantly occurring over what new planetary system belonged where.
The Galactographic Institute investigated all such disputes and
presided over territorial trials as they arose, then presented its
findings to the tsar. The tsar had final decision over the
settlement—but not all the tsar’s decisions were uniformly popular,
particularly among the losing sides.

One such example was the planet Romatia,
whose yellow-green star burned brightly at the edge of the Circinus
sector. Its solar system was first explored by survey teams from
Circinus more than two hundred years ago. When it was found
habitable, with a very moderate climate, it was opened up to
settlement and most of its original inhabitants came from various
worlds in Circinus sector. The discovery of three heavy-metal rich
moons around other planets in the system made it a very desirable
piece of real estate.

The graf of Romatia, a man named Constantine,
was a harsh, greedy tyrant whose citizens were most unhappy with
his rule. They appealed for relief to Circinus’s knyaz—but he was
Constantine’s uncle by marriage, and refused to listen to their
complaints.

Since Romatia’s star happened to be near the
border with Ara sector, the Romatians sent a secret delegation to
the knyaz of Ara, who agreed to back their efforts. With military
support from Ara, the Romatians successfully rebelled while,
simultaneously, Ara petitioned Tsar Andrei to annex Romatia into
Ara sector. Circinus protested loudly and bitterly. Tsar Andrei,
who hated making decisions, let the dispute linger for four years
until he was near death, at which point he ruled in favor of
Ara.

The Circinians had brooded ever since. They
had explored and colonized Romatia, and as far as they were
concerned it still belonged to them. A small minority of Romatians,
who maintained strong ties to their original home worlds, were
constantly causing trouble, and Circinus was only too happy to help
them.

When the current crisis suddenly exploded on
the scene, Circinus at last saw its long-awaited opportunity to
reclaim its territory. Suddenly the tsar’s influence was gone from
the region, and there was little to stop them. They issued
ultimatums to Ara and Romatia. When the ultimatums were rejected,
Circinus went to war.

Ships from Circinus were spotted heading for
Romatia, and Ara quickly scrambled its own fleet to intercept them.
The move was a feint, however; a much larger fleet of Circinian
ships, taking diverse routes coordinated to arrive at the same
time, suddenly appeared in the skies of Devalo, Ara’s capital
world. Death and destruction rained down on Devalo’s citizens and
the fleet disappeared almost immediately, heading back to Romatia
to reinforce the other Circinian ships. Another ultimatum was
delivered to Romatia, and this time the people had little choice
but to accept it.

 


* * *

 


In ways large and small, the sudden vacuum on
the throne caused incalculable destruction to the Empire. In the
six days between the reports of Natalia’s death and the convocation
of the Sovyet Knyazey, tens of millions of lives were lost and the
destruction of property ranged easily into the trillions of rublei.
What was worse, everyone knew those numbers would increase by
orders of magnitude if the meeting did not reach a quick and
acceptable settlement. Any heir, even a ruthless one like Yevgheniy
Kuznyetz, would seem preferable to the disintegration of the
Empire.

And that was what he was counting on.

 


 


CHAPTER 13

 


Illicit Cargo

 


 


Natalia Ilyinishna Sokolova felt suddenly
cold as Eva took off in the bus without her. The bus’s other
passengers had run off down the street, glad to be free of their
mad kidnapper. Natalia was very tempted to run after them; there
might be safety in numbers. But they also might recognize her, and
that posed almost as much risk as being alone.

This section of town might have been
industrial: large, squat buildings with darkened windows, few
street lights, little traffic and no pedestrians other than the
former passengers. Darkness closed around her like a cold fist, and
the silence was smothering. A chilly wind made her shiver. She
walked into the nearby alley, found a section of darker shadow and
sat down on the ground with her back against a wall.

With nothing else to occupy it, her mind
turned to self-pity. This was not the world she was raised to, and
the realization crept slowly in that it never would be again. The
universe had suddenly changed, leaving her behind. She’d always
known her great-uncle would die, but it wasn’t supposed to be like
this. She would be in the palace, surrounded by courtiers and
servants, with teachers and guides laying out the protocols for her
every step of the way. There would be a state funeral and
processions, her coronation and investiture. The dvoryane were
supposed to swear their allegiance, not send fleets out to battle
in space and bomb innocent civilians.

What kind of evil, nightmare empire had she
inherited? Suddenly her short childhood seemed like all sunshine,
bright colors and beautiful rolling meadows, being swallowed now by
black, billowing storm clouds and flashes of lightning.

After a while she heard footsteps. Her heart
leapt, thinking it must be Eva. Then she realized there was more
than one set of footsteps and several voices talking and
laughing—male voices. She scrunched down deeper into herself,
trying to be insignificant.

She must have made some faint noise, because
the footsteps suddenly stopped. She could just barely see a group
of silhouettes—black against the slightly-less-black background—at
the alley entrance. She couldn’t tell how many of them there were.
“Who’s there?” asked a voice—a young adult male voice.

Natalia couldn’t make herself shrink any
smaller, no matter how hard she tried. Footsteps began walking
toward her. “Don’t be afraid,” the voice said. “We won’t hurt
you.”

Natalia did not feel reassured.

As the footsteps came nearer she could make
out the shapes of four men, but she couldn’t distinguish any more
detail than that. They stopped a meter or so away, and a different
voice said, “I think we’ve got a little mouse here.”

“Is that right?” said a third voice. The man
reached down and grabbed Natalia’s arm, yanking her to her feet.
“Do you want to play with us, little mouse?”

The girl’s throat felt paralyzed.

From the entrance to the alley, Eva’s voice
said calmly, “Nata, did you start a party without me?”

The men turned, their concentration on
Natalia broken.

“You’ll have to forgive my sister, boys,” Eva
continued evenly. “She doesn’t always invite me to parties.
Something about my not playing well with others.” She reached out
to the hand of the man grabbing Natalia’s arm, and squeezed it with
Zionian strength. As he let go quickly, she grabbed one of his
fingers, bending it back until she heard a satisfactory crack and
the guy screamed.

“We just wanted to make sure she was all
right,” the first man said. “This neighborhood can be dangerous at
night.”

“It certainly can,” Eva agreed. “You boys
should probably run on home before you find out just how
dangerous.”

The gang backed quickly out of the alley
without further argument, the one man still moaning in pain.

“How are you?” Eva asked Natalia when the
others were gone.

“S-smooth,” the girl said, shivering. Eva put
an arm around her and held her tight for a few silent seconds. As
Natalia stopped shaking, she continued, “How did you find me?”

Eva tapped the girl’s wristcom. “I bought
this for you, remember? Right now I’m the only person who can track
your ID code. Come on, let’s get you in out of the cold.”

“Do you know someplace safe?”

Eva didn’t answer immediately. Instead she
walked up and down the alley until she found a door next to a
darkened window. The door was locked, but normal doors were seldom
effective against a determined Zionian. As the door swung open from
her kick, Eva said, “Now I do. Come on.”

“Isn’t all this illegal?”

“Not if you’re here, Your Majesty. You
rule the Empire, you get to say what’s legal and what’s not.”

Natalia followed her protector inside. Her
voice was dripping with sarcasm as she said, “Yeah, I rule
the Empire. Then why am I shivering in the dark?”

“Because it’s cold and it’s nighttime—and the
hotel option isn’t open to us any more. They’ll all be
monitored.”

Natalia sat down wearily with her back
against a wall. Her voice matched her spirit of hopelessness. “So
what do we do now?”

“What do you suggest?”

“Me?” Natalia said, startled.

“Why not? You’re the one who’ll be ruling the
universe. You’ll have to learn how to solve problems sometime.”

“But … but I’ve never done anything like this
before.”

“Well, neither have I,” Eva said.

“What?” The shock was evident in the girl’s
voice. “But you always know what to do. I thought—”

“I don’t know what to do. But I know how to
think and analyze. If you’re going to be tsaritsa, you’ll have to
learn that too. You’re always going to have to solve problems
you’ve never seen before, or this won’t be the last revolt you’ll
see. You must have had teachers who taught you how to think, how to
analyze problems.”

“Yes, but … but that was all about
politics.”

“So is this. Think. Analyze. What do you
think the problem is?”

“People are trying to kill me.”

“And what do you thin is the solution?”

Natalia’s voice was more tentative. “Run
away?”

“Will that become the imperial motto? ‘Run
away’?”

The girl was becoming annoyed. “That’s what
you’ve been doing!”

“Is it?”

“You ran away from the ship before it blew
up. We ran away from Languor. We’re running away now.”

“Surviving is important, sure. But don’t
confuse tactics with strategy.”

“What do you mean?”

“What’s your long-term goal, your ultimate
goal?”

“Staying alive.”

“You’re still thinking too narrowly. What do
you need to do to make sure that happens?”

Natalia stopped a moment. “I … I have to get
my throne back.”

“Good! Perfect! You’re thinking beyond the
immediate problem of staying alive. If you let yourself get mired
in the short term solution you risk losing sight of the main goal,
getting back the power to stop these people. Now, how do you do
that?”

Natalia was catching onto the game. “By
letting the Sovyet Knyazey know I’m still alive.”

“Exactly. And how can you do that?”

Natalia was suddenly hesitant again. “I don’t
suppose I could radio a message—”

“The bad guys would jam it,” Eva said. “We’re
still too far away. And even if it got through they’d claim you’re
an impostor—and they’d know where you are and kill you before you
could prove your claim. Right now they suspect you’re here,
but they don’t know it for certain; there might be other reasons we
ran away from the spaceport. That’s our only advantage.”

“Then I—I’ll have to go to Moscow and show
them.”

“YES!” Eva exclaimed, throwing her
arms tightly around Natalia and kissing her. “We’re not running
away from anything, we’re running toward it. Now you’re
thinking like the tsaritsa I knew you were.”

The startled girl sat in shock for a moment,
startled by the sudden intimacy. “But I still don’t know how to
make it happen,” she said weakly.

“You don’t have to,” Eva said. There was a
big smile on her face, even though Natalia couldn’t see it in the
darkness. “You’re the tsaritsa. You analyze the problem. You settle
on the solution and set the policies and priorities. You have
plenty of other people—me, in this case—to handle the details.”

“But you knew all this already,” Natalia
protested. “Why did you make me go through it?”

“Why do math teachers ask kids what two times
two is? They know the answer themselves. But you’re the tsaritsa.
You have to know the answer yourself. You can’t just let people
tell you what the answers are. You have to know it in your bones,
or you can’t be a leader.”

The young girl was silent for many minutes.
“We need to have a ship,” she said at last. “That’s the only way to
get from here to Earth. And we can’t just buy tickets this time,
because they’ll be monitored. Can you pilot a ship?”

“Sorry. I was sick the day they covered that
in class.”

“Then we’ll have to charter one.” Natalia
gave a big yawn. “But I’m not sure—”

“You don’t have to be. I’m the
schlepper. That’s my job.” She paused. “Your job, right now,
is to get some sleep. We’ve got a lot to do, and you’re the Big
Brain. We need you sharp. Get some rest.”

Natalia didn’t argue. She stretched out on
the floor and rested her head in Eva’s lap. Within two minutes she
was snoring. Eva looked down at her enviously and sighed. She
needed some sleep desperately, too, after all the excitement—but
she had a lot of thinking and planning to do before she dared fall
asleep.

 


* * *

 


As soon as the dawn light began peeking
through the alley window, Eva shook Natalia’s shoulder. “Rise and
shine, Your Majesty. Time to get started.”

Natalia yawned and stretched, then sat up.
Even a couple hours’ sleep had done her worlds of good. “Today we
find a ship, right?”

Eva smiled and nodded. “Today we find a
ship,” she agreed.

 


* * *

 


They walked down the street in the early
morning sunshine. Without her artificial leg, Natalia’s gait was
somewhere between a shamble and a lurch, like some mad scientist’s
deformed sidekick. The girl was obviously very self-conscious about
it, but Eva paid it no attention, not even pressing the young woman
to move faster even though time was growing short. Once she asked
whether Natalia was cold in the chilly breeze, but the girl
commented that this was a spring day compared to the Moscow winters
she was used to.

“What we need to find,” Eva said as they
walked along, “is someone who can get us through the blockade
around Earth.”

“Are you sure there is one?” Natalia
asked.

“Definitely. If the rebels haven’t put one
up, the Navy certainly will. Maybe both. We need someone who can
find his way through the holes—a smuggler, preferably, but I’ll
settle for a pirate if we have to. Smugglers are probably more
trustworthy.”

“Where will you find one?”

“Well, they sure don’t advertise on the local
web. You might think they’d be at spaceport bars, but these guys
don’t usually use official landing fields. I checked the local grid
while you slept, and there seems to be an area on the west side of
the city just full of shady dives. We’ll try there.”

“I can’t go into bars,” Natalia said. “I’m
too young.”

Eva smiled. “The places we’re going won’t
rigidly enforce the age limits. I doubt they’ll rigidly enforce
anything.”

“Won’t two ladies stand out in places like
that?”

“Two ladies might,” Eva said. “But that’s not
us. We’re just a pair of hookers.”

Natalia stopped dead in her tracks. Her face
was suddenly brick red. “I don’t … I can’t—”

“Of course you don’t, and you won’t,” Eva
said soothingly, stopping and turning to face her. “We’re a sister
act; we only work together—and if anyone asks, our price is way
higher than they can afford. If anyone approaches you, just hand
them off to your big sister who handles all the arrangements.”

“I don’t even look like—”

“Nichevoh,” Eva repeated. “I can look slutty
enough for both of us.”

Natalia seemed to be calming down a little.
“No one will probably even want a cripple like me.”

Eva smiled. “Oh, you’ll be surprised at the
fetishists you’ll drag out of the woodwork. But don’t worry, big
sister’ll protect you. Now come on, we’re wasting time.”

Over the next four hours they tried three
different bars without finding what they needed. It didn’t matter
that it was early morning; spacehands worked—and drank—on a
round-the-clock schedule. But there didn’t seem to be any ships
available. Or at least, none that were willing to go toward Earth
given the current political uncertainty.

The bars were all uniformly dark and dingy.
They all reeked of alcohol, sweat, and a dozen different kinds of
smoked substances. Eva moved around as though she’d been born in
that environment. She moved with ease and a confident swagger, her
body wiggling suggestively, her smile knowing, her eyes continually
promising. Men’s hands pawed familiarly over her and she never
discouraged them—but at the same time, the situation never became
threatening.

By contrast, Natalia felt increasingly
claustrophobic and shrank away from everything. She tried not to
let anything touch her body, lest the dirt and the smell rub off on
her—and even so, she wanted desperately to take a shower and wash
off the contamination.

She was very surprised to find that Eva had
been right—a lot of men were eying her, and more than a few tried
to approach her. True to her word, Eva always headed them off, but
Natalia felt increasingly confused. Eva was beautiful by any
standards; why would so many men prefer to approach a plain-looking
underage cripple instead? It made no sense to her.

It was already midafternoon by the time they
reached the fourth bar. Natalia was becoming very depressed. Not
only were they no closer to gaining transport to Earth, but the
dreary atmosphere of these places was dragging down her spirits.
After nearly throwing up at the stench in one of the restrooms, the
girl made a silent vow to hold everything in for the rest of her
life, if need be, rather than visit another one.

Eva, though, refused to give in to despair.
“Each schmo we reject,” she said, “brings us that much
closer to the one we want.”

As Natalia looked around the fourth bar, she
could still see no difference between it and any of the others. The
clientèle were mostly men, though there were a few more women; not
just prostitutes, but some who were actually spacehands. The
lighting was every bit as dark, the walls were equally grimy, the
noise was equally raucous, the smell was just as bad.

But a quick inspection made Eva seem to perk
up. She pointed to one man sitting alone at a table in a corner,
with his back to a wall. He was eating a meal as well as drinking,
but his eyes never stopped scanning the room. He saw Eva point to
him, and gave her special notice.

“I want to talk to him alone for a few
minutes,” she told Natalia. “He reminds me of my uncle.”

“The one with the artificial hand?”

“Da. Doesn’t look a thing like him, but
they’re exactly the same.”

Eva went over to the man’s table and sat down
before Natalia had a chance to ask what she meant. The girl didn’t
like being left alone in a place like this. It felt as though all
eyes were suddenly on her. She’d grown used to that after many
public appearances—but these looks weren’t friendly ones. They were
more … hungry,

She sat down at a table by herself, but
people were still glancing at her. One man started walking in her
direction, so she stood up again and walked away. She kept glancing
over at Eva, who was deep in conversation with the man she’d
spotted. Once Eva looked up to see her and pointed at her. The man
looked over and studied Natalia intently, then went back to talking
with Eva.

After an eternity and a half, Eva looked up
at Natalia again and beckoned her over to the table. Natalia fought
the impulse to run to Eva’s side, and instead walked with as
dignified a limp as she could manage.

As she approached she took a closer look at
the man. Although he was sitting down, she could see he was short
and wiry. His salt-and-pepper hair was close-cut and unkempt, his
clothes were badly rumpled as though he’d lived and slept in them
for a few months, and his skin was tough and leathery. He had a
three-day growth of beard. In any dictionary, his pictured would be
placed beside the word “grizzled.”

“Nata, I’d like you to meet Captain Bill
Fortier. Captain, this is my kid sister Nata.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Natalia said with very
formal reserve.

The captain just grunted. Even without
opening his mouth, Natalia could smell alcohol on his breath.

“The good captain specializes in the safe and
rapid delivery of problematical cargo,” Eva continued. “He has
graciously agreed to take us to Earth. He says he can get us there
in time to see our dying mother.”

“Don’t normally carry passengers,” the man
said, scratching his cheek. “But you’ll be less trouble’n lots of
other stuff I’ve hauled.”

“And I promised him a nice bonus for safe
delivery,” Eva added. “Provided we can leave right away.”

“Just gotta call for new supplies,” Fortier
said. He stood up and walked out of the bar, already looking to his
wristcom.

Natalia leaned forward to speak quietly with
Eva. “Are you sure we can trust this man?” she asked. “My teachers
always tell me a tsaritsa can’t afford to trust anyone.”

“You can trust everybody,” Eva said. “It’s
just a matter of ‘how far.’ Everyone balances risk versus reward.
In his case, the reward is thirty thousand rublei.”

“More of my jewelry?” Natalia sounded
dismayed.

“Relax. Your jewelry’s not worth that much on
the open market today. I had to tap into my personal account, thank
you very much. Lucky thing I’m a headliner.” She paused. “Although
you’ll have to pay me back, plus chip in for the other forty
thousand I promised him on safe delivery.”

“Seventy thousand rublei?” All her life
Natalia had never had to think about money. Now that she suddenly
had none, the prospect of spending so much was frightening.

“Relax. You’re the richest woman in the
universe. It’ll be petty cash when we get you back on the throne.
And if we don’t it won’t matter, will it?”

A few moments later Fortier returned with the
news that his suppliers had agreed to deliver his supplies to the
ship at its “out of town” location. “Isn’t your ship at the
spaceport?” Natalia asked.

Fortier chuckled. “I don’t deal much with
spaceports,” he said. “All them rules and forms and fees. I come
and go more informally, as it were.”

Fortier drove them well out of town to a
small field surrounded by tall trees that hid it from casual view.
The supplies hadn’t arrived yet, so the captain took them inside
and showed them to their “quarters.”

The ladies would be spending the trip living
in the large, cavernous hold that would normally have been filled
with crates of merchandise. Fortier had thrown in a couple of ratty
old sleeping bags that smelled heavily of sweat. He had his own
cramped sleeping quarters up by the control room; a one-person
galley and a tiny head completed the facilities. The ship had a
derrick that folded away into its hull for loading and unloading
cargo. There was no other crew; Fortier handled all the duties
himself.

The women waited in contemplative silence as
the captain bustled about, getting his ship ready for its flight.
After a while the food, fuel and other supplies arrived, and
Fortier spent more time getting it all stowed away. Eventually he
announced they were ready for take-off, and the two passengers
braced themselves for a rough time. The lift-off was surprisingly
gentle and smooth, though; despite the gruff exterior, Fortier had
a delicate touch with the controls. Within just a few minutes they
were spaceborne, and on their way to Earth. The captain had even
planned their ascent so well they weren’t noticed by the rebel
craft circling the planet.

Now they had nothing to do but await their
arrival on Earth. The women kept to themselves, and thee captain
had plenty to do as a one-man crew to keep himself busy. With
nothing to read and no other way of entertaining themselves, the
two women spent a lot of time talking. “How long have you worked
for ISIS?” Natalia asked.

“Never,” Eva said honestly. “Technically I’m
not even working for them now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, my parents and my uncles were top
secret agents, and I got a lot of information from them. But Nkosi
Wettig’s no longer commissar of ISIS, and I’m not being paid. I
just volunteered out of duty to the throne. In ‘real life’ I’m just
a lowly vaudevillian.”

“What’s that?”

“An entertainer. I work for Le Vaudeville
Galactique, a traveling theater show. I’m a dancer.”

Natalia’s eyes went wide and dreamy at the
same time. “What kind? Ballet?”

“Well, I’ve studied ballet of course, along
with tap, ballroom and just about anything else you can think of. I
tend to think of myself more as ‘expressive.’“

“Ooh,” the girl said. “I’ve always wanted to
be a dancer!”

Of course, Eva thought. The little
crippled girl dreams of being a dancer. What a surprise. “So
what’s stopping you?”

Natalia looked at her in astonishment. “Are
you blind? Look at me!”

“Ah. You’re one of the billions of people
who’ve fallen for the Big Lie that dancing is all about the
feet.”

“Of course it is.”

Eva shook her head. “A famous choreographer
centuries ago staged an act where ten pairs of dance shoes were
attached to a board, and ten dancers stepped into them. Their feet
were essentially nailed to the floor. Then the music started and
they danced, and ended with a round of applause. Dance is about
movement. Legs aren’t the only things that move, you know.

“Yes, I’ve looked at you. Your legs may never
be graceful. But you’ve still got hips. You’ve got a torso. You’ve
got shoulders, arms, hands, wrists and fingers. You’ve got a neck
and a head. You’ve got a mouth that can smile or frown, and eyes
that can sparkle or cry. Sure, legs are an important component. But
they’re not the only component. Watch me.”

She knelt in front of Natalia and started
some music playing on her wristcom. Slowly her hips began to gyrate
about. Then her torso began swaying gently left and right to the
beat. Her arms began writhing with the music, as though they were
snakes somehow independent of her body. Her fingers traced
elaborate patterns in the air and her shoulders rotated as though
on separate gimbals. Her neck did a slight, sinuous weaving as she
smiled and winked suggestively at the girl.

And her legs never moved.

After a while Eva stopped dancing and turned
off the music. Natalia’s mouth was agape, her eyes fixed and
hypnotized by the older woman’s movements. If she could have moved
she would have applauded, but she was frozen and speechless at the
demonstration she’d witnessed.

“How’d you like it?” Eva asked.

“That was …” Natalia began, and stopped.
Words failed her.

“Breathtaking, fantastic, superlative,
unparalleled, electrically-charged,” Eva suggested. “Those are all
from some of my reviews. I think my personal favorite, though, is
‘awe-inspiring.’“

“How … how …?”

“The trick,” Eva said more seriously, “is to
realize the music is alive and talking to you.. It may be singing
of love and happiness, or it may be sad and dejected. Become the
music. Let your body speak for it. Now you try.”

Natalia blushed. “I couldn’t.”

“Kittledung! I’ve already saved your life a
dozen times. I’m not going to kill you for being a bad dancer.” She
started another song on her wristcom. “Now dance, Nata.”

The girl was frightened, but she tried,
shyly, to move the way she’d seen Eva do. Eva watched wordlessly,
stone-faced. When the music finished, Natalia stopped and looked
toward her teacher, but her eyes were cast down, unable to meet
Eva’s.

Eva was silent for several seconds, then
asked quietly, “Do you have epilepsy?”

“No.”

“Then that was terrible. Let’s try
again.”

For the next hour and a half Eva worked with
the young girl, trying to loosen up the stiffness in her arms, hips
and shoulders. Natalia had seen dancers, but never really studied
them; she’d even been spared lessons in the courtly dances because
of her leg. She had little sense of rhythm or feel for the music,
and at times Eva wanted to write her off as hopeless—but the girl
tried so hard and was so eager that Eva continued. She even spared
the girl the sarcasm and insults a real dance teacher would have
used to spur a student on. This was, after all, not just the future
tsaritsa, but a scared little girl running in fear for her
life.

“I’m exhausted,” Natalia said at last. “I
didn’t know I had so many muscles to get tired.”

“We’re just getting warmed up,” Eva said.
“But since you won’t have to make your living as a dancer, I’ll
take it easy on you. Rest a while.”

The two women talked, and the bond between
them grew. Natalia wanted to know all about Eva’s background as a
dancer and about life in the Ville. Eva gave her a modified
account, omitting all the sex but telling her the stories of her
family’s adventures as agents for ISIS. Natalia hung, fascinated,
on every word.

Once, while Natalia was visiting the head,
the captain came by and nudged Eva. “How would you feel about sex
with an older man?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Eva replied evenly. “How
would you feel about a knee to the balls?”

The captain had probably been expecting
rejection, but pretended to pout. “That’s not very friendly.”

“Oh, it’s very friendly,” Eva replied.
“If you even breathe in my sister’s direction, you’ll learn what
‘not very friendly’ is.”

The captain went off grumbling to himself,
but nothing further was said on the subject.

Eva, not wanting to risk the captain’s idea
of cooking, prepared meals for them in the tiny galley. More and
more the captain got in the habit of coming down into the hold to
share mealtime with the ladies. Natalia was totally unsure how to
react to this; she spent some of the time avoiding even looking at
him and the other times staring intently at him. He caught her at
it once and asked her gruffly, “What’re you looking at?”

Natalia blushed, but answered baldly, “What’s
it like to be a smuggler?”

“Oh, I don’t know. What’s it like to be a ….”
He stopped, then looked from Natalia to Eva and back again. “A
little girl?” he finished lamely.

“Doesn’t it bother you that you’re breaking
the law?”

“Not particularly,” he said with a shrug.
“The way I see it, there’s two kinds of laws. There’s the ones that
keep you from hurtin’ someone else, like murder, and the arbitrary
ones that don’t matter. Smuggling doesn’t hurt nobody.”

“But you’re stealing from the crown,” the
girl argued. “The Empire needs the money from the tariff duties to
keep itself running.”

He chuckled. “So you’re sayin’ it collects
tariff duties so it can afford the manpower to keep collectin’
tariff duties? I just cut out the middle step and save everyone a
bunch of trouble.”

Natalia didn’t know how to answer, so she
lapsed back into silence, while Eva watched the exchange with a
slight smile. Later, after the captain had gone back to the
controls, Natalia said, “I think he knows who I am.”

“Probably,” Eva said. “He’s not stupid.”

“But won’t he turn us in? There must be a
reward.”

“He might. In that case, we’ll learn the hard
way how well I can pilot a spaceship—and he knows it. In his own
way, I think he’s a man of honor. He’ll keep his word.”

The ship made good time, uninterrupted on its
journey until it reached the outermost edges of Earth’s solar
system. Suddenly a loud bell started ringing. Natalia clapped her
hands to her ears and yelled to Eva, “What’s happening? Are we in
trouble?”

“Not yet, but we soon will be,” Eva replied.
“Now we’ll see whether the good captain can live up to his word and
our expectations.”

 


 


CHAPTER 14

 


Messages

 


 


Judah was becoming very frustrated with his
journey to Earth. The kavalergardy were crowded into the lowest
portion of Kuznyetz’s yacht, down near the engines. The sounds of
the ship’s motors and other machinery were not as loud as he might
have expected, but the low droning and clanking were a constant
source of irritation on people’s nerves. The air down there smelled
heavily of sweat and machine oil; the yacht, though large, was not
built to accommodate quite so many people crammed into such a small
area so that the owners could have more luxurious room for
themselves.

The different ways to pass the time were very
limited. There was only so much sleeping the guards could stand,
and eating was limited by the number of provisions on board. Sports
were limited in these close quarters; wrestling was the most
popular, since it took up little room. But Judah didn’t bother with
that, since it would be too easy for a Zionian to beat any
unmodified human that way.

The other major activity was card games.
Judah was pretty good at that, since cards were a major backstage
activity at the Ville itself. His physical prowess gave him no
advantage here, but he still managed to win a little more than he
lost.

When he wasn’t playing cards he tried to
explore the ship, but with little success. The kavalergardy were
strictly prohibited from the family section of the ship; that was
permitted only for members of household personal staff. The only
good thing about this was that Kuznyetz’s family and staff didn’t
wander down to the kavalergardy quarters, either, so his presence
was not detected.

He hoped to make it to the communication room
on some pretext so he might smuggle a message out to Knyaz Nkosi,
but his efforts in that direction were thwarted as well. He
resigned himself to being unable to do anything until the ship
reached Earth.

And then, when he’d given up all hope, he
caught a small break. As he was in the corridor that led to the
communications center, he overheard someone telling the comm
officer to broadcast a message to redouble the efforts to “capture
and eliminate the impostor Velikaya Knyaghinya.” There were no more
details than that, but it was enough to make his heart sing. No
“impostor” would have come forward this quickly after Natalia’s
death, and Kuznyetz wouldn’t have worried about it in any case—not
when a fraud’s DNA would show she wasn’t a member of the imperial
family. That could only be the real Natalia—which in turn
meant that Eva was still alive and doing her job.

The pressure he hadn’t even realized was on
his shoulders suddenly lifted. All was not lost. There was still
hope. Even though he and Eva hadn’t prevented the rebellion, it
still had not succeeded in overturning the Empire.

Because Kuznyetz had been invited to attend
the Sovyet Knyazey, his ship was waived directly through the
blockade the Navy had thrown up around Earth. It landed at the Tsar
Gregoriy Spaceport with full diplomatic honors, and the knyaz’s
party was led to the downtown region near the Kremlin where all the
sectors maintained their palatial halls of state. As they rode into
the city, Judah made sure to conceal himself within the ranks of
the kavalergardy so Kuznyetz’s family wouldn’t spot him.

Even though the Scorpio hall of state was
grandiose, it was still not accustomed to holding such a large body
of people, and the first hour was truly chaotic until everyone was
settled into place. Judah was wondering how he could slip away
undetected, but the problem resolved itself as Cdr. Aab asked for
volunteers to man the outer perimeter of the compound. Judah was
quick to volunteer, and as night descended he found himself outside
the compound walls, stationed well away from anyone else.

He slipped away into the nighttime shadows so
quietly that none of his comrades knew he was gone. They were more
on the lookout for people trying to get into the compound rather
than leave, which made his job easier.

Once he was well away from the Scorpio
building he felt safer. He hooked his wristcom into the local net
and found directions to the Orion hall of state, some twelve blocks
away in the diplomatic district. His heart started beating faster
as he realized he was close to completing his first assignment for
the Empire. Well, not officially; Knyaz Nkosi was no longer
commissar of ISIS, but as far as Judah was concerned that was
merely a technicality. His assignment, official or otherwise, was
to get information vital to the security of the Empire, and now
he’d done that.

The Orion hall of state, as befitted one of
the Empire’s largest sectors, was a skyscraper forty-three stories
tall, surrounded by a massive stone wall and luxurious gardens. The
area was brightly lit and patrolled by stern-looking guards at the
gate. As Judah approached, he was challenged by one of the guards.
“State your name and business.”

“I’m Judah Bar Nahum, and I have an urgent
message for the knyaz.”

“Come back in the morning.”

This was not how Judah had imagined the scene
going. “He’ll want the information right away.”

“Give me the message and I’ll relay it to
him.”

Ilya Uzi never had this much trouble
reporting his information. Maybe the fact that Judah was in the
uniform of Kuznyetz’s kavalergard had something to do with the
distrust. “He gave me the assignment personally. I can’t deliver it
to anyone but him.”

“What’s it about?”

“The rebellion that’s happening right now. He
needs to hear this directly.”

The guard showed new interest. “The
rebellion?”

“Yes. And he said to trust no one but him,”
Judah lied.

The guard opened the gate just wide enough to
let him in. “Report to the receptionist through that door,” he
said, pointing to the building’s main entrance. He closed the gate
again immediately behind Judah.

Judah walked into the building and repeated
his story to a bored receptionist behind the desk in a large foyer.
The man invited him to take a seat and told him to wait. Judah sat
in an uncomfortable wooden chair while the receptionist announced
him.

Judah waited and waited, getting increasingly
nervous. He was worried his absence from his post might be noticed
at any minute and his cover would be blown. His natural inclination
was to pace about, but the stillness in the large foyer at this
hour intimidated him a little.

After nearly half an hour, a gravtube across
the hall opened and Lady Hasina Wettig stepped out, dressed in a
sharply tailored blue business suit. She walked briskly over to
Judah. He stood up as she approached.

“You’re late,” she said without prelude.
“We’d given up hope for you.”

“Sorry, but I do have important
information.”

She gave just the slightest harrumph. “Follow
me,” she said, turning and walking back to the gravtube without
even looking to see whether he was coming.

They got into the tube and zipped up to the
thirty-second floor, where she led him silently down a long hallway
and into an unnumbered office. There was only a table with some
chairs around it, no sign that anyone worked in here on a daily
basis. She sat down at one side of the table and motioned for him
to sit at the other.

“If you’re just going to tell us the
rebellion is breaking out, or what their military plans are, we’ve
already figured that out for ourselves,” she said.

“I wouldn’t waste your time with that,” he
said, annoyed at her implied assumption that he was stupid or
naïve. “But I do know Kuznyetz’s trump card.”

“Which is?”

“Shouldn’t I be telling this to your
father?”

“No, you should be telling this to me. If I
think it’s worthwhile, I’ll tell it to my father.”

Judah took a deep breath. “Kuznyetz is of
direct imperial lineage.”

Hasina transformed instantly. She sat up
straighter and her face lost its expression of casual disdain. “How
do you know this?”

Judah carefully repeated the old woman’s
story. Hasina listened intently, closely scrutinizing his face and
not interrupting once. When he finished, she stared into space for
a moment.

“This does change everything. Kuznyetz
suddenly transforms from a pipsqueak upstart to a legitimate—well,
quasi-legitimate—claimant. With Natalia dead, people will rally to
him just to end all this chaos.”

“That’s my other news,” Judah said, allowing
himself just the faintest of smiles. “I don’t think Natalia’s dead.
I think my cousin managed to save her.” He went on to tell Hasina
the brief bit of news he’d heard in the comm room.

Hasina looked doubtful. “Why do you believe
such flimsy evidence? Everything we know support the original
story.”

“Because I know Eva. My money’s on her.”

Hasina was silent for several more seconds.
“Any other revelations?”

Judah shook his head. “That’s it. Other than
we can’t let Marya Yevghenyevna get anywhere near the throne.”

“That’s hardly a revelation.” Hasina stood up
and reached out her hand. “Thank you very much for this report.
I’ll take it to my father immediately.”

Judah shook her hand, but asked, “What about
me What do you need me to do next?”

“For now, return to the knyaz’s service. I’ll
leave word that from now on, you or any of your reports should be
forwarded straight to me.”

Judah was a little disappointed that she
didn’t have an exciting new assignment for him, but he duly left to
return to the Scorpio compound.

Hasina, meanwhile, rode the gravtube to her
father’s office on the top floor. Knyaz Nkosi was seated at his
desk, staring at a barrage of computer screens rather than out the
panoramic window with its forty-third floor panoramic view of
nighttime Moscow. The bright lights of the city below just seemed
to mock the gloomy mood that had overwhelmed him at seeing his
worst nightmares for the Empire’s future playing out in real life.
Even though he wasn’t at the nerve center of the Empire any more,
he still received enough reports from different places to let him
know how badly things were going.

He hadn’t been sleeping well these past few
days, and it showed in his face. The normal fire in his eyes was
banked, and the bags under them were noticeable. Hasina had never
seen her father looking so beaten down before. She stood before his
desk and, without waiting for him to acknowledge her presence, she
repeated Judah’s story about Kuznyetz’s family history and his
theory about Natalia still being alive.

Wettig didn’t react immediately, but Hasina
waited patiently in front of him. Finally the big man shifted in
his chair and sighed. “If I’d known all this a month ago I might
have been able to—”

He slammed his fist down suddenly on his
desktop. “No!” he bellowed. “I won’t accept defeatist talk from
others, and I certainly won’t hear it from my own lips.” He
swiveled his chair around to face outside, but it wasn’t the
beautiful cityscape he was looking at.

“We now have knowledge,” he mused aloud. “We
just have to apply it judiciously. And we don’t have much time—the
Sovyet’s in less than thirty-six hours.” His voice became more
commanding, more authoritative. “Get me Knyaz Lin-Tao on a secure
line as soon as he reaches Earth; he’s the strongest ally I can
count on. And get me Legal. I don’t care who you wake up, I need
them now. I know there was some sort of proclamation
removing Nikolai from the line of succession. I don’t know if that
applies to his heirs. I need legal precedents to stand on. Not that
it’ll matter much when people are flailing around hopelessly, but
it’ll help me stall.”

He stood up and took a deep breath. “We’d
better hope young Bar Nahum is right about Natalia’s survival. If
she can’t get here in time, the whole Empire’s likely to be
dangling by a thread.”

 


 


CHAPTER 15

 


Down to Earth

 


 


The lighting in the ship’s hold, never bright
to begin with, dimmed instantly to a faint emergency red. At the
same time, the artificial gravity cut out, leaving everything
floating weightless. Those things, combined with the deafening
alarms, made Eva yell up to the control room “Are we hit?”

Fortier’s gruff voice came back down to them.
“Nah. Just need extra power for maneuvering, that’s all. Might want
to hold onto something, though. This might get a bit rough.”

Even as his words came to them, the ship
lurched violently to port, tossing both passengers hard against the
wall. Natalia’s shoulder slammed hard against the bulkhead, and she
cried out in pain.

“Curl up in a ball,” Eva advised the girl.
“Protect your head at all costs.”

Their momentum in weightless condition sent
them banging against the walls like balls in a pachinko machine as
the ship dodged and darted through space in its effort to avoid
enemy fire. At this point they didn’t know who was shooting at
them, whether it was the rebel forces or the Imperial Navy. It
hardly mattered; each side would have been just as happy to shoot
them down.

“Can’t we get a message out?” Natalia called
up to the captain.

“Wouldn’t do no good,” he replied. “Both
sides think we’re a spy for the other, and they’re both jamming us.
Gotta weave between them and hope they shoot each other instead of
us. It’s gonna be fun.”

“Fun?” Natalia asked. Even in the strange red
emergency lighting, Eva could tell her face was pale.

“Better’n sitting around, playing music and
waving your hands in the air,” the captain said. “Now be quiet and
let me concentrate.”

For more than half an hour the ship dodged
and weaved through space, making seemingly impossible cuts and
direction changes as it tried to avoid taking fire—not just from
one fleet, but two. Even though they were holding on to whatever
they could grab, the two women were tossed around the cavernous
hold and soon were covered with bruises. Finally the bouncing
stopped, and the interior of the ship took on a preternatural
quiet.

“Is that over?” Natalia asked in a shaky
voice.

“For the moment,” Fortier said. “You ladies
didn’t tell me everybody’s out to get you. Both sides are firing at
us.”

“We’re just popular, that’s all,” Eva
said.

The captain grunted something
incomprehensible. Eva didn’t suppose it was either genteel or
flattering. “How’d you get clear?” she continued.

“Aah, those big warships ain’t much built for
atmospheric maneuverin’.”

“Are we? “ Eva asked.

She could almost hear the captain shrug.
“Better’n they are, at least. For a few minutes, anyway.”

“What happens after those few minutes?”
Natalia asked.

“You ladies won’t have to worry about that.
You won’t be here.”

“Where will we be?” asked Eva.

Fortier came down through the hatch. “In the
lifeship, where good little passengers are supposed to be. Come on,
I’ll show you.”

He led them around the wall to a section
where red-and-yellow tape marked off a sign: Emergency Exit. “You
just go in there and I’ll jettison you out.”

“What about you?” Natalia asked. “Aren’t you
coming with us?”

“Nope.”

“There’s enough room for three, isn’t there?”
Eva said.

“Plenty of room for five,” the captain said.
“But somebody’s got to stay with the ship and run it as a decoy, so
they won’t notice the lifeship.”

Natalia’s eyes went wide. “But that means
you’ll—”

“I’ve never run a lifeship before,” Eva
interrupted her. “How does it work?”

“It’s made to be simple, just a couple basic
voice commands. They’re printed on the wall.” He hesitated. “I’ve
modified it a bit over the years. A normal lifeship sends out
emergency signals; this one don’t unless you ask it special. A
normal lifeship homes in on spaceport beacons and lands at the
nearest one. This one don’t, but it hooks into the local web and
you can feed it coordinates. Kinda necessary adjustments in my line
of work.” He opened the hatch for them. “Come on, get in.”

Natalia looked about to say something else,
but Eva put her hands on the girl’s shoulders and guided her firmly
into the lifeship, then followed her through the hatch. She looked
back at the captain. “Is there anything we can do for you?”

Fortier seemed embarrassed, far more than
when he’d simply been negotiating money. “I’ve got a boy named
Paul,” he said hesitantly. “Well, a son, really. I guess he hasn’t
been a boy for a long time. He wants to work in space and I’ve
taught him all my tricks, but—well something must’ve gone wrong in
his genes. He actually wants to be official, joined the Naval
Academy and everything.” He looked straight into Natalia’s face.
“If … if you know anyone in a position to help him get through,
make a good career in the Navy—”

“We’ll see he’s looked after,” Eva said
solemnly.

The captain’s embarrassment lifted. “Well
then, good,” he said with a nod. “Smooth flying, ladies.” And he
closed and locked the hatch behind them.

Natalia was quiet for a couple of seconds.
“Why did you interrupt me? He’s going to die.”

Eva shrugged. “He’s a good man. That’s what I
saw in him. Lots of good people have died serving the tsar over the
centuries. When someone’s being heroic and noble, it’s bad manners
to point it out to them.”

There was a hint of tears in Natalia’s eyes.
Eva moved over beside her and hugged her for a minute. “In the last
few days, millions of people have died for you in one way or
another. In the next few days there’ll be millions more. No matter
how powerful you are, you can’t change that. You can give medals
and speeches all you want; the only way you can really honor them
is to go out and be the best damned tsaritsa the Empire’s ever
seen.”

The lifeship lurched as it was ejected from
the bigger ship.

Natalia clenched a fist. “I’ll take care of
his son.”

And I wish now I’d had sex with him,
Eva thought. “Take care of yourself first,” she said aloud. “We’ve
still got an Empire to reclaim.”

 


* * *

 


The interior of the lifeship was spartan. It
was mostly bare metal with a tiny galley and tinier head. There was
a banquette of padded seating for when the lifeship was under
acceleration or gravity conditions, and harnesses to strap yourself
into in freefall. The lighting was dim, but still bright enough to
see after the emergency lighting in the ship. The air smelled stale
and long-unused; it was a bit chillier than comfortable, and the
recycler made a louder hiss than it needed to. But, as the captain
had said, it was big enough for five friendly people.

There was no window, but there was a forward
view screen that relayed images from cameras in the ship’s hull. In
the darkness of space they could see the ship pulling rapidly away
from them, its hull heated slightly red from atmospheric contact.
It zoomed away from them in a rolling, looping motion. It quickly
disappeared into the blackness, and for a minute the women thought
it might have escaped safely—but then there was a blinding flash,
and they knew it was gone. Eva set her jaw tightly, and Natalia
tried to look stoic, but they were both surprisingly shaken by the
loss of a man they only barely knew.

Eva finally broke the silence. “Any ideas
where we should go?”

“Moscow,” Natalia said instantly.

“Not directly. If we go straight in we’ll be
shot out of the skies.”

“Can’t we identify ourselves?”

“(A), they might not believe us, considering
there are reliable reports of your death. And (B), that will alert
the rebel forces where we are, too. We don’t want to give them a
chance to zero in on us. I was thinking some area outside the city,
where we might not be noticed. Got any ideas?”

Natalia shook her head. “The only times I got
out of the palace were when I went to some official function, or
when I went to some of our other estates. I really don’t know my
way around.”

Eva shrugged. “No matter. That’s what the
web’s for.” As Fortier had said, the lifeship had plugged itself
into Earth’s web and there were plenty of aerial images and maps
for her to study. Moscow, as capital of the interstellar Empire,
had grown over the centuries to a sprawling megalopolis that seemed
to go on forever. So much of it was urbanized that finding any open
area nearby where they could land unobserved looked hopeless.
Russia still had vast areas of undeveloped land, but none close to
the city.

Finally Eva chose a small area about fifty
kilometers southwest of the city limits. It had large plots of open
farmlands and a few wooded sections around—not the forest she might
ideally have hoped for, but not heavily populated and with enough
trees to give them modest cover.

She pointed at the screen. “That might do.
What do you think, Your Majesty?”

“That looks smooth to me,” the girl said.
“But how do we get from there into the city? It’s much too far to
walk.”

“One step at a time. Right now I’ve just got
more a scheme than a plan. Once we’re there, some solution will
undoubtedly present itself. It looks like late afternoon there.
We’ll wait till nightfall to land.”

As they sat around waiting, Eva said, “I know
my circumstances are much different than yours, but you might want
to consider getting out more. Once this contretemps is over, of
course. Some of my most wonderful experiences have come when I went
out adventuring on my own. And I wasn’t too much older than you are
when I first started.”

“And you didn’t have people around you
planning your every step, worrying about your every sniffle,”
Natalia countered. “You think I haven’t felt imprisoned? But if I
go off on my own, there’s a general panic in the palace. Then they
clamp down worse than ever.”

“There’s got to be some middle ground,” Eva
said. “Tell them you want to go to the theater, or a soccer game,
or a department store or a park. Someplace ordinary people go.
Who’s the tsaritsa, you or them?”

“Sometimes I wonder.”

The two women lapsed into contemplative
silence until Eva finally declared it was dark enough for
planetfall. “Land,” she ordered the ship-, and gave the coordinates
she’d chosen. Obediently the ship accelerated out of orbit and down
to Earth.

It didn’t go straight in, however. Always
wary of possible detection, Captain Fortier had programmed the
lifeship to take circuitous routes. They zigged and zagged, looped
and swooped in a sometimes crazy fall designed to throw off any
pursuit and avoid easy tracking. The ground loomed larger and
larger in the scope until they came in skimming the treetops so
close they could almost hear the branches scraping the ship’s side.
Then they touched down as gently as a butterfly lighting on a
flower petal.

They opened the hatch and stepped out into
the darkness. The air had the crisp bite of late autumn, and
smelled intoxicating after the stale recycled air of the lifeship.
They both breathed in a couple of deep lungsful, and then Natalia
said, “Where do we go now?”

Eva looked up at the waning crescent moon
near the horizon. “That’ll be west,” she said. “I remember seeing
some farm buildings over in this direction a couple kilometers.
Nice night for a walk, don’t you think?”

They started through the widely spaced trees.
Eva, always impatient to get where she was going, had to
deliberately slow her pace so she wouldn’t completely outdistance
Natalia’s crooked walk. The girl was young and healthy, though, and
refused to complain so they made steady if slow progress. At first
their way was lit by the setting crescent moon, but after half an
hour bright artificial lights appeared on the horizon. The
fugitives walked toward them warily.

The buildings Eva had spotted as they came
down were not a simple family farm, but a large dairy processing
plant. It was a complex of eight large buildings, fully illuminated
even at night. The women stopped at the top of a small hill a
hundred meters away and observed it. No one seemed to be moving
around at night. Natalia wanted to simply walk in and announce
herself; this close to home, she reasoned, they could expect people
to recognize her and obey her, and they’d provide transportation
into Moscow itself.

Eva was more cautious. She didn’t know how
thorough the rebellion’s forces had been at spreading their net,
even on Earth. There might be a sizable reward out for any “royal
pretender” who showed her face. In the end, she convinced Natalia
to wait on the hilltop while she reconnoitered the grounds.

She returned about an hour later with a mixed
report. The workers were stationed in a large bunkhouse at one side
of the complex. There might be as many as fifty people there
altogether; while most of them probably were loyal citizens, it
would only take one informer to betray them. She still wanted to
proceed cautiously and not reveal themselves.

Natalia was very unhappy at this report, but
then Eva said, “The farm might give us a chance to steal some
faster transportation.”

“Of course,” Natalia said happily. “They must
have some cars!”

“Well, they do, but I wouldn’t take them. The
instant they’re reported stolen, the GPS will give our position
away. I was thinking something a little more basic.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a stable with some horses and gear.
Do you know how to ride?”

Natalia’s voice was dramatically indignant.
“I have the finest stables on Earth. I’ve been riding since I was
four.”

“Good,” Eva said. “Then you can teach
me.”

 


* * *

 


Judah returned to his post on the perimeter
of the Scorpio hall of state without incident. He was of
conflicting emotions about that. On the positive side, it was a
tribute to his stealth and would mean there would be no
complications integrating himself back into the kavalergardy. On
the negative side, it meant he was so unimportant that he could
disappear for long periods without even being missed.

His return was timely, though, because not
fifteen minutes later Cdr, Aab summoned the kavalergardy back
inside. “I need volunteers for a secret assignment,” he said.
“We’ve heard rumor that an impostor to the throne may have landed
on Earth in a small ship. This pretender would cause total anarchy
at the Sovyet if she showed up. All the knyazya have been
consulted, and they’ve authorized us to hunt her down.”

“Why us?” someone asked. “Why not local
militsia?”

“Because we’re not local. If news of
the impostor got out on Earth, there’d be all sorts of chaos. We
can’t go blabbing to anyone because we don’t have any local
contacts to blab to.”

“You want us to capture her and bring her in,
then?” Judah asked.

Aab set his jaw. “No. Our orders are to kill
her on sight. She could cause too much trouble otherwise. Now, any
volunteers?”

Half a dozen hands went up, Judah’s among
them. He had to be a member of this party to keep the tsaritsa
safe. Many of the others, though, seemed to feel a little squeamish
about cold-bloodedly assassinating an innocent young girl.

The officer looked them over and nodded.
“Good. You’ll be issued stingers. Set them on high. You’ll also
have an unmarked huvver with unrestricted diplomatic access and
directions about where the impostor came down. If you call in, use
the code word ‘Phoenix’; it will get you through instantly. Good
hunting.”

A setting of high, of course, was instantly
lethal, frying the target’s nervous system beyond any hope of
recovery. Kuznyetz was really serious about eliminating the threat
from a fourteen-year-old girl. Even if her body was later found,
she’d be beyond challenging his rule.

They left Moscow in darkness, keeping the car
on the road until they were well past the crowded city’s borders.
Then they got Traffic Control’s permission to take off into the air
and flew toward the coordinates they’d been given. Their sensors
were extended to full range, looking for any traces of their
prey.

Moscow’s urban sprawl meant there were still
plenty of houses and people this far out, giving any fugitives
plenty of cover for hiding. The team leader had the markers for the
tsaritsa’s wristcom, but it wasn’t registering anywhere; she’d
probably been smart enough to get rid of it somewhere along the
way. Judah was beginning to think their search would be hopeless;
Kuznyetz would have other teams of guards watching the palace in
case Natalia showed up there. But the land became more and more
pastoral, and any people would certainly stand out from the
background.

“There!” Someone pointed at the screen. “Two
figures.” His brow wrinkled. “They’re not on a road and they’re not
moving fast enough for a car, but they’re way too fast for people.”
The car swooped silently downward for a closer look.

“Horses!” someone cried in astonishment.
“They’re on horseback.”

Judah couldn’t help but smile, and was glad
it was dark enough his comrades wouldn’t notice. That’d be Eva, all
right; leave it to her to find the dramatic way of making an
entrance. Just her style.

“Well, they won’t be for long,” said the team
leader, lowering the huvver further so they could get better
shots.

Judah decided this was the time to act. He
turned the setting on his stinger down to low and shot his
companions one by one. There seemed to be an agonizingly long time
between each shot—it took nearly a second for a stinger to recharge
each time—but he was still fast enough to incapacitate the other
kavalergardy before they could react.

Then he suddenly found himself in a huvver
plunging out of control. He had to reach awkwardly across two
unconscious bodies to reach the car’s controls. The vehicle lurched
and swerved violently, but it had already been close enough to the
ground that it didn’t burst apart when it came down. It was even
still drivable, which Judah decided was due to his expert
handling.

The huvver’s sensors showed two shapes in the
darkness not far ahead. They had stopped moving and were probably
watching the car cautiously from a safe distance. Judah clambered
clumsily over the tangle of limp bodies to open the door and step
out of the car. “Hey, Eva,” he called out as he waved to the
darkness. “It’s just me. I brought you some transportation.”

There was a moment of silence, and then a
wave of relief flooded over him as his cousin’s voice called back.
“I know it’s you,” Eva said. “No one else is that bad a
driver.”

 


 


CHAPTER 16

 


The Sovyet Knyazey

 


 


Eva and Natalia dismounted as Judah walked up
to them. “Nata, this is my cousin and dance partner, Judah Bar
Nahum,” Eva said. “Judah, may I present Her Imperial Majesty,
Tsaritsa Natalia Ilyinishna Sokolova. Or should I say Tsaritsa
Presumptive?”

Judah knelt before her and bowed his head.
Natalia gave a quick nod of acknowledgment and said, “Right now I’m
nothing until the Sovyet Knyazey says otherwise.”

“You heard her, boychik,” Eva said.
“Get up. We’ve got work to do.”

Judah rose and led the two women over to the
car. While he couldn’t see the deformity of her right leg in the
darkness, he could see she had an awkward limp. He decided to be a
gentleman and ignore it.

“Who are they?” Natalia asked as she spotted
the unconscious bodies.

“They’re members of Kuznyetz’s kavalergardy,”
Judah said. “They came out here to stop you. I stopped them first.
What should we do with them?”

Natalia’s voice was calm and level. “Kill
them.”

Judah was shocked to hear such a harsh
sentence come out of such a young girl. Even Eva’s eyes widened a
trifle. “In cold blood?” Judah asked.

“They were going to kill me. That is a
treasonable offense, punishable by death.”

Judah still had trouble wrapping his mind
around this. “Well, to be fair, they didn’t think it was really
you. They thought you were a pretender to the throne.”

“They were willing to kill innocent people
without a trial. Do they deserve to live?”

“How can you be so …?”

“Heartless? Cold-blooded?” Natalia suggested.
“What do you know about my family’s history? The real story, not
what we print in the books.”

When Judah didn’t reply, she continued, “My
family didn’t become rulers of an interstellar empire by being
genteel and polite. Gregoriy I led a criminal gang known as the
most ruthless cutthroats on Earth. They were called the Russkaya
Mafiya, and they were so tough even the other gangs like the
Colombians and the Yakuza were afraid of them. When the old nations
crumbled in the face of so-called globalization, we branched out
and took over political power too. No one could stand up to us.”
She smiled grimly. “Ruthless runs in my genes. I’m not squeamish
about killing traitors.”

Eva laid a hand lightly on the girl’s
shoulder. “Of course you’re not. But just consider: There’ll be
hundreds, if not thousands, of executions in the next few months
after we round up all the key players. Kuznyetz and his tovarishchi
are responsible for millions of deaths. Save the most serious
punishment for the most serious offenders. Low level oprichniki
should get lower level punishments. Isn’t that what Gulag’s
for?”

Natalia was silent as she reconsidered. “I
suppose you’re right,” she said grudgingly, not wanting to let go
of the chance to vent her rage at the horrors of the past few days.
“But we’ve got to do something to keep them from raising an alarm
about us.”

In the end, the three took the men’s weapons,
wristcoms and boots. Eva would have stripped them completely naked,
but Judah talked her out of it on the very practical grounds that
they were in a hurry, and undressing unconscious bodies takes far
too much labor and time to make it worthwhile. “Without their boots
it’ll take them hours to get anywhere,” he said. Eva had to agree,
but she still enjoyed the mental image of the men walking naked
through the Russian countryside.

The huvver was still operable despite Judah’s
hard landing. “What’s the plan now?” he asked as they started back
toward Moscow.

“We go straight to the palace,” Natalia said
without hesitation.

“Not a good idea,” Eva said. “If even one
person on your staff is a turncoat, they’ll give us away before
we’re ready.”

“If I’m going to appear at the Sovyet
Knyazey, I must have the proper clothes,” Natalia insisted. “That
much is essential. I can’t just show up like this.”

“A good entrance is always important,” Judah
agreed.

“I also need a proper leg,” Natalia said more
quietly to Eva, who had to concede the point.

“We can’t let it be common knowledge,
though,” Judah continued. “Until you show up safely at the Sovyet
Knyazey, there’s still a chance Kuznyetz might get to you quietly
before anyone else knows about you. Is there one person at the
palace who could sneak you in and out, one person you’d trust your
life to?”

“Yes,” Natalia said without a second’s
hesitation. “Lady Elena.”

Eva nodded. “If she can’t be trusted, no one
can,” she said, confirming the girl’s choice.

Natalia promptly sent a high-priority encoded
text message to Lady Elena’s private number, telling her to be
alone at a seldom-used back door of the palace in an hour. The
message was unsigned and Elena wouldn’t recognize the sender’s
wristcom ID, but knowing the lady’s diligence she wouldn’t ignore a
coded message like that. If nothing else, she’d be curious.

Their huvver, with its diplomatic registry,
passed without incident into the city and into the Kremlin. Natalia
guided Judah around to the back of the palace, and entered the
security code to get them through the gates. The huvver glided up
to the chosen door without anyone in the palace being the wiser.
Eva and Natalia went to the door, while Judah waited with the car
in case of trouble.

Lady Elena opened at their knock. She stared
uncomprehendingly for a few moments when she saw the two women
before her. Then she fainted. Or she would have, if Eva’s reflexes
hadn’t been fast enough to catch her before she hit the ground.

She recovered quickly, but continued staring.
“Your … Your Highness. I … I never expected to seed you again. I
thought—”

“I know what you must have thought,” Natalia
said. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again, either. But here I am,
thanks to this very resourceful freilina you found for me.”

Lady Elena looked at Eva, as though noticing
her for the first time. Her expression was puzzled, wondering
exactly what had happened, but Eva gave her no time to think.
“Explanations later,” she said. “Right now we’ve got to get the
tsaritsa over to the Sovyet Knyazey. She’ll need suitable
clothes.”

“And a spare leg,” Natalia added.

“Can you get us in and out without anyone
seeing us?” Eva asked.

Natalia laughed. “Lady Elena knows the palace
better than the original architects.”

The chamberlain began leading them up some
snaking back passageways, pausing occasionally to wait for other
people to pass. Once they had to backtrack down one whole floor to
avoid being seen. Lady Elena was fairly bursting with a thousand
questions, but she knew how to do her job without asking them and
trusted the tsaritsa to explain in her own time.

“Where’s the meeting being held?” Natalia
asked as they walked.

“Novaya Duma.”

Natalia nodded. The rebuilt hall where the
Duma sat was the normal site for such convocations. “I’ve been
there a couple of times for opening sessions, but only in the
gallery. I don’t really know my way around inside.”

“Nu? So we’ll improvise,” Eva said.
“It’ll hardly be the first time.”

They reached Natalia’s suite without
incident. No one was there since the rooms were currently not being
used. Natalia and the chamberlain went back into the closets to
make some quick wardrobe decisions and to fasten on the girl’s
spare leg. Eva sat down on one of the fancy chairs in the salon,
taking a deep breath. She might not get another moment to relax for
several hours, and she wanted to be ready for the action to
follow.

Sooner than she expected, Elena and Natalia
re-emerged. Natalia looked both modest and regal at the same time.
She was still officially in mourning for the late tsar, of course,
so her black dress with the wide skirt was adorned with just a
simple pearl necklace. The bodice, though, had slits to reveal an
under-layer of powder blue, giving it just the right amount of
color and life. They’d found a wig to mask where Eva had cut the
girl’s hair, and arranged it the way people were used to seeing it,
as a braided crown atop her head. Natalia was ready to appear in
public as the undisputed ruler of the Empire.

Eva got off the chair ands curtsied before
her. “Your Majesty,” she said.

Natalia stuck her tongue out. “Don’t start
fawning now. It’s way too late for that.” Then she grew more
serious. “I won’t be anybody’s ‘Majesty’ until the Sovyet says I
am. We’ve got to get there fast. Elena tells me it’s already
started.”

They rushed down the back corridors again,
with Natalia cautioning Lady Elena not to tell anyone about her
reappearance. They found Judah pacing nervously beside the huvver
by the back door where they’d left him. Natalia and Elena embraced
and kissed. Then Eva and Natalia joined Judah in the car and they
drove off to the convocation.

The car’s guidance system gave them the route
to Novaya Duma, a five-story building occupying an entire city
block. The façade was impressive, with massive marble columns
rising ten meters up, but the car couldn’t get near it because the
building was cordoned off by an army of politsia as well as
militsia from several different sectors. Some of them were from
Kuznyetz’s kavalergard, and Judah knew they would fire on sight at
anyone resembling the tsaritsa. It was a good bet that some men in
other uniforms were members of other dvoryane’s forces allied with
Kuznyetz, and they’d have similar orders.

“There’s a back entrance,” Natalia said.
“That’s the best way to get me in, but how are we going to get past
all the oprichniki?”

Judah smiled grimly. “Ilya Uzi says a good
diversion is worth a battalion of allies.” He pulled the car up to
a spot half a block away from the hall. “You ladies get out here
and leave the rest to me. I’ll blip you when it’s all set. Take
some of the guns with you.”

“Already ahead of you, bubbe,” Eva
said, gathering up some of the weapons they’d liberated from
Judah’s former companions. The women got out and Judah drove
rapidly away.

Natalia looked quizzically at Eva. “Who is
Ilya Uzi?”

“Sort of like Santa Claus. He doesn’t exist,
but we haven’t had the heart to tell Judah yet. Follow me.”

 


* * *

 


Remarkably, the Sovyet Knyazey had actually
started ahead of schedule. The chaos surrounding the succession had
stirred so much turmoil that everyone arrived early to get the
proceedings started. And once everyone was present, there seemed no
reason to delay things any longer.

There were cameras throughout the hall to
cover the events from all possible angles. The cameras were for
recording only, not broadcasting the event live. The theory was
that the ordinary citizens didn’t need to be bothered with the
excessively boring procedural details—nor did they need to be privy
to any squabbles, disputes, insults or other embarrassing moments
that might occur in the heat of debate. A heavily edited version
would be distributed later, showing only the “relevant”
details.

As tradition demanded the session was
presided over by the knyaz of Solar sector, which comprised only
mankind’s original solar system. At present that was Knyaghinya
Miyoshi Abatsu. Solar sector was largely a ceremonial honor, since
it was a direct protectorate of the crown, but it was still
historically significant and highly respected.

Abatsu called the Sovyet to order and gave
the official pronouncement of the tsar’s death. She then spoke of
Natalia’s death as well, and the fact that there was no further
heir apparent to the throne. These facts were already known to
everyone present, but it set the formal background to begin the
meeting.

The Herald-Chancellor next gave a formal
recitation of the Sokolov lineage, including a detailed description
of the relationships among current living descendants That list was
dismayingly small and exceedingly tenuous—which was why so many
people within the hall harbored their own secret or not-so-secret
ambitions for the post.

As the Herald-Chancellor finished, Abatsu
rose again to give the traditional call for nominations—but before
she could begin, Yevgheniy Kuznyetz stood up. “Before we continue,”
he said, “I rise to raise a point of information. The
Herald-Chancellor’s enumeration is significantly incorrect.”

Based on the information he’d gotten from
Judah, Nkosi Wettig had already warned Abatsu that this might be
coming, so she received the comment implacably. It was new
information to many others, however, and a stir of whispers flowed
throughout the hall. “Explain yourself,” Abatsu said calmly.

“The Chancellor-Herald’s recitation omitted
all mention of Knyaz Nikolai, twin brother of Tsar Vasiliy.”

Nkosi Wettig now rose to speak. “There was
ample reason for that omission. As part of the Great Compromise,
the Eighteenth Sovyet Knyazey declared Nikolai guilty of treason
and permanently removed from the line of succession. He was
executed shortly thereafter.”

“But that same declaration made no mention of
Nikolai’s wife and son,” Kuznyetz countered.

“When a person is removed from succession, it
removes all his descendants as well,” Wettig argued.

“All of his subsequent descendants
There has been ample case law in probate matters to show that
previously recognized descendants may still inherit. I cite the
precedents here.” His list of examples was instantly downloaded to
everyone’s wristcoms.

“This is irrelevant,” Abatsu declared. “No
such descendants exist.”

“On the contrary,” Kuznyetz said, standing up
taller and straighter. “I am Pyotr Nikolayevich, the sole
legitimate heir of the Sokolov dynasty.”

A shockwave expanded rapidly through the
hall. Kuznyetz’s allies had already been informed of this fact, but
it was still brand new and shocking to most of the assembled
dvoryane. The buzzing of conversations in the audience swelled like
an approaching swarm of bees. Kuznyetz just stood there silently
for several moments, the hint of a self-satisfied smile on his
lips.

Abatsu stood coolly at her podium, letting
the hubbub run its course before calling for order. When the sound
level had dropped low enough that she could be heard throughout the
hall without shouting, she continued, “Why should this council
accept such an outrageous claim?”

Kuznyetz’s smile broadened a bit. “I offer
certificates from five different independent and highly respected
medical laboratories attesting that my DNA proves a strong and
incontestable genetic link to the Sokolov line.” Those reports were
also downloaded to people’s wristcoms.

Abatsu didn’t even bother to look at them.
“You realize, of course, that on a matter of such importance this
council will have to perform its own testing.”

“Certainly, madam,” Kuznyetz said, bowing his
head. “I place myself completely at the council’s disposal.” He
paused just for a second. “I feel, in all fairness, that I must
point out that, while I have plenty of time to place at this
council’s disposal, the Empire as a whole does not. In just the
past few days we’ve witnessed the unspeakable horrors that can
befall a leaderless Empire.” He failed to mention, of course, that
he himself was responsible for many of those horrors.

“That’s true,” one knyaz spoke up. “In just
the past three days, two planets in my sector have reported
bombings from space, leading to millions of casualties.”

There was a general murmur of assent
throughout the hall.

“The Empire dares not remain leaderless for
too long,” one of Kuznyetz’s allies said. “It will fall apart
without the glue a tsar provides.”

Abatsu looked calmly out over the gathered
dvoryane. “I’m sure that’s a fate we will not suffer,” she said.
“There are no doubt many within this very hall who would nobly
volunteer for the position.”

“At this time I suggest the name of Hoy
Lin-Tao of Lyra for consideration,” someone else said. “He has
decades of experience ruling the largest single sector of the
Empire.”

“There are many noble families represented
here,” Kuznyetz said, ignoring that suggestion, “but none that can
match my lineage.”

“That’s true,” said another of Kuznyetz’s
stooges. “I propose we consider Knyaz Yevgheniy of Scorpio for
elevation to the Sokolov throne.”

Before anyone else could speak, though, the
entire hall went dark.

 


* * *

 


Judah had no idea, when he drove off, exactly
what sort of diversion he would create. But he had a car with
diplomat-level clearance and he had some stingers, all of which
were great diversionary tools. As Ilya Uzi frequently said:
Improvise.

His first thought was to crash the car into
the building, but he rejected that immediately. With all the
high-level dignitaries inside, a frontal assault would bring the
meeting to an instant halt and lead the security force to evacuate
the building. That would never do; he wanted the Sovyet to be in
session when the tsaritsa made her surprise appearance.

The car’s comm unit could broadcast on the
emergency frequencies of Kuznyetz’s kavalergard. They were the ones
most in need of distraction, and Judah knew exactly the sort of
call they’d respond to without alerting the Moscow politsia.

He locked the car’s controls into the local
traffic grid and programmed it to drive through the streets around
Novaya Duma in a semi-random pattern. With traffic this crowded,
the car would move slowly with it, giving Kuznyetz’s oprichniki
plenty of time to spot it. Their attention would be mostly trained
on it.

Judah called in to the kavalergard leaders.
“Code Phoenix! Code Phoenix! A black limousine has been spotted
circling Novaya Duma with the Velikaya Knyaghinya impostor inside.
Serial number R677ZZ157F. Intercept at once.” He repeated the
message a second time, grabbed up the three remaining stingers Eva
hadn’t taken, opened the door of the car and jumped out. The car
was traveling slowly enough through the thick traffic that he had
no worries of hurting himself.

He quickly blipped Eva and ran straight for
the front doors of the hall. By the time he reached them, they had
opened to disperse a swarm of kavalergardy from Kuznyetz’s and
other dvoryane’s groups, like angry bees defending their hive.
Judah stood out of their way by one of the enormous columns as they
rushed past, then slipped unnoticed into the building behind
them.

He’d never been in this hall before; it was a
parliamentary hall rather than a theater which he was more used to,
but it still had many similarities to the large theaters he’d been
in throughout his career. They all had features in common. He was
currently in an enormous lobby. Nothing important would happen
here; everything of interest, at least to him, would be taking
place behind the scenes. He ran around the periphery, looking for
the “Staff Only” signs that would lead him to the backstage
labyrinths.

The first such door he came to was locked. He
used his Zionian strength to yank it open, but it was merely a
supply closet. He moved on quickly.

He came to a broad, sweeping staircase and
bounded up four steps at a time. Control rooms, lighting and sound
booths were nearly always at the upper levels, where the people
running the event could get a good view of what was going on. A
control booth would be a good place to monitor all the action, and
he was willing to bet that was one place the rebellious forces
would establish a headquarters. Ergo, that was where he needed to
be.

He made it up to the third floor level before
he was challenged. One guard at the end of a hall, in a uniform
Judah didn’t recognize, shouted, “Hey, you! Show your
authorization!”

Judah obliged by pulling out one of his
stingers. He’d already set them on a low level charge that wouldn’t
leave any permanent damage. He fired once, and the man fell. Judah
kept on running.

He went up one more floor and saw a small
sign saying “Control Room” with an arrow pointing to the right, so
he turned that way. A door at the end of the passageway was labeled
“No Admittance,” which he translated as “Come this way.” He rushed
through at top speed, ready for anything he might find, up to and
including a pair of stone-cats.

He’d hit the mother lode. A small squad of
kavalergardy stood around in the hallway, guarding a single door.
Judah shot the two nearest on a dead run before his momentum
carried him into the mass of guards like a bowling ball. He ran
straight into them, and the mass of his Zionian body knocked three
more to the ground. Unfortunately, in the crowded hallway he didn’t
have room to maneuver around the bodies the way he would on a
stage, and his feet tangled up with the people he’d knocked down.
His lightning reflexes, though, let him curl up and roll like a
ball to the other side of the group. He was back on his feet just
as the rest of the guards were pulling their weapons.

He had little formal training in martial arts
combat, but his strength and agility more than made up for any
deficiencies. With one bounding leap he whirled and kicked one
militsioner squarely in the jaw. The woman went down as Judah
landed on one foot, pirouetted around and caught a second opponent
in the temple. Even a Zionian love tap was enough to bring down any
ordinary person.

A beamer ray sizzled past him, but he was
moving too fast to let anyone get a good shot. He felt alive now
and in his element. No more skulking secretly through back
passageways or being subservient to villains. He was a fury
unleashed for the good of the Empire, and it felt good. With kicks
and jabs he brought the enemy down, until no one was left standing.
He barely paused for breath before yanking open the control room
door and seeing how many foes lay beyond.

There were only three, but his stinger only
had two shots left before it gave out. He knocked the third
occupant against the wall, head crashing hard enough to crack the
plaster. Then, suddenly, he was alone and all was quiet around
him.

Judah sat down in the central control chair,
closed his eyes for a few seconds and let his adrenalin stop
pumping. Then he opened his eyes and stared down at the board. It
was simple by theater standards, since it didn’t have to control
spotlights, curtains, scenery or special effects; It was barely a
meter long and half a meter front-to-back. It might have been
imposing to any newcomer—but Judah had been dealing with sound and
light boards since he was seven. Novaya Duma was simple by
comparison—just house lights and rostrum lights, some special
controls for projectors and a wide bank of controls for microphones
all over the hall. There were only a few standard ways of doing
each, and Judah was familiar with them all. He leaned back studying
the board, spending a couple of minutes figuring out which controls
operated which areas of the building.

He was so intent on mapping out the board
that he almost didn’t hear the sounds of people approaching the
booth from behind him. He swiveled his chair around and had a new
stinger pointed at the entrance, ready for more fighting.

There in the doorway was Lady Hasina, leading
a bunch of her own fighters. She had a stinger of her own pointed
straight at Judah, and for a second both of them froze while they
recognized one another.

Finally Judah broke the tense silence. “Well,
it’s about time you showed up,” he said. “I was beginning to think
I’d have to do everything myself.”

 


* * *

 


Eva and Natalia waited in the shadow of a
building across from the back of Novaya Duma. Natalia was extremely
nervous that her entire future, and that of the Empire, rested on
the events of the next few minutes. Eva was also nervous—not for
herself, but for the young girl she’d come to love.

“I don’t even know what to say to them,”
Natalia said, a slight quiver to her voice.

Eva smiled. “Don’t worry, I know a killer
entrance line for you.” She told it to Natalia, who just looked
perplexed.

“Is that all?” the girl asked.

“Trust me. You’ll bring down the house.”

Judah’s blip came through just a minute
later. No use letting Natalia stew any more over what was going to
happen; she was shaky enough as it was. “It’s showtime,” Eva said,
taking the girl’s hand. “Let’s go.”

They walked leisurely across the street,
weaving their way deliberately through the paralyzed traffic. Eva
kept them at a slow, dignified pace; running would only attract
more attention. Some of the drivers paid them no notice; others
looked curiously. Only a few stared in disbelief.

They reached the back entrance and Eva opened
it confidently, like the hundreds of other stage doors she’d opened
in her life. Inside, the backstage area was dark until her eyes
adjusted from the outdoor light.

When their eyes adjusted they could see a
small entry hall and a long, dim corridor ahead. The corridor had
at least a dozen doors off of it. But before they could move
forward, a man approached them. He wasn’t wearing a uniform of any
sort, so Eva assumed he was just the backstage doorman. “Can I see
your pas—” he began, then suddenly froze as he got a good look at
them. His eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open.

“Do we really need passes?” Eva asked.

“N-no, ma’am,” he stammered.

“Would you be a good lad and show us to the
side of the stage?” Eva asked next.

“Certainly.” He started to turn, then got
tangled in his own feet and nearly fell. “This way.”

He led them through the typical backstage
maze, ignoring all the closed doors. Eva kept one hand in her
pocket, holding one of the captured stingers. They passed a number
of people moving to and fro, Many of these people were so intent on
their own jobs that they didn’t see the small group—but a few did,
and stopped to stare. None of them was wearing a uniform, though,
so they were just ordinary aides and assistants. Eva knew how to
handle stagehands.

A woman in uniform came out of a cross
corridor—the same type of uniform Judah was wearing. The woman, on
alert after Judah’s diversionary call, had a stinger in her hand.
She was surprised to see someone who looked like Natalia, and fired
immediately. Fortunately, marksmanship had never been a prime
requisite for the kavalergard, and her shot went a little wide.

Less than a second later, Eva had her own
stinger out of her pocket. Aside from the few shots at very close
range at the Farallon spaceport, Eva had never handled a stinger
before—but a stinger didn’t require pinpoint accuracy; as long as
you hit some part of your target, the victim went down. The
uniformed woman dropped unconscious to the ground.

Eva looked quickly over to Natalia, afraid
this action may have added to the girl’s stress—but instead of
flinching, the girl seemed to have hardly noticed. Perhaps
ruthlessness did run in her genes.

They reached the side of the rostrum without
further incident, and spent a moment watching the debate on the
floor. “What do we do now?” Natalia asked.

“We wait for your cue; you don’t want to
spoil your entrance, do you?”

“What is my cue?”

Just then, Judah’s voice came through Eva’s
wristcom. “I’m in the control room. Blip me when you’re ready.”

Eva sent back, “Entering stage left, 30
secs.”

A few moments later, the house lights all
went dark. Eva gave Natalia a squeeze. “It’s showtime. Remember
your line,” she whispered.

There was no spotlight, but Judah improvised
the nest best thing—a bright white projector light right where
Natalia would walk onto the rostrum. As the girl took a deep breath
and started forward, Eva said, “Break a leg, kid.”

The girl froze. “What?”

Eva cursed her own stupidity. Putting her
hands on Natalia’s shoulders, she leaned forward and kissed the
girl’s forehead. “You’re already my tsaritsa,” she said.
“Now prove that your theirs, too. The show must go on.”

Natalia walked slowly onto the stage, her
gaze focused on some spot no one but she could see. The projector
light followed her as she walked several meters out. Then she
stopped, turned, and faced the seats before her, even though they
were lost in the darkness. The silence was dead still.

The room had gone into a general hubbub when
the lights went out—but as people saw Natalia walking slowly to the
rostrum, a stillness quickly descended on the chamber. Some people
gasped, others gaped. You could almost hear people holding their
breath.

Natalia waited for a second longer, then
spoke out in a voice more commanding than even she knew she could
do. “The reports of my death,” she said, “are greatly
exaggerated.”

 


 


CHAPTER 17

 


The Resurrection of Natalia Ilyinishna

 


 


Natalia’s declaration
was greeted by thunderous silence. The minds of the assembled
dvoryane were already grappling with Kuznyetz’s startling
announcement; this new blow to their established reality shocked
them into complete paralysis.

But not Kuznyetz. “I object!” he cried. “This
brash young woman may bear some superficial physical resemblance to
the late, lamented Velikaya Knyaghinya, but her unheralded
appearance here is an affront—”

Abatsu cut him off brusquely. “Her claim,”
she drawled, “would seem to have as much validity as your own. The
Velikaya Knyaghinya’s fingerprints, iris patterns and DNA are all
readily verifiable. It will take but a few minutes to ascertain the
truth of her claim.”

Hoy Lin-Tao of Lyra was on his feet in a
moment. He looked, not at Abatsu, but directly at Natalia. “Your
Majesty, may I have the great honor of being the first to swear my
oath of fealty to you?”

Natalia felt as though her heart were beating
at a thousand per minute, but her face remained icy calm as she
gazed serenely at the audience. She gave the slightest nod, but
said nothing.

Now Nkosi Wettig rose to his feet. His deep
bass voice echoed through the room. “Da zdravstvuyet Natalia
Ilyinishna! Da zdravstvuyet tsaritsa!”

There was more silence, and then a couple
more people stood up. “Da zdravstvuyet tsaritsa!”

And more people stood to echo the cry. “Da
zdravstvuyet tsaritsa! Da zdravstvuyet tsaritsa!”

Even some of Kuznyetz’s allies, sensing which
way the wind was blowing, joined in the chant. “Da zdravstvuyet
tsaritsa!”

The chanting went on for five straight
minutes, and grew so loud that the ceiling and walls shook. When
Abatsu finally managed to restore order she entertained the motion
that the meeting confirm Natalia’s ascension to the throne. It was
passed by acclamation.

And Natalia didn’t have to utter another word
throughout the session.

 


* * *

 


The next two months were such a whirlwind of
activity that it made Natalia’s flight for survival seem like a
walk in the park. Whenever she turned around there was something
critical that needed her instant attention.

The levels of government and lines of
authority were drawn up. Until the tsaritsa reached her majority
upon her twentieth birthday, the Speaker of the Duma would serve as
her Prime Councilor; after that she could name whom she pleased.
If, in this period, the tsaritsa and the Speaker disagreed on a
decision, it would go before the full Duma for a final vote,
subject to override by the Sovyet Knyazey.

Yevgheniy Kuznyetz tried to board his space
yacht and leave Earth immediately after the Sovyet Knyazey.
Officials at the spaceport refused to let it depart, and local
politsia took all its passengers and crew into custody to await
trial. Many of Kuznyetz’s allies also tried unsuccessfully to flee;
only a few managed to escape the net.

In the light of his department’s failure,
Edward Foundry resigned as Commissar of ISIS. After surprisingly
little debate, Nkosi Wettig was re-appointed Commissar; he
immediately began the long and painful process of weeding out
incompetents and reorganizing the hierarchy so failure would not
occur on such a catastrophic level again.

Probably the hardest task was to re-establish
order between the stars. The Imperial Navy had suffered mammoth
losses in the recent fighting. Some of the rebel ships surrendered
almost instantly on hearing of Natalia’s installation as tsaritsa,
hoping to receive mercy for their parts in the rebellion. Others
kept on fighting knowing there could be no forgiveness for their
crimes against innocent civilians. Still other ships decided to
withdraw into space and become pirates, preying upon interstellar
commerce for their survival.

In all it took nearly three years of
continuous activity at many shipyards throughout the Empire to
bring the Navy back to its former strength. Rebuilding was also a
major activity on numerous planets that had been devastated in the
fighting. The total cost in rublei could never be properly
computed, and the psychological and emotional destruction were
beyond comprehending.

Rebuilding was also a civilian preoccupation.
Many worlds had suffered devastation and death at the hands of
rioters and rebels. Sector and planetary treasuries were badly
drained by rebuilding efforts. The imperial government established
a banking and loan system to redistribute funds and assure that
poorer worlds weren’t beggared by the staggering costs of
restoration.

And then there were the trials. Justice
needed to be doled out in large ladles-ful, and there was plenty of
guilt to go around. Levels of guilt had to be determined and
sentences distributed accordingly. Young though she was, Natalia
could have set the noble houses running red with blood from the
executions of traitors, but her advisers urged her to go slow.
Kuznyetz and his lieutenant Pavel Lubikov, as well as Graf Federico
and dozens of other high-ranking dvoryane, received trials before a
High Court of Justice and were condemned to death. Kuznyetz’s
daughter Marya talked quite freely and named dozens of other
conspirators; this spared her life, and she was merely exiled
permanently to the planet Gulag, a world without all the physical
comforts she’d grown used to. Knyaghinya Teodora was deemed
innocent of all charges; she retained her title and Scorpio sector
for the rest of her days, and since she had no other children, the
sector would revert to the crown for reassignment upon her
death.

The major officers of the ships that had
bombed civilian populations were executed as well. In all, over
four hundred executions resulted from what became known as the
“Pretender’s Rebellion,” and close to three thousand people were
exiled to Gulag—one of the greatest population influxes in its
history.

 


* * *

 


Judah and Eva stayed on Earth for a week
after the Sovyet Knyazey. Nkosi Wettig put them up in special
quarters within the Orion Hall of State. Neither had been to Earth
before, and took this opportunity to do all the corny tourist
things around Moscow. Eva also took the chance to put the “good
behavior” of the past few weeks well behind her; she seldom
returned to their lodgings before nine in the morning—and for once,
Judah refused to worry about her.

But after a week they started getting itchy.
The longest breaks they ever had were when they were “on the road,”
traveling with the Ville between worlds, and even then they
practiced, worked out new routines and helped out their fellow
performers where needed. Not having something specific to anchor
their lives to was surprisingly tiring. Even Eva’s gadding about
began to feel hollow; taking a break from doing nothing wasn’t
nearly as relaxing.

Six days after the Sovyet Knyazey, Judah and
Eva were called in to the office of Nkosi Wettig. As they entered
the large room, they froze at the sight of Tsaritsa Natalia sitting
in a comfortable chair facing the door. They hadn’t seen her since
that day, and were amazed at the changes a single week had
produced. She no longer looked like a deer caught in the
headlights; her face was the picture of serenity and self-control.
She looked as though she’d matured three years in those few days,
but she still smiled warmly when she saw them.

Eva recovered her equilibrium first. “Being
tsaritsa agrees with you, sis.”

Natalia’s smile never wavered. “I shouldn’t
have worried you’d become all shy and formal.”

“Not a chance,” Eva said. “Not in private, at
least. I had too much fun being the level-headed bitch.”

Judah, though, was still somewhat reserved.
“I hope your life has settled down into a happier routine.”

Natalia made a sour face. “People have gone
back to curtsying and bowing. They speak in careful, reverent
tones. I almost miss being on the run for my life.”

“Really?” Judah asked.

Natalia laughed. “Of course not. It’s
wonderful to be pampered—only now I can appreciate it, having had
to live without it.”

“I’ve watched you in the news,” Eva said.
“People didn’t really know you before, but after almost losing
you—and seeing the alternative—they really adore you now. Seems
like the press is following you everywhere.”

“Even into the bathroom, if I’d let them,”
Natalia said with a pretend grimace. “But you know all about what
I’ve been doing from the newscasts. What about you two? Are you
enjoying Earth?”

Judah told her all about their sightseeing,
and Eva gave a brief, highly bowdlerized version of her own
adventures. The tsaritsa listened politely and did not interrupt,
but Eva noticed her eyes were not completely focused on the
here-and-now. Eventually she called her on it. “You didn’t come
here to hear about our visits to tourist traps. What’s really on
your mind?”

Natalia was still young enough to blush.
“Sorry. You caught me. I was practicing my ‘pretend to be
interested’ look. My teachers tell me I’ll need it a lot when I
visit dairy farms and launch battleships. No, although I did want
to see you again, I came here because Nkosi invited me. He has a
favor to ask you.”

For the first time since the Bar Nahums
entered the office, the new Commissar of ISIS spoke up. “I wanted
to thank you both again for the wonderful jobs you did on behalf of
the Empire. You’re both untrained and neither of you worked in an
approved manner—but then I brought you on board because I was tired
of by-the-book workers, so I have only myself to blame for that.
Neither of you is temperamentally suited to the day-in, day-out
drudgery of the ordinary assignments most ISIS agents have to
do—but you each have unique approaches that my other people lack. I
want you both to get some intensive training in ISIS techniques and
then hire you on full-time as my personal field representatives.
Trouble-shooters, if you will. What do you say?”

Judah’s eyes lit up. “Hell yes…uh, begging
your pardon, Your Majesty. Except for the parts where I was scared
to death, this was almost as much fun as dancing. I’d love—” He
stopped suddenly and looked over at Eva. “Uh, that is, if my
partner agrees. It’s not fair to her to break up the act.”

Natalia looked over at Eva. “Yes, I’ve been
told you didn’t really want the job of saving my life.”

Eva had the decency to look abashed. “Well,
everyone’s entitled to one mistake. It was nothing personal.”

“Yes, about that … I’ve looked up ‘tsouris.’
It is not a Greek word for sweet.”

“Whoever said it was?”Judah asked.

“A tsaritsa who remembers, who reads, and who
looks things up,” Eva said. “I think we’re all going to be in
trouble.” She paused. “Look, if it’s any consolation, I’m delighted
I was wrong about the assignment. But as a full-time career … well,
I really do love dancing.”

“And other things,” Judah muttered, barely
audible.

“I’m afraid you have no choice,” Natalia
said. Her voice and face grew very stern. “Eva Sarah Bar Nahum, you
are hereby charged with multiple counts of assaulting my royal
person, misappropriation of royal property, grand theft, and
innumerable insults upon the royal dignity—not to mention
kidnapping of civilians and destruction of property. I have
witnessed all these crimes personally. How do you plead?”

Eva knelt on one knee. Her voice was equally
sober. “Guilty, Your Majesty. I do claim exigent
circumstances—”

“Silence!” the tsaritsa commanded. “The
assaults on me alone are treason, subject to capital punishment. I
have no choice but to sentence you accordingly. You are hereby
condemned to ten years of hard labor at the discretion of the
Commissar of ISIS.”

Eva hung her head. “As Your Majesty
commands.”

“I’m sorry,” Natalia said more gently. “I’d
rather keep you on in the palace as my personal dance instructor,
but I admit I’ll feel a lot safer if you’re out in the field,
protecting the Empire.”

“Well, at least one of us will feel
safer,” Eva said in a mock growl.

The tsaritsa hesitated. “There’s one more
thing I’ve been curious about, and I can’t just look it up in a
reference book. I was hoping the two of you could help.”

“If we can, Your Majesty,” Judah said.

Looking particularly at Eva, Natalia said,
“Whenever I was tired or discouraged, you’d prod me on by saying,
‘The show must go on.’ I know that’s an old show business
expression, but I keep wondering why? Why must the show go on in
the face of insurmountable obstacles? Why?”

Judah looked as though she’d whacked him
between the eyes with a baseball bat. It was an expression he’d
heard all his life growing up in the Ville. It was part of every
atom in his body, infused deeply into his soul. It was like asking
a fish why it swam—because anything else would be
inconceivable.

But Eva had no such problem. “That’s simple,”
she said with a smile. “The show must go on because the show is
Life—and Life must go on.”
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