Drake Maijstral walked on soft |eather buskins down the
center of the Peleng City balroom and never made a
noise. Hewas light-footed by trade.

Above him, ideographsfor "long life" and "welcome,
traveers' floated below the high celling- The glowing
holoslit the room more brightly than usud, mainly to
provide sufficient light for the large number of media
globesthat aso floated over the assembly. Individuals,
human and not, found themsaves reacting to the unex-
pected brightnessin accordance with their character and
purpose. Some did not wish their businessto be known,
and these shrank into the shadows and mumbled with their
faces turned to the wall. Those wanting to be seen prome-
naded beneath the hovering globes or floated on a-grav
fieldstoward the celling in hopes a globe might conde-
scend to interview them. Some promenaded in the light,
but being salf-conscious, blushed. Otherstried their best to
behave normally and ended up asking themselves what
norma was, particularly under these conditions.

Maijstra did none of these things. He had been schooled
in ways of maintaining assurance under unusud condi-
tions, was used to a certain amount of media attention, and
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though hisbusinesswas not entirdy legitimate, hefelt no
urgeto hidein comers and mumble,

The formal stance adopted by most of the guests fea
tured the shoulders pulled back and hips tucked under a
dightly curved but neverthelessrigid spine. The pose was
natura to aKhaosdikh but required training in ahuman.
That Maijstral managed to add a supple graceto this
posture was to his credit. He was only afew inches above
the human average, but he looked taller. Also to his credit
was his dress, which managed to make the most of the
monochrome scheme demanded by High Custom—~black
being the mourning color of most of humanity, and white
of the Khosdli. Heworelittle jewdry savethe slver pins
used to hold back hislong brown hair, and the large
diamond on one finger. His eyes were a pleasant and
unassuming green, and haf-closed lids gave the impres-
sion of laziness. He gppeared to be in his midtwenties.

Maijstrat approached atall, €l egant, somewhat older

man, who walked the ballroom unaccompanied. The man
had a glass stuck in one eye, and was one of three hundred
humans who bore only asingle name. His skin was black,
his ruffles and boots scarlet.



"Etienne," sad Maijgtrd.
"Maijstrd. How ddightful "

Formally they sniffed each other's ears. A waxed musta-
chio point jabbed Maijstrd's cheek. "Still in mourning, |
see"" sad Etienne.

"My father'still dead," sad Maijstral.

They spoke in High Khosdi. Most humans managed the
drange intonation and nasal vowels easily enough, but it
took training to make proper use of the shifting syntax
wherein the structure of each sentence makes a comment
on the previous sentence, paragraph, or idea, and in one
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difficult parsang even makes arelation of the subject of the
conversation to the state of the universe asawhole.

"I remember hearing the news about your father ayear
or so ago. There's no hope of recovery, | assume?’

"I'm afraid not. He sends me frequent letters complain-
ing about his condition.™

"The dead can be aburden, I'm sure. But mourning
suitsyour figurewd |, Maijsra.”

"Thank you. Y ou look eegant, asaways. Though I'm
not sure the eyeglass suitsyou. 1 don't think you're old
enough for such amgor affectation.”

Etiennelowered hisvoice. "It's cosmetic, I'm afraid.

Pearl Woman challenged me on Heath Minor and ran me
through the eye. My boot dipped, damnit. There are lill
afew bruises around theimplant." He paused amoment,
asif troubled. "Y ou hadn't heard?"

"I'm afraid not. I've just ended along passage, and |
haven't caught up on the news."

"Ah." Etienne seemed comforted. "Takemy am and
wak with me. Thecitizensseem abit shy.”

Maijstrd fell into step with the other man. Locals parted
before them in acertain awe. "I am not surprised,”
Maijstrd said, "How long has it been snce members of
the Diadem visited here?’



"Forty stlandard. And from the looks of thisburgh, |
can seewhy.”

Maijstrd was diplomaticaly slent. Itisacredit to his
teachersthat he did not so much as glance upward to seeif
one of the media globes had overheard thisremark. Etienne
went on, hisparang indicating irritation.

"[t's not so much the reception as the degree of eager-
ness, if you know what | mean. Too much reverence.”

"They will soon leam to relax in your company, I'm
ure”
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"My dear Maijstrd, | don't want them to relax. I'm not
supposed to be aneighbor, I'm supposed to be agod.”

Anyone, Maijstrd reflected, who has got arapier through
the eye and then discovered that an old acquaintance hasn't
even heard about it might be forgiven a certain amount of
peevishness, even inconsstent peevishness. Maijstral
shrugged.

"Inthat case reverenceisonly your due," he said.
"Relishit, it isthe coinage of godhood." Spokeninthe
difficult parang relating the subject matter to the condition
of existence.

Etienne wasn't so peeved he didn't know when someone
had scored a point, but his recovery was graceful. He
bowed to atall blond woman who was approaching them
at alazy wak. She was degantly dressed in blue and
slver, and looked younger than her thirty-two years.

"Ah. Nichole. Maijstral was just asking about you.”

Her scent was familiar and struck him likeasilken

glove. "My lady. | amravished." Maijstra brushed her
knuckleswith hislips before sniffing her ears. Shewas
taller than Maijstra, and pale. She, like Etienne, bore only
aforename. She amiled at Maijgtra whitely.

"Drake. Such ajoy to seeyou after dl thistime.
Mourning looks well onyou." She spoke Human Standard.

"Thank you. And thanks again for the kind note on the
death of my father."



"How is he, by theway?"

The media globes were beginning to jostle one another
above Nichole's head. Etienne made his excuses, sniffed
ears, and departed. Nichole took Maijstral's arm. Her
nearness to him conveyed old intimacies, suggested new
hopes. Linked, they strolled the length of the ballroom. At
least fifty men turned red and mentaly assassinated Maijstrat
on the spot.
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"Etienne seemed disturbed | hadn't heard of hisdud.”

"His share was going down, you know. This mandated
an affaire de coeur with aprotege of Pearl Woman, an
affaire dhonneur with the Pearl hersdlf, and then the new
eye. A slly business. The second dud among the Diadem
in atwelvemonth. Pearl Woman wasfurious.”

"He told me his boot dipped.”

"Perhapsit did. One hopesit will cure him of martid
amhbition. Dueling is habit-forming, though luckily suicide

isnot."

Even the Khosdi, who had reintroduced to humanity the
twin fashions of dueling and suicide, had mixed fedings
about this part of High Custom- Thereisa Khosdi saying,
"Any fool candieinadud." (They haveasmilar saying
about suicide,) Thetone of Nichole's comments (though
spoken in Human Standard, which does not have the con-
textua modes of High Khosali) somehow managed to
convey the essence of the Khosali expression without actu-

dly ssyingit.
Nuance, nuance. The globes, such as heard, loved it.
"How isRoman? Ishewd|?'

Maijstrd smiled. "Roman is Roman. Hell be pleased
you asked after him, but hewill be secretly pleased.”

Asthey spoke they watched each other, listened, touched.
Explored, in their minds, possbilities. Eachin search of a
conclusion, aresolution.

"He's much the same, then. And yoursdf?"

Maijstral cocked his head while considering the ques-



tion. "Wl enough, 1 suppose.”
"Y ou're too young for ennui. That'smoremy line."

"Did that sound like ennui? | intended rather a becom-
ing modesty.”

"You're not amodest man, Drake. Don't assume vir-
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tues you don't possess.” Said lightly, but still with atouch
of vinegar. She had changed in four years-

"1 haveto assume at least afew,” Maijstral said, "else
I'll havenoneat dl."

She put her free hand on hisarm. "Now that's more
likethe Drake Maijstrdl 1 remember.”

The second hand on hisarm was an externd sign of an
inner process. She had come to aresolution regarding
Maijstra, aresolution smilar to that which he had reached
himsdalf some moments before. It was perhapsimpolite,
and certainly assumed much, for himto reach such a
resolution so soon.

Shelooked at agroup of Khosdi standing ashort dis-
tance away. "Are those Imperias snubbing us? They stand
facing thewal."

"That isBaron Sinn and hisfriends. He was aways
deep in congpiracy with my father. | suspect heisa spy.
He probably regretsbeing here at dl, consdering the
mediaattention thisis getting.”

"What isthere here worth spying on? A provincia
planet, sufficiently far from the border to have little mili-
tary vdue"

"He must earn hiswages somehow."

Trumpets sounded from the a-grav orchestra suspended
near me arched celling. People began sorting themsalves
out into couplesand lines. "Ah," said Maijstrd, "the
Filgrimageto the Cinnamon Temple. Will you partner
"Ddighted, Sr."

TheRilgrimage was originaly asprightly dance caled



Going to Market, but eight hundred years before, during
thereign of an ederly, arthritic Emperor, the pace had
been dowed down and amore stately name applied. The
change proved to have unexpected benefits. Because the
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dancers changed partners frequently, the dower tread gave
everyonein the line the chance to sniff ears and exchange
introductions and witticisms—and if you were short of
witticisms, you could repest the same one over and over
without fear of being abore. Cinnamon Temple was,
therefore, the perfect get-acquainted dance.

The trumpet call repeated, and the dance began. Maijstra
advanced toward his partner and sniffed.

"Will you come see me tomorrow?" Nichole asked.

"I'd be delighted,” he answered. Shewas circling him,
dately, her arm crooked to hold an imaginary market
basket.

"Canyou come at sixteen? | haveto witnessan Elvis
impersonation at eighteen, and you can be my escort.”

Maijsiral did acaper. "I'll dressformdly, then.”

"God knowswhat it will belike." Nichole sghed- "He
probably won't even be able to get 'Heartbreak Hotel'
right.”

Maijstra faced the man on hisright and introduced
himself. The dance spoke on.

"l don't likeit, Pietro. Baron Sinn being here.”

Pietro was ayoung man, gangly, of medium height. His
partner was afew years older, with dark, short-clipped
hair and a serious mien. Pietro wasthetaller, but only by
virtue of high-hedled boats.

"l don't likeit, either. Miss Jensen,” Pietro said. "Per-
haps heintendsto interferein the auction.”

"Damnit. We can't outbid him. If only Tartagliawere
here. | sent him amessage, but no reply asyet.”

"Oops. Sorry."

"Y ou shouldn't dancein hedsunless. . . Oh, hdl.



Later, Pietro."
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"Baron, aword."” Sinnwas aKhosdikh; tal, with a
pointed face and ebony skin beneath hisdark fur. His
interrogator was a human; short, fair, with intense blue
eyesthat glittered like diamond-bearing sand. Shewasin
her fifties but |ooked ten years younger.

The Baron touched his warm nose to her cheek.
"Countess."

Her ears pricked downward. "There may be acomplica-
tion. | noticed that Maijstrd is here.”

"He has the contents of a planet to choose from, maam.
| would not be concerned. The chances of our interests
being smilar are not great.”

"Perhaps the smplest way isjust to ask.”

"I don't wish to betray our intentions to such an uncer-
tain character. We shdl smply watch, and wait."

Her mouth hung open, her tonguelolled. A Khosdi
gmile-"Still. I haven't seen himinyears Will you join
me, Baron, at the bottom of the set?*

"With pleasure. Countess. Take my arm.”

"Dreke Maijgrd, gr." Mutua sniffs.

"Lieutenant Navarre, Sir. 1 see we're both in mourn-
ing." Hewasatal man, copper-skinned, about thirty, in

uniform with amourning cloak.

"I'm afraid | don't recognize the uniform. A local
unit?'

A dismissivelaugh. "No. I'm from Pompey. | just
inherited some property here, and 1 haveto inspect it."

"Substantial property, | hope.”
"Oh, no. Just ahouse and someland. A lot of bric-a
brac—my uncle had eccentric tastes, but he wasn't rich.

I'msdlingital.”

"I hope you don't think me impertinent for asking.”
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A shrug. "Not at al. What dseisthereto talk about,
between strangers?!

"...Yes My boot dipped, damn it."

"It was such abeautiful eye. | think it wasyour eyes

that made mefal in love with you, years ago when 1 wasa
child."

"Er.Yes. Tobesure

"Drake Maijgtrd, ar.”

"Pietro Quijano, gr. Say, are you the Drake Maijstra ?!
"Ah.."

"Oh. I'mterribly sorry, Sr. These are new shoes.”
"Think nothing of it, Sir. The answer to your question,
I'mafrad, isyes”

A pause. "Sir? What question was that?"

"Hello again, Nichole- That was alovely turn you just
did."

"| had to try something new. I've done this dance so
many times. .. ."

"Now who'sfilled with ennui?'

A wry laugh. "l just danced a measure with the most
gppalling woman. Countess Anastasia. Y ou blanch, Drake."

"Shemust have arrived late, else | would have seen
her." Maijstra's hooded eyes could not entirety conceal
hisdisquiet. "A spectre from my youth."

"She mugt have found out that Baron Sinn was here. |
don't suppose she came to seeyou.”

"My father wasterrified of her. and with reason. Truth-
fully, sowas|." He craned his head down the s&t. "Possi-
bly shewon't notice me."

"I wouldn't count on it, Drake. | would guessthat
woman notices everything.”
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"Hullo, Pietro.”



"I'm having agood time. Miss Jensen-"

"I'm glad to hear it."

"Herewe are, involved in aseriousintrigue, and with

all thesefamous people around . . . it'sjust like the Magic
Panet of Adventure.”

"Thewhat?"

"Didn't you watch Ronnie Romper asachild? 1 did.”

"Of course. I'd forgotten.”

"Do you know who's here. Miss Jensen? Drake Maijstral.
The Drake Maijgtrd."

"I'm sorry to be dense, Pietro, but I'm not sure who

you mean.”

"Don't you follow sports? The Khovenburg Glacier?
TheIndde Straight Affaire?!

"Ah. | remember now. Which oneishe?"

"Over there. Taking to the onion-head. | wasthink-
ing. ... He might help uswith our, uh, problem.”

"Oh. "A tone of surprise. "That'sagood idea, Pietro.”
Two bests pause. "Isit redly?"

"Yes. Bad tuck. My boot dipped.”

"Drake Maijgtrd, ar.”

A high-pitched voice composed of glorious harmonies.
"Count Quik." The Count was aTroxan, lessthan four
feet tall, with alarge, round head composed of trand ucent
layers of aternating brain tissue and cartilage. There were
no externa ears, asthe structure of the head produced a
resonance that had much the same purpose. Maijstra had
to make gpproximations during the get'acquai nted sniff.
"Onunbusiness| aminning this system,” the Count
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explained. "Humanity ismeinterested. | big tour taking
am. Am on Earth big finishing, acquaintance making."

Maijstrd wondered if teaching implants for Human Stan-
dard had never been developed for Troxans. " That sounds
, ddightful,” he said. "1 have never been to Earth.”

"Y ou touring should. Home of Elvis and ancient Greeks."
"It's near the border, too, and I'm heading that way. |
should make plans. Yes. Definitdy."

"Lieutenant Navarre, maam."

"Nichole. The Pompey High Seas Scouts, | see.”

"Y ou recognized me uniform? I'm astonished at your
breadth of knowledge, maam. Have you been to Pompey?"
"Alas, no. But I've dwaysliked aman in uniform.”

"Drake Maijgtrd, madam.”

"AmadliaJensen, gr. Areyou the Maijgrd of the
Mirrorglass BellBox?'

"I'm afraid that was Geoff Fu George, madam."
"l beg your pardon.”
"Think nothing of it. The comparison flaitersme.”

Briskly, "I waswondering, though . . . perhapswe
could discuss business.”

"| am rapt attention, madam.”

"An antiquity. About to be sold at auction. I'm afraid 1
might be outbid.”

"| shall be happy to hear you- Please continue when
next we share ameasure.”

"Delighted”

"Such ashame. | hope you've acquired anew pair to go
with the new eye.”
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"Maijgrd, ar.”

"Paavo Kuusinen." Hewas adight, cool man, entering
middle age-



"That coat is cut Empire-fashion. Are you with the Sinn
party?”

"1 travel done, gr. On business.”

Maijstral could think of no reply to that, and the man's
manner discouraged intimacy. He danced on.

"Drake"
"Nichole"

"Do you know that four hundred lives are lost annually
on Pompey, in accidents relating to the sea?”

"Ah. | s|ee you have been talking to the man in uniform.”
"Heisfull of facts, Majstral. How long hasit been

snce l've actudly heard afact? Not a supposition, or a
rumor, or apiece of gossip, but an actua ctear-cut fact?
Four hundred lives. A fact."

"It isafact that you are beautiful "

"Itisafact withwhich | am digtressngly familiar.”

"Pietro Quijano.”

"Generd Gerdd. Marines. Retired." The Genera was
abroad-shouldered man, erect, hisface set in an expres-
sion of permanent fury.

"Your servant, Sir.”

"Ridiculous business, this dance. I've sniffed so many
dirty neckstonight it's scandalous. Y ours could use alittle
wash, by theway."

"Ah—I'll attend to it straight away. | say, do you know
who 1 just met? Drake Maijstral. Y ou know, the Khovenburg
Glacier. The Swiss Cheese Incident.”

"Maijstra? Here? Where?"

"There. Inmourning.”
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"Hah! Anoutrage. And here, in thiscompany.”
"Oh. Sorry, ar.”



"Y ou shouldn't be wearing hedls, young man. you
don't need the extraheight.”

"Oh." Bedat. "Do you redly think so?'
“Nichole"

"Paavo Kuusinen. Y our servant, malam.”

"Areyou traveling from the Empire?"

"Yes, mdam. Isit that obvious?'

"If you wish to remain anonymous, you shouid have
that coat atered.”

"l am chagrined. | am astudent of human nature, and |
had hoped to blend in, the better smply to watch the rest
of humanity at their games. My tailor assured methiswas
the latest syle.”

"Our fashions no longer come from the Empire. There
are some here who would count that aloss."

"Drake Maijgra.”

"Generd Geradd. Marines. Retired. Come after any-
thing of mineand I'll kill you."

Agtonishment. A caper terminated &t the halfway point.
"1 beg your pardon, gr, but | have no intention—"

"| don't give adamn about your intentions. It's results
that I'm after. Movein my direction and I'll kill you, or
haveit done. That'sfair warning."

"Far enough, ar."

"I don't need your judgments asto my fairness either,
damn you. Go sniff that lady's neck and get the hdll out of

my Sght.”

"Miss Jensen, if dl isasyou say, my feewould be at
least Sixty. Moreif thejob isdifficult.”
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"Do you doubt my information?11

"Y our information may not be up to date.”

"Your priceis... high, Maijgra."

"Y ou aren't dlowing me mediarights. If you change
your mind, the pricewill go down."

"Sorry. I'm Firm on that point.”

"Then I'm firm on my price. My gpologies, miss."



"| saw that fight of yours. Damn bad business.”

"Yes, Generd. Unfortunately my boot dipped.”

"Hah. You'realiar, or perhapsanidiot. She dropped a
foot on your instep, you lost your concentration, she caught
your blade in forte and you were done for. A midshipman
could have done better."

"Sri"

"Don't play the outraged man of action with me. 1 may
be past retirement, but | know better than to fall for tricks
likethat. I'd cut you to ribbons."

"Maijgrd."

"Countess." Therewasadigsressng walil in his nerves,
atendency in hislimbsto tremble and betray his resolu-
tion. It isnot pleasant to discover that a childhood ogre
gtill hasteeth, still possessesthe ability to quicken the
pulse, tighten the digphragm, weaken the knees.
"Allow meto express my thanks for the kind note on

my father's death.”

"He was the worthy son of agreat man. Y ou could do
no better than to emulate him." She spoke in High Khosali,

her pronunciation impeccable.

Maijstral drew his ears back into the High Custom
expression of qudified agreement. (High Custom demands
mobile ears. Pity Count Quik, deprived of such avaued
means of expression.)
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"Given the nature of thetimes," he said, "that is
impossible” He answered in Khosali Standard, which he
suspected might throw her off balance somewhat.

Her eyesglittered like chips of polished blue stone.
"Given your nature, you mean.”

Maijstra shrugged. "Perhaps. If you like."

"Y ou are here on business connected with your . . .
occupetion, then?'

He smiled- "Of course not. Countess. 1 am hereto vist



the zoo and see the methanites.”

"The zoo." Countess Anastasias face never seemed to
change expression; she regarded him with an intengty he
found not only frightening but somewhat embarrassng.
"Y our rather was a steady man.”

"He moved steadily into debt.”

"I could find you employment, if that's what you want."

"1 prefer not to impose on old connections. Countess.”
Longing for the measureto end.

Ears turned downward, the Khosai mark of disdain.
"Pride. Pride and unsteadiness. It is not afortunate
combination.”

"It isnot afortunate time. Countess. To our mutual
regret, I'm sure”

The measure ended, and Maijstral faced the man on his
right. His nerveswere still Snging. Honors, he thought,

were about even. Not bad for aman forced to rdive the
tenors of childhood.

"BaonSnn."
"Ah. Thespy."
"Beg pardon, Sir?"

"Generdl Gerdd. Marines. Retired. Y ou're the Khosdi
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"You are migtaken, gr." Coldly. Drawn up to hisfull
height, which was not quite that of the Generd's.

"You areamilitary officer, traveling under commercia
cover, with two Khosali as military in gppearance as your-
odf. If that ain't aspy, 1 don't know what is."

"I do not believe, Sir, we have anything further to say

to one another."

"You mistake me. | have plenty to say. But I'm willing

to defer it, if you like."



"Ah. Thelast measure. | trust the room isbrimming
with new acquaintances.”

Nichole looked at him with an amused smile. "You
seem pleased with yoursdlf, Drake. Did you conduct some

piece of business?'

"I managed to hold off the awful Countess, and without
being any more offensve than she.”

"Ah. True causefor rgjoicing.” The dance ended and

the set tapped their toesin apattern of approval. (High
Custom again. At least they didn't have to rotate their

ears.)) Nichole put her arm in Maijstral’s and they began
grolling through a dispersing, particolored cloud of couples.
"Etiennelooks out of sorts" she said. "I wonder why?*
"Perhaps he's promised Countess Anastasiathe next

dance. May | offer you refreshment?’

"Thank you."

Media globes hovered nearer, their close-up lenses mak-
ing soft whirs as they focused on the two faces. Some-
wherein their controllers headquarters, expert lip-readers
leaned closer to their video screens. Their concentration on
thissingle inconsequential conversation caused them to
miss three choice syllables from Generd Gerdd, who was
looking after Maijstra with an expression of disgust on his
high-colored face.
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Maijstral fetched Nichole a sorbet and took a glass of
rink for himsalf. He glanced over the crowd again, seeing
the Countessin intent conversation with Baron Sinn. Both
of them looked abruptly in hisdirection, then away. He
wondered whether he had it in him to face the Countess
again tonight, decided not.

"I think | shdl retire, Nichole" hesaid. "'l just arrived
on Peleng thismorning, and it was along trip. I've missed
Sedaentirdy. | cameonly to seeyou.”

If Nichole was piqued, she didn't show it. In light of
Maijstrd'slast remark, she mentally reviewed the resolu-
tion she had made earlier, then confirmed it.

"I will seeyou, then, tomorrow morning,” she said.
They exchanged sniffs. "I'm delighted you're here, Drake.
Old friends dways increase one's pleasure in new scenery.”



"At your service, Nichole. Asdways."

The orchestra began to tune again. FHoating holograms
announced the Pathfinder. An eager young man tottered on
high hedlstoward Nichole and bowed.

"Pietro Quijano, miss. Perhaps you remember. May |
have the honor of the dance?'

If Nicholefdt dismay at this gpparition, she conceded
it well. She smiled. "But of course.” Mediaglobes floated
after them.

Maijstra finished hisrink, abandoned by the mediaand
feding better for it. He strolled aong the wall toward the
exit, spoke briefly to Amdia Jensen, confirmed their ear-
lier conversation, and promised he would bein touch. He
gtrolled for the exit, and was about to walk through the
cool hologram-patterned door when he was intercepted.

"Pardon me, sr." A man in uniform, Maijstral recog-
nized, and abearer of facts.

"Lieutenant Navarre."
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"| wonder, gir, if 1 might beg your indulgencein the
answering of ... well, an insolent question.”

Maijstra regarded him with hislazy green eyes. " Speak
on, sr.”

"Theyoung lady you were just speaking to? An old
friend, perhaps?'

"Y ou mean Miss Jensen. We just met, on the Rilgrim-
age.”

Navarre seemed relieved. "Thereis no attachment, then?”
"None. sr. Thefiddisclear."

The man grinned. "Thank you, Sr. Pleaseforgive the
impertinence.”

"Your servant." Maijstral bowed and walked into the

warm Peteng night. A mediaglobe asked for an interview
but was refused. He had al the publicity he needed.



If you have to be conquered by diensfrom outer space,
you could do worse than be conquered by the Khosali. The
Khosdi have conquered dozens of species and have had
lotsof practice at it, and thisensuresthat aminimum
number of liveswill belost during the conquest and that

the readjustment can begin right away.

There wasn't much of afight when the Khosali con-

.quered Earth. Humanity had barely got off itslittlerock in
space, and when a hundred thousand aien warships sud-
denly appeared around the planet, their missiles and beams
trained on the inhabitants, only afew hundred humans, crew-
ing military battle stations, chose to resist, and once these
were disposed of, the sensible mgjority sensibly surrendered.

Most Khosali conquests work that way. They've en-
countered only afew dien races that weren't as sensible as
humanity, and these were, with regret, extinguished down
to thelast individua, and sincerely mourned afterward.
The Khosaii, admirable as they may bein other respects,
do not see the humor in other species independence. The
whole point of the Imperid Systemisuniversd dlegiance
to the Emperor, and without that everything goes down the
drain.
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The Khosdi, as conquerors go, are fairly enlightened.
They don't interferewith locd inditutionsor religionsif
they can helpit; their taxation is, on thewhole, light; they
import tens of thousands of teachers and missionariesto
elevate the subject race to auseful near-equality and an
gppreciation of High Custom. When araceis sufficiently
advanced, memberswill begin gppearing on the Imperia
Council and in positions of importance throughout the

Empire,

Therewill, of course, be afew changes. Thereare
garrisons; the news gets censored—Khosali are stuffy, but
not stupid. High Custom defineswhat the Khosali consider
best about themsdves: their formdity, their eegance, their
rigid idealism. The Khosdi consder High Custom auni-
versd, but theredity of High Customisthat it'satedt. If
an dien can magter theintricacies of High Custom, she
proves herself someone the Khosali can talk to and dedl



with. That'swhat the missonaries and teachersareredly
about; they'refishers of men, dipping their hooksinto the
oceans of alien races, searching for those capable of stand-
ing asintermediaries between the Khosdli and their own
race, capable of communicating with both, interpreting

oneto the other .-

Such lucky individuas often find themselves ennobled.
Sily, redly, but the Khosdli ingst. What'san Imperid
System without a hereditary aristocracy? Earth had gone
through one convulsion after another trying to get rid of its
own hereditary nobility, and now they were back, counts
and barons and dukes and dll the rest, and to makeit even
more ridiculous, most of them turned out to be diens.

High Custom might not be auniversal, but the behavior
of aristocrats certainly is. Earth's new aristocracy proved
itself capable of grandness, enlightenment, inspired rule,
the cultivation of worthwhile art and talent. Witnessthe
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achievements of Viscount Cheng or Solomon the Incor-
ruptibie. The aristocrats also proved capable of brutdlity,
shortsghtedness, disspation, avarice, and gay folly—witness
Robert the Butcher or Mad Julius. Humanity regjoiced or
suffered under conditions crested and maintained by its

new nobility; much. that was grand was contempl ated,

much that was ignoble was suffered. It was dl quite
predictable.

What was |ess predictable was the volatile mixture of
human and Khosali. Each race bore traits the other consid-
ered admirable; each found the other frustrating.

Humanity, onceit got to know them. found the Khosdli
high-minded but dull. The black-furred, long-nosed, square-
shouldered conquerors revered the Emperor, practiced mod-
eration, were fond of parades and military music, raised
their offspring to be courteous, well-behaved, and produc-
tive citizens. They tended toward stuffiness and fussness
and were masters of niggling detail and Imperia regula-

tion. There was nothing redlly objectionablein any of
this—everyone has an uncle who behaves just that way,

and he'safine enough fellow at heart. But you don't

invite your stuffy uncle to your good parties, now, do you?
The Khosdli in generd do not find irreverence amusing;

neither arethey inclined to trust frivality, irresponghility,
freakishness, overt credtivity, or individuas born with the



gift of laughter and the sense that the world ismad. They
don't trust people who whistlein public or make bawdy
jokes or get drunk at sporting events. High-minded Khosali
believe such individua s would be mightily improved by
putting their shouldersto the whed and taking the Em-
peror Principle serioudy for achange.

Their sense of humanity, sad to say, isthat they're dl
likethat. Frivolous and amusing, possibly, but not to be
taken serioudy. Their stereotype of humanity isunjust—
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there are of course zillions of individuaswho would fulfill
every Khosali ideaof aresponsible citizen, and alot of
them found their way into Imperia service and won com-
mendations from dutiful and exacting superiors. Some
were more fanaticad Imperidists than most K-hosati— ook
at the excesses of Robert the Butcher, who indiscrimin-
ately daughtered hundreds of thousands of humansin the
name of the Emperor, something no Khosai governor ever

contemplated.

Our own gtereotypeislikewise incomplete. There are
Khosai who behave with frivolity and irreverence, and a
lot more who would be frivolous and irreverent if they
ever got the chance. In their secret souls, the Khosdi
dance drunkenly in the moonlight and sport with wet-
muzzled damosdls. They just don't talk about it much.

For the Khosdli are not without their own secret depravi-
ties. They have alarge popular literature involving rebels
and tricksters, and possess a sneaking admiration for those
who can flout convention and actudly get avay with it.
They are kinder to their wayward cousins than the cousins
probably deserve, and are no less vulnerable to charisma
than humanity.

Thereisaplace for waywardnessin High Custom, and
anyone who has ever seen aKhosalikh do an Elvisimper-
sonation can scarcely disagree. There are placesin High
Custom for drunkards and charlatans and foals, provided
that their behavior is suitably outrageous and performed
with sufficient syle- Styleislargely the point—no one
enjoys adrunkard who is not witty or a charlatan whose
schemes do not entertain. Theré'salot moreto High
Custom than ear-sniffing and stately dances.

If you can do it with adequate style, the law will even
let you gtedl for aliving.
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Maijgtrd left hisflier onthelawn of hisrented villaand

wa ked through the sonic screen that served for afront
door. On hisway he unlaced hisjacket asfar asthe design
would permit—an unwritten rule of High Custom insisted
that clothing should not alow itsalf to be put on or re-
moved without the help of aservant. Most used robots
these days, a least in the Human Congdlation.

Maijstral, however, had a servant, a Khosalikh named
Roman. Roman waslarge, even for aKhosaikh, and very
grong. The annud rings around his muzzle showed hisage
to be forty-five. His ancestors had served Maijstra's for
fifteen generations, and Maijstral had inherited Roman
from hisfather. He used Roman on errands of aphysica
and sometimes Sinister nature, the character of which Ro-
man often disapproved. Roman's disgpproval, like much
else, was kept to himself. He prided himself on being a
loyd and incorruptible family retainer, even though the
family in question was sometimes the despair of him.

Roman appeared from the halway and glided toward
Maijstral, moving with asilence and stately ease that Maijstral
admired for reasons both professiond and aesthetic.

"Is Gregor back?'

They spoke in Standard. Roman's voice had a sugges-
tion of till watersabout it. "Not yet, Sr."

"No problems, 1 trust.”
"l wouldn't expect any."

Roman unlaced Maijstrd's jacket, helped him off with

his buskins, and collected hisgun, hisknife, his collar and
cuffs, doing it al with asupreme competence and econ-
omy of gesture that were asfamiliar asan old sofa
Maijdtra fdt histension ease. Roman was the solefixture
in his scattered, uncertain life, lessaservant than asign of
home, and home was a place where he could unbend. He
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dropped onto a sofaand put one foot up, wiggling histoes
gratefully in fuzzy gray socks.

Holographic works of art rotated dowly on pedestals set
into thewalls, casting gentle light on Maijgirai ashe



stretched on the couch. He looked at Roman.
"Nichole was there. She asked after you."

"l trust sheiswell." Maijgiral looked at him. Roman's
eyeswere glittering, hisnogtrilsalittle dilated, Secret
pleasure, Maijstrai thought, happy in Roman's predictabil-
ity. No doubt about it.

Nichole had aways been one of Roman'sfavorites.
"Yes, shesvery well. A little. . . jaded, perhaps. I'm
escorting her to an Elvisrecital tomorrow. That'll put me
in the public eye again. Good for business.”

"A letter has arrived, Sir. From your father.”

Maijstral's heart felt atouch of resigned despair. His
father's communications had two themes, and both of
them were sad.

"1will reedit.”

Roman brought it on atray from the sdeboard. It had,
been sent VPL, which meant it was written on paper,
sedled in an envelope, and delivered by hand. All at great
cost. Majstrat opened the letter and read it.

"I do not understand your migration toward the bor-

der- Surely you will spend the season on Nana, in
connection with your eeemaosynary duties. If you are on
the border before the season begins, you must pay re-
gpects to the Countess Anastasia. Perhaps you will be
ableto assst her in some endeavor relating to the Cause,
If necessary, the Kapodistrias plots might be sold.

"1 have been approached by Lord Giddon, from whom
some years ago | borrowed the sum of 450n. | must
have told you about the obligation, and am dismayed
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that you have not met it. If you had not frozen my
accessto family funds | would not have mentioned this,
but the Stuation demands that you uphold the family
honor and redeem the debt. If you are temporarily short,
the parcels on Kapodistrias might be sold.

tt! hope you will attend to thisforthwith.

"Y our reproachful father,

"Ex-Domier, €tc.

"P.S.: The maintenance on my coffinwill be duein

two months. | hope | will not once again suffer the
embarrassment of itsnot being metintime.”



Thereit was, both themes a once, and in detail: the
Cause, and old debt. Both interlinked for aslong as Maijsirai
could remember.

Hereplaced the Very Private Letter in its envelope and
held it out to Roman. "Bumiit, please" he said. Roman
moved slently toward the disposal. Maijstrai frowned and
lapped histeeth with hisdiamond ring.

The debt to Lord Giddon was new to Maijstrai, but not
unexpected—old lenders turned up with fair frequency
these days. The parcels on Kapodistrias were hopelesdy
mortgaged; Maijstrd's father had doneit himself years ago
and forgotten it since. Hismemory for money matters had
never been good; death had worsened his recollection-
There was no money for Maijstra's eleemosynary duties,
nonefor Lord Giddon, nonefor Maijstrai himself.

Maijstra's mode of life was expensive; hishousehold
was smdl, but moving in the highest circles cogt. He
-looked at hisring, held the stone up to the light. It was a
very good forgery; hedd pawned the red diamond two
months before in order to finance this journey. Not even
Roman knew the origina stone was gone-

Perhaps he should take the Countess Anastasia's offer.
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He consdered himsdf in that light: apensioned dupeina
hopel ess cause, uttering sentimentsin which he did not
believe. Someone, in short, very like hisfather.

No. Not that.

Roman returned with aglass of cold rink. Maijstral took
it and Spped thoughtfully.

Roman's earsflicked back at the sound of another flier
humming to a stop on the front lawn. He turned, looked
through the polarized windows, and announced, " Gregor."
He stiffened dightly as he spoke. Roman disapproved of
Maijstra'sirregularities, and considered Gregor one of
them-

"Good." Maijgtra wiggled histoes again, thoughtfully,
"I cantdl him about our commisson.”

Gregor Norman entered, pulling adark blue cap off a
mass of bright red hair. He was twenty, lanky, and in-



tense. He was dressed entirely in dark colors and his coat
had alot of pockets, most of them filled with eectronic
gadgets- He smiled. Hiswords came rapidly, and he spoke
with acheeky accent. Definitely Non-U.

"Mission accomplished, boss. Only too."

"Only too" was aform of dang of which Gregor was
fond. It was shorthand for "only too easy"” or "only too
likely" or "only too happy" or any other handy phrase
beginning with that versatile pair of words.

"Good. The mediaglobes broadcast me with Nichole
tonight, and the panic should start first thing tomorrow.”

Gregor laughed. He was feding pleased with himsdlf.
He had committed four acts of breaking-and-enteringin
thelast four hours, and held done each seamlessly and
without ahitch, leaving scores of little eectronic gadgets
behind in each case,

Roman looked from one to the other- His nostrils flick-
ered. "Y ou mentioned, Sr, acommisson.”
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"Yes" Maijstra rose, put hisfeet on thefloor, and

leaned toward the others- " Sit down, Gregor. I'll tell you
about it." He knew better than to offer a seat to Roman—it
was not aservant's place to it in the presence of his
employer. He waited for Gregor to seat himself and then
went on.

"A woman named Amatia Jensen wants usto locate an
artifact within the etate of one Admira Scholder, HCN,
retired, deceased. Theres going to be an estate auction in
afew weeks and Miss Jensen fears she might be outbid.”

Roman's ears pricked up. "The current owner, Sr?"

"Scholder's heir is his nephew, a Lieutenant Navarre. |
met him tonight. | don't think he'svery interested in his
uncle's estate—certainly not in its security. He seemed to
find the whole situation fraught with persond inconve-
nience"

Gregor grinned again. "They might not notice for weeks
that thething'smissng." Hisfingerswere tapping his
thighsin some private rhythm. Usudly some part of him
or another wasin motion.



"That's agood point. We should continue with our

other plans. But tomorrow, Roman, I'd likeyou to initiate
some inquiries about Miss Jensen. | doubt she's an agent
or a provocateur, but one never knows. And she declined
to give usmediarights, which | suspect meansthereare
undercurrents here we don't know about.”

"Yes gr."

""She dso had a companion, ayoung man named Pietro
Quijano. He might be apart of thisand he might not. At
any rate he might be worth aninquiry.”

"Firg thing tomorrow, Sr.”

Maijstral turned to Gregor. "I'd like you to fly over to
the Scholder estate and take alook at it. Check for—well,
you know."
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Gregor gave abreezy, two-fingered sd ute. "Only too,
boss™

Maijstra thought for abrief moment. "Oh. Yes. Our

other business. If any of your surveysturn out to be of
property owned by a General Gerdd of the marines, disre-
gard it. He'sfilled with unnecessary complications.”

Roman gazed a& him levelly. "May | inquiretheir na-
ture, Sr?'

Maijgtra took abreath while he consdered what manner
of lieto offer. "Security matters reating to the defense of
the planet,” he said. "1 would prefer not to be involved
with counterspies. It would be contrary to theimage | wish
to present here."

"Certainly, gr. | undergtand.”

Maijstral put hisfeet up on the couch and pillowed his
head on hishands. "And while you're off having fun, I'll

be [aboring at the El visrecitd."

"It must be hell, boss™

Roman's digphragm spasmed once, then again, the
Khosdi equivdent of adeep, heartfdt sgh. Definitey



Non-U.

Maijgra'sirregularities were sometimes completely
incomprehensible.

CHAPTER 3

The Elviswas human and dressed in white and sequins.
His movements—the way heleaned into the chrome mi-
crophone, the pelvic thrusts, even the gesture

used in wiping swest from hisforehead with ared slk
handkerchief—al were highly stylized, asritudized asthe
steps of a Balinese dancer.

A holographic band stood in partia shadow behind.
Stacks of obsolete and highly unnecessary amplifierswere
placed on the wings of the stage, and the sound was
arranged to boom from them as though they werered.

"Hunka hunka bumin love" sang the King of Rock and
Roll. The screaming of debutantes centuries dead wailed
up around the stage in answer to the meaningless pre-
Standard lyrics. The Elvisleaned forward, mopped sweat
from his brow, and presented the handkerchief to one of
his assstantsin the audience. The assistant brought it to
Nichole, the guest of honor, who bowed and accepted it
gracioudy, momentarily illuminated by spotlights. The au-
dience offered polite applause.

"Now what the hell do | dowithit, Majstrd?’ Nichoie
asked, drawing her hand across her mouth so the ever-
present media globes could not read her lips. "I'm
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not going to St heredl night with awet ragin my

Maijstral looked at her with sympathy. Her costume, a
bluish thing composed of several semitrangparent layers of
pseudocarapace, did not alow for pockets. "I'll takeit, if
youlike," hesaid. "Or | cantieit around your arm.”

The spotlight on Nichole faded. Her diamond earrings

and necklace dimmed. "I'll send it to Etienne," she de-
cided. "It suitshis coloring better.” She sgnaled one of

her coterie and whispered ingructions. Etienne, in the next
box, yawned behind his hand- He had decided to be bored
by Pdeng.



Before the concert Maijstral and Nichole had an enjoya
bleluncheon, discussing their lives, their times, old friends.
He had discovered she had atendency to assume he knew
more about Diadem affairsthan heredly did, but he
managed, he thought, to cover hisignorancefairly well.
Heredlly didn't keep up with gossip.

Maijstral leaned back and felt hischair adjust to his
contours. He glanced across the hall and saw Countess
Anagtasia sharing abox with Baron Sinn. She gazed at
him intently with her ice-blueeyes. A brief darm sangin
his nerves. He bowed to her, and she nodded back.

She calsmeirregular, hethought. It was the Khosali

who made Elvis apart of High Custom and |eft Shakes-
peare out. Probably, he reflected, because there were too
many successful rebellions againgt monarchsin Shakes
peare. And Elvis was amock rebel who became, in the
end, apillar of the socia order.

Maijstrd liked Shakespeare agood dedl, having read
him in the new trandation by Maxwell Arigtide. The com-
edies, he thought, were especially good. Thiswas, he
supposed, an indication of hislow taste. Most people
found them unsubtle.

THE CROWN JEWELS| 31

The lobby bar was padded in red lesther and festured
more polished brass than was necessary even for ornamen-
tation. M edia globes bounced uncomfortably along the low
ceiling and stared at the intermission crowd. Half the
audience, having stayed long enough to make certain they
were noticed, took the opportunity to dip away from the
incomprehensi ble performance.

Maijstral spped hiscold rink. His lazy eyes passed
dowly over the crowd, taking in clothing, accessories,

jewdry. Making mental notes.

"Yes" hesad. "A playwright, avery good one. The
Congellation Practices Authority rediscovered him and had
Arididetrandate him."

"l shall look for it, dr," said Pietro Quijano. His brow
wrinkled and hetugged at hislower lip. "Do you think it's
politicd, gr?'

"Nothing overt that | could see- But the Khosali buried
him for some reason, so who knows?"



Pietro tugged at hislower lip again. Maijstra followed

the direction of his gaze and saw Amalia Jensen talking to
Lieutenant Navarre. Navarre nodded and smiled in answer
to something Miss Jensen said. Pietro's frown deepened.
Maijdrd finished hisrink.

"If youwill excuseme, ar," hesaid, "l should seeif
Nichole need refreshment.”

"Certainly,” Pietro murmured, and then hetore his

gaze away from Jensen and brightened abit. "Shewasa
most stimulating dance partner, Sr. Please give her my
compliments”

"Of course"

Maijstrd made hisway to where Nicholewas giving an
exclusveinterview to one persstent mediaglobe. "We're
old, dear friends, of course," shewas saying. "I'm afraid
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it would be ingppropriate for me to comment further.”
Said with ahestation, alittle flutter of the eyes. Nuance,
Maijstra thought. Once heldd thought her very good at this,
but in the last four years sheld become an artist.

After theinterview the globe drifted avay and Nichole
took Maijstra'sarm. Maijstral gave her Pietro's message.
"A dreadful dancer," she said. "He kept tripping over his
own damn boots."

"Y ou made him look good, I'm sure.”

Her eyesglistened. "I'm sure | did." Shetapped his
arm. "Do you see our High Seas Scout friend over yonder?'

Maijstral gazed once again at Lieutenant Navarre, who
was dill intently listening to Amaia Jensen. "Certainly.”

"'Would you do me the favor of asking him to sup with me
thisevening?I1'd do it mysdlf, but the globes are sureto
notice, and they' 11 never leave off harassing the poor man.”

Nichole, Maijstrd reflected, would never have asked a
man on thiskind of errand four years ago. Thiswasthe
sort of thing she had an entourage for. He reflected again
on his eariier resolution and was thankful it appeared to
complement hers.



"Of course" hesad, "What time?"

"Thirty or s0." Nichole smiled. "I'd invite you, but
I'm sure you'l be off on business"

He answered her amile. "I'm afraid it would be inap-
propriate for me to comment further.”

"As| thought." Knowingly. She patted hisforearm.
"I'd love to see you tomorrow, though. Luncheon again?'

"Delighted”

She glanced up and saw more media globes moving in.
Her face did not exactly fal, but grew more controlled,
less spontaneous. Less ddighted. " Please fetch me some
champagne, Drake, will you?' she asked. Her voice was
slky. Maijgrd sniffed her ears—thiswas aHigh Custom
event, after all—then bowed and withdrew.
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"Not much pelvis" said ahigh, wonderfully resonant
voice. "Troxans cannot Elvisdo well."

Maijstra bowed in Count Quik's direction as he strolled
by thetiny round-headed dien- Amdia Jensen'slaughter
hung in the air. She wasfinding Lieutenant Navarre amus-
ing. Maijstra glided toward them and touched the copper-
skinned lieutenant on thearm. "With Miss Jensen's
permission, aword, sir.”

Miss Jensen gave her consent. Maijstral gave Nichole's
message. Navarre looked confused.

"Oh. I'm flattered. And ddlighted. But I'm afraid"—he
looked toward Amalia, who smiled, more a Maijstral than
a Navarre—"1'm committed for this evening. With Miss
Jensen. Please give Nichole my sincerest regrets.”

Maijstral glanced up at aclattering noise and saw Pietro,
standing about ten feet behind Navarre, trying to extricate
himself from the rubble of aspilled drink tray whilea
hostess |ooked at him with purse-lipped annoyance,

"I'll convey your gpologies,” Maijstrd said. "I'm sure
Nicholewill understand.”

He walked to the bar and asked for champagne. Receiv-
ing hisglass, heturned to stare into the intent eyes of the
Countess Anastasia. Looming over her wasthe bulk of



Baron Sinn. Maijstral s blood turned cold—that old reflex
agan—>but he smiled and exchanged sniffs.

"Champagne, Countess?"

"I have sworn not to drink champagne within the bound-
aries of the Congtdlation,” she said, "till the Empire be
restored.”

"| fear youwill havealong wait," Majstrd said.
"Y our father—" she began. Anger surged in Maijstra’s
heart.

"Remainsdead,” Maijstra said. He sniffed her and
excused himsdf.

Thewoman had dways got to him, damn it. He had to
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wait some moments before Nichole was sufficiently clear
of mediaglobesto convey Navarre'sregrets, and he used
that timeto cam himsdlf. Nichole, when she heard the
message, was astonished-

"He turned me down, Maijstral! What am | to do with
myself thisevening? It's one of the few free moments
dlowed inmy schedule”

"I would offer to keep you company, but . , ."
Maijstra's heavy-lidded eyes gave the impression of dy-
ness. "1 redly do have other plans, my lady."

"I don't suppose | could watch."

Maijstral kissed her hand. "I'm afraid your presence
would attract unwelcome attention.”

Nichole sighed. "I hope you'll send methevid, a least.”
"Perhaps I'll be able to send you something interesting
before you leave. My generd run of jobs aren't very

enthrdling, though.”

She pointed at the white stone on hisfinger. 'l can dways
recognize your videos by thering. When 1 seeit, | cheer.”

Maijgra smiled. "Thering ismy trademark. They ater
my face and body in the vids, but | need something
noticeable to keep my placein the standings.”

"Doyou liketheway Laurenceis playing you, by the
way? Helooks more like you; but | thought Anaya seemed



to capture your persondity better."

"Truthto tell, my lady, | never watch them.” Nichole
gave askeptica laugh. Maijstral looked at her. "I'velived
through it once," he said, "'l have no desireto seean
imitation.”

"If youingst, Maijgtrd.”

Maijstra touched the clusters of diamonds hanging from
one of Nichol€es ears. His eyes widened with professiona
interest. "These are lovely, by theway. Areyou certain
you should wear them in such dangerous company?*

"If 1 can't trust you, Drake, who can | trust? Besides,

THE CROWN JEWELS| 35

they're not mine—the Landor Company lets me use them
inreturn for acredit. They might even be delighted should
they disappear—it could attract attention to their wares."

"Wemight discussthat,” Maijstral said.
"Luncheon. Tomorrow."

Hekissed her hand again. "Of course." The screams of
a holographic audience began to echo from the theeter, the
sgnal that the second haf of the performance was about to

begin.

Nicholelinked her aaminhis. "I'll Smply haveto
resgn mysdf to alonely evening tonight. No onewould
creditit.”

"Cherishit, my lady,” Maijdra sad. "An event of
such rarity must be savored.”

"Pah," Nichole said asthey began to stroll toward their
box. "It just means I'm getting old. Or passe." But she
seemed pleased.

One of the consequences of the odd and complex rela-
tionship between humanity and the Khosdli isthat, deplore
usthough they may, many Khosdli find irreverence and
irrespongibility interesting, and the human style of irrever-
ence and irrespongbility of particular fascination. A hu-
man will perform what the stodgy Khosalikh only dreams
about. Humans dancetill five in the morning and show up
late at work, suffering from hangovers. Humanswrite
satires about Imperid officids and farcesin which scores
of people end up hiding in closets or under the bed.



Humans engage in passionate rel ationships with peopleto
whom they are not married, sometimes proclaim these
relationships actualy improved them, and frequently (and
mogt tellingly) fall to kill themsdlves afterward in adisplay
of proper socid atonement. Some even commit the
profounder sin of living happily ever after. Though the
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Diadem was created for human consumption, their joys,
scragpes, and follies have asmdl but devoted following
among the Khosdli.

Even when the Khosali influence over humanity was a

its height, the conquerors often had the unsettling impres-
son that the humans were laughing at them behind their
backs. Little did the Khosali know but that when Earth's
children served up the punch line, it was going to be adoozy.

The punch linewas, of course, the Great Rebellion, in
which we got rid of the Imperid System, the Imperia

caste, and the unfortunate Pendjali Emperor, NnisCV1,
whose luckless person was seized at pistol-point in his
very own palace by Scholder's Desth Commandos. As part
of the peace treaty, a pledge was extorted from poor Nnis
to let the Human Congellation done, a pledge which thus
far he has been scrupulous to honor. Thiswasthe only
rebellion, et done the only successful one, to be perpe-
trated by a subject species onceit had got over the trauma
of itsinitid conquest. The whole precedent-bresking affair
was such ashock to Nnisthat he moulted and retired
prematurely to his cryogenic vault, whence he ill lies,
heirlessand done.

The Emperor's termination of the war doesn't keep
individuals on both sides of the border from wishing things
were different. To the dismay of human ideologues, there
isalarge human minority in the Empirewho live seem-
ingly happy lives under the Imperid system and have no
desire to emigrate to the Congtellation. And on the human
sde, alarge Khosali minority seem to lead contented and
productive livesin the Congtdlation, expressng no more
than a sentimental longing for the Imperid System.

And of course there are the troublemakers. The Human
Congellation is blessed with asmal but noisy Imperia
party who claim the revolt was amistake. For the most
part they are adespised and ignored group of (largely
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human) ma contents, but they did win nineteen percent of
thevoleinthelast dection on Baroda, afigure so disturb-
ing that the victorious Symbolist-Commonwedth party de-
cided to do away with dections atogether until the Barodans
developed amore refined sense of socid repsonsibility.

Onthe Imperia side of the border there are a number of
voices loudly proclaming the Congtellation an insane aber-
ration, proclaiming aswell the necessity to reincorporate
the Congtdlation within the borders of the Empire. Thus
far the City of Seven Bright Rings can afford to ignore
these noises, asthey come mostly from the humiliated
descendants of those leaderswho lost therevolt in the first
place—many Imperia military postions are hereditary,
which is offered by human partisans as amajor reason for
the revolt's success. The Reconquest Party's constant agi-
tation serves, however, as a continuing pretext for the
Human Congeéllation'srate of taxation, which isfar higher
than was the Empire's due to the necessity of keeping a
largefleet in being to prevent an Imperia resurgency.

For the most part, however, the Reconquest Party is

ignored. Nnis does not wish another war—the first was shock-
ing enough—and for the most part the rest of the Empire

has not yet recovered from the surprise of the human

action. New possibilities have been awakened here, and

other subject races are beginning to redlizeit. Odd though

it may seem, revolt hadn't even been considered before.

Despite the revolt and its consequences. High Custom
continues on both sides of the border—thereis no accept-
able dternative, no agreed-upon human standard of behav-
ior. Thereis, however, a constant search within the
Congeéllation for atrue culture based on universa human
principles—the report of the Congtellation Practices Au-
thority has been widedly anticipated for the last generation,
and issaid to bein the find stages of the preparation.
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Until the CPA finishesitswork, however, Imperid law
and custom prevail in mogt of the human sphere. Even
Imperid titles and grants of nobility are used as amatter of
courtesy, though they have no officid bassinlaw. The
high Imperia caste has been thrown on its own resources
for thefirg timeinits history, and itsmembersrise and

fdl by their own abilities. It is something they'd got out of
the habit of doing. Within the aristocracy thereis till a
prejudice againgt working in trade, but some have been
reduced to it. Many lost souls wander from placeto place,
living in High Custom as much as possible, looking for a



home,

Therearealot of wanderers- After al, if through a

fluke of ancestry you were saddled with being Baron
Drago, Viscount Sing, Duke of Dornier, Prince-Bishop of
Nana, and Hereditary Captain-General of the Green Le-
gion, you could hardly ignoreit, and neither, you would
discover, would anyone el se. It could hardly have escaped
your attention that you were the hereditary exemplar of a
socid system that had no function or even rdlevance, that
existed only because of cultura inertia—and then what
would you do? Y eam for the past? Try to reach an accom-
modeation with the present? Try to create afuture more
agreeable?

Y ou might even decide to stedl for aliving. Who knows?

A new set of holographic representations rotated in the
niches. The day art was pleasantly different from the night
pieces—brighter, more cheerful.

"Trouble, boss." Gregor's eyes twitched as he sucked
on asmokeless hi-gtick. "We were followed today. Ro-
man and me both."

MaijstrafFs ears were gill ringing from the aftereffects of
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the concert. He frowned as Roman began to work on the
complicated knotting of hisjacket. "Police?' he asked.

Gregor grimaced. "Can police afford Jefferson-Singh
high-performancefliers?’

Maijstral browslifted. "Indeed?’ Helooked over his
shoulder a Roman.

"Both shadows were Khosdli," Roman reported. "Mine
was female, about twenty. | didn't notice her until after |
had begun my inquiries about Miss Jensen. Then | gave her
thedip.”

"| spotted mine right away,” Gregor said. He shook his
long hair out of hiseyes. "He was another Khosdlikh, a
mate. A big bastard, too, which was how 1 saw him so
quick. He was easy enough to lose, though.”

"Thrill seekers, possibly,” Maijstrd said. He shrugged
out of hisjacket, and Roman took his pistol and began
unlacing the Sde seam of Maijgtrd'stight trousers. " Per-



haps they want the credit for catching us. Or maybe they
just want to watch uswork."

"Minedidn't look like he was out for fun,” Gregor
sad. "He looked like he wanted to dismember me with his
bare hands."

"Maybe police after al."

"He had that look. But | think he may have something to
do with the commission." He sucked on his hi-stick again.
"Tdl himwhat you found out, Roman."

"Miss Jensen isthe loca head of Humanity Prime,”

Roman said carefully. His ears trembled with the repressed
urge to turn downward in disapprova. "Mr. Quijanoisthe
treasurer.”

"l see" Maijstrd said. Humanity Prime was agroup
formed to assure human domination of the Congtellation,
and its membership ran from perfectly respectable citizens
to denizens of the gutter. The more respectable anong
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them supported good works such as the Constellation Prac-
tices Authority, issued propaganda questioning the absurdi-
tiesof High Custom, cdled for larger human familiesso as
to keep the diens outnumbered on human turf, and pro-
moted expansion toward new worlds. They made a point

of keeping up-to-date on the latest advancesin Imperia
weaponry and tactics, and supported the Constellation mil-
itary inits never-ending quest for funding and expansion.

Thelessreputable d ements of Humanity Primewere
something ese again, and included paramilitary groups
formed to resst dien attacks and groups that spread scan-
da about prominent nonhumans—"inhumans' being their
preferred term. Their activitiesincluded active harassment,
the sending of thugsto disrupt Imperiaist activities, and
sometimes actua violence,

Humanity Prime's main branch never ceased to deplore
such crude tactics, and to explain that they were not
representative of their goal's or membership. But somehow
the parent organization never seemed to withdraw the char-
ters of any of their groups who brought them disrepute.

Maijstra's own ears amost twitched downward. Hed had
his own problemswith humanity's partisansin the past.



"Y ou think aKhosdi group is monitoring Jensen and
her contacts?' he asked.

"That may be possible, sir,” Roman said.

Maijstra left histrouser laces dangling and went to the
front window, holding up his pantswith hisleft hand. He
touched the polarizer control and gazed out into the late
afternoon. The sun cast blue tones onto the grove across
the sward, giving the chrome-yellow leaves agreenish
cadt. "Arethey ill out there?' Maijstral asked.
"Inthegrove, Sr?Yes"

Maijgtrd indulged hisirritation. "Blast them, anyway.
What could they want?"
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Roman'svoice was hesitant. "If | may offer asugges
tion, Sr?'

"Certanly."

"Jensen'sgroup isamogt certainly aware of your fami-
ly'shistory. They may intend to embarrass you, and will
have informed the police of your commission. Y ou may be
waking into atrap."

"So the Khosdli in the grove may be our friends?”

"That doesn't make any sense, Roman." Gregor'svoice
was loud in rebuttal. Roman's nogtrilsflickered. "If that
bastard who followed me around this morning isafriend,
I'll et my boots. And if they don't like what Jensen's up
to, why don't they just warn usinstead of keeping us
under survelllance?' He snapped hisused hi-stick in half,
then doubled the fragments and snapped them again. He
looked around for aplace to put them and found none, so
he stuck the fragmentsin his pocket. "They want the
damn artifact, if you ask me. They're going to try to
snatch it from us as soon asweve got it."

Maijstra consdered the dternatives and found Gregor's
case more convincing. But there were il questions here,
unknown factors, unknown gquantities. He was not yet at
the stage in his career where he could make many mistakes.

"Well advance our schedule," he said, and polarized
the window again. He turned to his servant. "Roman, I'll
require you to be very busy tonight. Y oure going to pay
somecals”



Maijstral hung suspended in tenuous a-grav darkness above
the house of the late Admira Scholder. Hisown private
mediaglobes circled around him, recording everything—
Jensen might change her mind about mediarights. He had
neutralized the outs de darm—a smple hemispheric cold-
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field—and was now contemplating his optionsfor gaining
entrance.

Skylights, doors, or windows? If he wanted to be dra-
matic he could cut right through aroof or wall.

His heartbeat was fast and smooth. His muscles moved
eadly, without wasted mation. Fortunatdly dl theaarms
and guards were automated. Even at the thought of alive
guard, his mouth went dry.

"Sentients are unpredictable,” he had dwaystold Gregor.
"Always go for the automated systems. Y ou can. trust
them to act asthey're supposed to." He was never certain
whether Gregor believed him or not. Whatever, it was
something he needn't worry about right now.

He decided to go for one of the skylights.

Maijstra dropped weightlesdy toward the roof, awispy
opague night-cloud. Hewas, even at this moment, per-
fectly aware of the traditiona bulk of High Custom scowl-
ing a him from out of the night. For even here hefulfilled
one of High Custom's many roles, that of Allowed Burglar.

High Custom alowed a person to stedl for aliving,
provided he followed certain rules. he must do the job by
himself; the person from whom he stealshasto be ableto
afford theloss, there can be no serious violence—bopping
the odd guard over the head is allowed, but crushing his
skull isnot. The object stolen had to be of artistic, sensa
tiona, or piquant interest (no large quantities of cash or
uncut stones, say, dthough therewas nothing in therules
againgt pocketing sameif they happen to bein the same
vault as the Costikyan Emerald); the stolen objects had to
remain in the burglar's possession through the midnight of
the day following the crime; and the burglar must never
deny what it ishe doesfor aliving—if heisgoing to stedl,
he must let everyone know it, and carry his card when
working.
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Mogt importantly, an Allowed Burglar had to practice
his craft with style, with grace, with savoir faire. Style



counted afull ten pointsin the ratings, and no wonder.
Allowed Burglars were supposed to be a part of High
Custom, and if they didn't fit well with therest of the
wayward el ements, the gentleman drunkards, the glib,
subtle charlatans and bright-eyed tricksters, what wasthe
point in alowing them to take other peopl€'s property in

thefirst place?

Maijstral hovered above the skylight without touching it

and deployed a pistol-shaped detector, scanning it over the
skylight and its frame to make certain there were no eectro-
magnetic emissons. Amaliaand Pietro had done some
research on security in the Scholder manse and found
nothing troubling, but Maijstral believed in double-checking
all research. It was his skin on meline, not Jensen's.

A trap. All Roman's hesitations and uncertainties flick-

ered unbidden through Maijstrd's mind. He gnawed his
nether lip and replaced the detector on his adhesive darksuiit.
His hand was shaking dightly as he brought out aminia-

ture a-grav unit and stuck it carefully to the skylight.

Before he took out his pencil-sized cutting tool and began
dicing, he took amoment to stabilize hisbregthing and

cam his nerves. The room below might, of course, be
packed with police.

Most likely, however, it was just aroom. Maijgtra tried
to maintain that thought.

Maijgtrat finished his cut and the skylight floated gently
into theair. The a-grav unit would moveit toward a
preset place on the grounds and set it down. Taking a
breath, Maijstral reversed himsdf and floated headfirst
into the room.

His head and shoulders thrust through the skylight, he
turned his head carefully left and right. The arium was
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two storiestall, with aroof access and abalcony around
three sdes. Slipcovered furniture crouched in darkness. A
wide flagstone fireplace yawned against onewall. The
view from the back of MaiJstral's head was absorbed by
detectors and projected onto the optical center of hisbrain;

his vision was nearly a 360-degree globe, but he turned his
head to get the advantage of parallax. IR and UV scanners
looked for characteristic police emissions. Audio pickups



listened acutely for thefdl of dugt.

Hedid into the room on midnight holographic wings.
Starlight shone on hisfake diamond. Jensen's researches
suggested that the household's main defenses were darms
triggered by the minute compression waves caused by a
body moving through space. Thiswas avery expensve
system—in order for it to work, the signals put out by an
entering thief had to be distinguished from those crested
by heating and cooling units, therma changesin the struc-
ture of the house, and those of family pets and robots.

Mai Jatral's darksuit was equipped to ded with such
darmsautomaticaly, taking ahdf step back in time and
pulsing out wavesthat precisdy interfered with the waves
he made as he moved. Thiswaswiddly regarded asimpos-
sble, both that and a miracle of modem physics.
MaiJgtra's darksuit was of the best.

MaiJgtra'starget, the artifact he was after, gleamed in
diver solitude in aniche by thefireplace. Slently, Maijsrd
made acircuit of theroom in search of other items of
vaue. The place seemed to befilled mainly with souvenirs
of the Rebellion, weapons, medasin cases, portraits of
heroes. A cool shock wave moved through Maijstral. Ad-
mira Scholder, he redlized, was the same young Lieuten-
ant Scholder whose Desth Commandos had stormed the
City of Seven Bright Rings and seized the Emperor in the
last battle of the Rebellion.
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Wet, well, Maijstral thought. He was tampering with
History, no less.

The souvenirs had little val ue except to military history
buffs, so hefloated to the artifact and gazed at it, his
visud scanners magnifying itsimege. Thetarget wasthe
size of amelon and vaguely saddle-shaped, a pleasant-
gppearing geometry made of slver and engraved with fine,
preciselines. Maijstra saw the Imperia seal—the scrolled
N for Nnis CV 1 interwoven with the skuhl vines of the
Pendjdli, ideographsfor "good luck™ and " happiness.”

al encircled by thefigure of the Zoot Torque—Maijstra
redlized that he was looking at something looted from the
Imperid precinctsthemsdves.

Interesting.
Maijstral made an e ectromagnetic scan and found a

congtant low-wattage background emission characteristic
of, among other things, certain darm systems. He looked



more carefully and discovered that the object was itsdlf
giving off the radiation, not anything it was connected to.
Odd, he thought. He wondered if the thing would scream
"Help, hdp" if hepicked it up, like somethinginafary
tde.

It wouldn't bethe firgt time. Alarm systems had lately
begun displaying a regrettable tendency toward cuteness.

He scanned the pedestd very carefully and found noth-
ing resembling atrap or darm, and then gave amental
command to his darksuit that opened a collapsed ruck on
his back. Timeto finish the job and get out.

His gloved hand reached for the object, closed around

it, and perceived its consderable weight. He picked it up
and in one swift movement dumped it into his rucksack,
which automaticaly closed around it. He began floating
past the level of the ba conies, toward the skylight. The
object was a cold weight between his shoulders.
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A door opened to an inner room. Maijstral's heart crashed
inhischest. Hisinertidess drift ceased immediatdy. His
scanners deployed at the speed of thought.

A smal domestic robot entered the room on muffled
whedls. It whedled to arack of de-energized Rebellion-era
weapons and deployed afeather duster.

Maijstral calmed his nerves- Therobot didn't even see
him- Cloaked in his darksuit, he began floating gently
toward the skylight again.

The robot finished knocking dust off the beam guns,
then began roiling toward the niche. It paused and began
to shriek inahysterical femininevoice.

"Help! Help! We've been robbed.”

A masculine voice answvered from within the house.
"What's that, Denise?"

"Intruderd | think he's still here! Bring Fdlicity and
your gund™

A different femae voice. "Were coming, Denise! Any
intruders are going to get what's coming to them!™

This conversation would probably have gone on for



some time—the people who wrote security programsfor
domestic robots redly should have been doing soap opera
scriptsfor the Diadem—but Maijstral silenced the robot
with aquick blast from his disruptor, something he would
have done more quickly had he not somehow missed the
pistol on hisfirst grab. A sireaming sable cloud, Maijstrdl
arrowed through the skylight and fled across the sward
outside, followed by abouncing trail of mediaglobes.

His darksuit informed him that his black boxes, placed
outside the perimeter, were doing agood job of repelling
the mansion's effortsto cry for the police. He passed
through the cold-fidld, hissuit neutrdizing it autometi-
cdly, and then fled to where Gregor waited in theflier,
manning his own larger black box that was scanning dl
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nei ghborhood communi cations wave engths. Gregor |ooked
up with agrin asMaijstrd settled into the driver's seet.

"What isthat you're dwaystelling me about autometic
guards being safer and more predictable?!

Maijstral punched the power button and the flier hissed
into the night onitsslent repdlers. The artifact pressed
againg hisback. Mediaglobestrailed like firecrackers on

apuppy dog'stail.

Therecordings of thiscommission, Maijstra decided,
were decidedly not going to be sold to the broadcagters.

Maijstral's character was formed, entirely by accident,
when he was sixteen. His character was supposed to be
formed by then; he was a senior classman at the Nnoivarl
Academy, one of the best-regarded schoolsin the Empire,
which promised to develop character or kill the boy trying—
but, in common with his classmates, he had learned alot
about High Custom, languages, and the Khosdli libera
arts, and damn-al about anything else. Hisacquisition
couldn' really be caled character, but rather a surface
veneer, handy in many stuations, however much lumber it
may bein others. Still, many get by with nothing but

polish their entirelives, and if their character isn't tested
they'll never know the difference.

Drake Maijstral's particular bad luck wasto get his
character tested before he was ready for it. That's usualy
the way with character tests—one never redizes what
they are until they're over, and by thenit'stoo late to

prepare.



Asasenior classman preparing for hisexams he had
been dlowed a certain amount of liberty—he could leave
the academy without permission, and travel in civilianrig.
Hetook full advantage of his newfound freedom, particu-
larly in the matter of the Honorable Zoe Enderby, the
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bright-eyed daughter of aloca nobleman whose thirteen-
year-old brother was at Nnoivarl. She was four years older
than Maijstra and her character seemed fully formed. He
had met her at afencing match, and her brother was not on
the fencing team. Later in hislife thiswasthe sort of
contradiction that might make him pause. Not at sixteen.

It was midmoming. The place smelled of paint thinner—
the Honorable Zoe was apprenticed to alocal artist. Sub-
dued ydlow light, filtered by the tropical growth overhead,
danced in mottled patterns on the windows. Maijstral was
in one of the Honorable Zoe's dressing gowns, frowning
into amagazine and smoking a cigarette. (He was smoking
that year.) Zoe was in another room, talking to her mother
on the telephone.

"Darling. I've brought you something."

Maijstral hadn't heard him comein. It occurred to him
that he should have locked the door behind him the night
before, that he had, with hislong hair and Zog's dressing
gown, had been mistaken for her.

"I'm sorry we fought. Look."

Poor boy, Maijstral thought. He stood, turned, and saw
Marc Julian, the assistant captain of the fencing team,
ganding in histiff, grey Nnoivarl uniform, apackagein
hislong arms, Julian was aso Count Hitti, but titles
weren't used in the school.

"Beg pardon, Julian,” Maijstra said. "l think it's Zoe
you wanted to speak to, wasn't it?"

The polish was, as has been noted, aready there. Maijstra
|eft the astonished boy standing agapein the front hal and
went in search of Zoe. He went into the bedroom, in-
formed her of Julian'sarriva, and began practicing anew
card trick (he got whatever distinction he possessed at the
academy by doing magic stunts). By the time Zoe said good-
bye to her mother and-went to the hdl, Julian was gone.
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Zoe wanted to tell Maijstral about Julian over breakfast,
but Maijstrd alowed as how everything was clear enough,
and shedidn't haveto say anything if shedidn't fed like

it. Heredly didn't want to hear the story anyway. He
stayed the morning, dressed, and went back to the acad-

emy to study for his philosophy exam.

A later Maijstra would have never looked back. But
thisyoung Maijstral wastrying very hard to convince
himsdf hewasin love, and in any case he wanted to make
the most of the few weeks before he had to return to
Domier and the Human Congellation.

Maijstra was never positive, later, if Julian had help.
Maijstra had been leaving his exam cubicle, waking with
hisfriend Asad. Both of them were confident of having
done well, were laughing—and suddenly Maijstral's feet
were tangled and he lurched sdeways. Something shoved
him between the shoulders and he tumbled into the proud
back of the boy ahead of him.

"Y ou struck me, Maijsiral.” Marc Julian's eyes gleamed
with dull content benegth the lassie of hisuniform cap-

"Sorry, Julian," Maijdrd said. " Someone gave me
a._II

"Youll not get away with that." Coally. "Zah will act
forme"

Maijstra draightened. "And Asad for me." Maijstral

was equally cool, and he was quick to note that Zah was
right there, the captain of the fencing team, and had been
behind Maijstrd thewholetime.

Maijgtrd felt Asad's comradely hand on his shoulder.

Far from being comforted, the touch startled him, serving

> to remind him that behind this polished ritud was adeadly
| redity toward which he was now committed. Hisreflexes
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made him turn away and light a cigarette ashe waked, as
if he had nothing eseto do.

Due s were forbidden between students, but they hap-
pened anyway. By way of precaution, the practice was for
upperclassmen to vet the encounters of thejuniors, but if
upperclassmen wanted to fight each other, there was no one



to interfere. The worst that would happen was expulsion.

"Julian wouldn't accept any explanation,” Asad said
later, in Maijgtra’sroom. "Heingstson thefight.”
Maijstral nodded and blew smoke. "Very well."

"It will be pigtols, of course. Hed cut you to ribbons if
you fight with stedl. I'm going to talk to Joseph Bob about
the loan of his matched set of chuggers.”

"Fine. Would you like some brandy, firs?"

Asad shook hishead. "No. Best go now. The fight will
be tomorrow morning."

Maijstral was sartled. " So soon?”

Asad gave an uneasy laugh. "Best get it over with, eh?
Don't want it to interfere with your studying.”

The door closed behind Asad. Maijstral poured himsalf
brandy, lit another cigarette, and went to histermina. He
accessed Julian's pistol scores and a coolness brushed his
nerves. For some reason he thought of one of the Honor-
able Zoe's paintings, aformal piece with adull-red sun
and gleaming nicke-iron asteroids.

Asad was back in afew minutes. He gave an admiring
laugh. "Y ou're acool one, ain't you? Studying for your
examslike nothing's happened.” Maijstra turned off the
display.

"Hullo, Asad.”

"Joseph Bob istesting the pistols now,” Asad said.
"WEell be usng the explosive ammunition. It'sfairer that
way—Julian's the better shot. If you follow my advice,
youll fireassoon as| givethesgnd. If you hit him firgt,
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you can take off an arm or leg, and he may not get ashot
off. He's better, soif hefiresat al he'slikdy to hit you."

"I'll bear that in mind." Pouring brandy.

"Pity weain't got accessto psych duding here. You
could pick hismind apart. HE's got no defenses at al
there”

"l wasjudt thinking that. Would you like agame of
cards or something?"

"Damned coot, Maijgtrd.” Admiring. "Maybe ashort
game, then. None of your trick decks, though.”



They played Cheeseup for an hour. Asad won forty
marks, then stood and said he had to leave. He had some
studying to do for his history exam.

"You'll take my marker, yes? My father's damnably
late with my allowance.” Over ayear, truth be told.
Lucky his credit was till good.

"I'll takeit. Thanks."

"I'm suremy father will redeemit, if . . ." Best leave
that unsaid. Asad smiled uneedly.

"I'll pick you up a sx-eighty, then?" He grasped
Maijstra's shoulder. "See you then." Maijstral didn't
want Asad to leave. He didn't want to be donewith his

thoughts.

Maijstral heard the door close. For along time he

watched the brandy tremble in the decanter. There were
only two fingers|eft, he noticed, and he decided he'd better
not drink them.

He could protest al heliked, he decided. He could

make any number of declarations about how stupid duels
were and how ridiculous High Custom was and mat wouldn't
dter athing. If heran away, no one would speak to him.

Explosive bullets. Take off anarm or leg. Or blow his
lungs out through hisribs.

He practiced card tricks. His fingers bungled every stunt.
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That night he didn't deep, just lay sweeting in hisbed
and sared at the calling. He ran through his entire supply
of cigarettes. Two hours past midnight, he knew for cer-
tain that there was no way he was going to face Julian's
pigal.

He began wondering what he was going (o do about it.

Maijstra crouched silently by Joseph Bob's door and
looked at the access plate. Hetried to breathe dowly and
naturaly. To his amazement he seemed cooler than when
held been writing his exam.

Hetook one of hisplaying cards and inserted it between
the door and jamb. He'd spent the last forty minutes trying



to crack the dormitory's computer security, and he thought
he might have succeeded in unlocking the bolt by remote

control. But he ill had to move the bolt, and that might
make noise.

Thebalt clicked. Maijstral's heart stopped. He waited
for severa moments, his ears straining. Nothing.

He swung the door in and heard Joseph Bob's breathing.
Maijstra crept on bare feet into the room. He was wearing
night gogglesthat held borrowed from the gym—runners
training at night used them—and he could see the pistol
case gtting on Joseph Bob's desk. Maijstra pushed the
door amost shut, then stepped to the desk.

Joseph Bob rolled over and muttered something. Maijstral
froze, his pulse crashing in his ears. Joseph Bob sighed
and began to breathe heavily. Maijstrd raxed dightly.
Clearly the Earthman's degp pattern had been disturbed,
and Maijstra would have to be careful. Each motion tak-
ing eons, he reached out and opened the pistol case.

The antique chuggerslay on red velvet and were seen
clearly in hisenhanced-! ight goggies. Maijgtrd licked his
lips and reached for thefirst one. The front sght wasa
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bead poised atop a delicate piece of silver scrollwork.
Maijstral covered the sight with a handkerchief, damped a
amal pair of plierson the Sght, gaveit adight wrench to
one side. He took off the cloth and inspected hiswork.
There was no obvious tampering- He repeated the proce-
dure with the other gun and closed the case.

He was surprised, now that he had time to think of it,
how cool hewas. It wasn't until he left the room that he
began to be afraid. What if Julian fired on ingtinct and
didn't usethe sght? Was he that good? Maijstra might
only have ruined his own chance.

Hedidn't deep at dl that night. It took him both fingers

of brandy to get him bathed and dressed for the occasion.
Hetried to tie hishair back, but hisfingerswouldn't et
him. Asad, when he arrived, did it for him.

Maijstral was dressed entirety in dark colors—abit of
white could show as an aming point. When he arrived at
the dueling ground—a spot of turf behind the Chape
Garden—he saw that Julian had dressed smilarly.



Maijstral said nothing at al. Hejammed hischin down
on hishigh collar so that hisjaw wouldn't tremble.

"Remember," Asad said, "keep the left arm back and

out of theway. Stand with your side toward him to narrow
the target. Cover your upper body with your bent right
arm. And shoot first if you can." He squeezed Maijstrd's
arm. "Good man."

Thething went quickly. Zah caled out "One, two,

three," and dropped a handkerchief. Julian's pistol fired
before Maijstral’'s mind could entirely absorb the meaning
of thefdling white lace. Behind him, Maijstral heard a
crack asthe explosive bullet detonated againgt the garden
wadl.

Maijstra looked in surprise at the Sartled figure over his
gght. Julian'sface wasred, hisjaw worked. Maijstral
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remembered the way Julian had looked when issuing the
challenge, and murder entered Maijsirafs heart.

Hetried very hard to determine how hisfront sight was
off so that he could kill Julian, but he wasn't very good
with the weapon and his bullet blew asmal crater in the
stonework of the old chapdl. Then Asad was pounding
Maijgtral on the back, and Julian was wiping blood off his
chin where hed bitten through hislower tip.

Maijstrd reversed the pistol and handed it to Asad.
"Give Joseph Bob my thanks," he said. Hetried to amile.

"Would you liketo seeanew card trick? | learned one last
night.”

"Damned cool," Asad said, and rushed him away.

Rdatively few people have such afirm grasp of their

own nature as Maijstral on his seventeenth birthday. He
was acoward and knew it. High Custom did not alow for
cowards—thieves, yes, and confidence men—but Maijstral
had a good idea of how to cope with it. He had to know
High Custom inside and out; he had to be able to manipu-
late it to his own advantage. He had to glide smoothly
through the High Custom world, frictionless, wary of traps.
"Any fool candieinadud." That wasthe Khosdi

proverb. Maijstral was determined not to be that kind of



fool.
CI"ACTEK 4

General Gerald was prepared to repel boarders. Crouched
in battle armor in the comer of hisliving room, he smiled

at hisown drategy, his own cunning. Remote sensorsin
various parts of the house fed data through his armor and
into hisoptica centers. He scanned them with chill, happy
obsesson. Maijstrd might win—the Generd waswilling

to concede that poss bility—but he would know he'd been
inafight. Majstrad was going to beinfor the battle of his
life

He knew that no thief of Maijstral's caliber could possi-

bly resst the gauntlet the Generd had flung in hisface. He
had threatened Maijstral with death knowing that Maijstral
couldn't possibly pass up that kind of chdlenge. Hah,
Maijstrd would think, thisold fogey thinks he can tell me
what to do. And then Maijstral would decide to teach the
old man alesson and snesk into his house to stedl something.

Littledid Maijstra know that Gerad was ready for him.
He had anticipated his enemy's reaction and was going to
spring an ambush.

It was Generd Gerad's misfortune to have spent forty
years asawarrior without awar. He had never once been
in combat. For decades he had practiced for the inevitable
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Imperia resurgency, honed his kills, sudied enemy tac-
tics, waged endless campaigns for funding and battled the
Empire only in smulation and exercises. . . and over-
night, it seemed. Generd Gerdd found himsdlf facing
retirement without the cowardly Imperid fleet having once
shown up for the long-awaited Armageddon. It was more
than a patriot could stand.

So now the Generd waited in his old armor, surrounded
by weaponslaid out in asemicircle, smiling as he scanned
the remotes and felt the suit blowing cool air on his brow.
He pictured Maijgtrd's entry in hismind, the thief moving
in through windows or doors or even through the chimney,
unaware that the General had just spent afortune on
detection apparatus and confident that his darksuit would
hide him from the avenging ex-marine crouched inthe
comer. Generd Gerald would open the conflict with a



snarerifle, try to catch methief initscoils. Maijgtra's
darksuit could probably makeitsdf frictionless and thus
dip the bonds, after which thethief might well strike

out with achugger or a stunner, which the Generd's armor
would, of course, repe . . . and then the battle would
broaden, higher and higher energies brought into play,
disruptors and mappers and spitfires, and then maybe it
would even come down to hand-to-hand at the end. Gen-
era Gerdd with histrusty cutlassagaing Maijstral and his
diletto.

The Generd pictured hisvictory, Maijstral prodrate, the
Generd triumphant, the room flaming (wheat the hell—the
house wasinsured). Thefirst time Maijsiral had ever been
caught and apprehended, afirst-classthief brought down
by the Generd's foresight and cunning.

Maijstrd, the Generd thought. The Allowed Burglar
wasn't quite the Imperia Admird of the Flegt, but inthe
latter's absence he would just have to do-
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Pedleng wasn't any fun at dl.

Sergeant Tvi of HisImperial Mgesty's Secret Dragoons
looked at her communications display in speechless de-
gpair. The Scholder manse was calling for help. Unmistak-
ably. The Imperid Relic would not be reclaimed tonight.

Tvi's digphragm gave apasm of irritation. She banked

her Jefferson-Singh speedster and rose high into the traffic
lanes, imitating an ordinary commuter. She glanced over
her shoulder at her darksuit and equipment and considered
tossing them.

No, she decided. She might yet get a chance to show
what she could do.

Sergeant Tvi was, to be blunt, a scapegrace. Her parents
had been stodgy Imperia servants, existing in perfect de-
scent from long lines of other Imperid servants, each prid-
ing himsdlf on hisexemplary dullness. Tvi's childhood

had been atedious one. full of boredom and fantasy. If she
hadn't had a good imagination she might well have died of
ennui. Trapped in one Imperia backwater or another, her
horizons limited by the acidic atmosphere of Vanngrian or
the endless bleak deserts of Zynzlyp, Tvi had followed the
burglar standings, the confidence-racket broadcasts, the
exploits of me Human Diadem, biographies of Elvis... if
only, sheld thought, if only she had the- chance, sheld



show Geoff Fu George or Baron Drago athing or two.

Her career asaburglar, unfortunately, had not been
graced with success. Two standards ago, she'd- had the
misfortune to get caught on her first job, and her only
refuge from Imperial law had been the Secret Dragoons.

As she had contemplated the service from her prison cell
on Letharb and listened to the reproaches of her parents,
the new work had sounded interesting, even attractive—
the chanceto vigt far-flung worlds, participate in intrigue
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intended to further the designs of the Empire, find Ro-
mance, Excitement, Danger. Instead, however, sheld been
assigned asajunior security officer at various consulates

in the Human Congdlation, ajob that conssted for the
most part in dedling with various human cranks. Imperid-
igsmainly, who insgsted they knew of plotsagaingt the
Empire and exactly what she should do about them. Count-
ess Anastasiawas yet another in along line of maladjusted
human contacts, and Tvi had begun to despair of the whole
race. Were these the same people who had produced Mad
Julius and the incomparable Soderberg Vampire?

After Baron Sinn had clamed her for agpecial mission,

her chances had seemed a bit brighter. The situation had
been promising. She would be engaged in arace against
the clock with the Fate of the Empire at stake, and her
competition was none other than Maijstrd—hewasin the
top haf of the stlandings, and furthermore had style and
promise. And now it gppeared that Tvi had arrived too late.

Damnation, Now thingswould most likely be turned
over to that unspeakable mug Khotvinn, and shed find
hersdlf playing second fiddle in some sordid job of skull-
tapping or breaking-and-bashing.

Drat. Pdengwasnofunat al.

Behind Sergeant Tvi, Paavo Kuusinen's matte-black
Speedster rose into the sky. The Khosati commando'sflier
was aclear blip on his screens.

Kuusinen had followed Nichol€e's advice and got anew
jacket cut in theloca style, the better to blend in. He was,
as he had told Nichole, a student of human nature; he was
a0, ashetold Maijstrd, visiting Peleng on business.

That afternoon he had been combining both occupa-



tions—hewastrying to follow Maijstral. To hissurprise
he'd discovered that Maijstral was being followed by some-
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one dse, the Khosdi female. Maijstral had dutifully given
her the dip earlier that evening, losng Kuusinen & the
sametime, and Kuusinen had since been following the
Khosdi in hopes sheéld locate Maijstra again. Instead, the
smd| femde had gone off on apointless excurgon into me
outback only to turn around abruptly and head back to

Peleng City.

Did these people have any ideawhat they were doing?
Kuusinen was beginning to suspect not.

The whole stuation was quite bewildering. Ail he wanted
to do was keep an eye on Maijstral, and to his amazement
half the Imperia Diplomatic Service seemed to be engaged

in the same errand.

Therewas clearly amystery here. And, Kuusinen de-
cided, hewasjust the man to unrave it-

Countess Anastasia contemplated her tiff-shouldered im-
agein thereflection of her gpartment window. Shewas
dressed in a soft black dressthat left her shoulders bare,
and billowed around her anklesin a cascading wave of
darkness. She touched me skirt, picked at animaginary bit
of lint—how dare common detritus adhere to her clothing,

Neuralgiadanced in her spine, and consequent irritation
whispered in her mind. Maijstral. the whisper said, and
her earsflicked downward. Sheredly did disapprove of

me man.

"That Gregor person was asking about Jensen and her
cohort. Majstrd's given usthe dip. Your burglar Tvi
reportsthat darms are going off al over the Scholder
house. How much more do you need in order to act?"

Baron Sinn's sharp-faced silhouette appeared next to
hersin the reflective surface. He, too, was smoking, the
cigaret hanging from the end of hismuzzle. It wasavice
he normally avoided, but which heindulged in for Anasta
60/ WALTER JON WILLIAMS

sids sake, an old-fashioned courtesy she seemed to ap-



preciate. "1 have only two personnel,” hesaid. "Maijstral
has servants here, and connections. If he hasthe Imperia
Rdlic he's probably gone to ground.”

"Damn him, anyway. Why didn't he take the bribe?"
"Perhaps he does not share hisfather's convictions.”

Anastasia sneered. Smoke streamed from her nogtrilsin
elegant little white traceries, and she admired the effect in
the glass. "He smply takes pleasurein being wayward,"
shesaid. "That'swhy he took up burglary and that un-
gpeakable Nichole woman, just to annoy the family. |
adwaystold hisfather to befirm with the boy."

"Too late now, my lady."

Her lip curled. A bit of tobacco, she noticed, was
adhering to one bright tooth- "It's never too late for
firmness, my lord Baron." It was one of the rules by
which shelived, but the maxim was spoiled by her having
to pick the tobacco fleck off her smile-

Sinnremained slent.

"That Nichole" Anastasiatold the glass. "Nicholeand
the Diadem. The height of Congtellation culture. People
whose sole profession isto be gossiped about. Can you
imagineit?'

Sinn moved the cigardl to the comer of his mouth with
hislolling tongue. "We were spesking, Countess, about
Maijstrd and this Jensen woman."

"Frmness," she said, remembering her earlier tack.
Neuralgia stabbed her neck. "If Maijgtrd isinthe

public eye, and might be missed, Jensenisnot. If Maijstral
has no oneto deliver the Imperia Rdlicto, then. . ."

"Quiteso."

Baron Sinn looked at the human woman and restrained
his digphragm from an irritated spasm. Shewasan dly, he
reminded himself, and even if she was a grotesque crank
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she was arich grotesque crank who had persondly fi-

nanced Imperia Party activities herein the Congtella
tion. ...



He dropped his cigaret into an ashtray. "Very well," he
sad. "I'll haveto cdl Khotvinnintoit. Well pick up

Jensen as soon as she's aone. She seemsto be entertaining
someone named Navarre right now—he'sin the service
and we don't want complications.”

Anagtasia stalked to him and put her arm through his,
her palm stroking the smooth dark hair on his upper arm.

"Lovely," she said. Her mouth open, her tonguelolled:

Khosdli good humor. The glitter in her eyeswas gppaling.
"Hrmnessét lagt."

Palitics, the Baron quoted to himsdf, oft congstsin
ignoring facts

He consdered himsdf apractical person and rardly
resorted to maxims. It was ameasure of how she strained
his nervesthat hewasthinking in clichesat al.

Lieutenant Navarre thought of Amalia Jensen as hisflier
arched acrossthe night sky. An interesting woman, he
decided. Dedicated to preserving the Congtdlation in her
own chosen fashion, and with the facts and intelligence to
back up her opinions, shed proved amost stimulating
companion for the evening. Head of apalitical organiza-
tion, athird degree black sash in pom boxing, an expert
conversationdis, , . Odd, given dl that, shed turn out to
be a garden person. Her house wasfilled with plants and
flowers, dl lovingly tended.

Still hewas a bit uneasy about turning down an invita:

tion from Nichole. How often did aman, particularly an
officer from Pompey, get a chance to be photographed
with amember of the Human Diadem? Unfortunate that
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he'd not been in agituation in which he could escape the
commitment with grace.

The communicator on hisflier gave adiscreet chirp, and
he frowned. Who would be caling at this hour? He pressed
abutton and answered.

"Navare"

"Sir? Thisis Officer Pankat of the Peleng Police. Ap-
parently your late uncle's house was broken into tonight.”



Navarre was astonished. "Redlly?' he asked. And then,
"But why?'

"Upon the success of your actionsin the next few
hours," Baron Sinn declared, "may depend the Fate of the
Empire”

Well, thought Sergeant Tvi, how much better than this
can it ever get? The Fate of the Empire—her heart beat
faster asthewordsrang in her mind like bells. Thiswasa
definite improvement on spending oneslifeinthe civil
service, gazing out the window at the endless deserts and
intractable inhabitants of Zynzlyp. Even Khotvinn's dark,
looming presence—he was a head taler even than Sinn—
seemed lessthan itsusud Snister sdif.

"Khotvinn will be under your orders,” Sinn went on.
"If thereistrouble, heistrained to get you out of it."

"| don't anticipate trouble, my lord." Inwhat Tvi
hoped was atone of quiet confidence.

Sinn looked at her, his gaze commanding. "Anticipate
every possibletrouble, Tvi. Then you will be ableto cope
with each problem asit arises.”

Why did officersawaystak like this? Tvi wondered.
Nothing asubordinate said was ever quite right. Even
expressions of confidencetriggered alecture. Her reply
wasdutiful.

"Yes my lord."
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Countess Anastasia stepped from the back of the room
and laid ahand on Baron Sinn'sarm. The Baron stiffened.

"L et no one get in your way," the Countess said-

Unlike the Baron, she spoke High Khosati. "Thisisno
timefor hesitation or foolish regard for life. There must be
no witnesses. Y ou must be prepared to take harsh action.”
She held up aclenched figt.

Tvi remained sllent. She didn't have to take orders from
the Countess, but the Baron's group was dependent on the
Countessfor support on this planet, so there was every
reason to treat her with courtesy.

The Fate of the Empire! Tvi thought again. Now there
was something worth listening to boring speechesfor. She



wondered if, in future generations, there would be video
programs about Tvi of the Secret Dragoons.

The Countess went on about firmness and the necessity

for action. Tvi knew that when her superiors shifted into
High Khosdli they weretrying to inspire her, and she

could successfully drowse through it with her eyes open.
She therefore stood in arespectful attitude, her ears cocked
forward asif shewerelistening, and in her mind pictured
Video Tvi and watched with cool pleasure as me heroine
stole documents, battled spies, saved me Emperor's coffin
from sabotage. . . . Then shelooked at Khotvinn.

Thebig Khosalikh was standing with his eyes gleaming,

the fur on his shoulders standing. The monster was absorb-
ing the Countesss words with evident pleasure and antici-
pation, just waiting for the moment when he could crack
bones, snap necks, bruise flesh. Intheir few days ac-
quaintance, Khotvinn had dways given Tvi theimpression
of something that might chooseto livein acave. Now that
impression was enhanced. Tvi's mind snapped to atten-
tion. Someone like Khotvinn wasn't in her mental script.
The Khotvinns of the videos dways sought employment in
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the service of villains, and were usualy massacred by the
heroinejust before intermission.

Khotvinn was going to take watching. Tvi knew that
now, and knew it for certain.

In her darksuit, Tvi flowed like black glass over the
rolling yelow hillson the outskirts of Peleng City. Her
sense of smell, enhanced by her darksuit attachments,
brought her the scent of night-blooming bellseed flowers.

Khotvinn stood by theflier like amonument. Tvi had
decided not to use him on her reconnai ssance—she consid-
ered him clumsy, and was certain mat he had let himsdlf

be seen tailing Maijstra's assistant the day before. Tvi
lighted and switched off the suit's holograph projectors.
Khotvinn gave no sign he noticed her presence.

"Navarresflier isgone. There are no security arrange-
ments on me house that | can detect.”

Khotvinn was matter-of-fact. "Then let'sgo." Hisac-

cent was provincia and hard to understand. He flexed his
shouldersin adiff, busnesdike way, and Tvi wondered
where Sinn had found this one. Half the Secret Dragoons



joined the military from jail, and Khotvinn might well be
some murderer recruited from the prison planetsfor the
impenitent, one of those who hadn't had the decency to
commit suicide when caught.

She wondered how he could possibly have understood
the Countess's speech. Tvi doubted he could speak High
Khosdi if it were put to him.

"Not yet," Tvi sad. "Wait for light."

Khotvinn flexed again, impatient, but said nothing at dl
through the long purple dawn. He didn't seem to be much
good at conversation.

Shesghed. Inthe vidsfeaturing Allowed Burglars,
assstants were polite, amora technophileswho followed
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orderswith clear-eyed efficiency, dways ready to pull
some new black box out of ahat. Disappointingly, Khotvinn
was out of mewrong mold.

Tvi waited till she saw afew early fliers carrying people
about their business. Then she put on a battered jacket
over her darksuit and motioned for Khotvinn to join her in
theflier. It roseinto the morning sky.

"I'vegot aplan,” Tvi said, "Just follow my lead.”

Khotvinn gave no sgn mat he had heard. Tvi choseto
assume he had.

She didn't bother explaining her plan to him. She had
tried to picture this discussion to herself, and the picture
hadn't scanned. "We're going to pretend to be broadcast
repair personnd, Khotvinn." Then, tactfully, "Do you
know what broadcast repair personnel are?' No, best |et
her do the talking. Khotvinn was supposed to be trictly
backup, in case of emergencies.

Sheéd doit dl hersdf. Shewas Tvi of the Secret
Dragoons, on her first real mission, and the Fate of the
Empire- .. oops.

She had overshot Amalia Jensen's house. She turned the
flierinalong loop, making it seem asif the oversight hed
been adeliberate attempt at reconnaissance. Khotvinn said
nothing, assuming held even noticed. She dropped theflier
onto Jensen'sflat roof.



The edge of the roof was decorated with long planters
and bright blossoms. A robot was moving from flower to
flower with awatering can-

The robot was an ordinary al-purpose domestic, com-
bining the functions of maid, butler, doorman, telephone
answering machine, and cup-bearer. It rolled toward the
flier. The watering can, Tvi noticed, was painted with
littleyellow daises.

"May | help you, lady and sir?" the robot asked.
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What Tvi planned to say wasthis. "Were from Peteng
Independent Broadcasting. We've had reports of interfer-
ence in your neighborhood, and wed like to check out
your sets”" What she said instead was: "Khotvinn! What
in hel areyou doing?"

For the giant had legped from the flier, not even bother-
ing to open the door, and felled the robot with asingle
kick. It went sprawling, itsarmsflung out, the water can
clatering acrossthe roof. Khotvinn legped into the air,
then landed on the robot with both feet. More clattering.

Tvi wasjumping too, for the black boxesin the back

segt. Shetriggered them—just in rime, she suspected—and
saw thelittle gaugesflicker asthey began intercepting
communications. The robot was derting the household
even as Khotvinn picked it up and began smashing it
againg one of the planters.

"Sir!" the robot chirped. "Can't we just talk about it
like reasonable beings?' Tvi knew exactly how the robot
fet. Khotvinn tore one of itsarms off.

Panic thudded beneath Tvi'sribs. The Fate of the Em-
pire, sherecited to hersalf. Et cetera. Do something.

She jumped out of theflier and dashed to the roof
entrance, then pressed the down button. "ACCESS DE-
NIED," the door reported in four commonly-used scripts.

"Thagger,” Tvi swore. Shewas going to haveto get in
me house some other way.

Khotvinn tore off the robot's remaining arm and began
beeting the machinewithiit.



Tvi sngpped on her darksuit and pulled its hood over her
head, giving her mentd control of itsdevices. Shetrig-
gered the hologram and, aminiature black cloud, floated
away from the mayhem on the roof and dived over the
edge of the building- She reached for a microcutter on her
belt and began dicing at thefirst window she cameto. As
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she popped the window out and began to drift through i,
she redlized she was entering Amaia Jensen's bedroom.

Darksuits are useless camouflage during the day. The
black holographic cloud obscuresthefigure, of course, but
it may be argued that ablack cloud floating through some-
oneswindow may call more atention to itsdlf than a
person doing the same thing- And of courseif you happen
to be hadfway through awindow, your darksuit could be
projecting the chorus from Aidaand you'd till be an easy
target.

Thefirg glimpse Tvi caught of AmdiaJensen was as

the human female popped out from behind her waterbed
and lobbed overarm a heavy vase that caught Tvi squarely
between the ears. Stars exploded in Tvi'svision. She
decided to get out of the window asfast as possible, and
accdlerated straight across the room. Unfortunately her
depth perception was till numb and she smashed headfirst
into a closet door-

Jensen, seen by Tvi through her rear projectors, contin-
ued to hurl weighty household objectsinto the darksuit
screen. A heavy ashtray caught Tvi between her shoulders.
A vase detonated over her head.

Enough was enough. Thiswas Khotvinn's department.

Tvi flew down the halway to the living room and

unlocked the roof entrance. The amplified scent of flowers
warred with painin her skull—the place wasfull of plants.
Khotvinn came dowly down the a-grav elevator, arobot
armin one hand.

"What took you so long?" he snarled.

Tvi willed her hologram projectors off and pointed numbly
toward Jensen's bedroom. "That way," she said. Khotvinn
flung the robot arm into a comer—there was a crash that
echoed endlessly in Tvi's kull asthe arm destroyed a
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porcelan planter—and then the giant beganto lope a a
ground-shattering trot toward the bedroom.

Unfortunately Jensen had changed position. She came
flying out of a connecting bathroom, a green-and-white-
striped towe blossoming from one hand. The towel draped
nearly over Khotvinn's head just as Jensen'sfoot planted
itself in hismidsection. Theair went out of Khotvinnina
rush.

Therefollowed agood ded of confused thumping and
thrashing. Jensen was aided by another smal household
robot that clung to Khotvinn'skneesand tried in afairly
incompetent way to harm him. Tvi wasn't certain what she
was watching, not being an aficionado of the martid arts—a
proper burglar disdained violence—but it seemed asiif
honors were about even. Both fighters were breathless and
bloody before Jensen broke off the combat and retreated
back into the bathroom. Khotvinn, ignoring the clawing
robot and a bottle of shampoo that bounced off his chest,
marched in pursuit.

Tvi leaned againgt an overstuffed chair, holding her
head. "Hey," she said asthe thrashing sarted again, "use
your stunner, why don't you?"'

The household robot came flying out of the bedroom

door and smashed to bits on the oppositewall. Amdia
Jensen, crouched low, followed the robot out of the door—
apparently she'd just ducked from the bathroom into the
bedroom—and began backing toward Tvi. Tvi reached for
her stunner.

Then Khotvinn appeared, brandishing atowel rack. Jen-
sen reached for aflowerpot and let fly. Tvi lowered her
wegpon. The wide-beam stunner would get them both if
shefiredit.

The combat demolished most of theliving room. Tvi
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floated up near the roof in her a-grav harness, trying to get
inaclear shot, but Khotvinn kept blocking the way.

"Earth dime" Khotvinn bellowed.

"Inhuman scum!™ Amalia Jensen retorted through bloody
lips



Fate of the Empire, Tvi thought resignedly, and won-
dered how well her black boxes were doing without
supervison.

Do something.

She floated over Khotvinn, grabbed his scruff with one
hand, and yanked back, turning her a-grav up to max.
Khotvinn flew backward, hisarmswindmilling, and landed
on aglasstable that shattered with a sound that rattled in
Tvi's head like snapping thunder. Jensen cackled trium-
phantly and prepared her coup de grace. Tvi, now having a
clear shot, fired and dropped Jensen in her tracks.

"No!" Khotvinn roared. He was having trouble disen-
tangling himsdlf from the table frame. " Shewas mineg!”

"ldiot," Tvi said. Her skull was splitting. ™Y ou were
just supposed to stun her. Pick her up and let's go.”

"Nofair," Khotvinn muttered sulkily.

Fate of the Empire, Tvi thought. Next time the Empire
offered her itsfate, it could jolly well go hang.

CHAPTERA

Roman flew adonein Peleng's ruby morning sky. He found

it encouraging that he hadn't been followed today—perhaps
the two Khosdli tags werethrill seekers after al, and had
got bored.

He had spent the previous evening being a decoy, trying
to givetheimpresson mat he and Maijstra were having an
ordinary evening. He had taken a bouquet of flowersto
Nichole a her residence. It had been delightful seeing her
again, as she was one of Maijstrd's friends of whom he
could actualy approve- At Nichole's, Roman had left
word with the household robots to expect Maijstrd later
that night, laying afasetrall just in casethe small female
Khosdlikh who had been following Roman dl evening
should ask. ... Roman had then ordered amed for three
from Chef Tso's Exquisite Mesa Catering, and picked up
the laundry. At some point during these more mundane
errands, Roman'stall had vanished, just dropped from
Sgnt.

Thismorning Roman had performed various evasons
and escapes just in case, but he'd become certain before
very long there was no one after him. Buoyed by the
knowledge, hefinished his evasions anyway, for form's



70
THE CROWN JEWELSI

sake. He hoped the rest of the day would be asfree from
aggravetion.

Seen through the viewscreen of hisflier, Peieng City's
low pastd buildings, dl surrounded by bright ornamental
trees and blossoms, resolved from an early morning mist.
Roman's heart gladdened. He put theflier on alanding
spira that would placeit on theflat roof of AmadiaJen-
sen's small white house. His earsturned down as he
thought of Humanity Prime, and then his digphragm spasmed
oncein resgnation. If Maijstral was going to engagein an
irregular occupation, hewould inevitably ded with irregu-
lar people—Roman could only wish there were more like
Nichole and fewer like Jensen and her friends.

Theflier settled on the roof like aleaf on aspotless
green lawn. The edge of the roof was decorated with
planters and bright blossoms. Roman felt buoyed; he liked
having living things around him. Enjoying the plantsin
gpite of himself, Roman got out of the flier and headed
toward the roof entrance. Thefirst thing he saw wasa
dead robot-

Suspicion hummed in his nerves. He checked that his
gun waslooseinits holster and wished he had brought
some of hisdarksuit attachmentsthat would allow himto
see behind his back.

Carefully Roman examined the robot. The machine had
been torn gpart—arms and legs ripped off, command unit
excavated and thrown across the roof. The destruction was
wanton, far more than would have been necessary to dis-
able the machine. And whoever had done it had been very
strong.

Indignation began to gather. There was an offense here,
and not to Amalia Jensen, but rather to the honor of
Maijstrd'semployer.

Roman drew hisgun and clicked its setting to "L ethal "
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The green light on the roof eevator showed it wasn't
locked- He stepped to the elevator and pressed the down
button.

Theliving room was amess- Furniture was overturned,



papers scattered about, planters were smashed. Bright blos-
somslay dying on me carpet. Roman's nogtrilsflickered in
disapprova.

In the hallway another robot lay in pieces. One of

Jensen's shoes lay in acomer, its mate nowhereto be
seen. There was some blood on aheavy vase, evidence

it might have been used as aclub. Roman looked closdly.
There was short, dark hair on the vase that seemed consis-
tent with Khosdli fur.

Roman stood for amoment in the midst of the devasta-
tion and pondered events. He had cometo tell Miss Jensen
that her commission had been successtul, if abit messy,
and to make arrangements for the sale and the delivery of
the artifact. Getting involved in vandalism and violence
was not a part of hisjob.

But something had happened here, something that poss-
bly was rdlated to Maijstral’'s commission. He decided he
should try to find evidence of this, one way or another.

He had barely commenced his search when he heard the
sound of aflier dropping to the roof. His gun at the ready,
Roman dipped into the kitchen, where he could get aview
of the elevator -

The devator went to work slently, itsa-grav field
bringing the passenger down. Roman, his ears pricked,
heard Pietro Quijano's voice.

"Miss Jensen? What happened to Howard? Oh."
Howard, Roman presumed, was the name of the robot
on theroof. He clicked his pistol to "Stun," then put it
back inits holger.

"Miss Jensen?!
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Quijano damost jumped out of his skin when Roman
glided slently out of the kitchen. Hoping to ease hismind,
Roman amiled a him, tongue lolling from hislong muz-
zZle. Quijano glanced anxioudy to the eevator and door,
looking for aplaceto run.

Quijano spoke Human Standard through clenched teeth.
"Who are you? What happened here?"

"l was hoping,” Roman said, moving closer, "you



would be ableto tell me the answer to that last question.”

Quijano looked relieved. "Areyou police? IsAmdia—
Miss Jensen—isshedl right?"

"I don't know." Roman glided closer to Quijano, his
feet moving noiselesdy acrosstherubble. "It looks asif
she has been abducted. Would you have any ideawhy?"

Severa complex expressions passed through Pietro
Quijano'sface. From these, Roman gathered, Quijano

had, first, avery good ideawhat might have happened,

and secondly, that he had no intention of conveying this
information to anyone he didn't know and trugt, even
someone he assumed to be a policeman. Perhaps especialy
apoliceman.

"No," Quijano said. His eyes were darting toward the
exitsagain. "1—I don't think—I don't know at al."

"Areyou sure?' Roman said.

Quijano looked at Roman sidelong. He took a breath

and braced himsdlf, apparently taking heart from the fact
that Roman hadn't actually attacked him. He stood with

his arms akimbo and |ooked belligerent. "Say. | don't
believe | know you. And if you're from the police, shouldn't
you show meyour identification?'

Roman gave a passable imitation of ahuman sgh ashe
tried to put the young man at ease- "Youreright, gr. I've
been neglecting the formalities.

He might aswell admit he had run out of ideas.
74/ WALTER JON WILLIAMS

Roman reached inside his jacket, brought out hisgun,
and shot Quijano a close range, terribly overstimulating
his nerves. Roman caught the unlucky man before hefell,
then dung him over his shoulder and carried himto the
elevator. Once on the roof, Roman told Quijano'sflier to
head home on autopilot, then dropped Quijano into the
back seet of his own machine.

Quijano looked up at him glassly. He seemed terribly
disappointed at the way the cops were behaving.

Roman had decided to let Maijstral handlethis. That's
what criminad masterminds were for—to ded with the big
picture.



"They stolewhat?" Lieutenant Navarre gazed in be-
mused surprise a the insurer and the man from the
auctioneers.

The auctioneer flipped through hiscatalog. "Hereit is,
sr. 'Engraved slver cryonics container, with power source,
Imperid sed, functiona, c9, wt losm, 18xI7ng.""

Navare till felt bemused. He took another few steps
into the large room. ignoring the trophies and battleflags,
his gaze moving from one object of interest to the other—
open skylight, stunned robot, empty niche. Skylight, ro-
bot, niche. Again, looking for some reason behind the
thing. Skylight, robot, niche. Fixing everythingin his

mind.

"What wasit worth?' he asked.

"Wewere, hm, going to sart the bidding at twelve
novae and hope to get, mm, sixteen or eighteen.”

"It waan't worth much, then."

The auctioneer's voice was defensive. "Sir. It was prob-
ably the most valuable, mm, single object in the house.
Themilitariaisworth more asacollection, which iswhy
weresdlingitin largelots, but none of the singleitems
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areremarkable. Thefact of the container's being loot from
the imperid quarters might have increased itsvaue to
some collectors.”

"It's not exactly beyond the reach of collectors, ei-

ther," Navarre said. "' Sixteen or eighteen novae—the
disruptor that was used to knock out the robot probably
cost at least five, and the black boxes we found were
worth more, maybe even eight or nine."

"They had an, hm, ahomemadelook, sir. They may
have cost nothing if they were made from scratch.”

The Khaosdlikh from the insurance company glanced

over the room, taking in the racked weapons, the decora-
tions, theflags. "It may have been stolen by atraditiona
Imperidis,” she pointed out. "The artifact came from the
sacred precincts—sdlling it at auction would pollute it.”

"Redly?' Navarre was vaguely annoyed at himself for



not perceiving mison hisown—heliked having thingsin
order. Hefixed thefact firmly in hismind. Then he
glanced up a the overhanging banners. "They why didn't
they steal the Imperid battleflags? They'reloot from me
sacred precincts aswell."

"Perhaps, sir," said the Khosalikh, "the thief did not
havetime. The darm seemsto have been givenfairly
ealy.”

“Perhaps”

"Drake Maijgtral ison planet, gr." The auctioneer's
tone seemed to hang thefact inthe air, like one of the
flags, without bothering to interpret it.

Navarre frowned. "This hardly seemsin hisclass.”

"True, gr. True. It had occurred to me that you might
know him- | conceived it might be persond.”

"It shouldn't be. | just met him the other night.”

"Yes, but thereisdso . . . wdll, hisfamily history, and
yours."
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Navarrefrowned. "1 shouldn't think s0. He didn't seem
to be the sort to hold a grudge that way."

Theinsurer sighed. "I'm sure you, hm, know best,
ar”

Navarre walked to the skylight and squinted out into the
bright yellow sky. Then heturned to look at the niche
again, then the robot. Perhaps a different perspective would
serveto clarify matters. Skylight, niche, robot. No help.

He realized he was standing between two portraits of his
uncle: the young hostage-taker over the mantd facing the
older Admiral Uncle Jack in his decorations and frown.
Both looked fierce and determined, each in his own way.
Navarre had aways hoped hislook of concentrated energy
was as ferocious as Admiral Uncle Jack's.

A thought struck him. He turned his energetic scowl on
the auctioneer. "By theway," he said, "was there any-
thing inthis container?'

The auctioneer hesitated. "We, uh, didn't, don't know.



We didn't know how to openit." Navarre looked at him.
"That'swhat the, hm, 'c9' in the description meant, Sir.
It'sour code. It means there was a complicated lock onit,
and it didn't come with akey, so we didn't openit for fear

of damagingit."

Navarre intensified his scowl. " Suppose someone knew
what wasinit? That it was vauable, | mean.”

"A cryonics container? What could there bein it?'

"Genetic materia? Drugs? A piece of supercooled pro-
ng hardware?'

"Oldwine"

"An antique, or perhaps amemento,” the Khosalikh
offered. "Something perishable that the Imperid family
wished to preserve for sentimenta reasons.”

Navarrelooked at her. "Such as?'
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"The heart or other organ of one of the deceased house-
hold pets.”

lla,].ll

"The clever little foreclaws of aclacklo, for example,”
the Khosalikh went on. "'t often wished | could preserve
the claws of my little Pegjee when she died, but | was
young and my parentswere afraid of the expense.”

"Y ou have my sympathies, maam,” Navarre said.

Theinsurance investigator's eyes glowed. "Y ou should
have seen the little ways Pegjee would invent to sted food.
Shewould lay brilliant little ambushes around the refriger-
ator. She was so smart you could swear she was amost
Khosali." Her nogtrils dilated with emotion. "How 1 wish,"
shesighed, "I could have preserved at least some of

her parts.”

"I'm sure that would have been aconsolation,” Navarre
said. Helooked back at the empty niche. "But somehow |
have a hard time bdieving that there are very many Impe-
ridis animd loverswith the wherewitha to sted my
unclesslver jug.”

"Quite, dir." The auctioneer frowned around him. " Per-



haps we should increase security here, in case thethief or
thieves return. It might be that the perpetrators were after
something else, and only picked up the container on the

way.

"Perhapswe should.” Navarre did not like ambiguities,
and the thought that there was till something here that
someone might want made him uneasy. He glanced & the
portrait of hisuncle, the young man in tattered uniform
holding abusnedike suitfirerifle on agartled-looking
Emperor, thelatter hiding in the harem and dressed asone
of hiswives. (That was the human verson of the story.
The Khosdli verson had the Emperor stunned and over-

78/ WALTER JON WILLIAMS

come whileleading the defensein the uniform of an
Honorary Life Guard colondl).

"Blagtit dl," Navarre said. "What could have beenin
thething?'

Roman's nerves sang of anger as heflittered through the
sky. Wrongs done, insults given, actions demanded.

Maijstra, he knew, was cardess in matters of honor,
But he could scarcely ignore this. Roman's blood boiled
on behdf of the Maijgrd family.

Thiswas an insult not to be borne.

Asit drifted through the window of the smal country
cottage, the cool country air stirred Maijstral’s unbound
hair. The place was safe: Roman had rented it under a
fase name, and Maijgtrd fdt freeto relax and spend his
morning in bed watching an old Western. He nibbled a bit
of fleth and alowed the household robot to refill his
champagne glass. "Thank you," he said, and began his
third champagne of the morning.

Lying on the bed were anumber of computer faxes that
Gregor had given him. He redlly should have been work-
ing on them, planning his next job.

The next series of thefts would be easy. Two nights ago,
Maijstral’'s presence had been splattered across every me-
diabroadcast in Peleng. Nervous owners of famous art
treasures and gems, knowing his name, would naturally
want to increase security while he remained on the planet.

That was why Gregor had been on a breaking-and-



entering mission that same night—he had been planting
microtracers on the equipment of Peleng's mgjor security
consultants. When the househol dersincreased their secu-
rity, the tracerswould now lead Maijstra straight to then-
vauables. They would aso make the job easier, Since
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Maijstral would know in advance what manner of gadgets
had been ingtdled. Gregor had spent much of the previous
day following his microtracers around Peleng and making
note of their locations.

For athief, knowing where to go was at least asimpor-
tant as knowing how to get mere.

But instead of plotting his next job, Maijstra sipped
champagne and watched his Western. Perhaps he was
lazy. But he had been working late the night before.

Thevid was one of hisfavorites. Riders of the Plains.
Hed had asentimentd liking for it ever snce hed seen it
for thefirg time at the age of seven.

Maijstral let the robot pour more champagne while he
watched Elvisride across the western prairiewith hisold
friend, Jesse James. While playing idly on hiseectric
guitar, Elvistried to talk Jesseinto going straight and
giving up hislife of crime. Elvisknew that Bat Masterson
had sworn to bring Jesse in dead or dive, but had prom-
ised Bat not to tell Jesse. It was aterrible mord dilemma.

What Elvis didn't know was that Jesse had chosen the
outlaw trail because of his passonate aeffairewith Priscilla,
Elvisswife. Jesse knew that if he stayed around the
ranch, Elviswould find out, and the knowledge would
destroy him. The climax of the dramafeatured aviolent
multiple tragedy that ended with Jesse and Priscilladying
in one another'sarms, and the truth finally revealed to a
grieving King of Rock and Roll. At thevery end, Elvis
walked down alonely trail, strumming despairing chords
on hisquitar, hisown ultimate tragedy foreshadowed. It
was abeautiful mythic moment.

Maijstral liked Westerns better than other forms of genre
entertainment. He wondered why Shakespeare hadn't writ-

ten any.
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Therobot chimed gently. "Vigting flier in our airspace,



gr," it reported.

Maijstral frowned. No one knew hislocation but Gregor
and Roman. Gregor was here, and Roman was supposed to
be staying at Maijstra's other house, giving police, press,

or other undesirables theimpression that Maijstral wasin
residence. Hetold the robot to tell the houseto give him

an exterior view and a picture of whoever wasin theflier.

The intruder was Roman. Maijstra's frown deepened.
He knew that Roman wouldn't put in an appearance unless
there was something serioudy wrong.

He turned back to the vid. Elviswas talking about how
much Priscillamissed Jesse, telling the outlaw thet there
would always be aplace for him around the ranch. Jesse
wasturning away with tearsin his eyes. It was one of
MaijscraT s favorite scenes, but there was no choice but to
postpone the film's climax- Hetold the vid to turn itself

off, then sprang out of bed and put on asilk robe. He
brushed his hair back out of his eyes and went to meet
Roman.

The Khosdlikh was carrying Pietro Quijano over one
broad shoulder. Maijstral told the house to ask Gregor to
jointhem. Thiswas going to be serious.

Roman's nodtrilsflickered as he saw Maijgtrd in his
robe. He didn't approve of people who spent their mom-
ings lounging in bed- Maijstral had probably been watch-
ing low entertainments, to boot. Hardly suitablein the
light of the present affront to his honor.

Roman redly knew Maijstrd very well.

Maijstral helped Roman put Pietro gently on aplush
couch—the Khosdi difficulty in unbending isnot dueto
temperament, but anatomy—and then stood while Roman
explained what had just happened. Gregor entered in the
middle of the story, and Roman had to begin again.
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Pietro looked up a Maijstrd. Rotating holograms—the
day art—reflected in his eyes. He seemed desperate to say
something. Maijstrd leaned cdlose. "Hig," Quijano sad
through thick lips. "Gleep."

Maijstra nodded asif he understood. "Y ou pose a
definite problem, Mr. Quijano."



"Neegle. Thrib."

"I'll have the robot bring you some champagne. It
might make you fed better.”

"Gri. Thagyou."

Maijstral sghed as he moved off on hiserrand. "Y ou're
welcome, Mr. Quijano,” hesaid.

Nofun at al. Sergeant Tvi lay on her bed in Countess
Anagtasas house, held asemilife patch to the bruise on
her head, and closed her eyes. The indomitable chimesin
her skull refused to stop clanging.

The Fate of the Empire. Romance, Excitement, Danger.
She repeated the phrases to herself as she pressed another
patch to her head. The point was, the danger wasn't
supposed to come from your own side.

She'd reported Khotvinn's behavior to the Baron. Not

that this had done any good—the Baron had just read her a
lecture about how she had to explain things to subordinates
in order for them to know their jobs property, and how this
wasdl apart of being prepared and anticipating difficulty.

Tvi concluded that the Baron had never actualy worked
with Khotvinn. or tried to explain anything to him. Offi-
cers, in her estimation, always had the perfect command of
things they had never experienced.

The communicator in her room beeped. Echoes flooded
her skull like alunatic carillon. She touched the ideograph
for "answer" and snarled.
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The Baron'svoice cut theair. "Timeto relieve Khotvinn
and bring Miss Jensen her second breskfagt.”

"Yes, my lord." Tvi covered her head with apillow
and whimpered to hersdlf slently, amartyr of the Empire.
Then obeyed.

She picked up Jensen'stray from the kitchen—the robot
daff couldn't beinvolved in this, since their memories
could beimpounded as evidenceif things went wrong—
and men trudged up the stone stair to the attic room where
Jensen was being held. Thetray smelted of roast amette.
Tvi's mouth began to water.



A very popular children's puppet, alittle over seven feet
tall, waited at the top of the gair. It was human, with red
hair and freckles and a perpetud grin. Its name was Ron-
nie Romper.

"Rdievingyou,” Tvi sad.

"About time," snarled Ronnie Romper. It snapped off

the holographic device and became Khotvinn. Purple bmises
showed through hisdark fur, which was dso mottled with
semilife patches. He took off the holo projector and an-
other gadget from hisbelt and handed them to Tvi.

"Your disguise” hesad. "Therestraint control.”

"Thank you," Tvi snaried back. "So much." She clipped
the projector to her belt, snapped it on, and put me mana-
cle control on her tray. Khotvinn sscomped down the stairs.

The door was secured by aheavy bolt that had been
ingtdled the previous night. Its alloy screws had chipped
the dark wood of the door. Tvi shot the bolt back and
entered.

The guest bedroom had been hadtily filled with miscdlla-
neous furniture brought from storage in me attic: acano-
pied bed with plump pillows and blue ruffles, apair of
chairs covered in peach brocade, a deep carpet of violet
dewkinfur, acrystd lamp in the shape of aKhosdli ballet
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dancer with astained-glass shade on his head. The clash of
colors and cultures made Tvi's headache worse.

Amadlia Jensen produced another contrast with thefrilly
furniture. Her face was covered by semilife patchesthat
were feeding her painkillers and sapping her bruises. She
was lying on the ruffled bed in the black pgjamasin which
sheld been taken, her ankles|ocked together by restraints,
and sheglared a Tvi while sneering through asplit lip.
"Another Ronnie Romper," she said. She was speaking
KhosaU. "Why do you bother trying to look human?1 can
identify you both.”

"Go ahead,” Tvi said, answering in the same language.
"What's my name, then?"'

"Look. | suppose | can understand the need for dis-
guises. But why did you have to pick something that
gmilesdl thetime?'



Tvi put the tray on an antique inlaid Troxan tableand
moved the table to the brocade-covered chair. She strolled
to the comer of the room and sat on the other chair. "I'm
going to close your wrists and release your ankles," she
said, and picked up the control to Jensen'srestraints.
"Then you can moveto the chair, stinit, then I'll close
your ankles and release your hands. Right?'

Jensen's eyesflickered over the room, taking in the bed,
the chairs, thetable. Measuring things. "Very well,” she
sad.

Tvi knew someone preparing a desperate move when
she saw one, and her digphragm spasmed in resignation.
Shetook her stunner out of its holster. "Right,” she said.
"Herewego."

She pressed the restraint controls. The snug bracelets on
Jensen's wrists moved toward one another, as of their own
volition, until they touched. Jensen siwung her legs off the
bed and walked stiffly toward the table. Her bruiseswere
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bothering her. She kept her eyes on Tvi's stunner. Stand-
ing by the table, she seemed to hesitate, then looked at the
stunner again and sat down where she'd been told.

Tvi touched another button. Jensen's ankles cameinevi-
tably together. Her hands were freed, Jensen removed the
food tray'slid and began to est.

Tvi's upper ssomach rumbled. No one had said anything
about feeding her.

Jensen took amouthful of roast amette, winced, and
concentrated instead on the softer vegetables. Tvi settled
back in her chair.

"Y ou must have got the wrong person, you know,"
Jensen sad. "'I'm not worth much ransom.”

"Y ou're not being held for ransom,” Tvi said.

Jensen didn't seem terribly surprised. The human took
another shaky forkful.

"Why then?" she asked.

"1 daresay you would know best, maam,” Tvi said.



Onmevid. Allowed Burglars were ways polite. Style
counted afull ten points, after dl.

"Why am | ill dive?" Jensen asked.

Thiswasn't bed, redly, Tvi thought. A civilized con-
versation between a kidnapper and her victim. An occasion
for her to play the suave mastermind. "No need for any-
thing so extreme as murder, maam. Y ou'll just be our

guest for afew days.”

"Until whet?"

Tvi decided to feign aknowing sSlence. Much as she

might enjoy playing the part of a cultured kidnapper, she
hadn't actually been told the reasons for Jensen's abduc-
tion. She knew Maijstrd wasinvolved in it somehow, and
that the Fate of the Empire was a stake, but other than that
she'd been kept in the dark.
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Amadlia Jensen just shrugged. She swallowed her coffee.
"Well," shesad, "they probably haven't told you."

Tvi ground her teeth. This human was sharp. She de-

cided to take another tack, another brand of sophistication.
Elegant mercenaries were at least as much fun as eegant
masterminds.

"That hardly matters” Tvi said. "'l waspaid well."

Jensen looked at her and put her forkful of pureed
mannaback down on her plate. "l could arrange that you
be paid more.”

"Miss Jensen. | seem to recdl, not amoment ago, you

said you weren't worth much ransom.” Tvi's upper stom-
ach rumbled. The roast arnette, she observed, was under a
white sauce.

Jensen amiled thinly, then winced and dabbed her solit
lip with anagpkin. "Things can be arranged. What would
you say to forty novae?'

Tvi's ears pricked forward. That wasn't bad money, not
redly, assuming that Jensen could actudly deliver and Tvi
collect. But againgt the Fate of the Empire, she concluded,
it was nothing. She waved alanguid hand. Y ou do mea
dissarvice. Miss Jensen, if you believe that amercenary of
my standing will change sides after aready embarking on



an adventure. | take pride in seeing my contracts through,
you e

"| apologize" Jensen said, smiling again. 1 did not
mean to impugn your professondism.”

"Apology accepted. After meeting Kho—my colleague,
1 can understand that you might mistake me. Heis none of
mine, | assureyou. A creature of my employers.”

"l understand.” Tvi's lower ssomach had joined her
upper in adistressed chorus. She snarled beneath her
human holographic smile.

Amalia Jensen seemed to perceive Tvi's rumbtings. She
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held up the plate of amette. "Would you like the roast?’
sheasked. "I'm afraid my mouth'salittle. . . tender, this
morning.”

"1 am peckish. If you wouldn't mind."

"Not at al." Jensen tottered to her feet, holding out the
roast. Tvi roseto ahaf crouch, one arm extended. Jensen
flung her plate a Ronnie Romper's grinning head and
gprang, her hands clawed, her ankles ill tethered together.

Tvi had been haf expecting this—the Baron'slecture
about preparedness hadn't fallen entirely on deaf ears, and
Miss Jensen had turned far too pleasant al of a sudden.
Tvi fired her sunner in the middle of Jensen'sarc, and the
captive'sleap ended in a soft muddie on the plush dewkin
carpet. Tvi'sdiaphragm pulsed with regret. White sauce
ran down her neck.

Bladt, she thought. Just when she was beginning to
enjoy hersdf.

Pietro Quijano had spilled most of hisfirg glass of
champagne on his shirt, but managed to get down the
second. His color and bearing had improved considerably.
He was now ableto sit up without danger of toppling over.

Gregor watched him from astraight-backed chair in the
corner, hisfingerstapping tittle rhythms on hisknees.
Roman stood slently in acorner, looming. Maijstra could
tell hewas serioudy upset.

Maijstra walked into hisroom, and theretied hishair in



aknot and pinned it on the back of his head. He changed
into soft suede pants, pumps, aloose grey slk shirt, and
an earring. If he wasto have guests, he might aswell look
presentable.

He entered the parlor room and offered Pietro a piece of
fleth from his plate. Pietro accepted. Maijstral chose a soft
chair opposite Pietro's sofaand settled into it. Above him,
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aholographic representation of the Bartlett Head rotated
dowly initsniche. Maijstral drew taut the drawstringson
hisdeeves.

"Well, Mr. Quijano," he said carefully, "perhaps you
can enlighten us asto recent events.”

Pietro Quijano looked nervoudy toward Roman, then
glanced a Gregor. "No idea," he mumbled, and held out
his glass for more champagne. The robot purred from the
comer and began to pour.

Maijstrd began itemizing on hisfingers. "AmdiaJen-

sen gppears to have been kidnapped,” he said. "This
kidnapping occurred less than two days after she commis-
soned me and my associates to acquire an artifact. My
researches have noted the fact mat Miss Jensen was quite
vighly involved in politics here on Peng, aranking
member of an organization that has branches throughout
the Congtdlation. Y ou are the treasurer for that organiza:
tion."

Pietro was beginning to look uncomfortable. He bit a
piece of fleth and chewed nervoudy. Maijstrd rose from
his chair, turned, and reached into the Bartlett Head. He
drew out the slver artifact and, with the devicein his
hands, settled into his chair. Pietro'slook turned to one of
burning, undisguised eagerness.

"You recognizeit, | see" Maijgrd said. "Miss Jensen
was kidnapped within hours of my acquiring this object.
Sincethe object itsdf isnot valuable, | assume it has some
palitica or symboalic sgnificance of which | am unaware.”

Hefrowned down at the heavy silver container. He had
examined it carefully after gppropriating it, and knew that
besides the Imperid sedl, the container festured an engrav-
ing of Qwelm [, the first Pendjali Emperor, receiving the
submission of the first ambassador-del egate from Zynzlyp.
It hadn't been much of a conquest—the sea-dug shaped
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Drawmii were 0 incomprehens ble and unpredictabl e that
it had never quite been determined whether they actudly
understood they had been "conquered,” and therefore
become members of a"Khosdli Protectorate.” But it had
been the first Pendjalli conquest and the mythographers
had, perforce, to make the most of it.

The other side of the saddle-shaped container showed
theretiring Nnis CVI among his College, agroup of
renowned scholars he had gathered in the City of Seven
Bright Ringsto assist him in the abstract inquiriesfor
which he was rather more famed than for his kill at
governing the Empire. Maijstral looked closdly. He recog-
nized the face of Professor Gantemur, a human philologist
who had passed plans of the Imperia Residence to agents
of the Rebellion and subsequently been awarded the hold-
ings of anumber of prominent human Imperidigts,
Maijstrd's grandfather among them.

Maijstral looked at Pietro. The young man's eagerness
was dmost papable.

"Mr. Quijano, 1 must know what has occurred,” he

said. "My client has been abducted. It is possible that
|—that we—are in danger from me same source. Withina
matter of hours, this container will belegdly mine, and |
may dispose of it- Naturaly, | would prefer to giveit to

Miss Jensen—that ismy contract. But—" Heheld up a
hand, and Pietro's face darkened. "If this object will bring
me unwanted attention, | may haveto get rid of it quickly,”

"But," Pietro said, "you can't." He looked for support
to Gregor. "He can't,” Pietro asked. "Can he?' Gregor
only grinned.

"Onthe contrary, gr." Maijgtra wasfirm. "If Miss

Jensen isnot available, she cannot fulfill her part in the
contract. | assume that whoever abducted her knows that,
and will keep her incommunicado until suchtimeas| have
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either left Peleng or disposed of the object in some other
way. Itislikdy, if they find me, they will make an offer
of their own. | may be compelled by circumstancesto
accept.”

Pietro goggled a him. "Look," hesaid, "I'm the



treasurer. | can pay you in Amalias place.”

"It may be," Maijstra said, "that | could place your

bid among othersin any auction taking place after Miss
Jensen failsto regppear. But you will be bidding against
others, Mr. Quijano."

Pietro appeared to cave in. He glanced toward Gregor
again, then & Roman.

"Il tell you," he said. "But your Khosaikh will have
to leave

Irritation snapped into Maijstral. A display of racism a
this point was more than annoying. He glanced up at
Roman's stolid, unmoving countenance. "Roman may
day,” Maijstral said. "Heismy oldest associate, and
perfectly in my confidence."

Fietro shook hishead. "Thisissue transcends mere
persond loyalties, Mr. Maijstral.” Heleaned closer and
lowered hisvoice, asif trying to keep Roman from over-
hearing. Histone was earnest. " The Fate of the Human
Congdlation," hesaid, "isin thebaance.

Maijstrd raised an eyebrow. "You don't say." This
puppy was getting more annoying by the minute.

"Pleas2" Pietro said.

Maijstral tossed the relic from one hand to the next.
"And here| am asking amere sixty. For the Fate of the
Congdlation.”

Pietro wasindignant. Y ou agreed to sixty!" Then he
seemed to recover himsdlf. "Trust me on this, Mr.
Maijstrd.”

Maijstral sghed. There was a short silence, relieved
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only by Gregor* stapping on hisknees. Findly Rietro
spoke.

"Very wdl, gr. If you vouch for him. But | wish you
would reconsider.”

Maijstral glanced at Roman. "1 will not." Another bout
of irritation gripped Maijdra at the sght of Roman's
gtolid countenance. Roman was concedling some grest



anger, that was clear, and Maijstrai assumed it wason
account of thistactless young man. He leaned back in his
chair and crossed one leg over the other. "What'sin the
jug, Mr. Quijano? Thetruth, now."

Fietro bit hislip. When he spoke it was awhisper.

"That container,” he said, "isacryonic reliquary con-
taining the sperm of the heirless Pendjali Emperor, Nnis
CVI."

Maijstrai looked at the object in his hands. He perceived
Gregor's stunned look, Roman's jaw dropping, and he
wished he had sent them both away, far out of earshot, far
off the planet even.

The thing hummed in Maijstral’s hand, acold, imposs-
bleweght.

"Oh," Maijgral said. "The Fate of the Congtellation
redly isat stake, then."

CHAPTERC

The cryonic reliquary sat on thetable. It gleamed in the
soft light of the room. Maijstrai reached out hisglassand
accepted another fill of champagne. The group wason its
second bottle. Maijstral told the robot to chill athird. He
was going to need it.

He wanted nothing so much asto get rid of the reliquary
without further delay. Drop it off agpeeding flier into the
nearest bottomless lake. Tossit into the heart of thefirst
fusion furnace he sumbled across. Fireit into the heart of
Peleng'ssun.

It had cometrue, he thought. The worst nightmare of
every thief. To have stolen something so valuable, so
fabulous, mat it would be desired by every soldier, every
politician, every crimina, every diplomat, every murder-
ousfanatic.

Poor Maijstrai, thought Maijstrai. And drank his cham-
pagne without pleasure.

Maijstrai would not have been cheered by the idea that
some people were in worse sSituations. Consider poor Nnis.

The current Pendjali Emperor had spent hisyouth in the
Imperid harem, awithdrawn, scholarly child, out of place



91
92/ WALTER JON WILLIAMS

in the competitive, none-too-gentle atmosphere of the place,
He preferred catching insects and scrutinizing their genita
liaunder amicroscope to the usua harem activities, which
conssted largely of children engaging in intrigues that

were imitations of thoseindulged in by their mothers, eech
child being pushed dong in atyphoon of plotting and
scheming and maneuvering, aminiature orm reflective of
those external stresses created by the endless struggles of
the best-bom Khosali houses to make one of their off-
spring the favored child, the next heir. The Khosdli Impe-
rium had no rule of primogeniture, no regular system for
determining the heir savethe Imperid wilt itsdlf.

If one were not anaturd intriguer, childhood in the
harem could be ghastly. Nniswas not an intriguer. He
was, however, very good at bugs.

It was with considerable relief that Nnislearned he had
lost the contest to ayounger half brother. His bitterly
disappointed mother, the beautiful and high-strung daugh-
ter of the Duke of Moth (pronounced Myth), lectured him
for hours about hisinadequacies. Nnisdidn't care. He
sniffed her ears good-bye and flew to Gosat on happy
libelullawings, where he spent the happiest three years of
hislife studying desert entomology. His studies were inter-
rupted by the terrifying newsthat the Prince Roya had
died in afreak ballooning accident, and that, asthe result
of aparticularly successful bit of intrigue on the part of his
mother and the Moth (pronounced Myth) clan, he had been
anointed the next heir. Panicked by the prospect, Nnis
dashed back to the City of Seven Bright Ringsin order to
inaugurate a counterconspiracy amed at getting himsalf
removed, only to find on hisarriva that the Emperor hed
moulted and lgpsed into coma. All was|ost.

The Moths were smiling in the coronation holographs, a
row of red, tolling tongues. Nnis CV 1, in the green bro-
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cade cloth of state, looked asif he were attending a
funerd.

TheMoths smileswere, in the event, short-lived. Em-
perors are restricted in many areas of their lives, but Nnis
concluded that he could arrange hisfamily life, at leest, to
suit himsdlf. The City of Seven Bright Rings subsequently



announced that the Dowager Mother would be built anew
paace on Gosat, where she would become Custodian-
Pensioner of the Imperial Entomologica Collection. The
Duke of Math returned to Mothholm minus the cost of a
lot of expendve coronation presents.

Nnis must have concluded that there was some point to
being Emperor after all.

Nnis subsequently married about adozen times. His

harem was small—there was a certain resentment over
that, particularly on the part of the Moths hereditary
enemies, who had been looking to get their own back—but
what redlly got the traditionalistis wailing was the fact thet
Nnisdeclined to Sire any offspring.

There had never been an Empress; tradition decreed that
the crown go to amale. The tradition had been founded
before the days of widespread genetic technology, when a
male heir could sire many more offspring than could any
Empress. Gene technology made this requirement obso-
lete, but the necessity of amale Emperor was continued
smply because it was tradition, and tradition was some-
thing aKhosalikh could never question.

Nnis, however, wanted to postpone the intrigue over the
heir for aslong as he could. Asheliked hisinsects best
when they were pinned to amat, he liked his household
quiet, quiet and unexciting. Predictable, cam, scholarly.
Hisfirst inquiry, on being proposed anew wife, was
whether or not she had a soft voice; the second was
whether or not she had published.
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Quiet he got. Forty years worth. And when excitement
camea lagt, it more than made up for the previous two
score years.

It has been amatter of historica debate concerning
whether effective and pirited leadership from the Imperid
City would have prevented, or dtered the course of, the
Human Rebdllion. Probably not—prior to Nniss accession
the course of Imperia policy had been set, the ministers
werein place, the humans aready agitating. If Nnis had
looked up from his collection long enough to notice there
were problems, he might have brought them to hisminis-
ters attention and they might have been compelled to look
more closgly ... but it was not the Emperor'sjob to
consder the inconceivable, and a successful revolt was
smply that.



Nniswasthefirst Khosai Emperor to loseawar. Ever.
Imaginethat.

Had he suicided, no onewould have blamed him, and

most would have applauded. At least it would have shown
an gppreciation of hisposition. But his presence was nec-
essary to maintain both the Emperor Principle and the
peace. And, of course, there was no one to follow—he had
seento that.

But the shock was too much. His hedlth collapsed and

he went into his cold coffin. From there he kept atenuous
grip on affairsand on ritua. Kept soldiering on for two
generations as the medical procedures used to keep the
final darkness at bay grew ever more elaborate and ex-
treme, and his hands upon the reins of Empire grew ever
weaker, ever colder,

He never had an heir. His ministers had, years before,
impressed upon him to contribute the royal seed to cryonic
storage. Three containers were prepared—the donation was
eventualy made. But the war wrecked it al. Two contain-
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erswere destroyed, another was missing and presumed
tost. By the end of the war, hisfertility had declined to the
point where future contributions were pointless. Nontradi-
tiona means of succession, such as cloning, were denied
the tradition-bound Emperor.

And there he sat for years, dreaming in his box, await-
ing release, thelast comforting silence. Wondering where
things went wrong, what he could have done differently.

Wondering if they will ever let him die.

Lieutenant Navarre swung from sdeto sdein hisham-
mock and frowned into his recaiver. While searching the
house for further sign of theft, he had found the hammock
in hisuncle's sorage closet and promptly strung it be-
tween two trees on the lawn. Histelephone he ways
carried with him, on hisbelt. The Pompey High Seas
Scouts are dways prepared. On proper communications
often depend lives.

He'd had atwo hour nap, interrupted when a pair of
plum-colored birds decided to play follow-the-leader through
the leaves overhead. Then he decided to call Amdia Jen-

sen and tell her about the theft at his uncle's place; and



incidentally repay her dinner last night with an offer of one
of hisown. But there was no answer, and that was odd.
Not even arobot or an answering device. And Jensen had
told him shewould bein al day.

It was asif communications had Smply gone down.

He put hisrecelver down, swung hislegs out of the
hammock and reached for his uniform jacket and mourning
cloak. Hewould ddiver the message in person. He smiled
as he thought of Amalia Jensen amid her scented bower.

So intent was he on this vision that, as he strode across
the lawn adjusting hisjacket and caling for the robot to
lace him up, heforgot that he left histelephone sitting on
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the hammock. It glittered silver in the sun, rocking two
and fro with thewind.

One of the plum-colored birds fluttered down onto the
hammock. The telephone winked at her. She picked it up
in her forepaws and flew into the sky.

The pressfound out that Maijstral had been expected at
Nichole's hotdl late last evening—arumor Nichole had
agreed with Roman to plant, afdsetrail laid by Roman for
the benefit of his shadow. The media globes hadn't seen
Maijstral enter, but then again he was known to be dlusive.
Nichole had declined to discuss the matter further, which
only enhanced speculation.

Nichole knew how to prime the pump of rumor- It was
her profession, after dl.

And now camethe phone cdll.
"Drake Maijgtrd, maam.”

Nichole had programmed her bedroom with a degp mas-
culine Khosdli voice, deferent and respectful. Thiswasin
deliberate contrast to the brasser, female tones of her
dermatology robot, which was carefully applying her cos-
metics. She ordered the dermatol ogist to withdraw its ap-
paratus and told the room to accept (he cal. Maijstrals
life-sze holographic head gppeared on aleve with her
eyes. His hair was escaping the knot into which held tied
it. He seemed not to have dept well.

"Hdlo, Maijgra. Did you have aprofitable evening?’



"It was... an interesting night, Nichole." Something
in hisvoice made her sit up.

"Areyou dl right, Drake?'

He hesitated. "Y es. But | must beg off luncheon today.
Y ou know | wouldn't leave you without escort were there
not compelling reasons.”

A challenge? she wondered. Arrest? Some kind of trap?
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She hadn't heard Maijstrd’s name on the vid savein
connection with her own. Whatever the problem was, it
wasn't public.

"Can| hdp?'

Maijgtrad's smilewas strained. "It's very kind of you to
ask, but no."

"Anything you need, Maijstral- We'refriends. You
know that."

He paused a moment before answering, then shook his
head. "Y our offer isvery kind, but | think not. Y ou
should stay clear of this™

Sherested her chin on her hand. "It's serious, then.”
"Yes milady. Itis”

"Is Roman looking after you?'

Hesamiled. "Very wdl. Thank you."

"Take good care of yourself, Drake. Don't do anything
foolish."

"1 won't." Heraised aglass of champagne into the
holo fied. "Thank you for understanding. I'll make it up
to you when next we meet."

Nichole smiled. Maijstral dways did have ten pointsfor
gyle. "I'll hold you to that," she said. She watched him
gp from hisglass, and she realized there was something
about his manner that till bothered her. He was, she
redlized suddenly, shaken. Truly shaken. The champagne
was acareful attempt a regaining savoir faire. She had



never seen himin this state before, and if she hadn't
known him very wdll for abrief interva shewould never
have noticed it. "Drake," she said suddenly, "call me
tomorrow. 1 want to know how you are.”

,  Hemoved the glass out of the holo field. Hislook was
A neutrd. "Thank you," he said. "I'm flattered by your

concern.”
A Itwasatypicd Maijstral remark, but hed spoken High
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Khosdli, in the conjugation relating to the state of the
universe. Ten pointsfor style again, but there was ill
something serioudy wrong.

Not the least of which was, Nichole now had no escort
for apublic luncheon. After Maijstral's head vanished
from her room, she thought for aminute and told the room
to did the resdence of Lieutenant Navarre.

Hewasn't home. Navarre's telephone asked for ames-
sage, but Nichole declined to leave one. Members of the
Diadem spoke face-to-face or not at all.

She thought for amoment, then decided to plead fatigue
and beg off the lunch. The press, she knew, would assume
Maijstrd was il with her.

Good. Whatever was going on, Maijstral wouldn't be
hurt if everyone assumed he was someplace he wasnt.

The plum-colored bird had flown her nest in darm from
the chirping sound made by Lieutenant Navarré'stele-
phone. But the phone fell slent, and after amoment of
contemplation the bird decided to make a cautious recce.
She perched on alimb just out of reach and looked down
at itshome, one forepaw scratching her beak in puzzlement.

The telephone sat among the bird's treasures, bits of
tinsdl, ashiny candy wrapper, afountain pen, severd
bright-colored rocks, achild'sring. The bird hated to
concede itstrove to the interloper. The damn thing had
only been playing & being inanimate.

When the phone chirped again the bird raised her wings
inaarm, but only retreated afew paces along the branch.
The chirping sound continued. The bird's alarm decreased
and she moved closer, adow sense of delight beginning to
trickleinto her mind.



Thething talked! The bird had never had atreasure that
talked before. The bird ruffled its feathers and said "Coo!"
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The phone chirped on. The bird answered. Findly, in
Peleng City, theinsurance investigator hung up, and the
phonewas slent.

The plum-colored bird returned to its nest, happy in her
new friend.

The materidist approach to life, asthe plum-colored

bird will attest, is not dways compelled by the philitinism
its detractors often allege. Consider the joys of surround-
ing oneself with the objects mat bring comfort and pleasure—
the good wines, the fine art, the leather-covered volume,
the well-made conveyance—and one may very well bid the
rest of the world go hang. There are worse waysto arrange
oneslife, and it isonly when the materidist impulse

moves from comfort to compulsion that it becomes obnox-
ious. No one needs more than one colander per residence,
and when one makes apoint of collecting platinum colan-
derswith diamond-studded rims and alegoricd reliefson
the base, and all for the purpose of showing up one's
neighbors, then the observer can safely assume the materi-
digt impulse has got out of hand.

Allowed thievery isbased on-materiaism, but without
philistinism. One searches for the perfect object, the best
of itsclass, the rarest, the most astonishing—and then,
through one's own efforts, one ventures to possessit.
What might be avulgar case of breaking-and-taking be-
comesingtead aventure in aesthetic romanticism. A cen-
tury ago Ralph Adverse saw the Eitdown Shard and knew
he had to haveit, that he could not rest until he held it in
the pam of his hand and watched its dark splendors dancein
the light of his homefire. No wonder he spent haf hislife
trying to stedl it—not to sdll it, but to possessit for
himsdlf, for its own glorious sske—and in the end, having
spent dl the money hed made over alifetime of thievery
inits pursuit, having at last clagped his hands and known it
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was glorioudy his, he committed suicide with the Shard
clutched to hisbosom rather than have it auctioned by the
Imperid Revenue Authority for back taxes. Who can blame
him?Hewas aromantic first, amateriaist second.



But one can be amateridist without having to go over-
board. Consder the philosophy of the plum-colored bird:

find something nice, take it home, st on it and make
friends,

The homely comforts arc dwaysthe best.

Lieutenant Navarre gazed at the wreckagein Amalia
Jensen's house. He had cdlled the police as soon as he
found Howard scattered over the roof. I'm being persecuted,
he thought. Someone's following me around and doing
thistome.

Hefollowed Officer Pankat through the litter in the
living room. Mortally wounded blossoms gave off their

dying fragrance.

"I had dinner. Wetdked. | flaw home." What dse
could he say?

"No, | didn't see anyone. | barely knew the woman.”

Officer Pankat looked at him through level dmond eyes.
"Do you think, gir, in view of the other incident last night,
that someone might be persecuting you?"

Navarre started. He was just thinking that. But al he
could think of saying was, "But why?"

Paavo Kuusinen stepped out of hisflier and examined
the yellow grass. Leavesrustled overhead in the gentle
breeze. Amalia Jensen's pastel house stood half amile
away. Here, Kuusinen found, was where the two Khosdli
had waited out the night; he easily found the marks of the
flier on the ground and two sets of prints, one small, one
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large, both identified, from the shape of the boot, as
Khosdi.

He had followed Sergeant Tvi for awhile, from Navarre's
manse to an estate which, on inquiry, he discovered was
rented by the Imperidist Countess Anastasia. From there
he followed Tvi to Amaia Jensen's, whence he had heard
smashing noises and witnessed Tvi and her big associate
carry out alimp body, which they transported to the
Countess's. Kuusinen had then gone to Maijstra’s place,
but no one seemed to be home. He had checked the early
reports on his scanner, heard there had been arobbery at



Navarre's, and returned there in time to see Navarre take
off in the direction of town. Kuusinen had followed, to
discover Navarre lighting on Jensen's roof.

Kuusinen scoured the ground carefully and found apair
of empty hi-sticks that had probably been used by the big
Khosdikh while the smaller one scouted Jensen's house.
Therewas nothing e se of interest.

He returned to hisflier and told his scanner to seek the
robbery report for Navarre's house. The report had added a
description of the one object missing, asiver cryonic
container. To the official description was added the de-
scription from the auctioneers catalog: "with power source,
Imperid sed. ¢9, functiond, wt 16sm, 18xI7ng." To this
was gppended: "value approx 18n."

Odd, Kuusinen thought. The container scarcely seemed
vauable enough to judtify dl thisfuss. He wondered what
wasinit, and considered for amoment al the activity hedd
witnessed, the two Khosdli consorting with the Imperidist
Countess and a baron from the Imperium, and he won-
dered what dl of this had to do with the Slver container,
Amalia Jensen. and the copper-skinned lieutenant from
Pompey.

102/ WALTER JON WILUAMS

Hehad noideaat dl- But he wasfairly certain this
puzzle had to do, in someinexplicable way, with Maijstral.

Kuusinen observed Lieutenant Navarresflier risng from
Amalia Jensen'sroof and decided, for lack of any further
ideas, to follow it. As herose into the sky, he decided to
hang on to Navarre for another few hours, then return to
the Countess's place. Maybe one of them would lead him
to Maijstrdl.

Thiswasthe mogt interesting diversonhed hadina
longtime.

Theslver container il sat on MaijstraTstable, refus-
ing to go away. Maijstral returned from his conversation
with Nichoieto find that, like amagnetic object, the
Emperor's sperm receptacle had drawn the other three
nearer to it. Gregor and Pietro had hitched their seats
closer and were bent forward, barely glancing a each
other even though they were in conversation. Roman, il
gtanding, dill trembling with some unspoken emotion,
hovered over Gregor's shoulder, rising to tiptoe from time
to timeto gain a better view. It was aliving demondiration



of Imperia Presence.

"If the dtuation in the Empire remains unchanged/*

Pietro Quijano was saying, "Nnismay drag on for another
few generations. When hefindly shuffles off, the Blood
Roya will have to assemble to choose another Emperor. It
will take yearsfor the family to make up its mind, and by
the end of their ddliberationswe in the Congtdlation should
have agood idea of who will come to power. The Human
Congtelation will have along breathing space, and if the
new Emperor's supporters are committed to reconquest,
well havetimeto prepare.”

"For the correct price, gr,” said Maijstrd ashedid
into hischair, "the future of the Congtellation may be
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yoursto command.” He leaned back, ressting the magne-
tiam of the slver reliquary.

Pietro looked up at him, trying in vain to gaze through
Maijstral's hooded eyes. "We only have sixty in the trea-
sury, and we only got that because Miss Jensen took out a
persond loan.”

"Perhaps you should take out aloan yourself, Mr.
Quijano."

"I'm astudent. I'm doing postgraduate work in mathe-
matics, and I'm not worth any money. But I'll give you the
gxty right now."

"Y ou are not Miss Jensen. My contract was with her."

Pietro's eyes showed desperation. "The Fate of the
Congdlationisat sake" hesad. "Surely you can—"

"Mr. Quijano," said Maijgtrd. "perhapsin your enthu-
Sgasm something has dipped your mind."

"Sr?What isthat?'

"I am, by profession, athief. It isnot my job to care
about the Fate of the Congtellation.”

Gregor snickered, but Pietro was undeterred. " Surely
there must be some human decency to which | can gpped..”

"Human decency?' Maijstra gppeared to consider the
words- He shook hishead. "I'm afraid not, Mr. Quijano.



Such decency as| possessisamogt certainly Khosdi."
He gave Pietro athin amile. "The indecent part, how-
ever, isentirdy human.”

Pietro Quijano looked at him for along, cold moment.
"Then, snce Miss Jensen'sthe only person you'll degl
with, let'sfind her."

Maijstral was about to point out that neither wasit his
job to rescue maidensin distress, but Gregor cleared his

throat-
"Boss," hesad, "it'sbad form to let people go around
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geding your dlients. It letsthem think they can push you
around.”

Maijstrd frowned. "I'm not in the habit of exerting
mysdf for nothing,” he said.

"Y ou want your client back, right, boss? Only too you
do. Therésaway to doit. Find her and get her loose.”

"May | spesk with you privatdly, Sr?' The voice was
Roman's, speaking in Khosali. Maijstral nodded.

He let Roman take him aside into Maijstral's bedroom.
When Roman spoke, it wasin High Khosdi, and hisvoice
trembled with suppressed emotion.

"Your client was golen, sr," he said. "And with your
business unconcluded. The kidnappers knew of your inter-
edt, but have not acted to preserve that interest or consult
you- That isinsult given, and consdering their likely
identity, an offense to honor. Theinsult must be answered.”

Surpriserosein Maijstra asthe High Khosati sentences
followed one another in perfect form and rhythm, likethe
elements of some complex mathematics. Given Khosdi
premises, the conclusions were absolute. Maijsiral tried to
find agap in the reasoning and failed.

So that's what Roman had been seething about. If
Maijstra hadn't been so distracted by events, he would
have redlized it long since. He gave areassuring nod.

"I giveyou thanksfor your concern,” he said, answer-
ing in High Khosdi. "Y our interest does you credit, Ro-



man." Roman's eyes gleamed a the compliment. "I need
no remindersto know that honor was offended,” Maijstral
went on, "but first | must decide with whom the offense
lies, and how best to act, and | must aso find out how
much Mr. Quijano knows. An outright challenge might
give these people more credit than they deserve.”

Roman's ears pricked forward. "That istrue, Sir."
Maijstral raised ahand to Roman's shoulder. He dropped
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to slandard Khosdi. "1 think we should return to Mr.
Quijano.”

"Yes, gr. Very good.”

Maijstral gestured for Roman to precede him. He took
his hand back from Roman's shoulder and observed that it
trembled lightly. He clenched the hand into afist and
followed Roman into meliving room. By aconscious
effort of will, hedid not grind histeeth.

"Very wdl," hesad. "We should, at leadt, investigate
me possihility of rescuing Miss Jensen. But where would
they be holding her?'

Gregor frowned. "A safe house, maybe. Possibly."

"Perhaps not. The kidnapping showed every sign of

being arranged in haste, within afew hours of my acquis-
tion of the jug. They may not have had timeto arrange for
asafe house, though they may be arranging for one now.
We should run acheck for consular personnd, then for
any residences they may possess outs de the consulate.”

"Thereisadso the Countess," Roman said.

"Right," Gregor said, "l should cross-check the refer-
encesfor rented security. They may havelaid on some
extra"

Maijstral smiled. That was a good thought.

"Fine. If we get any cross-references, welll go for aeria
reconnaissance and perhaps check further by darksuit. Get
about it, then."

Roman and Gregor glided away to their tasks. Maijstral
ettled back into his chair with apiece of fleth. Pietro



Quijano was, heredlized, looking at him in an expectant
way.

"Yes, Mr. Quijano?'
"Y ou're going to find Miss Jensen and then rescue her?”

"1 said we would investigate the possibility, Mr. Quijano.
Not quite the samething.”

106/ WALTER JON WILLIAMS
"But youll a leest cdl the police?’

"No. | think not. The whole purpose of the kidnapping
would have to come out. The law protects me after afew
hours, but that doesn't apply to any of my patrons. 1
presume you would not wish it established that Miss Jen-
sen hired mewith crimind intent?"

Pietro looked alittle pale. "No- | guessnot.” Maijstral
nibbled hisfleth. Gregor, from the hallway, spoke up.

"Perhaps we could get Lieutenant Navarreto help us.”

Pietro scowled at theidea. Maijstral answered. "1 scarcely
think so. Hewould discover that Miss Jensen only enter-
tained him last night for the purpose of getting him away
from hishouse so that | could rob him."

"d],"

Pietro brightened, then frowned again. "What if we
can't rescue her, Sr?"

Maijstra looked et the piece of fleth in hisfingers. The
hand no longer trembled. "In that event, Mr. Quijano,”
hesaid, "I shal haveto challenge her kidnappers one by
one. And kill them, one hopes. Family honor, das, won't
have it any other way—and chdlenging themis prefera-
ble, inmy mind a least, to committing suicide and
hoping it shamesthem into letting Miss Jensen go." He
looked at Pietro with hislazy green eyes. "Unless, of
course, you'd like to issue the chalenges yoursdf?"

Pietro grew paer. "No. sr. | don't—it's not my prov-
ince, you see."

"l understand. One can scarcely hope to vanquish an
enemy in angle combat through the use of higher mathe-
maticsaone." Hefinished hisfleth and dusted hisfingers,



then stood. "L uncheon, Mr. Quijano?' he asked. "I think
we're stocked with food."

"I'm not hungry.” Pietro was staring into nowhere.
"Thank you."
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"I'll find mysdlf asnack, then." Maijstrd said. He
stood and moved toward the kitchen.

What heredlly intended to do was get on the phone and
rent another safe house. This one was hopelessy compro-
mised. Pietro Quijano was on Maijstra's sidefor the
present, but when and if Amalia Jensen was rescued that
was likely to change.

Successful criminal masterminds, one notes, dways look
ahead.

Nichole was lunching on cold chicken, bean sdlad, and
pickles, ahumble meal she could eat only in private, but
which she much preferred to the elaborate, often eccentric
cuisine demanded by her role asamember of the Diadem.
Even here, the med was not entirely her own; since she
was supposed to be hiding Maijstral herein her love nest,
sheld had to order for two. The sight of the second plate
made the mead more londly than it should have been.
Lightly downcast, she spped her iced teawith lemon and
wondered again what Maijstra wasinvolved with.

The phone rang. Nichole sipped again and waited for
the room to tell her who it was.

"The Countess Anastasia, maarn,” theroom said fi-
naly. "Asking for Mr. Maijstra.” Nichole turned around
insurprise.

WEéll, she thought. Developments.

She ordered the room to create a holographic mirror
image of her by way of making certain she wasfit to show
hersdlf on the phone, patted her hair, men moved to
another chair so mat her meal would be out of sght and
that her backdrop would suit her complexion. "By dl
means connect the Countess,” she said.

Countess Anastasia was hol ographed from a point of
view dightly below her chin, giving her alofty eevation,
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alowing her to took at Nichole down her nose. Some
people camed thisto extremes, which made for an upset-
ting view if they neglected to clip al their nose hairs; but
the Countess was more subtle and the effect was dight, but
gill observable.

"Nichole," shesad coldly. She spokein Khosdi. "l
asked for Drake Maijstra.”

"| regret he'snot here, my lady." Nicholesaid. "1
would be happy to take amessage, should | seehim.”

The Countess smiled thinly. "Ah. | must have been
misinformed. The broadcast media, you understand.”

"| regret to say, my lady, that the media are wont to
report asfact dl manner of speculation.”

"Y es. That has been my experience aswell. | would
have given the reports no credence, you understand, save
that | have been unable to reach Maijstral a home.”

Nichole, looking a me Countess, wondered why Maijstral
was S0 timorous around this woman. The Countess seemed,
despite her breeding and apparent confidence, a patheti-
caly insecure creature who had found salvation in the
Imperidist Cause, quite the same way othersfound sdlva
tioninrdigion, or crank philosophy, or conspiracy theory—
againg one's own inner conviction of inggnificance, a
flailing, defiant, unfocused, but perfectly sincere protest.
Nichole, thinking these thoughts, looked at the Countess
and amiled hdpfully.

"l will take amessage, my lady,” shesaid, "and relay
itto Maijgtrd if | seehim.”

The Countess seemed cross. Nichole guessed that the
Countess assumed Maijstral was hiding in Nichole's bou-
dair, ligeningin. "Very wdl," the Countess said. "Tdll
him this. He has something that | want, and | believe he
will find the priceto hisliking."

"I will report the message faithfully, my lady.”
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"Thank you." The Countess smiled with agraciousness
her hard eyes denied. | regret having to bother you,



"No bother at dl. Countess. 1 enjoy doing thingsfor my
friends.” Nichole was smiling back, asmile that betrayed
adight effort, the effect intending to show she knew the
Countesss civility was amask. Nuance, nuance. Nichole's

Specidty.
The Countess winked away.

Nicholelet her smilerdax. Maijstrd. she thought, her
adarm growing. What have you got yoursdf into?

"Reieving you," said Sergeant Tvi. Shewas carrying
Amalia Jensen'sfood tray up the stairs. Khotvinn thank-
fully turned off his Ronnie Romper disguise and handed
her the hole projector, gun, and manacle control.

"The prisoner has been quiet,” herumbled. Then he
moved down the stairs, treading heavily, flexing his shoul-
ders. Looking for something to hit.

Guarding prisoners. Pah. Breaking neckswas more his
dyle.

Thiswas no work for a Khosalikh such as he. He stood
169ng, and his shoulders were 70ng across. His upper
armswere 58ng around and his chest was wider around
than the last tape measure held tried to measureit with. On
his home planet—afrontier world, where Khosali power
was tempered by scarce resources and the ferocity of
native life-forms—he had been regarded with awe and
fear. Awe and fear that were, so Khotvinn had aways
thought, perfectly judtified.

Khotvinn stomped to hisroom, wanting to tread the
lilieson his carpet. The room was furnished in the loca
milksop style: frilly things on the windows and bed, plush
carpets, vases with flowers, an oversoft mattress on a bed
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that would dter its shape on command. It was die sort of
thing Khotvinn had to guard againgt. If hewasn't careful,
thiskind of living could make him soft.

He had no intention of becoming soft. Hewasthe
imperious offspring of asuperior brand of Khosdli, the
pioneerswho had, by dint of their strength and will, driven
back the frontiers of the Empire and subjugated entire



planetsfull of dieninferiors. The effete Emperor back in

his harem thought hisvictories had come at hisown

bidding. Bah! It was the people like Khotvinn who got the
job done, and by me best and most effective way—smashing
heads.

Khotvinn considered himsdlf abloody-handed reaver—
titanic in hisfury, awesomein hismirth, cardess of the
laws made to protect those weaker than himself. He recog-
nized no custom save hisown will, no motive save his

own enrichment. He despised Allowed Burglars, taking
advantage of loopholesin the law, sneaking into darkened
houses at night. Better to proclaim yoursdlf openly. And
Sinn wasn't any better, using othersto do hisdirty work.
The only one of this crowd he had any use for wasthe
Countess, awoman who clearly worshipped strength, honor,
and desperate deeds. Khotvinn was abom plunderer, and
if hisyoung career as an armed robber (and army deserter)
hadn't been interrupted by acowardly, puking little human
weakling (who had dropped a brick on hishead while
hiding on aba cony), he would be plundering till.

Subsequently he had concluded that being amember of
the Secret Dragoons could work to his advantage. He
could study the stupid foolswho surrounded him, leam
their ways, and then, when the time was right, strike out
on hisown, leaving nothing but ruin and broken necks
behind him.

Khotvinn reached under his bed and came up with his
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sword case. He drew out the long stedl blade—no light
aloysfor him!—and raised it two-handed above his head-
Carefully he pictured Baron Sumin front of him, and then
diced the image from neck to crotch. The blade danced
before him like awhirlwind, chopping Sinnto bits. His
heart hammered. His blood raced. He was Khotvinn. ..
Khotvinn. .. KHOTV!INN! Glorious exemplar of hisrace!
Furious brawler with sword of stedl! Bloody ravager with a
heart of careless mgjesty!

The antique vase splintered beneath Khotvinn's backswing

and splattered the bedcovers with mangled roses. Khotvinn
snarled and threw down hisblade. It pierced thelily carpet
and stuck in thefloor, quivering.

Khotvinn spat. Thiswas not a suitable room. Thiswas
not a suitable mission. His companions were not suitable.



With an easy gesture he yanked the sword from the
floor. It hung in hishand like atooth of omen. He
consdered hisStuation.

His companions—his so-called superiors—were holding
the human, Jensen, for ransom. Holding awoman prisoner
waan't anything he couldn't do himsdlf, or anything that
required Tvi or Sinn.

Hislips drew back, histongue lolled. A gloriousidea
had entered his mind. Give Sinn the chop, he thought.
Givethe chop to Tvi. Then leave with Jensen over his
shoulder, the Countess's ghastly milksop mansion burning
behind him. A wonderful picture. What cared Khotvinn
for the Fate of the Empire?

The smile began to fade. Who, exactly, was he sup-
posed to sell Jensen to? He couldn't remember.

Hed have to keep his ears open and await his chance.
Histime, he knew, would come.

Khotvinn's grin broadened. Saliva dropped to the car-
pet. Thiswas going to be grest.
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* * *

"I'm not advocating discrimination, you understand.”
AmadliaJensen's lit lip had healed under the influence of
asemilife patch, her swelling had likewise been reduced,
and though the bruises till showed, the swelling and
discomfort were down and she was speaking, and eating
lunch, without difficulty.

Speaking and eating on the bed, from atray, with her
ankles held together. Tvi wasn't taking any chances.

"No, not discrimination. Just reasonable precautions.

The Rebdlion was successful because many of the rebels
were highly placed in me Imperid bureaucracy and mili-
tary, and werein apostion to aid in the defection of entire
Imperia squadrons. The Congtellation should take precau-
tionsagaing just such an event. That'sal I'm suggesting.”

Tvi was till enjoying the role of asophigticated merce-
nary, and sherelaxed in her chair, aleg dangling over the
chair arm, her stunner in onefigt. " So nonhumans should
never be put in postions of authority?' Tvi asked. "And
thisiswhat you cal nondiscriminatory. Miss Jensen?'



Amdiafrowned into her frappe. "It'sanecessty. A
regrettable one, | know. But humanity issimply too deli-
cately placed to take a chance.”

"It would seem to me, speaking gtrictly as an observer,
that you're amogt asking for betrayal. Why should anyone
beloyd to agovernment that will never trust her?'

"Perhapsin afew generations, after the Imperid threat
becomeslessacute. . . ."

"And | must say, speaking again as an observer, that
you Seem rather naive about human nature.”

A vell of stedl seemed to move over Amalia Jensen's

eyes. Tvi redlized she may have offended by offering a
judgment on Amdias species. Oh well, she thought, what
wasthe point of being alanguid sophigticate if you couldn't

[
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offer sweeping judgments? Besides, thiswasn't anything
Amadiahadn't just done with respect to races other than
her own. "Yes?' Amdiasaid. "How s0?'

"Because you are underestimating the extent of human
corruptibility. Miss Jensen. Why do you assumethat an
individua will beloya smply because heishuman?Are
not humans as susceptible to greed, extortion, and treach-
ery as any other? More o, if the stereotypes are to be
believed." Seeing Amdiadsdark glance, Tvi hastened to
add, "Which | don't for amoment believe, by theway.
But d'you seewhat | mean? If you waste al your re-
sources averting treachery on the part of nonhumanswho
may not betraitorsin thefirst place, you may be missing
the humanswho are.”

"I'm not advocating for aminute spending al our
resources doing any onething,” Amdiasad. "But ill,

one may assume a certain speciesloyalty, yes? Why dse
would so many well-placed humans support the Rebellion,
even though such support waslargely against their own
interests?’

"Greed and blackmail, for sarters.”

Amdiafrowned and pushed her tray away. "That's not
true"



"Probably not. Not in more than afew cases, anyway."
Tvi threw her other leg over the chair arm and snuggled
into the cushion. "I'm just offering apair of motivations
you seem not to have considered in the case of your own
species, but are dl too happy to attribute to others.”

AmaliaJensen winced and turned her eyesaway. "I
understand the reasons for Ronnie Romper,” she said,
"but can't you get rid of the smile, somehow? It's just too
digracting, having to debate that grin.”

"I'm afraid not. Miss Jensen."”
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Amadiagaveasigh and put her chinon her hand. "I'll
just have to bear up, then."

"Good advice, I'd say, for awoman in your Stuation.”

Bingo, thought Gregor Norman. Point for me. He looked
at the numbers shimmering on his computer screen and
leaned back in his chair, lacing his hands behind his neck
just above where the proximity wirein hiscollar interfaced
his mind with me computer. A grin Soread over hisface.
The champagne that till sparkled on the frontiers of his
consciousness acted to widen the grin. He nodded in time
to the Vivadi hewas playing on his Troxan sound deck,
enjoyed histriumph for afew moments, then reached to
the service plate on the wall and pressed the ideograph for
"genera announcement.”

"Boss. | think I've found something.”
"One moment.”

If Gregor hadn't been anticipating, he never would have
heard Maijstral enter. The man moved in such absolute
dlencethat, in the early months of his apprenticeship,
Gregor had wondered if there was something uncanny
about it. Just good training, he finally decided, and began
conscioudy to imitate him.

Gregor was agood thief, had always been. HEd been
living by hiswitsfor mogt of hislife, but he knew hed
never make it to the top of the ratings as an Allowed
Burglar.

The problem was those ten pointsfor style. The people
at the top of the charts—Alice Manderley, Geoff Fu George,



Baron Drago—they fairly oozed style, and moved among
their victimswith such charm that it amost seemed asif
no onein the company resented the way hisvauables
kept disappearing. Maijstrd, for example, had al the
advantages—gentle birth, schooling in the Empire, the
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right socia connections. When the teenaged Gregor had
heard about Maijstral and Nichole, held breathed fiery
jealousy for weeks.

Gregor was Non-U, that was the trouble. Should he ever
have occasion to meet Nichole, he wouldn't know how to
make an approach, what to talk about. If hewasto bea
successful Allowed Burglar, hed have to know how to
move among these people, how they spoke, thought,
interacted. Hed learned alot just watching Maijstral. He
was taking diction lessons. He'd learned that the hair style
hed favored on his home world would have got him
chdlenges on haf the planetsin the Empire. Hed learned
not to paint hisfacein the pastel colors he had favoredin
hisyouth, and to say "perhaps’ instead of "maybe," and
"vetch" ingead of "clinker." But he il had along way

to go.

Anticipating, Gregor looked up just as Maijstral ap-
peared, in hissilence, behind Gregor'sright shoulder. "1
think | found it," he said. ' '1 broke into the phone compa:
ny's computers and got Countess Anastasias numbers,
including her address. | cross-checked the address with my
security fileand found out that Anastasiaadded multiple
security to her resdencejust yesterday, which might mean
shewas anticipating having to put the snatch on Jensen.”

"What sort of security?' Maijstral asked.
"L eapers, screamers, and flaxes."
"Goon."

"No hoppers. So it might not be individual objects she's
guarding, but an area. Like an areaholding a prisoner.”

"Can you get amap of the building?"
"Maybe. Perhaps. I'll check the planning authority.
That will give me achanceto usethe peder program

Poston sold us."

"Can you find out whom the building belongsto?'
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"Coming up."

Still leaning back in his chair, Gregor gave amenta
command to his computer and supervised asit phoned the
planning authority, then crashed through its defenseslike

an Imperid cruiser through an insect screen. Poston's
peeler was brute force, no mistake, not abit of e egance.
No style points here. Gregor smiled as the data read across
thevisua centersof hisbrain.

"Woolvinn Leases, Ltd," hesaid. "Shall 1 took at the
Countess's household computer, boss? If we can check her
food shipments we might be able to find out how many
people she hasin there.”

Maijstral consdered mis. "If you're certain it won't give
usaway. ..."

"Not with Poston's pedler. | can dwaysjust ring off
and say it wasamisteke."

"Very wdl. Go ahead.”
"Only too."

Gregor started the program on its merry way, his head
bobbing to the sound of Vivaldi. He looked up at Maijstrdl,
seeing the man withdrawn behind his hooded eyes. He
thought about Maijstral's conversation with Pietro Quijano
that morning, and atroubling thought entered his mind.

He'd assumed that Maijstral had merdly been playing with
me man, but with Maijgtrd it was hard to tell.

"B0oss?' he asked. "About the rdiquary?’
Maijstrd's expression was abstracted. "Y es, Gregor?'

"Y ou were just pretending to congder sdling thething
to the Imperials, correct? | mean, weredly wouldn't do it,

right?'
Maijstra's eyesturned to him. There was a hint of
intensity behind the lidded eyes- "Would it bother you if

wedid?'

Gregor shifted uneadily in hischair. "Well, boss, |
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don't think much of the Congtdllation or the hacksthat run
it, but that doesn't mean | want to have diens over us
again. Let done an Emperor. Not only that, but my grand-
dad fought in the Rebellion, and he used to tell meastory
about what it was like under the Empire. It wasn't good
for alot of people, boss."

Maijsra'ssmilewas dight. Vivadi wasreaching a

climax, and he seemed abstracted, his mind somewhere off
inthemusic. "The possbility of the Empire returning,”

he sad, "seemsremote.”

"Besides. Those people stole our client.”
"That has not escaped my attention, Gregor.”
Gregor frowned. He was not comforted.

MaijstraTs hand reached for Gregor's sound deck, popped
me trapdoor, removed Vivadi. "What next?' he asked.

"TheSnal."

Maijstra's hand flourished another recording. " Snall

ghdl it be. | dwayslikethe D Minor." He dropped the
recording into the trapdoor and pushed the play button. He
turned to Gregor with asmile.

"Anything from the Countesss?'

"Right." Gregor turned his attention to the data that

had been winking in hismind for some moments. "Looks
like the Countess had visitorslast night. A lot of wineand
dinner for four." He laughed. "The comp prepared break-
fadt for five mismorning. Luncheon for five, too. Whered
number five come from?'

"I'm surewe can guess.”

"And—I|et's see—she's ordered sometools, timber,
plywood. . . ."

"It seemsasif her ladyship might be nailing shut a
window or two."

"It seemslike. And she's aso ordered a heavy-duty
bolt, sometoolsfor ingtallation, and a Ronnie Romper
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disguise from acostume shop.” Helooked up a Maijstrd.
"Ronnie Romper?' he asked.

Music wafted into the room. Maijstral shrugged. " Per-
haps Ronnieis her favorite. 1 alwaysliked him when | was

young.”

"I never cared for him. It wasthe smile, | think. Never
went away."

Maijstral nodded to the sound of violas. Hiseyeswere
dreamy. "The D Minor. | awaysliked thosefirst four
bars.

"Me, too, boss." Gregor looked at Maijstrat, disquiet
humming in hismind- He knew held been diverted from
his question about the rdiquary's ultimate fate—and ex-
pertly diverted, too—but hisadmiration for Maijstra's
style had not obscured his disquiet. He had no objection to
looking after profit, but neither did he enjoy theidea of the
Imperium coming back.

All this, he concluded, was going to take some thinking
about.

Woolvinn Lesses had asmdl officein the center of

Peleng City. Beside the door was a copper plate that was
probably polished daily. The door was opaque from the
outside but transparent from the ingde, so that the func-
tionary therein could observe the customer on his approach
and decide on the proper attitude. Roman stepped through
the door and gazed at the functionary through rose-colored
spectacles. "Mr. Woolvinn, please.”

"Mr. Woolvinn has been deceased for eighty years,”

the functionary reported. He was a Tanquer and looked up
at Roman through ditted, supercilious nictitating mem-
branes. "'l will show you to Mr. Clive. Who may | tell
himiscdling?'

"My nameis Cagtor. | am persona assistant to Lord
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Graves." Roman handed the Tanquer acard. Thereal
Graveswas adigtant relation of Maijstral'swho lived in
the Imperium, aspare and miserly young gentleman who
would have been mortally offended by the usesto which
Roman put his name, but too parsmoniousto send a
message complaining abot it.



"Sir." The Tanquer bowed, his striped tail swishing,

and led Roman to an office paneled in light, varnished
wood. "Please wait here, Sr." The functionary indicated
achair, then abar set into thewall. "May | offer you
coffee, teg, rink, kit infuson? Wine, perhaps?*

"A kif infuson. Thank you."

Roman sipped hisdrink and felt awarm and secret joy.

In addition to his ornamental spectacles he wore a soft
grey jacket with adark braided collar and black laces, an
antique gorget of darkened Wilkinson stedl, and handmade
boots of brown leather. It was anything but what a servant
should wear, and that was what gave Roman pleasure. He
had always thought, in his heart of hearts, he would make
afirg-ratelord. He was secretly pleased that Woolvinn's
had proven sufficiently old-fashioned not to have con-
nected their computer filesto the telephone, and that he'd
have to do his reconnai ssance the old-fashioned way.

Mr. Clive proved to be human, amiddle-aged man of
pleasant aspect and Empire-tailored coat. Roman sniffed
ears and declined an offer of pastry.

"Isthat a Jasper?' he asked, indicating asmooth slver-
dloy congtruction rising gracefully inthe comer. A lesser
impersonator would have said "genuine Jasper.”

"Indeed, yes," said Mr. Clive. "Our founder, Woolvinn
the Elder, was acollector."”

Roman sat, and Clive followed suit. "I congratulate Mr.
Woolvinn on histastes” Roman said. "My own taste runs
moreto Torfelks, but | understand that Jaspers are not easy
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to find nowadays. Lord Graves had asmall collection to
which heisaways hoping to add, but das, Jaspersare
much harder to acquire these daysthan in the late Mr.
Wootvinn'stime."

"Indeed, yes," Mr. Clive murmured.

"Lord Graves wishes to make atour of the Constella
tion," Roman said. "He hopes to spend amonth on
Peleng, beginning e ghteen months from now. He wishes
to have suitable accommodation.”

"Hislordship will doubtlesswant ahousein town.”



"In the country, methinks." The Countess Anastasids
residence had arurd address, and Maijstral had primed
Roman with adescription of her tastes- "A sizable place,
auitablefor entertaining hislordship'slarge acquaintance.
Elegantly appointed, with an arbor for preference, perhaps
acroquet court. Would mis be possible?"

"indeed, yes," Mr. Clive said, now for thethird time.
"We have saverd propertiesthat might suit. In eighteen

months, you say?'
"Indeed," said Roman, "Yes"

Roman viewed holographic representations of a number
of resdences, any of which might suit the given descrip-
tion. Heknew that, in view of the amount of money they
charged for amonthly rental, Woolvinn Ltd. would damn
well ingtall acroquet court if necessary. He looked at the
address of each hologram, and when thefifth residence
appeared, he leaned back and tilted his muzzle up to look
through his spectacles at the neo-Georgian pilewith its
veined porcelain roof.

"Sink me" hesaid. "That's hislordship'staste, if ever
I've seenit!”

Mr. dive's ears pricked forward. A subtlelight, far too
tenuousto be called agleam, crept into hiseyes. "Let me
show you the entry hall. Marble imported from Couscous.”
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Roman purred hisjoy over the Couscous marble, the
furnishings, the exquisite taste and the care with which the
house was assembled. Since Lord Gravestraveled sur-
rounded by numerous objets d'art, Roman inquired about
security, and received acareful briefing concerning the
mansion's protective systems. He asked for acopy of the
company's hologram so mat he could send it to Lord
Graves and hislordship could view thefurnishingsand
gppointments himsdf. Thiswas happily provided. He asked
if he could seethe place. Mr. Clive said that the house was
currently occupied by me Countess Anastasiaand her suite,
but that she had only rented the place for amonth, and mat
hewould cdll to seeif avisit would be convenient for her,

If he could have the number of Mr. Castor'stelephone. . . ?

Roman gave him the number of the cottage where
Maijstra was hiding and rose to give his conge. Mr. Clive
showed him to the door and sniffed hisears.



Roman noticed that the functionary had completely

unditted his eyes (acompliment he assumed), and he gave
the Tanquer anod as he left. As he walked down me blue
brick sidewalk, his private joy rekindled. For me brief
moments of the two-hundred-yard walk between Woolvinn's
and hisflier, he abandoned himself entirely to the concept

of Mr. Cagtor, associate of an Imperia lord, confidante of
the aristocracy, dancing an elegant and graceful ballet

amid the highest circlesof Empire, - ..

Amazing, cometo think of it, what abraided coat and a
pair of rose-colored spectacles can do for a person. Here
was Roman, the controlled and very muscular associate of
aknown thief, strolling down the street awarding benign
and gracious nods to those he passed, aliving embodiment
of noblesse oblige and aglorious example of what a
Khosdikh can be, given theremova of afew minor
inhibitions. His secret joy seemed to communicate to those
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he met, and they went on their way with their hearts
lightened, agpring growing intheir step, smelling the
fresher-seeming air, al pleased that thetall, dark Khosdi
lord seemed so happy merdy to encounter them on the
dreet. It was asmdl miracle, this two-hundred-yard stretch
of shared bliss, but a miracle nonetheless.

Roman, il glowing with theinner conviction of being
Mr. Cagtor, climbed gracioudy into hisflier and took his
miraculous way into the sky.

The Countess Anastasia heard Maijstral’s household ro-
bot answer the telephone and dropped her phoneinto its
cradle. Maijstral hadn't answered al day. He was probably
in Nicholes suite, spending himsalf in some gppalling
sensua indulgence, when insteed he could be herefighting
for the Empire as his father and grandfather had done. . . .

It made me Countess want to spit.

"Maijgtrd is probably hiding out until the statue of
limitations passes,” said Baron Sinn. "Well be ableto
get in touch with him tomorrow morning.”

The Countess was dtill white about the nose. "Thisis
frustrating. 1 want the Imperid Artifact, and | want that

Jensen creature out of my house."1

"Thereisno need to fear. Thereisno way she can



know where sheis being kept. She has not seen either of
LBll

The Countess frowned. "That isn't what | was worried
about. Maijsrd is... hé'salazy man. But heisnot
without his pride.™*

Sinn'searsturned thoughtfully downward. "Y ou mean
he may turn awkward."

"That ismy fear. And heisvery effective a what he
actualy puts his mind to. Perhgps we ought to increase the
number of guards around the place." She put her hand on
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hisarm, stroking the dense velvet. "There aretwo men |
know. Weve used them as security for Imperiaist meet-
ings, in case peopletry to disrupt us.™*

Sinnwasthoughtful. "The fewer people who know, the
better it will befor us."

"Oh, | wouldn't mention the real reason why they were
here. Just that 1 had reason to suspect some trouble. We
could give them rooms downgtairs, that way they'd be
within call but out of our way."

The Baron's digphragm throbbed. "Very wdl, Count-
ess" hesad. "Makeyour cdl.”

Smiling, Countess Anastasia reached again for the phone.
She felt unaccountably buoyed- Even though the presence
of the two men would probably not make any difference, it
was gill acomfort to be doing something.

"Perhgpslater,” she sad, "you would join mefor
some croquet.”

"Happily, my lady."

As shetold the tel ephone whose number to cdl, the
Countess pictured in her mind the smooth yellow sward,
me click of malletsand balls, the brisk, fresh air. Baron
Sinn searching for hisball amid apile of kibblefruit.
Lovely, lovely. And while she enjoyed hersdf, the plan
would be moving forward. That was al she asked.

"I'm going to think for awhile." Maijstrd had just
assembled hislate luncheor/apair of sandwichesona
tray. "Please don't disturb me unlessyou're postiveit's



very important.”

Maijstral was good enough at being an aristocrat that
neither Gregor nor Pietro Quijano thought to ask what he
intended to think about, or how long it was going to take.
Only Roman knew Maijstra well enough to detect adight
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fasehood in his bearing, and Roman was off on an errand
a Woolvinn Leases, Ltd.

The truth wasthat Maijstral had nothing better to do

until Roman returned from hiserrand, and he didn't want

to hang around gazing at the reliquary while Quijano
continued hisfretting, Maijstra, who actudly planned to
finish watching his Western while he ate his sandwiches,
and afterward take anap, knew that maintaining acertain
level of mystery was an important factor in sustaining his
position as|eader, and that the admission of how he
intended to spend the rest of the afternoon would not serve
to enhance hismystique.

Maijstral sat cross-legged on his bed, while the Western
played out to its cathartic end, Jesse and Priscilladead,
Bat wounded, theKing done ... alump rosein Maijstra's
throat at the last lonely guitar chords from the man walk-
ing companionlessinto the bloody sunset. The tragedy was
awesome and gorgeous, and Maijstral felt better instantly.
He gtifled hislonging for athird sandwich—hewould have
longed for something different, but the kitchen was Ro-
man's province and Maijstral didn't know how to fix
anything e se—and then Maijstra stretched out on his bed
and tried to deep.

Withal, this was perhaps an odd reaction for aman
whose honor had just been mortaly insulted. He should,
perhaps, have been samping and fuming and plotting
bloody-handed deeds of revenge. No doubt that's what
Robert the Butcher would have done. But Maijstral was
more carelessin these matters—in fact, he had no intention
whatever of chdlenging Baron Sinn or anyone else, or
indeed of risking his skin more than it had been risked
aready. He had just said that to impress Quijano, and
because Roman expected it to be said. He knew how to
play apart aswell asanyone.
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Heknew that hewasterribly deficient in hismord sense,
but this knowledge seemed not to bother him. No doubt he



was deficient in conscience aswell.

Conscienceless, his nerves soothed by sandwiches and
safe video tragedy, he dept well.

Roman changed into proper modest clothing before wak-
ing Maijstral, and bade aregretful farewdl| to Mr. Castor

as he hung the braided jacket in his closet. Maijstral, used
to being awakened at odd hours, snapped fully awake as
soon as Roman scratched softly at the door.

Roman knew, as soon as he saw Maijstral stretched on
the bed, that he had been secretly enjoying low entertain-
ments again. Stifling aspasm of resignation, he reported
hisfindingsto Maijstra and watched as Maijstra ran
through the hologram of Anastasdsresdence. Maijstra
ran through it twice, nervoudy twisting the diamond on his
finger, then looked up.

"We shdl haveto makeaplan,” hesad. "Do you
think Mr. Quijano can handle apistol ?*

CHADTCCS8

Paavo Kuusinen drowsed most of the afternoon away,
sretched out full length beneath ayellow-leaved cricket
tree. Hewas on aknoll about half amile from Countess
Anastasids residence; by cracking open one eye he could
look down across the back of the manse and the rear
portico with its double row of pillarsthat overlooked the
smooth expanse of the croquet court, a court surrounded
by agrove of low, red-fruited kibble trees. Through the
longfinders he carried, Kuusinen could see the back win-
dows and occasiond dim figures, usudly robots, moving
behind them. (From his comfortable position he couldn't
see the boarded-up front window behind which Amdia
Jensen languished in her well-fed exile, but then he was
new at thissort of thing.) Hisflier was parked out of sght
on thereverse dope of hisknoll.

There hadn't been much to see snce morning; only the
Countess playing croquet with Baron Sinn. By putting his
longfinders on maximum amplification, Kuusinen could

see they both carried pistols aswell as malets. He watched
long enough to note that the Countess was afurious and
competitive player. She had given the Baron abal of a
peculiar shade of red, and when, with cracks that reverber-
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ated dl the way to Kusinen'sknall, shewhacked Sinn's
ball off beneath the kibble groves, Sinn was compelled to
son hisbdl out from falen kibblefruit of an identicd sze
and shade. Kuusioen concluded the color of the ball could
not be anything other than deliberate psychologicd warfare
on the part of the Countess. It worked. She won both

games.

At sestathe games ended. Kuusinen drowsed. On wak-
ing he yawned, stretched, and searched the windows again
with hislongfmders. Nothing of interest. He went to the
picnic basket he'd had arestaurant deliver, ate acold
salmon salad, and drank abottle of rink. Perhaps, he
thought, he should cdl Maijgtral and tell him anonymoudy
where Amalia Jensen was being held prisoner. He decided
to wait until the morning before caling.

Stars gppeared. A cool wind began to gust through the
cricket tree. Kuusinen shivered and put on acloak. Ina
moment, when the breeze fell Slent, he heard the delicate
whisper of aflier somewherein the night sky. He trained
his longfmders upward and saw the unmistakable silhou-
ette of a Gustafson SC-700 moving against the Milky
Way. He amiled. Maijstrd's flier was a Gustafson.

Theflier settled over amile awvay, onto thefar Ssdeof a
tree-crowned ridge with aview of the front of the building.
Kuusinen couldn't see them from his position; that didn't
bother him. He got some system-assists from hisflier and
dry-swdlowed them, intending to keep dert. Something
was going to happen, and he was sure that when Maijstral
made hismove, he could get aview of it somehow.

Another flier whistled overhead, skimming Kuusinen's
knoll. Kuusinen looked up and waved. Another Gustafson
SC, close enough so that Kuusinen could see two peoplein
it. It circled and landed by thefirst. In afew minutes, both
fliersrose and sped off over the horizon.
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Kuusinen frowned. Maijstra's behavior—if thiswas
Maijstra—seemed odd. But then he redized that thefliers
had probably been sent somewhere on autopilot, just in
case anyone had seen them land.

Paavo Kuusinen smiled asthe first wave of system-
asssts began to dance aong his nerves. Thiswas going to
befun.



"Hey. Do you know what you get when you crossa
range-drover with adithennoon? A baby who vetchesin

purple

AmdiaJensen convulsed with laughter. Sheraised her
bound ankles and kicked her legs as she cackled. Tvi
grinned. It hadn't been ahaf-bad ideato leave Amdia
efficiently tied up after Sestaand dip downgairsfor a
bottle of wine. In order to avoid detection, sheld had to
snesk down the circular sairsin theround library on the
east Sde, but thiswas no problem for apracticed thief.
She snuggled deeper into her overstuffed chair.

"My grandfather worked as a dithennoon for a sea-

son," Amaiasaid. "He had al sorts of stories. That was
before the Rebellion. He commanded acruiser at Khom,
but didn't meet Admira Scholder till after thewar.” She
sghed. "My father wasin the Navy, too. | lived at Sxteen
bases before | was twelve. That'swhen my father diedin
the Hotspur accident and my mother came here. Welived
with my grandfather till hedied.”

"My childhood was smilar,” Tvi sad. "But my par-
ents were both civil service." She supposed she wasn't
giving too much away by that admission—Imperid civil
servants numbered in the hundreds of millions.

"Mogt of the placeswere dl right. The border'sfairly
close to Earth, so most of the bases were near or on
planets that had been inhabited for along time. It wasn't
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asif my dad was amember of the Pioneer Corpsor

anything.”
"But it wasgtill military. | canimagine.”

"It was, well, disciplined. But that was dl right. The
part | didn't likewas my father going away dl thetime."

"But you didn't join the Navy yoursdf."

Amalia Jensen shrugged. Her face was drained of ex-
pression. "'l have got amild form of epilepsy. It's control-
lable with medication, but it il disqudified me. It'snot
curable without great expense, and the Navy would prefer
to spend the money training someone else.”

"Sorry." Tvi wondered what epilepsy was. Something
peculiar to humans, apparently.



"I could have got into Planetary Services. But for meit
wasthe Navy or nothing." Tvi's somachs rumbled. She
looked at her watch and saw that Khotvinn would be
bringing supper fairly soon. Better finish the bottle. "More
wine?' she asked.

"Thank you. So | got into paliticsinstead. It seemed the
best way to serve. Outside the military, anyway." Tvi
brought Amalia's wrists and ankles together, poured wine,
stepped back across the room, and then sat in her chair
again, al while Amdiawent on talking.

"Y our father would approve, you think?" Tvi asked.

"| think hewould,” Amdiasaid. "He and my grandfa-
ther were dways strong prohumans.”

Tvi lapped at her wine meditatively. "Mine doesn't
gpprove of meat dl," shesad. "Wewerein constant
combat when | was growing up. But | wonder. If my
father had died when | wastwelve, would | bein Imperia
uniform, trying to be the best timeserver on fifty planets?’

Amadlia Jensen seemed lost in thought. Therewasa
knock on the door that made them jump, and then Khotvinn's
voice.
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Tvi lapped up the rest of her winein ahurry, then hid
theglassin adrawer. Thelittleleft in the bottle she poured
into AmalJas cup.

"Seeyou later," shesad.
"Aurevoir, Mr. Romper." With adrunken giggle.

Tvi was surprised to see along sword strapped to
Khotvinn'swast and astrange defiant gleam in hiseye.

Tvi wondered what notion had crossed the troglodyte's
brain thistime, then decided he'd probably spent the after-
noon being fired up by arecording of Ten Greatest Milita-
rist Speeches or something equally exciting. "The prisoner's
in good spirits," she reported.

Khotvinn grunted. "What was the name of that person
who wasvisting her lagt night?"



Tvi was surprised by this evidence of interest. "Him?
Lieutenant Navarre, | think."

"Hm. Good." Tvi could dmaost watch the dow tum-

blers of Khotvinn's mind clicking over. Thefur on her
shoulders rose dightly—the cave-dweller was perfectly
eerie, with hissword and intent express on—then she con-
scioudy smoothed her fur and handed over the Ronnie
Romper hologram. Shewas, on reflection, dmost glad she
didn't know what Khotvinn was thinking. It showed, she
thought, that her ancestors, unlike his, had probably ad-
vanced somewhat in thelast million or so years-

Tvi moved down the servants gair, careful not to sway
too drunkenly. Odd, she thought, that the captive was the
only person in this place she could talk to. Amaia Jensen
might be something of apolitical crank, but her opinions
weren't vicious and at least she seemed amore balanced
sort than the other cranks around here.

"There's some geezer on aknall off to the northeest,”
Gregor said. Hewasin his darksuit, soft, loose crepe
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covering everything except the pale ovd of hisface, but
hadn't yet turned on the camouflage holograms. "He's got
aflier parked out of sght. Hewaved a us asweflew
overhead. No effort made to conced himsdlf. Therewas
nothing to hide behind but atree that isn't even asthick
around asheis."

"Do you think hesalookout?' asked Pietro. Hewas
wearing aspare darksuit, and weapons hung from his belt.
He had proved aquick study at their use, but Maijstral and
his assistants hadn't any idea of how he'd act when the

redl thing came, and decided to equip him only with
nonletha weapons againgt which their own darksuits hed
built-in protection.

"A lookout?' Maijstra asked. His voice came egrily
from the cloudy blackness of ahologram. "Possibly, d-
though I'd think it morelikely he's police, or one of Miss
Jensen's palitical contacts.”

Pietro shook his head briefly. "No. Not one of us."

Maijstra went on. "He can't see half the approachesto

the house from where he is—if heisalookout he'd do
better on the roof—but we may not be dealing with profes-
sonadshere" He had just come down from a short flight



above the trees, searching the front view of the house with
longfmders. "There's awindow boarded up on the second
floor, near the southeast comer. Fairly obvious, but then
me Countess was never subtle.”

Gregor had a hologram projector in his hand. He touched
abutton and suddenly, glowing in the dark night air, the

white expanse of the house appeared. Maijsird turned of f
his darksuit and pointed with a soft-gloved hand. "There,"

Gregor adtered the perspective of the hologram, moving
through the second floor of the building.

The front of the building was shaped like a broad,
shalow U, acovered veranda held within the U's gentle
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arms. On the southeast comer, second floor, was adraw-
ing room that occupied the arm of the U on that story. Just
to the north of the drawing room wasacircular library,
two storiesin height, with an ornate, wrought-iron spird
gair and alarge crysta chanddier. The western-facing
windows of the drawing room looked out over the roof of
the veranda, and in the drawing room'’s northwest corner
was adoor that led into the upper front hall. Moving down
the hall, one door to the west, was the room with the
boarded-up window.

Maijstra found the Situation testing his temper-
"There'sjust too much access to the second floor,” he
muttered. "L ook here. Insde the house, within afew
paces of Miss Jensen's door, there's a servants stairway,
and just around the corner from that isthe grand stairway
to me ground floor. We've got the spird staircase coming
up theround library on the east Side, and that stair has
access to the southeast drawing room, and from the draw-
ing room it'stwo pacesto where they're keeping Miss
Jensen. There are two dtairs from the front porch to the
bal cony on the front portico, and they lead to Miss Jen-
sen'swindow. And then e sewhere there are—let's see—
four other stairways and two eevators.”

"That gives us morewaysout." Gregor offered.

"It d'so meansthat we can run into trouble on any
route," Maijstral said. "We're going to have to assume
that Miss Jensen is guarded, and we may not be able to
dedl with the guard in silence. Therefore we must plan
againd an darm being given.”

"A diverson, Sr," suggested Pietro. "Some of us



could try charging in the back way. ..."

Maijstral turned hisears down in disgpproval, and Fietro
fdl slent. "l think not." he said. " Splitting our forces
invites chaos, and the diverson would accomplish littleif
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they ignored you and instead concentrated on defending
Miss Jensen." He frowned, twisting the ring on hisfinger.
"What we need to do is sedl off Miss Jensen'sroom for
thetime it takesto break her free. AH we haveto dois get
an a-grav harness around her and a proximity wire around
her neck. Then even if she'stied up, she can manage her
own escgpe while we cover her withdrawal .

Hegave hisring afind twig, asif indecison. "Very

well. Roman, you and Mr. Quijano enter through the
second story drawing room on the southeast comer. Ro-
man, you wilt moveto the hall door and stand by ready to
ded with any guardsin the corridor. Mr. Quijano, your
particular job will beto block the door to thelibrary
gtaircase. Don't just lock it, put apiece of furniturein
front of it, as heavy asyou can carry. And then help
Roman if he needsit. Gregor, you'll go in the unblocked
window next to Miss Jensen's. Any guardsin the corridor
will be caught between you and Roman.”

"And you, boss?'

"I will fly firgt to Miss Jensen'swindow. | want to
make certain she's actualy being held there before any of
the rest of us makeamove.”

Pietro Quijano gave Maijstral an admiring look. The

others accepted his plan without aword. Maijstral had his
own reasons for wanting to go firgt, and wanting to be on
me second floor balcony where there were no guards and a
clear field for escape, and his reasons had nothing to do
with ahope that Pietro might admire his bravery.

"WEell gpproach from the southeast to avoid detection
from that fellow on the knoll, whatever hel's doing there.
Keepin cover till | givethe sgna—"

"Deusvult, 9r?' offered Roman.

Maijstra smiled. Roman was ever prepared to trace
Maijstral's ancestors far beyond the point that Maijstral
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found creditable. Jean Parisot de LaVaette was, in any
case, supposed to be a celibate, and furthermore would
amogt certainty not gpprove of his aleged descendant.

"Deusvult. Very well. Thank you, Roman."

Maijstral asked each of his companionsto repest his
ingtructions aloud, making certain he knew what he was
supposed to do, and then led them on a brisk hike along
the bottom of the ridge, staying out of sight of the man-
sion, and then through the firgt tripwire arm, the hemi-
gpheric cold-field that surrounded the building like an
invisible bubble. Roman, contralling Pietro Quijano's
darksuit through a proximity wire, showed the young man
how to dip through the net.

A brightly lit flier gppeared over the western horizon.
Maijgird froze, snapping on his darksuit, his heart ham-
mering in aperfectly absurd way. He was glad no one
could see the way his hands had begun to tremble. Ro-
man's darksuit was aso turned on, but apparently he had
raised hislongfinders. "Dewayne Seven," he said.

An old modd, not very fagt. Vidtors? Maijstra won-
dered. Theflier circled, then landed out back. Not visitors,
Maijstral concluded, if they were using the servants en-
trance. Plumbers, cooks, maybe people ingtaling new se-
curity gadgets. If the latter, it wastimeto move quickly.

"Thismay work to our advantage,” he said. "They
will belesslikely to do violenceif there are outsidersin
the house.™

Fietro Quijano looked dubious. He was il struggling

with his darksuit, trying to get the night holograms on.
Maijstral reached across the gap between them and pressed
astud on his bdlt.

"Thank you," Pietro said.
Maijstra did not reply. He was dready flying toward
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the mansion, followed by one of his media globes, both of
them keeping close to the ground.

Old Genera Gerad, bresthing hard from the exertion of
putting on his battle armor, crouched once againinthe
comer of hisliving room. During Sesta his monitors hed



shown severd overflights of hishouse, any one of which
could have been Maijstra scouting hisplacein aflier. He
couldn't be certain, of course, but he had what amounted
toamora certainty that Maijstral would come tonight.

He grinned atight-lipped grin as he tracked over the

data readouts from the various rooms of hishouse. He
could track individual dust motes asthey swirled above his
bookshelves. Maijstral wouldn't have achance.

Thiswas going to be grest.

Maijstra drifted acrossthe thick, manicured lawn. The
manse ahead of him blazed with floodlights; the planks

that scarred the single upper window were an eyesore, an
obvious sign of something out of place. MaijstraPs sensors
reached out, found and dissected me building's defenses.
Hereversed himsdlf, oozed feet first through anetwork of
flaxes, then reached the generator and silently disabled it.
His surrounding hologramatic image—his darksuit was more
advanced than Tvi's—began to take on the lighter tones of
the spotlighted wallsthemselves.

Herose effortlesdy to the second floor and neutralized a
rank of leapersthat Gregorys miniature beacons had pin-
pointed for him. He drifted to the window, carefully not
touching the ba cony with hisfeet, and peered between the
cracks of the rough planks that had been nailed over the
window. He could see nothing through the curtain beyond.
Maijstral deployed his cutter and diced anest circlein one
of the planks, then another circle in the window behind.
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He popped amicro media-globe through the hole, then
guided it so that it peeked ddlicately benegth the lacy hem
of the curtains. The globe's view was fed into Maijstra's
brain.

Amdlia Jensen lay on the curtained bed, esting supper
from atray. There was no one elsein the room.

Rdief eased through Maijgtrd’s heart. Thismight be
ampleafter dl.

The matte-black mediarolled aong the bottom of the
curtain, skated aong the dark paneling of the room, did

up one of the bedposts, then finally drifted to a point
within aninch or so of Amalia Jensen's|eft ear. Maijstra
could see bruises on her cheek and felt aflash of anger. He
spoke, subvocdizing into histhroat mike, the globe whis-



pering for him.
"Don't jump. Miss Jensen. Thisis Drake Maijstrd.”

She jumped anyway, but at |east avoided tipping the tray-
As her head spun toward the globe, Maijstral received a
swift, distorted impression of wide eyes, parted lips, a
swirling pattern of bruises, poreslike meteor strikes.

"Please whigper, Miss Jensen. Are you being monitored
inany way?'

The projection of her moving lipsin Majstrd's mind

made them seem as large as Fasshinder Gorge on Newton.
"No," shesad. "Theresaguard outside, and they warned
me not to touch the window because there are dlarms on
it

Maijstral reduced the scale of the unflattering close-up
view and consgdered amoment. "I have fulfilled my haf
of the commission. | would like to discuss payment.”

Her answering tone was puzzled. "But you cameto gel
me out, didn't you? Once I'm free, we can complete the
trandfer.”

"Miss Jensen, | merely came to make arrangements for
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the delivery of the artifact and the collection of my

There was growing anger in Amaiasvoice. "How can
you expect meto pay you, Mr. Maijstral? I'm being held
prisoner.”

"Please lower your voice. Miss Jensen.” Maijstrd smiled
behind his holographic screen. "I smply wished to con-
firm that your estimation of the Stuation isthe same as

mine

"Of courseitig All you haveto doisget me out of
here, and then I'll pay you."

"| was about to mention. Miss Jensen, that | am not
normdly in the business of rescuing kidnapped persons.”

"Y ou could call the police.”

"I'm afraid they would then discover that you had hired



meto stedl an invaluable object. 1 shouldn't like to get you
introuble, Miss Jensen. And in any case, | make apoint
of never dedling with the police.”

Therewasalong slence. Maijgtrd turned his attention
back to theimage from hismediaglobe; Amdia

was scowling at it. Then, "What do you propose, Mr.
Maijgra?'

"1 suggest mat we agree to cancel our earlier agree-
ment, and reach anew one. For your liberty, | suggest a
payment of sixty. After your safe ddivery to your friends,
we may negotiate for the sde of the Imperid Artifact.”

"Y ou arent giving me much choice."

"On the contrary, me choiceisentirely yours. Y ou may
accept my offer, or you may arrange for your own ddiver-
ance, or you may stay here until such time as your com-
mission expires and 1 become afree agent.”

"Wherewill | get the money?"

"Y ou know your own finances best. But you area
member of a star-gpanning politica organization of consid-
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erable wedth, and whose interests might well be engaged.
| suggest that you contact them.”

"Y ou're taking advantage.”

Maijgrd's answer wasimmediate. "Madam, you mis-

take me. My nature and interest is but to perceive the
Stuation and act upon it. | do not attempt the conceal ment
of facts, for example the vaue that might attach to the
contents of aslver object, or the drastic action some might
taketo acquireit.”

Her decision, when it came, was quick, and there was
ged in her voice. Maijstral suppressed amomentary surge
of admiration.

"Done, then. Sixty to get meloose™

"And our earlier contract voided.”

"Yan

"Y our obedient servant, malam. Please put the tray



aside and be ready to move."

Maijstral made certain that the mediaglobe had re-
corded the bargain, then shifted to his communications
channd and whispered, "Deusvult.”

Behind him, on the bare edge of his darksuit's percep-
tions, therest of the party, clothed in night, began moving
purposefully across the lawn. Things hadn't gone badly a
dl.

The Countesslit her cigarette by tapping it twice on the
rear portico pillar and looked at her two henchmen, Chang
and Bix. Both were brawny and well-muscled, each carry-
ing asmall suitcase and alarger satchel containing their
gear. Both had removed their hatsin her presence and,
because their hands were carrying satchels, the hats ended
up crushed in their armpits. "' The robots haventt finished
making up your rooms,” she said. She spoke Khosali.

"L et me show you to thelibrary. Y ou can wait there.”
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"Yes, my lady." Chang was the more vocal of the two,
though neither were precisdy fluent in any known lan-
guage. "We're happy we could be of use."

"Thisway." Sheled them past the back study and the
amall ballroom, then through the billiard room to the
library. Leather volumes gleamed in subdued light. She
pivoted and gestured with the cigaret. Neuragia crackled
in her shoulders.

"Peasefed freeto go anywhere on the lower floors"
shesaid. "Y ou may order anything you like, and the
house will bring it. On the upper floor thereisaVery
Important Guest"—she tried to inflect the capitdls, and
saw how their eyesflickered to the upper landing—"and it
isurgent that our guest not be disturbed. If anything
disturbing should occur, I'm confident you will know how

to respond.”

"Yes, my lady." Chang bowed stiffly, and Bix, after a
pause, followed suit.

"I'll have the robot escort you to your room as soon as
it'sdone readying it-"

Asthe Countess |eft the room, neuralgiawalked with
needle toes dong her arms and shoulders. She repressed an
urgeto stretch, move her arms. An Imperia aristocrat kept



her shoulders back at dl times.

Sheld just have to schedule an extra session with her
robot masseuse. The robot lacked the touch of her human
one, but dl the live servants had been shuttled to Peleng
City as soon as sheld decided to go in for kidnapping.

Never mind. Service demanded the occasiond sacrifice.
Thiswould, she concluded righteoudy, do her good in the
end.

Baron Sinn wasn't certain he wanted to be recognized
by the Countesss goons, so when their flier landed in the
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back he decided to take a stroll on the front porch. He
stood silently by one of the Corinthian columns and pitched
his cigaret onto the lawn. A robot would cleanit up
tomorrow.

A gus of wind ruffled hislace. Hewould haveto
shower tonight to get the smell of tobacco out of hisfur.
Ancther little price of diplomecy.

A few feet above Baron Sinn, Maijstra's beam cutter
quietly diced the planks blocking Amdia Jensen'swin-
dow, then diced the window itsalf. Planks and sheets of
glassroseinto the air above hishead, held by a-grav.
Gregor, nearly invisblein his chame eon darksuit, floated
behind him and began moving the darms on the next
window.

Maijstra detected an dien scent, then froze. It was
tobacco. Was someone smoking just under him? His nerves
giving odd little legps, Maijstra turned up his audio recep-
tion and, amid the amplified buzz of insects, digtinctly

heard Sinn's movements below. Maijstral gnawed hislip.
Heredlized that all the person had to do was step off the
porch and look up in order to notice the planks had been
diced from the window.

"Gregor," he sad, subvocdizing, "theré's someone
just under us." The answer came back without pause.

"Khosdi geezer. Gun under hisjacket. Smokes Silver-
tips"

Maijstra blinked. Gregor quickly cut hiswindow away
and floated into the house.



Good idea, Maijstral decided. He drifted through the
curtains.

AmadliaJensen looked a him coldly. "My hero,” she
sad.
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"Quiteaplace" sad Bix.

"Only too, partner.” Chang went to thewall service
plate and touched the ideograph for "kitchen." " Send
beer," hesaid.

"I've never seen so many books."
"My brother hasafew.”

Bix dropped his suitcase and saichel, then began moving
up the dair, looking at titles as he went. " Geographic
Survey of Rose Territory, Peleng. Twelve volumes. Who'd
want to reaed that?"

"Phyllis Bertram'sfrom Rose Territory.”
"No, she'snot. She's from Falkland.”
"That'sin Rose Territory."

"That'snot true.”

"Issn."

The pair's routine, developed over years of close associ-
ation, was well-honed.

* * Counter-Intuitive Approaches to Condensation Psychol-
ogy. Complete Works of Bulwer-Lytton. Where did they
get thisstuff?"

Good question. Except for afew showpiece volumes, the
books had been picked up as discardsfrom local libraries,
then bound in such away asto look rare and vauable.
Woolvinn Leases, Ltd. had asolid appreciation of the way
books vanish into the pockets or tuggage of tenants and sub-
sequently migrate to places unknown, and so made certain
that most of the booksin their exquisitely gppointed library
were of incomparable dullness, the better to discourage theft.



"Who's Bulwer-Lytton?" Chang asked.

"No idea, partner.”

Bix had advanced to the landing on the second floor.
"Theres more suff here," he said. "Old videos. King
Lear." Helooked at Chang. "Who was that?"
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"Tsanvinn Dynasty. He wasthe grandfather of theem-
peror that conquered Earth.”

"That far back." He reached for the door to the south-
east drawing room. "Wonder what'sin here?" he asked.

"Don't. We're not supposedto -, ."

Pietro Quijano followed Roman's lead up the side of the
house to the darkened windows of the southeast drawing
room. He was beginning to get the hang of the darksuiit,
and flipped back and forth from his night image-intensifiers
to infrared perception, enjoying, for its own sake, the
contrast in viewpoints.

Roman worked deftly and quickly, and within afew
seconds had awindow cleared of darms and dliced open.
Pietro watched as the disconnected pane of glass floated
gently skyward, then hung in midair, unaffected by the
dight breeze. Then, with agtart, he redlized Roman had
entered the building, and that he should follow,

Retro'simage-intendfied view of the drawing room was
devoid of texture—everything looked bright and without
perspective. He dropped to the floor, soft carpeting ab-
sorbing hisweight without a sound. Light was entering
under both the door that led into the corridor and the other
door that led to the circular library. He could hear voices
from somewhere, but wasn't certain of their origin.

Roman was il floating, hovering by the door to the
corridor. Quijano recollected he was supposed to block the
library door and began looking for heavy furniture. There
were two long couches, severd chairs, adesk. He moved
toward the desk and began to drag it over the deep pile
carpet, tugging it toward the door. Roman's subvocal came
inhisear.

"Don't. They might hear." Pietro frozein front of the
library door.



"Wonder what'sin here?' avoice said, fromright on
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the other side of the door. Pietro turned toward the door,
wondering what in heaven's name he could do. His heart
boomed louder than the sound of the voice. Thiswasn't in
the plan. He reached out with the idea of physicaly hold-
ing the door shuit.

The door opened.

Bix'sface gazed toward him in amiable curiosty. Pietro
reacted ingtantly. He completely forgot the wegpons et his
belt, forgot that his darksuit made him difficult to see. He
samply lashed out with afist, hiswhole body behind it.
Thefist mashed Bix's nose and knocked him back against
the landing's metd rail. Bix rebounded and Pietro lashed
out again, catching him more by luck than design onthe
point of hisjaw. Bix fell unconscious. Pietro stepped back
into the drawing room and dammed the library door. He
turned to Roman, who had drawn aweapon and would
have used it if Pietro hadn't been in the way. Severe pain
pulsed in Pietro's knuckles.

"Wereinfor it now," Fietro said. And then he clapped
his hands over his mouth. Hed said it out loud.

Khotvinn's ears pricked at the sound of avoice.
"Werein for it now." You certainly are, my lad, he
thought; he spun, drew his sword with hisleft hand and
his chugger with hisright, and charged the door. He
roared as he came.

Khotvinn the brave! Khotvinn the mgjestic!

Hewas going to carve theintruderslike cheese.

Chang watched as Bix was knocked unconscious by a
figure only dimly seen- He watched without surprise—Chang
did not have enough imagination to possess much inthe

way of expectation, and therefore was never surprised

when his expectationsfailed to cometrue-

THE CROWN JEWELS| 145

The Very Important Personage, Chang decided, had a
mean punch and asavage regard for his own privacy. He
was not going to enjoy gpologizing to the Countess for
Bix'sintruson. Then he heard a bellow and the sound of
firing, and decided something was wrong.



He went to the service plate and touched the ideograph
for "Generd announcement.”

"ThisisChang inthelibrary,” hesaid. "Therésa
fight going onupgtairs.”

Then hewent for hisguns.

Roman heard Pietro's voice and felt at once the onset of
dismay. He knew his action would haveto befast. and so

he stifled the dismay swiftly and spun to the door that led

into the corridor, wrenching it open, hisgun reedy. He
observed a seven-foot-talt, red-haired puppet, a magic wand
in hishand and ahappy and dightly mischievousgrin

fixed to hisface, legping toward him, hanging in midair

with one foot outmrust.

Roman stepped aside. The puppet was balanced to en-
counter adoor and failed to hit one, and so flailed and
cameto acrash landing inside the drawing room. Pietro
sared at the apparition. Roman fired his sunner and saw a
coruscating energy pattern spatter bright colors across both
the puppet and Pietro. Roman had known Pietro's screens
could dedl with the attack, but apparently the puppet's
could aswell. Hell. Roman dammed the door behind him
and looked for something to hit the puppet with.

The puppet legped to hisfeet, striking blindly inthe
unlighted room, unable to see his opponentsin ther
darksuits. Hisgrin was blinding. "Prepare to die, human
scum!™ heroared. He fired his own gun randomly. Explo-
sve bullets blew furniture apart.

"Ronnie RomperT' said Fietro.
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Maijstral got the a-grav harness around Amalia Jensen

and put the proximity wire around her neck, and then his
heart gave alurch at the sound of Khotvinn's howl and the
subsequent battle. "Thisway," he said, and arrowed straight
for the window.

Standing on the porch outside. Baron Sinnglanced upin
surprise at the ruckus, then drew his gun and sprinted for
one of the outside stairway's connecting the front porch
with the balcony overhead, switching on hisshidddsashe
ran. He saw the cutaway boards that surrounded Amdia
Jensen'swindow, then saw the visuad qudity of the win-
dow shift asMaijgtrd diced throughiit in his darksuit.
Sinnfired, his spitfire blowing flaming chunks out of the



building.

Maijgra, completely by ingtinct, reversed himself and
flew back through the window. Once inside he cursed
himsdf for an idiot—he could have got clean avay—then
drew his own spitfire and blew more pieces out of the
window, just by way of suggesting Baron Sinn not enter
that way.

AmdiaJensen wasfloating in midroom, looking star-
tled. Clearly without adequate protection, she could not
leave viathe window. "Beg pardon,” Maijstral said. He
opened medoor. "Thisway," he said.

When the fighting started, Gregor was admiring—and
mentaly pricing—aBasl| vase stting atop an eight-hundred-
year-old hand-carved bureau of Couscous marble. He

was therefore alittle late in wrenching open his door and
gicking hisnose and gun into the corridor, arriving justin
time to see the door to the southeast drawing room dam
shut. Therewas no onein the corridor. Then Baron Sinn's
spitfire began blasting bits out of thewall behind him.
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Gregor concluded his stunner was alittle inadequate to the
occasion, put it away, and drew his disruptor.

The door to Amalia Jensen's room opened. "Thisway,"
sad Maijgtra'svoice. A woman unfamiliar to Gregor
floated out in an a-grav harness, followed by Maijstrd,
who was backing out, firing behind him.

"What's happening, boss?" Gregor asked.
Maijstra nearly jumped out of hisskin.

Sergeant Tvi was edting dinner atonein the servants
kitchen when Chang's voice on the house intercom aerted
her to fighting on the top floor-

Tvi to therescuel she thought brightly. Her heart lifted
at amenta picture of hersdf in thefight, charging to the
last-minute salvation of the Impenum in aswell of dra-
matic musc.

She switched on her darksuit, drew her gun, and flew at
top speed up the servants dair.

Savagejoy filled Countess Anastasiaas she heard
Chang's announcement. She stepped to the nearest ser-



vice plate and thumbed the ideograph for "generd
announcement.”

"Kill them!" she shrieked, and then prepared to run for
the sporting riflesin her private study. Then, as an after-
thought, she touched the ideograph again.

"Befirm now," she added. Firmly.

The Countess's action may serve as an interesting com-
ment on human nature. It is sometimes odd how, intimes
of gress, training takes hold. The Countess could have
made her announcement Smply by telling the house to do
it for her, but in High Custom it isssmply not doneto turn
and gtart ydling at inanimate objects, particularly when
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there are other sentients present. A graceful stroll to the
nearest service plate, followed by atow-voiced command,
is consdered gpropos for dt but the most dire Situations,

The Countess Anastasia, even when urging her friends

to battle, remained alady. Evenif shefound it necessary to
involve herself persondly in the daughter, one may be
certain she would somehow stay aboveit dl, and do her
best to avoid getting too much blood on her gown.

Noblesseisnot inborn; it islearned, and it takesalong
time. But once learned, it is hard to unlearn—it'sfully as
good asingdtinct. Thus doestraining triumph over circum-
Stance.

Allowed Burglary furnishes another illugration. One
steals—very well. But one stedlswith style and grace, and
people forgive you, sometimes even hold the door for you
asyou sep into the night with swag in hand. Trainingin
politesse can hold up under the most amazing provoca:
tions, theft among them.

All one can hopefor isthat thief and victim will be
playing by the samerules,

Thingswerewell and truly afirein AmdiaJensen's
former room. The closet door opened and asmpleton
robot, whose usud job was to make certain clothing was
hanging properly, extruded along mechanica arm and
began spraying fire retardant.

"Ronnie Romper?"' Pietro asked, then clapped his hands
over hismouth again asthe giant red-haired pixie spun



toward the sound of hisvoice and raised his magic wand.
Pietro concluded the wand wasn't about to transport him to
the Magic Planet of Adventure, where kindly Auntie June
and crusty-but-softhearted Uncle Amos would offer him
sage advi ce between bouts with prehistoric beasts or rene”
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gade diens, but instead would probably cut himin half.
He gave ayelp and dove at top speed behind the couch.
The sword whistled asit diced cushions.

Roman, standing behind Khotvinn, raised ametd chair
and smashed it precisgly into the side of Ronnie Romper's
head. Ronnie yowled and spun, the magic wand scattering
fairy dust in aglittering arc. A woman's voice on the
household intercom promised death and firmness. Ronnie
swung again, and Roman raised the chair to intercept. The
sword cut hafway through the chair, then stuck, quiver-
ing. Roman gave the chair awrench, tore the sword from
Ronnie Romper's hand, and flung it into a comer.

"Hower lover!" Ronnie Romper roared. Hisfixed amile
never moved.

Roman redlized that Ronnie Romper was the one who
hed uprooted Amdia Jensen'sflowers. Ragefilled him.

"Barbarian," he said, and gave Ronnie Romper asolid
punch in the nose. Ronnie swung wildly in retdiation, not
coming close. Roman punched again, connected, kicked
Ronniein the midsection, then spun and kicked Ronnie
sguare on the forehead. Khotvinn collapsed, stunned.

"Lout. Thet'll teach you,” said Roman firmly, and he
dusted his hands and reached for the hallway door. (Poli-
tesse, politesse. Heré'straining again.) On opening the
door, Roman saw Gregor, Maijstral, and AmdiaJensenin
the hall.

"Thisway, srsand madam,” he said, and bowed with
aflourigh.

Tvi reached the top of the servants stair. Through her
sensory enhancements and the triumphant menta music
she was playing as accompaniment to the video in her
mind, she heard astrange Khosali voice, "Thisway, Sirs
and madam," and then the sound of people moving. There
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seemed to be alot of them. She recollected suddenly that
she had only astunner and that real thieves disdain vio-
lence. She dso redlized that if she moved out of the door
she would be unable to avoid any unfortunate consegquences,
just as she had when she had been hafway through Jen-
sen'swindow.

She decided to wait awhile-

Baron Sinn redized his spitfire was running low on
energy, that he had no reloads on him, and that he/d have
to do something fast. He commended his soul to the
Emperor and to the Sixteen Active and Twelve Passive
Virtues, then sprinted forward and dove headfirst through
the torn window into Amaia Jensen's room, hitting the
floor and ralling, his gun ready.

Theroom waslit by flame, clouded by smoke. His eyes
smarted. Vaguely, he saw ahand and agun protruding
from the closet, and with three wild shots of his pitfire he
blew into fragments the s mpleton robot that had been
trying to put out thefire.

"Thagger," hesad, redlizing hiserror. And began to
wheeze. The room wasfilling with smoke.

Fietro rose from his hiding place behind the cushions,

Amadlia Jensen was floating through the door after Maijstral.
"Miss Jensen!" he said, ddighted. He stepped out from

his hiding place, tripped over Khotvinn's sword, which

was gill jammed hafway through an overturned chair, and
crashed to thefloor.

AmdiaJensen, hearing the crash, glanced in hisdirec-
tion. "Oh, Hullo, Pietro,” she said.

Chang listened to the crashing and thumping from up-
garsashe struggled into his shield bell and reached for
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his disruptor rifle. Helooked up, frowned as he contem-
plated Bix's unconscious body, and decided that the direct
approach, up me spiral aircase, was fraught with danger.
He opened the French door onto the smalt east porch and
glanced up at the windows of the southeast parlor. One of
them seemed to have aneat holeinit. Thiswasclearly the
escape route for the wicked.

He smiled. He had them trapped, bigod!



He batted fems out of hisvision as he crouched behind a
metd planter, then sghted in on the window. A more
imaginativeindividua might have actudly waited for the
enemy to try to leave, then picked them off asthey came
out, one by one. Chang, as has aready been observed,

possessed no imagination.
Theair szzled ashefired.

Roman picked up Khotvinn's chugger, checked it for
loads, and readied it for action. "Thisway," said Maijstrd,
pointing to the open window, and just as he was about to
fling himsdlf over thesill, warning lights began to blaze on
his darksuit displays, indicating invisble disruptor bolts
crackling through the window. Maijstral checked, glanced
around, and saw thelibrary door. Heredlized he was
growing tired of being thefirg through an exit. He pointed.

"That way!" he said.

Tvi took amicro media-globe from her belt and let it

look around the corner for her. She had to look carefully in
order to see asingle person, his presence marked only by
the odd shimmery distortion of hisdarksuit- He stood in
the drawing room door, apparently the rear guard. The rest
had filed into the drawing room.

Tvi condgdered this. Dramatic music began wdling in
her mind. Tvi the Silent, Tvi the Thief, would cregp up on
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this bunch from behind and bat them one by one! If she
played thisright, they wouldn't even know she was behind
them.

Roman charged through the library door, saw motion
below him, and, with three well-placed shots of Khotvinn's
chugger, utterly demolished the robot that, per Chang's
earlier request, had just arrived with alarge selection of
beer. Foam flooded the carpet. Roman felt a pang of
regret.

"Thisway," he said, and flung himself over therailing,
gliding tothefirg floor on a-grav. Majstral, Amdia
Jensen, and Pietro followed.

Tvi crouched, readied herself, then flung hersdf at top
speed toward the shimmering figure in the door. Gregor's
first bolt went wild and there wasn't time for asecond. Tvi
crashed into Gregor, driving him into the doorframe. The



breath went out of him and he sagged to the ground. Tvi,
seeing stars hersdlf, groped for Gregor insde the darksuit
screen, located his neck, reasoned there was a head above
it somewhere, and lashed out with the bun of her stunner.
The weapon connected and Gregor flopped to the floor.

Tvi grinned invisbly behind her holographic shroud.
Things werelooking up for the Fate of the Empire.

Khotvinn groped hisway toward consciousness through
ablaze of sars. A dozen puny humans hiding behind their
darksuit screens must have set about him with clubs. But
Khotvinn wasn't finished yet—he was sure he must have
chopped five or Six at least, and the rest couldn't have
much fight in them. He climbed to hisfeet, groped for his
sword, then dragged it out of the metal chair. He felt better
immediately. Where were the stinking redbellies?
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There was someonein adarksuit apparently engaged in a
wrestling act in the corridor, and in the clear light of the
library Khotvinn could see Amdia Jensen, her ankles tilt
bound, beginning her descent to thefirst floor.

Light! Once he could see hisfoe, nothing could stop
him! If the traitors hadn't turned out the tights, he would
never have been overcome.

Roaring, Khotvinn raised his blade and charged.
Action &t last! Degth to traitors!

Warbling, Countess Anastasiaraced down the corridor
for thelibrary, cradling her new Nana-Coulville custom
mapper with the folding para-assault stock and Trotvinn
XVII 9ghts. Her little song was smple: "Kill, kill, kill

... firmness, firmness, firmness. . ." But it wasin High
Khosdli, in which each word made acomment on the
word before, and it was heartfelt. Shewas singing with all
her soul. Not even the great Sebastianawould have put
morefeding into alyric.

The smple pleasures, oneis congtantly reminded, are
oft the best.

"Say," Pietro Quijano said, remembering to subvocaize

for once, "shouldn't we wait for Gregor?' He was stand-
ing on the second-floor library landing to one side of (he
door, watching Amalia Jensen as she dropped down the
center of the room toward the splatter of smoking robot



and streaming beer that stained me costly carpet. And then
Pietro heard ahowl to freeze his blood. Ronnie Romper,
he redlized, was coming to chop Miss Jensen to bits!

Pietro's mind seemed to work, in that instant, with
amazing clarity. He dropped to the landing and stuck his
foot into the doorway.

Roaring, Ronnie Romper charged through the doorway,
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tripped over the foot (roaring), made an architecturaly
perfect arc (roaring) as he soared over Bix's unconscious
form and the wrought-iron rail, and fell twenty feet (dill
roaring) to thelibrary floor.

Ronnie landed and the mansion trembled. Beer foun-
tained as high asthe crystd chanddier. Amdia Jensen,
who had been missed by inches, looked up in surprise.

Fedling abit squeamish, Pietro gazed delicately over the
raill. Ronnie was sprawled in an X below him, his never-
atered grin beaming mischievoudy upward. Fietro fdt his
somach turn over.

"Well. So much for /MnmV" Amaiasaid. Shelooked
from Pietro to Ronnie and back. "Thank you, Pietro,” she
sad.

"You'rewelcome. Miss Jensen.” In that blesk instant
Retro redlized, Sck a heart, that he would vist the Magic
Planet of Adventure nevermore.

Tvi crouched in the doorway and watched in stunned
amazement as the giant Ronnie Romper charged acrossthe
drawing room, a hoarse bellow issuing from behind the
perpetud smile. There followed a crash, one mat shook
the entire house, but no shots, no sound of struggle.

it wastime to do some more sneaking up, she decided.

Baron Sinn, commending his soul, etcetera, half over-
come by smoke, charged into the corridor amid a gush of
fire-generated camouflage. He could barely see, and he
staggered as he lunged toward the southeast drawing room.

What he did see through his streaming eyeswas afigure
in an darksuit in the drawing room door. Obvioudy a
miscreant. Sinn raised his pitfire and fired.



Tvi yelped asthe spitfire blew away thewall just over
her head. Her darksuit had given her aview of the corridor
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behind her, and she'd been thankful Sinn was there to back
her up. Instead of offering to assist, her boss, without even
adeclaration of enmity, had gone and shot at her.

This, she concluded, wastotaly unfair. She did not

mink to wonder why the Baron had opened fire. The

point uppermost in her mind was the doubt that her darksuit
screens could handle spitfires.

Tvi flew like hell for the servants stair. Another spitfire
round blasted the wall as sheran.

Baron Sinn, gasping for breath, staggered in pursuit-
Here was one he wasn't about to let get away

Maijstral considered the French door onto the east ter-

race long enough to redlize that whoever wasfiring disruptor
boltsinto the second story could as easily cover the east
terrace from his position. He pointed at the door into the
interior of the house.

"Tha way," hesad. "Then north."

Roman flung open the door and lunged throughiit,
calliding with the Countess Anastasiaand knocking her
sprawling, "Beg pardon, my lady," he said promptly,
and, after relieving the Countess of her Nana-Coulville,
gdlantly offered to help her stand.

A deep X of anger marred Countess Anastasia's brow.
"Die, redbellied wretch!" she barked, and batted Roman's
hand aside.

Even wdl-trained politesse hasitslimits.

Roman stiffened. He bit back the comment that cameto
mind at this churlish display of unladylike behavior. "Good
evening, my lady," he said in sepulchra, indignant tones,
"Y our obedient servant." He strode in high dudgeon to-
ward the back of the house.

"Hey," said Pietro Quijano, "what about Gregor?'
Hewas il on the landing, listening to the spitfire
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bursts from the corridor where, so far as he knew, Gregor
was standing adone againgt the Imperia hordes.

Maijstral did not, apparently, hear, Ssnce he was on his
way into the corridor. The spitfire bursts cameto an end.

"Gregor?' Pietro subvocalized, and heard agroan in
reply.

He peered into the drawing room and saw Gregor's form
gorawled in the doorway, asmoking spitfire hole in the
wall over hishead.

There seemed to be no enemies about. Pietro dipped
back into the drawing room, got Gregor ina

fireman's carry—easy, since Gregor on a-grav was Virtu-
aly weightless—and hastened after the others-

Maijgra, on hearing Pietro's plaintive inquiries about
Gregor, reflected on first thought that henchmen were,
after all, expendable, and on second thought that Pietro
wastoo. It wasn't asif they hadn't volunteered.

Thus cheered, he floated near the celling to avoid the
Countess—he was tempted to say something savagein
passing, but decided to stay well to windward—and in-
stead increased his speed, heading for the back of the
house,

The party encountered nothing but arobot rushing for

the servants gtair with afire extinguisher, and then burst

out of the back door and accelerated over the smooth
croquet lawn. On the way they passed Tvi, who had jumped
into Bix'sflier and wastrying to ped the lock and get it
moving before the Baron drew another bead on her.

Maijstra caled for hisfliersto meet him at arendez-
vous amite ahead. Tvi got her Dewayne Seven started and
raced away.

Baron Sinn burst out the back, waving his spitfire.
Blinded by tears, he put afoot down on his kibble-colored
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croquet bal and crashed to the sward. Through his stream-
ing eyes he could see nothing but a scatter of empty stars.

Thefirg thing Bix smelled was beer. He put ahand to
his wounded jaw and staggered to hisfeet. Stars flooded
hisvison. He swayed and clutched the wrought-iron rail.
Ashiseyesfocused, he saw Ronnie Romper sprawled



amid amassive puddle below, surrounded by robot parts.
"Hey," hesaid. "Did | miss something?'

The Countess entered, back rigid, fists clenched. Furi-
oudly she kicked arobot part across the room.

"Swingl" sheremarked.

Bix decided to keep out of sght. He had obvioudy done
something wrong by opening the drawing room door.

In careful silence, he drew back into the drawing room
and shut the door behind him.

CHAPTEC9

Mr. Paavo Kuusinen was on the wrong side of the building
to see much of what occurred at the Countesss mansion.
Hewas resting under histree, hisarms pillowing his heed,
when suddenly he heard the sound of spitfires barking
back and forth, accompanied by bright explosonsfrom the
front of the building. Kuusinen sprinted acrossthe knoll to
hisflier and jumped in without bothering to open the door.
Herolled back the canopy to get a better view and set the
flier on along banking curve to the south so that he could
watch the building from a safe distance. He saw that the
upper right front of the mansion was definitely on fire, but
could see nothing el se of interest. He continued to orbit,
swinging wide around the back, and saw afigureleaving
the back of the building. Kuusinen focused hislongfinders
and saw Amalia Jensen floating at grest speed over the
lawns and ornamenta gardens behind the etate- If there
was anyone with her, Kuusinen didn't spot him, but what-
ever the case, thislooked like a clean getaway.

Kuusnentold hisflier to circle and kept AmalUa Jensen
under observation. Presently two Gustafsons appeared over
the horizon, Jensen floated into one of them, and darksuit
screens appeared over each. Kuusinen swore. Hetried to
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keep them on his detectors as they rose into the sky and
sped off on two separate paths, but the disguise technology
on each was too good, and they seemed to have special
terrain-avoidance computers that kept them closer to the
ground than Kuusinen dared fly.



Police and firdighters would soon be coming. It was
timefor Kuusnento leave.

He decided to take up his survelllance againin the
morning.

Genera Gerald snored gently in his battle armor, dream-
ing of glory. Maijstra had not come, would not be com-
ing, but in his dreams the General fought agreater foe, the
vast might of the Khosati Empire, the armada he had trained
al hislifetofight, now comeat last.

"Next thing | knew," Gregor sad, "Pietro was carry-
ing meout."

There was an ever-darkening lump on histemple, which
Roman now approached with asemilife patch. Gregor
flinched from Roman's touch, took the patch himsdif,
pulled hislong hair out of the way, and gingerly applied
the creature to his head- Happily released from suspended
animation, the patch began to attach taprootsto his skin
and exchange heding drugsfor nutrients.

Gregor could not recall being knocked out. Thelast
thing he remembered was floating in the room next to
Amdids, admiring the Bas| vase.

The otherswere in amuch more ebullient mood. They
hadn't ceased talking, laughing at their exploits, and ex-
changing stories since the fliers had parked & Maijstrars
house,

Maijstral raised aglass of champagne. "Mr. Quijano,”
he said, "you have been a glorious asset to our cause. You
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disposed of two enemies, including the ferocious Romper,
and rescued Gregor from the hodtiles. | sduteyou, sir."”

Pietro blushed and looked at hisfeet. "Wasn't much,"
hesad.

"Quitethe contrary,” said Amalia. "Beeting that Romper
creature was more than | could accomplish, and I've been
studying pom boxing for years." Pietro's blush degpened.
Amadiawas4ill hoveringin midar until suchtimeas
Roman could locate atool capable of getting the manacles
off her ankles,

Roman refilled everyone's glass, then bowed and went



in search of the appropriate cutter. Now that the rescue
was over he had reverted to the role of impassive servant,
changing from the one-piece darksuit to more formal ap-
parel. Maijstra had changed clothing aswell, into alace-
edged shirt and dark, embroidered housg acket—meaning
one he didn't have to be laced into—which wastailored
not to show the pistol he till wore in a hidden pocket.

"By theway," Maijdtrd sad, "I believe our herois
gtill wearing our screens and wegpons.”
"Oh. Right."

Pietro handed Maijstra apistol, which vanished into
another hidden pocket, and peded himself out of me
darksuit, which Maijstral dropped on atable. Gregor gave
an unusudly (for him) mellow smileashis hedling paich
fed him soothing chemicds-

"Do you think any of them were hurt?' Amalia asked.
"Asdefrom Romper, | mean.”

"l don't believe s0," Maijstra said. "Were there any
you particularly wanted injured?"

Amaliagnawed alower lip. "No. Romper wasthe only
one who went out of hisway to be unpleasant. The rest
were only doing their jobs. But you didn't seeasmall
Khosdikhin any of thefighting?'
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The others looked at each other. "I don't believe so,"
Maijstral said. "The only other Khosalikh | saw wasthe
Baron." To Maijstrd's surprise, Amaiaseemed relieved.
Maijstral decided not to offer comment.

Roman returned with the cutter and amicrovision hood,
which would enable him to perform the ddlicate task of
removing the skin-thin manacles from Amdias ankles.
"Please come over to the sofa, miss," Roman said, "and
put your feet up on the table." The others watched with
bated breath, sipping champagne, as Roman pulled the
hood over his head and carefully diced the manacles avay
from her anklesand wrigts.

Amadiasgretched her legs. "That's much better. And not
ascratch. Thank you, Roman."

"I'll bring another bottle," Roman said, and took his
tools and the manacles away.



"Say," sad Pietro, "why don't we show Miss Jensen
thereliquary?' He reached into the rotating Bartlett Head.
The hand groped, encountering nothing.

Maijstrd sghed. It was unfortunate that a celebration as
nice asthis one was going to end so soon. Good thing, he
thought, he'd just disarmed Pietro. He seemed pleasant
enough, but with these impetuous young men of action one
never realy knew.

"Oh," Maijgra said asif hed just remembered, |

moved the Imperia Artifact to another location. Justin
case our enemies followed us back, or managed to capture
one of usand gain thelocation of this place.”

Fietro looked a him blankly. "When?"

"When we were flying toward the Countesss. Y ou
werein the other flier. | made just ashort detour.”

Pietro frowned. " Should we go fetch it? Then we can
conclude the purchase.”
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AmdiaJensen put ahand on Rietro'sarm. "Maijstrd
and | made other arrangements, Pietro,” she said.

Pietro was bewildered. "When? Y ou've been—"
"Thisremindsme...," shesad, sanding and putting
down her champagne. There was agrowing coldnessin
her voice as sherecaled factswhich, in her joy at release,

had been temporarily obscured. "We should leave, Fietro.
We have many arrangementsto make."

"We do? About what?'

Maijstra straightened his shoulders and put down his
own glass. "Roman will take you where you wish to go,”
he said. High Custom smoothness had entered his voice.
"| thought the party wasjust starting,” Pietro protested.
Roman entered with another bottle and perceived the
changein atmosphere. He looked at Maijstrdl. "Sir?" he
sad.

"Please take our guests home."

Roman bowed. "Certainly, sr. Would you like a cloak,



medam?’
"No. Thank you, Roman. | think we should just leave.”
"Asyou wish, madam."

Towing Fietro by the arm, Amalia Jensen Ieft through a
door that Roman held for her. Maijstral picked up hisglass
again and sipped. The champagne tasted alittleflat.

Gregor looked up at him in anesthetized joy. "Short
party, boss" he said.

"Best we pack,” Maijstrd said. "WEell haveto leave
before Miss Jensen brings reinforcements.”

"Say again, boss?'

"It ispossible, Gregor, our friends may come back with
gunsand kill us™ Maijgtra explained,

Gregor absorbed thiswith a certain glassy-eyed effort.
"Short party,” hesaid again.
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Maijstral decided that the Situation was best summed up
by recourse to Gregor'sidiom. He put down his glass.
"Only too, Gregor. Timeto pack."

It was till four hours before sunrise. The nightwind was

up, scudding leaves dong the yelowgrass borders of Amdia
Jensen'slawn. She and Pietro watched from the roof as
Roman's Gustafson soared out of sight. Amaiawas poorer
by sixty novae; her rescue having put her in debt for the

next twelve years. Pietro turned to her in bafflement.
"What's the problem. Miss Jensen?' he said.

Sheidly kicked at a piece of the dismembered Howard.

It scuttered across the roof. "Come downstairswith me. 1
want to start cleaning up the mess, and | can explain while
| doit."

Cleaning houseis good therapy for anger, and though
Amdlia Jensen wasn't terribly good at it—Howard and his
ilk normally handled mis sort of thing—physica labor
worked wonders for Amalia's mood as she explained how
Maijstral had added conditionsto her release. Pietro, who
wasn't working as hard, found hisanger growing as hers
declined.



"Damn the man! If I'd known, | would have whacked
hm'"

"The point is, Pietro, | had no ideayou were a member
of the party,” shesaid. "If I'd known you were pres-

ent, | would have been able to refuse him, and then he
couldn't just call off everything with you in his company—
you would have known something was up.”

"If hed let melive" hesaid darkly.

"I could have handled it, though, if I'd thought it
through. Just now | redlized that | should have pointed out
mat his honor had been insulted when | was kidnapped,
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and if he didn't rescue me held haveto start chalenging
people or dsefind another line of work."

"I'm tempted to challenge him." Pietro pointed afinger
a animaginary Maijstra. "Bang. Send him off and take
the artifact.”

"If you chdlenged Maijstral you could be certain he
wouldn't bring the artifact with him,"” Amdiasad sens-
bly. "Besides, Pietro, you might lose." She put her hand
on hisarm. "Y ou're going to be needed for other work,
Pietro. We're going to have to locate the artifact and stedl
it, or if not stedl it, destroy it.”

Fietro felt aglorious confidence blazing in hissoul. He
had done rather well tonight, now that he thought about it,
and hefound himsdf longing for further action. His hands

fairly ached to close around Maijstra’s neck. He patted
Amadias hand.

"Right," hesaid. "I'll take care of it. We know where
they're saying."

"Wewon't have guns Amdiapointed out. “They
do."

Pietro gave abold amile. "Well use strategy instead,”
hesad.

"Good. Have you got onein mind?"
Beat. "No." Another beat. "Have you?'

"It'samogt timefor first breskfast. Let's have some-



thing to eat and giveit athink, shal we?'
"Yes, Miss Jensen.”

Her arm il in his, she steered Pietro toward the kitchen.
"l think," shesaid, "in view of your rescuing me, you
might cal me Amdia"

"My pleasure.” Pietro amiled. "Amdia" The name
cameto hislipslikealyricin asong.

A physician, asssted by numerous robots, was resetting
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Khotvinn's bones. The giant Khosdikh's howls echoed
through the halls of the smoke-damaged manse.

Baron Snn flicked fire-retardant foam from hisdeeve.
Ash rosein puffsfrom the velvet. Snn's nose twitched. He
amdled moretike smoke than ever.

Thefirefightersand police had just |eft, puzzled by a
wholly unconvincing tale of housebreaking and violence

by persons unknown, and Sinn was going to haveto brace
the Countessfor a session with the estate agents on the
morrow. Chang and Bix had been sent home before the
authorities arrived—Sinn distrusted their ability to remem-
ber any story that he and the Countess might concoct in
order to explain their presence.

Another of Khotvinn'syellsreverberated through the
corridors. Sinn knocked on the door of the lower drawing
room and heard the Countesss voice bid him enter.

“My ladly.”

The Countess was dressed in black silk lounging pgja

mas and a cheerful brocade dressing gown, the effect of
which was somewhat marred by the addition of apistol
belt. She'd told the police that she was awakened from a
sound deep by the sudden flurry of shots, and she'd had to
dressthe part. Despite her clothes and the hour, the Count-
essdidn't look at al deepy; she sniffed the Baron'sears,

lit acigaret, and resumed her pacing, her shoulders

square, her back unmoving.

"Tvi has il not reported in,” the Baron said. "1 hope
shesfollowing Majstrd.”

"Y ou're assuming she wasn't working for Majstrd,"



the Countess said.

"l don't see how she could have been corrupted. She
doesn't know a soul on this planet—she came here with
me when the consulate discovered the existence of the
Imperid Rdic.”
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Countess Anastasia turned toward him, pivoting her
entiretorso like aKhosalikh, her spine unbent. "Maijstral
got to her somehow, I'm sure. Or that Jensen woman
did."

"She might be aprisoner.”

"She might be gathering mushroomsin theforest, my
dear Baron. Or vidgiting an dl-night boutique for some new
apparel. We're going to have to face redities.”

Sinn seated himsdlf in achair and watched the Countess
pace. He was at low ebb, the Situation had run clean out of
his control, and he didn't likeit. "Redlities? Which redi-
tiesdo you mean, my lady?'

The Countess pivoted toward him again, her posture
dternately more and less strained as she remained facing
him while she paced back and forth. ™Y our Secret Dra-
goons havefaled you. Baron," shesaid. "Tvi'smissing,
and Khotvinn's out of action for at least the next few days.
Were going to have to mobilize my people for this, my
lord."

Sinn shifted uncomfortably.

"Areyou certain, my lady? Carrying out appropriate
covert action, with its necessity of discretion, isan art
form. The fewer people who know ..."

The Countess stabbed the air with her cigaret. "We

don't haveto tell them anything. Just have everyone on the
lookout for Maijstra, and have some here at the house,
people like Chang and Bix, who can handle the rough stuff
if—when—it's necessary.”

Sinnrosefrom his chair. There was no choice anymore;

the Stuation was dictating events. "No one must know the
reason for this. Not your people, not mine.”

The Countesstook thisrightly, as assent. She bowed



toward him. "No one shdl know. We shdl invent astory
that will satisfy inquiries. Perhaps over first breskfagt.”
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Shewalked to the service plate and touched the ideograph
for "kitchen." "Will you join me, my lord?'

"With pleasure. Countess. But give me leave to wash
firdt. | fear I'm abit smoky."

"Thank you, Sr."
"Only too, boss."

Gregor raised his cash counter to hismouth and bit it for
luck. The gold ideograph for "money" gleamed againgt an
eyetooth. The semilife patch on histemple looked like a
strawberry birthmark.

Maijstra put his own cash counter in a pocket- He had
just transfered to his henchmen their share of Amdia
Jensen's sixty novae. The household robot finished clear-
ing the breskfast plates from the table.

He had moved into arented safe house in Peleng City
after deciding that the city was where he wasleast likely to
be looked for. The country house, in the meantime, had
been programmed to look lively, keep window shades
moving up and down, lights switching on and off.

The new town place was abouit forty years old and had
been built during the period of architecturd adventurism

that followed the success of the Rebellion, when all theold
boundaries were down and human horizons seemed unlim-
ited. The house looked rather like ablue matte flying

saucer crashed at aforty-degree angle into the corn-colored
sward of asmal ridge. At night itsrim coruscated to
aternating strobe lights and colored beams of coherent

light. Gravity stabilizers kept everyone comfortably verti-

ca with regard to the floors, though looking out the win-
dow and seeing the horizon tilted on edge could be unsettling
until onegot used toiit.

The style seemed a bit quaint now, particularly the
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like what they were. Sinks and toilets featured gleaming
pipes and spigots that wovein intricate, elaborate patterns



above the taps. Service plates had metd studs, buttons,
and flashing lights rather than smple ideographs.

The household robots were designed to actually look
mechanica—their ams and legs were driven by gearsand
hydraulic pistons and smdl ectric motors, and they made
rattling, clattering, and hissng noiseswhen they werein
action, asif they were somehow powered by steam. Their
voiceswere obvioudy artificid and their cogitation was
accompanied by blinking lights. Maijstral, who hated the
very ideaof cute robots, redized early on that if he stayed
here very long he was going to have to take aheavy
wrench to everything mechanica before the clattering and
buzzing drove him med.

Maijstra stood up from the breakfast table, stretched,

and yawned. "Later today," he said, "well contact Miss
Jensen and the Countess." He patted the pocket where his
cash-piecerested. "A bidding war between them will
serveuswdl, | think."

Gregor, Maijstra noticed, seemed not to be as cheered
by the thought of money aswas his usud wont. Maijsral
wondered if the semilife patch had exhausted its resources
of painkillers so quickly, then remembered Gregor's pro-
fessed concern for the Fate of the Congtellation. He nod-
ded toward Gregor.

"Don't despair,” hesaid. "I believe the result wilt be

to your satisfaction." Gregor seemed to take cheer imme-
diately. Therobot, still clearing dishes, rattled the Slver-
warein acaculated, programmed way. It did thisevery
few seconds.

"I'm going to get somerest,”* Maijstral continued.
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"Wake me by thirteen if I'm not up. And have second
breakfast ready by then."

Roman rose from thetable. "Sir. A word."

"Of course, Roman. Comewith me."

The dishesrattled again. Maijstral clenched histeeth.
Heled Roman toward the saucer's living quarters. He

put his gun on his bedside table and tossed his jacket over
achair. Helooked up and noticed that Roman had one ear

cocked toward the door, asif concerned about being
overheard.



"Closethedoor if you like, Roman."

Roman's ear flickered, but stayed trained toward the

door. "No need, gr," he said. Hisvoice waslow. Maijstral
sat on the bed and began unlacing his cuffs. Roman moved
toward him and automatically assumed the task. "1 won-
der if | may inquire," Roman said, "what you plan asthe
ultimate fate of the Imperid Artifact?’

Maijstral didn't even look up. "Sdll it, of course" he
sad. "Assoon aspossible. It will only bring ustrouble if
wekeepit."

Roman's shoulder fur rose under his clothes, afew

strands escaping his collar. Silently he put Maijstra's cuffs
inadrawer. "l think we may safely say," he said, "that
honor was satisfied by Miss Jensen'srescue.”

Maijstra tossed his shirt on top of hisjacket and rotated
hisarm in its socket, wincing at adight pain. He must
have strained his shoulder a some point during the night's
adventure. He spoke offhandedly. "Truly. | thank you,
both for the observation and for your participation on my
behalf."

"It would be ashame," Roman said, "to pendizethe

Imperid linein order to punish the rudeness of some of

their adherents- But | suppose the Empire can command
greater financia resources than Miss Jensen and her friends.”
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"Possibly." Maijstra had consdered this. "But we

must judge our demands carefully. At some point it would
be chegper smply to have us diminated.”

"Would they risk that?"

"Countess Anastasiawould. Perhaps Baron Sinn would
not."

"Still," ssid Roman, "'l would not like to see adynasty
destroyed as aresult of anyone's actions on Peleng.”

Maijstra looked up a him. Hissmilewas casud. "In
that case, Roman, we must take care."

"Asyou say, Sr.”

"Weasthat dl?'



"Yes, dr- Thank you."
"Close the door behind you, please.”

As me door swung shut, Maijstral kicked hislegs out

and settled onto the bed, hismind humming. Any impulse
to deep had vanished. Roman, he had aways known, was
atraditionaliss—insofar as Roman thought it proper to
possess opinions, he probably regretted the existence of
the Congtellation and had a sentimental regard for the
Empirein which he had never lived. Gregor, contrariwise,
hated any aristrocracy and wished death to the Empire.
Maijstra had it in his power to serve one of these ends,
but not both.

The problem was that Maijstral counted on both his
assgtants for much. Gregor wanted money and ingtruction
inton, and could be kept content so long ashewas paid in
both. Roman was loyd to me Maijgrd family—Maijstra
knew Roman would never do anything underhanded, or
betray any trust—Dbut still Maijstral’s future depended not
smply on cooperation, but on willing cooperation. Their
jobsweretoo critical—their heartshad to beinit, or
mistake could be made. If an darm was overlooked, atool
left on awindowsll, atrgp remained unsprung—who could
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say that it was an honest oversight, or the unconscious
sabotage that could spring from atroubled mind?

He had to keep both his henchmen happy, and willing to
continue insulaing him from the menace represented by
Humanity Prime and the Anastasamob.

Maijstra nestled back againgt the pillows and closed his
eyes- Thiswas going to take some thought-

CHACTEC1C

Nichole, stretched comfortably on acouch, contemplated
her feet and thought about how ugly they had become. Her
profession required her to spend hours on her feet, and
though she'd had them reshaped five years before, they

had aready splayed agood dedl and it wastime for
another rebuild. She'd have to arrange for aweek or ten
days away from people so mat she could have thejob done
and get used to the results before she'd have to appear in

public again.



She could see her minute reflection in each of her

toenails. By way of good-moming shewaved at her reflec-
tion, then wriggled her toesin answer. Therewasachim-
ing a her door.

"Second breakfast, madam."
"Bringitin, room."

A robot table floated in on asllent a-grav fied, lowered
itslegs, planted itself. Room furniture readjusted to the
new arrangement. A chair rolled to the table, then pulled
back invitingly.

"Y our bregkfast, madam.” An Emanuel Bach wood-
wind concerto sprang into existence around her.

"Thank you, room." She moved to the chair and seated
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herself. Coversrose from the plate, releasing steam. Sec-
ond breskfast in Peleng was alot heavier than first. She
wasn't certain if Maijstra still wanted her to keep up the
pretense he was staying with her, but she'd ordered only
one breakfast, not being able to face two. She declined the
table's offer and poured her own coffee.

There was another gentle chime. "Drake Maijstral,

"Oh." She put down the cream jug. "Put him on
directly.”

Maijstral seemed in much better spirits. The old assur-
ance gleamed in his green eyes, an Nichole's heart lifted to
seeit. Otherwise he was difficult to recognize—hisface
had been sprayed a pastel blue color, he was wearing
ghastly earringsthat winked on and off like mechanica
toys, and behind him was aview of agame arcade.

Nichole, having got used to these little dodges four
years ago, concluded that since he was using disguises and
apublic phone, he wasn't yet out of danger.

Nicholeraised her cup and smiled, "Delighted to see
you, Maijstral. Y ou seem in good spirits.”

"You look lovely. Asever, Nichole."



"l seeyour darming taste in disguises haan't altered.”

He bowed toward the holo camera. "' plead the necess-
ties of the service, madam." His eyesflickered to the
boundaries of the holo image, asif trying to glance out of
it. He touched atentative finger to one of hisearrings.
"Pardon my boldness, but might | inquire whether you are
breekfasting done?’

"That depends, | daresay, on whether or not you're stilt
supposed to be living here.”

He smiled. "Unfortunatdly for our deception, itsin-
tended victims are dl too wdl aware of where| waslast
night."
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"| thought your address seemed buoyed by success. Did
it gowdl, whatever it was?'

"Wel enough. Villainy wasthwarted, at any rate.”

"Had the villainy in question anything to do with the
Countess Anastas@?' Nichole smiled as she saw hiseye-
lidstwitch. "She called here yesterday and asked meto
give amessage to you. But the message may well be out
of date by now."

Maijgrd gavealazy shrug. "Tdl me. It might amuse.”

"She said you had something she wanted, and did she
waswilling to pay for it. Sounds like aproper villain's
message, I'd say."

He grinned. "That'sindeed what it was. I'm pleased to
hear sheswilling to pay for my object. That's precisely
what | had inmind."

Nichole laughed. "Y ou seem to have thingsfairly well
inhand."

"For the present.” He glanced over hisshoulder ina
conspiratorid way-

"Y ou are about to ask me for another favor," Nichole
sad.

Maijstra seemed atrifle embarrassed. "Y ou'reright, of
course.”



tt! know you too well, Drake. Out with it."

"| observed that in your announced schedule, you have
no appearances planned after meeting the methane crea-
tures a the zoo, which interview should end at noon.”

"That'strue. It'smy afternoon and evening off." Nichole
wiggled her toesin the carpet in Joyful anticipation of time
to hersdlf. She propped her chin on her hands and gavethe
Maijstral-image her girlish, ingenuouslook. "Y ou're not
planning on interrupting my beauty rest, are you?"

"Only in apleasant way, | hope. | was hoping you
might invite the Maijstra of your choiceto dinner.”
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Nichole laughed. "With your permission, Drake, I'll est
my breakfast while you explain what you meant by that.”

"Please go ahead. I've eaten.”

Merriment bubbled to the surface of her mind as Nichole
listened to his scheme. She laughed.

"Very well, Maijgrd, I'll doit. I've got aholo of you
somewhere." Shetook a bite, then thoughtfully waved her
fork a him. "Truth to tell, Drake, I'm grateful for this
diverson of yours. Lifein the Diadem has been uncom-
mon tedious of late.”

"My sympathies, lady."

She cocked an eyebrow at him. "1 don't need facetious
commiseration, Maijstral. Not from old friends.”

"Apologies, Nichole™" Promptly.

"Accepted.” Shetook another bite, chewed thought-
fully, swalowed. "Do you not find, Drake, that your
occupation, however wdll suited, beginsto tire?!

Maijstral's expression was hooded. "It contents me well
enough, my lady. Travel, new sights, new acquaintances,
adventureswhen | wish them, relaxation when | need it

... My cdlebrity isnot sufficient to be obnoxious, but it
isgreat enough that | am treated well wherel go. | am
rarely bored, my lady. If one hasto have an occupation a
al, mine ssemsagood sort to have.”



"Y our profession grants you more freedom than mine
doesme, Drake."

"That istrue. Y ou know why 1—"

"| am beginning to wonder, Drake, whether or not you
were right, four years ago.”

Comprehension entered hiseyes. "Ah."

"| travel more than you, but the new sghts are dways
hidden behind a screen of hangers-on and gushing inter-
viewers and aswarm of people eager to make an acquaint-
ance. . .it'sdl thesame, and it'sal becomeunred in
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quite the same way. My celebrity getsin the way of my
work—it has become my work."

"You knew that, Nichole. Y ou knew what the Diadem
was about when you became a member.”

"It'snot the same asliving it. I'm supposed to be an
actress—my god, 1 haven't acted in two years"

"Find anew play."

"There are only certain roles suitable for members of

the Diadem. And they're unred in the sameway my lifeis
unred. And worse—they're dull, Drake. Impossibly dull.”

Maijstra absorbed this. "Are you consdering leaving
the Diadem?'

"Condgdering. | haven't decided.” Nicholewiggled her
toes again. Maybe she wouldn't need to have her feet done
after dl.

Maijsiral waslooking at her intently. "Would you be
happy, Nicole? Once you were outsde?!

She shrugged. "1 have ahard time remembering what it
waslike."

" think you would not. I know you, Nichole."

Nichole stirred the food on her plate. "I'm two points
down,"” shesaid.

"Ah"



"That's what thistour is about. I'm supposed to intro-

duce my audience to new marvels. My writersare giving
me mots for each of eight planets. Each guaranteed sponta
neous, witty, and quotable.”

"| think, if you don't mind my observation, that Nichole
ushering tours of the Peleng City Zoo isnot what your
ratings need, no matter how gloriousthe collection.”

She glanced up. "I know that. What €lse do you
Sugges?'

"Find anew play, Nichole. Something outside of what
THE CROWN JEWELSI 177

they've been giving you. Stretch the concept of aDiadem
play- Stretch yoursdlf.”

Nicholeslipstwisted in awry smile. "And that's what
| need? Just anew play? And. - . stretching?”

"Perhgps something dse, my lady.”
IIYS?I

Therewas amusement in hisglance. "A new passion?"
he suggested.

Nichole barked alaugh and flung ateaspoon through
Maijstrd'simage. The coffeein her cup trembled in darm.
"Damn you, Maijstra. Y ou know metoo well. Won't you
let me get away with anything?' Her laugh turned rueful.
"All right. I'll tell my peopleto look for something.”

"My lady, if you want athing badly, you should ook
for it yoursdf."

Nichole sat for amoment, then dowly nodded. "Y es,
Drake, | will. Thank you."

"It'stheleast | can do, considering how much you have
helped me. We make light of it, but your assistance may
yet save my life. These people I'minvolved with . . .
they're serious people, Nichole."

"1 must take care to preserve your hedth, Maijstra.
Y our advice may prove invaluableto my career.”

Maijgiral glanced over his shoulder again. "1 should end



this, my lady. We have gone on too long for thislineto be
secure,™*

"Well. Asusud, it'sbeen refreshing. Give my loveto
Romen."

"l will."

"l hope 1 will seeyou in person before | leave.”
Maijstral smiled. "Y ou forget. | am seeing you tonight.”
"Yes. Of course. AM revoir, then."

"Y our most obedient, Nichole."

His blue-faced image vanished. Nichole thought for a
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moment, looking down at her toes, and tried to think of
who she should cal to have her feet done.

Khotvinn felt charged with energy. The semilife cara-

pace that supported his crushed back and ribs had fed him
enough drugsto obliterate the pain and infuse him with
vigor. When the doctor added some patchesto hislegs that
would make him relax and go to deep, he waited till the
human creature | eft, peded off the disgppointed crestures
before they could take effect, and dropped them in the
trash.

He hoisted himself out of his bed, redled, then steadied.
He bared histeeth and growled. The puny human redbellies
were going to get what was coming to them.

His mind brooded darkly on revenge. He got hisweap-
onsout of the closet and donned them.

Khotvinn the Avenger! He needed to demolish some-
thing, and fast. He opened the window and got one leg
over, then hesitated.

Heredized he didn't know where he was going.

Khotvinn pulled theleg back in and thought for along
moment. He knew where Amalia Jensen lived—but the
house was awreck, the Jensen creature probably wouldn't
be living there, and the place might well be monitored by
police. Tvi could have got himin, but she had disap-
peared. He could try MaijstraT s residence, but he had no



ideawhere Maijstra was.

The sound of voicesfiltered over the morning breezes.
Khotvinn's ears cocked in their direction.

Time, he decided, to do abit of skulking.

He did over the windowsill, overbalanced, and grabbed
aclimbing vineto keep himsdf steady. Themorning ar
gill smeled of burning. Chuckling to himsdlf, Khotvinn
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loped aong the back porch until he stood beside the open
window of the dining nook.

", .. and another to Lieutenant Navarre," Sinn'svoice
was saying. "Miss Jensen may stay with him." Khotvinn's
ears pricked. Thiswas the second time held heard the
name of Navarre.

"And that odious Nichole woman." Countess Anasta-
dasvoice.

A clatter of tableware obscured the Baron's next obser-
vation. "Far better to et the mediado that for us," he

then remarked. "The security around the Diadem is drict.
Anyone lacking proper credentials and observed in Nichol€'s
vicinity would bejalled, at least for inquiry.”

"Perhapsyou, yoursdf. Baron, might—"

"I'll dowhat | can, my lady." The next part of me
conversation was dull, and conssted mainly of the Count-
ess proposing names for various tasks, and Baron Sinn
asking about their cgpabilities and credentials.

Khotvinn grinned. Navarreit would be, then! He smelled
food and his stomachs growled.

He turned and began to lope toward the back kitchen
door. Hed stedl enough food for several days, find Jensen
through her pal Navarre, and hold her for ransom to both
sdes. And whilehewas at it, hed carve her companions
likekidneys.

It was great to be dive.
The policeleft at last, unhappy with atde of Ronnie

Romper-garbed abductors who had held Amalia Jensen
inexplicably for aday, neither asked for ransom nor com-



mitted any assault, then let her go- Therewas moretoiit,
or so they clearly thought, but Amdia Jensen wasn't giv-
ing it to them. It was her kidnapping, she thought, and she
could say what she liked.

180/ WALTER JON WILLIAMS

Pietro was back in his own apartment—Amatia had
decided therewas no point ininvolving him in any police
business. New household robots were moving silently about
the place, wiping dust from comers, gorging themselves
on debris she had missed on her first sweep. Amadiabadly
needed arest, but duty demanded she supervise Pietro's
mohbilization of theloca members of Humanity Prime,
who were to be sent out to look for Maijstral and to keep
an eye on Baron Sinn, the Countess, and the Khosdli
consulate. She sucked on a hi-stick and walked to her
communications control plate. It had been replaced in the
last few hours by techniciansworking overtime. Timeto
cdl Fietro.

The telephone chimed before she could touch the service
plate. "Receive," she said, and looked at the holo image
insurprise.

"Captan Tataglia Thisisa—"

"Surprise. | know." The captain was a short, broad-
shouldered man, going bald in front. He had resigned from
the military in order to devote himsdf to the good work of
Humanity Prime, and prided himsdf on his"human”
mannerisms—bluntness and belligerence to name two.
Through dint of hard work and devotion to the cause,
Tartagliahad worked hisway up to Loca Deputy Director—
Amalia Jensen'simmediate superior, in fact. Amdiahad

only met the man twice, and hid her indtinctive didike

behind a screen of brisk politesse.

It had been Tartagliawho, in a coded message, had

aerted her to the existence of the Imperia icon—apparently
Humanity Prime discovered its existence from adouble
agent within the Imperid ranks. When she saw thething in
the auction catalog, sheld sent amessageto himwith a

note of her intention to bid for it. She'd expected a con-
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gratulatory message in reply- Apparently, by return mail
shed got Tartagliahimsdlf.

Tartaglialooked at Amalia Jensen with small, dark



inteligent eyes. "What'sthe status of Artifact One?" he
asked.

Amaiiahad never heard thisterm used before, but had
no doubt what it meant.

"Not good, gir. It's been stolen by Drake Maijstral.”
Tartaglia's expresson barely changed. "Imperidist
family."

"l don't think Maijstra himsdlf isan Imperidigt, Sr. |
think he intendsto set up abidding war between the
Imperidists and ourselves."

The captain's eyes flashed contempt. “"Rogue. Immordl.
WEell ded withit."

"They're playing rough. The Imperidigs, | mean. |
was kidnapped, and Maijstral, with one of our people
here, Pietro Quijano, set me at liberty."

"Oho." Tartaglias eyebrowsrose. "Why did Maijstra
involve himsdf? | sthere an attachment between the two of
you?"

Amdiaflushed. "Indeed not, gr. | think he st mefree
because he needed someone to conduct the bidding from
our Sde”

"Good. I've brought aline of credit with me, and some
of our best people. WEell get the thing from Maijstra one
way or another."

Fear brushed lightly dong Amdia Jensen's nerves. It
occurred to her that Captain Tartagliawas not anice
person. Shelooked at his grim, amused countenance. "I'm
surewewill," shesaid.

Lieutenant Navarre had intended to replace hismissing
portable telephone but hadn't got around to it, so it was
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largely amatter of luck that the call from Nichole came
when he happened to be in his house. He thought he
handled his end badly—he hemmed and hawed, flushed,
yammered like a schoolboy—but then, after al, hewas
taken unawares, and one didn't receiveacal froma
member of the Human Diadem every day. Y es, he under-
stood perfectly why he would have to be chauffeured. No,
he didn't mind the element of intrigue—it would be amus-



ing, haw haw.

He hung up and felt arare sensation of surprise and
anticipation. Nichole had dways been one of hisfavorites.
Though his vanity was not such asto think he would make
an ingtant conquest, ill he was pleased that out of dl the
men Nichole had met on Peleng, she had chosen to spend
her few free hourswith him. And the eement of intrigue
added, frankly, atouch of the bizarre. At the very least
thiswas going to make an interesting story back home.

He decided to ask hisvid to check its memory for the
broadcastsit had received about Nichol€s visit to Peleng.
Maybe he'd be able to remember some of the best lines
and compliment her on them.

Someone was home. The cold-field around the Scholder/
Navarre place was down and this alowed Khotvinn to
snesk right up to the windows without setting off darms.
A copper-skinned human stood in hisatrium, tryingon a
series of shirts and jackets with the help of arobot,
preening himsdf in the mirror while kegping one eye on
the vid, which featured a blond woman talking about
methane life-forms. Khotvinn couldn't be certain, but he
thought the human was adone. No Jensen. Well—he'd get
the information somehow,

Khotvinn opened a door—it wasn't locked—and dipped
into the house. He padded down the short halway that led
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to the atrium. "Unfortunately,” the blond woman was
saying, "few people spesk methanile”

Khotvinn flicked on his Ronnie Romper hologram, drew
his sword, then charged into the room, roaring. A single
sweep of the sword diced therobot in half. Lieutenant
Navarre turned, only to be picked up by the neck and
dammed againg thewall.

"Where's AmdiaJensen?' Khotvinn roared. Navarre's
eyes popped. He gave no answer. Khotvinn drove him into
thewadl again. "Wherés Amdia Jensen?' Therewas

only slence, except from the vid, which was going on

about admirable communications at near absolute-zero tem-
peratures. Navarre was turning purple. Khotvinn smashed
him into the vid, which went slent.

"Where?' Sam. "Where?' Sam. "Where?' Sam.



Lieutenant Navarre, who was giving no answer for the
very good reason that Khotvinn was strangling him, made
agurgling noise and passed out. Khotvinn growled his
annoyance, held the dangling lieutenant for amoment,
then dropped him. Lieutenant Navarre crumpled to the
floor.

Not one to waste an opportunity, Khotvinn began ran-
sacking the room. There had to be a clue in here somewhere.

Captain Tartaglia had taken charge so fast that Amdia
Jensen had no clear recollection of how it had adl come
about. It seemed that an ingtant after Tartagliahad cdlled
her, she and Pietro were here, outside MaijstraFs country
cottage, with seven armed men that Tartaglia had brought
with him from Pompey.

"ThisisWade. In position.”
Tartagliasmiled. "Acknowledge your transmisson.”

AmadiaJensen looked at him. "What about dlarms,
ar?'
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"Fastin, fast out. That'sthetrick."
"What if the object isn't there?"

"Maijgtrd or his crew will be. Once we get them, we

can make 'em talk." He shaded hissmdll eyes. "Got
plenty of experience at thai. Y ou don't maintain an empire
without learning how to be persuasive.”

Amdiawas startled. "I thought,” she said, "that we
weren't the Empire.”

Tartagliawas abrupt. "Cal it what you will. Point is,
we've got alot of alien racesthat haveto bekept inline.
Otherwise we won't stay on top very long. Let 'em know
who's boss, that's the ticket. Once they know that, we
won't have any trouble.”

Amadiaglanced at Pietro and saw aqueasy look on his
face, which mirrored the sensation in her own heart.
Maijstral had not used her well, but she wasn't dtogether
certain that he deserved what Tartaglia seemed ready to do
tohim.

"ThisisRoyo. In pogtion.”



"Right. That'sthe last. Prepare to move."

Tartagliaturned to Amdiaand Rietro. "Just Stay out of
theline of fireand you'l bedl right. Leave everything up
tous”

She nodded, secretly thankful. "Fine, gir."

"Y ou've done your job just bringing us here. I'll seeyou
get acommendation.”

"Thank you, Sr."

Hologram camouflage blossomed around Tartagliasface,
"Ready?' He was speaking to histroops. "L et's move

Then therewas nothing but slent flickering inthe air as
Tartagliaand his people charged the house, then crashing
noises as doors and windows went down before the as-
sault. Amaiawatched in sllence, chewing her lip.
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"Amdia" sad Pietro, "l don't like these people.”

She looked stalidly toward Maijstral's house. 1 under-
gtand,” she said, trying to be strong. Thiswas anecessity.
The Congtellation's fate depended on this.

"We could have bought the damn thing back." He was
dlent for amoment. Then, "Y ou know, | kind of liked
Maijstrd.”

She gave him alook, and he flushed and looked at his
feet. But she knew how hefelt.

Whooping and smashing noises were coming from
Maijstra's house. Amalia heard arobot protest, followed
by afina-sounding crash. There weren't any sounds of
battle. She wondered if Maijstral and his friends had been
caught with their defenses down.

Gradudly the noises died away. Then there was swift
flickering across the grounds, followed by Tartagliaand
his party appearing in front of Amalia, disappointment on
their faces.

"No onethere" Tartagliasad. "Artifact Oneis dil! at
large™



AmdiaJensen tried very hard to control her fedling of
relief. "They anticipated this" she said.

"WEell find'em.”

"They'll find us." Pietro surprised everyone by spesk-
ing up. "They want to sdll usthe artifact.”

"Artifact One, you mean. Right." Tartaglianodded.
"Well find'em. That'swhat | said." He spoketo his
troops. "Better get in our fliers. The police will be coming
soon.”

"Where?' Thud. "Where?' Thud. "Where?' Thud.

The man's name was Cavin. Hewas very good a hisjob
and took prideinit. Silent, anonymous, efficient, discret.
What else was a security man for the Diadem to be?
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"Where?' Thud. "Where?' Thud. "Where?' Thud.

Cavin was here to prep Lieutenant Navarre for hisvist
to Nichole—thisvigt in particular, with itsunusua de-
ments, seemed in need of advance work. But no sooner
had he landed on the roof than he heard hoarse Khosdli
shouting and smashing noises.

It didn't sound like the sort of thing the Diadem wanted
thelr members getting mixed up in. Calvin got quietly out
of hisflier, took hisemergency kit out of die back, put on
his shield and gun. He stepped through an upper door,
gazed down off the atrium bacony, and saw Lieutenant
Navarre below in the hands of agiant Ronnie Romper, the
lieutenant being dammed doll-likeinto walls and furniture
while the puppet snarled his question over and over.

"Wherés Amdia Jensen?' Sam.

Cavin didn't hestate. Hed seen stranger thingsin his
career. Nor did he waste time wondering who Amaia
Jensen might be. Theimportant fact wasthat if this contin-
ued, Nichole's dinner date was ligble to be ruined.

The security man glanced |eft and right, saw adwarf
zentreein aheavy lead planter, and moved to pick it up.
Helooked over the balcony again, saw Ronnie Romper
directly below him, aimed with care, and let the planter
fdl.



There was a horrid squel ching noise. Ronnie Romper
dropped to the carpet. Lieutenant Navarre fell onto acush-
ion, made a gasping sound, and grabbed histhroat.

"Calvin, Sr. Diadem security- Areyou injured?’

Lieutenant Navarre |looked with bulging eyes at the
sprawled puppet. "Ronnie Romper?' he asked.

The security man drew hisgun, reached carefully into
the hologram, and snapped off the disguise. Khotvinn gazed
lifdledy at the caling.

"Who's he?' Navarre demanded.
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"Don't you know, Sr?"

"Never seen him before. He was asking after Am—

after someone | know. But | don't know where sheis, and
| couldn't tell him because he kept grabbing me by the
throat. And who heis| have noidea."

Cdvin examined Khotvinn with care. "He's dead now.
Wewon't be able to question him."

Lieutenant Navarre's breathing was returning to normal.
He stood and looked down at Khotvinn's body, then at
Cavin. He smoothed hisruffled slks. "Thank you, Sir,”
he said. "I'm grateful for your intervention.”

"Just part of thejob. gr.”

"l aminyour debt." Anideacametohim."I'm
beginning to wonder," he said. " Strange things have been
happening to me. A robbery, afriend of mine abducted
... now this. | wonder if thisisthe person that's been
doingit." He shrugged. "Best call the police, 1 suppose.”
He reached for thewall service plate.

Cavin put out ahand. "Sir," he sad, "if you ded with
the police now, you'll belate for your meeting with
Nichole"

Lieutenant Navarre looked blank. "Yes, | daresay. But
it can't be helped, canit?"

Cavinwas amooth. "Sir, if! might recommend . . . 7'

"By dl means”



"The Diadem has an understanding with the local police,
I'm certain that, should Nichole ask, the police would be
happy to forgo any interviewstill amore convenient time.”
Lieutenant Navarre seemed startled. "Y ou can do that?"
"I'm pogitive, gr."

Navarre rubbed his back. "I seem to be pretty well
bruised.”

"Fortunately not on theface, Sir. | cantakeyouto a
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doctor and a masseur on theway if you like, sir. But weld
haveto leave now."

Navarre looked at the sprawled body and hesitated.
"Should we leave this behind?'

"No onewill disturb it, I'm sure.”*

The lieutenant seemed to make hismind up. "Very
wdl," hesad, "I'll do asyou advise."

Cavin gave agraceful, assenting bow. "Very good,
ar.

Lieutenant Navarre removed historn shirt and donned
another. Helooked at the selection of jackets he'd placed
on his couch and paused.

Cavin spoke up. "If | may sugges, Sr?”’

"By dl means”

"The white mourning jacket. Very suitable.”

"Thank you, Cavin." Lieutenant Navarre drew on the
jacket. Cavin helped lace him in, checking the jacket for
weapons or hidden cameras as he did so.

"Shdl weleavethen, Cdvin?'

"Asyoulike, gr."

Lieutenant Navarre picked up his mourning cloak and

carried it up the stair. Cavin followed on slent cat feet.
Navarre activated the house security systems as he left and



stepped out onto the roof.
"Thank you, Cavin. For everything."

Calvin opened the door of the heavy Jefferson-Singh
limo. "It was nothing, sr. All inaday'swork."

CHAPTER 11

Countess Anastasawatched on vid as Drake Maijstrd
stepped out of the Jefferson-Singh flier and into Nichole's
arms. She noticed hewas carrying asmall bag. "Damn!”
Her fist thudded into the arm of her stiff-backed wooden
chair. The cigaret she was holding flung ashesonto a
six-hundred-year-oid carpet. A robot hastened to clean
them up.

"Well never get him out of there!" Her High Khosdli
parsing indicated near-apocalyptic frustration. "He's prob-
ably carrying the Imperid Rdicinthat bag.”

Baron Sinn nodded philosophicaly. "The next move
seemsto be Maijgtrd's, my lady.”

The Countess ground her teeth. "I likeit not. Baron."
Baron Sinnliked it less. This meant he was going to be
trapped in this house with an angry, restless Countess for a
very long time. Perhaps he should give her achanceto
work off her anger.

"Croquet, my lady?" he suggested, dooming himsdf to
aday of chasing hisball beneath the kibble trees.

Her answer, tongue lalling, seemed the smile of afiend.

Safely in Nichole's suite with Calvin and his associates
on guard, Lieutenant Navarre toggled off the hologram of
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Drake Maijstral. Nichole laughed and offered her hand.
Navarre gdlantly sniffed her wrigt, ignoring a persstent
twinge of hisbruised back.

"Y ou looked very like Maijstrd, dressed in mourning,”
shesaid. "I'm pleased to see you. Lieutenant.”

"The pleasure,” said Navarre, "isal mine" Hewas



speaking the truth- He was thoroughly gratified to discover
that hefet very safe here.

Maijstral turned off the vid and redlaxed in his chair,

happy. Nichole knew how to carry off a deception, and her
foil, whoever he was, had played his part well, even to the
duplicate of the diamond Maijstral wore on hisfinger.

A robot rattled past on an errand, making its usua
bleeping noises. Maijstra clenched histeeth, then cdmed
himsalf. He was learning to hate the robots, but now was
not thetimefor irritation. It wastimeto put forward his

plan.

Tvi watched the vid with interest. She turned to the
robot. "Bring up another bottle of the cabemet. The forty-
four, if you please.”

"Yes, madam.”
Since her flight from the Anastasiaresidence she/d done
fairly well. Thefirst thing wasto dump the Dewayne

Seven and sted anew Jefferson-Singh Hi-Sport. Since shed
arrived on Peleng, sheld got used to them.

Then she'd found a place to hide out. It was a comfort-
able house of twelve room, apparently inhabited by a
family whose interests took them to Nanafor half the year.
The household security was ancient and it had been child's
play to reprogram it to treat her asamember of the family.

Now she'd haveto find away to earn aliving. She
spped cabemet and thought about it.

THE CROWN JEWELS| 191

Stedling seemed like agood idea.
Sheamiled. Life on Peleng waslooking up.

"My nameis Roman, my lord. At your service."
"Count Quik. Yours. Please gt.”

Roman settled on a padded bench next to the Troxan. "
see you have returned to the methane environment exhibit.”

"Not got look before properly. Nicholein way with
globes. Many many crowdings.”

"Tobesaure"



"I methane speak," said the Count.

Roman was inclined to wonder if he spoke methanein
assingular amanner as he seemed to speak everything

else, but the Count proceeded to demonstrate, leaning his
pumpkin-sized head toward a microphone that remained as
ardic of Nichole€svist. Asthe Count's voice pulsed
through the supercool environment, the methane crestures
blushed adelicate violet and began to cluster gelatinousty
toward the speakers. At their current rateit would take
them about haf an hour.

"Congratulaions, my lord,” Roman said. "Y ou seem
to have simulated them admirably.”

An answering communication moaned from hidden spesk-
ers. The Count listened and made hisreply.

"| told them you are with- Interested they were." His
head lolled in apeculiar Troxan manner. "Badly these
speakers do. Troxans better makes speakers.”

"Undoubtedly the best, Sir," Roman said. The Troxan
head was such a superb conductor of sound that they
tended as a species to be very particular about audio

equipment.

"Tdl yoursdlf," Count Quik suggested. "I tell will
then the methane critters.”

*'l am amember of Drake Maijstral’s entourage.”
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"Interesting. Trandation problems many indeed. No
word for 'thief in methane world.”

"Perhaps a better world than ours, my lord.”

"But boring-er.”

"Duller. Yes, my lord. No doubt.”

The Count chatted with the methane crestures. They
groaned in reply. Roman waited for algpsein the

conversation.

"Mr. Maijgiral," heinterjected, "asked meto find
you."

Count Quik's deep goggle eyes swiveled to Roman.



"Yes? Wherefore, Mr. Roman?"

"He hopes, gr, that you will consent to do hima

sarvice. Heredlizesthisis an unusud request, but he
hopes that once you understand the circumstances, you
will do him the honor of acting for him in ametter of
importance, in brief a matter concerning the Fate of the
Empire. He hopesthat the matter may be resolved quickly
and satisfactorily, and in fineto your, and the Empire's,
advantage.”

Count Quik's expression did not—in fact could not—
change, but it seemed to Roman that his gaze seemed to
intensify.

"Youintrigue, Mr. Roman. Please spesk on. | am all
wsll

Roman, as he prepared to unfold Maijstral's plot, re-
flected thet, of al the times he had heard that last turn of
phrase, thiswasthe only timeit might be, quite literdly,
true.

Generd Gerdd gazed blearily at the young man on his
doorstep. Since waking from hisinutterably pleasant, thor-
oughly violent dreams at the first touch of dawn, he had
climbed out of hisarmor and gone to bed, swearing to get
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enough deep thistime so that he wouldn't be caught

nodding if Maijstra appeared tonight. The young man's
gppearance caught him by surprise. He didn't have visitors
very often. Sometimes he wondered if he intimidated people.

The Genera could see the young man through the door
without being observed himsdlf. The visitor was dressed
formaly, but in abright radica style that pushed at once

the bounds of convention and the Genera's sense of the
harmonic possibilities of color. Cheeky, the Generd thought,
looking a him. Impudent. Needs discipline. Just look at
theway his hands are stuck in his pockets, the hi-stick

just hanging in hismouth. A tour in the service would do

him good.

A tour in the service was the Generd's automatic pre-
scription for many socid ills. He opened the door.

"Gengrd Gerdd?'

"Marines" Automaticaly. "Retired.”



"My nameis Gregor Norman. | am an associate of
Drake Maijstra-"

Surprised boiled in Generad Gerald's degpy mind.
"What'sthat to me?" he barked, hisvoice ill on auto-
matic pilot while he wondered what hell Maijstrd was
playing at. Some attempt to get him out of hishouse so
that it could berifled?

"Mr. Maijstrd," Gregor said, ""has come across some-
thing which may interest you. Something relaing, believe
it or don't, to nothing less than the Fate of the Congtella-
tion.”

If thiswas aploy, the General thought, it was abold
one.

Genegrd Gerdd admired boldness.

He stepped back into his hallway. "Comein, young-
der," hesad.

"Thank you. Generd."
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"L eave the damned hi-stick outside. Don't you know
they're bad for you?'

Gregor hesitated amoment, then snapped the offending
dimulant in haf and put it in his pocket.

At leadt, the Generd thought with satisfaction, Maijstral
had an assistant who knew how to obey orders.

The robot wove slently through the kibble arbor on its
way toward Baron Sinn. Sinn was using hismallet to
knock bits of fruit about, looking for his croquet ball. Thus
far he hadn't achieved success.

The robot proffered atelephone. "My lord. A call from
His Excdlency Count Quik."

The Baron straightened. "He knows I'm here?' The
robot, not possessing a sense of irony, offered no answer.

Sinn glanced out onto the croquet lawn and saw Count-
ess Anastasia smoking acigaret and gazing with maevo-
lent satisfaction at him—and at the scatter of red benesth
thekibbletrees. "Very well," hesad. Til takeit."



The Baron, ill kicking idly at fruit, took the telephone
from the robot's manipulator. The robot hovered over
fdlen kibbles. Baron Sinn hesitated for amoment, glanc-
ing at the Countess and then at the robot, and then an idea
gruck him. Histongueldlledinaamile.

"Robot," he ordered, "pick up al thefruit and put it

into piles” He held out ahand. "About thishigh. If you
findacroquet bdl, letitlie”

"Yes my lord."

Sinn's grin broadened as the robot went on itsway, then
he touched the answer ideograph and the phone promptly
projected a miniature hologram of Count Quik's round
head before Sinn's snout.

"Good afternoon. Baron. Y our most obedient.”
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"Y our ever faithful, my lord. It isapleasant surprise to
hear fromyou."

"Isday for surpnsings. Am mysdf surprised earlier.”
"Pleasantly, | hope."

"l with friend spoke of Mr. Maijstral.”

A rush of frantic energy sped through the Baron's nerves
at the sound of Maijstral’'s name, but it was afew seconds
before he was able to decipher the Count's syntax and

make aguess at what Count Quik had actually intended.

"Y ou spoke with afnend of Maijstrd's, my lord?!
Wanting to be absolutely certain.

"Correct is. Requested ass stance mine as neutrd third
party, yet citizen of Empire. | gave.”

Maijgrd'sinsulaing himself well. Baron Sinn thought
with a certain amount of admiration. And he movesfadt.

He kept his expression amiable. "That was very gener-
ousof youmy lord," hesad.

"Offered compensation. Twenty percent. Declined.”

"Of course, my lord."



"Dignteresting seemed best.”

The robot was piling fruit into asmall pyramid. No
croquet ball yet.

Sinn, asif on cue, affected disinterest as he gazed at
Count Quik. "What manner of assistance did Maijstral
believe he needed from Y our Excdlency?"

"| bidstranamit, my Baron."

"l undergtand." Sinn congdered thisfor amoment. "Is
there a place where you can be reached?’

"Yes. At Peeng Hotel now."

Behind hisfacade, Sinn cursed heartily. That was where
Etienne, Nichole, and (presumably) Maijstiral were staying,
covered by Diadem security.

Deay, Baron Sinn thought. The longer the delay, the
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better chance of catching Maijstra outside of his par-
amour's protection. He peered benignly into the hologram.

"l have no bid at present. Excellency. But | have no
doubt that | shdl receive ingructions from my consulate to
offer one"

"Understandings, my lord. But dealings must be con-
cluded inoneloca day. Thirty-eight hours."

Sinn cursed again. Maijstral seemed to have thought, of
everything. "I have no concrete assurance of what His
Maesty's government will or will nor offer,” hesad,
*'put | am certain they are willing to offer afair pricefor
return of the Imperid Artifact.” Baron Sinn's ears pricked
forward intently. "However, should the Imperid Artifact
not be returned at the end of this adventure, | trust that
your principa will take care to understand the conse-
quences of such an unfriendly act. When great empires
play for great stakes, the counters are oft at hazard."

"Understandmgs, Baron Sinn. Y our servant, ar.”
"Yours." Nuance, the Baron thought, nuance.

The Count's hologram faded. Baron Sinn noticed that



the robot seemed to have |eft asingle round, red object
aone during the course of its pile-making. The Baron
walked over to it and prodded it with hismallet. It was
definitdy hiscroquet ball.

Helit acigard and addressed the robot. "Continue
piling thefruit."

"Ya S r.'n

Baron Sinn drove hisball back into play and strolled
back onto the lawn. The Countess tossed her cigaret off
the playing fidld and waked to her balil.

"| st the robot to clearing the kibbles away. | hope you
dont mind "

The Countess betrayed no sign of chagrin. "Not at al,
Baron." She stood above her ball and readied her mallet.
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"I should have thought of that mysdlf, when | handed you
my specid bal. Please forgive my lack of foresght.”

"Of course, my lady."

Countess Anastasia squinted as shetook aim. "Wasthe
cal anything of importance. Baron?' she asked.

The Baron timed his comment perfectly. "MaijstraPs
agent, my lady.”

The stroke hit off-center and the ball spun of ona
tangent. "Bad luck. Countess," said Baron Sinn, and
prepared to roquet and drive the Countesss ball off the
court, beneath her kibble trees.

He was beginning to enjoy the game.

"Of course I'll take the twenty percent, youngster!
D'you take mefor afool ?'

Paavo Kuus nen watched the game of croquet in mount-
ing frustration. Nothing had developed a Amatia Jensen's
place since the Humanity Prime goon squad had returned
to itsroost. Drake Maijstral was, it appeared, safely under
Nicholé's protection. Kuusinen had flown to the Count-
esssplacein hope of seeing something drameatic, and found
only agame of croquet and arobot piling kibble fruit.



Kuusinen sighed. He decided to fly to Lieutenant
Navarre'sin hope of viewing some new developments.

Since held been in on the beginning, he'd hate to miss
thefinish.

Amalia Jensen had spent the afternoon getting acquainted
with the discouraging fact of her house being used asa
barracksfor ahost of armed and belligerent men, and her
response had finaly been to throw up her handsin despair
and retreat to her room. There she had been watching the
video news, hoping to discover some news of MaijstraPs
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current whereabouts, and listened instead to areport about
the current wave of odd crimes affecting Peleng City and
vicinity: onetheft from Lieutenant Navarre's house that
involved an object of small vaue taken by highly expen-
sve means, one violent kidnapping followed ashort time
later by inexplicable release; one equally inexplicable
armed attack on Countess Anastasias mansion; aviolent
intrusion at a country house, where robots were shot and
the house torn gpart; and now—allate development—a
violent attack on Lieutenant Navarre by aKhosalikhina
Ronnie Romper disguise.

Amadlia Jensen straightened in her chair. The newscaster,
asupercilious Khosaikh, pointed out that Ronnie Romper
disguises had been used by the perpetrators of the Jensen
kidnapping. Facts seemed scanty at the moment, but this
didn't stop the news writers from speculating.

Cold fingers touched Amalia Jensen's neck at the report
that Ronnie Romper had been killed during the attempt,
apparently by avisitor who happened onto the scene. The
newscast hadn't identified the Khosatikh even asto sex,
and she couldn't be certain that it wasn't Tvi. Infact it

very likdy was, sincethetal Khosalikh had probably been
too badly injured in the attack on the Countesss mansion
to participate in further devilment.

The door opened. Pietro burst in. "Have you seen the
vid?' he asked.

"YS."
"Why Navarre?'

She thought for amoment. "Good question,” she said.
"Perhaps they thought to find me there.”



"And who wasit that killed Ronnie? There's no identi-
ficationat al."

"Something'sgoing on."
"Damnright thereis." Thislast wasacomment from
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Captain Tartaglia, who had appeared in the doorway. Amdia
quickly composed her features and tried to hide her reac-
tive distaste a the sght of the man. Tartagliascratched his
chin and looked at the vid. "Maybe we should pick up this
Navarre. Ask him some questions.”

Amadias heart thumped in darm. "He seemsto be well
protected,” she said.

"Takealook a his place, anyway."
"Policewill be everywhere."

Tartagliashrugged. "That'sworth consdering. Let me
think about it."

Thevid unit chimed. "Teephone cal from Generd
Gerdd, madam. Marines. Retired.”

Amaiiafet adow wave of surprise. She barely knew
the man. "Now what?' she said. Sheturned to Tartaglia
"If you'll excuse me. Captain?'

Tartagliashrugged again and turned to leave. Amalia
accepted the call. Gerald's red face appeared on the vid.
Amadliatried to seem politely interested.

"Generd Gerdd. Thisisasurprise”

The Generd was grinning. "Drake Maijstral asked me
tocdl you."

Behind her, Amdiaheard Pietro's gasp of surprise,
followed ingtantly by the sound of Captain Tartaglias
abrupt about-face in the hall and return to the room.

AmadiaJensen controlled her astonishment, and was
mildly surprised at the coolness of her reply. Perhaps she
was becoming accustomed to intrigue. ™Y ou are welcome
to cal a any time, Generdl. | am surprised that Mr.
Maijgira did not cal with his own message.”



"Perhaps he didn't want to get killed.”

"Whatever our disagreements, we have not equipped
every telephone on Peleng with an explosive devicejust on
the chance that Maijstrd might useit.”
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"Perhaps he wantsto be careful. 1 am given to under-
stand that some of your people broke into his house this
morning.”

There was an annoyed grunt from Tartaglia

"Let'sget to cases, shall we?' The General appeared to

be enjoying himsdlf, ™Y ou haven't exactly covered your-
sf with glory inthisbusnessso far, and | think Maijstrd's
being quite reasonable in offering you a chance to buy
your way out of thisSituation." The Generd's smile broad-
ened, conveying pure, maevolent joy. "Maijstra wishes
the bidding concluded in the next thirty-eight hours—one
day. I'm getting twenty percent as middleman. Do | hear
any bids?'

TartagHa pushed Amatia Jensen aside and squatted in
front of the vid, insde range of the holo pickup. Amdia
prickled.

"Generd. I'm Captain Tartaglia”

The General appeared to consult hismemory. "I don't
recdl any captain by that name. An ex-captain, yes. Some-
onewho |eft the service of the Congtellation in order to
joinacrank paramilitary organization with delusons of
grandeur.”

Tartaglias mouth wasagrim line. "I'm surprised to see
you involved in this. Generd. The Fate of the Congtdlla
tionisat stake. Seemslike al you seemto care about is

your twenty percent.”

The Generd turned red- Amaliawinced at the volume of
hisreply. "I cared enough about the Congtellation to have
served six hitchesin the marines, puppy! Marines, | will
remind you, who are ready to fight against the Empire
whether or not they've got an Emperor or hisblasted jism!
1 care enough about the Congtdllation to have made this
cal! If I hadn't agreed to act as middieman here, you
might have been left out of the ded altogether. | suggest,



THE CROWN JEWELS| 201

therefore, you care enough to come up with areasonable
bid"

"If that's the way you want it. General."

"That'sthe way Maijstral wantsit, puppy! If | had any
resourcesto cal on I'd bid for the thing mysdlf, but |

know how long it takesfor the military to processan
unorthodox requigition for funds. So it seems asif the Fate
of the Congtdlation isin your hands. Heaven and the
Virtueshdp us"

" Amateurs have thair uses, then."

The Genera raised an adominishing finger. "Money
speaks louder than sarcasm, puppy.”

Amadliacould see Tartaglias hands trembling with sup-
pressed rage. "Very wdl. A hundred and fifty. But tell
Maijstral this. If hefavorsthe Empire, held better get
ready to spend the rest of hislife across the border. And
even then the Empire might not be hedlthy for him."

Generd Gerdd wasvisbly unimpressed. "1* 11 transmit
that message, puppy, but were | you, | wouldn't make
threats you're not competent enough to carry out.”

Tartaglias answer was short. "A hundred and fifty.
Tdl Maijdrd."

"1*11 doit and be back in touch. | expect the bidding
will go higher." His eyes seemed to search out of the holo
projection, looking for Amdia "Miss Jensen,” he said,
"I'm very disgppointed at the company you keep."

The Generad'simage faded, Tartagliabegan to curse,

and Amdia Jensen was left with agrowing admiration for
Maijstral's technique. He had chosen the perfect foil—
someone whose sympathieswould lie with the Congtella-
tion, but who was neverthel ess perfectly honorable, and
who would consider any interference with Maijstral abreach
of that honor.

"WEell pick up the Generd!" Tartagliawas saying.
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"Well get Maijstralslocation out of him' And then—
then—*



"He probably doesn't have that information,” Amdia
snapped. "Give Maijgird the credit for knowing hisjob.
He's obvioudy running this through cutouts, and he wouldn't
tell the cutouts hishiding place.” She stood up and gazed
into Captain Tartaglias surprised eyes. "Generadl Gerad

has won any number of duelsinthe past, and | think if you
sent your people after him, they'd come back damaged,
you'd end up with a chalenge you probably wouldn't win,
and the Empire would get the artifact.”

Tartaglia sneered, " Perhaps you think you should be
running things™"

"Perhaps Amdiashould,” Pietro said. His voice caught
them both by surprise. " She seemsto have a better idea of
how to dedl with thissStuation.”

"Damnthat Maijgra!" Tartagliabest thewal infury.
Amadliacould hear the surprised reactions of hisfollowers
to the violence and noise. "Damn the man!”

"Damn him, indeed,” Amdiasaid. Shewas, asbefore,
surprised & her coolness. "Damn him dl you like. But
stop threatening him, or welll loseit all.™

Tartagliafell slent, red-faced and baffled.

"Exactly," Pietro said. "Let usded with it from now
on."

He stepped across the room to link arraswith Amdia
They had been through too much together for Tartagliato
throw it dl away.

The sounds of the Eroica, perfectly rendered by Gregor's
Troxan speakers, boomed from Maijstral'swalls. A robaot,
bumbling about sometask, gave alow whistle followed by
aseries of bleeps.
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Thelast straw. Maijstrd turned in his chair and shot the
robot with his disruptor. The robot froze

Maijstral knew he would probably have to pay damages,
but decided that hearing the Eroica unhindered was worth
the cost. Maijstral called up Peleng City's Personal No-
tices bulletin board, where Genera Gerald had posted
Humanity Priméshbid. A smile crossed hisface. A hun-
dred and fifty. That wasn't bad, for astart. The Imperials



hadn't tendered an offer yet.

Both sides had, however, made threats—the codes trans-
mitted by both General Gerdd and Count Quik made that
clear.

Thisrequired thinking about. He told the vid to turn off,
and the unit answered him with blesping noises and flash-
ing lights. Maijstral suppressed aspasm of irritation.

Both factions promised violence unless he sold the arti-
fact to their sde. If worse came to worse, the Empire
could probably guard Maijstral better, but he preferred not
to spend therest of hislifein hiding. And he didn't want

to spend it in the Empire, either.

He thought about the Situation for amoment, particu-

larly in reference to histhoughtslast evening, when Ro-
man had mentioned his own biastoward the Empire. Then
Maijstral smiled and nodded to himsdlf. Thiscaled for a

conspiracy.

Roman, who never trusted othersto sdlect Maijstral's
food, was off on a provisoning errand. His absence pro-
vided afine opportunity to inaugurate asmal Romanless
plot. Maijstra followed the crashing Eroicato Gregor's
door and knocked softly.

"Gregor? May | spesk with you?”'
"Sure boss. Comein.”

Gregor had taken one of the household robots apart and
was examining its contents.
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Two down! Maijstral thought cheerily.

Gregor put histoots on his desk and turned down the
fourth movement with a sharp command directed at his
audio deck.

Maijstral padded to achair and coiled init. "Fedling
wel?" he asked

"Sure, boss." There was the merest trace of abruise on
Gregor'stemple, but otherwise the semilife patch had done
itswork: reduced swelling, promoted hedling, drawn up
most of the bruise, and then expired in ultimate semilife
bliss and dropped off.



"Gregor, both sdes are making threats. I'm anticipating
acertain level of danger here"

Gregor shrugged. "What elseisnew?'

"I'm afraid that neither of our clients may be happy
without possession of the artifact.”

"I'll be careful. Don't worry, boss, | want to keep my
skinaswdl asanyone.

"It'snot that. It'sthat . . ." Maijstral feigned hesita-
tion. "l would prefer our Imperia friendsto suffer
disgppointment.”

Gregor grinned. He leaned forward. "So would I. How
do we want to work it?"'

There was a smile somewhere degp behind Maijstrd's
lazy eyes. Thiswas going to be easier than he expected.
"It occurred to me that the artifact must have survived
some serious fighting. It would be agreat shameif the
Empire, on obtaining the artifact, discovered that it had
been hit by adisruptor bolt or two."

"And Serilized?'

Maijstral raised hishands, pdms-up. "They could hardly
blameus.”

Gregor cackled with laughter. "That's pretty good, boss."
"Roman can't know, of course. It isn't that he's pro-
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Imperid, just that he would so disgpprove of cheating a
dient."

Gregor gave acongpiratorial wink. "No problem. My
eyesaeseded.”

"But if wewereto sdl the Empire any of HisMgesty's
gperm, presumably our Congtdllation friends would want
assurancesthat it was sterilized.”

Gregor frowned- "I follow. Somehow we'd haveto let
Jensen and her friends see the sample's been sterilized
before passing it to the Imperids." He shook hishead in
bafflement. "That's atough one, boss."



Maijgtral raised ahand. "'l have anidea, Gregor," he
sad. "l believeit will work. Let's seeif you agree.”

"Baron Sinn. Y our servant, Sir.”
"Count Quik. Ever yours."

"My consulate has authorized abid of two hundred.”
Thiswasalie. Sinn was usng hisown line of credit—he,
like Generd Gerad, understood thiswould take too long
for the request to go through officid channels.

"Will trangmit, my Baron. My thanks"

Baron Sinn returned the phone to the robot and glanced
from beneath the shade of the kibble trees toward where
Countess Anastasiawaited on the croquet court. She did

not appear happy.

Unfortunate for her, Sinn thought as he returned to the
game, swinging hismallet in ajaunty way. For some
reason her play was off. The Baron waswell on hisway
toward winning his second game.

"And then this giant creature jumped out of ambush.
Wearing a puppet disguise, no less. He must have been
insane. He seized me, threw me about the ptace, and kept
asking after Miss Jensen.”
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"That must have been terrible

"He kept strangling me. Hewouldn't let metalk. Even

if hetook his hands off my throat, there was nothing 1
could havetold him. | barely knew the woman. Until you
told me, | had no idea she'd been released- If it wasn't for
your man, | don't doubt I'd be lying dead in my uncle's
house."

"Do you *hink it was the same person who broke into
your uncle's house?'

"It's occurred to me. But that would mean the burglary
is connected with the attack on Miss Jensen, and | can't
think how that could be."

Nichole smiled, her mind bubbling with her own inward
oeculation. "Yes" shesad. "Totdly baffling.”



Lieutenant Navarre propped his chin on hishand. He
gpoke thoughtfully. "Reminds me of aplay | saw on
Pompey. A strange complicated piece, written by one of
our loca playwrights. Drama, comedy, even asong or
two. It had aglorious part for one of my favorite ac-
tresses.” Pause. " She rather reminds me of you, my

ladly."

"Does sheindeed?' Nichole put her hand on hisarm.
Her voicewasaquiet purr. "Tdl medl about it. Lieuten-
ant. I'd love to hear everything you can remember.”

It was amost timefor Sesta. Gregor was off on abrief
errand to the nearest public phone in order to transmit the
Imperid counterbid to General Gerdd, leaving Roman to
fix Maijstra’s presiestalluncheon with equipment he had
brought to the table on a cart. The hot dressing flamed in
Roman's pan. Maijstral watched Roman's expert move-
mentswith admiration.

Time, obvioudy enough, for aconspiracy.

"Your dad, sr.”
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"Thank you, Roman. Isthat kava-kivi | taste?'

"Itis, dr. An smdl conceit of mine.”

"A splendid idea, Roman. Let it occur to you in future,
by dl means™

"Thank you, Sr."

Maijstra tasted the sdlad again. Roman busied himself
with putting away his cooking implements. Maijstra put
hisfork down and tapped hisfake diamond against afront
tooth.

"Roman,” hesaid. "May | ask your advice?'

Roman put down his spatula- "Sir. | would be honored.”
Maijstral spokein Khosdli. Thelogic seemed to express
itsdlf better. "We haveit in our power to effect the course
of higory."

"Sr."

"Itisnot arespongbility | have ever desired. My



lifdlong interests, I'm afraid, have been rather more pedes-
trian. These dements of gdactic intrigue have caught me
entirdy by surprise”

"The circumstances of life do not ask permission, but
compd asthey will."

Maijstral smiled. Thiswas Khosdli proverb, and Roman
to the bone.

"Very true," Maijstral assented. " Circumstance com-
pelled meinto thissituation, and | could, if | desired, let
circumstance compel me out of it."

Roman'sinterest was obvioudy piqued. "By alowing
the bidding to proceed asit will, and ddivering the reli-
quary to the highest bidder?"

Maijstral put down hisfork. "Just s0."

Roman's ears pricked forward. "Y ou wish not to be
compelledin such away, Sr?'

Maijstral drew his ear back into apose of cautious
reflection. He contemplated his cooling salad and won-
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dered exactly how hewas going to bring this off- He could
tell Roman that Sinn and Amdia Jensen had threatened
him, but that would just drive Roman into arighteous fury
and before long Roman would start prodding Maijstra into
chdlenging everyonein sight. Maijstra would haveto find
another way. "Roman," he said, "1 have no desireto be
responsible for the destruction of me Imperid line. Itisthe
symbol of acivilization older than humanity. Regardless

of politics, | do not fed that | have aright to say whether
the Pendjdli should liveor die."

"But honor compels you to maintain the honesty of the
bidding."

"Yes" Maijstral picked up hisfork and poked aim-
lesdy at hissdad. ™Y ou see me caught up in adilemma,
Romen."

"Sir, | hardly fed mysdf qudified to advise—"

Maijstra threw up his hands. "If not you, Roman,
who?'



Roman's nodrilsflickered in agitation. Majstra was
pleased with his own performance, but he knew that the
cry of desperation was not entirely feigned. If he couldn't
persuade Roman to a certain course of action, Peleng—
and, for that matter, everywhere e se—would become afar
more dangerous place for adl of them.

"Sir," Roman sad, "pray alow meto think for a

"Of course" Maijstra feigned arenewed interest in his
salad and watched Roman through hooded eyes. The
Khosdikh's nose twitched; his earsinclined back, left,
right; his hands played over the cooking gear. Roman was
dearly fighting something out in hismind.

"Sir," Roman said, "could it not be said that some
duties transcend honor, and that the preservation of lifeis
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one of them? Could it not furthermore be said that the
preservation of innocent lifeisin itself an honorable duty?*

Rdief and joy bubbled into Maijstra. Carefully he sup-
pressed dl signsof it. "Wl . .. " hesad.

"The Imperids, of course, consder the royd family
itself the expression of atranscendent idedl, whatever the
opinion on thisside of the political boundary.”

"Roman," Maijstra said, "it would mean deceiving
our dients”

"Thet it would, Sr."

"It would mean deceiving Gregor. Someonewith his
background would never understand our appreciation of
the Pendjdli ided.”

Roman thought for amoment. “That would be difficult,
ar."

Maijstrd raised hisnapkin to hislips. "That iswhy we
should plan now. While Gregor isaway."

"Three hundred.”
"Four-fifty."
"Saven hundred.”
"A thousand."



"l didn't expect to see you until the swap, youngster. It
might be dangerous for you if you're seen here.”

"l took precautions. My boss has sent me with a propo-
gtion, Generd."

"Yes?Youinteres me.”

"Mr. Maijgrd isn't totdly without sympathiesin this

job. Generd. He would prefer that one S de—the human
Sde—comes out on top.”
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The Generd's eyestwinkled. "He does? Tell me."
"Only too."

"Hfteen hundred.”
"Hewantsit how?"'
"Cash, Cgptan.”

"Cash? Not a credit counter?' Pause. "There may not
be that much cash on the planet.”

"| am assured thereis- Thereisaways ademand for
untraceable funds in even the most ordered society.”

"Mr. Romans. Am pleased.”
"Y ou'retoo kind, my lord."
"Please share brandy."
"Your servant.”

"Surprised you to see. After threatenings| thought you
would stay close."

"Mr. Maijstral has sent me with aproposition. Heisnot
entirely without conviction in this matter. He has a senti-
menta affection for the Imperia household, and wishes
them long life and success"

"Very interesting- Please say more and continue.”

"Wait aminute, youngser.”

llsr?l



"This sounds more complicated than necessary. How do
| know you're not going to pull aswitch?!

"The cryo container will bein plain Sght the entire

time. You'l be ableto observeit, and Mr. Maijstrat won't
touchit. If we pull aswitch, you'll know."

"But Mr. Romans, forgive me. How certains can we be
of Imperid spunk?’
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"Large areas of the Imperid genetics have been mapped,
my lord. Certainly acomparison can be run just before the

exchange."

"Gregor."
"Yes, boss."

"| shal haveto run an errand tonight. Please don't
mention my absence to Roman.”

A amirk. "Right, boss. Likeyou say."
"Twenty-one hundred.”

"Roman?'

llgrl?l

"| shal be away from the house tonight. I'm sure you
can guesswhy."

Pause. "Yes, ar. Will you need my assistance?"

"I sugpect the Peleng City sperm bank has only rudi-
mentary security.”

"Asyoulike, gr."

"Please do not mention to Gregor that anything out of
the ordinary has occurred.”

"Indeed not, Sir."

"Twenty-five"
"Twenty-eight fifty."

Thelmperid Artifact sat gleaming on Maijsiral’'s desk.

He had just returned from his raid on the sperm bank and
was dilt dressed in his darksuit. His bound hair was piled
on thetop of his head. He was wearing image-intensifiers



over hiseyes; his hands were sheathed in glovesthat
detected the flow of energy. The house was silent save for
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a bleeping robot—the last—bumbling about in the outside
halway.

Before him was equipment for the storage and preserva
tion of Khosali sperm. He had stolen no sperm himsdlf—he
had to use the Emperor's genuine article with the mapped
Pendjdli genes, otherwise the deds held made would fall

through.

Carefully he traced the patterns of the reliquary's de-
sgn. The pulse of eectrons beet againgt histemples.

He thought about his plan, and part of hismind quailed.
He was needlesdy complicating things. He was adding
appreciably to his own danger.

Patternsformed in Maijstral’s mind. Toots moved effi-
ciently in hishands.

Therewasaclick. A part of the artifact rotated, then
did asde. Frost formed in delicate patterns along the
engraving as cryogenic chill touched theair.

The artifact was open, and at hismercy.
CHAPTER 12

Confident in their dreams, the methane cresturesin the
Peleng City Zoo pursued their dow life asthey did through
their frozen ammonia sea. Though they surely possessed
language and limited understanding, their watchers were not
certain whether or not to credit them with genuine intdlli-
gence. Insulated from an outside that would have vapor-
ized them in an ingtant, the creatures crawled at glacia
speed through their habitat, absorbing nutrition and each
other, casting off waste and new individuas. Their percep-
tion limited to sound and touch, they were happy in their
enclosure, safe from overly disturbing contact with the
amusing ddusonsoutsde.

Those watching through the zoo monitors would have

been surprised to discover that the methane crestures did
not credit the watchers redlity. Instead the methanites
were convinced that the odd pulsings directed toward them
from the speskerswere aform of consensual halucination,



an unintended by-product of their own vibrant fantasies.

The methanites, for much of their history, had been con-
Structing along dramatic work—an eevated, intricate mo-
saic, abstract as an opera, torrid asaromance, filled with
gods and devils, humor and philosophy, wonder and strange-
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ness, the whole of which commented upon and criticized
itsdf asit went. The endlesswork had taken on acomplex
life of it own, nove plot twists gppearing unforeseen out

of what had seemed to be smple dramatic devices, new
indghtsinto character blossoming with astonishing regu-
larity even in characters so old their birth was coterminous
with that of the speciesthat had created them.

Attempts to communicate with the methanites had seemed,
in the ammonia sea, to take on aspects of these spontane-
oudy generated insghts. Thiswas, the creatures con-
cluded, anew, intense form of hallucination, and they
began along discussion into the nature of their own sub-
conscious, wondering whence such thoughts derived, a
debate that (to date) has not been resolved. Count Quik's
explanation of Maijstra's mode of living had sent a shock
wave through the smal methanite community; perhgpsthe
concept of "thief* could be integrated with the Great
Work, perhaps not. The concept presupposed materia pos
sessons, which the methanites did not have, and which
they could not manipulateif they had. The notion of
possession seemed, at the very least, aradica exercisein
speculative philosophy. The methanite subconscious, me
creatures concluded, was proving more inventive than had
previoudy been suspected.

We should not fed too superior. The methanites phys-
cd horizons may belimited, but their mentd lifeislively.
Consider dso how the methanite experience may be taken
asaparadigm of our own. We, like the near-zero crea-
tures, live bounded by conceptua walls of our own mak-
ing, and they go by many names: religion skepticiam,
ideology, propriety. High Custom—indeed, High Custom
isadeliberate exclusion of some modes of experiencein
favor of those considered more elevated or worthwhile.
High Custom &t least admitsto itslimitations. The totaity
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of experience, the agon of corpord existence and the
universe ... no cultura or ideological congtruct seemsto



ded with the macrocosm at dl well. The methanites have
chosen ther illusons, and seem happy with them. That is
more than many of uscanclam.

Paavo Kuusinen wasfeding very much like acreature
surrounded by walls not of his own making and was
beginning to wonder if the events of the last few days
might not, in fact, be some odd product of hisfevered
mind. He was frustrated with a day of watching people go
about what seemed to be very ordinary lives—how could,
after the last few days, everyone behave so normaly?
Kuusinen findly gave up hiswatch and went to his hotel
for the evening. At least it would give him achanceto
bathe and change clothes. His room seemed faintly sur-
prised to see him—he hadn't been home for dmost two

days.

Onrising, he ordered first breakfast and scanned the
room's computers for any recent developments. The police
remained baffled, Maijstra remained in Nichol€s suite,
and—Kuusinen's ears pricked forward—Nichole had an-
nounced Maijstral as her escort for thisevening'sfarewel |
ball in honor of the Diadem's departure.

He paged through his messages, found hisinvitation
waiting in computer storage, and ordered it (and the mag-
netic code gtrip that would get him past Diadem security)
printed out.

At least tonight he'd be able to get atook at everybody.
Maybe their behavior would tell him something.

"You'l excuse us. Lieutenant, | hope."

"Certainly, madam."

Lieutenant Navarre bowed, sniffed Nichole'searsand
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Maijstrd's, and stepped from Nichoi€e's parlor into her

withdrawing room. The door did shut behind him. Nichole
looked at Maijstra with bright eyes. He smiled.

"A new passon, my lady?'

Nichole made aface. "I said, did | not, that you knew
metoo wel?'

""He has been here two nights. There was no need for
him to stay—he could have |eft wearing his own face- And



now | find thetwo of you finishing breskfadt.”

Shetook hisarm and sighed. "Heisadgartling man. He
has atrick memory—can't forget anything. It's astonish-
ing, the clarity of hisrecollections. And he's done things,
Drake. Saved lives, risked hisown. He's been doing al

thiswhile I've been taking toursin front of the cameras.

With him, it'sal beenred."

"I wishyou joy, Nichole."

She laughed. "Thank you, Drake. Y ou know, I'm very
glad to seeyou in one piece."

He smiled and kissed her. "Happy to bein one piece,
my lady."

"Shall | order second breakfast?'

"Thank you, no. I've dready eaten.”

"Here. St besdeme.”

Maijstra removed somefax from hisplace and idly
scanned the lines as he handed them to arobot. "A play,
Nichole?'

She gave him acoven amile. "Indeed. Lieutenant Navarre
suggested | would begood init.”

Helooked &t her. "Is he correct?’

"It'samarvelous part. The character isamanipulator

and she plays haf adozen strong rolesjust in maneuvering
the other charactersinto behaving as she wishes."

"Will you doit?"
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"The character isn't exactly young. Once one starts doing
mature parts, one can't exactly go back to playing ingenues."

"But youwill doit, yes?'

*1 think s0." She bit her lower Hp. "I wonder if I'm up
toit. It cdlsfor such range."

Maijstral took her hand and squeezed it. "Courage.”

Shesmiledwanly. "Yes. I'll doit. | know I'll doit. But



I'd just as soon agonize alittle more over the decision if
it'sdl thesameto you. I'd hate to think | wastaking it

lighdy."

"Whileyou are agonizing, my lady, dlow meto show

you something.” Maijstral pulled the lace back from his
wrigt, reached into a pocket, and raised his hand to show
two smdl cryogenic vidsin hispam. Herotated hiswrig,
showed Nichole the back of hishand, then rotated his
wrigt again. Therewas only onevid in hishand. Nichole
nodded approvingly.

"Very good,” she said. Maijstrd made the motions
again, and both vials appeared in hispam.

"Do you think, my lady," he asked, "that you can
possibly leam to do this by tonight?”

Nicholelooked stem. "1 am not participating in any
conspiracy, Maijstra, not without knowing what it'sall
about. Not even for you, Drake."

He bowed to her while the vias appeared and vanished
between hisfingers. "Naturaly you must know, my lady,"
he said. "But | must caution you not to repeat anything |
tell you to Lieutenant Navarre. If hefound any of thisout,
he'd haveto chalenge hdf the people a the ball tonight.”
Helooked at her and smiled, anticipating her reaction, the
vidsdancing in hisfingers. "Nothingless"" hesad,

"then the Fate of Civilizationisat stake.”
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Theideographsfor "happy journey" and "sad leave
taking" floated solemnly through the air of the ballroom,
obliviousto the dancing media globes. The orchestra,
on an a-grav balcony near the celling, played music
suitablefor gtrolling about and being seen. Below the
orchestratwo Elvisimpersonators cut each other dead.
Etienne stood in solemn scarlet, fingered the hilt of
hisrapier (areminder of hisdue), and yawned politely
into the faces of hisadmirers- Nicholewas dressed in
adightly old-fashioned black gown that revealed her
glorious pae shoulders and which featured panniers.
She fended off questions about Drake Maijsird with
practiced ease. Politicians and local celebritiesbaked in
the strong light; the salf-conscious sought dcoves and
hovered by the punch bow!; others clustered in knots,
their facesto the wall—an Imperialist knot at one end
of theroom, for example, or a Congtellation knot at the
other. Each knot frowned, scowled, shuffled its collective



fedt.

In between, another knot. Maijstral, Gregor, and Ro-
man, facing outward, open to influence. Each smiling,
each for reasons entirely hisown.

"Yes. | don't need the glass anymore, thank the Vir-
tues. The bruisng'sall gone" Covering ayawn-

*'| notice you are armed this evening. Are you com-
pelled to another encounter?

Scowling- "I'm afraid | can't stay. | don't talk about
that son of thing."

"Drake."

"Nichole" He sniffed her gently, then kissed her writ.
Globesjostled for the best view. Nichole, smiling, spoke
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in an undertone. Her lips, lo the complete frustration of
video lip-readers, barely moved.

"I've asked the orchestrato play the Pilgrimage to the
Cinnamon Templefor twice the usua number of mea-
aures. | trugt that will suffice”

"Thank you. madam. | believeit will suit very wdl."
Heturned to the othersin his entourage. "Nichole, may |
present my associate, Roman?'

"Happy to see you again, my dear.” For the benefit of
the cameras. "We are old friends, of course.”

Resonant sniffs. "l am honored, madam. Y ou are most
lovely tonight.”

"Thank you, Roman. Y ou look well."
"Very kind of you to notice, madam."

"Nichole," said Maijgtrd, "thisis my junior associate,
Mr. Gregor Norman."

"Mr. Norman."
"Ah. Charmed. Madam." Gregor, confronted far too

suddenly by the appearance of awoman who personified
years of adolescent yearning, lunged forth and seized



Nichole€'s hand in his own damp pam. Nichole, with an
assured turn of her arm, carefully avoided the didocation
of her ebow. Her smile remained tranquil. She turned to
Roman. Gregor blinked swest from hiseyesand slently

cursed himsdif.
"l hope you will come see me, before | leave. Perhaps
tomorrow morning.”

Roman'stongue lolled. "1 would be ddighted, should
Mr. Maijstra not be needing me."

Maijstra gave an indulgent smile. He had never ceased
to be aiittle bemused by the mutual attraction between
Nichole and his servant. "Of course you may go, Ro-
man," hesad. "That is, assuming that any of usare il
diveby morning.”
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"The Jensen woman ishere.”
" have seen her. Countess.”

"l don't like this Fast Stratagem, Baron. It seems overly
complicated to me."

"Maijstra wished to continue hislife herein the Con-
gelation. The Empire has no preference either way."

"But you trust him."

"Yesand no." A hestation. "He knowswhat will
happen if he disgppointsus.”

"Yes." The Countesss voice growled with satisfaction.
"That istrue. If heisafraid, heisour servant. Nothing
else matters”

"The Imperidsarehere, Amdia”

"Yes, Pietro." She amiled. "Imperiads doomed to dis-
gppointment. My favorite sort."

"Y ou seem in good Spirits.”
"Why should | not be? Weve won. And according to

the broadcasts, the Imperia who died turned out to be the
one | would have preferred dead.” A moment's reflection.



"Not that | would have wanted anyone dead, of course.”
"Of course. | understood what you meant.”

"And the onewho wasredlly . . . sort of nice... is
dill dive" Shesmiled, and took hishand. "Besides.
After thisisal over. we have our own plans.”

"Lieutenant Navarre?'

"Yes, Mr—I'm afrad my memory, sr ... 7'
"Kuusinen. Y our most obedient servant.”

"Of course. Y ou mugt forgive me.”

"But certainly. Thelast few daysmust have been a
dran."

Navarre looked about uneasly. Hewas till glancing
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over his shoulder every so often, looking for threats—mad
puppets waving magic wands, that sort of thing.

"Yes" hesad. "True"

"1 wonder if there has been any news of your attacker's
identity?"

"It appears he was a deserter from the Imperia Army.

No one seemsto have any idea how he got here, or what
he thought he was doing. | suspect the creature must have
been mad.”

"No doubt. Thereisno word on his accompiice?"
"Accomplice, Sr?'

"If your deserter was one of the Rompersinvolvedin
Miss Jensen's kidnapping, then he had a partner.”

Navarre glanced over his shoulder again. He saw Nichole
and smiled, hisblood warming- She smiled back- "I have
wondered about that," he said. "Of course, the security
hereisfirg-rate.”

"Of course"

"Still. I'm giad I'm only on this planet for ashort
while”

"Y our obedience, gentlemens.”
"Count Quik. Your servant.”



"MissNicholes. Most pleasant ismy beseeing you.”
"Thank you, my lord. If you will excuse me?'
"Certainlies.” Turning to Roman and Maijgra. " Should
we be about things?"

Nichole reached into her pannier with her right hand,

felt the touch of the cryogenic viai. She practiced the

switch, once, twice. Nodded to Etiennein passing, and
practiced the switch again. Her heart was beating alittle
faster than usual—she wondered if her nervousness showed.
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Thiswasn't the type of performance she was used to.
Lives depended on this.

She cast aglance across the room to Lieutenant Navarre.
Hewas clearly visble: tal, copper-skinned, cloaked in
mourning. She had the fedling that he would do far better
inthiskind of intrigue than she; he was, after dl, aman of
action- He was speaking to man in an Imperial-cut coat
who looked dightly familiar. Navarre glanced over his
shoulder, saw Nichole, and nodded. At once her heart
lifted.

Nichole performed the switch, flawlesdy, the best shed
ever done.

Shereturned Navarre's smile and moved on, surrounded
by the floating Slver globes-

Generd Gerald loomed above the throng, his massive
chest crowded with medals. He looked sternly down at
Maijsiral and briskly sniffed hisneck. Maijstra sniffed
back, his ears pinned back, his manner just ascrisp. The
Generd turned to Gregor.

"Arewe ready, youngster?' Gregor bowed, hislace
cuffsswishing thefloor.

"At your service, Generd .*' Generd Gerald frowned.
Try ashe might to behave otherwise, there was something
about Gregor that was definitely Non-U.

"Let'sgel about it, then,” he growled.

Countess Anastasia stood motionless as a statue and
watched Roman with eyes of ammoniaice. Baron Sinn's
tonguelolled with satisfaction. " Definitely of the Imperid
line"

Count Quik's meodious voice piped up in the smal



room- "Satisfaction, then?'
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"Yes, my lord." Baron Sinn gave the vid to Roman,
who drew apocket disruptor.

"Please step back. My Lord Baron," he said, and

quickly sterilized the andyzer, killing anything of Nnis

CVI that remained in the machine. He bowed to the Baron.
"Your servant,” hesad.

Baron Sinn hefted his smal leather bag of cash. "Y ours
ever," hesad.

Roman made his conge, "We shdl meet again, my
lord, as pilgrimsto the Cinnamon Temple.”

Roman and Count Quik took their leave. The Countess
took the Baron'sarm. "It'stoo complicated,” she said.

"We havelittle choice. Our other options could have
endangered the Imperid Rdlic.”

"Neverthdess" the Countesssad, "1 find it difficult to
bdievein thismiraculous switch."

"It s;emswel thought out.”

"Simplest plans,” the Countess said in her best High
Khosdi, "are easest undertaken.”

"How true," said the Baron pioudy, wrinkling hisnose

in distagte a this exchange of profundities. "But the best
sew requires many ingredients.” He felt the Countess's
hand gtiffen on hisarm. Truly, he thought, he waslearning
how to deal with thiswoman.

"Paavo Kuusinen, madam. Y our servant.”

"Mr. Kuusinen. 1 believe we have met?'

"Very kind of you to remember, madam.”

"Pleasewak by me. We shdl converse."

"Ddighted, MissNichoie." She put her left arm through
hisright. He cleared histhroat. "I wonder, madam, if |
might have the honor of the Pilgrimage?”

"I'm afraid that danceistaken, Mr. Kuusinen. Perhaps

the Crystd Leaf?"
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"Enraptured, madam.”" Begt. "Madam, may | inquire
if you areabit nervous? Isthereaway | can assst you?"

Nichole stiffened. "Why do you ask, Mr. Kuusinen?'

"Y our right hand, madam. If you'll pardon the observa-
tion, you gppear to be clutching something in your pannier.”

Nichole's hand jerked from her pannier asif stung. She
shot alook at Kuusinen, then camed hersdlf. "A gift, Mr.
Kuusinen. It was presented to mejust before my arrival,
and | haven't had timeto open it. | am in some suspense; |
must be showing it."

"l understand, madam. | hope my impertinenceis
forgiven.”

She gave him another look. Hisface was entirely too

composed for her liking. "Naturdly, sir,” shesaid. And
wondered.

"Mr. Majstrd?' The question came from ahovering
mediagiobe. It wasamae Khosdi voice.

llgrl?l

"May | inquire, with dl delicacy, about your relation-
ship with Miss Nichole?"

"Weareold friends, Sr."

"Perhaps more than that. Y ou have spent three nightsin
her company.”

"Havel?'

"Areyou saying that you have not?"

"I suggest—'with al delicacy,' to use your own idiom—
that your questionsimply far more than ever my answers
shall." He cocked an eye a Lieutenant Navarre. "But

now, if you will excuse me, | must abandon this banquet
of delicacy. | see another old friend across the room.”

Captain Tartaglia, hisrangers by hisside, watched the
vid with fury. What was the interviewer yammering about?
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Why didn't he ask him ameaningful question, such as
wherethe hell wasthe Emperor'sjism?If Tartagliahad
been there, you could bet Maijstral would have to answer a
sharp question or two.

Gnawing histipsin anger, Tartaglia searched the back-
ground for sght of Amalia Jensen and Fietro and saw only
the erect, massve figure of the traitor General Gerald
marching toward the back of the room. Theinvitationsto
the bal had been in their name, and neither of them had
been willing to surrender ther invitationsto him. Damn
them for insubordination!

Tasting blood, Captain Tartagliagrowled at the video.
Someone would pay for thisif Maijstral's scheme was
only atrick-

"Yes" AmdiaJensen smiled. "Definitey the Imperid
culture”

"With your permission, medam.”

Gregor drew hisdisruptor and, taking careful aim, fired
three shotsinto the andyzer. The machinefizzled and
died. Generd Gerad, looming behind Gregor, gavea
meassive chuckle.

Smiles spread across the features of Pietro and Amdia
"Sterilized,” Pietro breathed. He hefted his bag of cash.

Gregor removed the via from the machine. "The Impe-
ridswill receivethis serilevid. You, in return for your
cash, will recelve the remaining live culture. Until the

dance starts you can keep me under observation to confirm
that dl will be as planned.”

"Fear not, dr," Amdiasad. "Weshdl."

"Mr. Maijstra," Gregor said, "will be on the Sde of

the dance set away from any transfers. The vidswon't go
near him." He cleared histhroat. "I suggested that. |
thought you might likeit better that way."
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Maijstral and Lieutenant Navarre walked arm-in-arm

down the length of the ballroom. "Please don't underesti-
mate the pressures under which you will both live," Maijstral
sad. "Being watched al the time. Endless security ar-
rangements. Intrusive questions.”



Navarre cocked his earsin the direction of the hovering
mediaglobes. "I could get used to it," he said. And
managed, for once, to stifle theimpulse to glance over his
shoulder.

"| could not. Lieutenant, and | had a certain amount of

practice before | ever met Nichole. But | wish you more
successthan 1"

"| thank you, Sir. Y ou have been more-than generous,
consdering the circumstances.”

The orchestrafell silent, and the audience tapped their
feet m gppreciation. Trumpets rang out. Linesfor the
Cinnamon Temple began to form.

Maijstral took Nichol€'s arm and sensed her nervous-
ness. He squeezed her hand. " Courage, madam,” he said.
"1 have every confidence."

"I'm afraid, Maijstrd "

"You will do very well. Y our stagefright, | seemto
remember, always ends as the orchestra calls the overture.

"The overturejust ended, and | am till trembling.”

Green fireswinked in Maijgtrd'slazy eyes. "The dance
begins, madam. And with the dance, the comedy. For that
iswhat thisis, nothing more. We should laugh &t this
circumstance, not fedl reproach.” He kissed her hand and
led her to her place.

"Count Quik. Your servants."
"Sdlie Eirond, my lord. 1 saw you at the zoo yesterday.”

THE CROWN JEWELS| 227

"Y ou seemed in familiarity.”

"I spend alot of time mere. | speak methanile."

Pause. "Do you, indeed?"

"Paavo Kuusmen, madam. Wilt you do me the honor?"
"AmadiaJensen, sr. With pleasure.”

"Y our very obedient.”



"ers,”

Kuusinen made a caper. "Allow meto remark, madam,
that you seem quite recovered in spirits after your misad-
venture."

"Recovered, yes. Thank you."

"It cannot have been enjoyable, first being held prisoner
and then becoming the object of public curiosity.”

"| am the sensation of the moment, Mr. Kuusinen.
Other sensationswill follow, and | will return to thankful
obscurity.”

"Y ou seem to be enjoying your brief encounter with
celebrity.”

"l am enjoying mysdlf, Sr. But perhaps not for that
reason,”

"Baron Snn."
"Honored, my lord. Althegn Wohl."

"Mr. Wohl, | just recovered abag belonging to Mr.
Maijstrd. Would you mind passing it dong in hisdirec-
tion?'

"Ah- Oh. Certainly, my lord."
"| am obliged toyou, Sr."

"Peased to see you, Etienne.”

"Your servant, Majstrd. Asaways."

"Y ou have not found Peleng to your taste. My condo-
lences”
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Etiennejigged about dutifully, one hand restraining his
sword from lashing the people to either sde. "Thank you
for your sympathy, Maijstral. Though you might keep
somein reserve. I'm scheduled to do Nana after this" He
blinked. "Oh," hesad. "Sorry, Maijdrd. | forgot you
were born there."

Maijstral cocked his head to one side and frowned.
"Y ou know," he said, "perhaps the glass suits you after
at”



Etienne twirled one of hismustachios. "Do you rediy
think s0?"

"Y our servant, Miss Jensen.”
"Would you mind doing measmdl service, Sr?"
"Not at dl, madam.”

"I have found abag belonging to Mr. Drake Maijstrd.
Would you mind passing it dong the line toward him? |
am certain heisanxious without it."

"Count Quik."
"ElvisPresey. OfGracdland.”
"Honored, gr. | hope seeing Memphis soon.”

Sergeant Tvi watched the dance as she lounged on her
borrowed couch before the vid. The warm, buttery smell
of leaf crumpetsfilled the room; she dusted yellow pig-
ment from her finger asshe ate. Thislife, so far, wasn't
bad a all. She was wearing stolen jewels, and later that
night (and before the ball ended) would probably go out
and harvest some more.

Her only current problem that she couldn't get off the
planet—she didn't dare use her Imperia passport and she
didn't know anyone on planet who could get her some new
identification. Her training, unfortunately, hadn't encom-
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passed forgery—as long as she was with the Secret Dra-
goons, Imperia consulates could give her perfectly authentic
documents a any time.

Tvi saw Baron Sinn moving down the set with Countess
Anastasia as his partner, and her earsflattened. She pointed
animaginary spitfire a them both. "Boom,” she said.

Right between the Countess's stiffened shoulders.

The media globe panned down the set past where Nichole
and Maijstral were dancing more or lessin the center, and
then Tvi noticed Amaiia Jensen moving up the set, part-
nered with adight man in an Imperia-cut coat.

Her earsticked forward. Perhaps, she thought, there
was asolution here.



"l amtold this bag belongsto Mr. Maijstral. Could you
please send it dong toward him?"

"I am Mr. Maijgtra's associate, madam. Let me make
certainitisthebag helog."

Roman opened the bag and saw asubstantial bundle of
cash. He closed the bag.

"Thisisindeed what we missed, madam. Our thanks
for itsreturn.”

Helooked down the set and caught Maijstrai's eye.

"Generd Gerdd.”
"Countess Anastasa”
A frigid slence prevailed.

"Gregor Norman, madam.”

"Your servant, Sr. 1 say—I have just received this bag,
which | amtold belongsto Mr. Maijstral. Would you mind
propelling it in hisdirection?"

"Why not? Giveit here."

Gregor'stemporary partner was appalled as Gregor fer-
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reted through the bag and swiftly determined that it did,
indeed, contain something gpproximeating the correct amount
of cash. Helooked down the set, caught Maijstra's eye,

and waved.

"The ears of Gregor's partner went back, and she bared
her teeth. Thiswas more than Non-U. It was sordid.

Paavo Kuusinen received abag and fdlt of it before
passing it on. A smile began to cross hisfeatures.

"They certainly have very activeimaginations.”
"Tobesure"

"l have atheory. Perhapsit isthe sort only an aristo-
cratic dilettante could arrive &, but let me give you an

idea..."

"Y our servant, Mr. Quijano."



"| thank you. Generd. Yours."
"Things should be over soon, youngster.”

"Yes. Miss Jensen will berelieved when Captain Tarteglia
moves out of her house."

"She should have thrown him out."

"It was easer for her to seek shdlter at my house."
The Genera raised an eyebrow. "Y es?!
Rietro's face flushed. "Weve been planning our future.”

Generdl Gerdd smiled. His face was not accustomed to

it and the result was somewhat more horrific than if he had
turned red and yedlled "I hope it isahappy one, young-
ger. 1think you're very well suited.”

Pietro, mildly parayzed by the Generad's appearance,
took sometimeto react to what the General had actually
sad.

"Oh. Thank you, sr. I'm sure well be very happy.”
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"Sir. | have comeuponthis. .. object . ..whichl
believe fdl from the pocket of Baron Sinn yonder. Would
you mind terribly passing it up the set toward him?"

"They won't believethat we exig?'

"We arefigments, if you will, of their subconscious.
That iswhat | suspect.”

"l cant. .. think ... of anything that would contra-
dict that interpretetion.”

"If true, it would prove amodt illuminating view into
their psychology.”

Maijstral, preoccupied with dancing about Nichole and
watching sidelong as the bags and vids progressed in the
dance, had been listening to the high, resonant voice for
sometime beforeits familiarity caused him to glance
toward the short, globe-headed figure on hisleft. Count

Quik.

Count Quik, speaking Human Standard with absolute



coherence. The Count's usua manner of speech, Maijstra
redized, was purely an aristocratic affectation.

A bit sartled, Maijstral dmost missed astep. He recov-
ered and danced on.

Tartagliawasin arage. "Can you seeit? What the hell
isgoingon?'

"Maybe we should change the channd, Captain.”
"Mind your own damned business"

"Sir. | believeyou reverse here.”
"Oh. Thank you, ah, madam.”

Gregor clenched histeeth, jammed the leather bagin his
armpit, and ducked beneath his partner'sarm to his correct
place. Hisline took two steps back without him, and just
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as he caught up they surged forward again. Gregor wiped
swesat away and smeared cosmetic on hisdeeve.

Damn this dance, anyway. He hadn't had enough time
toleamit.

Now, a lagt, it was histurn to stay till whilethethird
couples made a passage. Mentadly counting out eight mea
sures, Gregor reached into a pocket arm and came up with
the serilevid. He turned right on the eighth measure and
did a back-to-back with his new temporary partner, a
Tanquer in apince-nez with smoked lenses. This uncov-
ered aview of the pretty girl who would be histemporary
partner in about forty-eight measures, and Gregor winked
a her- She seemed surprised. Gregor and the Tanquer
finished their back-to-back and commenced eight measures
of gding.

"Sir," hesaid, producing thevid, "1 have just picked

up something belonging to Miss Amdia Jensen. Maybewe
should giveit back. Would you do me the favor of passng
it down theline?'

The Tanquer's nictitating membranes did shut, which,
together with the smoked glass, produced an odd effect.
"Very well, strange young person,” he said, and took the
vid.

Gregor capered back to his permanent partner and blinked



swest from his eyes. Thank God that was over.

Paavo Kuusinen looked down the set, saw something
moving toward him. Looked up, saw something coming
that way.

He thought afew figures ahead, made arapid cacula
tion. He hooked his arm through the arm of the Khosalikh
next to him. sivung the man around.

"Wait. Sir. Thisisnext figure.
"No, gr. Now."
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"Sir." Thevoice was pained. Kuusinen had just atered
their progression. He and Kuusinen had just changed

partners.

Amdlia Jensen gave him a surprised look asthe dance
swept her away.

"Baron Sinn."
"Generd Gerdd."
Gloating. "Try denying now that you're aspy."

The Baron was imperturbable- "I am a private noble-
man, trying to do my Empireaservice."

Hah, thought the Generd. Y ou think we're going to get
thered artifact, and that you're decalving us by letting us
think yoursisgoing to be sterilized whenit'snot. But |
saw your spunk get sterilized, and know al you're getting
issmall meaningless coils of dead protein. So there. Hah.

The plot made the General's head hurt, but one thing he
knew. Thiswas better than whipping the Imperid fleet.
More persondly satisfying.

"Navarrewill befinishing hisbusnesshere. The estate
auctionisinfive days"

III %II
"I've got one more stop on my tour, and then I'm going

off to have my feet done. Well meet on Fantome, and
gart making arrangementsfor the play.”



"Perhaps'—dancing about her—"I'li manage to attend
the premiere.”

"The pickings would be good, Drake, but can you do a
good imitation of abroken heart? Y ou'd haveto, you
know."

Thoughtfully. "I suppose | could summon atear or
two."

"It would have to be more than that. After al, you're
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supposed to have engaged in a passionate and desperate
romance with me here, dl whilel wasfdling in lovewith

the handsome lieutenant. Going to the premiere might be
more than your heart could bear.”

Maijstra considered thiswhile Nicholecircled him.
"Perhgpsyou areright. A meredisplay of manly grief
wouldn't be enough.”

"Pity we can't tel the truth. The public would be

enraged to discover that you and | were faking aromance
in order to pursue our variousintrigues—the Diadem'’s
followersingst on the authenticity of ther illusons, and
they'd want to pay us back for fooling them.”

Maijstral reflected on his decision, four years ago, not
to seek membership in the Diadem. He had no reason, he
concluded, to regret it.

"| shal haveto console mysdf with arecording,” he
sad.

"I will send you one, but only if my performanceis
good. If I'm awful, 1 will bum every copy.”

Maijstral smiled. *'I shall consider therecording's ar-
riva inevitable, madam.” Heturned left, Nicholefaced
the other way. He and Nichole would be separated for a
while. Thiswasthe marching bit.

"Mr. Kuusnen, we meet again.”
"Nichole, ever your servant."
Kuusinen was her new temporary partner. She didn't

trust theman at dl. And there was something about his
gmileshedidnt like.



"Y our servant, Miss Jensen.”
"Gengrd Gerdd."

"Your Mr. Quijano telsmeyou are going to join the
Pioneerstogether. May 1 offer you my congratul ations?
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Not many people are willing to do the hard work of
colonization these days.”
"Thank you, Generd ."

"Y our father would have been proud of you, miss."
A dow smile spread across Amaiias features. "Gen-
erd," shesad, "l do believeyou'reright.”

Maijstra was anticipating another attack of hisresidua
childhood terror, but was pleasantly surprised to discover
that his heart no longer quaked at the appearance of the
Countess Anastasia. Instead it was the Countess who looked
uncomfortable, slanding stiffly, her shoulders thrown back
unyielding asayoke.

She looked at him with diamond-chip eyes. "How
could you?' she asked.

How could | what? Maijstra wondered. Wreck her house,
shoot at her servants, free her victim, deceive everyonein
sght?

"Sorry, Mother," he said. "Force of circumstance, you
know."

The accident wasn't Nicholesfault. Maijstral's plan
cdled for threevids, ashewas unwilling to trust to the
coincidence of Nichole receiving both vids at the same
time. Hewas being cautious, but he was aso wrong.

Thelive culture, moving down the set toward Amdia
Jensen, arrived firgt. Nichole smiled, accepted it with her
left hand. Her right hand touched her pannier, wherethe
other culture waited, "or luck; but thiswasn't the switch
yet—she had to reach out with her right hand for Kuusinen,
touch fingers, and walk around him. Then caper, then

repest.

At the end of the repetition, she turned to her right,
ready to ask her new temporary partner to passthevial on.
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But the new partner, abewildered, ederly Khosdikh with
more than his share of muzzlerings, had just received the
gerile culture, and was holding it out to her.

Hands swung together. The vids clattered. The Khosdikh
humbled and banged them together again. Terror clutched
Nichole asthevids clattered to the floor.

Paavo Kuus nen watched carefully at the objects tum-
bling from Nicholesfingers, perceived thelook of horror
on her face. Time seemed to stop.

Maijstra caught the movement out of the comer of his
eye and froze in midmovement. The Countess thudded into
him and drove her hedl onto hisinstep. He didn't fed the

pain.

Pietro Quijano stared in surprise as he danced acrossthe
set. He could have sworn held seen avial clatter acrossthe
floor.

Baron Sinn saw the accident clearly and bared histeeth.
His partner was frightened and took a step back.

Up and down the line, asense of catastrophe began to
gpread. Few knew precisaly what had gone wrong, but
everyone redlized that something had gone awry, and the
rhythm of the dance waslost as heads began to crane left
and right. Media globes siwooped left and right, looking
for the source of the turbulence.

The dderly Khosalikh murmured an apology, bowed,
and picked up avid. Helooked at it in puzzlement. It
looked identical to the one held just held- But wasit?
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Maijstral stood stock-till, picturing the Countesswith a
gun, AmaiaJensen with agun. Imperid Marinesand
Congdlation Death Commandos, al with guns. The Count-
ess breathed insults a him, caling him an ungrateful

wretch, ascoundrel, an incompetent, and no son of hers.

He wished the latter, at least, wastrue.
Paavo Kuusi nen stepped forward. "Pardon me, madam,”
he said, and bent to pick up avia at Nicholesfeet. "This,

gr, wasyours,” he said.

The ederly Khosalikh looked from one to the other. "It



was?'

Nichole looked from onevid to the other and redlized
that her call had come. She made her decision; her hand
dipped into her pannier and came up with the hidden vid.
Shetook thevid from Kuusinen, made the switch flaw-

lesdy, and passed the switched vid to her |€eft. "For Baron
Snn," shesad.

The Imperial Marines started to fade from MaijstraFs
mind.

Nicholelooked at the old gentleman, who was il
gazing at hisoutstretched via. Shetook hishand in hers,
helped him tum around. "That isMiss Jensen's,” she
said. "Please send it down the set."

The Death Commandos began to turn transparent.

People began to remember their part in the dance. Grad-
ualy the lines sorted themselves out.
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*'| believe, gir," said Gregor, "that thisiswhereyou
reverse.”

"Oh. 1 don't doubt you arc correct. Thank you, Sir."
Gregor smiled in stisfaction. At least he remembered

this part.

Pietro gnawed hislip as he operated his second scanner.
He could hear the murmur of the crowd as, following the
dance, they crowded toward the refreshment buffet.

His scanner rang. Relief flooded hismind. He looked at
Amadiaand grinned.

"It'sthelive culture. Now we know for certain the
derilized culture went the other way."

"Too complicated. | knew miswasn't going to work."

Lightsflickered on the scanner. Baron Smn rotated the
display so that Countess Anastasia could seeit.

"It'sthe Imperid Artifact, my lady. Unquestionably.”

A certain dismay clamored in the Countesss mind.



"Maijgtrd pulled off hisswitch, then.”

"Apparently.”

She conceded defeat. She squared her shoulders. "Long
livethe Pendjah," she said. Her vice waslike atrumpet
cal. Muted, perhaps, but sincere.

Baron Sinn echoed her. "Long live the Imperid line”
[N reverent tones.

He put the vid in his pocket and offered the Countess
hisarm. "Perhaps, my lady, it istimefor usto depart.”

Because, Maijstrat thought, he found he could not act

any other way. Somewhat to his surprise, there had proven
more scruplesin his makeup than ever he suspected. Even
though he did not want to livein the Empire, or desirean
Emperor over him, he could not coldly condemn the Impe-
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ria lineto death, not when it meant so much to so many
billions. If athreat to the Human Congtellation resulted—
and that was by no means certain—then that threat would
have to be dedlt with when it occurred. Maijstra couid

not assumethe right to disrupt amillennia-old civilization
on the half-chance there might be a conflict years down the
line

Besides. It was the Emperor'sto begin with.

Baron Sinn had assured him the matter would be han-

died ddicatdy. Concubines of good family would be found
in the farther reaches. None would be impregnated for
severa years. None of the heirswould be revealed for
decades. When they were placed before the public, rumors
would be started; one of the other two artifacts had been
discovered, or the Pendjali had smply cloned poor Nnis
in secrecy, againg al tradition, and refused to admit it.

The resolution would be satisfyingly likean old ro-

mance. The unknown helir, raised as afogter child far
away, would become the next Pendjalli, to his own sur-
prise and the surprise of everyone ese. And al because of
an odd scruplein athief. It warmed Maijstrd's heart to
think about it.

Was he being sentimenta ? he wondered. He could not
tell.



llgrl?l

Maijstral turned to the globe hovering at chest height. It
offered ahuman voice.

"Madam?' hereplied.
"There seemed to be some manner of intrigue going on
during the Filgrimage, involving people passing things

back and forth. Are you aware of the nature of these
events?'

Maijstral shrugged. "No one passed anything to me," he
said. "Perhagps you should ask someone else.”
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"Are you going to be accompanying Nichole for the rest
of her tour?'

Maijstrd recollected that he should be suffering intima:
tions of abroken heart by now.

"That has not been decided,” he said. "Events have
rather taken us by surprise.”

And on that ambiguous note, Maijstral ended the
interview.

Paavo Kuusinen, unnoticed, dipped from the hdl. His
faceboreasamile.

His stay on Peteng, he decided, had been quite satisfac-
tory.

Hewould have alot totel hisemployer.
He knew hewould see Maijstral again.
CHADTEC13

Captain Tartagliatook careful am with hisdisruptor.
"Ready," hecdled. "Aim. Fire"

Fingerstightened on triggers. Slent, invisble energies
flooded the darkness of Amalia Jensen's backyard.

Somewherein the darkness, anightbird called.

"Ceasefire," said Tartagtia, and looked at the small
via propped on achair.



It seemed unchanged. Tartaghafelt vaguely disappointed.
| have destroyed you, inhuman scum, he thought, but the
thought failed to comfort him.

Amalia Jensen put her pistal inits holster. She patted
the pocket where Tartaglias credit counter rested. Sheld
be able to pay her debtstomorrow. "There'sashuttle
heading to the launching station in two hours,” she said.
"Y ou and your people have ampletime to book passage.

"Two hours?"

"Time enough, don't you think?" Amdiatook thevid
from the chair and hdld it up to the starlight. "I think I'll
keep this. A souvenir." She put it in her pocket, then saw
his frown and laughed. "I've earned it," she pointed out.
"I was the one who was kidnapped.”

Tartagliaconceded. "If you ingst." He reflected that
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he'd till be able to make aterrific report to his superiors,
and expect commendations and a promotion. The Strong
Hand, he thought, would be nearer the top.

Amalia produced an envelope and handed it to Tartaglia.
"My resignation from Humanity Prime," shesaid. "And
Mr. Quijano's.”

"Hm. What | might have expected from the fainthearts.

"Fainthearted? We're joining the Pioneer Corps, Cap-
tain. It'swhat we should have donein thefirst place.”

Tartagliatold himsdlf he didn't much care, and to con-
centrate instead on the commendations and promotions he
could expect. For some reason he couldn't get excited
about ether.

He began- giving ordersfor histroopsto pack and head
toward the shuttle.

The strains of "Farewd |, Comrades, Farewel|" floated
over the terrace. Maijstral took a breath of cool air and
contemplated his profits. Lord Giddon would be satisfied,
the diamond ring would be redeemed, there would be
enough left for some long-term investments. Always as-



suming, of course, that no new Lord Giddons showed up.
"Have you seen Gregor, Roman?"

"I believe he made afriend. One of Countess Tank's
young ladies.

"That'sthelast welll see of him tonight, | suppose.”

Maijstra looked at his servant with cheerful regard.
Everything had come out dl right.

"Roman, | think we have done very well thisevening.”
"Yes gr.”

"l supposethat for our ultimate success we should
thank Mr. Kuu—Kuusinen, wasit?'

"l believeso, Sr."
Maijgral frowned. "I'd liketo thank him personaly,
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but 1 suppose | should continue to stay out of it. There's
no reason he should connect me with this"

"Nonewhatever, Sr."

Maijstral turned at the sound of footsteps behind him.
Etienne stepped out onto the terrace with ayoung lady on
hisarm. Gold winked around one eye. Maijstral bowed.
"| seeyou have restored the glass, gr.”

"l have, Maijgrd. | think it suitsmewell."

"Soit does.”

Etienneturned to hislady. "The glass came about asa
result of the Pearl Woman business. | suppose you've
heard about it?'

"Yes, gr. | must have watched the record a dozen

times. My heart wasin my throat the whole time. | was so
afraid for you | thought | would die."

Etienne smiled. Maijstral stepped forward.

"You will excuseus, | hope?'



"Certainly, Majjstral. Wish meluck on Nana."

Maijstral sniffed Etienne's cheek and received a poke

from his starboard mustachio. Roman followed as he stepped
back into the ballroom, seeing afew last dancerswhirling

to the last song, therest dowly filing out. Maijstral ob-

served Nichole walking arm-in-arm with Lieutenant Navarre
and remembered to Sigh.

It wastimefor him to work on his broken heart.

"Whoisit?' Amdiacdled from the kitchen, where she
was supervising the new robot asit sowed away the guest
dishesand crysta that Tartaglia's rangers had used during
their say.

Pietro asked the room to give aholoview of the person

on theroof. He squinted at the brightness of the daytime
image. "' don't recognize her. A smdl Khosdikhina
Jefferson-Singh. Wearing alot of jewdry."
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"You don't say!" said Amalia. Pietro was surprised at

the ddight in her voice. She stuck her head out of the
kitchen and looked &t the holo. She frowned as she studied
the image, then nodded. "I'll go meet her," she decided.
"Isit someone| should know?"

"Il tell you later. It'salong sory."

Amalia stepped onto the a-grav and rose to the roof. She
shaded her eyesin the bright morning sun. She couldn't be
entirdy certain. "May | help you?' she asked.

"Perhgps.” The Khosalikh aso seemed uncertain. "Pos-
sbly you don't recognize me. My nameis Tvi." Joy filled
Amadias heart.

"| recognize the voice perfectly well."

Tvi'stongue lolted as AmaHa gave her ahug.

"1 was uncertain of my reception.”

" think we can put politics aside for the nonce. May |
offer you first breskfast?"

"Delighted, Miss Jensen." She held up a paper bag. "'l



brought some leaf crumpets.”

"After dl weve been through, | should think you could
cdl meAmdia”

Thesmel of harnesswebbing and lubricant rosein
Generd Gerdd's nogtrils. Mild regret filled hismind. He
had disassembled his battle armor and was now crating it
for storage.

Maijstral wouldn't come now, he was certain. The glori-
ous battle he had anticipated would never take place.

He had no reason to fed disgppointed, he thought. He
had performed asinglar service to the Congtellation, and
though hisrole would never become public, he could lake
satisfaction in ajob well done, along career crowned by
onelast gloriousintrigue.

It wasjust apity there wasn't more violence.
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Pietro had just redized who, precisely, Tvi was. "This
isone of your kidnappers?"

"Yes" Amdiagrinned. "Theniceone”

"Theniceone!" Pietro's hands turned to fists. "She
held you hostage!™

"Just doing my job, Mr. Quijano.” Tvi licked jam from
her fingers. "Normally | disdain violence, but it so hap-
pened | needed the work."

"Needed the work." Pietro repeated the words without
seeming to grasp their meaning. He shook hishead. "And
now"—he pointed a breskfast fork at Tvi—"and now
you propose to make Miss Jensen"—the fork swung
toward Amdia—"Muiss Jensen, your former victim, your
agent for further crimes.”

Tvi consdered thissummation. "That is correct, Mr.

Quijano."

"And her former victim"—Amaia smiled—"proposes
to accept.”

"Amdid"

"Waéll, why not? Tvi isgoing to be an Allowed Burglar



whether we say so or not. Since she's going to stedl, why
not act as an agent in negotiating with the insurance
companies and collect ten percent when she sdlIsthe stuff
back? Particularly since 1 seem to have had some recent
experience at these sorts of negotiations.”

"Why not?' Pietro's mind floundered. "Why not?' His
fingers began to crumble aleaf crumpet. "As| recal,

your former position wasthat Allowed Burglary wasa
shameful remnant of adecadent Imperid culture, and that
theft ought not to be alowed under any circumstances, and
punished with imprisonment when it occurred.”

Amalialooked at Tvi. "Perhaps,” shesaid, "1 found
being held hostage a broadening experience. In any case,
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I'll only beworking for Tvi until she can stedl some
gppropriate identification and leave Peleng. Besides,” she
added sengbly, "it isn't asif I'm making her stedl.”

"Sophigtry, Amdia"

"Plus, if I'mto join the Pioneers|'ll have to have my
epilepsy dedt with, and Tvi'stheft might aswell pay for

thet asanything.”

"| don't suppose,” Pietro said, "theword of afiance
gandsfor muchindl of this”

Amdiaput her hand on his. "I'm afraid not, love. My
friendship with Tvi predates our latest, ah, arrangement.”

Pietro sighed. "Friendship,” he said, resigned. "Ar-
rangements.” He concluded there was little more to say on
the subject. Domestic bliss, he thought, waslargely a
matter of compromise,

Sensbly, hereached for another crumpet and ateit.

It dissolved on histongue like the taste of anew world.

Maijstrat kissed Nicholeshand. "This, | tekeit, is
where my heart gets broken for good and dll."

Nichole amiled. "I'm afraid so, Maijstrd." She patted
the settee. "Come St by me.”

Maijstra glanced in the direction of her parlor ashe 4.
Morning light was flooding in the windows. "Lieutenant



Navarre?' he asked.
"Giving hisfirg press conference.”

Maijstrd raised hiseyebrows. "lan't that flinging him
totheravensalittle early, my lady?"

Shegavehim alook. "Hemay aswell get used toiit. If
he's going to get frightened off, it's best to know now
rather than later."

Hesighed. "That's true. Paying court to amember of
the Diadem isnot for the faint of heart.”

She looked at him and put her hand on his. "I didn't
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am that remark at you, Maijstral. 1 understood your deci-
son entirely, much as| regretted your making it."

"| did not take offens.”

There was amoment's silence- " So what will you do,
Drake, to assuage your broken heart?'

Therewasaquiet glow deep within hislazy eyes.

"L oot Peleng of everything | can carry off. It'stheleast
this planet can do considering the trouble I've had here.
Some of my targets are days overdue.”

"Sounds asif you'll compensate for romantic disap-
pointment well enough.”

"Il manage, my lady."

She smiled, squeezed his hand. "Are you pleased, then,
Drake? With your part in this?'

"l cannot say | welcomed this, or am thankful | was
involved. But it seemsto have come out well enough,
especidly congdering the potentia for mayhem. | may
even say that, for most of usanyway, 1 have achieved
something of ahappy ending.”

Nichol€e'slaughter rang in the room. "1 suppose you
havel Tl me—wasit the ending you intended?'

His eyeswere completely hidden. "Near enough, my
lady," he said- And with that she had to be content-



