
        
            
        
    
  COMMANDER



  Chapter 1



  Two officers sat side by side in the cramped command couches of the RSFS Fergus as the light cruiser accelerated away from the Galway system. The younger officer, a dark-haired woman with blue eyes and pale white skin, wore the double silver bars of a first lieutenant on the collar of her green shipsuit and the embroidered antique silver wings of a junior pilot on its chest. The older officer, a green-eyed, black-haired, sharp-featured man with skin the color of aged fine oak, wore the silver leaves of a commander, with the command star, and the wings of a senior pilot. Below the wings were the faded characters of his name—Van C. Albert.


  "Dust density?" asked Van.


  "Point three and steady,


  Commander."


  "What does that mean, Lieutenant Moran?" Van's implant continued to show minute fluctuations in the density read¬ings, fluctuations that came from the ship systems, not the dust beyond the hull and shields. While the gravs could theo¬retically handle accelerations as high as eight while main¬taining a steady one gee within the ship, Van kept the acceleration at three solid gees. Anything more created unnecessary strain on the systems for a vessel as old as the Fergus. Then, the RSFS Fergus should have been retired or rebuilt decades earlier, he reflected, not that she hadn't been a good cruiser for her time, but the newer Argenti cruisers wouldn't take that long to turn her shields to shreds, and even some of the recently commissioned Revenant cruisers were getting to that point. The Eco-Tech ships were roughly equiv¬alent to those of the Argentis, but no one wanted to fight an Eco-Tech pilot, not the way they were modified, trained, and linked to their ships.


  "We could fold nets and jump, ser. The coordinates for Leynstyr are set."


  "Would you recommend that, now?"


  "No, ser."


  "Why not?"


  "If we wait until the density drops below three, we can make the jump with twenty percent less power."


  "How do you know it will drop that far?" pursued Van.


  "It does in most systems, ser."


  "How long would you wait to see?"


  "That would depend, ser. If we needed to jump, I wouldn't wait. Now ... the collectors are running in the green ... another ten minutes."


  Standing wave message for you, ser. The words burned across the shipnet to Van from the comm officer, Sub-major Parnell.


  I'll take it, now. While still monitoring the Fergus's tell¬tales, Van shifted his concentration to focus on the incoming message. It was short. Given the enormous power require¬ments, even with compressions, all standing wave messages were short—and urgent. Nothing short of urgency could jus¬tify their use and cost.


  Proceed soonest to Gotland, Scandya system, to replace RSFS Collyns, FFA. Orders arriving Gotland via courier...


  The authentication codes indicated that the message had come directly from the Chief of Space Operations at Repub-


  lie Space Force headquarters on Tara. Van had no idea why the CSO was rerouting the Fergus to Gotland, right in the middle of transit from Galway to their assigned picket station off Leynstyr. The Muir had already been on station off Leyn-styr for all too long.


  "Lieutenant..." Van shifted his attention back to the jun¬ior pilot. "What are the accumulator reserves right now? What will they be in ten and fifteen minutes, assuming a stan¬dard density drop-off?"


  "Ser... let me check."


  Van waited, still trying to figure out the reasons for the change in orders, then flashing back to Pamell. Did you double-check the authentications?


  Yes, ser. They were red over green priority, ser.


  Van tightened his lips. Red over green meant trouble. At least, it always had. But why send the Fergus, old and creaky as she was?


  "Ser... I see what you mean," offered Moran from the second pilot's couch.


  'Tell me. Don't just tell me that you understand."


  Moran stiffened, then spoke. "The accumulators aren't fully charged. It will take about eight minutes from now. We'd come out of jump with less than full power for shields or acceleration. In a combat situation—"


  "Good!" Van forced a smile. "You've got it. The way things are now, you don't ever want to come out of a jump underpowered—not if you can help it. I'd like to spend more time on that, but we've got to make some adjustments, Lieu¬tenant. We've had a change in orders. Reconfigure for a jump transit to the Scandya system. Then, let me check the setup and coordinates."


  "Ah ... yes, ser."


  "We just received a standing wave message from the CSO, ordering us to Gotland with all due haste."


  "Yes, ser." Moran paused. "Gotland, ser? Scandya sys¬tem?"


  "That's affirm."


  While Lieutenant Moran calculated, Van called up what background the shipnet had on Scandya, skimming through the data as quickly as he could.


  Scandya system... orange five, plus six, trailing arm [OH 145 Rel Galactic Center]... two planets with significant population: Gotland @ .93 Tellurian norm, 1.02 G at sea level... atmospherics within acceptability for nonmods ... Malmot @ .72 Tellurian norm, .65 G ... atmospherics at limit of acceptability [basic terraforming completed 1104 N.E.]...


  Government... modified rep. republic, universal adult suf¬frage. Nonstandard meritocracy overrides ... continent-based, single-house, parliamentary assembly, planetary executive with veto power, all executive functions operated and executed at planetary level, limited bureaucracy ... two principal political parties, the Liberal Commons (LC) and the . Conservative Democrats (CD)... considerable unrest, with local riots, for the past half century, until the election of the present premier [Erik Gustofsen (CD)]... skilled at mediat¬ing conflicts...


  What in Moll Magee was a "nonstandard meritocracy override"? Van had never seen that terminology in a back¬ground section. And what had been the sources of the past unrest? Most planetary systems were well beyond that kind of dissent.


  Economic ... postextractive, belt-mining, and low nanofor-mulation technology ... also large natural food sector...


  Military ... universal military service [unisex]... ground and planetary defense rated superior... in-system space defense limited capability ... ten corvettes [equiv. Robartes class] and two cruisers [equiv. Gregory class]. No dreadnoughts or battle cruisers. No outspace fixed emplacements ...


  Van paused and rescanned the military data. Effectively, the Scandyans had no real defenses against out-system attacks. The universal military service meant that Gotland and Malmot could be destroyed, or, rather life on both planets could be, but that neither could be conquered—if the Scan-dyans maintained their resolve.


  Political... Scandya system is the closest nonaligned inhab¬ited system to Tymuri [orange five point five, plus six, trailing arm (Oil 157 Rel Galactic Center)]... Revenant "mission¬ary" training base ...


  Van called up the multidimensional image of Orange sec¬tor, then zeroed in on Scandya system, as depicted in the shipnet representation. As he had suspected, Gotland and Malmot were the last nonaligned planets between the "outer" inspin systems affiliated with the Taran Republic and the Revenant systems. "Below" and "inward" of both lay the far larger Argenti Commonocracy, although the Argentis were really oligarchs of the old style.


  ... at present, during the government headed by Gustofsen, Scandyans are maintaining open trade and have requested that other systems respect their neutrality by maintaining no mili¬tary presence in the Scandya system. "No military presence" has been defined as one military vessel and one courier...


  The Collyns was a full battle cruiser, the first of the latest class. So why was the Fergus, antiquated by comparison, being sent to Scandya? Had something happened to the Col¬lyns'? Or had the Collyns been ordered out into some action against the Revenants, and the RSF needed a presence off Gotland?


  The standing wave hadn't said, for the obvious reason that standing wave was open to anyone, and, even with encryp¬tion, there was the possibility of the message being decoded. That meant that one Commander Van Albert had to read between the words of the message.


  "Calculations complete and on the net, ser," reported Lieu¬tenant Moran.


  "Thank you, Lieutenant." Van scanned, then checked her work. "Good. As soon as the accumulators are fully charged, you may begin the countdown for jump."


  "Yes, ser."


  The Fergus replacing a full battle cruiser in a pivot system at a time of increasing interstellar tensions? Van kept his frown to himself. While a full battle cruiser carried a crew of fifteen, the Fergus carried but ten—the commander, two other pilots, the comm officer, the engineer, two system techs, the weapons officer, and two weapons techs—and all were loaded down with auxiliary duties, most of which revolved around some aspect of maintenance on the aging Fergus.


  "All hands, stow all loose items. Batten down all equip¬ment. One minute to zero gee. One minute to zero gee. Three minutes to jump." Lieutenant Moran's voice filled both the shipnet and the ship's speakers.


  After scanning the prejump checklist, and the shipnet reports from each station, the lieutenant glanced at the com¬mander. "All stations secure for zero gee, ser. Ready to col¬lapse photon nets."


  "Commence zero gee. Collapse photon nets."


  Eeeeeee! The piercing wail of the zero-gee alarm filled the Fergus, then cut off.


  "Entering zero gee," Moran announced. "All hands remain secured. Two minutes to jump. I say again. Two minutes to jump."


  Van checked the screens, extending himself into the webs that drew in all the Energy Distortion Indications from the entire Galway system, trying to see if he could detect any EDI sources. There should not have been any, except for the single orbit station around Galway three, the one conducting and monitoring the terraforming project that, in a few hun¬dred years, might yield another habitable water world for the Taran Republic. Even with the detectors set at full gain, he could find nothing, and closed them down.


  "All detectors null, Lieutenant."


  "Detectors null, ser. Photon nets null."


  "Proceed to countdown, Lieutenant."


  "All hands. One minute to jump. I say again. One minute to jump." Moran's voice echoed through the Fergus.


  Van watched as she shut down every operating system, one right after the other. Gravity had already gone. Ventilators and purifiers shut down.


  At ten seconds before translation, Moran made the final announcement. "All hands. Ten seconds to jump." Then she cut off the remaining systems, including the shipnet, except for the jump generator and the accumulators.


  "Ready to jump, sen"


  "Proceed, Lieutenant."


  Moran pressed the large red stud—the one operation that was always manual.


  Everything turned inside out. The blackness of the control area turned white. Van felt as though he'd been twisted inside out, or at least into some strange dimension, for that instant that seemed endless, yet remained unmeasurable by any device ever invented.


  A searing flash of light and darkness, darkness and light, flared through the Fergus, and the jump was complete.


  "Powering up, ser." Moran's fingers brought up the ship-net, and then her net commands brought all the systems back on-line, beginning with shields and nets.


  The moment the detectors were back on-line, and the com¬parators verified that they were indeed on the fringes of Scandya system, with less than two hours of translation error, Van began to search the detector screens, wondering what he might find.


  One scan and Van stiffened. Less than fifty emkay—out-system and "behind" them—was the EDI track of something bearing down on the Fergus.


  "I have the conn!" Van triggered the emergency siren and diverted power from all nonvital systems into the photon nets, the drives, and shields, immediately turning the Fergus into the oncoming ship—a heavy cruiser of some sort with distorted EDI tracks. Or an EDI of some type he'd never seen.


  Torps inbound! came from Weapons.


  Van caught four on the net monitors and put full power into the shields, letting the photon nets fade. Standard shields were supposed to hold against three. Not against four, and certainly not the old shields of the Fergus.


  "Desensitizing."


  All the screens and detectors went blank.


  Even so, Van could feel the wash of energy against the shipnet. As it subsided, he opened the detectors, shifted power to the nets, and continued to build acceleration toward the unknown cruiser.


  More torps!


  Got them! There were two.


  Van shifted power to the shields, but left enough for nets and screens to keep building speed and collecting hydrogen and dust—or before long he wouldn't have any mass for the fusactor at the rate of power he was using.


  Again, he waited until milliseconds before the expected impact before desensitizing, then shifted full power to the nets for a long moment. What he planned was a gamble, but the Fergus couldn't stand too many more torp impacts against its weaker screens—certainly what the attacker was counting on.


  The courses weren't collision-based, but close enough for Van's purposes, especially against a newer vessel, and the Fergus continued to accelerate outward, the photon nets growing and gathering hydrogen and other various bits of dust that would become reaction mass for the fusactor.


  Any ID on bogey?


  No, ser.


  With less than a minute before CPA, Van watched and waited, feeling the sweat pouring from his forehead despite the chill in the cockpit.


  Then, even as Weapons announced, Torps!, Van diverted full power to the nets, squeezing them forward and hurling dust and hydrogen at the oncoming cruiser. Nearly simulta¬neously, he released two torps, and then a second set of two, even as he slewed the Fergus across the path of the attacker, and then cut all power to everything and diverted all power to the shields, desensitizing the ship as well.


  Eeeeeeee! The EMP bled in over the damped equipment, and the Fergus actually rocked for an instant.


  Van smiled, coldly.


  After another five hundred milliseconds, he extended the screens and detectors.


  They revealed a hot and rapidly expanding ball of gas, and several irregular fragments of metal.


  Comm.. .. any indications of who that was?


  No, ser. Didn't match any profile. EDI could have been off-tuned rev. Shields were close to Keltyr...


  Van opened the photon nets to let them rebuild mass, then swung the Fergus back in-system, slowly and sluggishly on what power and mass remained to the Fergus.


  He scanned what lay inward. The EDI traces from in-system—well in-system—indicated a battle cruiser orbiting Gotland, next to a large orbital station, and the colors sug¬gested strongly that the vessel was Revenant. A smaller EDI came in shortly, a Taran courier, probably the one with detailed orders from the CSO for the Fergus. There were two other light cruisers stationed where they could open fire on the Revenant cruiser, and the EDI traces suggested they were the Scandyan cruisers. The only other non-Scandyan vessel was a frigate—Argenti from what Van could tell—also orbit¬ing Gotland.


  There was no sign of the Collyns.


  Van blotted his forehead and turned to Moran. "You have the conn, Lieutenant. Take her for now. Maintain half shields."


  "Yes, ser. I have it. Maintaining half shields."


  Van cleared his throat, then began to speak, also forming the message for the shipnet, for those linked there. "All hands. This is the commander. We just fought off an attack by an unknown cruiser, and we are entering the Scandyan sys¬tem. Just before jump we received urgent orders to divert here, then proceed to Gotland, the fourth planet, where we are to receive more detailed orders. We are replacing the bat¬tle cruiser Collyns. Right now, that's all I know, but we'll keep you informed as we can. That is all."


  Weapons status? Van snapped across the shipnet to Lieu¬tenant Mitchel.


  Twenty-one torps left, ser.


  Thanks, Weapons. Engineer?


  Fusactor's close to the heat limit, ser. Port rear quadrant shield is almost amber. Starboard converter is running at eighty.


  Thanks.


  "Ser?" asked Moran. "Who ... was that a Rev ship? Or Argenti? And why did they come after us? It's not like we're trying to take over anyone else's systems."


  "I don't know, Lieutenant. None of the IDs match. The drive EDIs were altered—or they belong to a system we've never heard of, and the torp traces were so standard that it could have been anyone. And they didn't bother to tell us who they were."


  "Ser... I'd heard of ... what you did ..."


  "But how did I know how to do it?" Van laughed, harshly. "That's what commanders are for. You learn your ship, what she can do, what she can't. The Fergus doesn't have shields like the newer cruisers, but the photon nets and the collectors were overengineered. That was because of the inefficiency of converters when she was built. They didn't bother to change the nets when she was refitted ten years back. That's why there's an intake governor."


  "I've never seen anyone squeeze the nets that way."


  "Except for something like that, you don't want to. We lost close to twenty percent of one converter and nearly over¬heated the fusactor. I'll probably have to answer for that as well. But it was the only way ... what I did was use all the matter in the nets to overload their shields. Shields don't care whether what's coming at them is gas and dust or a torp. The total mass load is what matters. Mass times velocity. I accel¬erated the mass in the nets, then let the torps punch through." Van paused. "It won't work in a fight against more than one, maybe two ships, because you're basically limited to the power in the accumulators and mass tanks until you can deploy the nets again, and your shields are likely to fail before you can." "Oh..."


  Commander Van Cassius Albert leaned back in the com¬mand couch. In less than an elapsed standard hour, he and the Fergus had gone from heading to a routine picket station in the quietest part of the Taran Republic into a battle in a pivot system. They'd been attacked by an unknown heavy cruiser, almost as if they'd been expected. The Fergus was headed inward to a system that its commander didn't know for a pur¬pose he also didn't know, and orders he could only guess at. Van studied the detectors once more, then ran a check on all the ship systems once more, although he doubted he'd find more than the engineer and weapons officer had found.


  Still... he'd have to draft a battle report and dispatch it by message torp back to RSF headquarters. He could do that in the twenty-odd hours it would take them to reach Gotland.


  His lips curled into an ironic smile. After all the years in service, he still found it amusing that ships could jump between systems near-instantaneously, and yet getting to the jump corridors took hours, if not days. Then, jumps avoided the light-speed limits, which even the most powerful photon drive systems could not.


  He took a slow and deep breath before beginning to use the shipnet to draft his report.


  Chapter 2


  While much has been written about so-called crises of faith in the life cycle of individuals, what is seldom recognized, and even when so recognized, usually dismissed, is that soci¬eties also undergo crises of faith.


  A societal crisis of faith occurs when the values that pro¬duced a particular incarnation of a society no longer corre¬spond to the values held by the individuals and organizations holding economic, political, and social power in that society. Paradoxically, these value changes seem to occur first on a social level. In reality the changes are already far advanced by the time they appear, because in most societies social standing and mobility lag behind economic and political power. Those with economic power seldom wish to flaunt values at variance with social norms, and those in the politi¬cal arena prefer a protective coloration that in fact straddles the perceived range of values, while ostensibly preferring the most popular of values....


  Although all stable societies rest firmly on a consensus of values, invariably the individuals in those societies prefer not to discuss those values, except in glittering generalities, not because they are unimportant, but because they are so impor¬tant that to discuss them seriously might open them to ques¬tion and reinterpretation. Thus, the very protections of a society's values preclude any wide-scale and public reevalua-tion of those values and any recognition of a potential crisis of values.


  Since "morality" is the sum total of those values, the first public symptom of a crisis of values is usually a series of comments about the growing immorality of society—almost always directed at the young of a society who have absorbed what their elders are in fact doing, rather than professing....


  Values, Ethics, and Society Exton Land New Oisin, Tara 1117 S.E.


  Chapter 3


  The messroom was an oblong box, barely four meters in length and three in width, the bulkheads covered with a permaplast finish that was supposed to resemble walnut, with a table and benches that, in a pinch, might seat all of the crew. The overhead was an off-white that imitated plaster poorly and gave an impression of dinginess, no matter how often it was cleaned. The deck was covered with a permaplast supposed to resemble gray ceramic tile in a dia¬mond pattern. All the furnishings were anchored firmly to the deck.


  Van sat at the head of the table, in the sole chair, sipping the strong black cafe he favored from a dull black mug. On his right was Sub-commander Forgael, the executive officer and chief pilot, dark circles under her eyes. On Van's left was Sub-major Driscoll, the engineer.


  Driscoll had just finished reading the hard copy draft of the battle report, and he slid it back across the table. "It's accurate, Commander."


  "But too blunt?"


  "No, it's not," replied Forgael. "Everything in there is fac¬tual. HQ won't like the fact that an unknown battle cruiser attacked a Taran ship, and they'll send a raft of queries that will suggest that it can't be unknown and that either you aren't interpreting the systems data correctly, or that you've neglected updating the recognition parameters."


  "So I need to point out that I.S. updated both just before we left Sligo Station?" Van laughed. 'Then they'll find some other way to suggest I screwed up."


  "You did, ser," Driscoll replied dryly. "The only thing worse than losing a ship to an attack is to destroy the attacker, especially with an older cruiser that shouldn't win. It's worse if we need repairs, because they'll have to fund them." Forgael winced.


  Van took another swallow of cafe" and nodded. "The Home party will claim that it shows we don't need more and newer ships, and the Liberals will insist that it demonstrates that RSF officers are bloodthirsty rock apes who torp innocents on sight. And the Marshal's Council won't be happy either way." Especially not with Commander Van Cassius Albert.


  "I don't see who had anything to gain." Forgael smiled. "I didn't express that quite correctly. Who didn't have some¬thing to gain, I meant."


  The three officers nodded, almost simultaneously, although none spoke.


  Everyone would have gained something with the loss of the Fergus—except the commander and crew. The Taran Republic would have gotten rid of a near-obsolete ship and a difficult commander, as well as have obtained a demonstra¬tion of why newer and better ships were needed. Both the Argentis and the Revenants could have blamed each other for escalating border tensions, and gained political and popular support. The Eco-Tech Coalition could have breathed a sigh of relief that they wouldn't have to fight another war against the Revenants. Scandya could have played everyone off against each other.


  But... with the success of the Fergus, the whole situation merely degenerated into a problem and embarrassment for everyone. The RSF would be blamed for having a torp-happy commander going off uncontrolled, and all the others risked either embarrassment for incompetence or for lack of knowl¬edge about the situation. Even the Scandyans wouldn't be happy, not when an obsolete cruiser potted an intruder out¬side their own system, suggesting that one antique cruiser was more effective than the entire Scandyan space force.


  Van rose. "Thank you both. I'll need to make some changes before I send this off." He took the cup to the adjoin¬ing galley, where he emptied it, racked it in its place, turned and left the galley, then the mess. As he eased into the main passageway fore and aft, behind him, he could just catch the whispers.


  "You don't think it was an accident..."


  "With the commander... after the Regneri incident? ... planned as potted palms ..."


  That was what Van thought as well, but he said nothing as he walked the few meters forward to the cubicle he rated as commander. There he revised the battle report, then fed it into the message torp.


  He accessed the shipnet, linking to Lieutenant Moran. Lieutenant?


  Yes, Commander?


  I'm about to release a message torp to RSF Depot. Report on our encounter entering the system. Just wanted you to know. Yes, ser. I'll log it.


  Van keyed the release, then monitored the torp from the shipnet until it jumped and translated back toward the depot off Sligo Station.


  Then he stretched out on the narrow bunk. He hoped he could sleep before he had to relieve Lieutenant Moran on the controls.


  They had another eighteen hours before they reached Got¬land. By then, the message torp would have reached the RSF Depot, and the marshal and his council would begin to decide what to do with the Fergus and her commander. -


  Chapter 4


  In the darkness of the damped cockpit, Van continued to scan the passive inputs from the detectors, waiting, watching. The lieutenant in the couch beside him said nothing.


  A line of light, merely a representation of a lase-search, swept across the virtual repscreen toward Van and the ship.


  Detection probable. Detection probable.


  "I know that," muttered Van to himself. "It's what they think we are that counts, not that we're here." Detection probability at unity.


  Van ignored the shipnet warning. His shields were down. Playing like an inert hunk of metallic asteroid was far safer than broadcasting his presence with their energy field. The converted terraforming vessel—a ship that amounted to a heavy cruiser—could crush his shields as if they didn't exist with its particle beams and torps. He still had no idea what the renegade Vetachi was doing where it was—or why. But he had to do something because it was bearing down on the colony ship that lay in-system of Van.


  Detection probability at unity.


  Waiting in the darkened and damped cockpit, sweating, Van took in all the data as the larger vessel swept toward him.


  Then, in the moment when his ship was between the inner and outer shields of the attacker, he triggered off his torps, in sets of two, as fast as he could—then lifted shields and accel¬erated.


  The huge ship, seemingly looming over the corvette in the out-system darkness, shuddered as the third and fourth torps actually penetrated the hull.


  Then ... torps and debris flared everywhere.


  Van watched, openmouthed, as an errant torp flared toward the Regneri, and as the colony ship split into fragments ...


  "NOOO!!!"


  Van bolted upright in his bunk, almost cracking his head against the low overhead. His heart was racing, and his body was covered with sweat.


  Ten years, and he still had nightmares about it. The Board of Inquiry had exonerated him, even recommended him for a commendation in taking out the raider, probably a Revenant "black" ship, but the commendation hadn't happened. No one wanted to commend a corvette jockey whose actions had cost the lives of three hundred highly trained colonists—even if it had been a freak accident that couldn't have been dupli¬cated if the situation had been replicated a hundred times.


  From then on he'd received one difficult assignment after another. After the Inquiry, it had been the Gortforge, the last of the Niamh class, with an entirely new and green crew because the former officers and crew had been court-martialed for refusing to fire on the Keltyr merchanter carry¬ing the escaping rebels of Coole. After reading the report, Van had sympathized with the crew, since more than three-quarters of those on board the Bonnie Prince had been women and children. The Marshal's Council doubtless hadn't seen it that way, because the rebels had been Keltyr sympathizers who had destabilized Coole so much that riots still occasionally broke out.


  After he'd completed two tours on the old Gort, and after RSF had decided to retire the ultralight cruiser, he'd been given command of the Fergus, yet another ship plagued with problems. Except there hadn't been any in the two years he'd been commander.


  Sitting in his bunk, still sweating, Van blotted himself dry, then stretched back out, hoping he could sleep. After a while he did doze off, without nightmares, but with disturbing dreams he couldn't quite remember when he woke.


  He climbed back up into the cockpit, after a small meal— breakfast, he supposed—bolstered with the evil-tasting Sus¬tain.


  Forgael slipped out of the command couch with a grace that Van had always admired and envied. Her smile was as ironic as ever, but then, given that she was a good ten years older than Van, with a solid record that had never been ade¬quately rewarded, the irony was more than understandable to him.


  "Nothing new, Commander. The Rev cruiser hasn't moved. EDI suggests stand-down. The Argentis are headed out-system, but not along our corridor. They're pushing it, looks like a solid two-gee acceleration."


  "You think they had something to do with that cruiser?" Van eased into the command couch and took over the screens and net.


  "No. I'd bet either Rev or Keltyr. Kelts would still like to make us pay, and the Revs want Scandya system."


  "The Argentis are heading home to spread the word? Or bailing out before they get embroiled?"


  "Both," she replied.


  Van nodded.


  "I'd estimate another thirty minutes to switchover. Not enough to get any sleep." "No. Not much."


  Thirty-seven minutes passed before the Fergus neared the restricted area off Gotland. By then, Lieutenant Moran had taken her place in the second couch, since two pilots were required prior to and after translation and when nearing restricted spaces.


  "Switchover checklist," Van ordered.


  "Nets and collectors to ten percent," Moran stated.


  "Stet."


  "Detectors to full sensitivity ..."


  Once the checklist was complete, Van swept the area in-system before the Fergus, one last time, because once the Fergus shut down her nets in so close to Scandya's sun, he'd be limited to the power in the accumulators. He was also lim¬ited to the fractional gee power of the unaugmented ionjets. The detectors only showed the Scandyan ships, the Rev battle cruiser, still in stand-down, and the RSF courier.


  Van checked the ship systems again. The starboard con¬verter was still only at eighty-five, a trace better than after the encounter out-system, but not good enough for another fight or sustained high-speed in-system operations. The port rear quadrant shield was out of the amber, but by so little that it might as well have been amber. Any significant strain—even a small chunk of space debris—would probably blow the shield.


  "Switching over," Van announced.


  The Fergus continued to creep—or so it seemed—toward Gotland orbit control.


  "Gotland orbit control, this is RSFS Fergus, inbound from Galway. Request orbit clearance."


  "Stet, Fergus. Request duration of orbit."


  Van thought for a moment. That was hard to say, but he'd never been parked anywhere for more than a standard week. On the other hand, he didn't know how long it would take Sub-major Driscoll to repair the damaged converter and shield generator—if he and his techs even could.


  "Orbit control, estimate three weeks. Maintenance required."


  "Fergus, request purpose of visit, and payment method for services."


  "Orbit control, purpose is maintenance, port call, and mes¬sage pickup. Payment method is intersystem credit transfer, Taran military subset."


  "Stet, Fergus." The slightest pause followed. "Interrogative excessive EMP in outer system."


  "Orbit control... source of excessive EMP noted, but Fergus was unable to determine source." That much was true.


  "Fergus ... Scandyan System Defense Force requests any additional data you have on source. At your convenience."


  "Stet, orbit control. If we have any data, will send." He wasn't about to give the Scandyans the data and report he'd dispatched to RSF HQ. "Request lock assignment."


  "Fergus, your lock is Orange three."


  "Orbit control, understand Orange three. We have the bea¬con."


  It was almost an hour later when the Fergus slipped into the dampers.


  "Orbit control, Fergus is secure. Request power changeover."


  "Lock crew has it, Fergus. Welcome to Gotland."


  "Orbit control, thank you." Van wasn't so certain he'd be welcome. He took the fusactors off-line. The cockpit lights dimmed, then brightened as station power—and full one-gee gravity—filled the Fergus. Van eased out of the command couch. The back of his shipsuit was damp, as it always was. And now, he'd have to deny having any data. The Scandyans couldn't force it from him, and RSF certainly didn't want him to provide it to anyone.


  Chapter 5


  After the Fergus had locked in to Gotland orbit station, Van had undertaken a thorough postflight and systems check. That had taken hours. After that, he'd approved the crew rota¬tion for both maintenance duties and release time aboard the orbit control station. Then, back in his cabin, he'd written up his notes on maintenance requirements.


  With those in hand, he and Major Driscoll had met and decided on what actually could be done—such as repairing the converter and the ailing shield generator—while they were at Gotland orbit control, and as they waited for what¬ever orders might be headed their way. No such orders had arrived during the next day, but it had taken them almost the entire day to track down the contract maintenance chief of the orbit station, and another half day to work out the arrangements.


  Then, once those details had been settled, he and Driscoll had returned to the Fergus, and Van had begun writing the maintenance request report that he was required to dispatch back to RSF HQ. HQ would be less than pleased with the projected costs of the repairs, but they'd have no choice but to approve them, since, if anything happened to the Fergus, no one would want to explain that maintenance had been denied.


  He'd worked on that less than an hour when he was inter¬rupted again.


  Commander, there's a Commander Baile here to see you, sen RSF commander, I mean, ser, came from Shennen, the female head comm tech, standing quarterdeck watch.


  I'll be right there. Van closed off the small console in the corner of the cubicle that served as cabin and office and stood, moving toward the midships lock.


  /'// tell him, ser. Shennen's net presence seemed melodic,


  unlike that of Parnell, who always seemed nasal, or Driscoll, who rambled.


  Thanks. What did the commander want? Van wasn't even aware that there was an RSF commander in Scandya system, unless he happened to be the military attache to the Taran embassy. He certainly couldn't be the commanding officer of the RSFS Aherne—the courier that had just locked at the sta¬tion, presumably with orders for the Fergus. Courier pilots were always either senior lieutenants or sub-majors, usually women, because couriers were two-person ships, pilot and tech, with cramped space for no more than two passengers. They were ships built around beefed-up propulsion systems for high acceleration in-system and precision jump transla¬tions. Compact female pilots generally handled the accelera¬tion and the cramped quarters better than men.


  Van slipped from his cabin and dropped back along the ten meters of the main fore and aft passageway past the mess and galley to the two-meter-square quarterdeck—essentially the space inboard of the crew docking lock.


  The commander who waited with Shennen was trim, half a head shorter than Van, and with lustrous gray hair. While his face was thin, he bore no wrinkles, and his eyes looked almost youthful.


  "Commander," offered Van.


  "Commander James Baile." He inclined his head to Van. "We need to talk." "My cabin."


  Baile nodded. "That would be fine." As they walked forward, Baile added, "I just arrived on the Aherne."


  A cold feeling settled in Van's gut. "Then you know what happened here?"


  "I read your battle report on the way out. The marshal thought I should be fully briefed."


  Van liked the sound of that even less, and said nothing until he closed the hatch to his cabin. He didn't bother to offer a chair, since there was only one. "What can I do for you?"


  "I'm the one CSO tasked to deliver your orders."


  "Orders?" Van had orders being delivered personally? Why? Because he'd destroyed the unknown cruiser? How could anyone have even known about that at RSF headquar¬ters before his torp arrived? How could they have even found a replacement in something like forty-eight standard hours?


  Baile extended a dark gray envelope. "You ought to read them before we talk."


  Van took the envelope, eased open the seal, and began to read. Then he read them again, finally focusing in on the key words.


  ... temporary duty as RSF liaison to ambassador of Tara to Scandya on Gotland ... detached immediately ... estimated duration of duty not to exceed twelve standard months ...


  Van finally looked up at the older commander. "Do you have any idea—"


  "Why the CSO is sending a junior commander as a mili¬tary liaison to the ambassador while a senior commander takes over his command?" Baile laughed ruefully. "It ought to be the other way around. Right?"


  "I don't know what to think." Van had thought a great deal, and quickly, but none of it was anything he wanted to express. "Can you give me any idea what this is all about?"


  "I also have a briefing cube for you. I don't know its con¬tents. What I think is only an educated guess..." Baile quirked his lips. 'Tensions have been high in this sector. The Fergus was attacked. We can't afford to station a squadron near Scandya, and the Scandyans won't let us base one here. Because there wasn't any evidence, except through the detec¬tor screens of the Fergus and the torp message you sent, what happens if the Revs or the Argentis or the Kelts claim that you attacked them?"


  The whole idea of the antiquated Fergus attacking any¬thing seemed ludicrous to Van, but what seemed absurd in the cockpit wasn't always seen as such by the various Arm gov¬ernments.


  "They could claim that you attacked a merchanter or a corvette on a peaceful approach."


  "So I've been relieved by a more experienced officer?"


  "Actually, my presence sends two messages, Commander. First, it's a way of saying, between the words, that New Oisin thinks you were right, and second, by putting a more senior officer in charge of the Fergus, that the RSF has no intention of backing down."


  "And the marshal can also claim that the RSF certainly doesn't want to escalate matters, and that's why a more se¬nior commander has taken over command of the Fergus."


  "Exactly."


  "Why am I being detached as a liaison officer here?"


  "Again, I would have to guess ..."


  Van doubted that there was any guessing at all, but "guess¬ing" allowed deniability.


  "First, because you come from Sulyn, you speak Old Anglo, and Revenant and Kelt are both variants of Old Anglo. You also speak Hispyn fluently. Second, you're not known outside of the RSF. Both the Revs and the Argentis keep dossiers on officers likely to command capital ships or be posted to diplomatic assignments. Third, you look younger than you are. Fourth, you're black Taran."


  Outside of the first reason, Van couldn't see that any of the others made sense, and that bothered him even more. "And you? You don't speak Old Anglo?" That was a rhetorical question, because all RSF officers did, as did most of the Republic. The question was more to express Van's irritation.


  "Oh, I do. I'm from Weathe, and you can't get more Old Anglo than that." Baile's words were matter-of-fact.


  "I assume they sent you with operating orders, Comman¬der?" asked Van.


  "I have those orders. They're sealed. I won't know what they are until after I relieve you."


  Van nodded slowly, trying to conceal his surprise. Usually, an officer taking command was fully briefed.


  "I was fully briefed on the tactical, technical, and strategic considerations of operating in and around Scandya system,"


  Baile explained, "but I was told that my orders are included in the command cube."


  "I see," Van replied. What that meant was that the CSO didn't want the orders known to anyone until Baile took com¬mand—even to Baile.


  Baile cleared his throat.


  "Yes, Commander?" asked Van.


  'There is a down-shuttle to Valborg, leaving in four stan¬dard hours."


  Detached immediately meant exactly that. Van nodded. "I'll be ready."


  "I'll be back in about two hours. You can brief me on any¬thing urgent then." "Yes, ser."


  After Commander Baile left the cabin, Van began to gather his gear. He still needed to tell Forgael and the rest of the crew.


  Chapter 6


  In less than twenty minutes, Van had changed into a set of travel greens and packed up his gear—two duffels' worth, plus a shoulder bag. Then he slipped the briefing cube into the console on the small desk that would shortly no longer be his, placing his hand in the authenticator until the console stated, "Accepted."


  The holo image that appeared in the middle of the small cabin was that of a commodore whom Van did not recognize.


  "Commander Van, I'm Commodore Wadding, senior advi¬sor to the Chief of Space operations. I'm sure that you're puzzled at the suddenness of your reassignment to the embassy of the Republic in Valborg. I'd like to assure you that the marshal is not displeased with your actions. A quick analysis of the data you enclosed with your battle report suggests that the vessel was of Revenant construction, but that is all that can be said at present. Your assignment to the embassy in Valborg should not be regarded as a demotion. Successful completion of that duty will put you in line for a major command ..."


  Van frowned. A major command meant at least a battle cruiser, certainly a step up from the Fergus. But how could one measure successful completion of duty as a military liaison?


  "... Commander Cruachan was the previous military attache in Valborg. He was missing for several weeks, and his body was found just a short time ago. The official report was that he had been knocked overboard while sailing alone just outside the Valborg harbor and drowned ... You are junior for such a post, admittedly, but you are known to be quick-thinking and physically well endowed..."


  Van tried not to bristle at the words "physically well endowed," knowing them as a code phrase.


  "Normally, attaches have already had some diplomatic exposure, but we need an immediate replacement to assist Ambassador Rogh. As you may have noted from the briefing materials in the Fergus's netsystem, Scandya is volatile po¬litically, and has been held on a moderate course by the extraordinary political talents of Premier Gustofsen. It would seem that we now need an officer such as you in this post, and since you are already there in Scandya ... Your task is both simple and difficult. You are to supervise what few intelli¬gence activities we already have in place, and you are to report any information that might be of use to the CSO, par-ticularly information concerning the intentions, capabilities, and actions of the Revenants, the Argentis, and especially the Keltyr..."


  Van continued to listen to the commodore's specific charges to him, stiffening after more than several minutes of redundancies.


  "You are to commit to personal internal netlink the follow¬ing codes, authentications, and contacts. They will be fed only from a commander's console, so, if you are using another, please stop here, and only continue at the command console of an RSF vessel."


  Van swallowed and stepped closer to the console, putting on the headset that mirrored those in the cockpit.


  The data flowed into and through him, as he routed it into personal storage—as ordered.


  The image of the commodore reappeared.


  "If you did not commit the data, please reset and do so immediately. You have exactly twenty seconds."


  Van checked the data. So far as he could tell, he had com¬mitted everything, not that he knew what it all meant.


  The twenty seconds passed.


  "The cube is now blank," said the holo image. "The CSO and I wish you well."


  After the image faded, Van tried the cube again.


  "The cube has failed," the console announced. "No infor¬mation can be obtained."


  Van linked into the speakers and the shipnet. "All hands. This is the commander. There will be a briefing in ten min¬utes in the mess. All officers and techs are requested to be personally present. During the briefing, the quarterdeck watch will secure the lock door to orbit station."


  By the time he entered the mess, the nine other members of the Fergus's crew had all gathered there.


  "Please be seated." Van took the chair at the head of the mess table, knowing it was for the last time. Before he began his speech, he ran his eyes over each of the nine, starting with Driscoll and ending with Forgael. "Some of you have proba¬bly guessed what I'm going to tell you, but I'd prefer to make it official. I've been transferred—immediately—to become the military attache to the Taran embassy on Gotland. Com¬mander Baile will be arriving in a few minutes to assume command. Neither he nor I know all the details, but appar¬ently the previous RSF attache in Valborg died unexpectedly in a boating accident, and the CSO needed an officer with command experience." Van shrugged. "I had the fortune or misfortune to be convenient."


  "This wouldn't have anything to do with the 'incident' out-system, would it, ser?" asked Sub-major Driscoll.


  "Commander Cruachan died sometime back," Van pointed out. "The CSO only found out a week ago. I suspect that when we were diverted here to take over for the Collyns, they decided that the simplest solution was to transfer me ahead of schedule." That was partly true, at least.


  "Do you know what we'll be doing, ser?" asked Forgael.


  "No. Commander Baile has sealed operating orders for the Fergus?


  "Starscut..." muttered someone at the end of the table.


  Shennen's lips tightened, but she said nothing.


  A Commander Baile is at the lock, announced the shipnet.


  Someone will be right there, Van link-replied.


  "The commander is here," Van said. "Any last questions?"


  The mess was silent.


  Van rose and left them, leaving the mess and reaching the quarterdeck in a few strides. There, he opened the lock.


  Baile stood there with one slim duffel and a shoulder bag.


  "Welcome aboard, Commander. I was briefing everyone on the change of command."


  "You finished that?"


  "Just as you arrived." Through the net, Van could sense Forgael, and he half turned. "Commander Baile, this is Sub-commander Forgael."


  "Pleased to meet you, ser," replied Forgael pleasantly.


  "I'm looking forward to working with all of you." Baile's words and smile were both warm and youthful-sounding.


  Van envied the warmth, for he'd never had that quality. After a moment, he said, "We'd better get on with the change in command."


  "Lead on, Commander," Baile said.


  Van did, turning left off the quarterdeck and making his way forward to his cabin.


  The two stepped inside, and Baile set down the duffel, looking to Van. Van stepped to the console and placed his hand in the authenticator. Change of command.


  Insert new CO's cube.


  Commander Baile inserted his cube into the commander's console.


  Accepted, subject to approval of Commander Van, the shipnet announced.


  Van linked with the net, running down the protocols, the codes, and the command accession protocol. All was in order.


  Approved, Van stated, keying in his approval as well.


  Command transferred.


  Van felt suddenly isolated, as his access to the command protocols dropped away, and he could only access the shipnet in a general sense, not even so much as the most junior tech aboard the Fergus. "She's all yours, Commander."


  "Thank you, Commander. I wish you well in Valborg." Baile smiled, professionally.


  "We'll do what we can." Van slipped the shoulder bag in place, then lifted both duffels and stepped from the cabin that had been what home he had for the last two years.


  The new commander of the Fergus followed him.


  As Van neared the small quarterdeck, Forgael stepped for¬ward. Her smile was sad. "We'll miss you, ser."


  Ser—no longer commander. Despite the vague assurances of Commodore Wadding, he wondered if he would ever com¬mand another ship.


  "I'll miss all of you." And he would, Forgael especially.


  Then, with a salute, he stepped from the quarterdeck out into Gotland orbit station.


  He had not taken three steps away from the lock when the station system intercepted him.


  Inquiry? Name, destination? The stationnet "sounded" officious and obnoxious.


  Van supposed that was necessary to get attention, but he politely replied with his identity, and immediate destina¬tion—shuttleport two to Valborg. He kept walking along the main corridor.


  Purpose of trip to Valborg?


  Take up duties at Taran embassy.


  The feel of the net changed. Commander Van... would you please explain?


  The previous military attache died in a boating accident several weeks ago. I'm being transferred to take his place.


  For several minutes, as Van walked by two empty lock ports, the stationnet was silent


  Please report to the out-system personnel office opposite shuttleport lock one before embarking on the Valborg shuttle. It should only take a moment, Commander.


  Stet, station.


  There was no response from the stationnet, not that Van had expected one.


  The corridor—or thoroughfare—that linked all the lock ports was a good ten meters wide and five high. The corridor bulkheads provided planetside vistas that changed in real time, presumably scenes from Gotland, although Van did not know that. He walked down a projected street that ran between gray stone buildings, with rust-colored tile roofs. The lighting suggested early morning, with long shadows.


  He passed a replica of a cafe" of some sort, but only two women in uniforms he did not recognize were seated at a table under a holo umbrella. By the time Van had walked another two hundred meters along the gently curving corri¬dor, less than a twentieth the circumference of the station, the scene had changed. Ahead, on the bulkhead to his right, was a vista that looked seaward across a small fishing harbor. To his left were warehouses set back from piers.


  When he left the locking areas, the scenes vanished, replaced by arches containing various establishments—a cantina whose flashing holo sign advertised every legal bev¬erage in the Galaxy, a bookseller whose far more discreet sign claimed the ability to load any published work into any reader used in the tech worlds, a clothing shop that suggested the traveler stop and obtain the proper wear for the culture ahead.


  Van smiled. Military shipsuits and uniforms were standard enough anywhere, and accepted as such.


  Another three hundred meters finally brought him to the section of the station devoted to the planetary shuttles—just three locks, as opposed to the number available at an orbit station for a larger system such as Tara, where there were eight locks, half busy at once.


  His destination was clearly marked by the flashing red banner above the inboard archway opposite shuttle lock one:


  EMPLOYMENT CLEARANCE—OUT-SYSTEM ORIGIN. With a


  smile in place, Van stepped through the archway. His implants easily picked up the scan from the concealed detec¬tors. To his right, a burly man was gesturing at the gray-clad Scandyan entry control officer. "I tell you, I do have an exim permit!"


  "Just come this way, ser. If you please. We'll straighten this out in no time." The Scandyan entry control officer smiled pleasantly.


  "You're not putting me away in some back room to rot! I know your kind." The man started to turn, then, abruptly, sagged where he stood.


  The control officer smiled sadly. Within moments, another gray-uniformed woman appeared from somewhere inboard with a pallet-sled, and the two Scandyans loaded the inert form on the pallet. The woman eased the pallet toward the back of the entry control office.


  Even without complete access to the station's protocol's and systems, Van could sense the nanite barrier that held in the sleep gas. He wanted to shake his head. Some people never understood that invisible controls were no less effec¬tive than obvious armed guards and weapons. In fact, for most people they were more effective, because when they operated people got the impression that such controls were everywhere—and that was a physical impossibility.


  Van stepped to the empty console from where a tall blonde beckoned. He set down the duffels.


  "Yes, ser?"


  "Commander Van Albert. You requested I stop by here before taking the shuttle to Valborg." Van extended the thin datacard that doubled as his RSF ID, and also held all his public clearances and qualifications. "It's in GalStan format."


  The woman took it. "Thank you, ser." She inserted the dat¬acard in the reader, then handed it back to Van. "It should only be a moment, Commander."


  Less than a minute later, she looked up, then extended a thin green card. "You're cleared. Give this to the control offi¬cer at the shuttle. You might not need it, but we never know if they always remember to update their systems when they lock in. You shouldn't need to check with us after this. I hope you enjoy your tour in Valborg." She smiled warmly. "Most officers do."


  "Thank you." Van picked up his gear, turned, and left the entry control office, turning left and walking another hundred meters to shuttleport two. There, a handful of men and women sat in the synthwood straight-backed chairs in the bay outside the lock.


  Van walked up to the slender man standing behind a chest-high console. "Is this where I check in for the Valborg shut¬tle?"


  "Yes, ser. You've been through personnel?"


  Van showed both datacard and the thin green card.


  "I'll need those for a moment, and also an authorization of some sort for the shuttle charge."


  "I can code that in," Van said, handing over the two cards.


  "Right there." The shuttle clerk nodded toward the minia¬ture console to Van's left.


  Van touched the pad, then used his implant to input the authorization codes from his orders.


  "You're cleared and paid for, ser. We'll be boarding in about half an hour."


  "Thank you." Van nodded and picked up his gear once more, heading for one of the straight-backed chairs. There he sat down and studied those waiting, one after another, pick¬ing out several Argentis, a Kelt trader, a good dozen Scan-dyans of both genders and varied occupations, and four male Revenant missionaries.


  After the Eco-Tech-Revenant War, and the settlement reached only because the Revenants had been visited by another prophet, most of the tech worlds had followed the Eco-Tech Coalition's example and allowed a handful of Revenant missionaries. Van had his doubts about prophets, either Taran or Revenant, but it didn't make much sense to express those doubts. He'd heard that the Revs had actually had some success in the Argenti and Keltyr systems. They'd been less successful in the Taran systems.


  Finally, he settled back to wait for the boarding call.


  Chapter 7


  After turning his duffels and shoulder bag over to the shuttle cargo clerk, Van stepped into the windowless passenger cabin of the Valborg shuttle, taking in the center aisle, the two-by-two seating, and the relatively compact couches. Those all indicated a magshuttle, and that Gotland had a relatively strong magnetic field, meaning that it had not been ter-raformed—or not extensively. He checked his seat number and slipped into the couch in the third row, the one against the wall, fastening his harness and restraints.


  Shortly, a junior officer in shimmering whites appeared. He paused, studied the assignments, and finally took the aisle seat beside Van.


  As he took in the Revenant lieutenant, Van repressed a smile, then waited for a time.


  The Rev officer did not look toward Van.


  "They do put us in close together," Van offered in Old Anglo.


  "It happens on magshuttles," replied the Rev. "You on planetside leave?" Van asked politely. "No. Duty."


  Van studied the white uniform, then nodded. "Guard detachment at the embassy? Or are you a courier?"


  The Rev frowned. "If you don't mind ..."


  "It doesn't matter," Van said. "I was only making conver¬sation. I've never been planetside here. Have you?"


  "Yes."


  "Anything of particular note you'd recommend seeing?"


  The Rev forced a smile. "The coastline north of Valborg is spectacular, especially from the crater rim of Haakon. Also, everyone says that the purple surf of Eschen is not to be believed, but I have not seen it." The Rev paused, then added, "If you will excuse me, ser, I am not much in the mood for conversation."


  Van didn't push the issue. He'd made enough of a point.


  "Please check your harnesses. The shuttle is separating from orbit station at this time."


  The shuttle ride down from orbit station was smooth and uneventful—and quiet.


  The Rev officer did not even look at Van, but kept his eyes closed all the way down until the shuttle was down and glid¬ing toward the terminal. Then he flashed a brief smile. "I wish you well in Valborg, ser."


  Before Van could reply, the Rev had turned and was hurry¬ing off the shuttle.


  "Please do not forget your baggage." The voice from the hidden speakers was female. "You will be scanned as you disembark. If there are any questions, you will be met by a port official. At times, the scanners are not as accurate as we would like. At other times, passengers may have misunder¬stood what is allowed onto Gotland ..."


  Van reclaimed his baggage, neither hurrying nor dawdling, and left the shuttle. He walked through the disembarkation tube, carrying his gear. After twenty meters, his implants reg¬istered scanning activity. He kept walking. He couldn't imag¬ine that what he carried would be considered a problem. The disembarkation tube opened onto a windowless corridor ten meters wide, but less than ten meters ahead it widened into a space a good twenty meters wide, but only ten deep, fronting the automatic exit gates. The walls were of a blue-tinted mar¬ble, without carvings, pillars, or adornment of any kind.


  In the last few meters before the corridor widened, a single Scandyan port official stepped forward out of the booth on the left side and beckoned to the stocky and mustached man in front of Van. "Ser, one moment, please."


  "Might I ask why?" inquired the man, who wore a dark blue singlesuit, the kind favored for intersystem travel by both functionaries and the few commercial tech-travelers.


  "Disembarkation scanning revealed what might be contra¬band in your bag, ser. We'd like to check."


  "The only things I have are professional samples, and I declared those at the orbit station."


  "That may be, ser. If they're on the approved list, you'll be on your way in a moment."


  "I was told they were." The stocky man sighed as he offered the shoulder bag.


  Neither man looked at Van as the Taran officer slipped to the left and around the pair, and then up to one of the auto¬matic exit gates, which scanned Van, then opened.


  Outside, under a covered portico supported by square pil¬lars of the same bluish marble, a line of groundcars waited, each bearing a single silvery triangle on the roof directly above the windscreen. Each one sported a shimmering metal¬lic finish of a different shade. The midday sunlight beyond the portico was so bright that even in the shade of the portico, the groundcars glimmered as though they had been lit from within.


  Van stepped forward, behind a lithe woman in a dark gray business singlesuit. She stepped toward the first groundcar, and Van moved to the second, one with a metallic green sheen. A side bin door opened, and Van set the duffels inside, but kept the shoulder bag when he slid into the rear seat.


  "Where to, ser?" asked the woman driver, not turning to look at Van.


  "The embassy of the Republic of Tara. On Knutt Boule¬vard."


  "Taran embassy, it is." The groundcar swept away from the shuttleport.


  Within minutes, the vehicle was gliding noiselessly along the guideway downhill from the shuttleport toward Valborg, spread out to the east of the green hills and against the blue bay. The city itself seemed a patchwork of green areas and white stone buildings, except for the harbor, which looked to be entirely of white stone—warehouses, buildings, and piers. Even the oceangoing vessels appeared white in the brilliant sunlight.


  "This is my first time in Valborg. What should I know that no one will think to tell me?" The driver laughed. "You don't have enough time for that." "You could start," Van suggested.


  The driver nodded. After a moment, she spoke. "First thing ... there's no place that serves authentic Scandyan food... and if there is, you don't want to try it. Most authentic Scandyan fare was fish bleached with chlorine, then slathered with salt and a paste that tastes like bad plas¬ter."


  "Is there any good seafood?"


  "The ice crabs are good, and some places fix the giant clams pretty well. Otherwise, stick with fowl or meat. The hill quail are good."


  "Anything specially worth seeing?"


  "The purple surf up at Eschen, but it's best at dawn. I per¬sonally think the Cliff Spire at Kiruna is more impressive."


  "Is that... ?" Van let the words trail off.


  "That was the personal residence of Baron Byrnedot—he was the last commissioner before Scandya declared its inde¬pendence from the Argentis. It's been kept exactly the way he left it on the morning that the Argenti snipers assassinated him." The driver didn't speak for a moment.


  With his implants, Van could sense the incoming transmis¬sion, but not the content—just the energy flow. He glanced out of the groundcar. Immediately beyond the guideway—on each side—was a landscaped park, with winding stone walks, tall evergreens, and sculpted junipers and pfitzers. Van did not see any deciduous trees, nor any bushes. He saw only a handful of people, at widely separated intervals.


  "Sorry," the driver apologized. "Just got routing for after I drop you off."


  "I understand." Van paused. "I hadn't known about the assassination. Is that something that is still a problem... with the Argentis, I mean?"


  "Not for most people. That was nearly two hundred fifty years back. Most folks worry more about the Revs these days. Not that there's been any problem, but with the Argen¬tis in-Arm, and the Revenants out-Arm, and the two not car¬ing for each other that much ... well... you'd have to be blind and deaf not to worry some."


  "There's always someone," Van temporized.


  "It's been said that you Tarans don't care much for the Revs, either."


  "We worry, too," Van admitted. "It's not as bad as the war years between the Eco-Techs and the Revs ... but... you never know."


  The driver eased the groundcar off the guideway and through a scanning gate, then onto a wide boulevard. "This is Knutt Boulevard, but the embassy is another two klicks north."


  "Are there other embassies along here?"


  "All of them are within a klick of the boulevard, except the Rev embassy. Theirs is at the front of their enclave to the south." She gestured at a gold-and-green building with extravagant and sweeping curves. "That's the Keltyr embassy and consulate there."


  The structure certainly reflected the Kelt flamboyance, Van thought.


  "Is it true?" asked the driver.


  "Is what true?"


  "You're a pretty senior officer, aren't you?" "I'm a commander."


  "There was another Taran commander here. He was an ocean sailor. The newstabs said he was a good one. But he drowned, didn't he?"


  'That was what was reported."


  "Funny that a man drowned on the calmest day of the spring."


  'That wasn't reported," Van replied.


  The driver shrugged. "I only know what I hear."


  "What else have you heard?"


  "Well... the Hulsfred Blues are going to win the korfball title..."


  Van could sense a smile in her voice. "Who will come in second?" he asked.


  "Who knows? Does anyone care? That's like coming in second in a war, and no one really likes that."


  "No. That's true."


  "Here we are." The groundcar came to a stop before a long and low white stone structure that reminded Van of the regional parliament building in Kerry. "That'll be fifteen, ser."


  Van mentally fumbled with the local net access for a moment before transferring the funds. 'Thank you." The door opened.


  Van stepped onto the smooth permacrete sidewalk beside the groundcar, extracting his duffels from the side bin behind the passenger section.


  As he lifted his gear, the driver's window slid down. She smiled pleasantly.


  "Have a good day, Commander Albert."


  Van managed to smile as he stepped back. "Thank you. I appreciated the information about Valborg."


  "It was nothing. You keep your eyes open, and you'll learn more in a day. There's a lot happening if you look closely." The driver closed the window and slipped away from the entry to the embassy.


  "Ser?" asked the guard in the uniform of the Taran Marines.


  "Commander Albert, reporting for duty." Van looked at the long structure. "Second archway, ser," the corporal suggested. "Thank you." Van didn't look back as he entered the embassy. He hoped that the groundcar driver worked for Scandyan intelligence. Whoever she worked for, he'd gotten the messages. Before Van had even taken his second step into the main foyer of what was clearly the consular section of the embassy, a fresh-faced and red-haired younger man, wearing a dark gray singlesuit with narrow green pinstripes, appeared.


  "Commander Albert, ser?"


  "That's me."


  "Sean Bulben, ser. I'm fourth secretary here." He grinned. "That means I run errands and handle grunt work for every¬one. Dr. Hannigan sent me to escort you."


  "Lead on, Sean." Van laughed.


  "This way, ser."


  Van followed Bulben past another pair of Marines and down a corridor to a ramp leading upward to a landing, where it reversed its way back to the second level. Halfway up, Van could feel the security screens, but Bulben pulsed a code, and the screens let them pass.


  At the top, Bulben stopped, gesturing to his left. "All the offices of important people are up here. Yours is, too. The ambassador's is on the south end, and yours and the first sec¬retary's are on each side. You're on the west, and he's on the east." The young diplomat turned and walked along the corri¬dor until they reached the next-to-last doorway on the left.


  Bulben opened the door, holding it as if he expected Van to enter first.


  Van did, stepping into a sitting room with a couch and sev¬eral armchairs.


  "You can leave your things here for the moment." Bulben rapped on the inner door. "Dr. Hannigan? Commander Albert is here."


  "Have him come in. You can head back down to your duties, Sean."


  Bulben looked to Van, then nodded and slipped away.


  In turn, Van left the duffels in the outer office, but kept the shoulder bag as he opened the inner door and stepped through the dark wooden doorway. The office beyond was no more than four meters square. The innermost wall was entirely filled with shelves containing antique printed books. The outer wall held a window more than three meters wide and two high. The wall away from the door was paneled in the same dark oak as the doorframe, the bookshelves, and the window casements, but held only a single picture—a holo of the main parliament building in New Oisin.


  The bronze nameplate on the old-style table desk read— Ian Hannigan. The man who stood behind the desk was a good six centimeters shorter than Van's hundred and ninety, with black hair, a long and narrow nose between two bright blue eyes incongruously alive and cheerful in an otherwise sad and thin face.


  Van closed the door, leaving his gear behind in the outer office.


  "Commander Albert... welcome." Hannigan gestured to the chairs across from him, then sat down exactly as Van did. "Ambassador Rogh wanted to see you as soon as you arrived and after I gave you a quick briefing on the situation here." Hannigan leaned forward, resting his forearms on the pol¬ished cherry of the desk, steepling his fingers. "How much do you know about what's happening here in Scandya system?"


  "Only bits and pieces," Van replied. "I was ordered to bring the Fergus here, and I assumed that was because the Collyns was dispatched elsewhere. I'd heard that the previous military attache' drowned while sailing."


  "That was the official story and report. I have my doubts it was true," Hannigan said. "I don't think he ever understood how dangerous Gotland can be."


  "Do you have any reason for those doubts?" asked Van.


  Hannigan leaned back slightly. A wry smile appeared, then vanished. "Not a one. The commander was most cautious. It seemed unlikely, but sometimes the unlikely happens."


  "If it was not an accident, who might have wanted to kill him ... and why?"


  "There's no shortage of possible perpetrators. The Revs don't like our presence here. Neither do die Keltyr. The local isolationists don't want any inside or outside military pres¬ence, and the Conservative Democrats want to arm Scandya to at least parity with us, and there's a demonstration by the partisans of one party or the other practically every month. The Argentis still believe that Scandya ought to be theirs, and that's after over two hundred years of Scandyan indepen¬dence. The Eco-Tech Coalition looks down its collective nose at anyone who doesn't practice strict conservation and population control." Hannigan paused. "That's just the briefest of summaries. I have a set of datablocs for you with more detailed information."


  "Are any of them angry or determined enough to assassi¬nate a military attache?"


  "They all are. Whether they would, that's another ques¬tion. Except for the Keltyr—and, of course, Scandya system itself—we're the weakest of those affected by what happens here. I've suggested to the ambassador that Commander Cru-achan's death was a message."


  "Or an attempt to raise tensions so that someone makes a mistake?" asked Van.


  "That's another unfortunate possibility." Hannigan frowned. "I have to say that your posting here worries me. The marshal understands the ministry's concerns about an officer ... of your inclination ..."


  Van managed to smile, hard as it was. "My reputed incli¬nation, perhaps?"


  "Unfortunately, Commander, your reputation is why you are here, and your reputation may be far more critical than your actual and present inclinations."


  "Should I ask who you want destroyed?" Van let an edge creep into his voice.


  Hannigan laughed, warmly. "We don't want anyone destroyed. Also, the senior military attache ranks as a first secretary. So I couldn't order you to do anything, especially anything like that, and that would be the last thing Ambas¬sador Rogh would want. He believes that any problem can and should be solved diplomatically."


  Van nodded. Hannigan had delivered another very clear message.


  "You won't have much time to get abreast of the situation, because the summer social season is about to begin." "Summer social season?"


  "In most systems, things get social in the winter. Here, the winters were so brutal that the opposite social customs evolved. Summers are most pleasant here, you'll find, if warmer than one would think from the winter."


  Van nodded.


  "We don't have an intelligence network here, as such, except for you, and the rest of the professional staff, but there's an in-net where those who are inclined can post data and observations."


  That didn't match the background information Van had studied, but he did not say anything.


  "Let's go see the ambassador." Hannigan rose.


  So did Van.


  "Once he's seen you, I'll have your briefing materials, and have Sean show you to your quarters in the north wing. They're quite nice."


  "And yours are where?"


  "In the north wing on the opposite end." Hannigan laughed, then opened the door. Van picked up his gear once more and followed.


  The ambassador had an actual assistant in his outer office, an older blonde who smiled as the two men entered.


  "You must be Commander Albert. I'm Meg MacDonagh, the ambassador's personal assistant."


  "Ah ... that means you're the one who runs every¬thing?" Van replied with a smile. "I'm pleased to meet you."


  "She runs everything except the ambassador," Hannigan added.


  "Just this little office," she demurred. "The ambassador is waiting for you, Commander. He said he'd see you at fifteen hundred, Doctor."


  Hannigan nodded, then slipped out, closing the door behind him.


  Once more, Van set aside his duffels and followed Mac-


  Donagh, who opened the inner door without even knocking. "Commander Albert, Ambassador."


  The ambassador's office was far larger than that of the first secretary—a space a good ten meters from side to side and eight in depth. The desk was faced out from the east wall, so that the ambassador could look to the door on the north wall or the wide window overlooking the formal garden below. Closer to the door, on the west wall, was a replica hearth with two armchairs, upholstered in green leather, facing it, a low table between them.


  "I'm very glad to see you, Commander." Ambassador Rogh had faded red hair, a cheerful smile, green eyes, and a deep and reassuring voice, the kind that suggested that he was eminently trustworthy.


  Van distrusted the voice and the man, but that wasn't new. After the Regneri incident, he'd come to realize that trusting any politician, civilian or military, was foolhardy and danger¬ous, if not usually occupationally fatal. "I'm here, Ambas¬sador Rogh. Dr. Hannigan has indicated that we may be in for most interesting times."


  As Meg MacDonagh stepped back, slipping out and clos¬ing the door, Ambassador Rogh nodded to the chairs before the hearth, with its replicated fire. "We need to chat, Com¬mander."


  Van waited until the older man eased into the chair facing the closed door before he seated himself.


  "Your ultimate superior—the marshal," the ambassador began, "he believes that the best remedy for the uncertain sit¬uation here in the Scandya system would be a full RSF squadron orbiting Gotland and another orbiting Malmot. He doesn't have one squadron to send. So he sent you." A wintry smile crossed Rogh's face. "Just by arriving here, you deliv¬ered a message. The only problem is that we don't know who the recipient is."


  "Message, ser?" asked Van politely.


  "I know all about the unidentified cruiser you took out. Doubtless every embassy in Valborg knows, and certainly Marshal Kenaal does. Kenaal won't be displeased, because you did what he'd like to have done but doesn't have the resources for. Making you the senior military attache sends a second message, but it's one we can't back up. That leaves you—and me—in a very exposed position, Commander."


  "Can you tell me what happened to the Collyns, ser?"


  Rogh frowned, an expression of considerable annoyance.


  Van continued to smile, politely, waiting.


  "I would... if I could. The marshal has not seen fit to inform me. Not so far. I had thought you might know."


  "The Fergus was ordered here to replace the Collyns, but we received no information beyond that."


  "We're in the same ship, then, Commander." Rogh laughed again, but the laugh faded quickly. After an interval of silence, he spoke again. "I'm sure that Ian told you about my preference for diplomatic solutions, or solutions that involve methods other than military might."


  "He did."


  "Part of that reflects Ian's own preferences. I feel we must avoid a military approach, not because I am philosophically opposed, but because a military solution is impractical for two reasons. First, it could only destablize an already polar¬ized local government. Second, we cannot raise forces any¬where close to the size of the Revenant and Argenti forces that could be brought to bear here—or against us. That means we must tread with care, using your expertise ... and reputa¬tion ... as an implied statement of position, and not as a direct threat or confrontation ..."


  Van nodded.


  "You will be working more closely with Cordelia Gregory than with the other secretaries. She is the second secretary, and she is an expert in trade and economics. Unlike poor Ian, she understands both the military capabilities and limitations. I will warn you, however, that she is not the greatest sup¬porter of the RSF."


  "Oh? Why would that be?"


  "It would be better if she told you." Rogh stood. "It's good that you're here. We'll need to chat in more detail, in a day or so, once you've struggled through all the briefing materials and have a better understanding of the situation. But I did want to see you as soon as you arrived."


  Sean Bulben was once more waiting for Van in the outer office, although Van had not sensed any messages being sent to the fourth secretary.


  "I'll show you your office ... then we'll set up your secu¬rity codes and passes... and do the same for your quar¬ters. ... Once you're settled, of course, you'll take control of the embassy security systems and codes. I had to do it, because ... well... no one else wanted to." Sean smiled apologetically.


  Van had no doubts that the afternoon would be very long, as would the days that followed.


  Chapter 8


  By the end of eightday, four days after his arrival in Valborg, Van's head was splitting. Learning the procedures and sys¬tems on a new ship was simple compared to all the economic, local military, and related cultural and political information he'd been expected to assimilate. He'd reset the embassy security systems and made some changes to the operating pa¬rameters. Those changes had been met with amused toler¬ance by the professional staff—and he hadn't told anyone about the overrides that only he could use. The worst part was that so much of what he'd had to study contained equivoca¬tions and qualifications that made him cringe.


  He also doubted that anyone truly understood the conflicts and the seesaw balance of power between the two political parties of Gotland—except perhaps Premier Gustofsen.


  He glanced around his office—almost a mirror duplicate of Hannigan's, even to the placement of the table desk and chairs and the built-in wall bookcase, although there were far fewer volumes, and some shelves were totally bare. After taking a momentary break, he looked back at the words on his office console screen....


  ... while ostensibly an open society, the Scandya system planets have consistently denied access to alien species. Most puzzling was the immediate and adamant denial of relations with the Farhkan Colloquy following independence, since the Farhkans have had a long history of disinterested study and noninvolvement in human societies ... later analyses sug¬gested that Scandyan leaders were concerned that the observa¬tional program agreed to by the Eco-Tech Coalition during the war between the Coalition and the Community of the Revealed had resulted in fundamental and undesirable impacts upon Eco-Tech culture and that Scandya did not wish to suffer a similar fate. This tentative conclusion remains unproven, but whether unproven or not, the position of Scandya with regard to nonhuman aliens remains unchanged, although the Farhkans have not made any effort to reopen the question ...


  Van rubbed his forehead. Could the ship that had attacked the Fergus been Farhkan? No ... the observed characteris¬tics had been human. Also, no human ship had ever success¬fully survived an armed confrontation with a Farhkan vessel. While every one of those confrontations had been far earlier and begun by a human vessel, human arms technology still did not appear to have attained the same level as that of the Farhkans.


  So. . . who had been directing the attacking cruiser? And why?


  In some ways, the "why" was simpler. Whoever controlled the Scandya system gained a strategic staging point and leverage. If the Revs controlled it, they nearly encircled the "lower" systems in the Argenti sphere. If the Argentis did, they had a straight jumpshot at two of the major Rev military missionary/staging bases. If the Keltyr gained control of Scandya, they'd have enough of a technological base to chal¬lenge Tara. The RSF was in a position where whatever it did in Scandya, it couldn't gain—only lose. And that didn't help.


  Van continued reading for another half hour, when there was a discreet tap on his door. "Yes?"


  Sean Bulben opened the door and peered in. "Comman¬der? You asked me to let you know when Dr. Gregory returned. She's in her office now. It's the one right off the ramp."


  "Thank you, Sean."


  As Hannigan had intimated, Cordelia Gregory had made a point of avoiding Van, and for several days, he had let her. Enough was enough, however. Van used his implant to flick off the console, then stood, making his way out through his empty outer office and into the main corridor. The second and third secretaries did not have outer offices or sitting rooms. So Van knocked on the door.


  "Come in." The woman's voice was firm, resonant with only the slightest hint of the melodic.


  He opened the door and stepped inside, bowing slightly as he did.


  Dr. Cordelia Gregory was dark-haired, with pale white skin and deep, dark green eyes. Her lips and eyebrows were thin. She rose from behind her desk.


  "Dr. Gregory, I'm Van Albert. Dr. Hannigan had indicated that it was likely we'd be working together, and I thought I should introduce myself. I'd left several messages, but it seemed as though we were always missing each other."


  "It is most likely that we will be working together." Her words were polite, even, and without the slightest hint of warmth. "There is often a correlation between economic and military data and their implications."


  "I fear that you have far more experience in such correla¬tions than do I."


  "That is to be expected. The RSF usually considers eco¬nomic and social concerns as of far less import than military ones."


  "And the diplomatic corps is often known for the reverse," Van pointed out. "Which might be why it would be advanta¬geous to work together." He wondered why she was clearly so hostile to him. He'd never even met the woman before.


  "I'm certain that is what is expected, and I'll offer any pro¬fessional assistance you may find necessary, Commander."


  Van didn't know what to say. He'd effectively been dis¬missed by someone subordinate to him, but he wasn't in a military situation, and a quiet reminder or reprimand wasn't appropriate. Yet, accepting such an attitude from the doctor wasn't wise, either. "Without more than your passive assis¬tance, Doctor, I doubt that we will meet anyone's expecta¬tions, and that would not be advantageous for you, for me, or for the Republic."


  "I stand corrected, Commander." Gregory's tone was even more chill.


  Van offered a smile, rueful and as warm as he could make it. "I wasn't offering a correction, just an observation." He paused. "I'm not a diplomat, trained in the observation of human nature to read entire motivations from subtle gestures. It's clear even to me that either who or what I am displeases you. Yet, unless I'm hopelessly mistaken, we've never met."


  "You're correct, Commander. We have not met." Gregory offered a tight smile. "And I'm sorry to say that who and what you are is hard for me."


  "A commander in the RSF?"


  "Not just a commander."


  "Then what?" Van could sense the tension in both her pos¬ture and her words.


  "My older sister was on the Regneri." "I'm sorry."


  "I am most certain you are. At least, as sorry as any officer devoted to violence could be."


  What could he say to that? After a moment, he bowed his head slightly. "I also stopped eating babies a good twenty years ago, Doctor."


  Her face paled, and she stiffened.


  Before she could speak, he added, softly. "I am sorry for your loss. I'm also sorry for all those who lost loved ones on the Regneri. No one could have predicted what happened, and nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of a thousand, such a freakish event would not have occurred. That doesn't make it any less painful for you, or your family. I am not sorry for those who died aboard the Vetachi, and, faced with that situation again, I would still have to try to stop the. Vetachi. The renegades who commanded that ship had already killed over a thousand innocents on Freya and on Culain. They would have killed more, had I let them escape."


  "You've obviously rehearsed that answer."


  "No. I've thought about it, and for what it's worth, I still have nightmares about it, Doctor. But you might recall that the Vetachi was effectively a cruiser, and I had a corvette, far smaller, with shields easily crushed by such a large ship in any protracted fight. Either way, the situation was far from optimal. I knew there was a good chance that my corvette might not survive, but I had to take that chance. That was what we were there for, although none of us on the Eochaid was undertaking a suicide mission. No one ever could have anticipated that a successful attack would release a torp that would home in on the Regneri. The Board of Inquiry estab-lished that such an event could and did happen only because of improper weapons control on the renegade, and even so, the odds of something like that happening were infinitesi¬mal." /


  "That's the problem with force and violence, Comman¬der."


  "I agree, Doctor. It is a problem. It has always been a prob¬lem. The concomitant problem is that sometimes the other answers are worse. Letting the Vetachi escape would only have condemned more innocents to die, perhaps many more."


  "I know that my sister died. You don't know that letting the Vetachi go would have led to more deaths."


  "No. I don't." Van refrained from noting that the doctor didn't know the opposite, either. "Not with absolute cer-tainty. But ships from three separate Arm governments had been looking for the Vetachi for two years. During that time, they plundered a colony ship and three orbital outposts and killed over four hundred people."


  "Commander... I don't think that you will ever convince me, and it's probably even less likely that I'll convince you. You have convinced me of one thing, and that I can live with."


  Van waited.


  "You're not entirely the monster I envisioned. I think you were wrong. I always will, but it's clear you made a reasoned decision under stress and tried to do the best you could. It's also clear from every word you've said, and in the way that you've said it, that it will always remain with you. I'm glad for that. It's not something that should be forgotten."


  "No. And I won't." Not with nightmares for ten years.


  "I sincerely hope that is so, and I hope that you still have occasional nightmares. I do."


  Van wasn't quite certain what to say to that.


  "I will work with you, Commander. I cannot say I will ever be more than cordial. I loved my sister."


  "That... would be helpful."


  "Did you have something in mind?" she asked.


  "Not yet. No ... there is something. Could you do a rough analysis of the cost and resource commitment of maintaining a cruiser on station in the Scandya system for a month with¬out access to any local orbit facilities?"


  "Such as the unknown cruiser that attacked the Fergus? I can do that." Gregory nodded, a curt movement.


  Van hadn't told anyone, but Gregory knew. "The ambassa¬dor told you?"


  "Just me and the first secretary."


  "The ship didn't match any profile in the RSF databanks. I just wondered if there might be any sort of social or eco¬nomic analysis that might help with identification."


  She pursed her lips. "Just in a general sense. Building and operating that large a deep-space vessel would show in the stats of any of the smaller systems, even in the Republic's stats, and in the Keltyr stats. But the economies of the major Arm governments—the Argenti, the Revenants, the Coali¬tion—are large enough that even a multilateral could build or convert such a ship without its showing up."


  "And piracy from farther away is also a possibility," mused Van.


  "You don't think so."


  "No. Someone had to have a reason to attack the Fergus. You don't attack an armed vessel except for a very good rea¬son. The Fergus would show up on any EDI detector as a warship. I'm inclined to doubt the attack was because they mistook the Fergus for another ship."


  "I'm not military, but I would agree."


  "You have any problems where my expertise might help?" asked Van.


  "Actually ... yes." Gregory lifted a databloc. "I've laid them out here."


  As he took the databloc, Van wondered if everywhere he went people would recall his past and act as suspiciously. Still... by confronting the issue with the doctor, he'd turned open and cold anger into something less, and anything less was better than where they had started.


  "I'll look into them. I might have to check back with you."


  "That's fine, Commander. I'm not going anywhere this week."


  Van bowed slightly as he left.


  Chapter 9


  At ten minutes past noon on twoday, Van sat in the embassy's senior staff dining room at a table for four. Across from him was Ian Hannigan. To his right was Cordelia Gregory, and to his left Emily Clifton, the embassy's third secretary. The other three tables were vacant.


  Before seating himself, Hannigan had moved the purple-and-white orchid centerpiece to an adjoining table. "Better to have a senior staff meeting over lunch." Hannigan looked at Van.


  "Double duty," Van agreed.


  "And it's easier to swallow your words with food," added Emily Clifton, with a twinkle in the gray eyes that seemed at variance with the severe face and pulled-back blond hair.


  The hint of a frown crossed Hannigan's face, then van¬ished.


  Van made a note to spend more time with Clifton, swamped as he felt in trying to learn a position for which he'd had neither training nor experience.


  A squarish middle-aged servingwoman appeared with a tray from which she took four salads. Van used only the red vinegar on his greenery, skipping the oil. With the rich food provided by the embassy, he felt he should be skipping even more, much as his internal nanites balanced his metabolism. He took a sip of the cafe—hot enough, but weak and brownish.


  "The first order of business," began Hannigan, "is house¬keeping. The ministry auditors have requested that we keep better track of personal use of embassy vehicles." Once more, he looked to Van. "You probably won't have much personal usage, but, because your personal reimbursements come from the RSF diplomatic account, and they're always late, it's very important that you log your personal usage immediately."


  "I can see that," Van replied.


  "The second item is the upcoming Scandyan independence celebration ... the two hundred and fiftieth anniversary. I've posted the details on the master schedule, with notes to each of you."


  "How will that affect us directly?" asked Van, not wanting to access the net in the middle of a conversation and also wanting to see what Hannigan had to say.


  "The ambassador will have to be present at the ceremony. You'll need to coordinate with the SDF to ensure security precautions are adequate. We'll also be hosting several func¬tions ..."


  "Over several weeks?"


  "It's a two-week celebration. We'll have an opening night reception—that's always been rotated, and this year it's our turn. Then there will be the luncheon that the ambassador's wife will host the following week, and the Boating Day Festi¬val... and the final reception ..."


  The servingwoman appeared with four plates. Van's held the Circassian Beef with noodles. He took a bite, enjoying the taste of real food.


  "The festivities the night before end with fireworks and a holo-laser display," added Emily Clifton. "It's quite spectac¬ular—especially the first two or three times you see it."


  "Now ... it is very important to the Scandyans," said Han¬nigan.


  "How do the Argentis feel about it?" asked Van.


  "They participate, as do all the embassies. It was two hun¬dred and fifty years ago, and times have changed."


  From what Van recalled, the Argentis never forgot any¬thing, and he doubted that they'd forget a rebellion that had cost them both pride and strategic position—even after two hundred and fifty years.


  "There's also the embassy fund drive for the Byrnedot Home." Hannigan looked to Clifton.


  "Sean's in charge of that, and he reported that all embassy staffers have contributed."


  Van had been cornered by the fourth secretary on the third day, and, discretion besting valor, had also agreed to a mod¬est contribution.


  "Then ... there's the education initiative ...


  Van repressed a yawn, listening and finishing off the remainder of his lunch.


  "... and last, I'd like you all to think about your sections of the annual report. Those will be due in draft at the end of Septem, and both Commander Albert and I will be reviewing them, then circulating the drafts, including our own sections, for your comments." Hannigan smiled broadly, then asked, perfunctorily, "Do any of you have any questions or com¬ments?"


  "Yes ... actually," Van said quickly. "Was there any inves¬tigation of Commander Cruachan's death? I can't find any references to it on the netsystem."


  "Oh... there were two RSF security officers. There wasn't really much to investigate about the commander's death. They just went over the Scandyan constabulary's reports, then checked his body to make sure that the reports were accurate. They also did a security check of the embassy netsystem. That's standard anytime a senior staffer dies on duty, whatever the cause. They reported that the commander had drowned, as the Scandyan investigation had shown, and that there was no breach of security in the netsystem." Hanni¬gan shrugged. "That report would only have been on Cru¬achan's access, mine, and the ambassador's, but it wasn't put on Cruachan's, since he was dead. I'll put a copy on yours, and you can read it yourself. Very dry."


  "Thank you." Van nodded.


  "Is there anything else? Good. We'll meet on fiveday next week." Hannigan smiled and pushed his chair back.


  When Van returned to his office, he glanced out the win¬dow at the hills to the west, golden green in the early summer sun. He checked the netsystem. The report on Cruachan's death wasn't there yet. So he slipped out of his office and down the corridor to the doorway to the third secretary's office—slightly ajar.


  "You can come in, Commander," Emily Clifton called. "Close the door after you."


  Van closed the door and settled into the single chair across the standard desk from the third secretary. "I got your mes¬sage."


  "Message?"


  Van let his face remain expressionless.


  Abruptly, Clifton's severe face screwed up into laughter. Finally, she shook her head. "It's hard ... to remember ... that all uniforms aren't the same. Even after..."


  "Commander Cruachan ... would he have sent a message of a most discreetly polite nature?"


  "How did you know? Did you know him?"


  "No. But I've read his reports, and you do get a feel for people by the way they write."


  "You've been having a hard time with Cordelia, haven't you?"


  "Let's say that we've established a working relationship. I doubt it will ever be more."


  "I'd guess not. That was all Commander Cruachan man¬aged, with all his gallant manners."


  "I'm afraid I'm more direct than he was."


  "I noticed." Clifton's voice was dryly ironic, but not cold.


  "Since I am... what should I be doing that I haven't been—that affects you, that is?"


  "You are direct."


  "I learned a long time ago that I got into trouble trying to be subtle." He laughed softly. "Then I got into more trouble being direct."


  "Sometimes, it's that way." After a moment, she went on. "I can't say that I need any help with anything at this moment."


  "I might," Van offered.


  The thin blond eyebrows lifted, and the gray eyes fixed on him.


  "You deal with the other embassies, right? And with the local media?"


  She nodded. "The media here are very local. That's why we put out the summaries of the Arm news, the burst trans¬missions that come in on standing wave. The locals get it, but you won't see much of it in the local casts or holos."


  "Have you seen any shift in reporting in the last two months, or anything different in the attitudes or appearances of the other embassies?"


  Clifton shook her head again. 'That's one of the things I'm tasked with, and I can say I haven't seen any changes at all. After the commander's death, I wondered, and I went back and ran a whole series of analyses. The newscasts, the localnet content, everything. We got exactly the same results as the year before, and the year before that—going back almost a decade." Her face turned severe once more. "The commander's death bothers you. You wanted a reaction, didn't you? Otherwise, you would have asked Dr. Hannigan privately. Why?"


  "Because it led to my being posted here, and I'm not that qualified for the post, if you haven't noticed already."


  "You are direct."


  "Better to be direct, and acknowledge the obvious, and get on with learning the job, than pretending you know more than you do."


  That got another laugh before Clifton said, "You're acting as if you think that Commander Cruachan's death wasn't an accident."


  "I don't know that." Van wasn't about to admit that was the only explanation that felt right and that he had absolutely no evidence, except the unlikelihood that a senior officer who had great experience sailing would drown on a calm day.


  "Let me think about it," offered the third secretary.


  "Thank you." Van smiled and rose. "And I will stop by more frequently."


  For a moment, her smile erased the severity of her face.


  Chapter 10


  By fiveday, Van was pacing back and forth in his office. Vir¬tually all he had done for an eightday was read reports and papers, all necessary because he'd effectively known nothing about Scandya and even less about being a military attache. He'd seen almost nothing of Valborg.


  Abruptly, he walked out of his office and down the corri¬dor. He paused outside Emily Clifton's door, then knocked.


  "Come in."


  Van slipped inside her office. "I have a favor to ask, if you're not terribly busy."


  "I'm not that busy, not until tomorrow. After I turn in the revisions to the media plan for the Scandyan independence celebration, Ian will decide on all sorts of changes. Why? What is this favor?"


  "A short guided tour of Valborg, especially the sights I should see."


  "Sean could—"


  "But Sean doesn't know as much as you do, and I'd really appreciate it if you'd guide me."


  A faint smile crossed Emily's face. "I imagine Dr. Hanni¬gan would not complain if you knew more about Valborg from the embassy's perspective." The smile broadened slightly. "And I would not mind a few hours away from the revised, revised, and rerevised media plan."


  "Are you sure?"


  "Let me see if we can get a car and driver."


  Van stood and waited while Emily made the arrangements, and then the two of them walked out of her office and down the ramp to the main level.


  A groundcar stood waiting outside the side staff door to the embassy. Emily walked ahead of Van and stopped by the open driver's window. "Sonya ... we're going to give Com¬mander Albert a tour, starting with the Government Square, and then the harbor, and the multi district."


  "Yes, ser," replied the woman. "Up Knutt to Independence and into the square off that?"


  "That would be fine."


  Van held the groundcar door for the third secretary.


  "You don't have to do that, Commander."


  "Old courtesies die hard," he replied, shutting her door and walking around to the other side, where he slipped into the rear seat beside her.


  "Valborg was built on a plantation scale," Emily began, as the groundcar eased out of the gates and crossed the south¬bound lane of Knutt to turn north. "That's why the main streets are all divided boulevards, and why, except in the newer sections southwest of the city, all the houses are rela¬tively far apart, even the small ones. They had this illusion of equality, and that anyone could live anywhere, because the prices of the initial parcels were fixed, with the requirement that they not be subdivided. That's why you'll find small houses beside mansions in many places." She laughed. "The fixed prices didn't last, of course, but the size requirements did. Now this part of the city is one of the more exclusive ones."


  Van took in the dwellings on each side. Immediately to the north of the embassy was a private residence half the size of the embassy—enormous for a single-family dwelling—with a gated groundcar entry, and beyond that was a much smaller house, perhaps half the size of the one in which Van had grown up. Both dwellings were stone-walled, with blackish green slate roofs. They passed several more smaller houses, on either side of Knutt, also of stone and slate, before Sonya guided the groundcar onto a curving ramp that led into an even wider boulevard heading eastward, in what Van knew to be the general direction of the harbor and government center.


  "We're on Independence now," Emily explained.


  Van glanced from one side of the boulevard to the other. On both sides were white permastone walks. "I don't see many people out."


  "You won't, except on the enddays, and then you'll see a lot more, mostly running and jogging. Things are so spread out—except in the true center of Valborg or the southwest— that it's hard to get anywhere except by groundcar or guide-way tram."


  "Doesn't seem that efficient..."


  "That wasn't the goal of the original settlers—On your side, there, that's the old Kleborg mansion. It's a museum now, and it's been kept in its original state, except restored, of course."


  Van looked, but behind the white stone walls could see only the upper stories of another sprawling stone-walled structure. "Everything's stone ..."


  "It took a while to get trees here. Most of them are less than a century old, something about a native root worm ... A lot of the older places are stone and synthwood."


  "Not many groundcars for these boulevards," Van observed.


  "Same problem ... they built big and wide, and far apart. So, except in the morning or late afternoon, they look almost deserted."


  "That's expensive ..."


  "The original settlers had the credits ... brought in twice as much planoforming equipment as they needed. What they didn't bring in was much military capability. That's how the Argentis could take over so easily. On your left, across the median park there, that's the original opera house. It's still used today—only in the winter, and with the winters here, even you'll be going."


  With his own background, Van would have gone anyway.


  As they neared the gleaming buildings to the east, Emily continued to point out various landmarks. "... music conser¬vatory ... post-Argenti... botanical institute ... Up ahead, on the hill overlooking the lower city and the harbor, that rec¬tangle of buildings is Government Square ..."


  Sonya turned right, off Independence Boulevard and into the first crowded street or avenue that Van had seen. They drove up a gentle incline, past an area of greenery set in ascending terraces. The park was surrounded by low white stone walls, and held more than a few people either walking or seated on white stone benches.


  "That's the public garden, or rather the northern part. Beyond that is the square, and the Parliamentary Assembly Hall—the long, flat-walled building."


  The groundcar slowed almost to a crawl in the heavier traffic.


  The Assembly Hall was the most unpretentious govern¬ment building Van had ever seen—literally a long white stone box with rectangular windows at irregular intervals, with a set of wide and low stone steps in the middle, leading to a squared entryway. The Scandyan flag flew on a single staff above the entryway, but there were no domes, cupolas, minarets—nothing rising above the level roof of the build¬ing. People actually walked across the square, and several groups were standing on the steps.


  "The Liberal Commons party controlled the government when it was built, and they felt that government buildings in other systems were too grandiose ..."


  The Assembly Hall could never have been charged with that, Van reflected.


  "The lawns that circle the building are considered part of the square ... and it overlooks the harbor... can see if you look left how it slopes down to the lower city and the har¬bor ... Any questions?" asked Emily.


  "No, not about Government Square," Van replied. He did wonder why she did not seem to have any admirers—at least, not from what he could see. He knew that the first and second secretaries were married, but he hadn't seen their significant others.


  But Emily had a subdued directness that attracted Van, although he wasn't quite sure why. That, he had to admit, even as he pushed away the thoughts of anything serious. Not when he had so much yet to learn and so many unresolved questions.


  Chapter 11


  What is "ethical" or moral? A general definition is that actions that conform to a "right set of principles" are ethical. Such a definition begs the question. Whose principles? On what are those principles based? Do those principles arise from reasoned development by rational scholars? Or from "divine" inspiration? Does it matter, so long as they inspire moral and ethical behavior?


  For some, it does matter, as it did for the ancient author who claimed that without a deity, every action is permitted. In practice, with or without a deity, every action is permitted unless human social structures preclude it. Yet, on what prin¬ciples are those social structures based? Ethics and morality?


  Such questioning can quickly run in circles, especially since most individuals wish to think well of themselves, and it is difficult to think well of oneself if one defines one's own activities as immoral or unethical. For example, genocide can be rationalized as an ethical means to racial purity, or as a means for societal survival, and both purity and survival can easily be rationalized, and have been throughout history, as ethical.


  Are values and behaviors that perpetuate a given society ethical per set Are values handed down by prophets and reli¬gious figures as the word of a deity necessarily more ethical than those developed by ethicists and scholars?


  Theocracies and other societies using religious motives, or pretexts, have undertaken genocide, torture, and war. Ideo¬logues without the backing of formal religious doctrine or established theocratic organizations have done the same.


  The obvious conclusion is that "moral" values must be eth¬ical in and of themselves, and not through religious or secular authority or rationalized logic. This leads to the critical ques¬tions. How can one define what is ethical without resorting to authority, religious doctrine, or societal expediency? And whom will any society trust to make such a judgment, partic¬ularly one not based on authority, doctrine, or expediency?


  Values, Ethics, and Society Exton Land New Oisin, Tara 1117 S.E.


  Chapter 12


  By twoday of his second week in Valborg, Van had learned as much as he could, without more context, from the records left by Commander Cruachan and from Doctors Hannigan and Gregory. The RSF Security report on Cruachan's death was both detailed and dry, and concluded that the commander had drowned after being struck from behind by the boom of his catamaran and that there had been no breach of embassy security. Emily Clifton had confirmed that media patterns of other embassies and local media had not varied after the commander's death.


  Outside of a few inquiries from Hannigan and the ambas¬sador and one briefing paper that the ambassador had requested on Keltyr military forces, Van had been left largely to his own devices. He had found the small exercise facility, and resumed his fitness program, something he hated almost as much as being reminded of the Regneri.


  Dr. Gregory's reaction to the Regneri tragedy still bothered Van, almost as much as his own nightmares. Cordelia Gre¬gory was an intelligent woman, and yet her entire focus had been on her sister. There had been little real understanding or compassion for the hundreds of others killed by the rene¬gades—or for the additional deaths that would have followed if the Vetachi had escaped. Her reaction had also convinced Van that there would be little he could ever say in that regard, and that further discussions on the subject would only be fruitless.


  On the strictly professional front, Van hadn't wanted to take on the Keltyr or the Revenant military attaches immedi¬ately, and he especially hadn't wanted to meet the Argenti attache until he knew more about the local Scandyan situa¬tion. He was also surprised to find that the Eco-Tech Coali¬tion did not have a full embassy, but only a liaison and consulate office.


  As he'd worked through the files, Van had studied Cru-achan's reports in greater detail. He could sense he was miss¬ing something, but he wasn't sure what. So he kept searching and discovered that the commander had often met with a Commodore Petrov of the Scandyan System Defense Force. There were no notes on the substance of the meetings. Van had decided to meet with Petrov.


  Getting an appointment had been easy enough, and nine hundred on fourday found him in an embassy groundcar, headed northward toward the headquarters complex of the Scandyan SDF. Clouds loomed over the hills to the west, hinting at a late afternoon rain, and the air smelled faintly of dust and a scent somewhere between a sweet weedgrass and swamp roses.


  Van's driver was a slender Scandyan named Stefan.


  "Do you recall how often Commander Cruachan came out here?" Van asked.


  "He used to come out here almost every eightday."


  "I've gotten the impression that he was a very straightfor¬ward man."


  Stefan cocked his head, as if thinking. "Honest... that he was. And honorable. He talked, once, about how much sim¬pler life was as a ship commander."


  "I've already discovered that. Did he say why?"


  "I can't say that he did, ser. He didn't talk much, except about sailing and the weather, and sometimes about not understanding women."


  Had Cruachan also had a run-in with Cordelia Gregory? "He liked sailing, didn't he?"


  "He did, ser. He liked to sail by himself. He said it was a way to clear his thoughts."


  "We can all use that at times."


  "Yes, ser."


  The Scandyan SDF headquarters was housed in a six-sided, two-level building constructed of the same bluish mar¬ble as the shuttle terminal. Stefan guided the groundcar up to the receiving gatehouse set forward of the eastern wing, where Van stepped out of the car and up to the booth before the single gate. The Scandyan tech in summer whites seated behind the nanite screen looked at him. "Yes, ser?"


  "Commander Van Albert, Taran embassy. I have an appointment at nine-thirty with Commodore Petrov." Van slid across his military datacard, and waited.


  The sentry ran the datacard under the scanner, then handed it back, along with a thin white wand. "You're cleared to Commodore Petrov's office. It's on the first level in section three. The wand will guide you. If you go past the office, it turns red. If you go too far, it whistles. Then you'll find secu¬rity all around you. Just keep the end of the wand green, and you'll get there." "Thank you."


  "That's what we're here for, ser." The young man smiled.


  The gate opened as Van walked toward it. The building wings were larger inside than they had seemed from outside. His boots echoed in the stone corridors, and he passed but a handful of rankers and officers—no civilians—as he let the wand guide him. All in all, it was a good ten minutes before he reached the outer office of the commodore, with a small sign proclaiming, EXTERNAL AFFAIRS: COMMODORE RAFEL PETROV. The wand had remained green, and Van had not seen any sign of security, but his implant had registered more than four scans from various units.


  As he entered, Van could sense another scan, triggered by the senior ranker stationed behind a console and screen just inside the doorway.


  "Commander Albert, Commodore Petrov is expecting you. The center archway, if you please, ser."


  Van nodded and headed for the center archway, another scanning station. As he passed through, the door at the other end opened, and he stepped into a spacious office. The wide southern windows looked out upon a paved courtyard. Stand¬ing beside a conference table was Commodore Petrov—who could have passed for either Scandyan or Revenant—blue-eyed, blond, tall, and impressive in immaculate summer white uniform.


  "Greetings, Commander Albert." The older officer gestured toward the empty seats at the table, even as he reseated himself.


  "I'm glad that we could get together," Van replied.


  "So am I. When did you arrive in Valborg?"


  "A little more than an eightday ago." Van offered what he hoped was a rueful smile. "My transfer was unexpected, and it's taken a little while to get caught up on what was waiting."


  "I imagine. I'd heard that Ambassador Rogh had finally gotten a replacement for Commander Cruachan. Fine officer. One of the most honest officers I've met."


  "I didn't know him, but everyone reported that he was most accomplished. And honest." Van laughed. "It's always a challenge replacing someone like that."


  "What is life without challenges?" countered Petrov. "Would you care for something to drink?"


  "Cafe ... strong, if you have it."


  "Your predecessor liked it that way as well." Petrov's face blanked for just a fraction of a second as he accessed his net.


  Through his own implant, Van could feel the quick pulse, but could not decipher either the protocol or the message. "Could be a deepspace habit."


  "It might well be." An amused smile followed Petrov's words. "I had hoped that you would follow the example of your predecessor. He was most diligent in informing me of the concerns of your RSF, and in turn, I was equally diligent in conveying our interests and concerns."


  Van had to concentrate to follow Petrov's accented Old Anglo, although he hadn't had quite so much difficulty with the embassy service staff recruited from Scandya. "That could be mutually beneficial in these times."


  "Information is useful in all times," Petrov replied. "You are correct that it is even more so in these times. We do share certain common interests ..."


  "I would think so."


  Petrov did not speak for a moment, and Van wondered if he had said something wrong. Then a side door slid open, and a ranker stepped though with a tray on which were two cups filled with steaming liquid. The ranker set the tray on the conference table midway between the two officers, then departed as silently as he had come.


  "The cafe is closest to you," said Petrov. "The pitcher is heavy cream, a specialty here if you care to try it."


  "And your'


  'Tea. I inherited the taste from my grandfather. It's an old Russe custom, and I found I liked tea far better than cafe or other beverages."


  Van sipped the cafe. It was strong, but good, not oily or with the faintly burned taste that came from overroasted beans. "Good cafe."


  "Commander Cruachan thought so." Petrov took a sip of his tea before continuing. "The interest most common to us both is the desire not to be perceived as a threat to the three major powers that surround Scandya. The next common interest is to maintain a stable government."


  "I know that is a problem," Van said, "but not why."


  "Simply put, Commander, for hundreds of years, Scandya has had an internal cultural conflict. The first settlers fled well ahead of the Old Earth diaspora, and they wanted noth¬ing to do with anyone else. We were the first system settled in this region of the Arm. Then, about four hundred years ago, the Argentis arrived, with their fleets. We had none. As con¬querors, their rein was comparatively light, and they upgraded and modernized our industry and technology. They were sensitive to our feelings about... our culture ... and most of those they resettled here came from similar cultural and racial heritages."


  "Such as your family?" Van guessed.


  "Exactly. Except those of us from that heritage knew that we could not remain free, even after the rebellion, unless we developed and maintained an armed force. The recidivists, who persist in calling themselves Liberals, have opposed that. In the few times when they have controlled the assem¬bly, they have tried to reduce or eliminate the SDF."


  Van nodded.


  "So now we find ourselves between conflicting powers, and we have little interest in being allied to any of those. Your government is one of the least objectionable, but even your RSF wishes to enhance its position here and throughout the Arm so that the Taran Republic is considered close to an equal of the Coalition or the Revenant theocracy."


  "Theocracy?"


  Petrov shrugged. "That is what they are. It has been less than a year since they annexed Samarra, and already there are tales of what has happened...."


  'Tales?" Van said, wondering how Petrov might respond.


  "What one would expect from a theocracy. Those who protest excessively either have no jobs or exceedingly low-paid jobs for long hours. Professionals who do not convert find themselves slowly isolated. But... as I was saying, too often those in our line of work are forced to use political terms of little meaning. In private, I prefer to be more accu¬rate."


  Van laughed. "How would you describe the Taran Repub¬lic ... accurately?" "Do you wish to know?"


  Van wasn't sure he wanted to. "It would be best if I did."


  "Ah ... an honest man. You do not particularly wish to know, but know you must. Very well... the Taran Republic is a system moving from controlled democratic anarchy to bureaucratic democracy, on its way to greater power and Byzantine complexity and ethical degeneration. There will be more unrest, and a possible military coup if the govern¬ment does not seem to respond to the events perceived to threaten the Republic."


  A coup? "Don't all governments risk ethical degeneration as the territory they control increases?"


  "They do indeed. That is one reason why Scandya never sought more systems. The other was that by the time we regained an adequate technological basis to expand, all the systems around us were already controlled by others with larger fleets. We like to claim ethical reasons for our compar¬ative weakness." Petrov laughed.


  Van smiled. Petrov's directness was both refreshing and disarming, as it was certainly intended to be. "Don't we all like to claim we're acting ethically?"


  Petrov did not answer that question, remaining silent for a moment before speaking again. "I understand you were com¬manding the Fergus, and that you ran into some... diffi¬culty ... after you came out of jump. Our EDI records suggest it might even have been some sort of conflict. With a much larger vessel. You have more skill than your RSF will admit."


  Van shrugged. "We noted some strange EMP activity. I'm sure you understand. You seem to have very competent per¬sonnel, and I imagine that they're usually quite accurate in their analyses of these sorts of things."


  Petrov nodded. "They are indeed, and, I'm most glad to know that you feel that way as well. The EDI patterns could not have matched an Argenti or a Revenant ship, and it would have been highly unlikely that it could have been a Coalition vessel."


  Van smiled. "You mean, if there had been a conflict, any Eco-Tech vessel of that size would have prevailed because it would have been worth twice its size in combat?"


  "Sometimes three times. Coalition corvettes have destroyed battle cruisers." Petrov sipped his tea. "How are you finding Valborg?"


  "I've seen very little, so far."


  "You should see the Cliff Spire—the real home of Scan¬dyan independence, you know, although you won't find it listed as such in the histories. And the purple surf at Eschen, and in the winter, the ice caves of Maloa."


  "I'll see what I can do after I dig my way clear of all the reports." Van took another sip of the cafe. "Do you have any other suggestions?"


  Petrov rested his forefinger against his temple for a moment "I will have to think about that. I like to suggest things that appeal to each individual, and I fear I do not know you well enough to make further suggestions." He leaned back and lifted a datacube, which he extended to Van. "This contains all the public releases the SDF has made since the death of your predecessor. There is a great amount of infor¬mation there, and I thought that you would find it helpful in this form. That way, when we meet again, we may be able to discuss any of those items about which you may have ques¬tions."


  Van took the cube, slipping it into his jacket pocket. "I appreciate your thoughtfulness."


  "Not at all. You need to know what we are doing, and I need to know how your government feels. That I cannot know unless you are well informed." Petrov pushed back his chair and stood. "Next time, we will have more to discuss, but it has been a pleasure." "For me as well."


  As Van rose, Petrov added. "You know that Commander Cruachan was not only a fine sailor, but he had once been an underwater operative? A most accomplished and amazing man, and I do miss him. It is a pleasure to see that you share some of his traits, and I do hope that we will have many more meetings where we can exchange information."


  "So do I, Commodore. So do I."


  Petrov remained standing and smiling as Van left the office.


  As Van let the wand guide him back toward the front of the headquarters building, he considered Petrov's parting words. Cruachan had once been an underwater operative? That meant subconscious-level nanite breathing capacity. The man couldn't have drowned—not accidentally. How would Petrov have known? What did Petrov have to gain, either by reveal¬ing the truth, if that were what he did, or lying?


  As he hurried toward the waiting groundcar, Van had the feeling that Petrov had told the truth. That in itself was chill¬ing. And why had he offered Van a datacube rather than shooting a straight transmission to Van at the embassy? Until he studied the contents of the cube, Van couldn't even guess at that.


  After reaching the embassy, on the way back to his office, he stopped at Emily Clifton's door, paused, then knocked. "Come in, Commander."


  "Thank you." Van closed the old-fashioned wooden door behind him, but did not sit down.


  Clifton had stood as he entered. "How can I help you?"


  "It's an odd question, but... Have you ever been to Cliff Spire?"


  Her expression turned quizzical. "No. Should I have been?"


  "I don't know. Several people have recommended that I go see it."


  "That's the historical site—the house of the last Argenti planetary governor, isn't it? I always wondered why the Scandyans made it a memorial."


  "Perhaps we should go out there on one of the enddays and see why?"


  "If that is an invitation, Commander, I will accept." Again, the smile smoothed out the severity of the third secretary's face.


  "If you're accepting, it's an invitation." They both laughed. "How are things going?" she asked. "More slowly and in a more complex fashion than I'd hoped, but about as I had expected."


  "You're a realist. I imagine you've had to be." "Yes. One learns." She nodded.


  Van cleared his throat. "That's all I had, but... thank you, and we'll work out the time for sevenday—if that's all right with you?"


  "Sevenday will be good."


  With a nod, Van ducked out of the third secretary's door.


  Back in his own office, Van realized what had bothered him. Commander Cruachan had been on leave for a week before the "accident," and Van could have sworn that some of the reports were dated during that period. He used his implant to set up another netsystem search.


  Search complete, announced the net after several moments.


  Before reviewing those search results, Van checked the netsystem for any background on Commander Cruachan. As Van had suspected, all personnel details on the commander had been removed after his death, and there was no way to get to them, except through the headquarters personnel sys¬tem at RSF HQ.


  Van went through the commander's reports. Four of the reports, although dated before Cruachan's death, indicated that they had been changed more than a week after his reported death date. One had been dated "officially" six days before the commander's death, and there was no way to access the more secure levels of the embassy from outside the embassy—not unless Cruachan had been more than a mere attache, and that raised even more questions.


  Van called up the first of the reports with the altered dates, reading through it carefully.


  ... Local news sources have reported increased high-tech info-trades between Scandya and the Coalition and between Scandya and the Argentis. The Scandyan Trade Ministry has declined to provide details, citing the information as privi¬leged ...


  The report went on to provide data on Scandyan micro-tronics production. Why would the commander have even bothered with a report dealing with standard microtronics? That area was Cordelia Gregory's.


  Van called up the second report with the anomalous date. It was about local shellfish production. He'd wondered about it when he had first skimmed through Cruachan's reports. With a smile, he tried another inquiry against the complete planetary database.


  Match found, the net announced.


  The match was a local business story in an economic report, and the text was identical to that of Cruachan's report


  Van leaned back in his chair. Someone had replaced the original reports. But who? What had been in those reports? Was there any way to discover who had done so, and from where?


  Van went back to work.


  Two hours later, he was little wiser, if hungrier, having worked through the lunch. There was no record of who had made the changes, not even a link to an individual, a console, nothing but the change date. While it would have been easy to disguise or falsify the date on a personal console, trying that on a unified system would have left more traces than leaving the date alone—unless the falsifier were extremely skilled and had a great deal of access and time on the system.


  That told Van that whoever had altered them had known the system better than most, but that whoever did hadn't had much time.


  Commander? came the Meg MacDonagh's inquiry on the netsystem. The ambassador would like to see you and Dr. Hannigan. Are you free at the moment?


  I'll be right there. Did he say what the meeting was about?


  No, ser, and you'd best make it five minutes.


  Van leaned back in his chair. What did the ambassador want?


  He waited four minutes, then walked to the ambassador's outer office. Meg MacDonagh smiled, but it was a profes¬sional smile. Van smiled back. Hannigan appeared, and they both walked into the ambassador's office.


  Rogh didn't say a word, but Van could sense the pulse from his implant. Then, after the privacy cone swirled into place around the three men, the ambassador looked at Van, then at Hannigan. "I've received a report from ministry head¬quarters that suggests something may take place during the Scandyan independence week celebration. The ministry doesn't offer any specific details, except to note that both the Revenant and Argenti fleets are in an increased state of readi¬ness, and that the Coalition has dispatched three heavy cruis¬ers to Mara—that's the closest Coalition system to Scandya."


  "The same thing happened last year," Hannigan said mildly. "Nothing occurred."


  Rogh looked at Van. "Have you come across anything that might shed light on this?"


  "I just met with Commodore Petrov at the SDF. I was still going over things when you called the meeting."


  "What did he have to say?"


  "He was very pleasant. He said he was dispatching all the material he would have given to Commander Cruachan. I haven't had a chance to go through it. He did suggest that the ship that attacked the Fergus could not have been Argenti, according to the Scandyan SDF." Van studied Hannigan as he spoke, but the first secretary didn't seem at all surprised.


  "Did you bring that up?" Rogh's voice sharpened ever so slightly.


  "No, ser. But he knew. He said, fairly clearly, that the Fer¬gus had apparently encountered a much larger vessel. I told him that we had encountered some excessive EMP activity, as I'd reported to orbit control when they asked, but that I hadn't been able to identify the source."


  Rogh nodded. "All you could say, I imagine."


  "I'd rather not lie outright at this point, not when they clearly know what happened." Van still wanted to know why the RSF had told the ambassador about the attack.


  "That's interesting," mused Rogh. "The vessel couldn't have been Coalition or Farhkan. So they believe it was prob¬ably Revenant, but they don't want to say that, even in confi¬dence. Of course, they could just be telling you that to see how we react."


  "That's very possible," Van admitted. "He didn't seem ter¬ribly fond of the Revenants. He mentioned that there was already repression in Samarra. I don't know why he did. Per¬haps to feel me out. It's the first time I've met with the com¬modore. He seems open, but some officers are very good at seeming that way."


  Rogh raised his eyebrows, then, as if thinking the better of it, nodded. "That is true. What else did he say?"


  "Very little beyond pleasantries. He said that Commander Cruachan had been a good officer and attache and that he'd been sorry to learn of his drowning."


  "No offense to you, Commander, but we all were." Rogh cleared his throat. "I'd like you to meet with all the other major attaches as soon as you can, and see what you can learn."


  "Yes, ser."


  Rogh turned to Hannigan. "Is there any way you and the second secretary can speed up that economic analysis of the changes in Scandyan defense capabilities?"


  "I don't see how, ser, but we're close to the end." Rogh shook his head. "That's all, then." The grayish mist of the privacy cone vanished, and Van and Hannigan stood.


  Chapter 13


  Early on eightday morning, wearing a casual gray singlesuit, one of the few nonuniform garments he had, Van stepped out of the embassy for a walk. All he had done, with the excep¬tion of his sight-seeing tour with Emily Clifton, had been to work, see people in his office or in theirs, and write or research.


  Once out into the low sunshine and the still-cool morning air, Van inhaled deeply, enjoying the mixed fragrances from the flower beds along the walks to the embassy—closed on the enddays, of course. Then, with a smile, he stretched and walked out to the wide stone path that flanked Knutt Boule¬vard. He turned south.


  The property next to the embassy was a modest-sized dwelling, surrounded by a low stone wall, less than a meter high, but on the top of the stone wall was an ornate iron-grill fence that rose another three meters. Still, through the grill-work Van could appreciate the manicured lawn and the for¬mal gardens on the north side of the house—which resembled an oversize stone cottage, except for the black-green slate roof. He saw no one outside.


  Only a handful of groundcars glided down Knutt Boule¬vard, most of them on the far side of the parklike median, headed northward.


  A couple jogged toward him. Both were fair-skinned and blond. Van nodded politely, but neither looked at him as they passed. Then, from behind him, he heard a bell.


  "On your left."


  With that, another couple rode past on bicycles, the first Van had seen in years. They were older, but both man and woman were also blond. Ahead, perhaps a hundred meters, Van saw three figures—man, woman, and child. They were walking in the same direction as he was, but more slowly.


  Across the boulevard rose another imposing mansion, one with two long wings, a grape arbor, a stone gazebo overlook¬ing a pond on which swam a pair of swans—a setting that might have belonged to one of the ascendancy on Old Earth. Van thought he saw a group being served a meal within the gazebo. While his parents would have appreciated the grounds and the setting, they certainly wouldn't have approved of the massive concentration of wealth required to obtain and maintain the estate, but then his home world of Sulyn had always been less traditional and less enamored of concentrations of either wealth or power.


  His eyes drifted back to the central parkway—or median—dividing Knutt Boulevard. The squared-off box-wood hedges formed a waist-high border, and, roughly every ten meters, the hedge had been allowed to grow higher, then trimmed into some form of topiary. The one closest to Van was that of a peacock with a fanned tail. The next one appeared to be an eagle with outstretched wings.


  As he neared the three walking toward him, he nodded. "Good morning."


  There was no reply from the man, perhaps five years younger than Van, slightly taller, and with sandy blond hair, just the curtest of nods. The woman did not bother to nod at all. After they had passed Van, they spoke in low voices.


  "... looks like he belongs in the southwest..."


  "... too well dressed ... diplomat... Argenti, Hyndji... maybe ... lots of embassies here ..."


  The voices faded behind Van as he increased his speed. Belongs in the southwest? Was that where those who weren't fair-skinned lived?


  He picked up the speed of his walk. He did need more exercise.


  Chapter 14


  Van read the fiveday news summary carefully, trying to ensure that he understood not just what he read, but the implications behind the words before him. The lead item was clear enough.


  Fifteen individuals were detained briefly after fourday's demon¬stration in Government Square, but were released later...


  The Assembly must understand that technology transfer, no matter how noble the purpose, is a Trojan horse that can only lead to the subjugation of Scandya and all we hold dear," said Temra Piersen, speaking for the Activist Committee of the Liberal Commons.


  "The Liberal Commons continue to behave like the extinct ostriches of Old Earth, unable to lift their heads out of the sand to see what exists in the Galaxy today," countered Alexi Bunaev...


  In a brief speech to the Assembly, Premier Gustofsen urged "a meeting not only of minds, but of the emotions and passions behind those minds, passions that have served Scandya well in its quarter millennium of freedom ..." Gustofsen later met in a closed meeting with both party leaders ...


  Although not so obvious, the third item on the projected holo screen stood out for Van.


  Bishop Dane of the Community of the Revealed—more famil¬iarly known as the Revenant ambassador to Scandya—offered the blessing for the public ceremony opening the new Taber¬nacle, a replica of the main Tabernacle in Wystuh on Orum ...


  The holo screen displayed a gleaming white octagonal structure, with another building in the background—one with eight glistening white stone towers soaring into a grayish blue sky under a brilliant sun. A caption appeared at the bot¬tom—'Tabernacle and Temple—Wystuh, Oram." Then the image switched to a single structure, a smaller replica of the main Revenant Tabernacle.


  Although the Gotland Tabernacle was constructed adjacent to the Revenant embassy, "our services and our way are open to all," according to the ambassador. He went on to say that the Tabernacle represented the vision of the prophet, and that all good people needed to look beyond the morality of conve¬nience to live by the commandments of God and not the con¬venience of man ...


  Van wondered about how open the Samarrans felt the Revenant way might be.


  Construction on the Tabernacle began last year, after Premier Gustofsen signed the bilateral technical trade agreement with the Revenant systems. Gustofsen had undertaken a long cam¬paign to win over both the isolationist partisans within his own Conservative Democratic party, as well as the leftist greens of the Liberal Commons ... Negotiations after the agreement led to the establishment of Trans-Scandyan Microtronics. The terms of the agreement were virtually identical to those of the earlier agreement with the Argenti Commonocracy that estab¬lished SNI [Scandyan Nanitic Industries], which turned its first significant profit last year...


  An ironic smile crossed Van's lips. Both the Revs and the Argentis were doing missionary work. The Revenants were more obvious, but most people, he'd discovered, found solid creds a better basis for faith than promises in the hereafter. Then ... were those just the people he knew?


  He frowned, recalling that his background briefing materi¬als had mentioned riots and great unrest before Gustofsen had become premier. The article seemed to imply that those divisions still existed, and that Gustofsen remained adept at bridging them.


  He switched to the in-net briefings sent to* him from RSF HQ in New Oisin.


  RSF commissions RSFS Mangan ... third in the new Addams class ...


  After repeated RSF requests, Keltyr authorities remove "sci¬entific" expedition from nebula watch post near Corotake ...


  RSF officers return from exchange duties with Revealed Com¬munity units ... operational duties mutually beneficial.. .


  Third fleet discovers abandoned installation near Sulyn ...


  The last item had personal interest for Van, and he focused on it.


  ... the installation, concealed within a nickel-iron asteroid with an extremely eccentric orbit, had been recently abandoned ... contained ion traces consistent with military propulsion systems and weapons ... RSF experts are investigating ...


  Van frowned. Every asteroid capable of holding an instal¬lation of the size reported in the dispatch had long since been tracked, since Sulyn's iron deposits were generally deep and hard to mine. At least, he thought such asteroids had been well tracked.


  He shut down the holo display and stood. He'd have to hurry not to be late for his meeting with the Argenti attache. Fortunately, the Argenti embassy was only three klicks far¬ther northward on Knutt Boulevard and half a klick to the west. Had it been less than two klicks, Van would have con¬sidered walking it, but he had a tendency to walk quickly and sweat heavily, and arriving soaked wouldn't have helped his personal presentation.


  Again, Stefan was the one who drove him.


  As the groundcar hummed northward, on near-empty streets, Van reviewed what he knew. Cruachan had left sev¬eral reports on Colonel Marti, and those reports suggested a cool and calculating senior Argenti officer—one who revealed little, yet subtly pressed for every advantage and bit of information that he could extract.


  Van had gone over all the material in the datacube from Commodore Petrov, and had been more than a little surprised to find that it had included the annual budget requests from the SDF to the Scandyan parliament, along with a narrative summary of the status of all the Scandyan armed forces, including the space forces, and the general budgetary and procurement plans for the next five years—all very modest.


  Those figures Van had turned over to Cordelia Gregory, with a request for her to analyze them to see how accurate and possible they were.


  "Ser, we're almost there," Stefan announced.


  Van looked up. The footprint of the Argenti embassy com¬plex was scarcely larger than that of the Taran embassy, but the building was three stories in height—a silvery metallic structure, rising on the north side of a courtyard that enclosed a garden of some sort. The building was taller and more angular than those they had passed so far.


  Stefan guided the groundcar toward a gated entryway. The guard in the black-trimmed silvers of the Argenti forces rec¬ognized the Taran codes and waved Stefan onward as the gate swung open. Van still had to present his datacard at the main entry. He was not issued wand or guard, but merely told that Colonel Marti's office was on the second level in the north wing.


  The embassy was not unguarded. As he walked the corri¬dors that held but a mere handful of people, every ten meters, or less, Van could sense another pulse of energy from the security systems, and, with the aid of his implant, identified at least a dozen concealed autoweapons emplacements set high in the blue marble walls of the main corridors. While the


  Taran embassy also had such emplacements, they were far fewer and contained far less power.


  Van found the office without difficulty. Colonel Jose Marie Marti—that was the holo banner outside the archway.


  Inside, a young woman smiled warmly. "Commander Albert? Colonel Marti is expecting you. The open door." Her Anglo was but slightly accented, and her friendliness obvious.


  "Thank you," Van replied in Hispyn.


  Marti was brown-eyed, black-haired, olive-skinned, and a centimeter or two taller than Van. He was standing. Both his eyes and smile were warm as he half bowed. "Commander Albert, a pleasure to meet you." The colonel's Hispyn was eloquent and flowing—and also very clear.


  "The pleasure is truly mine," Van replied, in Hispyn, "and I appreciate your kindness in seeing me with so little notice."


  "You speak Hispyn with almost no accent, Commander, and that is most rare for a fighting officer." Marti smiled. "They all say that you are an accomplished battle com¬mander."


  "I am better described as competent and fortunate, and can only hope that the Lady Fortune continues to smile upon me."


  Marti smiled broadly. "You know Cameras?"


  "You have unmasked me. His words are better than mine," Van confessed.


  The Argenti officer laughed. "You are indeed unlike your predecessor. He was a man of few words, and those were brief."


  "He may have been wiser than I," Van suggested. "We Tarans have the weakness of loving words more than silence."


  "Learning is sharing, and one cannot learn if one offers nothing to share, and words are the manner in which one must share knowledge." Marti stepped toward the doorway that opened onto a small terrace, more of a miniature garden. "I had thought we might enjoy the morning. In another few weeks, it will be too hot."


  Van followed the colonel. The two settled into the chairs on each side of a white-enameled wrought-iron table in the shade of the wall. Even before they had fully seated them¬selves, the aide who had greeted Van appeared with a tray, on which were two steaming cups of cafe.


  "Commodore Petrov had mentioned that you were a cafe" drinker, like me, and so I took the liberty ..." Marti offered, raising his own cup.


  "Thank you." Van sipped. The cafe was good, with a slightly nutty taste. "This is good. Is it Argenti? It tastes close to what I have had ..."


  "Alas ... no." Marti tilted his head slightly. "I should say it is not directly Argenti. It comes from a plantation begun by Baron Byrnedot. He was a most amazing man. He was actu¬ally Scandyan, but he became a member of the Argenti diplo¬matic corps. That was common then. Before his assassination he had established the cafe plantation near the old governor's residence. It is still there, and after matters settled down, we purchased the land back. The Scandyans were happy to receive cold credits for what they saw as close to worthless hillside land."


  "It must have been sometime later."


  "A mere hundred years."


  Van laughed at the dry tone.


  "The baron had also established an agreement with the Farhkans to trade observational details for certain technolo¬gies to be established on Gotland. After his assassination, the rebels repudiated the agreement." Marti smiled ironically and took a sip of cafe.


  "He had set up an agreement with the Farhkans?" Van took another sip of cafe.


  "I can assure you that it is accurate. The baron was not killed by Argenti agents, either. That would not have been in our interests."


  "The Scandyans claim he suggested the rebellion. That was in your interests?"


  "What is claimed and what occurred may not always be the same," Marti said. "You may be aware of this from your own experience." The hint of a twinkle appeared in his dark eyes.


  "It has come to my attention that this happens," Van admit¬ted. "So ... why did you not attempt an agreement with the Farhkans directly after that?"


  "The Farhkans were not interested. That is what the diplo¬matic archives say. We also know that the Farhkans have rebuffed all attempts since then. So far as we can determine, they have agreements only with the Coalition. Although those have become most limited in recent years, they have been a matter of long-standing concern." Marti shrugged. "Were those agreements with the Revenants, the concerns would have been far greater, you understand."


  "That I do." The very thought of the Revenants with any advanced alien technology left Van feeling very cold. "Who were the rebels, then? You're suggesting that neither the Argenti government nor thoughtful Scandyans wanted a revolt."


  "You wonder why I bring up history to an officer who has just become a military liaison?"


  "I think I understand," Van replied, "but it might be better to hear it in your words."


  "And wiser, no doubt. Very well... Three hundred years ago, the Taran Republic was struggling to survive. The Keltyr had scarcely colonized four systems. The Coalition and the Revenants were locked in a fight to the death. In part, because we were aware that the raciogenetic background of the Scandyan colonists was somewhat different—"


  "Is that a polite way of saying that they had lighter skins?" Van asked with a laugh.


  "That, and a different cultural outlook," Marti admitted. "We made concession after concession here in Gotland. We even wrote off the planoforming costs of Malmot. Taxes were lower here than in the central Argenti systems." Marti looked blandly at the Taran commander.


  "It would certainly seem that the Scandyans had no real reason for a revolt, and the Argentis were clearly trying to avoid provoking one," Van concluded.


  "Exactly my thoughts. They have been the thoughts of many over the years. Yet there was a revolt, and it was in someone's interests, and those perhaps only looked like they were Scandyan."


  Van knew all too well what culture looked like the Scan¬dyans—the Revenants.


  "Ah ... but we should not dwell in too much detail upon the past," Marti said, his point made. "How are you finding Valborg?"


  "Cooler than home. Sulyn. It's one of the warmer Taran planets."


  "You prefer the warm?"


  "I prefer reasonable cool, whenever possible."


  "Gotland will be to your liking in the winter, but you will care little for the months ahead."


  "So I have heard. How long have you been stationed here?"


  "Three years. I arrived several months after Commander Cruachan. Did you know him?"


  "I'd never met him. Had you run across him before?"


  "No. We met for the first time here on Gotland. He was a most polite and courteous officer. Reserved, but most correct. We had little in common except our profession and our assignments. He liked to sail, and I have always preferred the heights. He was little interested in women—he said he had never married—and I brought my wife here at my own expense."


  Van was impressed. That alone must have cost the colonel tens of thousands of credits. "That could not have been inex¬pensive."


  "It was not, but life ... it is fragile, and how could one not appreciate it to the fullest when one realizes that? One cannot hoard life. It still slips through the fingers."


  "It does." Van smiled. "But hoarding is an old Taran habit, and one that dies hard."


  "Even for one ... such as you?"


  "You mean... black Tarans? Our skins may be a bit darker or more bronzed, but we can be as bad as the others that way." Van finished the last of his cafe and set the cup down.


  "I think not. A man who borrows the words of Cameras cannot hoard all of his life."


  From there, the conversation slipped into generalities, and various promises to keep each other informed, and, precisely fifty minutes after he arrived, Van stepped back out of the colonel's office and made his way back to the waiting groundcar.


  He settled into the rear seat, still thinking over what the colonel had implied. The Scandyan revolt actually created by Revenant agents? It made sense, in an obverse way, since it weakened the Argenti presence on the edge of Revenant ter¬ritory, but, if that were so, why was there no mention of the possibility in the histories and political analyses?


  "Ser... something up ahead," Stefan said.


  Van looked up. An electrolorry was angled across the road, blocking the right-hand side, not that it probably would tie up too much traffic, since, as usual, there wasn't much. From what he read and watched, the only traffic was in the center of Valborg and in the southwest.


  As Stefan slowed to a stop a good five meters back, abruptly the side gate of the lorry—the one turned toward the embassy groundcar—gave way, and lengths of pipe rolled down and crashed onto the street. Some continued rolling toward the embassy vehicle, but Stefan could not move back, not with the large gray groundcar that had stopped less than a meter behind them, the only other groundcar in sight.


  Van had a very chill feeling. Even before the last pipe rolled against the rough pile that built up against the front of the groundcar, he was out and moving, his implant and sys¬tem tuned up to combat-ready.


  The first man—blocky and young—had a vibroknife. Van slammed that aside and twisted the heel of his boot through the would-be attacker's knee. The crunch was sickening. Van twisted the man's wrist and upper arm, with another snap, and the vibroknife dropped to the stone walk.


  Van dropped flat, even before the wicked thwip! of a slash-


  disc flew through the space where he had been standing. His implant located the second man—no more than four meters to his left.


  Van grasped one of the shorter lengths of pipe, then launched himself. The shorter pipe thudded into the bearded man's chest, and the hand holding the disc-gun flew back. Before the second attacker could bring it back forward, Van followed the pipe with a flurry of well-placed elbows and knees. The second man collapsed.


  Van turned, and a line of fire slashed at his left shoulder. He moved toward the pain, quickly, and smashed his good arm and elbow into the third man's throat, following with a knee. The man dropped his disc-gun and sagged to the ground, trying to gasp for air. Van might have crushed his lar¬ynx enough for him to suffocate, although he didn't think so. He really didn't care.


  Van surveyed the area, but could see no one else nearby. The gray groundcar behind the embassy vehicle was empty, presumably having been driven by one of the attackers, and several other groundcars were approaching from the west.


  "Ser?" Stefan said, holding a dressing. "You are bleeding."


  Van had noted the pain, but not the bleeding, and he looked almost stupidly at the slash in his left arm. "Yes ... you'd better use that, and then notify the local authorities."


  "I already called the constabulary, ser. They are on the way." Stefan ripped open the jacket sleeve more and applied the pressure dressing to the slash in Van's left arm.


  "Good."


  "The newsies have been saying that violence is up here in Valborg, but I've never seen anything like this." Stefan tight¬ened the dressing. "That should do for now."


  "I haven't either," Van admitted. He looked over the three fallen men. The one whose knee and arm he had broken was trying to crawl away. Van stepped toward the struggling man. "If you move another centimeter, I'll snap your other leg."


  "Frig you ..." The man fumbled toward his jacket with his good arm.


  Van slammed a snap kick into the other's chin. A small stunner clanked onto the pavement, and the attacker col¬lapsed forward. Van swept the stunner away with his foot. "If you wouldn't mind picking that up, Stefan ... with a cloth or something."


  "Ah ... yes, sir."


  The second man groaned, trying to stagger to his feet. Thrummm ... Stefan had triggered the stunner. Van glanced at the driver. "It seemed wiser, ser."


  Van held in a laugh. It had been wiser. In his present state of mind, Van might have done far worse, and Stefan had sensed that.


  The groundcars that had been nearing stopped. One turned around. The other waited. Then, from overhead, came the sound of a flitter roaring down. The down wash from the ducted airflow whipped Van's uniform around him, but only for a moment, as the shimmering white craft settled into the open space in front of the angled electrolorry.


  Two constables rushed out. One watched the three fallen attackers. The other hurried over to Van and Stefan.


  "What happened, ser?" asked the fresh-faced constable.


  "I don't know. The lorry stopped, and then pipes flew off it. I got out to see what was happening, and one of them lunged at me with a vibroknife. I kicked at him, and I guess I was lucky. He fell down. The second fellow ... the last pipe rolled down and smashed into him. The third one... his disc-gun slashed me in the arm, and we struggled." Van shrugged, and wished he hadn't, as an arrow of fire slashed up his left arm. He winced.


  "Lot of blood there, ser."


  "It took a moment for me to find the dressing, Officer," Stefan volunteered. "I've contacted the embassy, and they have a doctor waiting."


  "The embassy?"


  Van extended his datacard. "I'm Commander Albert, mili¬tary attache to the Taran embassy. I'd had a meeting with my counterpart at the Argenti embassy, and we were headed back when this happened."


  Despite his earlier concern about Van's injury, the young constable was most thorough in his questions, asking and reasking about the same details.


  "... you say a pipe hit him. How hard might that have been?"


  "... and you just kicked him?"


  "... about that stunner once more. You say that the one with the shattered knee had that?"


  Van kept his answers short and the same, and after what seemed a good hour, the two constables finally let Stefan and Van leave the scene—long after the three attackers had been carted away by a groundwagon.


  As Stefan drove back toward the Republic embassy, Van thought over the attack.


  Why would anyone attack him? Since he'd arrived on Got¬land, he'd done almost nothing, except meet a few people and write reports and analyses for the ambassador. He'd probed into nothing except Commander Cruachan's reports. Could the attack have been mistaken identity?


  It clearly hadn't been for theft. The three had wanted him, and no one else.


  He'd have to think more, because at the moment he couldn't think of a single reason why anyone on Gotland would want him dead—or captured.


  Then, too, the meeting with Colonel Marti had bothered him, not because it hadn't gone well, but because it had. From what Van could tell, Colonel Marti didn't at all fit the profile conveyed by Cruachan's reports, except in physical terms. Was that because Cruachan had not been that fluent in Hispyn? Or because Cruachan had seen more than Van had?


  Van honestly couldn't tell. He just hoped that it wouldn't be too long before he could. And before he had some idea about why he'd been attacked.


  Stefan's report to the embassy must have been circulated, because a number of people were waiting in the hallway on the upper level as Van came up the ramp after the doctor— whom he didn't know—checked the wound, sprayed it with nanites, and re-dressed it. Van carried the bloody outer jacket over his right arm.


  Cordelia Gregory's mouth opened as she saw Van and the dark bloodstains across his lower sleeve. "Stefan said... what did they do ... to you?"


  "Three young fellows tried to rob us. They didn't much care if I survived the attempt." Van offered a twisted smile. "But they got a little too close."


  "You didn't hurt them, did you?" asked the second secre¬tary. Her eyes narrowed.


  "Not too much. The local authorities have them in cus¬tody." Van wasn't about to explain.


  Sean Bulben said nothing. Nor did either of the aides Van didn't know.


  Van made his way to his office. He could have gone to his quarters, but all he would have done there was pace. He laid the uniform jacket on the corner of the table desk, thinking that he'd need a replacement, and settled into the chair behind the desk. Trying to ignore the muted throbbing in his arm, he considered about how to get the information he needed from the netsystem.


  There was a knock on Van's door. He could sense a femi¬nine presence. "Yes?"


  "Commander... I heard ..."


  "You can come in, Emily."


  Clifton eased into the inner office. Her eyes went to the bloody jacket on the corner of the desk, then to the dressing on Van's arm. "Are you all right?" She shook her head. "That's a stupid question. How badly are you hurt?"


  "It's a glancing gash from a disc-gun—deep enough and long enough for a lot of blood. Almost no muscle damage."


  "Stefan said you took on three toughs and disabled them all." She paused. "He said you almost killed two with your bare hands."


  Van almost shrugged, but didn't, offering a sheepish expression. "I have a temper. I get angry when people I don't know try to ambush me."


  "What if that's the point?" Emily asked wryly.


  'To get me angry enough to commit murder?" Van took a deep breath. "I hadn't thought of that. It's possible ... but I don't have any idea who would want to."


  "Maybe it's not you. Did you ever think of that?"


  "I'd thought about mistaken identity, but you think that it's more to discredit the embassy."


  'Tarans have a reputation for being hotheaded. Things are tense in this part of the Arm right now. What if the Revs or the Kelts wanted to discredit us?"


  'The Kelts are as hotheaded—"


  "Even better," she suggested.


  Van nodded. "It's possible." And it was a better explana¬tion than he had. That was certain. He smiled. "What time tomorrow?"


  "Do you still want to go ... tomorrow?"


  "I don't see why not. Walking around and looking at an old governor's palace isn't going to do much harm. The wound is more bloody and painful than really damaging. A long fairly shallow cut. It'll bother me more if all I do is sit around and think about it."


  "You're certain?"


  "Absolutely. The place doesn't open until ten hundred. What if we leave the embassy at nine-thirty? Or is that too early?"


  "Hardly. I'm a morning person."


  'Then I'll see you then." Van offered a smile. He was actu¬ally looking forward to seeing Cliff Spire. "I'll be ready."


  After Emily had left, Van eased back in his chair. She'd had a good point about his not being a target personally ... and perhaps she was right. Yet... if she were, and he'd just happened to be in the wrong position at the wrong time, what was really going on in the Arm that had created ten¬sions that high? They'd been high for a century. What was different now?


  Chapter 15


  Van did not sleep well, even with the pain-suppressants in the wound dressing. Nightmares about the Regneri combined with the attack by the unknown cruiser and assault by the three men, until his dreams were a pastiche of violence, underscored with puzzlement. At six hundred he finally got up, showered, and dressed in a casual dark green jumpsuit, since he certainly wasn't going anywhere on embassy busi¬ness. He fixed himself cafe in his own quarters, along with a simple omelet—simple because he'd neglected to stock his larder with more than a few basics.


  Then he settled into the one comfortable armchair in his compact sitting room, and tried to sort out what he knew. There were blatant hints that Cruachan's death had been mur¬der, and Commodore Petrov had nearly stated as much. Someone had used the embassy system to alter some of Cru¬achan's reports after his death. Van would have bet on the RSF security experts investigating Cruachan's death. Whether they had altered those reports for security reasons or for more sinister ones was something that Van couldn't have proved one way or another.


  Then, there was Cruachan himself. Everyone had thought him honorable and intelligent. He had worked well with Petrov, but he had not liked Colonel Marti. Yet Marti had been complimentary about the commander. Marti had also provided more insight in some areas than had all the RSF and Republic briefing documents. Add to that an unstable Scan-dyan political situation, so unstable that there were regular protests in front of the Parliament building. Finally, most important personally, someone seemed to have taken a dis¬like to Van.


  Since his thoughts weren't providing much in the way of insight, Van used his implant to route his inquiry to the local constabulary, calling up a holo image before him. "Constable Ebbers."


  "Constable, this is Commander Albert from the Taran embassy. Yesterday, you may recall, I was attacked by three men..."


  "Yes, ser."


  "Constable, have you found out anything from those young fellows who attacked me?"


  The Scandyan officer's face blanked for a moment. "I regret... No ... we have not."


  "Are they still in custody?"


  "Just a moment, ser."


  Van found himself looking at a blank projection screen for several minutes, until the image of an older officer appeared. "Commander Albert?"


  "Yes? I was just asking if you had found out anything—"


  "We did find out one thing, ser."


  "Yes?" Van didn't like the officer's tone, as if the man were probing. "Could you tell me what that might be—if it's pos¬sible?"


  "We aren't likely to get much information from them." "Why not?"


  "All three died last night."


  "What?" Van certainly hadn't expected that. "In custody? They weren't that badly hurt."


  "No, ser. You aren't leaving Gotland anytime soon, are you?"


  "I just was posted here."


  "We'll be sending someone out to see you, probably on oneday. That's all I can say, ser." "That's all?"


  "Yes, ser. We'll be in touch."


  Van was looking at a blank screen once more. He col¬lapsed it, looking out the window, but scarcely seeing the puffy white clouds over the hills to the northwest. Finally, he triggered his implant. Even through the embassy netsystem, even though he'd reserved the embassy groundcar the day before, it took almost half an hour to go through the forms required to check out the car for the day. He walked down to the vehicle area, and it took another quarter hour to locate the white groundcar and get the duty supervisor to release it.


  Emily Clifton was waiting by the main entrance, even though he was ten minutes early. She wore a turquoise green blouse and matching trousers, with a small black belt pack on her left side. Her short blonde hair was swept back above her ears.


  "You really want to get away from the embassy, don't you?" he asked, as she slid into the passenger side of the front seat.


  "Just be careful, Commander... or I'll sit in the back and make you into a hired driver." "Bad morning?"


  "Bad evening. I spent three hours with Madame Rogh going over the protocol and arrangements for her indepen¬dence week luncheon."


  "I've never met the lady, but the subject sounds hard on everyone." Van eased the groundcar out through the embassy gate, past the duty Marine, and onto Knutt Boulevard.


  "It is. It was so much easier when Mary Gonne was ambas¬sador. Her partner was much more easygoing. Of course, the fact that her partner was female made the Revenants extraor¬dinarily uncomfortable." Emily's laugh was almost a giggle of joy.


  "I can imagine," Van said dryly.


  "You don't approve?"


  Van laughed. "I had two fathers."


  "You?" After a moment, she added, "You're serious, aren't you?"


  "Mostly. My mother lived next door with her partner. But she was killed in a climbing accident after I joined the RSF. Her partner moved, didn't want to stay in the house."


  "I never would have guessed..." Emily shook her head. "And you?" She added quickly. "I'm sorry. That's terribly rude. You certainly don't—"


  Van brushed off her demurral. "That's all right. Although my fathers hoped, they never pressed, and, no, I don't take after them that way. I only hope I do in others, though."


  Emily didn't say anything, but nodded encouragingly.


  "Dad Cicero is one of the most honest men I know. He's also an exceedingly good advocate. Dad Almaviva is a singer... he can sing anything, and he's the head of the opera company associated with Sulyn University."


  "They must be something."


  "Why do you say that?" Van asked.


  "They let you do what you wanted, not what they wanted."


  "They did. There were a few cautions and hard questions. They pointed out that most of the Republic was far more conventional than Sulyn, and not terribly supportive of offi¬cers from a heritage of single-sex partners and darker skins, but, in the end, they let me chart my own course. Both of them still send me cubes, especially when they're worried about me."


  "I can't say I hear from my family that much, not any¬more."


  "Oh?" Van didn't know what else to say.


  "I left home early. Was an RSF tech for one tour. Liked the ships, but not... that doesn't matter. Got out and made my way through the university. My mother was killed in a flitter crash ten years ago, and my father had left years before. The only thing he left me, my mother said, was my middle name. Sometimes I hear from my brothers, but not often."


  "That could be hard. I know I still have my family." Van paused. "Your middle name?"


  "Senta, from some ancient opera. He said that there weren't enough good women in the Galaxy, but he never explained it. I finally looked it up, almost decided to have it changed, but then what would I have?"


  Van nodded sympathetically.


  "You know?"


  "Yes. Der Fliegende Hollander. Dad Almaviva sang the captain's role." Van wanted to say something about how her middle name fit, because she did seem the good and faithful type, never fully understood ... but he scarcely knew her.


  After a silence, Emily asked, cheerfully, "I should have asked earlier, but... do you know where we're going?"


  "I did check the maps and directions. We're taking Knutt Boulevard north to the west guideway, and follow that to the Ridgeline Road exit. Then we go north for two klicks until we see the signs."


  The sign was so small Van almost missed it—just a golden oak oblong affixed to a wooden post with darker letters read¬ing CLIFF SPIRE carved into the wood. An arrow pointed down the lane barely wide enough for two groundcars to pass. The paving was ancient synthstone, flanked by a pfitzer hedge higher than the roof of the groundcar.


  Slightly more than a half klick northward, the lane turned east, and then, twenty yards later, the hedge and lane both ended. On the right was a carpark, with space for a good thirty vehicles. There were but three there.


  "It's not exactly thronged," observed Emily.


  "No." Van eased the embassy vehicle into one of the empty spaces, then got out and stretched. The hillside air was cooler, fresher, and the breeze was welcome.


  To the north stood the former governor's mansion, a single-story structure of a dark green stone that seemed to blend into the walled terraces—also constructed of the same green stone—that rose up the hillside to meet it.


  "Look," Emily said.


  Van turned. He hadn't really been looking, but Cliff Spire had not been a fanciful name. The grounds to the east, over¬looking the northern part of Valborg and the bay and ocean beyond, were literally peninsula-like—a good fifteen hectares of low gardens and flowers. The ground was flat, as if it had been cut out of the hillside. The gardens were in flower, and each section seemed to carry out a different color scheme. For a time, Van just stood at the beginning of the gray flagstone path that wound along the gardens on the southern side of the estate.


  Emily stepped up beside him. "If this is what he cre¬ated ..."


  "It's a spectacular view and setting."


  They walked slowly along the path, stopping at the first flower bed. The borders were sculpted in scalloped curves, the curves outlined by a pale green permanite edging. Just inside the edging was a border of a low ground cover with pale blue flowers, each not much bigger than the tip of a sty¬lus, but there were thousands, tiny blue starbursts against the dark bluish green leaves. Behind the ground cover were bushes roughly thirty centimeters high. Each bush had been grown and trimmed into the shape of a seven-pointed star.


  Van counted several to make sure. All had seven points. He wasn't sure he'd ever seen a seven-pointed star before. He looked to Emily. "Have you ever seen a seven-pointed star before?"


  "Seven-pointed star?"


  "The bushes." He pointed, then watched as she counted.


  "You're right Seven points. I haven't seen that before."


  Van took another deep breath, taking in the perfume of the flowers, a mixture of scents that seemed to change with the light, swirling breeze. One moment, the odor was predomi¬nantly cinnamon mint, the next a lavender rose, and then a pungent marigold-like musk.


  "Was that obvious to you?" she asked, as they walked through the cool midmorning hill breeze to the second flower bed along the flagstone path.


  "The star pattern? It stood out."


  Emily nodded.


  They stopped before the second assemblage of plants and flowers—clearly based on pinks, but the shapes, to Van, at least, were ovals that looked most like spiral galaxies. He did not say so, and they moved to the next flower bed.


  It took more than two hours, even for a cursory look at the flower beds, the turf maze, and the topiary arrangements in the gardens, before they climbed the wide green stone stair¬case that ran up the center of the terraces and reached the covered veranda—and a guide who stood there.


  "The governor often sat here after his evening meal," offered the young man, who wore a uniform with which Van was unfamiliar. "He built Cliff Spire with his own funds.


  That was why he could place it so far from the colonial assembly building. He'd planned to retire here, after his diplomatic service."


  "Did he have any family?" asked Emily.


  "He had both a daughter and a son. After his death, the daughter emigrated to Perdya—"


  "She went Eco-Tech?"


  "That's right. His son was already in the Argenti space forces, and he never returned to Gotland. His wife lived here another thirty years, then gifted Cliff Spire to the Spire Foun¬dation and left Gotland."


  "How sad," murmured Emily.


  Van agreed, but didn't say so.


  "You can get the best idea of what Cliff Spire is like if you go to the left after you enter," the young guide continued, "and move from the front sitting room to the formal dining area, and then along the front rooms. Just make a long oval, and you'll end up in the study on the right side of the foyer."


  "Thank you."


  The front sitting room appeared strangely modern, with a long couch, flanked by two dark wood end tables, facing the east windows. The only object obviously from the past was in the northeast comer of the sitting room—a concert-sized acoustical piano, cordoned off with green velvet ropes.


  From the sitting room they entered the formal dining room, twenty-five meters long and ten in width, with a pol-ished cherrywood table that stretched fifteen meters. Van counted fifteen matching chairs on each side, and two at the end, but another eight were set around the room, flanking the china cabinets and the two sideboards. The table was set as if for a formal dinner.


  "Madame Rogh would love this," said Emily quietly.


  "I'm sure."


  From there they followed the hallway to the pantries, the kitchen, and the staff wing. It took another hour before they reached the last room of their tour—the study opposite the foyer where they had entered. A table desk faced the wide windows. The entire wall behind the desk was composed of built-in wooden bookcases, and every shelf was filled with the antique books. A book lay open on the desk.


  "I don't think I've ever seen so many books in one place, not even in the museum in New Oisin," murmured Emily.


  "It is a museum, and it looks as though they've re-created the way it was just before Byrnedot was killed."


  "That's right. It's just as he left it when he went down to speak to the assembly," offered the guide from the doorway into the foyer. "His wife closed the room and never disturbed a thing." He turned away to greet another group that had entered the mansion from the front veranda. "You can get the best idea of what Cliff Spire is like if ..."


  Van walked over behind the desk, leaning forward over the velvet ropes, and straining to see the last entries in what had to be a diary or journal.


  ... 15 Sextus ... there is nothing to be done, but to try once more to persuade them to look to the future, and not to the past. We must all live in the same Galaxy, no matter what our background and what our appearance. In the end, none will rule over those who do not wish it so. I have tried to make Got¬land a world where there is less oppression and more justice than anywhere in the Argenti sphere ... and my success may be my undoing. We shall see.


  The writing ended.


  Van straightened, nodding to himself. He could see how what Byrnedot had written could have been interpreted to favor the cause of Scandyan secession, but, based on what Colonel Marti had said, the alternative made even more sense. Once more he was reminded how people saw what they wished to see.


  Was he seeing what he wished to see? He didn't think so, because he really didn't have a bias about the past history of Gotland. His bias was just trying to make sense out of it all, but then, maybe that was an even greater prejudice than ide¬ology.


  "What are you thinking?" Emily's voice was quiet.


  "About history. About how even the best and most able have difficulty in combating shortsightedness and greed... and how it never changes."


  "That's ... depressing."


  "I'm sorry. I'll have to make it up to you somehow."


  "That's a proposition. Is it decent or indecent?"


  "It has to be decent," Van replied, as they stepped back into the entry foyer, momentarily empty. "We don't know each other well enough for it to be otherwise."


  That brought a smile to Emily's eyes and mouth.


  They began to walk down the green stone staircase toward the lower level path that would take them back to the carpark.


  "What now, Commander?"


  "A good meal. Do you have any suggestions?"


  "One or two." A twinkle flashed in her gray eyes.


  Van laughed. "I'll drive. You navigate."


  "I'll accept that bargain."


  For the first time in days, Van was enjoying himself.


  Chapter 16


  On oneday, after a thankfully quiet eightday, not much past midmorning, Van found himself with two Scandyan consta¬bles in his embassy office—Constable Lieutenant Rolfes and Constable Sergeant Bentssen. Technically, Van could have refused to have met with them, especially since he'd been the assaulted party, and diplomatic precedent was more than clear on the right of a diplomat to self-defense, a precedent hammered out over millennia of bad examples.


  After almost an hour of questions from the lieutenant, Van was beginning to believe he should have refused to meet with the pair.


  "... and you cannot think of any reason why these men of


  good background would have decided to behave as they did?" Rolfes asked.


  "I haven't the faintest idea. I'd never met any of them. I've only been in Valborg for two weeks, and most of that time has been spent here at the embassy trying to catch up on what wasn't done after my predecessor's death. I was wondering ... have you discovered anything new about the three?"


  "So far there's been little progress on that front," Rolfes replied. "Now ... about the third man ... was it necessary to use the degree of force you employed on the third man?"


  "I think I've answered that question about three times, Lieutenant," Van replied tiredly. "I was unarmed. They all had weapons. I was just trying to survive. I did not use lethal force." He paused, and then added, "It took your incarcera¬tion to kill them. I certainly had nothing to do with that. What I wanted to know, and what I still want to know, is any infor¬mation about why those three had set up an attack on me. I've also asked that question at least three times, and you, unlike me, have given no information at all."


  "We really don't know, ser," Rolfes replied politely.


  "I think that translates into something along the lines of your having some information, not knowing what it means, and keeping it to yourselves until you can make sense of it."


  Rolfes stiffened.


  "I'm a military man, Lieutenant. I'm not a diplomat. I've been patient. I've answered all your questions to the best of my ability. I've answered all of them at least twice, some¬times even four times. You've answered almost none of mine. I'd like to point out, once again, that I was the one attacked. You have witnesses to that. You even have some street sur¬veillance images that bear that out. Yet you seem to be acting as if I were the guilty party, as if it were my fault that I was attacked."


  "Ser... I don't believe—"


  "It's not what you said, Lieutenant. It's the way you've proceeded. Might it just possibly be because my skin is a few shades more to the bronze? Or is it because the Taran Repub¬lic cannot bring as many cruisers into your section of the Arm?" Van could see the lieutenant begin to flush, and he laughed. "You see. You're getting upset because I even sug¬gested you're proceeding in a biased fashion. Think about how I feel..."


  "This is a most unusual situation, ser," Rolfes protested. "The last time a diplomat was assaulted was over a hundred years ago. This is not at all normal. We're just trying to dis¬cover why it happened."


  "I suggest that you look into the background of the three men. You might talk to their families, their friends and asso¬ciates."


  "We have, ser. We've spent almost three days intensively questioning them, and there's nothing there."


  Van forced a polite smile. "And what about their deaths?"


  "The medical examiners can find no reason for their deaths. Their hearts just... stopped."


  "That's an interesting datum in itself, I'd think."


  For the first time, Rolfes looked both puzzled and inter¬ested.


  "There are only three Arm powers with those kinds of abil¬ities, and Scandya, the Keltyr, and the Taran Republic aren't among them."


  "That's a serious charge—"


  Van laughed again. "It's not a charge. It's an observation, and it doesn't mean that those three had anything to do with it directly. It does mean that the three had to have had con¬tact—if indirectly—with someone with access to those tech¬nologies. It also means that someone didn't want you to discover what they're doing, and, if I were you ... I'd think about the implications of that a lot more than whether I may have used slightly excessive vigor in defending myself against men who were obviously a far greater danger to Scandya than am I." Van stood. "I wish you the best in your investigation."


  "But..." began Constable Sergeant Bentssen.


  Rolfes rose smoothly. "The commander is right, Bentssen. There's not much that questioning him further will estab¬lish." He bowed to Van, excessively.


  "You're right, Lieutenant. But / didn't say it." Van refrained from suggesting that the lieutenant focus on the problem, rather than upon Van himself.


  After the two had left, and after he'd spent a good ten min¬utes trying to cool down, he left his office and headed for the third secretary's spaces.


  "Come on in, Commander." Emily studied Van as he stood there. "You're angry."


  "It shows that much?"


  "You don't hide strong feelings well."


  "I'm not angry with you." Van shook his head. "I just spent the last hour with two very polite Scandyan constables ... two very polite and obtuse constables ..." He went on to summarize the meeting. "... so, as the embassy's media expert, I thought you should know. I'll also have to send a memo to the ambassador, but I wanted you to know before I told him, because he'll probably come to you immediately."


  "So will Ian."


  "Rogh will tell him?"


  "As soon as you walk out of his door—or as soon as he can fire off an implant message without giving it away." Emily frowned. "I still... that's disturbing ... I'd heard ... but..."


  Rather than ask, Van waited.


  "Like you, I try to maintain contacts around Scandya. There's a Hyndji consulate, not even an embassy, because they don't have a presence in the Arm. Sanji is a friend, and he was telling me that he'd noticed people were getting cooler and cooler toward him. He insisted it wasn't imagina¬tion. There have been a few stories in the media, too. And then there was the Liberal Commons demonstration last week against allowing Argenti and Hyndji scientists into Scandya. I'm beginning to wonder."


  "Wonder what?"


  "Bias ... prejudice." Emily frowned. "It doesn't make any sense."


  "Prejudice never does. But I see what you mean. Unless .:." "Unless what?"


  "The Argentis ... some of them are darker-skinned than I am."


  "But Scandya is already independent," she pointed out. 'The locals don't need to exploit prejudice for a revolution. They haven't for centuries."


  "But Scandya needs allies to remain independent. Who benefits from fanning prejudice?"


  "You think the Revenants would stoop that low?"


  Van laughed. "People have always stooped that low, even when we were all crammed into one planet."


  "I suppose so." Emily sighed. "I'll run another search— after I finish the latest follow-ups for Madame Rogh's lunch¬eon." Her smile was both rueful and warm. "I'll let you know."


  "Thank you." Van stepped out of her office and walked back toward his own. He'd have to tell both the ambassador and Hannigan, but he needed just a few more minutes to pre¬pare himself. He needed to be dispassionate, and he also wanted to think out the best way to ensure that the two drew the same conclusion that Emily had.


  Still... it bothered him. He wasn't sure whether the Scan-dyan blindness or the apparent easy acceptance of prejudice bothered him more. Then, that choice was simply between one form of stupidity and another.


  He opened his own office door and stepped inside.


  Even though the Coalition did not have a full embassy, Van thought he ought to pay a call on the Eco-Tech military liai¬son—if there was one. Before he contacted the Coalition office, he decided to try once more to make contact with Sub-marshal Brigham Taylor, the Revenant military attache. He'd put in a call almost a week earlier and heard nothing. He'd try to reach the Revenant sub-marshal first, and then see about the Eco-Tech office before he told the ambassador about the morning's inquisition. By then, he might be calmer.


  Chapter 17


  The Revenant sub-marshal had again failed to get back to Van—but Van did get a return call from the Coalition liaison office later on oneday, asking if a meeting with a Major Murikami on threeday would be suitable. Van had confirmed it immediately. After he'd accepted the meeting, he had gone back to puzzling over the matter-of-fact attitude taken by the Ambassador Rogh about Van's treatment by the Scandyan constabulary.


  "It's their planet," Rogh had said. "You just have to do the best you can.'


  Van doubted that Rogh would have been so philosophical if he'd been the one being questioned by the Scandyan con¬stabulary, but he'd just nodded.


  Two more mornings had passed without event. By three-day morning, along with everything else, Van found himself still fretting about the Fergus, since he'd seen nothing on the embassy infoservice or anywhere else. Finally, by late morn¬ing, he used the embassy net to connect to Gotland orbit con¬trol, and then to connect to the Fergus.


  The image that appeared was that of Shennen, the head comm tech. "Republic ship Fergus, Tech Shennen. How might I help you, ser ... Ser? Commander?"


  "It's me, Shennen. Is Commander Baile available?"


  "Let me check, ser."


  The image of the trim, graying, but youthful-faced com¬mander appeared almost instantly. "Commander Albert, what can I do for you?"


  "I just thought I'd check back with you, to see if there was anything I might have overlooked, and also, out of interest, to see how the repairs were coming."


  Baile's face offered a warm smile. "It's kind of you to check, but you were most effective, and left everything in good order. We've had some delays because we've had to get replacement shield generators from Tara, and a systems check indicated we probably should also replace one of the jump generators, just to be safe. But it won't be long now."


  "That's good to hear." Van paused. He couldn't really ask where the Fergus was headed or whether the ship was going to stay in Scandya system. "Have you heard anything about the previous stationkeeper?"


  "You know I can't..." Baile shrugged.


  "I know." Even if Baile knew about the fate of the Collyns, he couldn't have said, but bis expression as much as told Van that he didn't know.


  "Is there anything else, Commander?" asked Baile.


  "No, you've been most kind. Tell the crew I've been think¬ing of them."


  "That I will."


  The screen blanked. Van didn't know much more than before, but he had checked.


  At thirteen forty-five, after reading more reports that said little, and a meal Van didn't recall even right after he'd eaten it, Van was in the back of the embassy groundcar being driven by Stefan southward on Knutt Boulevard. The Eco-Tech liaison office was a small building less than a third the size of the first floor of the Taran embassy. There were no guards in front—just a carpark set amid a gardenlike space. Stefan parked the car, and Van walked to the front entrance and into the entry foyer, where he studied the holo screen projected there. Major Murikami's office was to the left.


  The first doorway on the right—open—was labeled IIS, with no explanation of the initials. As Van walked by, he glanced inside, taking in the compact room where a tall and trim blond man was talking to a younger man. Although the older man wore a simple black shipsuit without insignia, his bearing was military. Van wondered if he happened to be a former Coalition officer.


  The next office on the left was the one he wanted: SERVICE LIAISON—MAJOR M. MURIKAMI. He'd always pondered why the Eco-Techs called their military forces the Service, but he'd never gotten a real answer from the few Coalition offi¬cers he'd encountered.


  He stepped inside, catching the security screening, the autoweapons focused on the entryway, and the pulsed Wel¬come that his implant picked up. The space inside was small, no more than three meters by four, and held four armchairs and a low table.


  "You must be Commander Albert," said the officer in the olive green shipsuit standing in the doorway to an office off the reception area. On his chest were the wings of a deep-space pilot, and the shoulder insignia were the triple bars of a Coalition major.


  "Major Murikami?"


  "Come on in." Major Murikami was trim and muscular, and a good ten centimeters shorter than Van. He led the way into the inner office. A series of narrow windows overlooked a garden containing a pond set among rocks and trees. The setting radiated peacefulness.


  Van paused and studied the setting.


  "It's very restful. Too restful at times." Murikami smiled wryly and sat down at the desk.


  Van took one of the two armless chairs across from the major. "I was a little surprised to find that the Coalition didn't have a full embassy here in Scandya."


  "We don't have full embassies anywhere, Commander," returned Murikami. "It reduces problems and costs. Our con¬sular operations are designed for practicality. We gather and disseminate information and decide on the suitability of potential immigrants. We provide local analysis of economic and political conditions, but we don't get involved in local or Arm politics, and we leave actual military decisions to the High Command." The boyish-looking major added, "In short, we do everything an embassy does, except with a lower profile and a much lower cost."


  Van laughed. "And you avoid the entanglements of local politics."


  "The Coalition's found that for us it works better that way."


  Van wondered if the Coalition were as open as Murikami made it seem. Or did the Coalition handle its political and covert operations totally outside any obvious channels?


  "Well..." Van began, "is there any information that I can provide?"


  "We'll take anything you'd like to send us, but we're under strict orders not to press, snoop, or spy." Murikami offered the boyish smile once more.


  "This is my first liaison assignment," Van said. "I'm prob¬ably revealing my ignorance, but is that a standing policy for all Coalition liaison officers?"


  "Absolutely. It has been for more than two hundred years."


  "Since the end of the Eco-Tech-Revenant conflict?"


  "Approximately. I don't know the exact date the policy was implemented."


  "What else goes on here? I noticed an office as I came in ... it doesn't seem to fit..."


  "Oh ... IIS. They're a private foundation that gathers information on economic and social structures throughout the Arm. We had extra space and leased it to them—just for the next year. Generally, they spend a year on a planet, doing an in-depth survey, provide a copy to the government gratis, then move on, but leave a smaller office behind."


  "They must have a considerable endowment." Either that, or they were the covert operation Van was looking for— except they were right out in the open.


  "I don't think so. They sell their data to a wide range of multilaterals and businesses. The free copy to the govern¬ment is to allow some local check on the use of the data."


  "Then," asked Van, intrigued in spite of himself, "what's to keep the various multis from getting the data from the gov¬ernment?"


  "It isn't packaged specifically for the multis, and they'd have to spend a great deal of time massaging the data to get what they wanted. By the time they did, their competitors who bought market-specific data and recommendations would have the jump on them. That's what the local director told me, anyway." Murikami smiled once more. "There must be something to it. IIS has been around for close to a hundred and fifty years, I've been told." "You ever work with them?"


  Murikami laughed, not totally humorously. "We stay as far away as we can. They're very friendly, and they don't say anything. On most planets, they lease space well away from us, but they had some trouble when they showed up to take possession of an office they'd leased."


  "Their tans were too dark?"


  "It is a problem here," Murikami admitted. "No one wants to offend the Coalition government... but one of our foun¬dations, not associated with the government, that's another story, and Scandyan civil rights laws don't apply to out-system aliens."


  Van nodded. The more he looked at Scandya, the less he liked the system. "Do you get many applicants for immigra¬tion to the Coalition?"


  "Not anymore. There aren't many non-Scandyan-looking individuals left here, and most of those who are won't pass our screening."


  "What's involved with that?"


  "It's just basic character," Murikami said. "We don't take most troublemakers. We don't take the lazy. We use a stan¬dard nanite employment screen, nothing fancy, plus an inter¬view."


  "There can't be many who can afford it."


  "We offer a reduced fare on a Service transport, and a long-term, low-interest loan. Not many take it, but it amounts to a hundred or so individuals a year."


  In effect, reflected Van, the Coalition underwrote a troop¬ship transit to Scandya once a year. For humanitarian rea¬sons? Or bottom-line business, because anyone who would take those terms was intelligent and determined? "Is this a Coalition policy with all Arm systems?"


  "No one seems to mind," Murikami pointed out.


  "Do you get access to the SDF?" Van asked bluntly.


  "Enough. They'd prefer not to meet with me, but they don't want to offend the Coalition. So they smile politely in front of clenched teeth—except for Commodore Petrov. He's always been helpful." Murikami looked at Van, the smile fad¬ing. "You know that the RSF has cut off all of the top-level military feeds to your embassy, don't you?"


  "I can't say I'm surprised. What do you think might be the reason?"


  "Normally, that means military action, and a desire to make sure that the local embassy can't give away anything."


  Van shrugged. "I can't imagine what sort of action we'd even be talking about. We can't match the Coalition, the Revs, or the Argentis. If we did anything against the Keltyr or Scandya itself, I can't imagine any of you would stand by."


  "I'm just a liaison officer. I can't speak for the Service, but it does seem that there might be something that's happening that you or the ambassador might understand too well if you had full information. That's always been the past pattern of the RSF"


  Past pattern of the RSF? Van was getting a good firsthand example of why no one wanted to be on the wrong side of the Coalition. "I can honestly say that I don't know about any¬thing along those lines." Van paused. "I suppose that doesn't help. Even if I did, I'd have to say that I didn't. But it may just be because I'm new."


  "That is possible."


  Murikami didn't believe that, Van could tell.


  "It also may be," the major went on, "that you were posted here from an assignment where you would not know any¬thing that might come to pass."


  "Possible," Van agreed. "Since you have much more expe¬rience in this than I do, what should I be looking for?"


  Murikami smiled. "Anything that would benefit the RSF. It might not be to the advantage of the Taran Republic or its people. That's the problem with military forces that are too independent of civilian control."


  "The other side of the problem," Van countered, "is that in systems where there's too much civilian control, like Scan¬dya, the very independence of the system is threatened."


  "That's also true, which makes life very interesting."


  "Interesting" was another word for dangerous. "Yes, it does. What else should I know?"


  "Beyond what I suggested, I can't say." Murikami paused. "Since we're trading information, what should I know?"


  Van fingered his chin. "You probably know everything that I'd say. Xenophobia is rising here in Scandya. The Revs are fanning it and profiting from it, but I couldn't offer a shred of hard proof. The Argentis don't want to occupy the system, but they might to stop a Rev takeover."


  "What about the Republic?"


  "We'd like Scandya to remain independent."


  Murikami nodded. Again, Van felt that the major dis¬agreed, but wasn't about to dispute Van.


  "We certainly don't want the Revs in control of the sys¬tem," Van added.


  "I doubt anyone does—except the Revenants themselves. That hasn't stopped them in the past. Every year, they take another system, if not more."


  "You stopped them."


  "We did. The cost was incredible. The war almost destroyed both societies. We'd rather not see anything on that scale ever again."


  Again, Murikami was saying more than what his words conveyed.


  "I don't think anyone would," Van replied.


  Murikami smiled politely. "If you don't have any more questions, Commander..."


  Van rose. "I appreciate your time, and your information. Thank you."


  "My thanks to you for your courtesy. I wish you the best." Murikami also stood, as if following Van's lead.


  Once outside the Coalition major's office, Van walked toward the foyer. The door to the IIS office was closed. Van could sense that it was empty. He had to wonder about the foundation. As he left the building and headed toward the groundcar, Van couldn't help but frown. Murikami didn't at all fit the profile of an Eco-Tech officer. He was far too direct and forthright, but did that mean that he was unusual, or that


  the Coalition trained the liaison officers to step outside their cultural profiles? Either way, that bothered Van. The man had wanted something from Van, and he'd gotten it. What? That Van was ignorant of something about to happen? That also worried Van.


  The other, and even larger worry was what Murikami had suggested about the RSF. The Coalition was worried about the RSF. The RSF was worried about the Revs, and so were the Axgentis. The Scandyans were worried about everyone, and who knew what the Revs were worried about?


  And Van didn't really have the faintest idea what was about to happen, only that something was, and that he'd probably be blamed in some way or another.


  He squared his shoulders as he neared the groundcar.


  Chapter 18


  Another long week came and went, and before Van knew it, it was sixday night once more, and the opening diplomatic recep¬tion for the Scandyan independence celebration was at hand. The lower south level of the Taran embassy was decorated and open to hundreds from the diplomatic community and from the ministries of the Scandyan government. Van had checked the security systems three times, after the staff had set and adjusted them, and hoped that he hadn't overlooked anything, especially considering what Major Murikami had suggested.


  Van wore formal greens and the handful of medals he'd been awarded—the ones all officers got for surviving. Hold¬ing a nearly untouched pale ale, he stood in the second draw¬ing room, his chosen unofficial station, since he didn't like the crowded larger main reception room.


  Emily Clifton appeared at his elbow, wearing a matching pink jacket and trousers. "You look very distinguished, Com¬mander."


  "You look far better than that, Emily. In fact, you look very beautiful." After he said them, Van worried that his words were too personal, but he still wouldn't have taken them back.


  "I should make certain that you wear that formal uniform more often." She glanced toward the archway to the main reception room. "I need to keep close to the ambassador."


  "Good luck."


  With a smile and a nod, she slipped back into the crowd. Van watched until she disappeared into the main room.


  From among the swirl of unfamiliar and half-familiar faces emerged another that Van recognized—Rafel Petrov.


  "Commander Albert."


  "Commodore." Van inclined his head. "How are matters? I saw that the Liberal Greens are insisting the Scandyan Space Defense Forces are too large. They were almost rioting."


  Petrov smiled tightly. "The premier called it an overexu-berant display of feelings."


  "The SDF isn't exactly a massive force, and all the analy¬ses indicate it's efficient. Why are they so against it?"


  "They believe that the funds would be better spent here on Gotland. On what, they cannot agree, but they all feel strongly that they should be."


  Van laughed sympathetically. "I'm sorry. We don't live in that kind of a Galaxy."


  "No, my friend, we do not." Petrov paused. "You have not met the Revenant military attache, have you? Sub-marshal Brigham Taylor?"


  "The sub-marshal has been otherwise occupied," Van said dryly. "For weeks now."


  "A pity." Petrov grinned, an almost maniacal expression. 'Then you must meet his ambassador. Come with me."


  His ale still in hand, Van followed the commodore into the main reception room and to the southeast corner, beside the shelves that held Ambassador Rogh's collection of ancient manuscripts, some dating back to prehistory on Old Earth.


  The commodore eased up in front of a slender man in a brilliant white dinner jacket, with matching trousers having a gold stripe on the outer seam. He had striking white hair, watery blue eyes, and a slightly rounded face.


  "Commander," offered Commodore Petrov, "I'd like you to meet Ambassador Jared Dane of the Revenants of the Prophet, the Community of the Revealed."


  The ambassador nodded slightly.


  "Ambassador Dane, this is Commander Van Albert, the new military attache for the Taran Republic. He is the former commander of the cruiser Fergus and former commander of the corvette Eochaid. Since he has had some difficulty in reaching Sub-marshal Taylor, I thought you should meet him."


  "Most kind of you, Commodore Petrov," replied Dane. "Good to meet you, Commander."


  "And you, ser." Van took in the smiling visage of the bearded diplomat, offering his own smile in return, one he scarcely meant.


  Petrov slipped away into the crowd, but Van could see Hannigan moving closer to them.


  "Great tan you've got, Commander." The ambassador guf¬fawed.


  "It comes with the genes, Ambassador. All of us black Tarans have good tans."


  "You good with your fists? That come with the genes, too?" asked the ambassador, his tone open and genial, as if asking about a pleasant day.


  Van smiled, if coolly. "All RSF officers can take care of themselves. That's true of officers in all forces, I'm sure." Van had been forced to learn that a long time ago, as had his ances¬tors, ages back when the Deseretists—one of the precursor faiths of the Revenants—had stamped the mark of Cain on them. "I'm sure your officers can." He paused briefly. "I met one of them coming down on the shuttle. Impressive-looking young officer. Very conscious of his heritage and duties, too."


  He could sense the wince from Hannigan, standing to his left.


  "He must have been. You Tarans aren't easily impressed." Ambassador Dane smiled.


  Van returned the smile once more, adding calmly, "No, we're not. Some call it Taran humor. We tell things as they are, and everyone laughs because they can't believe anyone can be so direct." Then Van laughed gently, even as he noticed the woman with white-blonde hair slipping up to the ambassador's shoulder. Her green eyes and pale white skin confirmed her Revenant background. She did not look at Van.


  "Pleased to meet you, Commander." Dane gave a last smile. "I see that I'm being summoned." With a nod, he turned and eased away.


  As the Revenant departed, Hannigan stepped up beside Van. "You were ... rather direct with Ambassador Dane," he murmured.


  "Only truthful, Ian. I suppose that's too direct for senior diplomats." "I suppose so."


  Van could sense the unease behind Hannigan's humorous tone. "That's why there's only one military attache. Two would be too many."


  Hannigan shook his head, then abruptly turned. "The ambassador wants something." With his words, he was gone.


  Van looked out over the faces, none familiar except for those of the Republic embassy staffers.


  "Greetings, Commander."


  Van turned to see Colonel Marti holding a wineglass, almost full.


  "Greetings. I didn't see you come in." Van answered in Hispyn.


  "I was late. I noticed you had only recently appeared your¬self."


  "I was in the second room," Van explained. "How are mat¬ters going for you?"


  "Less eventfully than for you, from what I have learned." Marti smiled sympathetically.


  "The local constabulary wanted to find me at fault for defending myself."


  "Always ... that is the way of it. The victim is at fault, and the Lord help him if he actually turns matters the other way."


  "Like poor Byrnedot and the Argentis?" asked Van lightly.


  "There is a ... rough similarity." Marti pursed his lips, then moved closer and lowered his voice. "You should be among the first to know. I'm being ordered back to Silvium for assignment to the general staff."


  "That sounds like quite an honor. Congratulations."


  "I'll be leaving the day after tomorrow. I had to send my wife yesterday. There aren't that many commercial vessels, you know." Marti's smile turned ironic, as he extended his hand. "I did want you to know."


  Automatically, Van took it, and found a datacard pressed into his own hand. He managed to palm it and slip it up his sleeve. He hoped he wasn't too awkward. "I wish you the best."


  "And you, also." Marti inclined his head, then drifted away.


  "Commander?"


  Van turned to find another figure in uniform—a black-haired, black-eyed woman commander in the formal blue-green of the Keltyr. Her skin was milk white. Only the fine lines radiating from the corners of her eyes—and the rank insignia—betrayed her age.


  "Yes?" he replied.


  "Ayrllis Salucar, Commander, KSF—and defense attache to our embassy here."


  "I'm pleased to meet you, Commander," Van replied with a smile. "I would have been in touch with you sooner, except..." He gestured around the room. "And the fact that there were huge numbers of reports to catch up on."


  Commander Salucar nodded. "I'd hoped to meet you. For professional and personal reasons."


  "You have me at a loss," Van confessed, finally taking another sip from his glass of very warm pale ale.


  Salucar smiled faintly. "You wouldn't know. My oldest brother was commander of the Aixenpax research station."


  No matter where he went, the Regneri affair followed him. Aixenpax had been the planoforming operation that the Vetachi had raided—lolling all the military personnel and half the scientists—immediately before Van had destroyed the renegade vessel. He inclined his head to Salucar. "I am sorry, Commander."


  "You couldn't do anything about Aixenpax," she replied. "You did stop the Vetachi, and I don't see what else you could have done. If you hadn't, who knows how many others would have died or suffered?"


  Van glanced sideways, briefly, to see Cordelia Gregory and Emily Clifton easing away. He wondered what Gregory had heard, before he answered. "I've told myself that for years. Sometimes, it even helps for a few minutes."


  Salucar glanced after the departing pair, raising her eye¬brows.


  "The dark-haired woman's sister was on the Regneri. She thinks I was wrong."


  "She's never seen the carnage, then." "No."


  "It's the same with some of ours. Unfortunately." Salucar tilted her head, not flirtatiously. "You're cautious, aren't you?"


  "In my position, wouldn't you be?" Rather than laughing, as Van might have done in her posi¬tion, she nodded. "I would be very cautious." "We should have that meeting before long," Van suggested. "Call me on oneday," Salucar suggested. "I will," Van promised.


  Then the Kelt commander was gone, and Van went to find a fresh pale ale, although he had drunk less than half of the first one.


  The reception dragged on. It was near midnight when Van retreated to his office. Not once had he seen either the Eco-Tech major or anyone who had looked to be from the Coali¬tion liaison office. Nor had he seen anyone from the Hyndji consulate. Had he just missed them?


  Back in his office, he slumped into his chair and looked at the card he'd gotten from Marti. Finally, he disconnected the netsystem line, put his console on local, and inserted the card. No face, no image appeared, just text, lines and lines of


  text, and the text was in Old Anglo. It could have come from anywhere, and that was doubtless what Marti had intended. Van read carefully and slowly. Certain phrases jumped out at him, although they were in no way highlighted.


  ... continued inability of Premier Gustofsen to create an infrastructure bridging the differences between the militant Conservative Democrats and the isolationist Liberal Com¬mons ... Without Gustofsen, the return of civil unrest is highly likely, but the Conservative Democrats (CDs) would retain power in the Scandyan parliamentary assembly, and the militant isolationist faction would dominate ... compromise with the isolationist LCs would ensure no outside alliances...


  CD ministry heads have been holding meetings with Trans-Scandyan Microtronics on a continuing basis... far more often than with SNI... also a number of the purported TSM "offi¬cials" arrived at Gotland orbit station in Revenant couriers. The official explanation was that no commercial transport was avail¬able and that the Revenant space forces made space available to facilitate more open trade arrangements, which would reduce the possibility of conflict in the mid-Arm region ...


  The independent system of Aluyson has accepted through a plebescite "a closer union" with the Community of the Revealed. The plebescite reflects the near-total control of the Aluyson economy by Revenant institutions. The process began over two decades ago with the assassination of then-dictator Charleston Browne and the ensuing collapse of an already-shaky economy ... Through an earlier military agree¬ment, Aluyson has already been a basing point for Revenant fleets, and moral reeducation institutes have been established for close to five years on all major continents ...


  "Moral reeducation institutes?" That was a term Van hadn't heard before, but it certainly squared with what he did know about the Revenants.


  ... plebescite was monitored by military officials from sev¬eral systems, including General Diego Salazar of the Argenti Space Forces, Sub-marshal Jon D. Vickry of the Taran RSF, and Overmarshal Prasad Ghandi... Vickry was the officer in charge of liaison with the Revenant military, quoted as saying, "The Revenants have been quite professional and impartial..."


  Van frowned. Why would Marti have included an item about the Revenant takeover of yet another independent sys¬tem—and quoted an RSF sub-marshal? He read on, but the rest of the article shed no light on why, and from what he'd seen of Colonel Marti, what Van had received was all that Marti was prepared to offer.


  ... the location of the RSFS Collyns remains unknown, and the Taran Republic has repeatedly stated that the Collyns is "engaged in sensitive operations" and that the RSF is unable to comment further at present... sources indicate that the RSFS Fergus will be replaced on station in Scandya by a cruiser of the Addams class ... vessel close to dreadnought capabilities ...


  Van nodded slowly. Marti had known, and probably Major Murikami had known about the pending transfer of the Fer¬gus, yet there was nothing in the embassy system that had told Van. He could only speculate on what else he didn't know, and he didn't have enough information to speculate accurately.


  While there was not a single item in the text reports that by itself made a definitive prediction on what might happen in Gotland, the assemblage was chilling to Van. And he couldn't see that there was much that he could do—except watch. He could have reported the information on the Fergus, but his gut told him that would be counterproductive—and most unwise.


  Chapter 19


  Van did not sleep well sevenday or eightday night, and was up early on oneday, scanning the news summaries, the RSF briefing items, and following what he thought was the least biased Scandyan all-news stream: UpNews.


  ... timed for Independence Week celebrations, yesterday's demonstration in Government Square sent thirty people to the medcenters, including an eight-year-old girl who had been playing in Independence Park. She was struck by a rock thrown by one of the demonstrators when it was caught by a constable's malfunctioning shield unit... broken arm, but expected to recover ... Whether the Conservative Democrats will recover from the public outcry against the demonstration is another question. The CDs had staged the event to protest the effort on the part of Liberal Commons members to extend debate on space defense funding ...


  Floor Leader Haarlan had this to say. "Less than a month ago, there was a space battle at the fringe of our system. No one reported it, not even the commander of the victorious vessel, who was promptly transferred—to a diplomatic post right here in Valborg. This transfer also concealed, or at least no one had the courtesy to inform us, a certain sign of lack of respect. Without an adequate defense force, how can we maintain our independence, let alone hold the respect of other Arm govern¬ments ..." Rebutting this was Liberal Commons line whip Svensen. "The space force being pushed by the CDs is well beyond the economic and financial capabilities of Scandya. Long before those ships were ready, we would be bankrupt and once more purchased hectare by hectare, manufactory by manufactory, by the Argentis, who have already purchased


  thousands of enterprises driven to the wall by excessive CD taxation ..."


  Absently, Van lowered the volume. The problem seemed insoluble everywhere. Prosperity and social stability rested on high levels of education and research, and high levels of spending on those resulted in innovation and progress— making a system attractive for takeover, either economic or military—unless it maintained a solid defense force. But... for a system to maintain enough power to protect itself, it had to levy higher taxes. That meant lowering levels of social and medical services, and increasing social unrest. And with lower levels of educational and research expenditures, the defense forces tended to lag behind others in capabilities, and that led to less ability to hold on to economic and military advantages.


  A larger government—such as the Argentis or the Revenants—could funnel funds from many systems into con-centrated research, and since, once discovered, knowledge was easily transferable within a political structure, it was far easier to maintain both an increasing technological and knowledge base and a military structure. Scandya—and to a lesser degree, the Keltyr and the Republic—had a much harder time balancing that. With system or planetary govern¬ments largely controlling interstellar travel, it was far easier to restrict technology transfer than in the ancient days when all humankind had lived on one planet.


  He turned to the holo projection, now beaming a commer¬cial message.


  ... and marriage is a sacred covenant between a man and a woman, an old and cherished covenant that has stood behind the faith and values that mankind has always cherished ... see what marriage truly is ... read the Book of the Prophet, free from the Community of the Revealed ...


  Van flipped off the holo and checked the time. Nine hun¬dred. Using his implant, he accessed the embassy netsystem and made the contact with the Keltyr embassy. "Commander Ayrllis Salucar, please. This is Commander Van Albert of the Republic of Tara's embassy."


  "One moment, Commander," replied the AI taking the call—the image of a pleasant-looking and friendly woman.


  Van waited.


  The AI image smiled. "Commander Salucar is free at four¬teen hundred. Would that be satisfactory?"


  "I'll be there at fourteen hundred."


  Van broke the connection and went back to the embassy-generated news summary. There was no mention of any out-system news, military or otherwise. After a month, he still had seen no RSF or Republic reports on the Collyns—even on the internal data circulated on the secure net—and no ref¬erences to the Fergus, although the update summary listed the Fergus as still under repair off Gotland orbit control.


  Van went on to the other items in his routine, from writing comments on the costs of refitting a dreadnought for Cordelia Gregory to continuing his analysis of the Scandyan SDF and reviewing critically all the information that Commodore Petrov had dropped on him. He'd read through it all once, but he had the feeling that he'd missed too much. So he was going back through each of the items more carefully—as he had time.


  At fourteen hundred on oneday afternoon, Van walked into an office in the Keltyr embassy smaller than his, but on the second floor, overlooking a fountained garden, whose ancient brick walls were covered with ivy, and very bucolically con¬trasting to the brilliant green-and-gold outer walls of the embassy.


  "You do follow up," offered Commander Salucar, motion¬ing to the small round table set almost beside the wide win¬dow. Four chairs circled the table.


  "I do my best." Van settled into a chair that did not offer a view of the garden below.


  "Why, might I ask, did you take so long getting in touch?" asked Salucar. "Because—"


  "You're Keltyr?" Van laughed.


  "Or a woman?"


  "No. I can assure you that neither had anything at all to do with my slowness. I started with the Scandyans." "Is that all?" "Almost," Van admitted.


  She frowned, then nodded slowly. "You worried about the potential Keltyr-Taran conflict?"


  "I'm worried about all conflicts, but I can't pretend that I understand Scandya, and I thought it best to start there." He glanced at the dark-haired commander. "You've been here longer than I have. What do you think about yesterday's demonstration?"


  "The demonstrations are a way of allowing expression of deeply held and contrasting views without paralyzing the po¬litical system. Premier Gustofsen has to allow them, or he risks losing control of the assembly."


  "They seem rather violent..."


  "They are. The Scandyans can be a violent people. They don't have outlets for aggression in their social structure, and historically they engaged in some form or another of military action, often among themselves. Civil war would be a disas¬ter, now, and they know it. They remember the civil war all too well and don't wish to repeat that, either—"


  "Civil war?" Van didn't recall anything like that.


  "They call it the war for independence, but it was proba¬bly more of a civil conflict than a true rebellion against out¬side control. Byrnedot was trying to work out a peaceful separation, and the Argentis were willing. The secessionists didn't want a peaceful separation. They wanted to use the separation as an excuse to seize the assets of those with close ties to Silvium. The backlash was so great that the settled Argentis remaining on Scandya managed to create a power base through the Conservative Democrats. At first, they were the minority party, but in the last century, they've gained more and more power, because, frankly, they make more sense. The Liberal Commons have been looking for other allies."


  "The Revenant tie?" suggested Van.


  'That's the strongest, but I doubt that it's the only one."


  Salucar paused. "If I might ask... why are you here? Beyond the obvious that you were ordered here."


  "With Commander Cruachan's death, they needed some¬one here quickly, and I was close to being ready for a transfer to other duty. I think they also wanted a military man without a diplomatic outlook here." The truth—or partial truth—was better than an evasive answer, and Van had the feeling that Salucar would know instantly if he were lying.


  She smiled. "You like to use the truth, don't you?"


  "I've never had much choice," Van replied. "Most people can tell when I lie."


  "A man who knows his limits is the most dangerous of all."


  "That's a Lederman-Maier quote," Van noted.


  "It's a good one, don't you think?"


  "I don't know." Van chuckled. "I've known some very effective liars. That just isn't one of my skills."


  "I'm sure you have others." Salucar's voice was dry. "What do you intend to do as attache? Go to receptions? Write analyses? Or are you here to further the RSF expansion?"


  "I'm already doing the first two. I've certainly not been instructed on the third, and, even if I were, I doubt that I'd be very good at it, not in diplomatic means. And I no longer have a cruiser at my command. So I don't have a great deal of firepower." Van smiled. "What about you? Are you here to foil anything that the Republic might attempt?"


  "But... of course!" Salucar laughed heartily. "And I'll do so with the ships I don't have, the diplomatic access denied to Kelt women, especially by the Revenants, and with the femi¬nine deviousness that I never inherited."


  "We seem to have similar problems," mused Van. "How soon before the Revs and the Argentis come to blows over Scandya?"


  "They have been for twenty years. The blows are mostly economic—except for the concealed confrontations on the fringes of border systems. They both want to control the pol¬itics and the economy while allowing Scandya to appear in¬dependent for the moment. The Argentis know they can't take actual control, but the Revs aren't under that constraint.


  They took over Samarra last year and Aluyson this year. Probably, by next year, they'll take another, and be working on subverting three or four others, either by outright eco¬nomic takeover, or by fomenting an internal civil war, or by supporting whatever local political party will weaken the system the most. It could even have been here, except the Scandyans seem to understand that for now. At least, they keep electing Gustofsen. In the interim, he's trying hard to keep both the Keltyr and the Republic from slowly being squeezed out by the Argentis and the Revs, but we're still being played off against each other."


  "Do you have a solution for that?" asked Van.


  "No more than you do," she replied.


  "Then ... why did you almost insist on this meeting?"


  "Why not? You seemed bright. I don't see any point in conflict between our governments. That will only cost us and strengthen the Coalition, the Revs, and the Argentis. Even if they conflict, there's little point in our doing so personally."


  "You think that the RSF will listen to me?"


  "No. But sooner or later, you'll be able to act. You're the kind that does. That's why the RSF doesn't know what to do with you. They figure that they might need you sometime, and so they keep moving you around so that you don't do too much damage in the meantime."


  "You're very flattering." Van managed a heavy dose of irony.


  "You prefer deviousness, you wonderful man?" Salucar opened her eyes wide, batting her eyelashes excessively. She only maintained the caricatured image of a seductress for a few seconds. "You see? I can't even do it in jest."


  Van laughed.


  She offered an exaggerated shrug, one that asked what else Van would have expected.


  "You didn't say why you wanted to meet," Van finally said.


  'To suggest that everyone wants to weaken Scandya, but each in a different way."


  "What do you get out of telling me this?" Van asked.


  "The hope that you'll report it to both the RSF and your ambassador. If the Republic and the Keltyr work against those efforts, we might be able to stabilize this place. Stable and stronger, Scandya will keep the Argentis and Revs off-balance."


  "What about the Coalition?"


  "They're lasers tuned to the invisible light. We know that, and maybe you do. Anyone who's messed with them in the last two centuries has ended up dead or worse. Individuals, I mean. That's the level they operate on. People who hatch plans against them die, vanish, explode, burst into flames— the list is pretty long. But they'll do anything to avoid an out-and-out war. They'd even let half the Arm go up in flames, in a Rev-Argenti war, so long as their half wasn't touched."


  "And only you—Kelts—know that?"


  Salucar laughed harshly. "Your RSF knows it. So does Argenti SS. The Revs have known it longer than anyone— since the reappearance of their prophet. That was a miracle no one expected. It probably has something to do with what the Coalition has gotten by cooperating with the Farhkans, but neither the Eco-Techs nor the Farhkans are saying, and they haven't for almost three centuries."


  Van fingered his chin. He didn't think Salucar was lying. His implant, and his instincts, told him that she believed totally what she was telling him. But, like him, she could use the truth, and she was probably better than he was at it. She'd had more practice.


  "Are you saying that the Coalition could be an ally, then?" he finally asked.


  "No. They're just not our enemy—or yours. They've got a different agenda, and what it is ... that's anyone's guess. Has been for years."


  Van tried again. "The Argentis want Scandya militarily weak, but independent. The Revs want an economic collapse so that they can offer aid and rebuild the system their way. The Scandyans have this ... myth that the Argentis were monsters. They weren't, but it doesn't matter. Argenti occu¬pation or annexation would trigger a true revolt and rebellion, and the Argentis aren't stupid. The Revs can't bring enough military force to bear, not right now, but... if they can undermine the economy and political systems ... who else would be politically acceptable who has the resources to rebuild Scandya? The Coalition is predominantly Shinto ge¬netically; they're not acceptable. Neither are the Argentis. We don't have that kind of resources. Nor do you." Van shrugged. "Does that end the examination?"


  "Pretty much." Commander Salucar stood. "I'll see you at our reception on Independence Night, won't I?"


  Van also stood. "I'll be here."


  "Good."


  "Thank you." After bowing slightly to Salucar, Van walked out of her office, down the circular ramp, and out to the groundcar, where Stefan waited.


  As he sat in the rear seat on the short ride back to the Taran embassy, Van wanted to massage his head. It wasn't aching, but he felt like it should be. He had all too much more research and analysis to do. While he generally believed what Salucar had said—with a few important exceptions and omissions— he also wanted to see for himself if he could corroborate some of what she had said, preferably through information to which she had no access. She'd made no real secret of trying to guide his thoughts, and that also bothered him. Was he that stupid? Or naive? Or didn't anyone care what he thought?


  The last was the most probable.


  He took a deep breath. Space battles were so much eas¬ier—and they were of far shorter duration.


  Chapter 20


  At ten hundred on twoday, Van sat in Cordelia Gregory's office. The summer sun filled the room with a bright indirect light that showed the spartan professionalism of an office empty of anything personal—without holos of family, with¬out mementos of any sort.


  The second secretary waited for Van to speak.


  "I was wondering," Van began. "Do we have any decent information on how much capital investment the Revenants are directing into Scandya, Gotland in particular? And where?"


  "We have some indications," she replied. "The analysis I did late last year is accurate within ten to fifteen percent. The current quarterly economic figures don't show any major swings in investment, and that would indicate matters have not changed significantly."


  Van hadn't seen any such analysis on the embassy netsys-tem. "Could you make a copy of that available to me?"


  "Of course." Cordelia Gregory offered a quizzical look. "Might I ask why?"


  "I don't want to reinvent fire, so to speak. I feel we're seeing two kinds of warfare being waged—one of them clearly economic, and your analysis will help confirm or deny that. I'd also like to compare sector flows to military technology-related industries, on the secondary level, of course." That was because direct out-system investment in primary-level military multilaterals was forbidden under Scandyan law.


  "Both the Revs and the Argentis are trying to gain a greater economic foothold here. That's been obvious for years." Cordelia Gregory lifted her left eyebrow to emphasize the point.


  "The analyses also address specific industries and patterns of investment?" "Naturally. But—"


  "You've obviously thought this out in great detail, and it might be better if I studied your work first," Van interjected. "That way, I won't be asking you about matters you've already addressed. It may be that you've already answered most of my questions, and"—he managed a sheepish smile— "that way I won't ask too many repetitious and stupid ones."


  Gregory actually smiled, if faintly. "I'll copy the entire archive to your access."


  Van inclined his head. "Thank you very much."


  "Will you let me know... when ... you finish... what¬ever?"


  "I certainly will, although I suspect I'll have at least one or two follow-up questions before I write anything. Before I send anything to the ambassador, I'll send you a draft for comment. That way, you can make sure that I haven't inad-vertently done violence to your work."


  "I do appreciate that consideration, Commander."


  Van stood. "I'm doing my best to get on the jumpline, and I'm the one who appreciates being able to tap your expert¬ise."


  That got him a nod, and Van slipped from her office while matters remained on a pleasant and professional level.


  True to her word, Gregory had an archive waiting for Van under his own codes by the time he'd returned to his office. He scanned the titles quickly, then concentrated on the large report—the one he hoped held what he was seeking. It took him all afternoon, and more than a few calculations, before he had a rough analysis set up and written out. He scanned the charts, figures, and explanations, then the conclusions he had drawn.


  Over the past twenty years total investment from Argenti and Revenant sources has been virtually identical [less than 2% difference between the amounts from Argenti sources and Revenant sources]. The pattern of investment has been markedly different. With a few high-profile exceptions, the majority of capital from Revenant sources has flowed into three areas: information technology; media-related industries; and food and natural resources.


  A survey of Scandyan communication and information sys¬tems reveals a 70% correlation with Revenant systems, both in component utilization and system configuration.


  Van's quick survey was based on what he'd been able to find, and upon his own past briefings on Revenant technol¬ogy. He'd actually come up with a higher figure, but dropped the percentage because of the thinness of his sample.


  Revenant investment has been even more concentrated in the public comm sector. In fact, Revenant ownership of the three major commercial Scandyan netsystems is at the maximum out-system ownership permitted under Scandyan law [33%].


  Whether through plan or coincidence, this concentration of investment in media multilaterals is also matched by a high correlation of professional staff and managers with semantic markers suggesting Revenant origin [as many as 40% of key personnel could have Revenant affiliations of some type].


  That was also a somewhat subjective conclusion, but Van wanted the point to hit hard.


  Argenti investment is more diverse and what concentration there is falls in the areas of microtechnology, medical and bio-pharmacology, basic nanetic formulation.


  As expected, given Scandyan law, neither Scandyan nor Argenti investors have positions in industries or multilaterals with significant military contracts. Argenti investment exists in publicly held companies below the foreign investment pro¬hibition, but there is virtually no Revenant investment in such entities...


  Did he want to spell out the obvious? Van decided against it, finished with an innocuous closing paragraph, and sent copies to the first, second, and third secretaries, requesting comments.


  He leaned back in his chair. Given what Gregory and he had discovered, the inflammatory impartiality of media sto¬ries made perfect sense. That part was easy enough to see. What worried Van was the knowledge that, in a situation as complex as Scandya, he'd missed more than he'd discovered.


  He was also more than a little worried by the latitude he'd been given by the ambassador and the lack of input from Hannigan—and by the continued lack of detailed military information from either the Foreign Ministry or the RSF.


  Chapter 21


  Threeday and fourday passed, and Van spent his time responding to inquiries from various secretaries and the ambassador, and in trying to formulate a strategy for Taran military posture vis-a-vis Scandya that he could recommend. Van had received absolutely no comment on his analysis of the military-economic situation in the Scandyan system. He'd had no response from yet another call to Sub-marshal Brigham Taylor of the Revenant embassy, but he had received numerous requests for scattered bits of information from both Hannigan and the ambassador, ranging from the rank structure of the Scandyan SDF to the size of the largest class of Coalition warship. By fiveday afternoon, he had just received a detailed commentary over the net from Cordelia Gregory and was wondering if he would get any other com¬ments. Then there was a knock on the door.


  Van looked up, used his implant, and said, "You can come in, Emily."


  Emily Clifton slipped into the chair across the desk from Van. "It's about your report." "What do you think?"


  "I'm sorry. With all the arrangements for the past week, I was swamped. But I finally read your report." She looked at him. "If I'm right about where you're headed, it's frighten¬ing."


  "Do you think I'm wrong?" he asked. She frowned, and the expression made her face look more severe than usual. "I'd worry that it makes too much sense.


  People usually do what they feel like doing, and then ration¬alize what they've done afterward. They think they're logical, but they're not. You're suggesting a logical pattern on the part of both the Argentis and the Revenants."


  It was Van's turn to frown. "No. Just on the part of the Revenants. The Argentis seem to be following a long-held cultural pattern, almost instinctive. That's the way they've approached most of their colonies and former colonies."


  "Do you think the Revenants are that logical—logical enough to plot this kind of takeover?"


  "I don't know. I do know that they have a superiority com¬plex of some sort. Commander Cruachan didn't have any problem meeting with their military attache, but the same attache won't even return my calls. Their ambassador practi¬cally called me a lower-class citizen at our reception, and their junior officers avoid talking to me, almost to the point of rudeness. Colonel Marti suggested, indirectly, that the Argentis are mostly the wrong color for dealing with the Revenants. Commander Salucar also noted that the Revenants tend to minimize or deny access to women. I got a similar set of observations from the Coalition consulate."


  "With all that ideological prejudice, you think that the Revs can be logical?" Emily smiled.


  "If they're not being logical," Van returned, "we've got a pattern that's been in place for decades, if not centuries, and we've got even bigger problems, because it controls every¬one."


  "Could they have two patterns—one for dealing with out¬siders and one inside?"


  "They could, but that would cause other problems."


  "Such as?" asked the third secretary.


  Van shrugged, helplessly. "I can't answer that. It's just a feeling on my part."


  Emily smiled slowly. "I'd trust your feelings more than your analysis."


  Van was still amazed at how much the smile transformed her, and it took him a moment before he replied. "That may be, but the ambassador, Dr. Hannigan, and Dr. Gregory won't."


  "What did Cordelia say?" asked Emily.


  "She has problems with my methodology, and with the lack of statistical rigor in my samples. She thinks that I can't prove conclusively that the investment patterns are actually planned, rather than a coincidental random walk created by two separate and disinterested classes of investors." Van smiled sardonically. "She did applaud my comparatively open-ended conclusions."


  "And Dr. Hannigan?"


  "I haven't gotten back anything from him," Van replied. "I'm not certain that I will." "What will you do?"


  "Incorporate your observations and Dr. Gregory's and send it to the ambassador—and everyone else. What else can I do?" He paused. "Oh, and make sure my full dress uniform is ready for the big Keltyr reception to celebrate Scandyan Independence Day." Van stood.


  "You are more cynical than I am," replied Emily, also standing.


  "We make a good pair that way."


  She looked down, ever so slightly, not quite meeting his eyes. "I'd hate to be paired up merely for my cynicism."


  "So would I... but... sometimes cynicism is the last refuge of the idealist"


  She looked up, almost abruptly. "You mean that don't you?"


  Van shrugged helplessly, and then they both laughed.


  It was the best moment of the day for Van.


  Chapter 22


  On sevenday evening, at nineteen-forty, Van waited in the Taran embassy's front foyer. In front of him was Cordelia Gregory, standing with a tall redheaded man whom Van felt he should know. To his left was Sean Bulben, and to his right was Ian Hannigan with a woman who looked to be his wife.


  Ambassador Rogh stood before the small group. For sev¬eral moments, he said nothing, waiting for silence. The mur¬murs died away, and the ambassador shifted his weight from one foot to the other, cleared his throat, then spoke. "I know you've all seen my memo about this evening, but I wanted to make it very clear. We will all leave in the embassy cars together after this. When the fireworks are over, sometime around ten-thirty, Madame Rogh and I will return. You may stay later, as you choose, and there will be an embassy car shuttling back and forth until somewhat after midnight.


  "I must remind you that no weapons, not even dress dag¬gers, or bootknives ... anything at all, are to be worn for the function at the Keltyr embassy." Ambassador's Rogh's eyes were chill as he surveyed Van, then each of the embassy sec¬retaries in turn. Only Sean Bulben fidgeted. "This is an important function, and you are to represent Tara as I know you can. Premier Gustofsen will even be there briefly, some¬time before and during the fireworks and flareshow. I would request that you not approach him, and if approached by him, keep the conversation on light matters or good wishes for another celebration of his system's independence... As always, your behavior reflects on Tara."


  Van wondered about the ambassador's cautions. Did the man know something Van should, or was he just fussy about ceremonial occasions?


  As the ambassador turned and was joined by his wife on the way from the foyer toward the cars outside, Sean mur¬mured, "Every time there's a big function, he gives us the talk."


  "His predecessor did, too," added Emily from behind them. "It must be in the ambassadorial how-to manual that they don't show us."


  Van couldn't help but smile at the dryness of her tone.


  "Roger," Cordelia Gregory said firmly to the redheaded man, "the second groundcar."


  Van lagged behind Dr. Hannigan and his wife, and Dr. Gregory and her escort, and ended up—by choice—in the rear seat of the third and last embassy groundcar with Sean


  Bulben and Emily. He glanced at Sean. "Who was that with Dr. Gregory?"


  "Oh ... that was her husband. Roger Cromwell."


  "The tech staff manager?"


  "The same one. She ranks him, and that's the way she likes it"


  Emily—sitting in the middle—glanced to her right at Sean, but did not speak.


  Sean flushed and looked out the window as the groundcar turned out onto Knutt Boulevard and left the embassy. "Well... it is. She orders him around just like she does me."


  Van couldn't help but smile faintly. "How many people will be at this function?" He looked sideways at Emily, tak¬ing in her profile and noting the high cheekbones and the clean lines of her nose, perfectly in harmony with her face, neither small and pert nor large and dominating.


  She did not turn. "Over a hundred from the diplomatic community, another hundred or so from the Scandyan politi¬cal and military communities, and probably a scattering of others. Some Scandyan media types will find a way to invei¬gle invitations, also, trying to see if they can get anything on the premier. They don't care much for him."


  "And half of them look down on you, and the other half don't bother," Sean added. "Least, that's always how it is if you're a fourth secretary."


  "It's not that bad," Emily said.


  "Almost." Sean's tone was morose. "You're not a fourth secretary."


  Both Emily and Van laughed. A long moment passed before Sean also laughed.


  When the groundcar pulled to a stop a good ten minutes later, the moment Van stepped from the embassy car, sliding out and holding the door for Emily, he could sense the sweep of a surveillance system—and then another.


  Van and Emily followed Dr. and Mrs. Hannigan and Dr. Gregory and her husband into the Keltyr embassy, past the four Kelt guards—in dress blue-green uniforms, but with long-barreled, high-charge stunners at hand.


  Once inside, Emily smiled and slipped away, and Van decided to pay his respects to Commander Salucar first. He began to make his way through the crowd in the main recep¬tion room, looking from side to side as he did. Although the Taran contingent had arrived punctually, the foyer and the first reception room of the Keltyr embassy were already half-filled with people.


  Van started to ease past the older blond officer in resplen¬dent whites adorned with braid and metals, who was talking to a willowy woman—also blonde, with skin almost as white as the officer's uniform. Then Van stopped, smothering a cynical smile. "Sub-marshal Taylor. It's good to see you."


  The sub-marshal looked up from his tete-a-tete with the woman, a fleeting expression of annoyance crossing his face. "Yes? I don't believe—"


  "Of course not. You wouldn't. Commander Van Albert, Taran RSF. I'm Commander Cruachan's replacement at the embassy." Van raised his voice to carry, but only to the point where it would seem that he was trying to make himself heard over the crowd. "I've attempted to set up a courtesy call several times, but you've obviously been more than a lit¬tle occupied." Van emphasized the last phrase slightly, then inclined his head politely toward the woman before turning back to face the sub-marshal, and lowering his voice a trace. "I won't trouble you further this evening, but I do hope we can get together before too long."


  "Ah ... yes ... we should do that, Commander."


  "I'll be in touch, Sub-marshal." Van nodded once more, and then slipped along the wall.


  "That was nasty."


  Van turned to see Emily Clifton standing beside an ornate and polished antique acoustical piano that was so spotless that Van wondered if it had been played in the last century. Beside her was a slender man in a white formal jacket.


  "You caught me." Van shrugged helplessly.


  'The marshal wasn't too happy. His look at your back was like a laser," she said, before gesturing to the man. "Raoul, this is Commander Van Albert, our RSF attache. Comman¬der, this is Raoul deLevain, my counterpart here at the Keltyr embassy."


  Van bowed slightly. "I'm pleased to meet you, Raoul."


  Raoul smiled humorously. "After what you did to the mar¬shal, I'm glad that you are pleased to meet me."


  "I am pleased to meet you," Van replied. He detected an accent in the man's old Anglo, but couldn't place it. It cer¬tainly wasn't anything like that of Commander Salucar. "As for the sub-marshal, I occasionally forgive, but I never for¬get." He smiled as he finished the words.


  "They do neither," Raoul observed.


  "So I understand."


  Emily raised her eyebrows. "This is supposed to be a friendly reception, not the starting locale of the next inter-stellar war."


  Van bowed slightly. "I understand. I'll attempt to remem¬ber that all is serene and peaceful here in the Galactic Arm."


  "Commander..." Emily shook her head in mock-despair.


  Raoul bent toward Emily, whispered a few words, then bowed to Van. "I must go, but it has been a pleasure meeting you, Commander. A pleasure indeed."


  Once the Kelt had moved away, Van eased closer to Emily, respectfully closer. "What was the parting comment, if I might ask?"


  Emily smiled, then leaned and whispered into his ear. "He said you are a refreshingly honest change from your prede¬cessor."


  Van couldn't help but feel her momentary warmth close to him, but that feeling was gone almost as soon as she moved back after her words died away. "I suspect that means that I'm hopelessly direct, and doomed to failure."


  "Only in the reception and drawing rooms, Commander." Emily stiffened.


  Van could sense the comm pulse, since it was embassy-linked, but not the content, directed as it was to her.


  "Dr. Hannigan needs something for the ambassador." Emily offered a crooked smile and slipped away.


  Van continued onward, eventually finding Ayrllis Salucar in the drawing room off the second reception area, talking to an older man in a formal white jacket. Easing back and wait¬ing, Van studied the DeVelle print on the wall—a scene of ancient warriors in leather and bronze caught by the first light of the rising sun. Van could admire the artistry, but had to question whether an ancient warrior leader would have both¬ered with a formal dawn consultation with lesser chieftains right before a battle.


  When the older man stepped away, Van moved toward Salucar. "Commander... I just wanted to pay my respects. I wouldn't want to be accused of neglecting you."


  A smile crossed the dark-haired Kelt officer's face. "Unlike some, you do listen."


  "I do try." Van half turned and gestured toward the crowd. "This is quite a gathering."


  She nodded. "That's why all the embassies are happy to rotate it. We've had to bring in some serving help, and screening them was another chore."


  "You've got extra surveillance in place, don't you? And some of those servers are probably reporting to you?"


  "Now ... we shouldn't get too professional at the moment, Commander."


  "Then I won't. How long have you been with the embassy? I trust that's not too professional?"


  "Close, but acceptable. Two years and three months. I had the Martel before that."


  "Cruiser?"


  "Old and very light cruiser," Salucar replied.


  "And they decommissioned the Martel after your tour?"


  "They did. It doesn't surprise you at all."


  "I wrote a book similar to that, once," Van said dryly.


  The barest hint of a quizzical look flashed across her face, then vanished. "Some patterns repeat themselves, I suppose."


  "Always. The trick is to discover which pattern and who benefits. I've always figured out the pattern, just too late to be as effective as I'd have liked to be."


  "You weren't late in the Regneri affair," she pointed out.


  "I was in what came later," he said.


  Salucar nodded. "Those kinds of patterns." She stiffened ever so slightly. "I must excuse myself. There are a few things to check before Premier Gustofsen arrives."


  After Salucar moved away, Van made his way toward one of the buffet tables, where he took one of the small blue-green china plates, edged in silver, and filled it with minia¬ture sandwiches of various sorts, not one of which was more than a mouthful, two thin slices of melon topped with pro-sciutto, and a few anachad nuts. Then he waited at the table serving as a bar, until the tall blond bartender got to him.


  "Ser?"


  "Pale ale."


  "Aurelian or Edauer?" "Edauer."


  Van took the ale and, with his plate, eased into a corner behind the antique piano, where he took a sip of the Edauer, a brew with a decidedly hopped edge, but an edge that was welcome after all the talking. Then he began on the sand¬wiches.


  "Commander?"


  Van turned to see an Argenti colonel standing almost beside him. He didn't know the man, but replied in Hispyn. "Colonel? I am afraid we have not met."


  "No, we have not," the officer replied. "I'm Colonel Ferdi-nando Casteneda, Colonel Marti's replacement."


  "I'm pleased to meet you." Van inclined his head.


  "And I, you." The colonel smiled.


  "When did you arrive in Valborg?"


  "Yesterday." Casteneda shrugged. "It was a most sudden transfer."


  "From where, might I ask?"


  "You could, and I would be obliged to answer only gener¬ally. I was working in a certain information ... capacity."


  Van laughed. 'That is either bureaucracy, senior command staff, or intelligence, but I won't press the matter." He'd already assessed the other's reaction to each possibility and decided that Casteneda had been in intelligence—and he wanted Van to know it, but without saying so directly. That was another troubling factor about the Scandyan situation—a high concentration of intelligence and potential scapegoats in the same place. "When did Colonel Marti leave?"


  "The day before I arrived, I was told."


  "Is your ambassador due to be replaced soon?"


  The colonel smiled faintly. "I would not be among the first to know that. Is yours?"


  "Not that I know."


  "You see?"


  "I appreciate your letting me know of your arrival. We should meet more formally once the Scandyan independence celebrations are over."


  "I would concur." Colonel Casteneda bowed slightly. "I look forward to that. I will be contacting you once I am more settled."


  "The best of fortune in that," Van replied.


  "Thank you." With a last bow, the Argenti colonel slipped away, as if he were almost relieved not to have spent too much time with Van.


  Van finished the small sandwiches, then went back for sec¬onds. As he ate what passed for his dinner, he noted that he had not seen Major Murikami, not that he had expected to find anyone from the Coalition consulate. He passed off the empty plate to a server, tall and blond, and, pale ale in hand, drifted through one room, then another.


  Perhaps an hour passed before he returned to the bar, where he traded his half-drunk and warm pale ale for another. He had also observed some individuals he had not met, but who appeared to be from more distant systems, including one woman in traditional Hyndji garb. He won¬dered how many others there were, and whether they might play any role in the developing struggle over Scandya.


  "You look deep in thought." Emily Clifton reappeared, trailed by Sean Bulben.


  "Appearances can be deceiving," Van replied after a quick swallow of the Edauer pale ale. "I was just thinking that I ought to be thinking."


  "About what?"


  "That was what I was thinking about."


  Emily shook her head, but Sean just looked bewildered.


  A flurry of energy pulses—comm pulses—seemed to flash around Van, although the sense of flashing was more of an illusion created by his RSF implant to provide a semivisible signal to him. "Isn't the Scandyan premier due to arrive at any time?"


  "I think he just did," Emily replied. "I can see some more Scandyan security by the doors to the main reception area."


  "It won't be long before they start the fireworks and flareshow," Sean said, glancing from Emily to Van. "We should go out into the side garden. The ambassadors are going out there. They've got places on that stand. We'll have to peer over everyone ..."


  "I suppose we should," replied Emily, a hint of resignation in her voice. "The ambassador always asks how their show compares to our last one."


  The three moved slowly, with the sluggish flow of bodies toward the doors that had been opened out onto the south lawn. It took almost fifteen minutes before they were out into the cooler night air.


  The sky had finally darkened into the deep green-tinged purple close to black that was full night on Scandya. In the west, halfway between the horizon and the zenith, Van picked out the unwinking disc-point that had to be Malmot. Despite the growing crowd on the stretch of lawn just to the south of the embassy building, Van could smell the fragrance of lilacs and roses, two of the more durable remnants of the flora of Old Earth. Farther from the embassy, stretches of grass and garden were still without more than isolated clumps of func-tiongoers, as if most wished to remain close to the embassy.


  Van turned and looked across the dais where the ambassa¬dors and, in some cases, their spouses, had settled in. Then, he realized something. The comm pulses he'd felt on and off all evening had faded almost entirely away. That bothered him, although he couldn't say why.


  At one end of the dais, a server was offering various drinks upon a tray.


  Van could sense something... something about the tall blond server, and he eased away from Emily and toward the server. Despite his garb and demeanor, the young man looked and felt more like a Marine—and yet he didn't.


  Van looked toward the other end of the platform where the ambassadors were seated, and then back to the middle, where the premier sat. Two security types in white and green stood behind him, and another pair were stationed on the ground behind the dais. The Scandyan security guards— three men and a woman—were carrying sidearms in throw-holsters, but Van couldn't tell what the sidearms might be—wide-angle stunners, slug throwers, or tanglers. On the far end of the dais was another server, also tallish and blond.


  Van began to feel very uneasy, and began to work his way through the crowds to a point closer to the dais, through diplomatic staff in groups, closely bunched, but not jammed in tight. "Excuse me .. . please ... excuse me...


  He got more than a few glares, but the uniform helped—he thought.


  A single green beam of light flared upward, corruscatingly brilliant, the green a perfect match with the green of the Scandyan flag, and the green in the uniforms of the Scandyan security guards. Two more lines of light crossed the first two. Then a blazing image of the Scandyan banner—an evergreen set between two irregular halves of a golden globe— appeared as a projection on the point where the three beams of green light appeared.


  From somewhere, came the sounds of a band playing a stirring melody Van had not heard, but which he presumed was either the Scandyan anthem or a well-loved piece with ties to the revolution and Scandya. He shook his head, trying to concentrate on the dais.


  The two servers had moved closer to the center of the dais, still carrying their trays with several drinks remaining on them. The server on the left end straightened, and, before moving to the next diplomat, glanced out across the lawn, if but for an instant.


  Van followed the glance, seeing another server offering a tray to a couple beside a small fountain—the only pair in that entire section of the lawn. He swept the lawn, noting a fourth server well to the west, where there were but three people, who had to have been unable to truly see the lights because they were directly under them. The three were moving back toward the main area, glancing upward, but the server did not move.


  But Van did, even before the positioning of the four truly registered. He wasn't quite running, when he leapt onto the dais, moving toward the nearest server.


  The man turned, took in Van's uniform, and threw the entire tray at the Taran commander.


  Van ducked and kept moving, ignoring the exclamations and curses.


  The two Scandyan security guards stepped in front of the premier, and the other two on the ground vaulted onto the dais. Lines of light flashed from everywhere—that was the way it seemed to Van—and the server who had thrown the tray pitched forward across the dais. So did two of the premier's guards.


  More lines of light flashed around Van, and then a series of cracks from a slug-throwing rifle echoed across the lawn and the stunned diplomats. Several of the ambassadors had scrambled off the dais, and chairs were scattered every¬where.


  Van kicked one out of the way as he saw the server on the other end take a shot, with blood welling across the arm of his white jacket. That didn't stop the man, who staggered, then drew a pistol of some sort.


  Another of the Scandyan guards went down, and Van lost sight of the premier, who had dropped behind the dais with a cover of Kelt security. But the single server kept moving toward Van. He was less than three meters away and turning the pistol toward Van.


  Van bent and picked up one of the overturned chairs by its back, then charged.


  Crack! The first shot missed. At least, Van didn't feel it, and he rammed the chair into the server.


  Crack!


  Green light flared around Van, and it felt as though lines of fire were flaying him.


  Black and green flared around him, and then he saw nothing.


  After a time—how long he didn't know—he looked up from where he lay on his back. There were people, medtechs, around him, but the sky was still dark.


  A face swam into view—Commander Salucar's face. She looked down at him.


  Van tried to speak, but all that came out was a mumble.


  Salucar looked down at him. "Who did it? How did you know? How?"


  Van blinked, holding back the darkness by sheer force of will. "... too ... many ... scapegoats ..."


  The darkness rolled over him, submerging him, carrying away the rest of the words he might have said.


  Chapter 23


  Over the past three millennia, social scientists, historians, and ethicists have all debated the history, purpose, and reason for the development and subsequent failure of ethical sys¬tems in society after society. From these endless studies, sev¬eral facts appear obvious, yet ignored.


  First, the ancient Judeo-Christian concept of "original sin" as defined in basic prediaspora Catholic/Christian theology was and remains an extremely useful tool for social indoctri¬nation, because (1) it provides a reason for evil while also allowing people to accept that evil is not the fault of the given individual; (2) supplies a rationale for why people need to be taught ethics and manners; and (3) still requires that people adhere to an acceptable moral code.


  Second, genetic studies have since revealed that only a small minority of human beings have a strong genetic predilection toward either "morality" or "immorality." This has historically posed a problem for any civil society based on purely secular rule because (1) society in the end is based on some form of self-restraint; and (2) the impetus to require self-discipline and to learn greater awareness of what is evil and unacceptable lacks the religious underpinnings present in a theocracy or a society with a strong theocratic presence. Likewise, history has also demonstrated most clearly that the majority of individuals are uncomfortable in accepting a moral code that is not based on the "revelation" of a divine being, because in matters of personal ethics, each believes his or her ethics are superior to any not of "divine" origin.


  As transparently fallacious as this widely accepted per¬sonal belief may be, equally transparent and fallacious—and even more widely accepted—are the ethical and moral sys¬tems accepted as created by divinities—and merely revealed to the prophets of each deity for dissemination to the "faith¬ful." Throughout history, this has been a useful but transpar¬ent fiction because the "divine" origin of moral codes obviates the need for deciding between various human codes. Humans being humans, however, the conflict then escalates into a struggle over whose god or whose interpretation of god is superior, rather than focusing on the values of the codes themselves...


  Values, Ethics, and Society Exton Land New Oisin, Tara 1117 S.E.


  Chapter 24


  Van wasn't certain, but he thought he was being carried on a stasis stretcher to a flitter. Then the darkness came in over him like the blackness of space between galaxies, dark and cold and empty, with the occasional pinlight of something that didn't belong there in the deeps, like a rogue star.


  Every time that the darkness lifted, waves of heat and pain surged over him, burning his arm and his leg once more, seemingly in even greater fire and agony. In the brief inter¬vals between darkness and pain, Van caught a vision of lines of energy around and through him, and sheets of light that he could only have called translucent flowing down on both sides of wherever he lay.


  He tried to concentrate, to bring the images into greater focus, but each time he attempted such intensity, the misty cool darkness surged back over him, and he dropped into the endless blackness.


  Then ... he woke. For the first time, he could feel specific pain—not a wash of agony, but areas of pain. His left arm was on fire, and so was his right leg. His lower rib cage throbbed, even as shallowly as he was breathing, and his lower abdomen felt as if it had been cut into small pieces with an ancient sword, then sewed back together with a large and dull needle.


  A thin medtech or doctor stood beside the medcradle. "Commander? Can you hear me?"


  "Yes." Van had to struggle to croak out the word.


  "Good." The woman nodded. "I'm Dr. Calyen. I've been working with you for some time now, not that you've been fully aware of it. We need to run some tests on you. These are of the kind that require you to be awake. It's likely to get somewhat painful before it's over, but the longer you can remain alert, the more we can do for you."


  "Go... ahead." Van's throat was so dry, or so unused to talking, that he half gagged on the second word. He could hear a low rumbling, then saw another tech pushing a cart toward the medcrib.


  "Once the equipment is set up, I'm going to ask you some questions. Some you can answer with a simple 'yes' or 'no.' Others may take a short sentence. I may also ask you to think about something—or to try to visualize an object or a color." The doctor's tone became sharper with her next words. "This is important. The harder you work on this test, the better your recovery will be." There was a pause. "Do you understand that?"


  "Yes ... going to be ... a struggle. If I don't... work hard ... I'll be hurting more ... later..." "Exactly."


  "Doctor... how long ... have I... been here?" Van struggled to get the words out.


  "You've been in the crib for almost six months."


  "Six ... months ... ?" Van couldn't keep the amazement from his rusty voice.


  "You're fortunate to be alive. You had severe injuries and systemic trauma. You took laser wounds, disc-gun slashes, and a heavy explosive slug through one shoulder, another through the side of your abdomen, and a third through your leg. Even so, we could have dealt with all that in a few weeks, no more than three months. But you also were shot with what we believe was an outlawed biotech slug. It contained a num¬ber of SAD nanites ..."


  "Sad nanites?" Van had never heard of nanites being sad— or happy.


  "Acronym," Dr. Calyen explained. "Search and destroy nanites. The RSF believes that they were intended for the Scandyan premier, not for you. You were fortunate that we had just received and installed some advanced equipment from a Coalition manufacturer." She smiled. "We were all fortunate. You were the test case, and the results were so good that we've been able to save a number of others with what we've learned."


  "How long before I'm up ... around?"


  "That may be a while yet."


  "Permanent injuries?" Van had to wonder with all the areas of pain.


  "It doesn't look that way," Dr. Calyen said cheerfully, "but your muscle tone is almost nonexistent, and you'll need pat¬terning to integrate your new arm and leg ... possibly some biofeedback for your right ear. We need some baselines ... that's what these tests are for..."


  There was a period of silence while the equipment, what¬ever it might have been, was positioned beside Van's med-crib.


  "Say your full name," the doctor requested.


  "Van ... Cassius ... Albert."


  "When were you born?"


  "Seventeen Novem, 1094 New Era."


  "Where were you born?"


  "Bannon, Sulyn ..."


  "Would you try to picture a blue box?"


  "... a yellow sphere?"


  The questions and requests seemed to go on and on. Then they stopped. Van had no idea what sort of baseline the doc¬tor had been trying to establish, and he was so tired that he wasn't certain he cared.


  "Commander..."


  Van blinked his eyes open.


  "Thank you. You did very well."


  Van hadn't done much, but then, he wasn't certain he .could have done more, either.


  "There are messages on the console beside the crib, and some handwritten missives as well. We've saved them until you were well enough to appreciate them."


  "Thank you." Van could see the doctor's smile, but her words seemed to fade in and out.


  "... you're too tired now. Just rest. They'll be there when you wake ..."


  The next time he woke, the pain was less—but it was still there, in the arm and shoulder, the leg, the ribs, the abdomen—and in his right ear and his "good" hand. He still didn't recall all the wounds that Dr. Calyen had enumerated, but that could have been because he'd been in shock. Anyone with those wounds should have been in shock. Still... he wondered. He shivered. For some reason, he felt cold.


  Even as he shivered, he could feel heat radiating into him from beneath and from above.


  "That should help."


  Van turned his head slowly, his eyes focusing on a medtech, a man who looked too young to be either tech or doctor.


  The young man consulted a screen before him. "Good. You're doing very well. You'll be on a regular schedule from now on. Your midday meal will be here in about a half hour. Dr. Calyen thought this would be a good time of day to bring you out."


  "Out? Out of... what?" Van realized his bed/crib had been inclined so that he was resting in almost a sitting posi¬tion.


  "You've been in a low-temp coma. You had some severe brain swelling ... those bioweps, you know. But you don't need to worry. Everything worked. Dr. Calyen said that she even cleaned up some other problems. Once you're fully recovered, you'll probably be just a touch sharper than before." The tech consulted the small handscreen, then smiled, pointing to the hand console attached to the side of the crib. "A lot of people worried about you. You've got a batch of messages there. The handwritten ones are on the table." With a last smile, he slipped out of the room.


  For a moment, Van studied the medcenter room. Nothing special, just a space perhaps four meters wide and not quite four deep with smooth walls. The window to his left revealed a view of the hills to the west of Valborg, deep in snow, but from where he half lay, half sat, Van could not see much of the grounds around the medcenter, just the upper portions of evergreens, also covered in deep and powdery snow. The scene outside the window brought a different kind of chill. The last time he'd been truly awake, it had been midsummer.


  His fingers felt simultaneously weak and stiff, but he fum¬bled with the handscreen, letting it project a holo image before him, one large enough that he didn't have to strain eyes that still seemed to blur small objects and details.


  The first few messages were from the ambassador and the embassy staff, all wishing him well. Those from Rogh and Hannigan were slightly warmer than perfunctory, but not much.


  The third one was from Cordelia Gregory, and it was short. He read and reread the key words.


  ... your actions at the Keltyr embassy showed great courage, and that did not surprise me, for it has always been clear that you have never lacked courage. What warmed and surprised me was the way in which you drew fire and tried to save oth¬ers. From your effort and example, 1 think that I can finally put the Regneri tragedy in perspective, and for that I thank you ... I regret that I cannot tell you that personally, because I am being sent to Keshmar as second secretary ...


  Drawing fire? Van certainly hadn't intended to draw fire. He'd just wanted to make sure that none of the ambassadors or the premier had been shot. He smiled bemusedly. What¬ever.


  Then, much farther down the queue, were the messages from his fathers. Dad Cicero had wished him well, said he was praying for Van's full recovery and hoping he could come home before he was posted somewhere else, and con¬cluded:


  ... As always, we love you, and worry for and about you. Also, as always, you have gone beyond duty, and that is an example that impresses your brother and sister, but I would hope that you have done so for reasons deeper than mere duty... we look forward with great joy to your next visit, whenever that may be ...


  Dad Almaviva had been more verbose.


  ... all the Sulyn media nets have scanned stories about your heroism in saving the ambassadors and the premier of Scan¬dya, and about your career as one of the shining lights in the RSF from Sulyn. That's probably partly because of your friend Ashley, but even he couldn't make bricks without straw. There's even a scholarship that's been started in your name at the Shennon Academy ... We're all so proud of you, but we have worried, and were so relieved to hear that you are expected to make a full, if lengthy recovery ... Your cousin Aeron has done a portrait of you in your uniform. He used old-style oils. He claims that is the proper medium for an old-style hero in a time when ethics and duty are falling by the way ... I fear that in a larger sense he may be right. The arts are receiving less support, and what support there is goes into those venues where the presentation overwhelms the content, just as the media has emphasized the results and vision of your actions without showing or explaining the reasons behind them. We know your reasons, but who else will know?... Still, we all love you, and miss you, and look forward to seeing you...


  Van wasn't sure he truly knew the reasons for his actions. He had just known that he had to act.


  When he finished reading the screen messages, he picked up the topmost of the old-fashioned envelopes on the table beside his bed/crib, opening it and reading over the words from Ayrllis Salucar.


  ... now been posted as commanding officer of Research Sta¬tion Epsilon, out in the middle of nowhere. I'm still not sure whether to damn you or thank you. If you hadn't stopped the last assassin, I'd have been court-martialled or retired. Since you did, the Review Board decided that anything that looked overtly punitive was best avoided. So I'll finish out my short¬ened career at Epsilon ... but I will have a career, and after retirement, no one will care or remember...


  Van smiled sadly. Salucar had been set up almost as badly as he had, if not worse. The Keltyr high command had clearly figured that something bad was going to happen in Scandya, something that they could do nothing about, and had posted a scapegoat as military attache. Had the RSF thought the same? Van wouldn't have been surprised. In fact, he would have been surprised if they hadn't, after the way matters had developed.


  He yawned, but still picked up the next envelope. It was from Emily Clifton. He frowned. Why the envelope, rather than a screen message?


  Commander,


  I truly hope this finds you well and recovering. Although we only worked together for a short time, it was memorable and rewarding.


  When you read this, I will be on Meroe in the Kush system, once more as the third secretary. I'm certain that someone will have briefed you, but after the Independence Day incident, everyone was detached. Dr. Hannigan took an early retirement. The ambassador returned to Tara to collect his pension as a former senator. Cordelia Gregory was posted to Keshmar, and Sean to Dhyli on Nuindya. You'll be sent somewhere else also, I'd bet.


  There were hundreds of people in that garden when the assas¬sins began to fire. You, the Keltyr commander, and four secu¬rity people were the only ones who acted. Two of the security types died, and the rest of you were wounded. It happened so fast, yet you managed to get to the dais almost as fast as secu¬rity. I just stood and watched. We media types are good at watching, I guess, but I did manage to get off a report to both the ministry and RSF about how you managed to thwart the assassins. I also made sure that the local and interstellar nets got a copy. That was the least I could do.


  If you ever do get to Kush—while I'm there—I can assure you of a warm reception. I'd like to see you again.


  The signature was just her first name.


  Behind the note was the hard copy of a press release. Van didn't read it. He would, later.


  He couldn't help smiling, if sadly. He'd not only liked Emily Clifton, more than a little, but he'd felt the stirrings of a kind of affection and love he'd never experienced for long, and he wished he'd been able to see her again. He slipped the note back into its envelope, then sat back to rest—and to think—while he waited for his meal.


  Chapter 25


  In the winter gray light just before dawn, Van woke abruptly. He could hear two voices outside his door echoing in the quiet of the medcenter.


  "... another week before the regrowth is solid enough for full-scale therapy ..."


  "... compare to his previous physical abilities?"


  "... should be every bit as good. He's responded well, and he could even be somewhat better ..."


  "But it will take time?"


  "It's not something you can hurry, not in a case like this."


  Van waited as the two figures—Dr. Calyen and an RSF commodore—stepped into his room and toward the medcrib, although most of the equipment that had surrounded Van had been removed days earlier—except for nonintrusive monitors.


  Dr. Calyen said nothing, standing back from the short, trim, and dark-haired commodore.


  The commodore cleared his throat, in the way that small men often did, before beginning. "Commodore, I'm Brion Guffree. Since I was concluding the RSF report on the inci¬dent, and since Dr. Calyen said that you were now fully aware and well on the road to recovery ..."


  Van was being addressed as commodore? He managed not to frown or look curious as he waited for whatever would be revealed by the words of the other officer.


  "... I just wanted to let you know that you've been awarded the Republic Cross by the council for your exemplary efforts in saving the premier of Scandya. You've also been promoted to commodore, effective the first of Septem ..."


  Awarded the second highest decoration—for what amounted to stupidity in facing an armed squad of assassins? Or dumb courage at best? And promoted? "Ah..." Van found himself stammering. He concentrated and forced out the words. "I did what I could."


  "You did it very well, Commodore."


  "What happened? You said you were part of the inquiry. What can you tell me?" asked Van.


  "There were eight assassins in and around the light dis¬play. Your actions allowed Kelt security—and the premier's bodyguards—to stop them."


  "Who were they?"


  "We still don't know. I don't think anyone does or that any¬one ever will. All eight were advanced-stage clones, and they all dropped over dead, some even before being taken into custody, the rest before they could be interrogated. Some sort of reactive nerve poison, triggered by programming. There was no way to revive any of them, and it appears that no one knows for whom they worked. The clones did have Revenant gene patterns, but that's not conclusive."


  "Because anyone could have used a pattern from another culture?"


  "Exactly. They could have worked for anyone. Each gov¬ernment knows what it knows, but the guilty party isn't about to admit it. It could have been a local group as well. We may never know. Premier Gustofsen was unhurt, and he even managed to win the fall elections. Scandya has stepped up its security screening of visitors and immigrants, and has requested that no out-system ships larger than standard cruis¬ers enter Scandyan system spaces. The Revenant government has charged that the attack was Argenti-backed, and the Argentis have suggested that only the Revs had anything to gain by the death of the premier..." The commodore shrugged. "Nothing has really changed."


  Van doubted that, but he just nodded, before asking, "Do you know where I'm likely to be posted? Or is it too early in my recovery to say."


  Guffree did not quite meet Van's eyes. "The doctors say that it could be another six months to a year before you'd be in the same physical condition that you were before the attack ... and could return to duty in that status ..."


  "Could?" Van didn't like the sound of that.


  "Oh, Dr. Calyen has assured me that your health will be perfect when you leave here. That's not quite the question." Guffree spoke quickly, as if he wished to get through the next words. "Because you were so severely injured, the Review Board also recommended that, once your rehabilitation is completed, you be granted a full retirement stipend as a com¬modore."


  "But if I'm not permanently injured ... ?"


  "Commodore, you lost both an arm and a leg. You suffered severe internal injuries. The doctors say that, after rehab, you'll be as good as new, perhaps better. But full rehab is likely to take as long as a year, and in cases where such lengthy medical care is required for a senior officer, it's been found that retirement is more appropriate... and in your case, a full career retirement is certainly deserved."


  Van didn't know what to say. He knew he never would have been promoted to commodore had he not been wounded, yet... "I see. I don't know quite what to say."


  Guffree laughed warmly. "You don't have to. The Repub¬lic rewards its heroes, and we like for them to be able to receive those honors personally, because so often they can't."


  Van understood that. He'd seen too many officers and techs die already. A thought came to his mind. "The Collyns? Do you know anything?"


  Guffree frowned. "I shouldn't speak much about that. Let us just say those on board were among those we cannot reward in any meaningful way."


  "I understand." That didn't surprise Van at all. It would have had to have been something like that to have required the Fergus's immediate transfer to Scandya. But it still nagged at him. He wondered if it always would.


  "I'm certain you do, Commodore." Guffree smiled again. "It's good to know that you'll recover completely, and I'm happy to have been able to tell you about your commendation and promotion."


  "Thank you," Van replied, as warmly as he could. "It... takes some getting used to."


  "You'll manage, Commodore. I'm sure you will." Guffree paused, then extended a large envelope. "I took the liberty of collecting some of the media stories about you. I thought you might like to show them to friends and family. There's also a copy of the summary of my report."


  "I appreciate that," Van replied.


  "It was something we could do, and I'm happy I could." Guffree bowed his head. "I'd like to stay and chat, but there's a shuttle to catch."


  "You don't want to miss that."


  "The ship would wait, but I'd rather not be known as a commodore who pulls that kind of rank." With a last smile, Guffree turned and left.


  Van looked at Dr. Calyen. "I will recover fully?"


  Calyen glanced toward the door, then stepped toward the medcrib, and spoke quietly. "You should be fully recovered, the way you're progressing, in three months. It might be a lit¬tle less or a little more, but I'd bet on less."


  Van nodded slowly. The RSF would claim that Van would have been out of touch for a year and a half—not nine months—and now they finally had an honorable way to slip one Van Cassius Albert out of the RSF—with a medal, a pro¬motion, and full retirement. And there wasn't anything he could do about it.


  He looked blankly at the unopened envelope. How long he did, he wasn't sure, but when he looked up, Dr. Calyen was no longer in the room.


  After another pause, he opened the envelope that Guffree had handed him. He started with the news stories.


  (Valborg, Scandya) Eight high-level clones attacked Premier Erik Gustofsen in the middle of a light show at the Keltyr embassy on Independence Day night. Lasers, disc-guns, and even slug throwers were leveled at the controversial premier. When it was all over, Gustofsen was untouched. But two secu¬rity guards were dead, and four others were wounded. The military attache of the Taran embassy was so severely injured that doctors are still struggling to keep him alive, and the mili¬tary attache1 of the Keltyr embassy was wounded and released.


  The eight attackers all died immediately following the unsuc¬cessful assault. The Valborg constabulary has refused com¬ment on whether they were all programmed clones, but sources close to the investigation have indicated that the clones followed a basic Revenant genetic pattern. That pattern does not necessarily indicate who planned and implemented the attack because a number of organizations and govern¬ments have the capability of using such a gene pattern.


  "If the attackers were clones," commented Revenant Ambas¬sador Jared Dane, "and if the gene pattern were similar to some of our citizens, that would almost certainly prove that we were not involved, but set up as scapegoats." Similar views were expressed by others in the diplomatic community. Temra Piersen of the Liberal Commons denounced the suggested Revenant tie as "little more than a smear campaign" by those wishing Argenti annexation.


  Premier Gustofsen called for calm, and tendered his public appreciation to the Taran military attache for his "foresight and bravery ..." He also indicated that a letter of commenda¬tion and appreciation would be forthcoming.


  Van smiled wanly. There hadn't been any private messages from the premier, nor any public ones that he'd seen. But per-


  haps a communique had gone to New Oisin. That might have been the reason for the Taran commendation and promotion. He went back to reading.


  The Taran commander, Van Albert, apparently recognized the attackers before they were in position and sounded a warning. Albert vaulted onto the dais with the ambassadors and the pre¬mier, keeping the attackers from getting clear shots at the pre¬mier until security guards shielded Gustofsen with their own bodies. Albert was hit with multiple weapons. He is in critical condition at Valborg Medcenter. Doctors would not comment on his condition.


  Most of the other transcripts of media stories were along the same lines as the first—except for the one from Taran Media.


  (New Oisin, Tara) Last week in Valborg, the capital of the Scandyan System, eight well-armed clones attacked the Scan¬dyan premier. The aim of the attack was foiled by the quick thinking of the Taran embassy's military attache. Commander Van Albert was severely wounded and may not even survive, let alone recover fully. Yet his actions prevented what might have led to a civil war in Scandya, since by all accounts, the premier is the only figure presently capable of maintaining Scandyan neutrality.


  Although we appreciate and applaud the commander's hero¬ism, as should every citizen, neither the Republic nor its peo¬ples should have to rely on uncommon individual heroism in other systems to protect us and our children. While the RSF has taken pains to deny the story, it is fairly certain that the RSFS Collyns has been lost in space, most probably another hidden casualty of an indirect and undeclared conflict that threatens to engulf the entire Arm. Another cruiser is also missing and presumed lost. In this time of growing tension between the Revenants and the Argenti systems, the RSF must have more and better ships and technology if we are not to find ourselves in the same predicament as do the Scan-dyans...


  Van set down the stories and reached for Emily Clifton's envelope, taking out her press release, and comparing it to what had been aired and printed in various media. He nodded slowly. From what she had written, Van felt Emily was proba¬bly largely responsible for his commendation and promotion, rather than his appearance before another Review Board.


  He looked down at the unread summary report. He'd have to read that as well. But not yet. He shook his head slowly, then looked outside, where the skies had darkened and even more snow had begun to fall.


  Chapter 26


  Intermittent fat flakes of late spring snow drifted down from dark gray clouds as the groundcar came to a stop outside the Taran embassy. A stocky commander, with streaks of gray in his hair, stood just outside, waiting as Van stepped from the embassy groundcar that had brought him from the rehab facility where he had spent the last two months. Van's breath steamed in the chill, and he could feel the unseasonable cold knifing through him, despite the officers' heavy winter coat.


  "Commodore, welcome back. I'm Bert Maine." The com¬mander offered a warm smile. "Do you have any gear?"


  Van held up the small duffel he carried. "Just a few per¬sonal items."


  After a moment, the older but junior officer asked, "How long will you be staying here?"


  "Just a few days. I'm scheduled on a courier on sixday. The Morraha, I think." Van knew the question was a formal¬ity, designed to confirm what Commander Maine already knew, that Van would only be at the embassy for five days.


  "The ambassador wanted a few words with you as soon as you came in, and, after that, I'll be giving you the general staff codes so that you don't have to have an escort around the embassy. They were all changed after the Independence Day ... incident." He turned and gestured for Van to enter the embassy.


  "I can imagine."


  The Taran Marine corporal on guard duty stiffened as the two officers neared.


  "Carry on," Van said quietly.


  Once inside the embassy, Van followed Maine toward the stairs to the upper level.


  "Shame to hear about your old ship, Commodore," offered the commander.


  His old ship? Which one? "The Fergus?" Van stopped.


  Maine looked curiously at Van.


  "You have to remember that for six months I was in an induced coma," Van said gently. "I still haven't caught up on everything."


  "Ah ..." Maine nodded understandingly. "They didn't tell me that."


  "The Fergus?" Van prompted.


  "Yes. Sad thing it was. Must have happened not long after you were injured. Vanished in jump transit from here to Tara. RSF tried to keep that quiet, coming so soon as it did after the Collyns going missing, but word did get out to some of us, and then everyone knew." Maine shook his squarish head. "At least now they can all see we need more and better ships, but it's been a heavy price to pay." He started up the steps.


  Van stood at the bottom of the stairs. The Fergus ... miss¬ing like the Collyns? How? The old cruiser had been checked over thoroughly, or should have been. Ships did occasionally vanish in midjump, but there had been only a handful in hun¬dreds of years. Had the cruiser just been too old to repair prop¬erly? Or had the Revenants managed some hidden attack?


  Van glanced up the steps, then followed Maine. He was breathing harder than he would have liked when he reached the top of the stairs in the office wing of the embassy. Rehab hadn't gotten him back in the shape he'd been in, not by even a short jumpshift. He did sense the stronger screens, and the pulse of Commander Maine's access codes.


  Maine turned left "The ambassador is anxious to see you, ser."


  Suddenly warm, Van slipped out of the winter coat and folded it over his arm, then followed the other along the cor¬ridor to the door at the south end.


  Even the ambassador's personal assistant was new, a round-faced younger woman who stood immediately as Van stepped into the outer office. "Commodore Albert. We had so hoped you would come back before you left for Tara."


  Van wasn't aware that he'd had much choice. He smiled. "I'm very glad to be here." That was true, especially given the alternatives.


  "Ambassador George is waiting for you." The assistant hurried to the door to the inner office and opened it.


  "I'll be back shortly," added Commander Maine.


  "Thank you." Van set his small duffel on the floor and laid his coat across the back of one of the chairs before turning to follow the woman.


  The ambassador—a lanky man with black hair and pierc¬ing hazel eyes—strode forward to meet Van. "William George, Commodore. You're a very famous man, and I couldn't overlook the opportunity to greet you on your return to the embassy." The ambassador gestured to the leather arm¬chair on one side of the low table before the replica hearth. Unlike his predecessor, he waited until Van had seated him¬self, then sat down. George leaned forward with a pleased smile. "I'd like to hear your side of the story, from you in per¬son, but I do have a slightly official function to perform first."


  Wondering what that might be, Van just nodded and waited.


  "You may not realize it," the ambassador went on, "but your actions improved our standing immensely with the Scandyans." He gestured to a simple pasteboard box on the table, measuring slightly less than a half meter on a side and roughly twenty centimeters high. "That's a token from Pre¬mier Gustofsen. Personally. He said that he wished it could be more, but understood the limitations on gifts to RSF per¬sonnel." When Van did not reach for the box, George lifted it and handed it to Van.


  Van took it, then slipped off the top. Inside, surrounded by padding, was a second box, one of a dark wood, with two seals inlaid side by side on the hinged top, and connected by a chain that appeared to be solid gold inlaid into the wood. One seal was that of the RSF, the other, Van assumed, of Scandya. Under the seals were two lines of writing in Old Anglo script, again inlaid in solid gold.


  With greatest appreciation to Commodore Van Cassius Albert, RSF


  From Erik Gustofsen, Premier, Scandyan Confederation


  Van studied the box, then carefully unlatched the catch and lifted the top. Inside was a medal, one he did not recognize.


  "It's the Star of Dedication. That's the highest award they can give to a non-Scandyan. The box is a personal token from the premier, and RSF officers, I am assured, can accept per¬sonal tokens that carry no overt commercial value."


  While the wooden box carried no overt commercial value, Van had already seen that all the colors and shapes of the two seals had been cut and set in gemstones and gold, and the stones and artistry made the box far more than a mere token. "It's beautiful."


  The ambassador extended an envelope, sealed with green wax and a gold ribbon. 'This comes with it."


  Van had to fumble with his belt kit to get out his knife, and he carefully opened the envelope without breaking the seal. Then he read the words inside, handwritten.


  This is a mere token of thanks from me and from my family. We cannot express how much your selfless action has meant, both to us and to the people of Scandya. We hope that both the Star and the box will remind you in good times and bad that there are those of us who can appreciate honor and selfless¬ness, especially when purchased so dearly.


  Beneath was a simple signature—Erik Gustofsen.


  Ambassador George slipped another large and flat enve¬lope on the table. "That has the official proclamation from the Scandyan Assembly."


  "I can't say that I anticipated any of this." Van had really expected that the promises he had read about more than two months earlier would have been conveniently forgotten by everyone.


  "You made a great impression, Commodore. A great impression."


  Van replaced the "token" box inside its container. He would read the proclamation later. He glanced toward the window. Outside, the snow had begun to fall more heavily.


  "How did you know what was going to happen?" asked George. "I read the RSF inquiry, the one they submitted to the ministry. But it never said anything about how you knew."


  Neither had the summary report that Van had read, and no one had talked to him—at least not that he recalled, although he had no idea whether he might have been interrogated under sedation, but there was no mention of that in the summary.


  "I didn't know," Van replied, "except for three things. A number of the servers at the Keltyr embassy looked like they were former military. The Kelt military attache had told me that they had all been screened thoroughly, and then I saw servers on the lawn where there were very few people, but in places where they had a clear field of fire. The only real tar¬get had to be the premier. He was the only one that wasn't replaceable." Van shrugged.


  "Why did the screening tip you off?"


  "Because the Kelt commander was a professional, and the only way that they could have passed screening was through duplication, and that meant clones."


  "You mean ... whoever did it had duplicate clones of each assassin, one programmed to pass screening, and one ..."


  Van nodded. "It's the only way it would work. Program¬mable clones are blank slates. That means they take their pro¬gramming hard. You can't deprogram without destroying them." Even as he spoke, he wished he'd kept that conclusion to himself and decided against revealing anything else—not that there was much at that point. "Who..."


  Van shrugged. "That, I couldn't even guess. You can create a motive for just about anyone. I'd be skeptical that it was the Revenants because I'd think they'd use another genetic pat¬tern. But then, they could have figured that everyone would think that. I just don't know."


  Ambassador George smiled. "That's something—to figure that out as it was happening."


  "I was lucky. Or maybe I wasn't."


  "I doubt it was luck." The ambassador rose. "I'd like to talk longer, but I hope we'll see you at dinner or lunch one of these days before you go."


  Van rose, careful to gather the box and envelope.


  Outside, Commander Maine was waiting, holding Van's duffel. Van made no move to take it as he reclaimed his coat.


  "If you'd link to the netsystem, Commodore?"


  Van did, and picked up the general access codes for the embassy, but not those that required special clearances. He could also sense that his codes were trace-linked. He couldn't do much about that, either. He locked them into his memory. "I've got them."


  "Good. We'll head to your quarters."


  Once they were back in the main corridor, Maine added, "We did move all your records and personal effects to your personal quarters. I hope that we got everything, but... well... we don't have that much office space ..."


  "I understand. No one knew when I'd be back, and you had to get on with the tasks at hand." Van didn't worry about funds. Once his personal account reached a certain level, the excess was transferred automatically to an account on Sulyn—code-named VCA. Dad Cicero also had access to that account. Van had done that to allow his father to continue his prudent and effective investing on Van's behalf, something an officer moving from system to system certainly couldn't do.


  Neither officer spoke much on the walk to Van's quarters. Nor did they say much there.


  Van didn't feel like talking, and it was clear that Maine was ready to return to his duties.


  After the commander left, Van surveyed his quarters. He could tell that neat as everything looked, his rooms had been searched, and probably more than once. That was certainly to be expected under the circumstances.


  He glanced to the window, but the snow continued to fall. After taking a deep breath, he settled into the armchair in the sitting room. He'd need to step up his conditioning. That he could tell. Other than that, and his orders to report to New Oisin for debriefing and mustering out into full retirement, he hadn't the faintest idea what lay ahead. He'd just never thought that he'd be retired so quickly and so young. Even after three months, he hadn't really accepted that, and he hadn't felt like trying to figure out the future during rehab— not when every day had left him exhausted.


  Everything that had happened to him seemed almost sur¬real, and he wasn't quite sure why, except that he didn't think it was just his own personal reaction, or that it was the result of his injuries. Whether he'd ever discover what really had happened at the Keltyr embassy was also another question. And what had happened to the Collyns and the Fergus were also unanswered questions. He wanted answers, needed answers; but needing to know and being able to discover that knowledge were two separate issues.


  He looked at the late spring snow once more, then shivered involuntarily.


  Chapter 27


  Just before noon on threeday, for at least the tenth time in the previous hour, Van looked out the window of the sitting room in his embassy quarters. Snow—wet fat flakes—had contin¬ued to fall intermittently. If he hadn't been following his exercise program rigorously, he probably would have been even more restless, with so little to do.


  Van looked up from the holo projection of the complete RSF report on the Independence Day incident. He'd had to insist that Maine make it available to him, suggesting that, despite his current status without diplomatic clearances, it would be viewed as less than proper for a hero of the Taran Republic not to be able to read the report of his own actions. Maine had concurred, reluctantly, but with the limitation that Van could only read it on the embassy netsystem and could not print out any hard copy.


  For all his efforts, the RSF report shed no more illumi¬nation on the event. There were more facts—such as the dis¬covery of an abandoned cloning facility in a warehouse in the commercial district of Valborg and records of materials and common biologicals going to the business front there— Valborg Biologicals. But, according to the RSF investigators and the materials cited from the Valborg constabulary, none of the tracks went anywhere. The company had been set up five years earlier by a Dartigan Dumas, a citizen of Keshmar, and the bonding had been in Galactic Arm securities. Offi¬cials of Galactic Arm indicated that the funds had come from a Keshmaran Commercial Credit clearinghouse, and without traveling half the Arm to Keshmara there was no way to trace the originator.


  Even then, Van suspected there would be no trace. The operation had been conducted in a way that indicated vast resources—governmental resources—but that had been a foregone conclusion. Of course, the report made no mention of either the Collyns or the Fergus.


  Incoming from Integrated Information Systems, the netsys¬tem announced.


  The name was familiar, but Van couldn't place it. He debated, then said, "Accept"


  The image on the screen was that of a man who appeared, at least in comparison to the spartan furniture behind him, tall and broad-shouldered. His short-cut, almost military-styled hair was blond, with faint streaks of silver. His eyes might once have been bright blue, but now bore the washed-out faded intensity of a deep-space pilot, probably a former Revenant military pilot, Van judged.


  The tall man smiled politely and spoke. "Commodore, I'm Trystin Desoll with IIS."


  "IIS? I can't say I've ever heard of it."


  "Integrated Information Systems. We're a foundation out of Cambria—on Perdya."


  Van nodded. Now he remembered—they had an office in the Coalition Consulate because they'd run into problems leasing space in Valborg, but that was about all he knew, except that Cambria was the capital of the Eco-Tech Coali¬tion. He frowned. The man didn't look like an Eco-Tech.


  Desoll laughed, warmly and with understanding. "I know. I don't look like I'm Eco-Tech. It's a family curse. I look like a Revenant, but I can assure you that I come from a long¬standing Eco-Tech heritage."


  "I'm not much in the mood to buy whatever you're sell¬ing," Van said politely.


  "I'm not selling. I'm looking to buy, and I'd very much like to talk to you in person. I'd be happy to stop by your quarters or meet you anywhere you might wish."


  "I'm leaving Scandya on sixday."


  "I'll make time for you whenever it's convenient," Desoll replied.


  Van smiled wryly. In a way, anytime was convenient, and he might as well get it over with. Besides, what did he have to lose besides time? He already was finding that he had more than he wanted of that. "In an hour—at your office. You're still in the Coalition consulate?"


  There was the slightest flicker of surprise on Desoll's face, followed by a smile. "We are. Thirteen-fifteen?"


  "I'll be there." Van broke the link. He wondered about the Eco-Tech's smile. The man had almost seemed pleased. He also wondered why he'd agreed to meet Desoll. Curiosity? Or a dawning recognition that he was going to have to do something else with his life? The idea of an idle retirement, even a comfortable one, was totally unacceptable to Van.


  He'd never been able to sit and do nothing, or busy himself with meaningless hobbies.


  Van linked into the embassy netsystem to request a driver and a car, and was immediately assured that one would be waiting for him at twelve-forty.


  Then he reread the RSF report, but he didn't find much new. The only other new bit of information that he found wasn't in the report itself, but buried in the notes at the rear. That was the observation that the Revenant ambassador, Jared Dane, had been recalled to Orum, where he'd been ele¬vated to the Quorum, whatever that was. What it also meant was that Dane had not been disgraced or reprimanded, but apparently rewarded.


  At twelve-thirty, Van donned his winter dress coat over his winter greens and walked down to the embassy's front por¬tals. As promised, the groundcar was waiting. Van didn't know the embassy driver—Stefan had also apparently been dismissed or left in the time Van had been in rehab—but the woman knew her craft and, despite the continuing snow, had him at the Coalition consulate at thirteen hundred. For a moment, Van thought about making Desoll wait, but dis¬missed that thought immediately. What was the point?


  He looked at the driver. "I won't be long."


  "That's not a problem, Commodore. Take as much time as you need. I'll be here." She smiled warmly.


  "Thank you." As he walked through the slush that even the nanitic deicers couldn't melt and remove fast enough, Van asked himself how long the respect and semi-hero worship would last. Not all that long, he decided.


  There was no one in the corridors of the Coalition con¬sulate, and, as had been the case when he had visited the Coali¬tion consulate before, the door to the IIS office was open. Van walked inside, and toward the inner office with the open door.


  Trystin Desoll had already sensed Van and stood in the doorway before Van reached it. The Eco-Tech wasn't all that much taller than Van, but he was broader, and, in person, exuded a quiet sense of power and authority. Clearly, the man had been a commander of some sort.


  "I appreciate your coming to see me, Commodore." Desoll closed the door behind Van.


  "I have the feeling you might have been a commodore or more yourself," Van suggested.


  Desoll laughed. The sound was warm, appreciative, and rueful, all at once. "No ... the highest I ever got was senior commander."


  That surprised Van, although he couldn't say why. He set¬tled into one of the wooden armchairs, which, despite its lack of upholstery and padding, was shaped in such a way that it was surprisingly comfortable. "You said you were buying. What are you buying?"


  Desoll sat in the other wooden armchair, both in front of the desk. He looked directly at the younger man. "I'm look¬ing for a very senior officer and pilot to help us here at US. I thought you might be interested."


  "I'm not looking for a console job." Not unless he couldn't find anything else.


  "I guess I wasn't clear. I'm looking for an officer to com¬mand an IIS ship. It's not as big as the kind of commands you've had—it's about the size of a corvette—but with auto¬mated systems so that you and one tech can operate every¬thing."


  "You can afford ships like that?"


  "We have two. The third, the one we'd hope you'd con¬sider, is almost completed. It's scheduled for delivery in six weeks." A smile followed. "That means seven or eight, but not longer than that because there are penalties for a later completion."


  Van nodded slowly. IIS was clearly more than it seemed. Very few multilaterals could afford to own and operate one interstellar ship, let alone three. And he'd never heard of a foundation with interstellar vessels. "I have to say that what you say intrigues me. I've never heard of a foundation with jumpships. I don't want to seem too ... presumptuous ... but it would almost seem that there would have to be a ... governmental link."


  Desoll nodded in return. "I can see where you would think that. Any reasonable and intelligent individual would con¬sider that as the most logical possibility. I can assure you that the IIS is not funded, either directly or indirectly, by any gov¬ernment, or by any entity affiliated with any human govern¬ment or bureaucracy anywhere." "That's easy to say ..."


  "That's true. As a condition of your employment, if you are still interested after I describe the duties and compensa¬tion, we will allow you access to all IIS records and systems. Furthermore, we will place a bond equivalent to one year's compensation at any financial institution you choose, any¬where, and in your name. If you feel that you have been deceived in any way, all you have to do is request that bond be turned over to you, and that will be done."


  That was surprising. Van had never heard of any black operation willing to offer such conditions, nor one relying solely on the views of the would-be employee. After a moment, he asked, "Could you tell me more about the duties and responsibilities involved with ... such trust?"


  "Some of it's very basic," Desoll replied. "We develop proprietary information of all sorts and package it for clients across the Arm. It's too detailed for economic transmission by standing wave, and not something we'd like to broadcast across the Galaxy. We also have developed some extremely sophisticated information handling and analysis systems which we prefer, for obvious reasons, to manage ourselves. We've grown to the point that two ships are no longer suffi¬cient. In addition, because we have a reputation for scrupu¬lous honesty and punctuality, we also take consignments of similar technology and information for large multilaterals and deliver them in the course of our own operations. We charge dearly for that service, but not so dearly as would be the case if they had to send couriers and buy commercial space without guarantees of security." Desoll took a sip from the glass of water on the desk, then continued. "In addition, we want someone with the experience and stature to deal with the senior executives of both governments and multilat¬erals. We can find pilots, and we can find executives and


  politicians, but finding someone who combines both sets of skills—and who has a demonstrated record of accomplish¬ment and unblemished integrity ... That is very difficult."


  "I'm not a good politician. You should have discovered that by now."


  "I'd have to disagree, Commodore. You've survived three incredibly difficult situations in the RSF. Not only survived, but gained reluctant admiration."


  Van almost laughed. Instead, he asked, "Putting all that aside ... why me?"


  "You're black Taran, right?"


  "No secret about that."


  "What do you know about Eco-Tech culture—the racial aspect?"


  Van stopped and looked at the other man—tall, blond, fair—a perfect Rev or Scandyan. Except, if he'd been born and raised in Cambria, he wouldn't have been perfect, not when all the Eco-Techs Van had met were smaller, dark-eyed, with darker skins, and dark brown or black hair, and faint slants to their eyes. "I never thought about it that way."


  "We're interested in educated, decisive, and highly quali¬fied pilots who aren't bound by traditional cultural con-straints. We're also interested in officers who have gained an understanding of how multilateral, military, and governmen¬tal organizations operate, and who have gained that experi¬ence the hard way."


  Van had to admit his experience hadn't been gained in the easiest way.


  "Now ... there is one other aspect of the job."


  Van waited for the catch.


  "We're one of the few foundations or multis who deal with the Farhkans. They prefer not to bring their ships into certain systems. On occasion, we will transport a Farhkan or go into their systems and pick up or deliver various items. Would dealing with them bother you?"


  Desoll watched Van closely.


  Van didn't even have to think about that, although he'd only seen a single Farhkan in his life, and only from a dis¬tance. "No. I can't see why it would." In another way, that also made sense. IIS was handling something else prof¬itable that others wouldn't think about. Van did wonder how IIS had established the relationship, but it wasn't the time to ask.


  "That's good." Desoll waited. "Do you think you'd be interested in IIS?"


  "I'll still have to think about it," Van demurred.


  "Take all the time you want." Desoll smiled, and somehow the expression was both sad and understanding. "The offer's open. We'll leave the ship preserved for a year, if we have to, before we pick someone who's not right."


  "I'm going back to Tara on sixday, and then home to Sulyn." Van shrugged. "I hadn't planned on this."


  "I understand. I really do. When I was retired, it came as a shock also. We share some similarities there, because I'd just finished a... an assignment where I'd been badly injured, and it took more than a year before I was well enough to return home. And then I was retired."


  Van was certain that Desoll had almost said "a mission." Had the man been an intelligence operative? Yet what he said about his own medical experiences and retirement rang true—almost too true. "I take it that was a while ago?"


  "Quite a while ago." Desoll smiled. "Eventually, I got tired of gardening, and then my wife died. That was when I decided to work with IIS. While I've made mistakes, I've never regretted working here."


  "What's the structure? I mean, who do you work for?"


  "The board, I suppose. I'm the managing director."


  "You're the head of IIS?"


  An embarrassed smile crossed the older man's face. "We're a very lean organization. With our overhead, we have to be. You'd be a senior director, say the equivalent of a se¬nior vice president or vice director general or something like that. Oh ... the pay is complete health protection, and I mean complete, anywhere in the Arm, and an annual stipend of a quarter million Coalition credits—that works out to about four hundred thousand Argenti creds. I don't have the current


  Taran equivalent, but it's around three hundred fifty thou¬sand. And all expenses."


  Van did swallow. There might have been a hundred indi¬viduals on all of Sulyn who made that kind of income.


  "We pay a great deal, but we ask a great deal, Commodore. Particularly absolute integrity."


  "It's impressive," Van conceded, then asked, "Just what does this job entail? For that amount of credits, you must want a lot more than a pilot. Even with impeccable integrity."


  "It all centers on being a pilot. As you know, much as the Arm governments would like to pretend otherwise, piracy and raiding still exist, if on a limited scale. Our ships all have far larger drives and shields than would otherwise be the case. We also carry, as I mentioned, extraordinarily valuable goods upon occasion. You would also be expected to learn more about the foundation and take over some of the duties I now have. As we've expanded, I find myself stretched far too thin."


  "But you don't need a pilot for that, do you?"


  "Given our structure and operations, it makes much more sense. That's another reason why we're interested in a tested and more senior officer. One who understands how important trust is for an organization."


  Van cocked his head. "That would seem obvious, but you don't think many people recognize that?"


  "Outside of the military, no. That's been my experience, at least. But like all disillusioned idealists, I tend to be cynical."


  Van couldn't help but chuckle at the ironic self-mockery. "What else does a disillusioned idealist believe?"


  "Don't rescue anyone unless you want to be responsible for them for life."


  "That's an old belief."


  "It's also true." Desoll smiled. "After all this, are you still willing to consider IIS?"


  "I'll consider it, but I still have to think about it, unless you need an answer now."


  "No. We have some leeway." Desoll smiled, again almost sadly. "It may be that I can arrange to stop by Sulyn in sev¬eral months. If you come to a decision before that..." He extended a plastic oblong. 'That will cover a standing wave message to reach me wherever I am. Just indicate yes or no, and, if yes, where we can reach you."


  Van took the oblong. He doubted he'd accept the job offer from an unknown Eco-Tech foundation, but it would have been foolish to decline before he had explored the alterna¬tives. 'Thank you, Director Desoll." He rose.


  'Trystin, please. I hope we'll hear from you." Again... there was sadness behind the warm smile.


  Van had the feeling that Trystin was even older than he looked to be, perhaps a good decade older. "It might be a while. I don't know what will happen in New Oisin."


  "I understand. But do take care of yourself. Whatever you decide, you have much to offer. Just make sure you do what fits who you are."


  Van was still puzzling over Desoll's last words as he walked toward the waiting groundcar. Doing what fitted him? While it was certainly good advice, it seemed strange that Desoll would offer it to a man he hardly knew.


  Chapter 28


  By sixday morning, as he rode in the groundcar to the Val-borg shuttle terminal, Van still knew little more than he had when he had returned to the embassy. The embassy records showed nothing beyond what he had already learned from the RSF report and his own experience, and since no one remained from the previous diplomatic staff, his personal inquiries revealed little else, even those he had hurriedly made to Commodore Petrov and the military attaches he had known so briefly before being wounded. He had managed five more days of fairly vigorous reconditioning exercise, not so strenuous as he would have liked, but what he could do.


  Everyone had been polite, deferential, even awed, but that hadn't led to any more information. Nor had his searches of events on Scandya revealed anything—and he'd been using the public nets for that line of inquiry ever since he'd entered rehab. The fact that there was so little information and so lit¬tle time before he was being sent back to Tara was troubling. But then, everything from the time the Fergus had entered the Scandyan system had been troubling. And neither the Scan-dyan databases nor the embassy records revealed anything new about either the Fergus or the Collyns. Nor had he dis¬covered anything more about the mysterious death of Com¬mander Cruachan.


  He'd also learned little about IIS, except that what he had found seemed to confirm what Desoll had said. Yet he still couldn't understand why the man was so interested in him, and that bothered Van. For all the lip service given to retiring officers, once the flowery language ended, no one paid that much for broken-down commanders—commodores.


  When the embassy groundcar pulled up to the terminal, the driver smiled. "We all wish you well, Commodore."


  "Thank you." Van returned the smile, then reclaimed his two duffels and his carry bag, walking through the portals toward embarkation control.


  "Ser? Over here." A gray-haired control officer in the gray uniform worn by all Scandyan transport controllers beckoned from a console to Van's right.


  Van tendered his datacard.


  The official took the card. Then his eyes widened. "Ser? You're the man who saved the premier?"


  "I don't know that I saved him. I tried, and it worked out."


  "I knew you looked familiar. I'm so glad to see you up and around, ser. For a while they were saying you might not make it."


  "It took a while," Van admitted. "Longer than I would have liked."


  "You're cleared, Commodore. Out-gate three. Have a good trip. And thank you." "I did what I could, but thank you."


  The port controller must have coded something, because, as Van left the screening portals, two more controllers stepped forward, tipping their hats.


  "Have a good flight, Commodore," said the woman.


  Van found that he had the front left row in the magshuttle to himself, the seat beside him empty—the only empty seat in the shuttle.


  As he waited, his implant and enhanced hearing picked up fragments of conversations. "Who is he ... ?"


  "... Taran officer... senior type ... commodore or sub-marshal ..."


  "... don't know, but overheard one of them saying some¬thing about owing him ..." "... owing a Taran officer?" "... what they said ..." "Wish they owed me like that"


  Van smiled. He doubted any of them would have know¬ingly paid the price that had gained him his small bit of com¬fort and privacy on the shuttle.


  Less than two hours later, he was gathering his gear and stepping out of the shuttle and through orbit control screen¬ing. He'd let the other passengers disembark first, then fol¬lowed them out into the grayness of orbit control, where the air smelled faintly of oil and metal, as did all orbit control stations, in spite of all the air purification equipment and sys¬tems.


  "Commodore Albert!" Standing beyond the debarkation area was a young Scandyan port controller—with a ground-cart. "Ser."


  Van carried his gear toward the controller.


  "Ser. We checked, and your courier is all the way on the other side of the station. Thought you wouldn't mind if we..."


  Van grinned. "I wouldn't mind at all. I've been out of rehab less than a week, and the muscles aren't back to what I'd like."


  "We thought something like that."


  Van set the duffels in the bin then sat down beside the driver. "I do appreciate this." "It's the least we can do, ser."


  Van caught the absolute conviction in the young man's voice, the same sort of conviction that had been in the ground personnel's words as well. Why had his actions been that important to them? Because they knew that Premier Gustof-sen was so vital to the future of Scandya? Because everyone knew? That was definitely a frightening prospect.


  "We all do what we can," Van replied, as the groundcart lifted off the deck and eased along the center of the corridor. He admitted to himself that he was very happy not to have to lug all his gear halfway around the orbit station.


  Even so, he felt uneasy, as if someone were following him. Yet, even with his implant, he couldn't pick up any signals. Still, he was certain that someone was watching him, but the corridors of the orbit station were just crowded enough that he couldn't pick anyone out, especially with the speed of the groundcart. Was that another reason why he'd been met? Did Scandyan intelligence think he'd been targeted and want to make sure he left Scandyan territory safely?


  How could he tell? After all, he reminded himself, he'd never been trained for intelligence or espionage. He was just a ship driver, and one about to be retired.


  "We're about there, ser. It's EM-three." The cart slowed and came to a stop.


  Van stepped down to the deck and turned to the controller. "Thank you." He hoisted his gear.


  "Our pleasure, ser. Have a good jump."


  "I certainly hope to." The lock was closed, not that Van expected less from a courier, which basically carried a pilot and a tech. He triggered his implant.


  Morraha, this is Commodore Van Albert, for transport to Tara.


  We've been waiting for you, ser. The lock door swung open, and almost immediately a slender RSF captain stood there.


  "Captain Nialla, Commodore." She reached forward to take one of the duffels. "Let me give you a hand here."


  "A pleasure to see you, Captain. And I'll accept that hand. I wouldn't have once, but for now, I appreciate it."


  As he entered the courier, Van noted that the port con¬troller had not moved the groundcart, at least not while the lock was open.


  Chapter 29


  Following his orders, two days later, after a long one-jump trip on the Morraha, a crowded down-shuttle ride to New Oisin, and an expensive commercial groundcar ride, Van reached RSF headquarters. There, he was escorted impartially to the visiting senior officers' quarters, where he waited two days for another physical, which took a full day. He was grateful that he had arrived in Oisin's fall, rather than full winter.


  On fourday morning, he was sitting, waiting in the outer office of Sub-marshal Vickry, deputy chief of RSF Intelli¬gence and Strategy, for his scheduled debriefing. He knew he'd run across the name before, and not just on the RSF or¬ganizational chart, but he couldn't remember where.


  "Commodore Albert, Sub-marshal Vickry will see you," said the senior tech at the console.


  Van rose and stepped through the archway that held more screening equipment and then into the office that stretched a good ten meters by eight, overlooking the Yeats Green.


  Vickry was redheaded, with age-faded freckles, and rail-thin. Intensity radiated from him. He did not rise from his desk console, simply gesturing to the chairs facing him. "Commodore Albert. I'm glad to see you back in health."


  'Thank you, ser," Van replied, after easing himself into the chair directly facing Vickry.


  "I've been assured that, if you take care, you'll enjoy a long and healthy retirement." The sub-marshal's smile was professionally warm, the kind of forced emotion that Van dis¬trusted.


  Van waited.


  "Commodore, Marshal Connolly and I have reviewed the available information on the Scandyan incident, and there are several aspects of the event where we thought your personal observations might be useful. You are known to have been an impartial and highly ethical officer, and that reputation makes your observations that much more important."


  "I'd be happy to share those with you, ser. I don't know that I saw that much more ..."


  Vickry waved off the demurral. "Commodore, you clearly saw more than anyone else because you were the first to react, and certainly the first correctly to assess the danger. No false modesty, if you please. I'd like you to explain in your own words why you reacted."


  "It was almost an accident," Van began. "I noted that some of the servers were tall, almost like Rev troopers. That was just an idle thought at first, but I saw several like that. Then, when we left the embassy building and went out on the lawn for the flareshow, I saw two of them on the dais, and one glanced out across the lawn. I looked where he looked, and there was another server there, with a tray, and only one per¬son anywhere near..." Van went through the entire incident again, word by word, action by action.


  After Van finished, Vickry nodded slowly. "Coincidence, in a way, that you happened to be in the right position to see all that, but what appeared to be unconnected events to oth¬ers, you saw with a trained and observant eye." He paused before speaking. "I understand that, after your release, you visited the Coalition consulate again. What was your ration¬ale for that?"


  Van forced a smile. "I'd read the summary report that Commodore Guffree provided me. As you may know, I con¬tacted all attaches remaining in Valborg whom I knew and


  who remained, not that there were that many. I hoped to find out if I'd missed something." "Did your'


  "Nothing that seemed to add to the RSF report," Van said. "There were a few more facts and some confirmation of what I'd seen."


  "You had mentioned to Ambassador George that you thought that there were other clones involved. Did you have any hard evidence for that conclusion?"


  Once more, Van wished he had not made that admission. "No, ser. That was circumstantial, as I told the ambassador. The Keltyr military attache had told me that they had put all the temporary help through intensive screening. The Kelt commander seemed most professional, and duplicate clones seemed the only way possible." Van shrugged. "That was my surmise. I don't have any idea if that was how it was done, but it could have been done that way, and I certainly couldn't think of any other."


  "What about simply gimmicking the Kelt embassy screens?"


  Van paused, then replied carefully, "That might have been possible. I'm not into espionage. My implant registered that they had screens, and I'm certain that any overt malfunction would have been detected. But, if someone had a way to pass just the assassins ... how would anyone know? Except the Kelts, and they certainly wouldn't admit that kind of failure."


  "No. They wouldn't," Vickry agreed.


  "You could probably discover that, though," Van mused. "It ought to be possible to find out if the Kelts did any extensive changes in the embassy's structure or equipment after the inci¬dent to rectify any shortcomings that they had discovered."


  "That certainly would be possible."


  That response confirmed to Van that Vickry had already looked into that possibility—with no success, making Van's hypothesis even more likely.


  'Tell me, Commodore. Did you ever have any contact with the Revenant embassy?"


  Van shook his head. "Not except in passing. I was intro¬duced to the Revenant ambassador at one function, then introduced myself to their attache" at the Kelt reception. I'd made a number of calls to the attache, but none of them were ever returned, and he didn't even recognize my name when I introduced myself."


  "Yet Commander Cruachan had no difficulty there."


  "That may be. Perhaps he was more skilled at making con¬tacts with the Revenants. He doubtless had more experience before taking his post."


  "Ah ... yes. There is that. Now ... did you gain any new insights from the Coalition attache? Major Murikami, was it?"


  "Some. He noted that the Sandyans and the Revenants both had exhibited a growing prejudice against the Argentis and the Coalition—or their peoples."


  For the first time, Vickry looked truly interested. "What did he say, more exactly?"


  "I don't recall his exact words, but they were to the effect that both avoided doing business with darker-skinned peo¬ples, such as the Coalition, the Hyndjis, and the Argentis."


  "Most interesting. Did he offer any examples?"


  "He said that he knew of some businesses that had had trouble obtaining leases for the use of property, and that the consulate had tried to help." Before Vickry could ask another question, Van asked one that had been bothering him. "You know I was the commander of the Fergus, and I'd heard that—"


  "That was a terrible thing, Commodore. Very regrettable. It's always a great loss whenever the RSF loses a ship, espe¬cially when we can't determine how."


  "You never found out what happened?"


  "The Fergus entered jumpspace, but never emerged. The Scandyans were kind enough to let us check their records, and they show a clean drop."


  "And there's nothing else?"


  "The best judgment is that the Fergus had strained some¬thing in the jump generator. It could have been building for some time, just below the detection threshold. Or it could have been your... encounter with that unknown cruiser." Vickry smiled sympathetically, almost as if to suggest that he wasn't holding Van responsible. "We don't know. It's even possible that the Fergus encountered a... an unfriendly battle cruiser when she emerged ... wherever that might have been. There aren't any records of an energy disturbance in the system where the ship was scheduled to arrive."


  Van kept his face in an expression of polite concern as he realized that Vickry either was lying about the jump genera¬tor or didn't know that it had been replaced. "Where?"


  "I really can't say, Commodore. I'm sure you understand that. Now ... about the Keltyr commander ... how thorough do you think her personnel screening was?"


  The questioning, gentle yet unyielding, continued, touch¬ing on every event affecting Van, men turning back again and again to subjects Van thought had been covered already.


  "... how many times did you actually visit with the Keltyr attached"


  "Why did you visit the Coalition in the first place?"


  "What was your impression of Kelt military preparedness from your talks with the commander?"


  "Did Major Murikami provide any other insights ..."


  When Van left the office, well after noon, for the first time he almost felt ready to retire from the RSF. He also felt, once more, for the first time since he had returned to Tara, that he was being watched.


  Chapter 30


  In the end, there was no ceremony for Van's retirement, nor one for the awarding of his medal, the Star of the Republic. Nor did he meet with anyone of higher rank except the sub-marshal, or indeed, any other officers except the doctors for his retirement physical and other officers in passing and at meals in senior officers' mess.


  Sub-marshal Vickry met once more with Van and pre¬sented him with his retirement papers—including a hard copy sheet that indicated Van's personal account had been credited seventy-eight hundred credits for unused leave and another two thousand for back pay as a commodore—and the medal in a case. The sub-marshal didn't even offer to pin the medal on Van.


  Now that Van was officially retired, his priority on trans¬port had dropped, and he couldn't get a space on an RSF ship headed for Sulyn for more than two weeks. While that wasn't exactly unexpected, since transport of a retired officer to his home of record was of far lower priority than the needs of the RSF for transporting active duty officers, and since the RSF was still quartering him, it was nonetheless unsettling to go from having couriers immediately transporting him to going space available.


  Also unsettling was the deactivation of the RSF access to his implant. There was no sense in removing the implant itself, on the off chance that a retired officer might be recalled, not when access could simply be blocked by a sim¬pler procedure during a retirement physical. Although Van could still send and receive standard comm signals, the com¬parative narrowness of what he sensed was as if he'd lost part of his hearing—and in a way, he had.


  In the time remaining on Tara, Van stepped up his exercise program and began to investigate the possibilities for employment and positions open to young retired RSF com¬modores. He started with the Taran flag line—Quasar—and asked for and received an appointment with one Eron Har¬vey, senior director for personnel—if four days later. None of the other spacegoing concerns had even returned his calls.


  Harvey's office was a third again larger than that of Sub-marshal Vickry and filled with handcrafted walnut and mahogany furnishings. It also was on the third level of the sprawling Quasar complex just to the west of the New Oisin shuttle terminal and overlooked a replica Taran country gar¬den, complete with shamrocks. Van didn't see any small stat¬ues of leprechauns when he glanced out the window before sitting down before the replica Gregory desk from behind which Director Harvey studied him.


  "Commendations, promotions, citations... I must say that you have an impressive record ... Commodore, is it?" Harvey frowned.


  "Not anymore," Van replied with a smile.


  "I suppose not." Harvey cleared his throat. "I have to ask why you're interested in a junior pilot's position with Quasar."


  "I'm a pilot," Van replied. "That's what I do best. I'd like to keep doing it. In the RSF, once you get to be a commodore, you don't stay as a pilot." Especially if they retire you.


  "With all that service and rank, I would imagine you have a considerable retirement..."


  "It's comfortable," Van replied. "That leaves me free not to worry about compensation."


  "I'm sure of that. It's a good position to be in. Still... why would someone who's commanded the largest vessels of the RSF want to start all over under someone who doesn't know as much as you do?"


  "As I said, I'm a pilot. I know that part of the job well. I can't say I know the commercial side."


  Harvey nodded, then squared his shoulders. He did not look directly at Van. "Well... I can understand your feelings about wanting to keep doing what you do well, and there's no doubt that your talents and skills are considerable. But... I have to be frank. We hire only former military pilots. We've made it a policy not to hire pilots with only one tour or those who've made a career of the military. The first category don't know enough, and they're generally looking for a comfort¬able position. Those in the second category have more than enough experience, but, frankly, they tend to be less ... flex¬ible. We've found that a balance between youth and experi-ence works better for us ..."


  In short, Van concluded, Quasar wanted someone else to pay for the costs of training pilots, and then to get them


  young enough to mold them into the desired Quasar mold, doubtless diplomatic and deferential and oh-so-glad to be working for Quasar.


  He wondered if that was the way the other transport outfits felt.


  Chapter 31


  Van looked across to the command couch, where the older commander reached forward, his index finger poised over the large red jump button. "Don't!" Van exclaimed.


  "It's a perfectly normal jump, commander," explained the gray-haired senior officer. "We're just headed back to Leyn-styr." His eyebrows lifted, and for a moment his face shifted, looking more like that of a far younger officer—fair, blond, and oh-so-infallible—before returning to the image of a youthful but still gray commander.


  Van wanted to explain that the jump wasn't normal, that it couldn't be normal. Instead, in slow motion, he watched as Commander Baile depressed the jump button.


  "No!" Van exclaimed—too late.


  Black became white, and white black—and then brilliant red, pain red, swirled through the cockpit, sheer agonizing pain.


  Van sat up with a jolt, sweat pouring down his face, his heart pounding. Of course it had been a nightmare. He'd never been on the Fergus with Commander Baile, and two commanders would almost never be before the control board at the same time. But it had seemed so real... once more.


  He wiped his forehead.


  Then, the nightmares about the Regneri always seemed real. He blotted his forehead again, and checked the time. It was almost time to get up, and he doubted he could get back to sleep in any case. He took a long deep breath and swung his feet over the side of the bed in the visiting senior officers' quarters.


  Why the nightmare about the Fergus! He hadn't done any¬thing. Unless, somehow, his last battle with the unidentified cruiser had overstrained something. But the jump generators weren't linked to any combat functions—not to shields, or nets, or fire control—and one of them had been replaced.


  Somehow, he harbored guilt... but why? He hadn't even been near the Fergus.


  Slowly, he rose and walked toward the fresher and the shower he needed to wash away the sleep and the stench of fear, fear that he had somehow been responsible, and fear that festered within. Maybe ... more exercise would help.


  Chapter 32


  As another ten days passed, as his exercise and conditioning efforts continued, Van discovered that all the other concerns in the Taran system that were in the market for space pilots were also looking for younger men and women. He also searched all the news archives that were open-access, but could find no new information that might have shed light on what had happened to the Fergus. He was alternating between quietly seething about Sub-marshal Vickry's quiet hint that the Fergus might have been lost because of Van's actions in dealing with the renegade cruiser and trying to decide why Vickry had thrown that at him.


  Then, too, he was bothered, because he continued to feel that he was being watched, but by whom or why, he still had not been able to confirm.


  One of the cometary mining firms—SpaceRec—did make an offer—but for an operations director. Van turned it down, wondering as he did if he were making a mistake. But he hadn't felt all that comfortable as a military attache, and being an ops director would have required more desk and po¬litical skills.


  So on oneday, he presented himself at the New Oisin ter¬minal, took the orbital shuttle, and once on Tara orbit control two, made his way through the crowded corridors to lock EM-ten, where the RSFS Sligo was docked.


  The tech on lock duty—third class at that—saluted Van. "Welcome aboard, Commodore. Commander says we'll be unlocking as soon as Major Dolan arrives. You have the first couch in the passenger cabin. Lockers are aft of the cabin."


  "Thank you."


  "You're welcome, ser."


  With that, Van lugged his two duffels aft and stowed them in the second locker. Then he made his way forward and set¬tled into the first couch of the four. Its gray thermafoam was clean, but worn.


  He leaned back and closed his eyes, trying to plan what he might do once he was home on Sulyn. He'd certainly try to see what pilots' positions might be available, but after his experiences in New Oisin, he wasn't too hopeful. He could contact Trystin Desoll at IIS, but the idea of working for a Coalition organization continued to bother him. Much as Desoll had insisted IIS wasn't a black or off-budget agency for the Eco-Techs, Van still had his doubts. But it was a pi¬loting job. Of course, his family would want him to stay near Sulyn, particularly his sister Sappho. He hoped that he'd find something on Sulyn.


  At the sound of steps, he opened his eyes.


  Major Dolan was a tall and round-faced redhead with a thin body beneath her long neck. As she carried a single duf¬fel past Van, he judged that she was probably only thirty-five, and with the collar insignia of logistics, and her age and ser¬vice branch suggested a recent promotion.


  She paused, then smiled and spoke. "Greetings, Com¬modore."


  "Greetings, Major. Go ahead and stow your gear." "Yes, ser."


  She returned quickly and settled into the couch across from Van's. "I have to say I'm surprised to see you here, ser."


  "I was just retired," Van said. "Once that happens ..." He shrugged.


  Her gray eyes studied him for a moment. "Medical? I hope I'm not prying. I suppose that's why I'm in logistics. No tact. But you look too young to be retired, especially as a com¬modore."


  "It happens." Van didn't feel like explaining. "You're being transferred to Sulyn?"


  "Actually, I'm headed to the research station off Aeylen. Someone has to keep track of all the widgets and supplies, and if the RSF supply type isn't at least a major, no one really listens. That's what the detailer told me."


  "I wasn't aware that Aeylen was an RSF project."


  "Oh... it's not, but they've run into some interesting developments, and the RSF research arm has been operating the station for almost twenty years. It's really a converted biostation."


  The only research the RSF supported was weapons research. Why would there be an RSF station off a world being planoformed? What possible type of weapons research could there be?


  "That's been going on for centuries—the planoforming, that is."


  "So I was told." Dolan smiled faintly. "Is Sulyn your homer'


  "That's where my family is and where I was raised." As he spoke, Van realized that he really didn't think of Sulyn as home. He wanted to see his family, but did he really want to settle down in Bannon—or anywhere else on Sulyn?


  "They'll be glad to see you."


  "I'll be glad to see them."


  There was a cough from the passageway at the front of the cabin. Both officers looked up to see the tech standing there.


  "Sers ... we'll be delocking in a moment. If you would secure your harnesses ..."


  Van had already secured his, but he checked it again.


  When he looked up, the tech was gone, and the hatch between the passageway and the cabin had been closed.


  Van just hoped that the short standing wave message he had sent had reached his fathers. They'd welcome him, no matter what; but he hated surprising people, even family, because it usually meant that someone or something got slighted.


  Chapter 33


  Once Van reached Sulyn orbit control, he had to wait almost eight hours for the shuttle down to Bannon, which only ran twice a day, as opposed to the more frequent runs to the plan¬etary capital of Domigua. He spent most of the time and close to a hundred credits accessing news reports and other information, both about the Republic and the transportation and out-system resource extraction situation so that he would have a better grasp of the job possibilities. When he had exhausted that, he ran a search of Sulyn's news files, but there was nothing new there on the Fergus. Then he paced, for a time, before finding an eatery where he had a sandwich that tasted only slightly better than flavored sawdust.


  The inbound clearance at orbit control was perfunctory, and the down-shuttle almost as worn and tired as the Sligo had seemed, but Van couldn't help but smile as he stepped from the terminal in Bannon and out into the late afternoon sunlight. He walked as quickly as he could with his three bags, moving toward the groundcar lane, when he heard cheers from somewhere.


  "There he is!" someone announced.


  Van wondered what celebrity had been on the shuttle. Some rez-songster? He glanced around, but no one seemed to be near him.


  Beyond the groundcar lane, someone was waving a banner, on which were written the words "Welcome home, Van! Ban-non's own hero!"


  Him? A hero? Before he could react, a group of media types moved toward him from his left. He hadn't seen them at first, concentrating as he'd been on seeing whether any of his family had come to meet him.


  "Van? Or should I say Commodore?"


  Van turned, half-squinting into the afternoon light, taking in the long-faced but still-youthful-looking—and familiar— commentator. "Is that you, Ashley?" At that moment, Van thought he saw Sappho and her children in the crowd, but he didn't see Arturo or Margaret—or his fathers, either.


  The commentator laughed. 'The first words from a return¬ing hero. Yes, it's me. Now ... how about a few words for the people of Sulyn. You're the first recipient of the Star of the Republic in years. How do you feel?"


  "I'm glad to be here." That was mostly true. "I'm looking forward to seeing my family. It's been several years."


  "Spoken like a true son of Sulyn. For those of you just tun¬ing in, this is Commodore Van Albert, the RSF officer who single-handedly and without weapons prevented the assassi¬nation of the premier of Scandya. Why did you do it, Com¬modore?"


  "It had to be done. No one else was in a position to act."


  "As simple as that? Didn't you think about the danger of eight armed assassins?"


  "Not until I was in the medcrib recovering." Van managed a rueful laugh, still wondering what all the media hype was about. "Then I had a lot of time to think."


  "We understand you were retired after the incident. Would you care to comment on that?"


  "That was a decision by the RSF. According to the doctors, I'm fully recovered, and able to do anything I ever could."


  "What do you think you'll do?"


  "Spend some time with my family first. Then ... we'll see."


  "Thank you very much, Commodore. We wish you well. And that's it from the Bannon shuttle terminal, where one of


  Sulyn's sons has returned home a hero in three systems." The professionally bright tone vanished from Ashley's voice as he stepped forward, and said, far more personally, "It's good to see you. Mairee and I worried when we'd heard you'd been wounded."


  Van glanced from his former classmate toward the crowd on the other side of the groundcar approach lane, smaller than it had first appeared, but still waving banners and signs for the media. "This ... this was a little surprising."


  "You don't think we'd let a real hero slip into town without notice, do you?"


  Van smiled.


  "Or that your family would?"


  "Don't tell me ... ?" Van began.


  "There they are." Ashley pointed to Van's left.


  A long charter-type pale green groundcar eased up. Two familiar faces appeared—those of his fathers—the narrow and serious latte face of Dad Cicero and the broader and smiling darker face of Dad Almaviva.


  "Are you going to stand there and gawk?" called Alma¬viva, his booming bass voice riding over the dying cheers. "You're going to miss the curtain."


  That had always been Dad Almaviva's favorite expression with his three children. Whenever they threatened to be late, they were going to miss the curtain. Dad Cicero had preferred to suggest that he'd haul them up before the bar. For years, Van had pictured being dragged up before a huge iron bar, until he'd finally understood what his advocate father had meant. Somehow, not knowing had been more frightening.


  Dad Almaviva bounded out of the groundcar and threw his arms around his son. "Van!" His voice rumbled as he hugged Van.


  Dad Cicero stood back, more reserved as always, waiting for Van to survive Almaviva's crushing embrace. Then he stepped forward and gave Van a much lighter and quicker hug, but it was as demonstrative as Van had ever seen his advocate father in public.


  "I'll get your stuff," Almaviva said. "Everyone's going to meet us back at the house."


  Van ended up in the rear-facing but lushly upholstered seat, looking at his fathers.


  Dad Almaviva was smiling broadly. "You didn't expect that, I'd wager a full stage."


  Van had never understood how one could wager a full stage, but the familiar words were more than welcome.


  Dad Cicero was smiling faintly, almost as if relieved when the groundcar eased away from die terminal.


  Van had barely settled back when Dad Almaviva asked the first question.


  "How long did the trip from Tara take ... ?"


  "Did you have a chance to get to the opera in New Oisin?"


  "... heard that Alygnia was doing The Fall of Denv ... Have you heard him?"


  Dad Cicero offered an amused smile, then leaned back and listened.


  The drive back to the villa took nearly half an hour, but then, with all the answers Van provided, he scarcely noted the time. The villa was on the north side of Bannon, in the low hills separating the city from the badlands.


  When the chartered groundcar pulled away from the circu¬lar drive, Van realized he'd never even seen the driver. He lifted a duffel and the carry bag and started for the portico shielding the front foyer, but Cicero had slipped ahead and had the door open.


  Van glanced at the stone ledge on the right wall of the entry foyer, catching sight of a bonsai cedar. "That's new."


  "I suppose so," replied Cicero. "I've been working with it for almost thirty years, but it's only been here for the past two. It gets the morning sun from the skylights and seems to like it there. So I never moved it. The Silysia didn't like it there."


  "Let's get your stuff back to the guest suite," boomed the stocky Almaviva. "Sappho and Arturo and their children will be here any moment"


  Bemusedly, Van followed Dad Almaviva, carrying one duffel and his smaller bag. Cicero followed with the other duffel. After depositing all his gear, Van washed up quickly and hurried back to the great room.


  The villa was little changed from what Van remembered. He thought the tan of the exterior stucco was a shade lighter, and the reddish roof tiles slightly more faded, but the great room, with the huge hearth that was seldom ever used except as an open space in which to place Dad Almaviva's latest flo¬ral creations, looked almost the same. The greenhouse was doubtless still unchanged, although he hadn't looked, and certainly Dad Cicero's study and Dad Almaviva's studio were the same.


  Sappho was the first to come bursting through the door— tall like Cicero, but even lighter-skinned than Van, with flam¬ing golden red hair. She practically launched herself at her older brother, giving him the kind of hug that Dad Almaviva always bestowed. "I'm glad you're back—and safe."


  She released him and turned to the two girls who stood back shyly, one reaching to Van's chest, the other barely to his waist. She looked to the taller. "You remember Lesnym ... and this is Farah."


  Van bowed slightly. "Lesnym ... Farah."


  "Aelsya will be here as soon as she can. She was on call, and, of course, some idiot working on a groundcar put his leg and foot in the wrong place." Sappho snorted. "When you teach, you hope students grow up, but some never do." She grinned. "You look good, really good for someone they thought wouldn't make it."


  "I need to work on the conditioning," Van admitted.


  Sappho began to usher Lesnym and Farah toward the great room, murmuring, "Your granddad Almaviva will have some special treats, I know ..."


  Van was about to follow her and the girls when the front door opened again, and three more figures stepped inside. "Arturo!"


  "Van." While Arturo looked like Almaviva, and hugged like him as well, if with a hint of Cicero's reticence, he had


  Cicero's logical and legal mind and worked as one of Cicero's associates. "I'm sorry we couldn't get to the wel-coming ceremony..."


  "It's enough that you're here," Van replied, wondering why Arturo had even brought up the matter. It wasn't as though Van kept score. When he stepped back, he looked to Arturo's wife. "Margaret. It's so good to see you ... and Despina."


  "It's good to see you. Everyone was so worried when we heard about the trouble in Scandya. But you look good." Mar¬garet was small and petite, with a golden olive tinge to her skin.


  Standing beside her mother, Despina clearly took after her father's side, almost as tall as Arturo, but her hair was a lus¬trous wavy brown and her eyes a brilliant green. She smiled shyly.


  "You have grown, young lady," Van announced. "And uncles always say embarrassing things like that." "Always," the teenager affirmed.


  Van gestured for the three to precede him into the great room.


  No sooner had he stepped onto the green tiles of the floor there than Almaviva appeared, wearing his splattered cook's apron. "Everyone must be famished!"


  "Is that a command, Dad?" asked Arturo. "Be thou fam¬ished and empty the board?"


  "Just about," replied Sappho.


  For that moment, Van was glad to be back in Bannon.


  Chapter 34


  Much later, after Van's brother and sister and their offspring and spouses had departed, and the villa had quieted under the night sky of fall, Van looked from the worn leather armchair where he sprawled across the great room toward Dad Cicero.


  "Now that everyone's gone, what was that welcoming demonstration about?"


  Cicero gestured to the more slender Almaviva. "It was that dad's idea."


  "You always say that when you two agree," Van pointed out. "What were you two up to?"


  Dad Cicero looked at his eldest son. "There was a lot more to what happened on Scandya, wasn't there?"


  "Yes." There wasn't much point in evading Dad Cicero, as all too many opposing advocates had discovered over the years. "There were hints everywhere, but I never could find out anything, except by circumstantial evidence and by what wasn't there." Van looked at his advocate father. "How did you know?"


  "Something I heard from Al Lingoneer."


  "Is he still the director general of Sulyn TransMedia?"


  "For another few years." Cicero offered his cool and logi¬cal smile. "He'd received a message sometime back, and then a follow-up last week. From the RSF media office. They usu¬ally like to offer all sorts of publicity about RSF accomplish¬ments. You know, the hometown girl or boy makes good. This was different. He was told that you'd been through a great deal, and that the RSF really thought that your privacy ought to be respected. Al wasn't told not to run stories or get inter¬views—just a request to respect your privacy. He asked me. We agreed that it would be up to you, and then the two of us here decided for you. We thought you needed the biggest story you could get when you got here. Dad Almaviva figured out how to put it together. He even made sure there were some pros there."


  "You two." Van shook his head.


  "We did what we could for our boy," Almaviva said. "Whether the RSF wanted it or not. Things haven't been ... well, let's just say that New Oisin has once again begun to regard Sulyn as a trouble spot."


  "Do you think we were wrong?" asked Cicero almost simultaneously.


  "Probably not. I've had the sense I've been followed ever since I left Scandya. I haven't been able to see who it was."


  "You want to tell us what you can?" Cicero pressed.


  Van nodded. "It all started when the Fergus was suddenly ordered to Scandya..." Once more, he went through the entire story, trying to not forget or skip anything. Neither father said a word, just letting him talk.


  When he had finished, Dad Almaviva looked at Cicero. "You were right."


  "So were you."


  They nodded almost in unison.


  "Why did you say that bit about New Oisin?" Van asked. "What's happening?"


  "Nothing yet," Almaviva answered, "but the university just got 'guidance' from the Ministry of Education on the need for more accurate information on students and faculty. They want even more demographic information—in the guise of being better able to tailor programs. That usually isn't the reason for that sort of thing." He shrugged. "Just a feeling."


  Van nodded.


  "What are you going to do now?" asked Cicero, his eyes catching Van's.


  "Work more on getting back in condition and trying to find a job as a pilot. I miss it."


  "Do you think you can?" asked Dad Almaviva.


  Van shrugged. "I won't know if I don't try. Do either of you have any ideas?"


  "Sulyn Trans-Arm... but they don't care much for me. Not after I won that judgment against them for the fabrica¬tors."


  "What you did was right. Even the Justiciary wrote an opinion that supported you all the way." Then Van laughed, ruefully. "What's right doesn't matter. It's only what's expe¬dient."


  "And profitable," added Dad Cicero. "That's the problem today. It's the modern ethos effect." "The ethos effect?" asked Van.


  "I've heard this before," commented Dad Almaviva, "but you haven't, Van. It's the subject of his latest article for the Legal Review."


  Van waited.


  "It's an outgrowth of the commodification of law. I won't cite the legal opinions and the more recent laws passed by the Republic's parliament, and our assembly, but, simply put, it's what happens to ethics and morality in a civil society when economics reigns unchecked."


  "I thought you believed in the market economy." Van held back a grin. "You were always telling me that any other sys¬tem was doomed to painful failure."


  Cicero did grin, showing even white teeth against his flaw¬less latte complexion. "I'm talking now about when econom¬ics reigns unchecked, and that means when the negative externalities of not following an ethical course are not included in the marketplace. That was the problem in the case against STA." He shook his head. "I'm digressing, and I'll never finish. Old time laissez-faire economic systems simply assumed that everything had a price, and that, if left alone, supply and demand would balance at an optimum price. As a general rule, it works fairly well. Or it does so long as there's an independent moral system underlying it."


  Van was tired, and he knew he looked dazed.


  "Let's try it another way," Cicero said. "Assume every¬thing has a price."


  "Everything does—eventually," Van pointed out.


  "Does that mean that ethical behavior also has a price? And that, if it is scarce, it becomes harder and harder for the average citizen to purchase?"


  "I don't know about that"


  "Look at history. How many societies were there where ethical behavior in trade and government were not the norm, but where bribery was necessary merely to ensure that both merchants and functionaries did their jobs? Then, in the worst cases, whether or not the job was done depended not on ethics, but on market power, on who could pay the highest price. In some societies that was obvious. In others, like the


  Noram Commonocracy, that aspect of the market economy was far from obvious. They had an elected government, and everyone could vote. And they had a seemingly open legal system. But that system was based on the assumption that an adversarial system would provide the truth and justice. At times, it did, but only when both advocates were of close to equal ability and when the issues were relatively simple. Most times, the court ended up deciding for the party with the most resources, unless the case happened to be one that was truly egregious. The same thing began to happen with the legislative bodies, because once large nation-states devel-oped and semimodern communications emerged, the number of citizens represented by each legislator grew so large that only those candidates with the resources to purchase those communication services could reach the citizens. So, in the end, both the laws and their interpretation became commodi¬ties purchased by the highest bidders. This still would not have been a problem, except that the so-called common peo¬ple opted for what was called 'bread and circuses' and voted for those legislators who levied higher taxes on the richer segments of society in order to pay for public services first for the poor, then for even the middle classes. Just before the Commonocracy collapsed, only ten percent of the population owned something like three-quarters of the assets and resources, and those few were paying ninety percent of the taxes."


  Van frowned. He understood the history, but not where his father was going. "I'm missing something."


  "I'm getting there, Van. It's complex, and that's why it's happening again, because no one really wants to understand complicated structures. We always look for simple answers, and they're usually wrong." Cicero took a sip from the tall beaker of water beside his chair. "Because the rich controlled the wealth, the legislators really only looked to them. So those who were wealthy had effectively bought the govern¬ment and the legal system. Both became economic tools. The system lasted for a long time because these people weren't stupid. They factored in the negative externalities of environ-


  mental problems, and those of the worst social and economic problems. In a sense, the economic system worked. What eventually brought the system down was the perception that, for all the appearances, there was no ethical basis to the sys¬tem, the feeling that ethics were relative to wealth, and that the wealthy had no ethics and bought their way out of being ethical." Cicero laughed. "What's ironic is that they had it totally backward."


  Van was definitely lost. He just shook his head. "I can't say I understand at all."


  "The loss of ethics by the wealthy was a symptom, not a cause. What brought down the system was the unwillingness of the everyday citizens to live up to their own responsibili¬ties. They allowed themselves—in fact, they pushed—to be corrupted. They insisted that public benefits—education, public safety, transportation systems—all be paid for by the rich. That doesn't work economically unless you allow the rich more income. Once, the head of a business might have made between ten and a hundred times what one of the work¬ers might. At the end of the Commonocracy, some heads of multilaterals made thirty thousand times what their workers did. At the same time that these so-called common people deplored the excesses of the rich, they filed hundreds of thou¬sands of frivolous or semifrivolous claims against businesses and governments for millions or hundreds of millions of credits, often for trivial injuries. Most of them did not even bother to vote for their legislators, then complained when the elected officials—"


  "What does this have to do with your article?" Van inter¬rupted as gently as he could.


  "It should be obvious. We're seeing the beginning of the same thing here. The law becomes more and more of a tool for influencing economic and political events, rather than an arbitrator between conflicting parties. The more it becomes a tool, the less people want to take personal responsibility, and the more power is concentrated in the hands of the few ... and that leads to more problems ... like the rise of old-time simplistic and intolerant faiths .. . and an emphasis on sim¬ple answers that create even more injustice ..."


  "Cicero's always been a crusader at heart," suggested Almaviva. "You know that, Van."


  Van smiled. "Crusading won't get me a job, though."


  "Do you need one, really?" asked Almaviva. "Retiring as a full commodore? You always had a good voice and presence. You could get involved in theater here, like you did in school..."


  "I don't think I'm ready for that," Van replied.


  "You could still try STA," said Dad Almaviva. "You might not be that happy with them, but they're the only possibility for transstellar pilots. In-system, there are a couple of oth¬ers." He looked to Cicero.


  "CCA is usually looking for pilots," Dad Cicero added. "That's all in-system, but they go all the way out. Do a lot of work steering ice comets."


  "Have they made any real progress with the Aeylen proj¬ect?"


  Both older men laughed, almost simultaneously, and once again, Van felt the warmth that had surrounded him for the years of his youth.


  Chapter 35


  For the first week in Bannon, Van concentrated on his family, rest, and his fitness program. He enjoyed the quiet dinners especially, and Dad Almaviva's tales of his voice students and current opera production. But he also enjoyed Dad Cicero's succinct observations about law and life.


  Van had already begun to see some results from his early workouts in New Oisin and the continuing efforts on the hill trails around the villa, and found his stamina improving rap¬idly. When he ran the trails, he still wondered if someone were watching, not that he could tell, either from listening, or from the limited functions left to his implant.


  After ten days of family and exercise, he returned to inves¬tigating piloting possibilities. As Dad Cicero had prophesied, Van never even talked to anyone beyond the netsystem at STA, but after another week, shortly after eleven hundred, Van was sitting in the office of Farris Macks, assistant direc¬tor of personnel for CCA. Van felt a little strange in the new gray business singlesuit, but since he was no longer on active duty, the uniform wouldn't have been appropriate.


  Macks was a thin man younger than Arturo, and Arturo was ten years younger than Van. Macks never quite looked at Van as he ushered him into his office and settled behind a desk that was little more than an overgrown console. The office itself was a windowless cube, with a nickering holo of the hills to the north of Bannon, a poor substitute for a window.


  "You have an impressive service record ... Commodore Albert. Most impressive. It is not that often that someone from Bannon is both a flag officer and a hero." Macks chuck¬led dryly. "And returns to tell of it."


  "CCA has an open invitation for experienced pilots," Van offered. "I think I qualify on the experience."


  "That you do. That you do. You know we only work in-system. Not one of our ships has a jumpdrive in it. Not one."


  "I know. Before I became an RSF officer, I'd looked into becoming a commercial pilot." Van smiled. "Back then, CCA was one of the multis that told me I needed military experi¬ence."


  "Oh, we like that experience. We still do." Macks smiled wanly. "I've never met a commodore before. What is it like? Being a commodore, I mean, with all those people ready to obey your every order?"


  Van laughed gently. "It's not like that, at all. It's much more like being an executive in a multi. All officers have to do what their superiors want. A commodore just has a little more freedom in accomplishing those objectives. Of course, you've also got more responsibility and accountability." Van felt as though he were fudging over the issue, true as he knew his response to be, because he'd never been a real com¬modore.


  "Yes, yes ... that must be so. It's just... I think this is the first time we've ever seen so senior an officer seeking a pi¬loting position."


  "A good pilot is a good pilot," Van suggested.


  "A good pilot is a good pilot. I'll have to remember that. It's a good way of putting it."


  "CCA has a good reputation for the ability of its pilots," Van added. "I'd like to mink I could add to that reputation."


  "I'm sure you could, Commodore. I'm sure you could."


  Van decided not to press, but to wait.


  Macks finally cleared his throat and managed to look at Van. "Ah ... actually, Commodore ... how can I put this ... properly?" He glanced down, then back at Van. "I guess ... really ... there isn't an easy way to put it. You're too good and too experienced for us. It... well, it hasn't happened this way before, but... you see, if we paid you what you're worth ... and then there's the problem of who could train you to our methods, and ... no ... I'm so sorry, but it just wouldn't work out. I really am ... so sorry, I mean."


  Van almost felt sorry for Macks. The job of refusing Van had clearly been delegated, and for that alone, Van had a much lower opinion of CCA and its management. Quasar had at least handled him with a certain amount of class. Macks was doing his best, but his best wasn't reflecting well on the multilateral.


  "I think I understand." Van stood. "I appreciate your hon¬esty and forthrightness, Director Macks." Hard as it was, he smiled. 'The best of luck to you."


  Before the younger man could react, Van turned and left the office, making his way out and down the ramps to the walkway.


  The CCA building was on the west side of Bannon Park. Van walked to one of the benches set opposite a flower bed filled with carmine and yellow sunflowers, almost ready to fade, but not quite. He looked back toward the CCA building, then accessed his personal link account. The only message was from Sappho, reminding him that he was having dinner with Aelsya and her on sevenday.


  After a time of looking at the flowers, he again linked into the pubcomm and found TransMedia. Ashley Marson, please.


  Surprisingly, after all his efforts without results, there was a response.


  Marson, here.


  Ashley? Van Albert. Are you free for a bite to eat shortly? Van? Hold one... I'll see what I can do. Van waited.


  / can do it. Cafe Metropole in fifteen? See you there.


  Cafe Metropole was actually set inside the old Twin Win¬ters Hotel, long the staple for luxurious accommodations for travelers, and the last place where he and Ashley had eaten, nearly twenty years before. Trust Ashley to have remem¬bered. The Twin Winters was on the east side of Bannon Park, only a short walk. Van rose and started off.


  He reached the cafe first, and asked if Ashley had a table. The table was ready, and Van took it, but didn't even have a chance to order something to drink before the newsie appeared.


  "Same old punctual Van. It's good to see you in less offi¬cial clothes." Ashley dropped into the chair across the table with a sigh. "I begged off a luncheon seminar on the need for a bottom-line approach to media success."


  Van winced. "I thought most of the media nets were fairly profitable."


  "They want us to stay that way." Ashley looked up to the server—a human server was one of the amenities of the antique cafe. "Red Bandito Stout."


  "Whatever's the best pale ale," added Van, before turning back to Ashley. "You were saying?"


  "Oh, I read the annual reports. TransMedia was only run¬ning a thirty percent profit last year. Only. You get the feeling that nothing is ever enough. I'm still an idealistic kid at heart."


  "If you're so idealistic," asked Van, grinning, "why did you go along with the returning hero story, anyway?" "Still the same direct Van, aren't you?" "Sometimes."


  "First, because I am idealistic. Second, because Al asked me to. Third, because you damned well deserved it. And fourth, because you and your family never asked for any¬thing." Ashley shrugged. "Good enough?"


  Van laughed.


  "We ran it for three straight casts. That ought to help. You want to tell me about it?" Ashley paused as the server set the drinks on the polished teak surface. "Just a moment."


  Both Van and Ashley glanced over the discreetly projected holo menus.


  "I'll have the quail special, with the house salad."


  "The same, but with the small fruit plate," Van added.


  Ashley looked at Van. "What exactly did you do to upset the RSF enough to get you honored and retired almost on a pretext?"


  'The injuries were real. Very real."


  "So it was a real pretext." Ashley's words curled with irony.


  "I think they've always wanted to get rid of me, but with the commendations, and the way the Board of Inquiry on the Regneri affair backfired ... they couldn't ever find a reason that would pass the laugh test. Not until this came along. Then, they could get me out on a medical, and by promoting and commending me, how could anyone say it was unfair?"


  "Makes sense. As far as it goes. You want to talk about that?"


  "There's not much to say. I've been looking for piloting jobs ..."


  "You won't get one. The RSF has contracts with most of the outfits. Those who aren't under contract have major clients or suppliers who do."


  "What have you heard?"


  "Nothing." The newsie took another swallow of the stout. 'That's the problem. When you see things happen, and no one knows anything, when you don't hear things, and you can't find out why, that's when there's a problem."


  "Can you tell me what's really happening here?" asked Van.


  "Outside of a resurgence of the Christos Revivos? Or the new Temple of the Community of the Revealed?"


  "They've built a temple here in Bannon?"


  "Out to the southwest. On a hill where you can see it for klicks. They're getting converts, too. I guess it's the times. Everyone wants certainty, and the old faiths provide it. God sets the only rules. Men run things, and women follow. Mar¬riage is only between man and woman ..."


  Van winced.


  Ashley laughed, the sound deep with irony. "You see. Everything's the same as it's always been, except more so. Thought that was why you left." He paused. "And the worst of it is that it's better here than on Tara or in most of the other Taran systems. We've still got some local perquisites. Of course, that puts us on the bottom of the list for any sort of support from the Taran Parliament."


  Van sipped the pale ale. It tasted flat, but he wasn't sure it was the ale. "That was one of the reasons. Also, I'm not logi¬cal enough to be an advocate, and not gifted enough for singing or the arts, and not tactful enough for business or anything else. I'm not exactly a multi man. That doesn't leave much."


  "Yet you came back."


  "My family's here."


  Ashley just looked at Van.


  Finally, Van shrugged. "I guess I had to see if things had changed." "Have they?"


  "I appreciate my fathers more, and the family, but I'm not sure anything else has changed."


  "I always liked your fathers. Still do. Heard your Dad Almaviva in the BOP production of Cesare. Last year he did Daland in Der Fliegende Hollander again. He was incredible. In a way, he reminded me of you."


  "Because I'm always back on a ship? Because in three times seven years, I've never found the right woman?" Van shook his head. "I don't know. Getting to stay a pilot doesn't look that promising. My dads have been more successful in pursuing their careers to the end."


  "You'll do fine," Ashley said. "Does Almaviva still cook those fantastic meals?"


  Van laughed. "He does. That's another reason why I've had to keep working out." After a moment, he asked, "How about Mairee and your kids?"


  "Mairee ... she has her own dance studio now. She hung up the slippers about five years ago. Likes being her own boss. There's a healthy waiting list. Marina is a junior at the Academy..."


  As Ashley talked, Van listened, appreciating the moment... and still wondering why all that his friend men-tioned seemed so distant. He took a long sip of the pale ale. It wasn't flat, he decided, but it didn't taste the way he recalled.


  Was that the danger of trying to revisit the past? Was it ever as remembered?


  Chapter 36


  After the dinner, Aelsya had volunteered to do the dishes. Sappho and Van sat on the rear terrace of the couple's hillside house, looking to the north at the badlands and feeling the swirling twilight breeze that mixed the hot air of the rocky wasteland with the cooler air sweeping down from the higher hills to the west.


  "That was a good dinner," Van said.


  "Thank Aelsya," Sappho replied. "I'm just the sows-chef when it comes to cooking. Our kids know that. Lesnym's nice enough not to say anything. Farah complains if I'm cooking."


  "You're better than you let on. You just don't want to cook that much."


  "That just might be." Sappho laughed softly. "Aelsya's always said as much, but she likes to cook. So it works out— except those nights when she's at the medcenter."


  The silence grew, punctuated by the squealing chirps of the badlands crickets that weren't really crickets, but mutated miniature land arthropods that filled that niche.


  "You still look like you're somewhere deep in space, Van," Sappho finally said.


  "In a way, I am." Van looked toward the apple trees, whose upper branches rose over the stone wall that separated the garden on the north side from the small orchard beyond. "I always knew what I wanted to be, and I'd never thought beyond that."


  "Can't you still be a pilot? I know there aren't many posi¬tions, but... with your record ... ?"


  "That's the problem. They all know my record. They don't want heroes, or people who look into problems. They want an interstellar shuttle driver, one who gets passengers and cargo from orbit control alpha off planet beta to orbit control delta off planet gamma exactly on schedule with the minimum use of energy and the minimum deviation from schedule. Or they want someone to push rocks and water comets around with the least use of energy and no complaints."


  "There must be someone ..."


  Van didn't reply.


  "There is, isn't there?"


  "There is ... but... I just don't know."


  "They're not renegades, are they?"


  Van shook his head. "No. They're a Coalition outfit, some¬thing called IIS—Integrated Information Systems. I ran a track on them—as well as I could. Ashley's also looking into it for me, but I haven't heard back from him." Van had also asked Ashley for stories or background about the Fergus, claiming that he hadn't seen anything because he'd been in the medcenter. "From what I could dig up, it's an old opera¬tion, but it's never been very big."


  "Old? How old?"


  "A hundred and fifty years old. Could be older."


  "It must be a large multilateral to have interstellar ships. It does, doesn't it?"


  "Three. But it's a foundation."


  "A foundation with interstellar ships? I never heard of one that had ships." "I think mere are a few. Not many." "What's the problem?" "They're Coalition-based." "Do they have offices in the Republic?" "Supposedly."


  "Would you get home more often than you did in the RSF?"


  "Probably not."


  "What about pay? You don't need the money, do you, not with a commodore's pension?"


  "The compensation is considerable," Van admitted.


  "You don't think they're reputable?"


  "Anything that's lasted more than a century has to be fairly reputable. There's not a hint of anything wrong with them. Some odd things ..."


  "Odd ... wrong?"


  "Not exactly. The managing director made an odd com¬ment, though, one about being careful whom you rescue because you'll be responsible for whatever happens."


  Sappho laughed. "It's true, isn't it?"


  'True enough, but why would he tell me that?"


  'To see your reaction, of course. People are always asking weird things in interviews."


  "I suppose so. I liked him ... no ... I don't know that I liked him, but I felt he was solid."


  "Then ... ?" Sappho left the word hanging. "You say you want to keep being a pilot..."


  "I don't know."


  "You do, too. You sound like you did when you were accepted for RSF training."


  "I do?" he asked, almost involuntarily.


  "You get that way when you feel you ought to do some¬thing, but you can't explain why. Especially if it takes you away from the family." She laughed gently. "I think we all do. Dad Cicero always wanted us to be able to explain why we wanted to do things. But sometimes, there are things you just have to feel. That's always been Arturo's problem. He won't let himself really feel. He's always looking for approval, par¬ticularly for public approval."


  "That never mattered to you. Dad Cicero worried that you wanted to flout convention too much, just for the sake of it"


  "I wasn't that bad. I saw things. I still see things, and when you see things, and you're young, you want to make a state¬ment. Sometimes, Cicero told me, you shouldn't." Sappho laughed. "Sometimes, he was right. Sometimes, he wasn't He wasn't that thrilled with Aelsya, you know?"


  "You've been together for more than fifteen years."


  "Sixteen next month. I've never regretted it. But I couldn't have explained it then, and I'd still have a hard time."


  Van nodded.


  "In the end, big brother, you're going to have to do what you feel. And you won't have the comfort of cold logic." Van was afraid she was right.


  Chapter 37


  Van sat in the ancient leather-covered chair in Dad Cicero's home study, looking out the side window at the bonsai gar¬den. He had continued to think over what Sappho had said the night before. Why was he so concerned? After a moment, Van forced his thoughts back to IIS. The foundation was no newcomer. In fact it was older than some of the outfits he'd already approached for a job. Was it just the Coalition tie? Or a feeling? Why did he feel that way?


  Incoming from Ashley Marson, the home net announced.


  Accept. Van let the full projection fill Dad Cicero's home study.


  Ashley's face filled the projection, the boyish grin still as engaging as it had been when they'd both been at Shennon Academy. "Van, you asked me to see what we had on the IIS outfit. It's not much. It's a private foundation, headquartered in the Coalition. It's an old operation, more than a century, but our records don't go back any farther. They do info stud¬ies. Last one here in the Republic ... well... they did it for Salyrien, about thirty years back. Whatever it was, it must have worked. Salyrien was number three formulator on Sulyn, and about to go under. Within five years they were number two, and you know where they are today. Not much went public, except that at one annual meeting—that's what our files show—the director general was attacked for the fee, and he pointed out that, based on the IIS recommendations and findings, Salyrien's profits, revenues, and market share were way up...."


  Van nodded for Ashley to continue.


  "They have a small office in Domigua, and they publish a confidential data report for client subscribers only, but we don't know of anything else ... Never been a complaint or legal action against them ..."


  An office in Domigua, but Desoll had given him codes for a standing wave reply? Was that so the response wouldn't have to be forwarded? Or because Desoll wanted to bypass the local office? If so, why?


  "There's an old note in the files, but I can't verify it. It just said something to the effect that IIS delivers ... but they're not a multi to mess with."


  "I thought they were a foundation."


  "They are. I'm just telling you what I found." Ashley smiled. "They look a lot better than STA for you, but don't tell anyone I said so."


  "What about the Fergus?"


  "There were a couple of stories, one on a relay from New Oisin. Not much more than you told me. Hold on. I'm send¬ing it."


  "Thanks. It's just... well, I was the commander, and I didn't find out until months later."


  "I understand. Sometimes it helps to see it holoed out." Ashley's smile was understanding. Then he stiffened. "I've got to run. Someone's claiming that Councilwoman Styrns has channeled district business to her niece's firm, and it's coming up at the council meeting."


  "Thanks, Ashley."


  "Let me know."


  "I will."


  Van sat forward at the console setup, then called up the story on the Fergus. As Ashley had said, there was nothing he didn't know. The story didn't even mention any of the offi¬cers or techs, or what the ship had been doing, just a vague reference to its disappearance, and the statement that the RSF had concluded that the ship had been lost to unknown causes.


  He read it twice. Finally, he called up the results of his pre¬vious inquiry and printed out two hard copies. He looked at the first copy, scanning through the results once again, his eyes catching the key sentences and phrases.


  Integrated Information Systems ... Proprietary Foundation, HQ, Cambria, Perdya, Eco-Tech Coalition ... Managing Director T. Desoll... approx. 150 planetary offices in the Arm ... total employees, unknown, estimated @ 400-700. Primary focus is information acquisition, process, and analy¬sis. Secondary focus, secure interstellar transport... Total assets, estimated @ 4 b. credits [Taran Republic equiv.]...


  A listing of known clients followed.


  Van read through it again. He'd probably end up calling IIS, but he'd still run it by his fathers to see if he'd missed anything. Van thought about trying to make dinner, then shook his head. Instead, he donned an old singlesuit and went out and weeded the herb garden, then pruned the lemon-and-lime tree, collecting the too-fragrant fallen and rotting lemons.


  By the time he had finished, and cleaned up, Dad Alma¬viva had returned and was already puttering in the kitchen. Van slipped in and acted as sows-chef. Before Almaviva had the chicken iscalantia on the table, Cicero arrived and settled on one of the stools to watch, commenting, "Always good to have a son who knows his place when he gets home, even if he is a commodore ... He's neat. You have to give him that, Almaviva. Would have made a great advocate ..."


  Van laughed and shot back. "You would have made a great critic."


  "Except he confuses pitch with timbre and everything else," charged Almaviva. Eventually, they ate.


  Afterward, as he took a last bite of the chicken, Van glanced to the dining room sideboard and the printouts there.


  Dad Cicero lifted his glass of water. "You've been holding back something. What is it?"


  "I have." Van stood and reclaimed the printouts from the sideboard. He handed one to each man. "I'd like your opin¬ions. I have an idea, but I'd like to see if I've missed any¬thing."


  Cicero read through his printout quickly, then read it again. The third time, he took out a stylus and jotted down some notes. Almaviva read more slowly, and just once.


  Van waited.


  "I take it that they've offered you a position," began Cicero.


  "Senior director and chief pilot of a new interstellar ship."


  The advocate's eyebrows rose. "You're being more cau¬tious than when you joined the RSF You told us after you'd done it." He lifted the printout. "They seem reputable enough. Why are you so concerned? Or are you being diplo¬matic and letting us see all this before you actually do it?"


  "He's a few years older and more cautious," suggested Almaviva. "That's not always better. Sometimes, it's best just to take a healthy bite out of life."


  "Ah, yes," returned Cicero, "the healthy bite. A wonderful metaphor, you know. Except... that's truer than Almaviva would like. The problem is that human beings are creatures of appetite, and the tools we have to conquer that appetite are all flawed. Gluttony sates one, but only momentarily, and


  abstinence reduces consumption, but not appetite. One of the tools most employed is logic. But the great fault of logic is that it seems so reasonable, even when it is not, and thus, unless used wisely, logic becomes the master and the individ¬ual the slave."


  "I can't believe you, the advocate, are saying that," Van managed.


  "When my son, the hero and commodore asks for my opinion, all logic is confounded." Cicero laughed. "Besides, there are times, believe it or not, when too much logic is wrong. Almaviva always reminds me when I take logic too far."


  "It's not that often anymore," added the singer. "At first... well, I'd sing some ridiculous soprano aria, like a coun¬tertenor, rather than argue. Then he'd laugh, and we'd talk it out. It works well when you can combine feeling and logic."


  "And if they conflict?" asked Van, dryly. "Can you sing or reason your way clear?"


  Cicero shrugged. "You have to make a choice, and refus¬ing to make one is also a choice."


  "Oh, it's simple enough," commented Almaviva. "Van, you gave your best for the RSF, and you feel that you were never appreciated fully. That was even with the decorations and the promotions. You don't want to be disappointed again. So you've been talking to second-rate outfits, knowing that they can't disappoint you because you don't expect anything. That's no way to approach life. We all get disappointed. That's not the point You have to be what you are and let the disappointments fall where they will. That's poor Arturo's problem. He's never discovered what he is—only what his talents are, and he's been letting them define him."


  Cicero nodded slowly. "People are more than the sum of their talents."


  "Is Arturo unhappy, then?"


  "Let's just say that he's less happy than he could be. He tries too hard to fit in. I've warned him about where that can lead, but..."


  "He knows better," said Almaviva with a laugh. 'Trying to fit in can make a man a slave to whoever's in power, but he won't see that Not yet"


  "It's hard for anyone," mused Cicero, as if he did not want to continue with the subject of Arturo.


  Van didn't press.


  Later, after his fathers went to bed, Van took out the plastic card, and used the data to send a standing wave message to US. He might have been making a mistake, but he was certain that remaining on Sulyn—or anywhere within the Republic— was a bigger one, and he couldn't afford to keep looking back.


  Chapter 38


  Three days had passed since he'd sent off the standing wave message, and Van had heard nothing. Not that he'd expected an immediate response, not given interstellar distances, but he had finally made his decision, and he wanted to get on with it


  Vehicle in drive, the house system announced.


  Van walked from the study where he'd been using Cicero's accesses to see if he could find out more information on the interstellar information market If he were going to join US, he might as well see what he could find. He stopped beside the door and looked out through the long window. An electrolorry had pulled up into the circular drive, and a tall, dark-haired man hopped out carrying a small package in his left hand. He marched to the door of the house. The logo on the side of the lorry was a winged emblem with the initials SFD inside, and Van belatedly recognized the personal courier service.


  He opened the door, assuming that the package was for one of his fathers.


  Thrummm.


  The deliveryman sprawled across the tiles of the portico, the package bouncing lightly away from the door. A weapon-


  shaped device followed, clattering dully. Instinctively, Van ducked and simultaneously swept the weapon away from the fallen figure, glancing toward the lorry.


  From behind the Norfolk pine bordering the neighbor's wall—the house where his biological mother had once lived—emerged a figure in a nondescript tannish singlesuit.


  Van frowned, but there was something about the new¬comer. He smiled ruefully as he recognized Trystin Desoll.


  A second figure appeared from the garden on the right, wearing a sight-blurring camouflage suit, and carrying a long-barreled stunner. It was an effort for Van to look at that figure.


  "You're all right, aren't you?" asked Desoll, as he neared Van.


  "Surprised."


  "I thought they might try something like that." "You actually waited for them," Van said. "You just waited."


  "We wouldn't have waited much longer," Desoll replied. "But I thought it might be better if you saw for yourself, rather than relying on my word. You've already taken a great deal on faith." Desoll laughed. "Of course, we could have set this up, too, but I hope you can see why that wouldn't exactly be to our benefit."


  In the press of what had just happened, Van hadn't even thought of that. He frowned. In bringing it up, Desoll had made another point. "You think I'm that skeptical?"


  The older man just raised his eyebrows.


  Van almost laughed. Instead, he nodded.


  Without a word, the figure in camouflage scooped up the weapon lying on the tiles, a miniature stunner of some sort, then dragged the limp figure of the courier back into the elec-trolorry. Even as Van watched, the electrolorry moved away, nearly silently.


  "What will happen?"


  "Nothing much. He'll be out for a day or so, and he won't remember much of what happened. People get excited about murders, but when no one's injured, and nothing's stolen, except a small chunk of someone's memory, they can't say too much publicly. Someone will find the lorry, and the unconscious man who isn't a courier, but is dressed like one, and that will keep the RSF from saying too much. The RSF won't like it, but they won't find out for a few hours."


  "You knew. Back on Scandya, you knew," Van stated.


  Desoll shook his head. "I knew you wouldn't fit in. You're the type that can't go home, even when you do. Whether you'd admit it... that I didn't know. And whether you'd sig¬nal in time was another question."


  "In time?"


  "You know you've been watched, I'm sure." "Your people?"


  Desoll smiled faintly. "No. I've had several local opera¬tives—we have a list of people we can hire on most planets— watching the RSF agents who've been watching you."


  "Why?"


  "I hate to lose good people. These days, they're too hard to find."


  "In all of the Arm? I find that hard to believe."


  "You can believe it or not. Let's try a little elementary mathematics. How many really good deep-space pilots are there in the RSF?"


  "I'd say there might be five hundred pilots, all told, a thou¬sand if you count former pilots."


  "How many are as good as you are? Be honest."


  'Twenty that I know."


  "I'd guess half that, but let's say that works out to a hun¬dred in the entire RSF. First, how many would consider leav¬ing the RSF? Second, out of those, how many would you trust totally with your life—and an interstellar ship carrying mil¬lions in cargo value?"


  Van hadn't thought of those aspects.


  "And how many of those have the intelligence and the abil¬ity to react in nonpiloting situations the way you did on Scan¬dya? Then add in a few other characteristics, like maturity, a basic sense of fairness..." Desoll laughed. "There aren't many of you."


  Van still wasn't so sure.


  "You'll see," Desoll promised.


  That bothered Van even more, but he pushed the thought aside. "You said you had another ship? Who pilots that one?"


  "I have to confess to a bit of nepotism there. It's one of my younger relatives, much younger—Nynca. You'll meet her sooner or later. That just depends on projects and schedules."


  "Am I the only nonrelative in IIS?"


  "Hardly. We have a staff of almost five hundred in various posts. Nynca's my only relative. It just happens that she hap¬pened to have the talents we needed. No one else in the fam¬ily did—not when I got involved with IIS."


  Van caught the faintest trace of emotion, but Desoll smiled. "By the way, that little device that looks like a stun-ner wasn't. It projects a different wave structure. Very effec¬tive at creating heart fillibration. You were retired for medical reasons, weren't you?"


  "Yes."


  "You see? Retired commodore suffers fatal heart seizure. No one happened to be around to get you care. So sad." Van shuddered.


  "We need to be going. They will miss that operative before long. Can you pack and get out of here? I'd really recom¬mend not using the net to tell your family, not until you're on Sulyn orbit station. IIS will pay for the calls from there."


  'Traces, again?"


  "We don't know, but it's likely that the nets of all your family are shadowed." Desoll looked at Van. "I really would suggest that you pack quickly and leave a handwritten mes¬sage for your family here. Tell them you'll call them direct within a few hours. If you wait too long, it might be more dif¬ficult to leave."


  "Won't they stop me? If this .. ."


  "They still have to operate within limits. For now, anyway. I'll bring up a groundcar and wait in the drive here. I would suggest that you wear your full dress uniform, miniature medals and all. We'll be with you, but they've wanted to keep this quiet."


  "They?"


  "The RSF. Who else?" Who else indeed?


  Van nodded. "I'll only be a few minutes.'


  Chapter 39


  Van packed only one duffel and his cany bag. The duffel wasn't even full, but most of what he'd brought back from Scandya with him had been RSF uniforms, and he wouldn't need those. The only uniforms he put in the duffel were ship-suits, because the insignia peeled off. He also kept his ship-boots, and added the newer gray and black singlesuits. Then he scrawled out a quick note, saying that he'd followed up on the discussion that they had had several nights before and that he'd be calling shortly.


  The beige groundcar was waiting in the drive, with a driver whom Van didn't recognize. The groundcar's boot was open, and Van put his gear there, then slipped into the back seat beside Desoll. The driver, a man of indeterminate age, eased the vehicle out of the circular drive. The electrolorry was nowhere in sight.


  "I'm still puzzled as to why you're so interested in me," Van finally said, after he had ridden in silence for a good ten minutes.


  "Think about it. IIS is taking delivery of a ship worth close to a billion credits. I shouldn't be trying to get the very best commander for it?"


  "That's flattering, but... I don't know that I'd fit that description."


  "Part of what you're saying is false modesty. You are good, and you know it. That's why you were upset at being retired. You were punished for being good, both as an officer and as a ship commander." Desoll paused. "And part of what you're saying is because you've been isolated. Overall, the com¬manders in the Keltyr and Taran space services have been among the best in recent years—although that's changing quickly. You haven't dealt with the commanders of Argenti, Hyndji, or Revenant warships."


  "What about Coalition commanders?"


  "They're also among the best, but most aren't suited tem¬peramentally to IIS."


  "Temperamentally?"


  "My homeland has, shall we say, the tendency to believe in The Truth. So do the Revenants. That was part of what caused the Great War of the past. Now, we've decided to mind our own gardens and hope that everyone else fights."


  "It seems to be working," Van said dryly.


  "It might, for a time," Desoll pointed out. "Until the Revenants and the Argentis swallow up or annex all the smaller systems."


  The driver turned onto the Southway and clicked the groundcar into automatic tracking, but did not turn his atten¬tion from the guideway.


  "Because of the urgency of our departure," Desoll went on, "there are some matters that we'll have to handle along the way, once we leave Sulyn. While we're outbound, prior to jump, you can decide about the bonding account—"


  "Outbound? On one of your vessels?"


  "My ship, actually. The Elsin—registered as a commercial Coalition vessel, although it's also registered with the Argenti and Hyndji systems as well. That combination allows us open access to most systems. You'll learn which systems respond best to which, and that will be in your shipnet as well."


  His ship? Van was still having trouble believing that


  "As for the bond... let me finish. Where you have it placed is certainly up to you, but I'd recommend that it be in either an Argenti, Hyndji, or Coalition institution. If you want a smaller system, Kush would be all right, and so would Keshmara, although I'd give the edge to Kush."


  "Any of those systems?"


  Desoll smiled. "You pick the system, and that will be the first training hop for you, to get you used to our systems. Actually, we have one stop first. We'll be making a hop to where we can reactivate and upgrade your implant. Before that, you won't be able to link to the ship."


  Van had wondered, but he could also see that trying to reactivate his implant on Sulyn wouldn't have been wise. He still wondered why people were trying to kill him, whether on Scandya or on his home planet. He hadn't been involved in politics. He hadn't done anything except his duty, not so far as he could tell.


  Desoll slipped a plastic card to Van. "That's your shuttle passage. It's a little deceptive. It lists a return down-shuttle to Domigua tomorrow afternoon, and there's a reservation in the quarters section of the station. I've triggered a delay mes¬sage to your parents' home that confirms our meeting tomor¬row on the orbit station to discuss possible employment, and suggested that we tour the Domigua office afterward."


  "You think that they'll accept that?"


  "If they don't, they don't. Generally, most organizations expect people to move deliberately, and what I said in the message is what they'll expect. We aren't counting on that, of course. The Elsin is ready to break orbit the moment we delock. We'll do a relay so that you can contact your family after we've actually cleared the station."


  "How do I get through outbound clearance?"


  Desoll grinned. "You don't have to. Your passage says that you're coming up for a meeting and leaving tomorrow."


  "What?"


  "You're crew on the Elsin. All I certify is that I'm not carrying any outbound passengers. I declare the cargo. That's the responsibility for outbound clearance that rests with the outbound ship. No one questions crew, especially pilots. After all, just how many pilots are there that aren't either mil¬itary or those with regulated commercial enterprises?"


  "Three?" asked Van, forcing a laugh.


  "I know of ten in the entire Arm. Not even the RSF is going to force double clearances for ten people. And, once you're on board, you're effectively out of Republic terri¬tory—unless there's a declared war, which there's not."


  This time Van's laugh wasn't forced—before he said, "I do have to get on the shuttle."


  "That's why the uniform."


  Before long the driver swept into the lane for departing shuttle passengers.


  Feeling a little foolish in his full dress greens, Van got out of the groundcar, reclaimed his small carry bag, in keeping with an overnight stay on the orbit station, and walked from the groundcar toward the Bannon shuttle terminal. Half a pace back, in a gray shipsuit, Trystin Desoll carried the large duffel.


  Once inside, Van tendered the passcard Desoll had given him, as well as his own datacard.


  "Commodore ... you're leaving so soon. Hoped you'd stay."


  "I'm just going up to the station for a meeting," Van replied ambiguously.


  "You going back to duty?"


  "I'm looking at a special assignment."


  "Good for you." The terminal controller handed Van both cards with a smile.


  Van did not look back, nor at Desoll. They ended up seated beside each other, on what was clearly a newer shuttle.


  "Newer shuttle," Van finally said, as the craft lifted off.


  "Newest I've seen here," Desoll replied. "Usually the newer ones are used on the Domigua lifts and drops."


  "That makes sense, I'd guess."


  Neither man said more than small talk, and little enough of that, until they had disembarked and were walking away from the shuttle exit along the gray corridors of orbit control.


  "We're headed to C-four."


  'That's a low number."


  "It's the last commercial lock," Desoll pointed out.


  Last was a relative term, since the station was effectively a disc, and the military locks began—or ended—just past the lock affording access to the Elsin.


  Desoll seemed to be walking casually, but Van could sense that the older man was taking in everything.


  Van himself could sense no one directly following them, but his chest was still tight as they neared the lock.


  Desoll pulsed something, and, suddenly, the lock door irised open. A figure in a gray shipsuit stood there. She was slender and only came to Van's shoulder, but he could see the stunner in her hand.


  "Inside," Desoll said-Van stepped into the ship lock, and the other two followed. First the station lock door closed, and then, once they cleared the ship lock, it did also.


  "Halfway there." Desoll gestured to the tech.


  "Eri, this is Commander Albert. Commander, this is Eri, my one and only tech, chief crew, and indispensable super¬cargo and troubleshooter." Desoll turned. "Eri... would you throw the commander's bags somewhere, and then strap in. The quicker we're clear, the happier I'll be."


  Once the tech had left, Van looked at Desoll. "Comman-derr


  "Well, you're going to be commanding. That's what all our pilots are called." He grinned, and for a moment, looked far younger. "All three of us, now." He paused. "And there is one semiretired backup we can call on in emergencies, but he'd really rather we didn't. Now ... into the cockpit You take the right seat. Eri usually keeps me company, but she understands."


  Van followed Desoll, strapping into the second seat.


  Even as he settled in, Desoll was on the comm. He looked at Van. "I'll talk through the clearances and put them on speaker. Usually, it's all netlink."


  Van realized that without his implant he wouldn't have heard a thing. "Thank you."


  "Sulyn control, this is Coalition commercial ship Elsin. Ready to delock and depart."


  "Wait one, Elsin?


  "They always say that," Desoll said dryly. "The clearance was filed hours ago."


  "Coalition ship Elsin, reduce ship grav to nil."


  "Affirm, Sulyn control. Ship grav is nil."


  Van could feel the weightlessness as the artificial grav field died, and then the blink of the internal ship lights as the ship's fusactor took on the load.


  "Delocking under way. Do not initiate power on thrusters or jets."


  "Understand delocking. Holding power."


  A muffled clunk echoed through the ship. Van felt the slight sway as the mag-grapplers reversed their fields and thrust the Elsin clear of the station dampers. Then the ship's gravs came on—at a full gee, or close enough that it made lit¬tle difference.


  "Coalition ship Elsin, cleared for low-power maneuver¬ing."


  "Stet, control. Low-power maneuvering. Lifting for exit corridor this time."


  "Cleared for exit corridor."


  Desoll fed in power on the fusactors, as smoothly as Van had ever seen or felt. "Sulyn control, Coalition ship Elsin, outbound this time."


  "Stet, Elsin. Happy jumps."


  "Eri... would you set up a comm relay to orbit control for Commander Albert."


  "Yes, ser. It's almost ready. Commander Albert, the con¬trols are on the panel to your right. You'll be superimposed on an office background. It's actually Commander Desoll's office on Cambria. That seemed appropriate."


  'Thank you." Van smiled as his fingers touched the comm studs, since his implant was useless on the Elsin.


  A blank screen appeared, followed by the simple spoken words, "Please state the party you wish to contact."


  Van thumbed in the bypass codes.


  "Cicero Albert or Almaviva Albert?" asked the homenet.


  "Cicero."


  A swirl of color followed, then Cicero appeared—in a white singlesuit—in his office. "Van. Might I ask where you are?"


  "I've taken that position we talked about," Van replied, choosing his words carefully. "It appears as though I didn't have many other options. I'm headed off for some more training. I know it's short notice, but the alternatives were worse. I had an unplanned visitor this morning, and that con¬vinced me that this position was where I should be."


  "You won't be back soon, then?"


  "I wouldn't guess so. I'll have to see."


  "The best of fortune, son."


  "Thanks, Dad."


  "You take care. I'll transfer you to Almaviva. He's at the company studio."


  The screen swirled again, longer, before Almaviva appeared. He was wearing half of a Clethian period costume. "You're off, Cicero tells me."


  "I am. I don't think I was meant to stay in Bannon."


  Almaviva laughed, a sound of sadness of humor twisted together. "You never were, son. You never were. Your stage is grander than that. Just take care of yourself ..."


  Van swallowed hard when he finally broke the links. He turned to Desoll. "Thank you for the relays. I'm sure it was costly..."


  "Not nearly as costly as it would have been if you hadn't decided as soon as you did." The older pilot smiled, but did not offer an explanation.


  Desoll did not turn his attention back to Van for nearly an hour. All the time, Van monitored what the older pilot did— and that was little, for two reasons. Desoll's initial course and power settings had been close to flawless, and Van's implant was completely useless in tracking the pilot-ship interac¬tions.


  Van also studied what he could of the ship. When he had entered the Elsin, Desoll had been moving so quickly that Van had only gotten a hasty impression, and he had no real idea of the size of the vessel. From what Van had been able to see on the board before him, the Elsin was far bigger than Van had realized, larger than a Republic corvette, perhaps almost the size of an old-style light cruiser like the Gortforge. Only the bare minimum of manual controls were set before


  Desoll, and that was an acknowledgment that the ship was so sophisticated that those controls were only useful for emer¬gencies or basic operations in-system.


  Abruptly, the Elsin's commander turned to Van. "There's one aspect of this position that I did not fully reveal to you."


  Van stiffened.


  "You recall that I mentioned that we dealt with the Farhkans, and also that our first jump was to rebuild your implant so that you could handle the Elsin, then your own ship?"


  "They're going to do that?" Van felt cold at that thought.


  "They're far better than any human doctors. I know. Per¬sonally."


  "Your'


  "I was badly injured on my last Service assignment. I ended up at a Farhkan base. They saved my life. Later, I found out that I would have died anywhere else." Desoll shrugged. "You worry about it too much, and I can arrange for the implant to be reactivated on Perdya. It won't be as good, but I understand."


  Van considered. There was a time to be skeptical and a time to trust. He knew very little about IIS. Or about the mys¬terious Trystin Desoll. He did know one thing. So far, Desoll had been truthful and kept his word, and he hadn't been able to say that about the RSF lately.


  "I'll go with the Farhkans."


  Trystin Desoll nodded, and Van felt as though he had crossed an invisible bridge to another land. Or was it another Galaxy, or the underside of the one where he had lived?


  Chapter 40


  The jumpshift from Sulyn system to whichever Farhkan sys¬tem Desoll had selected was the same as any other jump— white turned black, and blackness became incredibly white, and both seemed to last forever within an instant that was over almost before it registered—all the impossible contra¬dictions that the human body felt during a jump transition.


  Without a functioning implant, not only did Van not know their destination, but he felt lost even in the cockpit, because the Elsin had almost no physical visual instruments on the board before them—just basic EDI, thrust, velocity, and clo¬sure indicators, and the emergency use manual levers and stick for thrust and drives to the left of the command seat— that and a screen view projected before him that could have been almost any star system in the Arm.


  Once Desoll had the Elsin steady on an inbound course, he stood. "Let's go back to the mess—it's really just an oversize galley, but it sounds better to call it the mess."


  "You don't have much in the way of manual instruments here." Van followed the other down the narrow passageway.


  "No. It's better that way, and once your implant's up, you'll see why." The older man stopped in front on the com¬pact bank of formulators and what looked like the modern version of an ancient stove. "Electronics just doesn't boil water right. I take tea," the older man said, extracting one ket¬tle from a cabinet. "You?"


  "Cafe, if you have it. If not, tea will be fine."


  Desoll swung out another device, set in its own recessed space. "We carry both, even the right kind of cafemaker. Eri and I generally take tea, but there's plenty of cafe." His hands were deft, and soon both kettle and cafemaker were begin¬ning to steam.


  "Have you given any thought to where you want that bond set up?"


  "I have a question. Can I have a beneficiary to that, so that if anything happens to me in the first year... ?"


  Desoll smiled. "I should have mentioned that. The bond also doubles as accident indemnity. Doing what we do, no one will insure us, even though we've never lost anyone."


  "In how many years?"


  "From the beginning—more than a hundred. We still could. We're moving into a dangerous time in history. It could be more dangerous than the Eco-Tech-Revenant War."


  "You think so?"


  "Yes. We'll talk about that after you tell me where you want your bond." "What about Kush?"


  "We can do that. I'd recommend either the Candace Bank or the Nabatan Trust, but you could choose branches of the Argenti Arm Fiduciary Trust or Cambrian Holdings."


  "Do you know every financial institution in this part of the Arm?"


  "Most of them. In our business, you have to know whom you can trust, and they have to know that they can trust us." Desoll filled a large mug with cafe" and handed it to Van. For a moment, his eyes seemed to glaze, and then he focused on Van. "Space debris. Just checking."


  Van still was getting used to the idea that Desoll was run¬ning the ship from wherever he was. In the RSF, command was in the cockpit, but Van could see that would be impracti¬cal in a vessel with such a small crew.


  'Tea, Eri," Desoll added, pouring a mug of that and hand¬ing it to the tech, who had appeared from somewhere aft of the mess. Desoll gestured to the narrow table beyond the gal¬ley. "We could sit down." He poured himself a mug and slid onto the anchored bench on one side.


  Eri sat on the other side, farther aft, allowing Van to sit across from Desoll.


  "Is there any real difference between the Candace Bank and the Nabatan Trust?"


  "They're both solid. We've done business with both. I'd give the edge to the Nabatan, but you couldn't go wrong with either."


  "Why would you favor the one?" Van knew he was being difficult, in a way, but he was as much feeling out Desoll as obtaining information.


  Eri smiled knowingly.


  Van looked at her. "Why does he favor the one?" "He has a friend there. She is a good banker, but she is also a very nice lady." Van sensed the absolute truth and laughed, heartily. Some¬how, that single sentence, said truthfully and yet shyly, made Trystin Desoll seem far more human.


  Desoll actually flushed for a moment.


  "We might as well give your lady friend the business," Van replied.


  "There's another thing we need to take care of, as well, and for that I'd really recommend one of the Coalition banks."


  "Oh?"


  "Your pay. You'll be paid automatically to whatever account you designate, but since we're a Coalition-registered organization, I'd recommend a Coalition bank. That's where it's going now. You could then have automatic transfer to another institution. I'd actually recommend that for part of your pay ..."


  Van nodded. He'd never had to worry about the details, not in the RSF


  All told, they spent almost two hours dealing with the var¬ious aspects of Van's new employment. Eri left after a few minutes.


  When they finished, Desoll showed Van to one of the two spare staterooms. It was more like a flag cabin on an RSF ship, with a closet and drawers for other clothes, a small built-in console, a double bunk, and a separate if compact fresher. Van hung up his gear, changed from his uniform into one of the green shipsuits, after removing the insignia, then returned to the cockpit. The older pilot was absorbed in something through the shipnet, and Van just slipped into the right seat and waited.


  Finally, Desoll turned to Van. "We'll be calling in, in a while. I'll also do the comm verbally, although what the Farhkans will get is through the implant, and I'll have the shipnet translate their replies verbally. Once we've got your implant back in shape, on the outbound, you'll pick it all up. They don't communicate aurally, the way we do. So they either have to talk to people with implants or use mechanical devices. They don't like the mechanical speaking devices and avoid them whenever they can."


  1


  "You seem to know a great deal about them."


  "I had to learn. It took a long time." Desoll fell silent.


  "Where are we?"


  "A Farhkan system they call Dharel—that's as close as I can come to their pronunciation. It's the one nearest to the Coalition-Revenant-Argenti axis."


  Another half hour passed, then Van sensed ... some¬thing, a hissing over the shipnet was the closest way of describing it.


  "That's them." Desoll cleared his throat. "Farhka Station Two, this is Coalition ship Elsin, code name Negative Absolute, pilot Desoll, patron Rhule Ghere, inbound for scheduled resupply, cargo pickup, and medical proce-dures."


  Van could sense that Desoll was doing something, but his implant could only trace a vague sense of the energy flows. Then Desoll turned to Van. "You have to name a patron to dock here. Rhule Ghere is the patron of IIS. So he's your patron." Desoll smiled. "He died a century ago, but he's still our patron. Remember that, Rhule Ghere."


  "Rhule Ghere," Van repeated, concentrating on the name.


  The same faint hissing filled the cockpit area when the response came back. "Ship Elsin, Pilot Desoll, you are cleared for approach and locking. Do you have the beacon?"


  "Farhka Station Two, affirmative. We have the beacon. Proceeding as cleared."


  Desoll's approach and docking were as smooth as his undocking and departure from Sulyn orbit control had been. Except for the shutdown and power transfer procedures, Van could hardly tell when the Elsin was docked.


  "Smooth approach," he offered.


  "Thank you. At our ages, though," Desoll said with a smile, "they ought to be." He paused. "They're waiting for us."


  "Ser?" Eri stood in the passageway behind the cockpit.


  Desoll turned to the petite tech. "Eri, they should be here with the dispatches, and the cargo, in fifteen minutes. After you've got that and onloaded the gear for Commander


  Albert, you can button up and rest, so long as you're on the shipnet. We've got a few chores to take care of." "Yes, ser."


  Desoll nodded to Van. "We might as well get on with it."


  The lock opened as they neared, and there was a puff and a rush of air as the pressures equalized. Van had the feeling that the Farhkans were used to a slightly higher air pres¬sure, and probably meant a higher gee field on their home planet. The sensation that hit Van as they stepped through the lock and into the station corridor beyond was the smell—or scent—a bewildering combination of musk and cleanliness.


  Less than five meters down a gray-green corridor stood a Farhkan—the first one Van had ever seen face-to-face, and face-to-face was definitely not the same as a holo view. Holo views didn't convey either the smell or the strange¬ness.


  The bipedal alien had two arms, and he wore the equiva¬lent of shimmering gray fatigues. Iron gray hair that was more like fur topped the square head, and the red eyes showed no differential between pupil and iris. The flexible nose flapped with every breath, and only had a single nostril. Blunt crystal-like teeth, not quite fangs, but that long, extended beyond the almost lipless mouth.


  Van could sense the communications between the Farhkan and Desoll, but only as the faintest hissing through his obvi¬ously inadequate comm implant.


  "They have the equipment set up," Desoll said. "This is Dr. Fhale. Again, that's an approximation."


  Van inclined his head to the alien, who was only slightly taller than he was, but broader. The alien did not seem partic¬ularly menacing, but how could one tell?


  The alien nodded in return, then turned, as if he expected them to follow.


  Van and Desoll did.


  "They are a very peaceful species," Desoll added. "Their last interspecies conflict was before we left Old Earth."


  "Carefully phrased, there," Van said dryly. Ahead of them, the alien snorted.


  "He's laughing. They came into contact with the Revenants about four hundred years ago. They suggested to the Revenants that Farhkan systems were not open to Revenant colonization. The Revs disagreed. The Farhkans suggested more strongly. The Revs still disagreed. Before it was all over, they had to destroy a number of Revenant ships before the Revs got the idea. The Farhkans were not happy about it. One told me that it set them back thousands of years."


  What seemed to be a solid wall split into a trapezoidal entry. The two humans followed the Farhkan into a room that was completely empty except for what looked like an operat¬ing table tilted at a forty-five-degree angle and shaped into the form of a chair.


  "You just sit down there." Desoll stepped back several paces, watching.


  Van eased himself into the chair.


  Desoll frowned. "Ah ... before we proceed ... Dr. Fhale wants to talk with you. This room is set up so that you'll hear him over the speakers."


  'Talk with me?"


  "We are providing you a favor," came a voice from above Van. "In return, we would like a few minutes of conversation and thought from you. It will help us in improving our under¬standing of you and of your species."


  "I'll offer what I can." As he spoke, Van noted that Desoll seemed both surprised, and yet not surprised.


  "You have killed other humans, have you not?"


  "In combat situations ..."


  "Is not a death a death?"


  "It is," Van admitted.


  "Then why do you offer an explanation?"


  Van thought for a moment. "Because ... I mean ... there's no difference to those who died, but there is a differ¬ence to me. There is a difference.. . between killing some¬one because you feel like it and to prevent that person from killing others."


  "Can you see what will happen in the future? Do you know that with certainty?"


  Van had been over that ground before. "With absolute cer¬tainty? No? But when you are facing a ship that has already killed hundreds of innocent civilians time after time, the probability of those actions continuing is high enough to jus¬tify the assumption that they will kill again."


  The Farhkan said nothing for a time.


  Van wondered if the conversation were finished, but he waited.


  "Is any person innocent—other than a newborn or one recently born?"


  "Probably not. But there are degrees of innocence, and there are those who have done no harm to others—or no great harm. And there are those who have done great harm."


  "You would decide that?"


  "When I must," Van admitted. What exactly did the Farhkan have in mind?


  "Do all humans believe the same values are correct?" "No."


  "Are your values more ethical?" "I would like to think so." "Do you know that?" "No."


  "Yet you have killed when it is possible that the values of those who killed were more ethical than yours. Is that ethi¬cal?"


  "I don't know about their values, Doctor. I know that their actions, which presumably reflected those values, were less ethical."


  "How do you know that?"


  Van reflected. "There's no good answer to that question." The Farhkan barked, a sound Van hoped was laughter, then asked, "Is any value that preserves a society ethical?"


  "No. Not necessarily."


  "Then what is the basis for ethics? Do you believe in a deity that determines what is correct and moral?" "No."


  "On what do you base your values?"


  "On what I must," Van replied. "Upon what I have seen and what I have learned."


  "Are they adequate when you are making decisions that will kill some beings and spare others?"


  "I can only hope so."


  The Farhkan barked his laugh again, then nodded to Des¬oll. "We should proceed." He stepped closer to the chair, adjusting a cablelike protrusion that had lowered itself from the ceiling until it was just above Van's head.


  "You'll probably notice some disorientation, and you may lose some memory of what happens here," Desoll said, "but you won't feel it, except that you won't recall what happened in the chair."


  Van frowned. "It didn't take that to deactivate—"


  "No. But didn't it take a full operation to put in the implant? This isn't like that, but it's more complicated to undo what they did than merely turning off your functions. Also, we have to add a little capacity so that you can link with the Farhkans and some of the other out-systems that don't use Arm-standard freqs."


  That made sense, especially after the Elsin's approach to the Farhkan station.


  Van blinked.


  There was a moment of blackness, and then he was still sitting in the chair.


  Except his buttocks were sore—and there were some sore patches in his skull, needlelike points. "I lost more than a few moments," Van protested.


  You did. The response came from the Farhkan, with a slight hissing overtone, but far clearer than most direct implant communications. There was some damage. It was intentional. We repaired it.


  "The RSF?"


  Dr. Fhale couldn't say, only that it was there, Desoll replied. His link was crystal clear.


  Van's lips tightened. I'm all right now?


  You are operating at maximum normal human capacity, the Farhkan replied.


  They're very literal, Desoll commented.


  How else can one be ethical if not with maximum accu¬racy? Yet there was a trace of what Van would have called humor in the response.


  "Ethical?" Ethical? Van's implant echoed his words.


  All life is a struggle with ethics. Those who fail to under¬stand that are doomed to extinction. You should have gath¬ered that from our conversation. The barking snort followed the Farhkan's unspoken communication. You will learn. If you are fortunate.


  The last seemed more command than observation.


  You should move. Slowly at first, added the Farhkan.


  Van eased his way out of the chair. All around him swirled pulses of energy, various nets or systems he had been unaware of before. "Is this ..." Is this normal?


  It is an enhanced implant, very similar to, but better than, the standard Coalition implant.


  Van stopped walking for a moment, just short of the reopened trapezoidal opening. He glanced back. The Farhkan had vanished.


  "Is that all?" Van hoped it was.


  "You'll have to get used to using it. We'll be working on that over the next week or so."


  "Was that a threat... the business about not understand¬ing ethics leading to extinction?"


  "The Farhkans certainly have that kind of power, but they don't believe in using it that way. They believe it would lead to an internal conflict that would destroy them."


  "That kind of power?" Van replied, stifling a yawn as he walked.


  "More than that kind of power." Desoll nodded toward the lock ahead. "We need to get back to the ship. You're going to need some food and some sleep," Desoll said.


  Van found he was yawning again as he walked beside the older pilot. "How long was I out? That was more than a few minutes. Much more. But I can't tell how much. My implant clocks were frozen."


  "About three hours. Someone had set a few more traps in you, probably when you were in the medcrib."


  'Traps?"


  "Locator, remote trigger transmitter." Desoll lifted a bag. "You can see for yourself later."


  "What?" Van was stunned, then outraged. Absently, he noted that he seemed more able to sense overtones in Des-oll's words and gestures. "But why?"


  "I could guess, but it would only be that. My best judgment is that the gadgets weren't RSF at all. That either the Scan-dyans or the Revenants had a hand in it. That might also be why the RSF wanted you out of the way. They may have thought you'd been compromised."


  "That doesn't make sense," Van said. "None of it does. There's no reason for you to invent it, but there's no reason why—" He paused.


  "There isn't?" asked Desoll. "Didn't there have to be a reason why the Fergus was attacked? And a reason why the Scandyan premier was targeted? In both cases, you stopped something."


  "How did you know about the Fergus!"


  "Major Murikami told me. Most of the military in Scandya knew."


  Van nodded slowly. That was true enough. Commodore Petrov had made that clear from the beginning. "Do you have any ideas about that? And what happened later?"


  "We'll talk about it later. You need to get back to the ship and get some rest."


  Van yawned again. He felt as if he'd run a dozen klicks. He did need food and sleep. That was also clear.


  Chapter 41


  Van slept a good ten hours, but woke feeling more rested than he had in weeks. Even the pinpoints of soreness on his skull were gone. The hot water of his shower felt good—and it didn't feel or smell recycled, although it had to have been. After he dressed, he looked over the miniature implants that Desoll had handed him the night before, but he could make no sense of them and slipped them into a locker. Desoll and Eri were at the mess table eating when he joined them, but a third plate was set out for him, as was a cup of cafe. "Thank you."


  "Thank Eri," Desoll replied. "She heard you. I was work¬ing on schedules."


  "What sort of schedules?"


  "The Farhkans are kind enough to let us send message torps here. There were several waiting. First, we need to work out a jump route to Keshmara via Kush. We've got a deliver¬able in Keshmara. We'll have to work in what we can, because I've been served with a judicial inquiry order to appear before the Transport Commission in Cambria in three weeks. There's an anonymous claim that IIS has violated its foundation charter by engaging in transportation of persons as primary carriage trade ..."


  "They're claiming we run a passenger line?"


  "We don't. We don't even fit the definition. A ship has to have conveyance space for more than ten passengers outside of crew quarters. It's an old harassing trick. If the managing director or a prime official doesn't appear, then our charter is suspended until I do."


  "They want something?"


  "The Service wants information on Revenant ship move¬ments, according to US Cambria, but they can't just ask. They have to pressure us to prove that the information was good."


  "Are you sure that's what they want?"


  "No." Desoll took a long swallow of tea. "But it's my best guess. Either that or they want information we can't give them, and then I'll have to make a stink about how they're abusing their power. They know I would. So I doubt it's that."


  "You'd threaten to make a stink, and they back off?"


  "Information cuts two ways. It would be expensive, but we could."


  Van didn't want to pursue that, not on an empty stomach. After sipping the cafe, better than any shipboard cafe he'd ever had, he began on the mushroom and cheese omelet, also good. He took several bites. "Good food."


  "It has to be. We spend too much time on board for it to be bad." Desoll's tone was dry. After a time, he observed, "You come from a very ethics-oriented background. Hasn't your father published a great deal on ethics and the law?"


  "Some."


  "And what is he saying now?" asked Desoll, after refilling his mug of tea. He sat back down in front of an empty platter.


  Van debated before answering. "My father said that the Republic was facing an ethical crisis." He smiled. "He always used to say to beware of the person who trumpets his ethics."


  "Cicero's published works are impressive, and they sug¬gest an even deeper consciousness."


  "Do you know everything about my background?" asked Van ruefully.


  "As much as I could find out. We're going to be trusting you with close to a billion credits worth of ship. Don't you think that we would investigate thoroughly?" From the other side of the mess table, Desoll laughed. The laugh died away as the older man went on. "Your father is too modest and too conservative in his assessments, I fear. Those traits are the mark of a good and careful advocate, but like most ethical men of judgment, he still wishes to believe better of human foibles and frailty than he should."


  "You think he's right?"


  'The situation is far worse than he believes, and it's some¬thing that has affected human societies throughout the entire Arm. He finds it hard to understand that some societies and some belief systems are fundamentally flawed, inherently dishonest, if you will."


  "Such as?"


  "The Revenants, for one. They operate from the basic assumption that anything they do is correct. It was perfectly correct to replace the government on Nraymar, then annex it and turn all the Dzinists into day laborers if they didn't con¬vert. Ten years later, it was clearly their deity's wish that Samarra become part of the Revenant theocratic realm, and that once more, those not of the faith be relegated to second-class citizenship or worse. They've already started the same process on Aluyson. Anything that they do is sanctioned by their theocratic authorities. When it can't be sanctioned, or they get caught out, they deny it happened. Once, in a great while, when they can neither sanction nor deny, they will change, and pretend that they didn't. I've only ... known that to happen once, and it stopped their expansion cold—for about one generation."


  "What are the Revs really like? Do you know what Orum is like?"


  "You can meet Revs anywhere these days, and they all act in similar patterns." Desoll shrugged. 'The Jerush system is closed to outsiders. You have to be a believer, and pass a gene scan in order to set foot on Orum."


  "Oh ... I didn't..."


  "They try to keep that quiet. It's not unprecedented. Other faiths throughout history have imposed similar restrictions."


  "What can you tell me about Orum? Isn't that where they have their grand temple."


  Desoll laughed. "I'm surprised you haven't seen holos ... they broadcast them everywhere, with the eight towers soar¬ing into the sky, gleaming white symbols of purity and faith."


  "You don't sound terribly impressed."


  "I'm not. I'm Eco-Tech, remember, and we lost millions of


  people fighting off their military missions. A gleaming sym¬bol of purity and faith built on millions of bodies over cen¬turies ... that doesn't exactly impress me."


  "I assume they didn't literally build ..."


  "Oh, no. Wystuh is a very clean and beautiful city, with white stone walls, and well-dressed and polite people." Des¬oll stopped. "At least, that's what those who've been there say, and what the holos show."


  For a moment, Van had been convinced that Trystin had spoken from personal experience.


  "Just the sort of symbol and city for a people convinced that God has appointed them stewards of the Galaxy, righ¬teous in their beliefs of such."


  "Don't we all like to think we're right?" Van pointed out.


  "You're correct about that. The Coalition, just to illustrate your point, is trying to convince itself that the problem of the Revenants will go away—or that it's someone else's prob¬lem. So far, thankfully, most people don't believe that as an article of faith, but I do worry that will happen. There's a sig¬nificant difference between thinking we're right, or trying to rationalize what we do as right, and believing without hesita¬tion or question that what we do is right."


  Van thought about that. Here he was discussing ethics with a man who was piloting an expensive ship, who personally ran a foundation larger than many multis, and who seemed to know more about his background than did the RSF. And the man had had Van's implant repaired and upgraded by an alien who also had wanted to discuss ethics. There was a clear con¬nection, but Van didn't see where it led. "Both you and Dr. Fhale seem quite into ethics."


  "It's very important to the Farhkans. It ought to be impor¬tant to humans, but it's something observed more in the breaking than in the supporting."


  "Why do you think so?"


  "Because, in the long run, there's nothing more important than understanding ethics. Can you think of anything else?"


  Van stopped to think. Anything more important than ethics?


  Desoll stood. "When you're finished, we'll delock and head out for Kush. We could have left earlier, but I wanted you to feel the departure, because the next time you come back here will be in your own ship."


  Van hurried through the omelet, a biscuit, and another cup of cafe. He figured out the sanitary setup in the galley, did his own dishes, then washed up before heading forward.


  Desoll's stateroom door was open, and Van glanced inside, then stopped, taking in the space. The commander's cabin was more than twice the size of Van's, with an even wider bed, a double closet, and bookshelves over the couch—with restrainers for the antique volumes. Through another door was a large bathroom-fresher. One corner of the main state¬room was an office with comm and console equipment that would have been appropriate to either a flag officer or a man¬aging director of one of the largest multilaterals—but then, Van realized, Desoll was the managing director of what amounted to a good-sized multi.


  He just looked for a moment before moving ahead to the cockpit and strapping himself in.


  Here are the protocols for the Elsin, Desoll offered, across the link. They can only be used by me or you or Nynca. There's a limited key for Eri and the techs, in case of an emergency, but under all but those circumstances, the IIS ships are totally implant-controlled.


  Van locked in the keys, both through his improved implant, and into his memory the hard and concentrated way.


  Desoll leaned back in the left seat. Go ahead. Spend some time exploring the systems before we notify control.


  Thank you. Van did. First he traced all the command lines, then the power system. That was the first surprise. The Elsin's had photon nets with more projection than the Fergus had, not that much greater, but considering that the IIS ship massed considerably less ... Then Van discovered that the converters and accumulators were oversize, and that the fus-actors were as well. That was nothing compared to the shock when he discovered that the Elsin was armed—with twin torp bays.


  How many torps?


  Desoll grinned. Don't have weapons on this vessel, Com¬mander. We have enhanced message torps. How many enhanced message torps? Just twenty.


  Twenty torps—as many as a corvette carried.


  Van studied the screens as well, then turned to Desoll. "Effectively, you've got a light cruiser here. Does anyone know?"


  "Outside of the US crews, and the builder, there's not a liv¬ing soul who does. The torp bays are standard message torp bays. Most ships only have one, but two wouldn't be consid¬ered that strange for what we do, since we could need a backup bay. Our torps do fit message torp configurations. They come from an armaments' outfit in Keshmara who thinks that we're a black Coalition outfit," Desoll added. "The screens are equivalent to a battle cruiser's for about ten minutes. Then, they'll shred at that intensity."


  "You have three ships like this?"


  "The Salya's not quite as powerful. Your ship has slightly larger fusactors and more powerful drives." "What's it called?"


  Desoll looked at him. "I thought I'd leave the name to you. We can't register until we take possession."


  Van remained half-dazed. He was being handed command of a vessel that almost could have taken over the entire sys¬tem of Scandya by a man he scarcely knew.


  "You scarcely know me," Desoll said softly. "I know you somewhat better."


  Van stiffened.


  "Coalition implant," Desoll said. "You've already guessed. I was in intelligence at the end of my time in Service. Enhanced hearing. I can pick up some subvocalization. It's too tiring to do for long. You could, too, if you work at it."


  What have I gotten myself into? Van looked blankly ahead, at the holo projection of the stars, presumably as seen from where they were docked to the Farhkan station.


  Ready?


  I'm ready, Van affirmed. As ready as he'd ever be. Eri, strap in and stand by for departure. "Yes, ser. Ready for departure."


  The ship grav dropped to nil, and the fusactors went from standby into power-up mode. Van could sense all that, now, as the commander ran through the checklist.


  Farhka Station Two, Coalition ship Elsin, standing by for departure.


  Ship Elsin, we are releasing locking. You are clear for departure.


  Desoll offered just the faintest touch to the steering thrusters, and the Elsin eased away from the Farhkan sta-tion.


  Through his implant, Van used the scanners and monitors to study the alien station—a creation that hung in orbit around the moon of a gas giant, well away from the star's habit¬able zone. The station was trapezoidal—effectively a four-sided truncated pyramid—whose surface blended into the visual background and which radiated no energy. By the time the Elsin was only a handful of klicks away, even the ship's instruments were having a hard time discerning the station.


  Are their ships like that? Nonradiating?


  Yes. You can't find them unless they're using projected screens or drives. I understand they have internal screens inside the outer hull as well.


  Van watched until they were well clear of the station.


  You have the conn, Commander, Desoll said. You need a little practice. Just move her up to full nets and full accelera¬tion. You need to have a feel for full power...


  I have the conn, ser.


  As he linked more deeply with the Elsin, Van felt the shock drop away as he began to enjoy the responsiveness and the sheer power of the ship, a vessel with the grace and maneu¬verability of a corvette, but with the power of a light cruiser, if not more.


  Chapter 42


  Van and Desoll stepped through the golden exit doors of the shuttle terminal and out into blazing white light. Van squinted. The midsummer sun of Sulyn was bright, but the light falling across Kurti, capital of Meroe, was even more brilliant—and it was only midmorning, and they were under a roofed portico of pale greenish white stone.


  "Bright," Van murmured, realizing the inanity of the com¬ment as he spoke.


  "At midday, it's hard to see anything without bioadjust-ment or dark goggles," Desoll said.


  As they walked, Van looked ahead for groundcars or shut¬tles or some form of transport. He could feel the slightly heavier gravity of Meroe, and the thicker and more humid at¬mosphere. He wondered how Emily was taking the heavier gravity. He hoped he'd have time to stop and see her, perhaps after they took care of the financial necessities.


  "No groundcars?"


  "They don't use them in the cities. There's a guideway induction rail plaza ahead."


  A series of small domed cars, each able to take ten people, waited through an archway.


  Desoll flashed a card past the scanner—twice. "I've paid for you as well. We'll get you a card account here, and then you can add systems to it as you go. I'd have preferred to do that first, but Miryam is meeting with a potential client this afternoon, and I did want you to meet her."


  Even though Desoll had used piracy as a rationale, the Elsin had far more than it needed to escape renegades. Van did not want to ask why the Elsin—or the ship that would be his—would need such power. Not yet.


  But, sooner or later, he would have to. That he also knew.


  "You're the managing director." As he entered the lead car behind the older man, Van glanced around, but no one was near them. When the door closed and the guideway car began to move, he asked, "How many systems are on your card?"


  "Over a hundred. The cards are linked to your implant. I have yours, but it's not activated. They just look like a stan¬dard datacard, but the advantage is that no one else can use it Your ship will have the records of your card, and you can cre¬ate a duplicate if yours gets lost."


  "I see." Van was half-stunned by the thought that IIS dat¬acards were casually accepted in hundreds of systems. He glanced out the windows of the small car. Even with the polarized shielding, everything was bright. The guideway was flanked with neatly shaped bushes with needlelike leaves. Beyond the bushes was a space of grass, and then a park on either side of the guideway, with winding walks com¬posed of white stones. Beyond the guideway park were build¬ings, structures set in clusters. Both the number of buildings in each cluster and their spacing, height, and size varied greatly, although none looked to be more than ten stories in height. A number, here and there, resembled step pyramids, but others were just featureless shapes. None had projections. From what he saw, Kurti was certainly unlike any other city Van had visited.


  The guideway car curved off the main guideway and along a much narrower strip of parkway, westward toward a set of three step pyramids, one of a pale golden stone, another of a deep green, and the third of green-tinged white. The car stopped, and the doors opened. Van followed Desoll along a walkway bordered by low spiny plants with blazing yellow flowers. The walkway led to a square arch at the base of the greenish white step pyramid. As he walked closer, Van could see that the building did have windows, but they were dis¬guised by holo projections that created the image of solid stone walls.


  The shade of the entry was a relief to Van. Beyond the vaulted entry was an inside colonnade, flanked with greenery. Desoll followed the bricked walkway for another twenty


  meters before taming left and approaching a trapezoidal door that slid open into a recess as the two approached.


  A dark-skinned, muscular woman almost as tall as Van turned as the two men entered. Her broad and welcoming smile showed brilliant white teeth. 'Trystin, as punctual as ever." Her eyes went to Van. "You must be Commodore Albert."


  "Retired," Van replied.


  "I'm Miryam Adullah." She continued to study Van.


  "Miryam is one of the best planetary directors in IIS," Des¬oll said. "And the most imposing."


  "You're always filled with compliments," Miryam responded. "I love it when you show up." Her laugh was deep and rich and full.


  "She tells me what I need to know, whether I want to hear it or not." Desoll smiled.


  "That's what planetary directors are supposed to do." Miryam gestured toward another trapezoidal doorway, beyond which was a circular conference table with five chairs.


  After the three had seated themselves, Desoll spoke. "We won't be here long, and I wanted you to meet Commodore Albert because I don't know when he'll be back here. He'll probably be covering the more spinward planetary offices."


  "Making him take the long jumps?"


  "Not all of them."


  Miryam turned to Van. "Trystin is very serious. I always tell him that it wouldn't hurt him to laugh more." She paused. "You're the serious type, too. I can tell."


  Van grinned. "Sometimes. I have a sister like you."


  "Was she in the RSF, too?"


  "Hardly. She's a university professor. Her partner's a doc¬tor."


  "Parmer? You look like you came from a regular orbit." Van shook his head. "That's me. My fathers ... one's an advocate, and the other's a singer and opera director." Miryam looked to Desoll. "I see why you wanted me to meet him. First time you've brought in anyone that has real blood in their veins."


  Desoll lifted his hands in a helpless shrug before grinning. "It wouldn't matter who I brought in. You'd still find a way to abuse me."


  "I have to. No one else will." But Miryam was smiling as broadly as Trystin.


  Desoll's smile faded. "Is there anything I need to know or you need me to do?"


  "Not this time. You know I'm meeting with Serangao in an hour—less than an hour. They like the idea of outside resources behind the office, but they want those resources well behind and out of sight. They play on the idea of using local sources and talent."


  "That's fine," Trystin replied. "Play it the way you think best."


  Miryam looked to Van, then Desoll. "How long will you be here?"


  "We're leaving late this afternoon. We've got an urgent deliverable on Keshmara."


  'Too bad." Miryam smiled at Van. "If I could take the commodore to G'zai's, it wouldn't hurt IIS at all."


  "Next time," Desoll said.


  Miryam looked to Van. "You heard it. That's a promise."


  "She never forgets," Desoll said with a laugh.


  "And aren't you glad?" Miryam rose from the table. "I'm sorry about the timing."


  "Things happen that way," Desoll acknowledged, also standing.


  "She's rather impressive," Van said, once they were out of the office and walking back along the colonnade.


  "Formidable," Desoll corrected. "She's personally respon¬sible for bringing in every major client we have here. Meroe is one of our most successful and profitable operations, and that's despite the fact that the Kushite systems need our ser¬vices less than most independent systems do."


  "What..." Van didn't complete the sentence.


  "IIS supplied the capital she couldn't have gotten other¬wise. She was from the Pharsi clan, and historically they've been looked down on as poor risks. I didn't think so. She was a skinny little girl, but she always had that drive. She's never forgotten." Desoll stopped at the guideway gate, which opened shortly.


  "Now where?" asked Van, as they boarded the small car.


  "The Nabatan Trust, to take care of those financial mat¬ters."


  The guideway car ride was but a few minutes, and the car came to a halt at a covered concourse outside another of the white step pyramid structures.


  Van followed Desoll along a covered but open portico that led to the main entrance of the building. Once inside, Desoll turned to his left, away from an open lobby with var¬ious public consoles, and down a narrower corridor to a console that stood before the closed gate blocking the ramp beyond. He entered a code and spoke. 'Trystin Desoll for Daidae Mubarca. Accompanied by Commander Van Albert."


  After a moment, the gate opened, and Van followed Des¬oll past the single guard, who stood behind a second screen and nodded politely at the pair. The two men walked up the stone ramp, a surface that looked perfectly smooth, yet pro¬vided traction for their dress boots. At the top of the ramp, they turned right, passing through an unseen security screen.


  The woman who stepped from the arched doorway at the end of the corridor had dark smooth skin, short shimmering silver hair, deep gray eyes, and a welcoming smile.


  "Trystin! I hadn't expected to see you so soon again." She gestured toward the expansive office beyond the archway, one filled with carved wooden furniture, none of it uphol¬stered, but curved in a way that reminded Van of the Eco-Tech style, yet was clearly different.


  Once inside the office, Desoll inclined his head to the woman. "Van, this is Daidae Mubarca, Nabatan Trust's man¬aging partner for investments." He nodded to Van. "Daidae, this is Van Albert. He's our new senior director, and he'll be taking command of our newest ship."


  "A pleasure to meet you, Commander." The silver-haired woman spoke with great warmth.


  "And you." Van bowed slightly. "I've heard only good of you."


  "He's as charming as you are, Trystin."


  "I fear not, Director," Van replied. "I've much to learn from the commander."


  "He's wise, too." She nodded, then turned to Desoll. "You wanted ... ?"


  "I'd like to transfer..." Desoll seemed to make a mental calculation, "four hundred twenty thousand Ks from the IIS operations account to a personal account for Commander Albert. He'll also need it tied to his draw card." Desoll handed over an ordinary-looking datacard. "The same nor¬mal limits as mine."


  "Your standard limit? Ten thousand per draw?" asked Mubarca.


  "That's right, and also a transfer link from his personal account in Cambrian Holdings." Desoll nodded. "And a ben¬eficiary arrangement. He'll give you those details." Desoll smiled, then stepped back. "I'll be outside."


  Mubarca smiled, her eyes on the commander as he stepped away. "He is one in millions. You will see." Her gray eyes fixed on Van as though he were the only one in the Galaxy, and Van understood immediately Desoll's attraction to the woman. "Your beneficiary?"


  "Can I name joint beneficiaries? I'd like to name my brother and sister."


  "We can certainly do that..."


  As she linked the data into the Trust's systems, Van had a feeling similar to the one that had come over him when he'd first received the orders for the Fergus to relieve the Collyns off Scandya. He was jumping blind into a future that was more uncertain than anything he'd ever faced.


  Chapter 43


  After they finished at Nabatan Trust, Desoll guided Van to a nearby restaurant, where Van ate dishes that he'd never tasted, much less seen, but which would have delighted Dad Almaviva.


  Near the end of the meal, the older man looked at Van. "I've got a few items to follow up on. You might as well look around, and I'll meet you at the shuttle terminal at sixteen hundred."


  Once Desoll was on his way, Van used a pubcomm to call the Republic embassy and ask for directions. It took two dif¬ferent guideways to get to the embassy, a truncated pyramid of a pale greenish white stone that still seemed blinding in the early afternoon sun.


  He stepped through the shaded outer archway, then through a nanite-based climate barrier into the cooler air of the public area. There, he found a vacant console, where he put through a call to the third secretary.


  An image appeared against the wall behind the console, and Van couldn't tell if it were Emily or a simmie. "Ah ... this is Van Albert..."


  "Commander?" The surprised expression clearly indicated that the respondent was Emily, and not a simmie. "Where are you?"


  "Down in the public area of the embassy. I just got here, and I was hoping you might have a few minutes."


  "I'll make them. I'll be right down." The image vanished.


  Van walked away from the console and toward the arch¬way his implant indicated security devices, then stopped to wait.


  He'd been standing there for several minutes when a Taran


  Republic Marine appeared. 'That area's off-limits, fellow." The tone was polite, but clearly unwelcoming.


  Van turned and forced a smile. "I know." He produced the card with his commodore's ID. "And it's commodore to you, Corporal. I'm waiting for the third secretary."


  "Ser, I don't care ..."


  "Corporal!"


  Van was actually pleased to see Emily's look of disap¬proval, and he was certainly not the only one to recognize its force, because the Marine stepped back.


  "Commodore Van is one of the most decorated officers in the RSF," Emily went on. "He was also the military attache at the Scandyan embassy who saved the prime minister there."


  Emily was wearing a slightly mussed tan singlesuit that tended to wash her out, along with a darker brown jacket, but to Van she looked marvelous, even with her stern expression.


  The corporal took another step back. "Yes, ser." He nod¬ded to Van. "I'm most sorry, ser."


  "You were doing your duty," Van said politely, although he could tell that the Marine didn't seem all that sorry. "Carry on." He turned his back on the corporal and faced Emily. "I won't be in Kurti long, but I'd hoped I could catch you."


  Emily brushed back a strand of disarrayed hair, then smiled. "We're in the middle of various projects, but... I can ... I mean, I'm so glad you could ..."


  "So am 1.1 won't take much of your time, because I have to catch a shuttle a bit after sixteen hundred."


  "My office would be best." She gestured toward the archway.


  Van followed her, noting, as he passed through the security scanning, how simple the protocols seemed with his new implant. As in Valborg, the senior staff offices were on the second level, up a long ramp that doubled back on itself once.


  Emily closed the door to her small office—again a single room—and sat down in one of the two chairs opposite the console. "I can't believe you're here, Commander, I mean, Commodore."


  Van took the other chair. "Just Van. The rank doesn't mean much when you're retired."


  "For a moment downstairs, I almost didn't recognize you without the uniform."


  Van grinned. "I do fit in around here a bit more."


  Emily flushed. "I didn't mean that."


  Van could sense she hadn't, and wondered why he was so sensitive. Had it been the Marine? Then, he had been sensi¬tive all his life. He just hadn't dared to make any comments. "I'm sorry. I know you didn't."


  "How did you ever get to Kush, Commodore? Or should I ask?"


  "Van," he reminded her again. "And you can ask. I'll even answer. I'm now in training to be a command pilot for an Eco-Tech outfit..." As briefly as he could, and omitting the actions on Sulyn to murder him, he summarized his hiring by IIS.


  "You must be going to do more than pilot a ship from point to point. I can't imagine you being happy doing mat, and you don't look miserable."


  Van offered an exaggerated expression of misery. "Is that better?"


  "You look like you're in pain, not misery."


  Van laughed, and then they both did. "I'm supposed to be handling a bunch of other duties as well, but the training for that will be in Perdya, I understand." He paused, not sure of what else to say, before asking, "How are things going here?"


  "As well as at any embassy, and better than at some. The ambassador's good, and so is the first secretary. The second secretary's more like a male version of Cordelia, but not quite as sharp ..."


  'There aren't many that sharp," Van said, before adding quickly, "She's so sharp that I came out of meetings looking for wounds."


  Emily smiled, but Van could sense the tiredness behind her smile.


  "You've had a hard week, I take it?" he asked.


  "Enough to wish I didn't have six years for minimum immediate retirement. Yes. There's a dissident group here ... refugees from Sulyn ..." Emily looked down. "I mean ..."


  "You don't have to soften it. Sulyn's always been indepen¬dent-minded."


  "They're claiming that the Republic has been forcing cer¬tain black Taran businesses to sell to larger multis, using reg¬ulatory policies ... as inducements ..."


  "I wouldn't be surprised," Van said. "On and off, that's been a problem for years on Sulyn. I'd thought that it had got¬ten better—until I was retired, and one of the mediacasters I grew up with suggested that things had recently taken a turn back." After a moment, he asked, "You're being asked to deny it? Come up with statistics and reports, and it's getting hard to do?"


  Emily nodded. "There are all sorts of statements, but Alaster—he's the second secretary—can't find any real num¬bers that support them, and we're getting hit with charges that claim we can't. The numbers we're getting from New Oisin don't track with the older series, and that's giving us both headaches."


  Van nodded. 'That makes it tough."


  "And I'm supposed to have the text of another release ready by four o'clock for the ambassador to review this eve¬ning."


  "Maybe I'd better go... I wouldn't want to have you thinking of me as the reason something didn't get done." Van didn't want to leave, not since it had been so long since he'd seen her, but he also didn't want to leave her blaming him for any trouble she might get into for missing a deadline. He just looked at her for a long minute, slightly disheveled. He was glad he'd come. He could always sightsee before he met Desoll.


  "I can take a few more minutes. It's mostly done." She grinned. "Besides, you're from Sulyn, and I can always say that I was getting a historical perspective." The grin vanished. "How did it happen? Sulyn becoming part of the Republic, that is?"


  "All the alternatives were worse, and the Republic made a lot of concessions in the early days. I think the politicians on Tara have regretted it ever since, and it's been a cause of fric¬tion for generations." "What sort of concessions?"


  "There's an outright prohibition on media censorship. Local multi tax levels are capped, and the rates are lower, which means that there are smaller revenues per capita from Sulyn. Same-gender unions have equal legal prefer¬ence and status, and that kind of discrimination is subject to stiff penalties. Independent justiciary ... Those sorts of things."


  Emily was frowning. "With that background, it's hard to make a case for martial law." "Martial law?"


  "The RSF sent in a domestic peacekeeping unit, but there aren't any reports of trouble. Not yet."


  "I'm glad to hear that." Van frowned. "I don't see why the RSF would be involved. Historically, all the protests in Sulyn have been of the peaceful, civil-disobedience type, not armed riots or that sort of thing ..."


  "I don't know why the RSF is there." A rueful smile appeared. "I do know that you just made my job harder."


  "That seems to be something I've been good at." Van decided not to press for more information, since it was clear Emily had told him close to all she knew.


  "Oh ... you sound like Sean."


  "Sean had something ..."


  From there, the conversation drifted into summaries of what had happened to the senior staffers from Scandya. Abruptly, Emily looked up.


  "I can tell I'd better leave," Van said, "or you'll be facing the ambassador's wrath, or that of the first secretary."


  "Can't you ... couldn't we have dinner?"


  "I wish we could," Van said, "but by dinnertime, we'll be headed out-system. Like you, I'm not the one in charge." He stood.


  So did Emily, almost reluctantly, it seemed to Van.


  "I'm so glad you did come."


  "So am I." He grinned. "But you'd better get back to that release, or you won't be."


  Emily made a gesture as if to brush off his words, even as she nodded.


  When Van left the embassy, he was well aware that the same Marine was watching him closely, although the corpo¬ral made no move toward him.


  Van barely made it to the shuttle terminal by sixteen hun¬dred, but he was there five minutes before Desoll. That just gave him more time to worry about what was happening on Sulyn, but he could find nothing on the pubcomm channels, not beyond what Emily had told him.


  By eighteen hundred local, they were back in the Elsin, preparing to delock from Meroe orbit station. Desoll seemed so rushed that Van didn't bring up the matter of seeing Emily, not under the circumstances. He wished he'd had more time to talk with her.


  "Normally, we'd spend more time here," Desoll explained, "but we do have an urgent deliverable on Kesh-mara, and the urgent ones are what keep IIS going finan¬cially."


  "Do we know what?" probed Van from the cockpit's sec¬ond couch.


  "No. I'll tell you more once we're clear." You have the conn.


  I have the conn, ser.


  Meroe orbit control, Coalition ship Elsin, ready for delocking and departure.


  Wait one, Elsin. Maintenance tug at your two-twenty. Clear to break power links, but hold at lock.


  Holding at lock, control. Have tug on screens. Van pulsed Eri on the shipnet. Eri, we're going to null gee.


  Thank you, ser, came back over the shipnet.


  After cutting the power link to the station and dropping the ship grav to nil, Van checked the screens, and the fusactor run-up again, still half-amazed at both the ship and the con-


  trol provided by his enhanced implant. No wonder no one wanted to fight the Coalition Service pilots.


  Coalition ship Elsin, cleared for delocking. Incoming traf¬fic, red zone, approximately one emkay.


  Elsin clearing lock charlie two this time. Have traffic on screens. Will stay green until clear. Van used just a touch on the side steering thrusters, then another touch on the main thrusters.


  Elsin, cleared for low-power departure. Stet, control. Departing this time.


  As he eased the Elsin away from the orbit control station, Van checked the systemwide EDI, noting the various drive emissions. A Revenant courier was decelerating toward Meroe orbit control, while three Kushite light cruisers were patrolling beyond the comet belt, each patrol sector looking to be roughly a third of the system. There were two Coalition fast couriers, one locked on the other side of orbit control from where the Elsin had been, and the other seemingly tak¬ing station on the larger moon Omdhurman.


  "Does Kush have some sort of agreement with the Coali¬tion?" Van asked.


  "Several, as I recall."


  "Including military assistance?"


  "There is one like that." The older pilot's eyes twinkled. "Why do you ask?"


  "The two Coalition couriers on station, and the fact that there only seem to be a handful of ships in the Kush defense force."


  "Warships are expensive, and Kush is not that well off. They're still paying down the planoforming debt to the Argentis."


  "But their alliance is with the Eco-Techs?"


  "They share borders with the Coalition, Keshmara, and the Revenants, as much as you can call borders those regions claimed by those systems. Each, including Kush, has claimed a number of uninhabitable systems without planets that could be planoformed."


  "I'll bet Kush doesn't patrol those it has claimed."


  "The Kushite SDF does not."


  Van nodded, as he spread the photon nets to twenty per¬cent, and the Elsin began to angle up out of the plane of the ecliptic toward the low-dust regions where jumpshifts were possible.


  Chapter 44


  A tall man in shifting robes and a matching white turban ush¬ered the two commanders into the fifth-floor waiting area. Van walked to the expanse of armaglass that overlooked the River Plaza through which they had entered the governmen¬tal complex. On the far side of the River Khorl was a match¬ing plaza or park, with tall spreading trees and miniature buildings that resembled ancient temples. The river itself was a wide expanse of shimmering blue-gray in the afternoon sunlight, somehow appropriate for the city of Keshmar, plan¬etary capital of Keshmara.


  From the door to the left, there was a cough.


  Van turned.


  A slender man, also in white robes, but with short dark hair, and without any headgear, stood in the doorway. "The minister will see you."


  Van let Desoll take the lead as they entered the office, which held a circle of padded and backed, but armless, stools set around a low table.


  Standing before the chairs and table was a small man, with the lines in his face that signified the great age that not even advanced medical treatments could erase. His smile was somehow both professional and personal. "Director Des¬oll... a pleasure to see you again."


  "And you, too, Minister Sahid." Desoll bowed.


  So did Van.


  "I took the liberty of bringing Senior Director Van Albert


  with me. I thought you should meet, because at times in the future he may be the one carrying out IIS responsibilities." "Ah ... You are not departing?"


  "Not for many, many years. Not until the white stars turn red ..." Desoll smiled. "But the Arm has more people and more systems, and as it expands, so must we, or we will not be able to continue to provide the services you deserve."


  "And for which we pay."


  "You do indeed." Desoll grinned. "But far less than if you were required to provide them yourselves."


  "Please be seated." The minister took a stool, seemingly at random, but as soon as he sat, a young man appeared with a tray.


  Van could smell the cafe, strong, black... and sweet.


  Following the minister's example, Van drank, throwing the tiny cup's contents back in a single swallow.


  Sahid turned to Van. "You are also a pilot and com¬mander?"


  "Yes, Minister Sahid."


  "He is a commodore," Desoll added. "Not a mere com¬mander as was I."


  "You were never a 'mere commander,' my friend." Sahid looked straight at the older commander. "I would that we did not need your services."


  "I understand."


  "Alas, we do. We have begun to implement an integrated infrastructure control system on Behai. Most of the compo¬nents have been fabricated there. The controllers themselves, they cannot be. They are not terribly delicate. In fact, they are most sturdy. But it does not matter how tough they are if they do not arrive."


  "I see."


  "I am most certain you do. The Coalition monitors the Keshmara system, but not a more ... isolated system such as Behai."


  "We will undertake delivery," Desoll affirmed. "Assuming the specifications and mass figures are as your dispatch indi¬cated."


  "They are correct." Sahid smiled, sadly. "We appreciate your willingness to transport our new systems to Behai. As you will discover, for some reason, the KMFS Aleysn was ... unsuccessful."


  Desoll nodded. "And you cannot afford any more delays? Or duplicate systems and missing ships?"


  "No. For many reasons, which you also know. We also may require other services, to assure ourselves of its contin¬ued successful operation, with periodic updates."


  "I understand, Minister Sahid. You realize, of course, that such service on this short notice requires a great deal of read¬justment in our schedules."


  "We understand that it will trigger the special services pro¬vision. Upon delivery confirmation, the special services bonus will be paid."


  "When will the equipment be ready?"


  "It will take three days."


  Desoll nodded. "We will remain at orbit station for deliv¬ery. There is some other business that we can attend, and we will not charge for the waiting time."


  "You have always been most considerate in that fashion." The minister extended a databloc. "The complementary bloc will be delivered with your cargo."


  "It will need to be packed most securely."


  "That is why it will take at least two days." Sahid stood. "I thank you, Director. Would that I could trust all as I do you. The Arm would be a better place."


  "We all do what we can." Desoll stood, as did Van.


  "Ah... but some do it so much better." The minister flashed a smile. "I look forward to hearing of your success."


  Desoll and Van offered slight bows.


  Neither spoke until they were walking along the river. Des¬oll thumbed his belt, and Van could sense the privacy field.


  "Special services bonus?" Van asked.


  "You know what lies in-Arm from Keshmara?"


  Van called up his memory. "It's all Revenant systems, most uninhabitable, but maybe a dozen being planoformed."


  "How likely is it that a Keshmaran transport courier would


  just vanish without a trace on a regular jumpshift to its own colony system?"


  'The Revs took it out?"


  "We'll go on that assumption."


  "Why did they call, on us? We're not a private fleet." Except, Van reflected, as he finished, the Elsin was the equiv¬alent of a light cruiser, and with more speed and stronger shields.


  "The Keshmarans don't have that much of a space force, and they can't afford to lose couriers, and they can't be everywhere. There's probably a Revcorvette out there with orders to blast down anything commercial. It's a way of iso¬lating a system. Since they agreed not to send any more troids—asteroid ships—and since they can't send anything toward the Coalition, and since the Argentis are up-Arm, what does that leave?"


  "Kush, Keshmara, and Jeavan, and a bunch of bootstrap systems, all out by themselves," Van replied. "I hope this is worth it."


  "In credit terms for this transit alone, probably not. The special bonus is three hundred million Argenti creds, and the annual retainer is only one hundred fifty million."


  Van still had trouble with the figures. Only four hundred million, and not enough? Then, the Elsin was worth a billion creds, according to Desoll.


  "Minister Sahid figures that if the Revs take on a Coalition ship, first, he doesn't risk anything, and second, the Coalition might get more than a little upset. He can also claim that the Revs are breaking their nonaggression agreement, and this time, he has proof."


  "Will they be there and come after us?"


  "Who knows?" The cold smile told Van that Desoll knew very well what was going to happen.


  Van kept his frown to himself. "What are we going to do for the next several days?"


  "As I told the minister, I do have some loose ends to tie up with the local IIS office here. I can start now, but it will take most of tomorrow. If you don't mind, I'd like you to be on


  board, just in case they deliver early or in case something comes up. If I get finished with everything tomorrow, then the day after I'll sit the ship, and you can have that time to explore Keshmar. I'll also open a credit line here on Cam¬brian Holdings for you, keyed to your payroll. If you want to transfer your personal account to another Eco-Tech banking institution when we get to Cambria, of course, you can, but that's where your pay has been going for now." "When did I start getting paid?"


  "The day the RSF retired you. I thought that was only fair. You've got two months pay. One month for a bonus."


  Van had to admit that Desoll had been very open about everything, if sometimes belatedly, from Farhkans to com¬pensation—and the risks. He'd mentioned piracy from the start. Van just hadn't expected that the Revs would be the pirates—or that IIS would be acting as a part-time interstellar mercenary or private fleet.


  But from the compensation ... he should have.


  Chapter 45


  On fourday, Van arrived at the embassy of the Republic of Tara on the west side of the River Khorl at slightly before eleven hundred. He had no trouble entering the business sec¬tion of the embassy, and immediately headed toward one of the Marine guards, hoping to head off a confrontation like the one that had occurred on Meroe.


  "Yes, ser." The ranker was polite, but not deferential.


  "I'm Van Albert. Commodore Van Albert." Van fished out the retired officer's datacard and presented it. "I used to work with the second secretary, Cordelia Gregory. We were sta¬tioned on Scandya together. I'd appreciate it if you'd tell her I'm here."


  The guard took the card, verified it, and handed it back.


  Then he stepped away and touched the wall console. He waited some time before speaking. "Dr. Gregory. There's a Commodore Albert here to see you. I checked his ID ... tall officer... Yes ... yes, ser. Right away." He inclined his head to Van. "I'm to escort you up, ser."


  "I appreciate that, Corporal." He followed the Marine through the screened gate to the side of the business lobby. As Van passed through the screens, he almost paused. His new implant picked up the codes and protocols, and he had the feeling that he could have actually twisted them enough to gain entry himself. What had the Farhkan doctor done? Or was that another Coalition ability that added to the mystique? But with such abilities, why were they avoiding any direct conflicts with the Revs? Desoll had said they were, but Van hadn't been that satisfied with the answer. Because of a war over two hundred years before?


  At the top of the ramp, the corporal turned left.


  Cordelia Gregory was actually standing outside her door, waiting. "Thank you, Corporal."


  "My pleasure, Doctor." The Marine slipped away.


  "Commander... I mean, Commodore ... to what do I owe... ?"


  Van could tell that, behind the formality, Cordelia Gregory was flustered, bewildered, and even slightly pleased. "I was here on Keshmara, and I had some free time. Since you'd been transferred here before I recovered, I thought I only ought to stop by."


  "I'm so glad you did. Please come into the office. It's a lit¬tle disarrayed."


  Van followed her in, closing the door and sitting down in front of the desk console.


  After a moment, she seated herself. "I wrote you ..."


  "I know, and I very much appreciated the words and the thoughts."


  "How long ... you were severely injured." "Six months in the medcrib, and two months rehab." Van gestured to the documents scattered on the flat surface beside the console. "You look ... quite involved ... What.. .7" He let his words trail off."


  "Mostly economic analysis—until last week. Then we had to deal with the Sulyn problems. You're from there, as I recall."


  '1 heard that the RSF had sent in a domestic peacekeeping team. From what I'd heard, and from what I know, it seemed ... excessive. Sulyn has always been an independent place, but one where the protests were always civil."


  "That's been a real problem in explaining it to the Kesh-maran government," Gregory admitted. "We did send back a communique suggesting that reaction here was less than favorable." She shook her head. "And then yesterday... well... it's already all over the mediacasts."


  Van waited, puzzled.


  "The Keshmaran government announced this morning that they had discovered the identity of a Dartigan Dumas."


  "That name is familiar..." Van tried to recall why he knew the name.


  "According to the Scandyans, he was the one who put together that front—"


  "Oh ... that Scandyan Biologies place?"


  "Valborg Biologies," Gregory corrected him. "But Dumas never existed. It was a Revenant front. They funneled the cred¬its into a blind account here, and then to Scandya. The Kesh¬maran government is furious—not at us—but they expelled the Revenant ambassador and the first secretary, and demanded a formal apology and indemnification. The Scandyans are also demanding indemnification and an apology. That's all the Scandyans can ask for. I wouldn't be surprised if this almost destroys the Liberal Commons Party on Scandya...." She shook her head. "Anyway ... that's what I've been up to..."


  "How did this come to light? It's been months ..."


  She shrugged, turning her hands up. "The Keshmarans aren't saying, except that they have documentary records, and the incontrovertible evidence that it was orchestrated by the first secretary of the Revenant embassy here. It happened practically overnight."


  "Overnight?"


  "The Keshmar First party is demanding the confiscation of all Revenant assets." "That seems ..."


  "That's because they're a religious party, offshoots of the original Mahmetists, the ones who didn't become Revenants. They feel the Revenants lost the Word of God and are totally depraved."


  "Don't all true believers feel that way about those who don't embrace their view?"


  "Most of them," Gregory admitted. "Now ... what are you doing? And why are you here?"


  Van ignored the abrupt change of subject, understanding that she had said all she wanted to. "I've landed a piloting position with an Eco-Tech outfit, and I'm effectively in train¬ing until my ship is ready."


  "An Eco-Tech multilateral?" Gregory's eyebrows rose.


  "I interviewed with all the Republic multis, and they all said I was either overqualified or too senior. I don't know much beyond piloting, as you know. I was offered this job, and I took it." Van smiled.


  "Good for you!" Gregory actually sounded pleased for him. "How do you like it so far?"


  "It's very different. The outfit is a combination of high-end information and analysis, organizational consulting, high-priced delivery service, and specialized troubleshooting." Van felt the description wasn't shading the truth too much, at least as he saw IIS. "So far, I haven't seen the troubleshooting part, and I'm learning about the others."


  "What sort of information analysis?"


  "They have planetary offices on something like a hun¬dred planets, and they collect all sorts of data, then analyze it for trends and seek out clients or serve existing clients. As a pilot, I'm supposed to be more in the line of deliver¬ing the results. They're too complex for cost-effective standing wave transmission, not to mention too propri¬etary."


  "The clients are mostly multis?"


  "They also have some governments, smaller systems, as clients."


  "They have an office here?" She shook her head. "They must, or you wouldn't be here."


  "They do, and I met one of the clients yesterday. It's proving a different kind of education." That was certainly true enough.


  She smiled. "Is it so hush-hush that you can't tell me?"


  "IIS—Integrated Information Systems."


  She nodded thoughtfully. "I've heard of them. Very sophisticated and old operation. Very low profile. Privately held, so that there's not much of a public record. Has a good reputation for serving its clients."


  "That's the impression I've been getting, but I've only been on board for a few weeks."


  "You didn't take much time for retirement."


  "I had plenty of time to think during rehab. Also, this was one of those opportunities that I had to take." Not for the nor¬mal reasons, but Van didn't have to explain why.


  "No. I imagine there aren't that many openings for experi¬enced pilots."


  "There aren't, but I hadn't realized that until I started look¬ing."


  "The multis all want two-tour military pilots who are good drivers and little more. You're doubtless a good driver, but there's more there."


  "I'd like to think so," Van admitted.


  "There is." Cordelia Gregory smiled, then stiffened, listen¬ing to the netsystem.


  Van made an effort with his own implant, seemingly slowly sifting through the protocols, recognizing a certain similarity, then being able to catch the last of the link he was not supposed to be able to receive—and would not have been able to receive even had he codes as the embassy's current military attache.


  ... soon as you can... ambassador was insistent about you briefing him on the economic implications of the Revenant mess... you know, what they're likely to do. Could they pull out of the multis they've invested in here, and what would that do?...


  Van tried to keep his face politely blank.


  / have someone here... I'll be there as soon as I can.


  No more than five minutes.


  I'll be there, Dr. O'Hara.


  Gregory offered a resigned expression to Van.


  'Trouble?" Van asked.


  "This Revenant thing. Now the ambassador wants an eco¬nomic briefing."


  "Economics? You mean ... if the Revevants could pull out economically? I wouldn't think they provide any financial aid, do they? Keshmara seems independent that way."


  "The Revenants have the third largest financial institution here—the Bank of Orum. If they closed it..."


  "But that would hurt them as much as anyone."


  "You don't think they'd take a loss to hurt someone else worse?" asked Gregory. "When it turns out that they appar-endy didn't have any problems shooting you and a bunch of other innocents?" She rose. "I'm sorry, but the first secretary was very insistent."


  Van was glad she finally viewed him, if not totally accu¬rately, as an innocent. He stood as well. "It does seem that the Revenants don't care too much for those that don't embrace their view of the Galaxy." He smiled, ruefully and self-deprecatingly. "But then, I've always had to struggle with that problem."


  She returned the smile as she opened the door. "You and most civilized people realize they have that problem. We struggle with it. They don't even recognize it." With a last smile, she said, "It was wonderful to see you, but I must go. Will you be around long enough to have a lunch or some¬thing?"


  Van shook his head. "We leave tomorrow, and I have to get back to the ship."


  "Do stop the next time you're here."


  Van nodded. As he hurried down the ramp, with Cordelia Gregory watching, he wondered what had happened to make her so much more friendly. Or was it that he had not been so defensive? Or both? Or had she learned something about the


  Revs that he should know? Or did she feel sorry for him because of the Sulyn situation. That nagged at Van. He just hoped that reaction throughout the Arm would pressure the Taran government and the RSF to back off. All he could do was hope.


  Chapter 46


  Van returned to the Elsin on the late afternoon shuttle up from Keshmar.


  Desoll met him just inside the lock. "I'm glad you're back early. The minister must have pushed. They finished loading in the systems less than an hour ago."


  "I'm sorry. I didn't know."


  "It's not your fault. It's been a while since I've brought on anyone, and I just forgot that we need to link you into the local IIS net. That way, you can check in periodically."


  That made perfect sense, but Van wouldn't have thought of it, either.


  "How do you feel?"


  "I'm not tired."


  "You can take a nap for the out-system travel."


  Van had an idea that wasn't exactly a suggestion. "I'll try it."


  To his own surprise, he actually slept, to be awakened by a shipnet pulse. Commander Albert... Commander Desoll would appreciate you in the cockpit in a few minutes.


  Eri?


  Who else?


  Van laughed to himself. I'll be there. Because he was groggier than he'd realized, he took a quick shower.


  Eri handed him a mug of cafe" as he passed the galley door. "You can take a moment to have it. I asked." Van took the cup gratefully, wondering why he'd been so


  tired. Was it that he was having a harder time than he'd real¬ized readjusting to shipboard life? When he finished the cafe—more quickly than he would have liked, but he hadn't wanted to keep Desoll waiting—he washed the cup and racked it, then hurried forward and into the second seat.


  "We're fifteen minutes out from the jump point," Desoll said. "And you're about to get another lesson in IIS ships."


  "Which lesson is this?" Van bantered back.


  "The drive lesson. Our drives are tuned to Coalition mili¬tary standard. That's no patriotism, but efficiency. But we'll sacrifice a percent or two for camouflage. We can retune automatically to any standard in the Arm. The farther we go from our baseline, of course, the greater the power loss, but the retuning is fairly quick. It takes only about three minutes. Coming into Behai, we'll tune to Coalition commercial."


  "I assume that's because—commercial standard—is the same as the Keshmaran standards. And the lower baseline tuning is easier on the accumulators and drives?"


  "Right. Keshmaran ships tune to Coalition commercial. Even their military does. If anyone's watching, they'll think we're Keshmaran, because the Coalition doesn't send com¬mercial traffic here, and we won't match a military profile."


  "Because the oversize shields keep our EDI emissions to a lower profile?"


  Desoll nodded. Now... follow me on the control net.


  Van did, noting the protocol, and also noting that it was hidden under the "housekeeping" functions, and innocuously labeled as DT MONITOR. Well hidden.


  There's always the possibility that we might need outside maintenance or repairs. No sense in making things obvious.


  Within two minutes, Van could see the change in the Elsin's EDI signature. Had he seen the new signature, he cer¬tainly would have considered the ship—at least, initially—as a commercial vessel.


  You have the conn. See if you can sense the difference in responsiveness.


  I have the conn. Van tried upping the acceleration slightly.


  Desoll was right. There was a difference, subtle but measur¬able.


  Then he concentrated just on being the ship, sensing all of the systems, in a way that hadn't been possible with his "old" implant.


  I'll take the conn and jump, Commander, Desoll said.


  Van hadn't realized how much time had passed. You have the conn. He had already assumed that Desoll would take over either before the jump to Behai—or immediately after.


  Eri, Commander, strap in tightly. We're going to null gee, and we might have some high-gee maneuvers. I hope not. But we could.


  Van frowned to himself as ship gravity dropped to nil. With artificial gravs and shields? High gee meant more than a little stress on both vessel and crew.


  Stand by for jump.


  Standing by.


  Everything went black, inverted into white, and time stretched and compressed—and then they were on the out-skirts of a system with a G-5 star, and a planetary system more compact than most inhabited systems, angling down toward the fourth planet.


  EDI track at our zero two zero, plus fifteen, one thousand emkay.


  The EDI was Revenant—Van caught that immediately— and about the size of a large corvette—what the Revs termed a frigate, big enough to take everyone else's corvettes, but without quite the shields and power of a true light cruiser.


  Coming for us. Not a question in the world


  Van noted that Desoll had left the shields on standard, and had not increased acceleration, but instead had the photon nets at full extension, sucking in mass and diverting power to the oversize accumulators. They were still too far away for standard comm. As the time passed, Van checked the closure rates. The Rev was continuing to accelerate outbound.


  Eight minutes to closure. Desoll retuned the drives, and within minutes, Van could feel the additional power. He won't


  even notice, think it's a desperate trick by a Keshmaran courier.


  True to Desoll's prediction, the Rev frigate continued to accelerate toward the Elsin. Four minutes to closure. Two minutes.


  Abruptly, a pair of torps flared from the Rev frigate, orange-dashed lines on the netplot, arrowing toward the Elsin, and then the Rev began a steep full-power turn, accel¬erating enough that Van could see the overtone freqs that indicated the Rev was on the edge.


  Didn't like what he saw. Desoll poured full accel into the Elsin, turning it to chase the Rev, even as the Rev torps screamed toward the Elsin.


  At the last moment, Desoll diverted all power, everywhere, into the shields.


  Van's mouth opened. That degree of power cross-connection and flexibility was unheard of in any ship he knew.


  Both torps flared into energy, and the shield indicators never left the center of the green. Desoll returned the forward shields to normal, cut the trailing shields to minimum. The acceleration jammed Van back into his couch as the Elsin seemed to leap across the netplot toward the Rev.


  The Rev had no more power to spare, but another set of torps flared outward, circling toward the Elsin. Once more, the shields handled the flood of energy, and although the Rev had momentarily gained some, it was less than a fraction of an emkay.


  In another two minutes, more torps flared toward the Elsin, and they too were shrugged aside.


  Van wondered why Desoll didn't use his own torps, but he had the feeling that the older commander knew very well what he was doing. Van just wished he understood what.


  Another set of torps, followed immediately by two more, flashed toward the Elsin. This time, on the second set of det¬onations, the shields' integrity indicators dipped slightly, but only slightly. Then the overtones of the Rev frigate's drives


  became even more ragged, and the Elsin began to close more rapidly.


  Van watched as Desoll began to flex the photon nets, much the way Van had in dealing with the unknown cruiser off Scandya.


  Suddenly, Desoll contracted the nets and cut them momen¬tarily, effectively launching the accumulated mass still in the nets and not fed to the fusactors straight at the faltering Rev.


  Torp one away.


  Van watched through the shipnet monitors, understanding exactly what was coming, knowing it would happen even as Desoll turned the Elsin away from the Rev frigate.


  First, the compacted and charged gas and interstellar dust slammed into the Rev's shields, with enough force that the shields went amber, almost red. Then the single torp struck.


  Full shields, desensitizing.


  The outer monitors all went blank, cut off by the damped shields.


  After two minutes, Desoll released the shields.


  Van blotted his steaming forehead with the back of his arm. He studied the EDI and the monitors. Outside of a slight rise in the ambient temperature, one that was almost unde¬tectable, and certainly would be so in hours, if not minutes, there was no sign of the Revenant frigate.


  Desoll blotted his own damp face. Do you understand?


  Van did. We're torp-limited, with the territory we cover. Each torp has to count. I've used something like the net trick myself. Not quite that way. He still wondered if the Rev's destruction had been necessary, with the frigate's screens and drives going.


  "You're wondering, aren't you?" Desoll asked out loud. "Or you should be. Why I just didn't avoid them?" "I was," Van admitted.


  "What happens if they report that there's a ship like the Elsin? Within weeks, they'll start plotting where we're headed. We might stand off a cruiser, and we've got the speed to escape a full battle cruiser or a dreadnought... but then


  what? Also, there's the ethical problem. They destroyed one essentially unarmed courier that we know of, and possibly a number of other ships, to try to isolate Behai. And they would have kept doing it. A frigate carries about thirty torps. How many did they have left?"


  "I counted ten." Even Van didn't like those implications.


  "This way, the frigate vanishes. No one knows for sure what happened. The EDI records, if they even keep them at Behai orbit control, will show three different drive signatures in that area of the out-system, and they're not that precise from their baseline."


  "So Rev intelligence, if there is any, will think that Kesh-mara sent a cruiser?"


  "That's the general idea. Either that, or they won't know what actually happened, which would be even better."


  "Don't they suspect... or won't they?"


  "Just how is an unarmed commercial ship going to take on and destroy a full Revenant frigate?" asked Desoll.


  Van nodded slowly.


  "Now, we can deliver the goods to Behai..."


  "With all that accel, they're all right?"


  "They were packed to handle twenty gees. Minister Sahid knew there was a possibility of evasive maneuvers."


  Evasive maneuvers? Van choked back laughter, inappro¬priate as it was. Then he checked the systemwide EDI. There was no sign of any other warships, and only a few in-system vessels, clearly involving in belt mining or resource transportation. Behai was definitely a developing colony world.


  "And this pays for IIS?" Van asked.


  "It also helps keep the peace for the smaller systems, and we do it in several ways. This was just one way."


  "How does destroying a Rev corvette keep the peace? Couldn't it just make things worse?"


  "The destruction is only part of the effort. First, we don't tell anyone. That means that the Revs can't say much, because the corvette wasn't supposed to be there. They have a reputation for that sort of thing, have had for centuries. Second, it creates uncertainty, because they don't know how they lost the ship. Not for sure. Third, it helps the weaker systems remain independent, and the more diversity there is in the Arm, eventually, the better that is. Fourth, over time, it weakens the warlike systems. They have to account, one way or another, for ships and training costs and crews."


  "Wait... why is diversity important? Every time I've seen diversity conflicts in a culture, it leads to unrest and warfare."


  Desoll smiled. "You're making an assumption that diverse systems and diversity within a culture are the same. Even so, do you think it's a good idea that everyone be culturally pressed into the same mold?"


  After his worries about Sulyn, Van had an answer, but he didn't feel like voicing it. "But... how does IIS stay in busi¬ness? Who pays for the torps and weapons. You can't very well invoice Keshmara for those."


  "We just submit an invoice for transport costs—even so, our services are cost-effective. We also get a large portion of our revenues from retainers. No one retainer is that large, but spread over a hundred systems and more than a hundred years, they do add up, enough to support the small planetary offices and the two main offices. There's the one in Cambria and a smaller one in Santonio. They come up with the busi¬ness and information strategies. What we do is simple in the¬ory. In practice, it gets harder. On any given world with an indigenous or local culture, we seek out organizations and businesses rooted in that culture, but especially those that are competing against—and losing to—larger institutions funded outside the culture. We provide information, technol¬ogy transfer, and strategies. Sometimes it works; sometimes it doesn't. Our records show that we're very successful about twenty percent of the time, and moderately successful around fifteen percent. Five percent of the time, the business sur¬vives when it wouldn't have. We take a large equity position in return, plus a long-term retainer. Either party can break the


  agreement without cause at any time. They usually don't, because that would free us to go to a competitor. We usually don't because, if it's worked, why should we invest all those resources again? But, if a client sells out our ideals, we won't hesitate to break them. And we have."


  Van shivered. "And ... you think this is ... ethical?"


  "No one is ever forced to take our services." There was a pause. "Do you think the alternative is more ethical? The mil¬itary or commercial takeover of system after system by out-system entities with greater resources."


  "Are you—is IIS the principal backer of the Nabatan Trust?"


  Desoll grinned, almost sheepishly. "We ended up in a strange position there. We hold large minority positions in both the Candace Bank and the Nabatan Trust. That's unusual. It's only happened a handful of times, usually due to the local regulatory structure."


  Van shook his head.


  Enough. We need to get to Behai, then to Perdya. You have the conn.


  I have the conn. Van checked the fusactors, then the accu¬mulators. Unless there's something I've missed, I'll bring the gravs on-line.


  That's fine.


  Van brought up the artificial gee to ship-normal, a full gee for the Elsin. He continued to monitor the entire system as the Elsin proceeded in-system.


  Again, he couldn't dispute that Desoll was right about dealing with the Rev ship, which had been acting like a true pirate or renegade. Desoll was making the Revs pay for their actions. That was clear enough, and it was effective. Was it right?


  What was right? Merely telling the Keshmarans and the rest of the Arm wouldn't have stopped the Revs, and doing nothing and turning a blind eye avoided making a real choice. Still... Van couldn't help wondering what he had gotten into and where it would lead.


  Chapter 47


  Perdya—the world that directed the Eco-Tech Coalition— had three orbit stations. One was strictly military. One was Eco-Tech commercial, and one was non-Eco-Tech. Non-Eco-Tech military vessels were allowed at the military orbit station—provided they were corvette-sized or smaller. Larger foreign military vessels were simply prohibited.


  The Elsin locked in at orbit control two—the commercial station. An IIS maintenance crew was waiting, and a tug-tender was easing up to the IIS ship even as the crew of three left, with enough clothing for a week.


  "Does this happen every time you dock here?" asked Van, as they walked the corridor of the station toward the down-shuttle terminal.


  "Every time." Desoll grinned, then explained. "It's been almost a year. Nine months before that. Heavier work, that has to be handled at Aerolis."


  Van understood the torp strategy even better.


  "We'll have to stop at immigration control," Desoll added. "Everything's been taken care of, but they'll need a paramet¬ric scan to put with the file."


  "Parametric scan?"


  "Everyone who enters an Eco-Tech world gets scanned. If you're not in the files, you're detained until your situation is resolved."


  Immigration control was just after the end of the ship locks, before the shuttleports. Van glanced farther along the corridor.


  "That's right," Desoll said. "There's another control point on the other side of the station. Two-thirds for docking ships, one-third for shuttles, and you can't get to die shuttleports


  without passing immigration. No one makes you stop, not until you get stopped at the lock screens and sent back."


  Van nodded as he followed Desoll to the first console—the one labeled SECURED EMPLOYMENT.


  The older man extended a datacard. "I'm Trystin Desoll of IIS. Director Albert is our new senior director. The informa¬tion is in here, and it should be on file."


  "Thank you, ser. I'll need his datacard as well."


  Van stepped up and handed the woman his card.


  She scanned both cards and waited. Then she nodded. "The employee bond is in order, Director Desoll." She turned to Van. "Director Albert, you've been granted residence sta¬tus in the Coalition for so long as you are an employee of Integrated Information Systems. If you remain an employee continuously for five years, you will be granted permanent residence status. If you terminate your employment before then, unless you find other approved employment, you must leave Coalition territory within six months, or be approved for some class of immigrant status."


  Van nodded.


  "If you would step over here, to the scanner, please? Stand right in the blue box."


  Van followed her instructions. He didn't see any equip¬ment, but assumed it was in the overhead. His implant sensed the scanning. He tried not to frown, because, again, he thought that the protocols were almost elementary.


  The woman placed his datacard in a reader of some sort, then waited. After a moment, she retrieved the card. "That should do it." She handed Van back the datacard. "Your infor¬mation is in the Coalition system. If the card is damaged or lost, you can go to almost any financial institution and have a replacement issued." A pleasant smile followed. "Enjoy your stay on Perdya."


  "Thank you."


  "Oh ... and you are in luck. The down-shuttle to Cambria will be loading in forty-three minutes."


  "Very organized," Van said, as the three moved toward the shuttle.


  "Organization doesn't always solve the problems," Desoll observed. "Sometimes, it just makes things worse because people equate it with understanding."


  "They think they understand, and feel they can deal with the problems because they're organized."


  "Something like that."


  They only waited about twenty minutes before boarding began for the down-shuttle. Van sensed the scanning and comparison, and understood what Desoll had said. With only a little effort, he felt he could have used his improved implant to bypass the system and pass him through as green. The shuttle was only half-full, and the three of them had a row to themselves, Van and Desoll on one side and Eri on the other.


  Once the shuttle delocked, Desoll added, "You and Eri have penthouse quarters in the IIS office."


  "You have a home here, I assume?" asked Van.


  "My family home is out beyond Eastbreak. I don't see it that often these days. But we'll get you settled."


  "Eri?" Van turned to the tech, looking across the aisle.


  "I have family here, but my sister's house is small, and my mother lives in Sytka. That's one of the southern continents. My mother's research took her there, and they liked it so much that they stayed."


  Less than an hour later, the shuttle landed without announcements, and they carried their bags off. There were no officials waiting, although Van did sense the screening as they walked through the corridor from the shuttle to the ter¬minal foyer.


  Once they stepped through the last set of portals, and into the late afternoon sunlight, and a warm and fragrant breeze, Desoll turned to Van. "We will have to carry our own gear. Groundcars are frowned upon, and most transit is by the sub-trans—or walking."


  "You don't have a groundcar?"


  Desoll laughed. "I have one small one. It's at the house. The annual usage taxes are almost what it cost." Van winced.


  "The Coalition uses the market system to ensure the envi-


  ronment remains protected. You can own anything you want, but, for some things, the environmental taxes will bankrupt you."


  "Do they tax foundations and multis the same way?"


  "Mostly. We do have a multiperson groundcar at the office. If we have more than four people going somewhere we can use it." Desoll walked briskly toward a low portal, with ramps and steps downward.


  They waited ten minutes for the induction tube train. Although it was mostly full, there were seats. As the subtrans approached a station announced as Westbreak, Desoll stood up and motioned. The three took the ramp up from the under¬ground station, coming out in a gardenlike plaza.


  Desoll pointed northwest, along a tree-lined boulevard, to a ridge rising out of trees a good half klick away. "There's the office." He began to walk toward the ridge. "To build it, we also had to build the park. The park is about thirty hectares."


  Van couldn't believe that. The "ridge" was a structure that angled up from the parklike setting to the west until it loomed over the forest below. But the ridgelike office structure looked to be six or seven floors, and no more than a hundred fifty meters by forty, and for that, US had been required to create a park that was a hundred times the footprint of the building?


  "Of course, it makes a pleasant setting, and everyone who works there enjoys it. So do all the neighbors," Desoll added dryly. "Getting the architecture and the terrain to blend was a challenge, but the designers worked it out, I'm told."


  "How old is it?"


  "About eighty years old."


  That explained the maturity of the trees and the serenity of the setting as the three walked down the tree-lined prome¬nade from the station to the IIS structure. When he neared the building, Van could see that the irregular exterior was a greenish bronze composite that looked neither metallic nor stone, but somewhere in between, almost like someone had polished an irregular ridge jutting from the ground, then left it. There were no visible windows, and only a simple arch¬way, leading to a closed portal.


  Desoll pulsed the portal open. The foyer beyond was mod¬est, but well lighted, and empty.


  On the rear wall of the foyer were lifts. To the right were ramps.


  "Eri... you can go on up. We'll go to the offices first." Another smile crossed Desoll's face, and he looked to Van. "You have one." He stepped into the lift, and the others fol¬lowed.


  The two men stepped out on the fifth floor, into a wide cor¬ridor, leaving Eri to continue up. Desoll turned to his left and walked quickly westward.


  Natural light flooded in from clerestory windows set in nooks between offices, although the windows had not been visible from outside. The doors to the offices the two passed were generally open. Each office seemed to be the same size, five meters by five, with a window wall overlooking the park. Several of those working looked up from their consoles as the two passed, but most did not. A few smiled politely.


  A stocky black-haired man stood waiting near the end of the corridor, inclining his head slightly. "Director Desoll, Director Albert."


  "Van, this is Joseph Sasaki. Joe is the Cambrian director of IIS, the one who really runs the operation. Generally, I do what he recommends."


  Sasaki laughed gently. "Except for the twenty percent of Hie time when I'm wrong."


  Beyond Sasaki, Van could see three open doors—old-fashioned wooden doors, like all those they had passed. The center door showed a conference room with a long table, flanked with wooden chairs, without upholstery. The doors to the left and right opened onto corner offices that looked to be six or seven meters square—about two-thirds the size of the conference room. Each corner office had slanted wraparound windows, an old-style table desk with two consoles, a single desk chair, three chairs facing the desk, and two low book-cases. The only difference that Van could see in the offices was that the bookcases of the office on the right had antique books in it, while the shelves of the one on the left were empty.


  "I've noticed already that he doesn't make many mis¬takes," Van observed. Now.


  Van caught the subvocalization as if Desoll had dropped it onto an open link and almost said something before he real¬ized that Joe Sasaki hadn't even noticed.


  "No, he doesn't." Sasaki gestured to the office on the left, the one with a southwest exposure. "This is yours, Director Albert. You can certainly change the furniture arrangements, and I imagine that over time, you'll add the touches you want. We just wanted to make sure that it was ready for you when you got here."


  "Thank you." Van wasn't sure that he could have said any¬thing else. The more deeply he was getting involved with IIS, the less he understood what Trystin Desoll had in mind. It certainly wasn't for him to be just a pilot, even the pilot of what amounted to an overpowered light cruiser with an open license on pirates and Revenants.


  Chapter 48


  Van walked to the wide sitting room window of his pent¬house quarters and looked northward across Cambria—a city of greenery, of trees, of spacious parks, and of low build¬ings. At six floors, the IIS building was not the tallest in or around the city, but there were few above ten stories, with the exception of the single tower just to the west of the shuttle terminal.


  A mug of cafe in his hand, Van slowly walked back and forth, absently taking in the news, looking out but not really seeing the city.


  ... Technology Party elected Alan Fujimari... Fujimari campaigned on the issue of ethic community ... advocated turning the planet of Mara over to those who cannot accept the founding ideals of Eco-Technology ... ... Constituent Assembly has approved a measure requiring that all large out-system funds transfers by non-Coalition organizations or individuals be accompanied by verification of identity and be available for public inspection on the planetary net... in reaction to the Revenant funding of the attempted assassination of the Scandyan premier... ... all Revenant missionaries in Coalition ... presence pro¬vided for under the so-called Treaty of the Prophet... have been recalled by the Revelator of the Revealed ...


  Was that a threat of sorts by the Revenants? Van didn't know enough about that culture to be sure. He was just glad that, from what the IIS research staff had been able to tell him, the RSF had backed off on actually landing the domes¬tic peacekeeping team on Sulyn, and that the Taran govern¬ment had reaffirmed Sulyn's local rights. The downside to that was that there had been protests in New Oisin about spe¬cial treatment for Sulyn. One way or another, no one seemed happy.


  Van checked the time. It was only seven-fifteen, and he wasn't supposed to meet Desoll—Trystin—until nine hun¬dred. He really didn't want to pace around the office, and by the time he'd been briefed on all the codes, met a few key people, then had dinner the night before, and gotten settled in the quarters, Van hadn't seen much of Cambria.


  He nodded, deciding to take a walk before he went to his office. He could stand to stretch his legs and get a feel for things. He washed out the cafe mug in the sink of the small kitchen, then headed out through the small foyer and to the upper lobby serving the four penthouse quarters.


  He saw no one in the lift, nor in the main lobby. Outside, he headed eastward, away from the IIS structure and the park. Less than a hundred yards from the building, he walked past a group of youngsters, wearing school uniforms and headed the other way, shepherded by two teachers, both male, and both a good head shorter than Van.


  While none of the students looked at him directly, he could still hear several comments.


  "... tall... outlander... Argenti maybe ..."


  "... least he's not a Rev ..."


  Van walked almost a klick, past well-tended houses, set in clusters with garden settings around them, before he began to circle back westward. Before long, he reached the northern edge of the IIS park. There, he sat down on a curved wooden bench in the cool morning sunlight, taking in the peaceful-ness of the well-landscaped park. Dad Almaviva would have liked it, he decided, with the bushes in proportion and in har¬mony with the winding stone walks, the low grass, and the low flowers.


  A young mother passed, holding the hand of a boy who couldn't have been more than four.


  "... Tajo ... don't stare ... it's not polite ..." "... he has funny eyes ..."


  Funny eyes? Because they weren't slightly slanted? Van shook his head slightly.


  He stood and headed back to the IIS building. Once there, he made his way up to his office, where he looked blankly at the console. He knew there was all too much he didn't know, but he wasn't even sure where to begin.


  "Hello, there. You must be Van."


  Van turned. The dark-haired and sharp-featured woman who stood in the doorway looked to be close to Van's age, but Van had always found it hard to guess ages, particularly women's, because there were so few visual clues. People didn't lose hair and gain massive wrinkles until close to ends of their lives, and skin tone stayed good.


  "I'm Nynca Desoll."


  'The commander of the Salya, and another senior director.


  Trystin..." Van almost stumbled over the director's first name, so little had he used it. "He told me a little about you. Very little."


  "Actually, I'm not a senior director. I'm not suited for that. I'm director of long-term planning. What else did he say?"


  "He said you were a relation of his. That's all he said. I hope you can explain."


  "Not very well. It's complicated," Nynca said. 'Too com¬plicated to explain, but when I want to get him riled a bit, I call him 'Gramps.'" She laughed. "It gets him every time."


  Van respected her desire for him not to pry. Nynca could have been the daughter of a child Desoll had not known about—or worse—and Van had no desire to get into that sort of inquiry. "He doesn't look that old."


  "He is older than he looks, but don't let that fool you."


  "I won't. I've seen him in action."


  "That's right. He mentioned that you ran into a little trou¬ble off Behai."


  "He handled it with very little fuss or difficulty," Van said.


  "He usually does." Her voice was matter-of-fact. "He has for a long time."


  "What do you do as director of planning?"


  She smiled. "Everything, but two things primarily. I look for commercial opportunities, and I design implementation strategies."


  "Nynca!" Desoll stood in the open doorway of Van's office. "When did you get in?"


  "Last night. Late shuttle. I got your message."


  Desoll looked to Van. "Have you been trying to weasel information from Nynca?"


  "She's as open and forthright as you are," Van replied. "She's told me no lies, and not deceived me, but I haven't learned much. You've taught her well."


  "I've said nothing along those lines to her," the older man protested.


  "By example, then," Van countered.


  Both Desolls smiled before Trystin looked to Van. "I've been checking on the new ship. Aerolis affirms that they've met the terms, and we'll take possession a week from tomor¬row. You'll be ready for that after what you'll be learning in the next week. As much as you can be." After the briefest of pauses, he added. "I may not be ready. The director of finance for Outsystem Affairs has asked for an informal meeting next threeday."


  "Why?" asked Nynca. "Do you know?"


  "Not for certain. Her assistant suggested that it might be wise for me to be prepared to address why our use of multiple financial institutions was not a way of avoiding taxation. I've asked Laren and her staff to prepare a short report on that— one that we could put on any pubnet."


  "They won't believe you," Nynca said.


  "They may not. We don't pay profits taxes, because we don't have any, but still have to pay usage and service taxes, and employee support taxes. I asked Laren to put together a chart comparing us to their politically favored charities and multis. That will be in the report as well."


  Nynca smiled. "Blackmail."


  "Just public disclosure ... or the threat of it If they get sticky, we could also publicize which ministers got support from which of them."


  Van just listened.


  "But," Desoll said abruptly, "I can't do much yet, not until she gets the information to me, and Van and I have a lot to cover." He looked to Van.


  "You are going to be very busy," Nynca said to Van before she looked to the older Desoll. "I'll be in my office when you finish with Van. I have the initial strategy for Aldyst."


  "It won't be until after lunch," replied Trystin.


  The way Nynca nodded left Van with a vague sense of dread.


  "I need to get something from my office," the managing director said. "I'll be right back."


  Van walked to the window, looking southeast toward the shuttleport. The senior director returned almost immediately, closing the outer door to Van's office, but leaving the door to the conference room open. Van turned.


  "I thought this was interesting." Desoll handed Van four sheets of paper, clearly reproduced from an older document. "And extremely perceptive."


  Van glanced down at the top sheet and read the title: Dynamics of Information Handling in a Closed Environment. It was his graduation thesis—or rather the tide page and introductory summary. The original thesis had run something like three hundred standard pages, not including the support¬ing data and citations. "Where ... ?"


  "It's part of what IIS does." Desoll made a sweeping ges¬ture that took in the building around them. "We gather infor¬mation and find ways to make it uniquely usable to our clients. And profitable."


  "That sounds like what many people have claimed for thousands of years. Obviously, IIS does more than that. Why has it been more successful?"


  "Because most people truly don't understand information, what it represents, and what can be done with it. Even those who know what can be done are bound by their own precon¬ceptions. You have to realize that the vast majority of people can only accept and use information that fits their perception of reality. There is a small minority that will see information objectively, but generally cannot find a way to use it prof¬itably. There is a minuscule percentage that can see informa¬tion objectively and use it, and a somewhat larger group that, if threatened, will accept the assistance of someone who can use information. The last group forms most of our client base."


  "For the sake of discussion," Van said, "I'll accept that without question, if you can explain just how you can make information profitable enough to support an Arm-wide multi or foundation with the assets and scope of IIS."


  "Fair enough. How about case studies?" Without waiting for Van's agreement, Desoll linked to the console and pulsed a set of names and codes. Immediately, the holo projection appeared, displaying the name Aergis Industries, nothing more. "This is an Argenti multi—it is now, but it wasn't when they first became our client. They designed holo display inserts—pop-ups, side-slides, that sort of thing—for the medianets. They were a glorified artistic job shop, and what they created was based on the market perception of either the companies whose products and services they advertised or of the nets themselves. Those perceptions were generally roughly accurate, but only in a general sense. So... we offered a proposition. Follow our creative lead for a year, and we get half the increase in revenues, plus the right to buy twenty percent of the company, and if they didn't increase by at least twenty percent, IIS would buy the business at a price that would guarantee a solid profit for the family that owned it." Desoll shrugged. "They were almost bankrupt. They're now the dominant creative advertiser in a three-system, four-world market."


  "That says what you did. It doesn't say how."


  "We started out examining what they were doing, why they were doing it, and identified every single assumption, stated or unstated. Then we checked the assumptions against our databases, and against our psychological model—"


  "Psychological model?"


  "Yes. That was one of the first aspects of IIS. It started out as a foundation devoted to the study of human behavior."


  "There have been hundreds of—thousands of years' worth of studies—and no one ..." Van shook his head. "What was unique about this model?"


  "One unique aspect was that we persuaded the Farhkans to part with some of their data. More than two centuries back, during the Eco-Tech-Revenant War, they'd undertaken a study of human psychology, which they made available to the Coalition in exchange for certain technological refinements." Desoll smiled. "An outside perspective always adds a dimen¬sion that self-study lacks. Then, after restructuring and codi¬fying the Farhkan data, IIS made an effort to collect as many 'outside' human studies as possible. For example, a Coalition study of Revenant culture or behavior, and Argenti study of Hyndji attitudes, etc. Then, we did cross-comparisons of the inside studies with the outside studies ..."


  Van still didn't see where Desoll was going, but he nodded.


  "All human cultures have an economic component, and how that component operates is tied to psychology. So far as we know, no one else ever attempted to consolidate and cor¬relate such a massive effort. IIS also enlisted several Farhkans to analyze the preliminary results. That added years to the project, but resulted in more useful insights. So, in the case of Aergis Industries, the case at hand, we looked at the products they were pushing, who they thought was buying them, who really bought them, then redesigned the approach." Desoll laughed. "We also lied."


  "Lied?"


  "We told everyone what they wanted to hear—that we were using the same techniques others had used for years and that we were managing the business better. The form of what we were doing was similar, and what we did worked. So no one really looked that much further."


  To Van, it was still theoretical.


  "All right. Take groundcars. In non-Coalition cultures, they're theoretically a transportation device. But, in point of fact, depending on the culture, they can either be a functional necessity, a display of male power, a display of sexual inde¬pendence, a status symbol, or about a dozen other factors. To sell groundcars, you have to know what the product will do in that culture, what role the product plays, and why a particular type or model will or will not fit in the desired niche. Histor¬ically, these kinds of sales have been handled most effec¬tively one-on-one, after what one could call mass display of the product, with a range of messages in different media incarnations, had made potential consumers aware of the product, thus allowing the end salesperson to make the final appeal based on his or her intuitive psychology. But... if you know in advance the role of the product, the psychologi¬cal and practical appeal by ethnic, economic, gender, and social background, you can segment the market much more effectively. Our psychological model has proven very effec¬tive in refining that approach. .." Desoll called up a table. "Here is the history of initial account promotions ..."


  Van watched and listened for the next hour as Trystin Des¬oil dissected thirty years of success with Aergis Industries. His head was aching when the older man powered down the holo display.


  "Do you have a better idea now?" asked Desoll.


  "I'm getting it," Van replied cautiously. "I'm still not sure where I fit it. I can understand how all this works, but I certainly couldn't create a plan like the one you showed me. I could monitor it, and make sure it got implemented. . . but surely you have others who could do that."


  "What's the biggest barrier to effective organization of a multisystem organization?" 'Time and distance."


  "And the inability of those running it to understand the individual dynamics involved in how organizations need to adapt to different cultures," Desoll added. "What I do, and what you're going to learn to do, is to provide coordination, control, understanding, direction—and glue."


  "Glue?"


  'There are two kinds of organizations—those held together by bureaucratic systems and traditions, and those held together by a shared vision. The first are extremely good at surviving, but seldom accomplish much more. The second can change a planet or a corner of the Galaxy, but only so long as the vision remains shared and vital—and that requires people at the top who embody that vision. You have that potential. You've been given second-rate crews and ships for years—and yet outperformed those considered first-rate." Desoll pointed to the sheets of paper on the corner of the desk. "You've also got a first-rate mind, and vision—"


  "They barely passed that thesis," Van protested.


  "That was their problem. I had it submitted to the Univer¬sity of Cambria, anonymously. I asked for an objective opin¬ion from various thesis committees. Half wanted to fail it. The other half claimed it was brilliant. For the record, I agree with the latter."


  "Why do you need me?" That was really the bottom-line question. "Or were you trying to get a pilot and do a rescue job at the same time?"


  Trystin's face tightened, the first hint of anger Van had seen. "I can't afford rescues." His voice was cold.


  Van thought he could almost hear, One was enough. "I'm sorry. I just find it hard to believe—"


  "Believe it. Ambitious, intelligent, and ethical command¬ers who can manage are almost impossible to find these days. I'm not doing you any favors. By the time two years have passed, you'll have earned every credit." Desoll's face cleared. "IIS has gotten too big for one director to handle it all, because it requires someone whose ethics have been so deeply instilled that they're instinctual, not merely easy rules of behavior, and because IIS needs to continue to project an image of power."


  Van still was doubtful.


  "And because I don't have time to do everything that needs to be done, including some work on a new power transmis¬sion technology project that's taking far more effort than I'd ever thought. I can't do that, which is vital for our future, and the future of the Arm, and still continue to present an image of presence and power. I need you to help with that."


  Why an image of power?


  Van must have subvocalized that, he realized, as Desoll nodded.


  'That is the question, isn't it? I'll give you part of the answer. Actually, I've already given you part—that was what we did off Behai."


  'To keep the peace?"


  Desoll shook his head. "No. No one can ever keep the peace, not among humans, no matter what the Farhkans believe. To keep the bureaucracies honest, because bureau¬cracies are only interested in self-perpetuation, and the best of ideals are the first casualty of expediency. Organizations that go beyond survival are both the economic and pragmatic hope for the future. By offering alternatives to the established powers—as we did with Aergis—we make a goodly profit


  while keeping societies more open and flexible. By doing the occasional dirty job off a Behai, we also help keep greater economic and cultural diversity in the Arm—and make money doing it. What we do is far from easy, and learning all you'll need to know won't be easy, either.


  You'll have to learn the general outline of the human model and the details of every major project in your sector— that's about half of the IIS projects. I'll keep the other half. But you'll have time, because you'll pick them up one by one over the next few years."


  Van wondered if he'd ever learn half as much as Desoll already knew, but the man did say he had a few years. Van would need them. Of that, he was certain. He was also more certain, even if he had risked Desoll's anger, that the man had a definite need for him that went beyond what had been explained. He just wished he knew what it might be.


  Chapter 49


  On threeday, a week and two days after Van had arrived in Cambria, the Elsin approached the Aerolis complex—built within and around a nickel-iron asteroid in the outer belt of the Perdyan system.


  Aerolis prime, Coalition ship Elsin, requesting clearance and docking instructions.


  Elsin, welcome to A-prime, cleared to beacon.


  Understand cleared to beacon this time.


  Desoll used delicate puffs on the thrusters to ease the Elsin toward the beacon, set on a spindly tower rising from the asteroid. Van scanned the net and monitors to study the ship that was locked to a second tower, the ship that was to be his to command. The fusactors were down, because there were no EDI emissions, but even without an energy corona Van could tell that the other ship was powerful, just from the design, and from the size. Desoll's docking was smooth, as if he'd docked to asteroid towers so often it was second nature.


  A-Prime, Elsin locked and powered down to station-keeping.


  Thanks, Elsin. Jynko's at your lock. Stet.


  Desoll slipped from the command couch, looking aft toward Eri and Alya, the other tech who had appeared with Eri when she had joined them at Perdya orbit station two. "We'll be doing the inspection. Don't know how long it will take."


  Eri just nodded. So did Alya.


  Both Van and Desoll wore space armor, but carried their helmets. They were met just outside the Elsin's lock by an angular Belter wearing a vacsuit, with its collapsible helmet clipped to his equipment belt.


  "Director Desoll. Said it would be you."


  "Who else?" Desoll gestured to Van. "This is Commander Albert. It will be his ship."


  "Mason Jynko, Commander." The angular Belter nodded. "You two ready for the inspection?"


  "We're ready."


  "Have to use the main lock at the base of tower two." Jynko turned and hand-over-handed his way down the tower corridor.


  Van and Desoll followed.


  The exterior inspection was, in a sense, perfunctory, although the three inspected the elongated spheroid carefully, using suit lamps and a handscanner that Desoll had pro¬duced. All the exterior inspection proved was that everything was there.


  Then they returned to the lower main lock, took off" their helmets, and went up the tower and into the ship. Once inside, they began with the mech spaces. Van noted that Des¬oll paid particular attention to the accumulators and the supercon lines linking the fusactors to the accumulators and the jumpshift generators. The lower interior was spotless.


  The living spaces were on the same pattern as those of the


  Elsin, with two crew cabins, and two spare cabins—except that the wooden veneer in the commander's spacious cabin was a light blond wood, and all the trim was an off-white, making the new ship even lighter in feel than the Elsin. That was something that Van appreciated greatly.


  Finally, and last, they entered the cockpit.


  "Now ... the board's the way you specified ... minimum of manual controls, and we installed the link systems you provided, according to the specs. Your other director's been out here more'n a few times, checking on things. Signed off on the shipnet."


  "Yes, Nynca's very good on detail," Desoll said with a smile.


  Van settled into the command couch and began the powering-up, using the full maintenance checklist, taking his time, and going over every single item, checking all the links, all the routines and subroutines. All the links were clear, clearer than he had felt in any other ship.


  All in all, it took almost two hours. Neither Desoll nor Jynko said a word, although Desoll clearly followed Van through everything.


  Finally, Van looked across the cockpit. "Maintenance check complete. Everything checks."


  "What do you think?" Desoll smiled.


  Van could only shake his head. "She's ... beautiful. She's more than that..."


  A faint grin appeared on Jynko's face.


  "What are you going to name her?" asked Desoll. "We'll need to know."


  Van had thought about it. He'd thought about naming it after his sister, but that wouldn't have been quite right. He'd finally decided. "Joyau. It's an ancient word for 'jewel.' I think that fits."


  Desoll nodded. "Short and appropriate. I've always dis¬liked commercial ships with names like Starflight Hope or Princess Regina ... You understand what I mean?"


  Van did.


  "We'll put Joyau on the acceptance form, then," Jynko said.


  "After Commander Albert completes the power trials out-system," Desoll added.


  "Of course. Only one jump and back." Jynko rose. "You going, Director Desoll."


  "I'll ride second seat, and we'll call over one of the techs."


  "Fine." Jynko nodded. "I'll have everything ready when you return." He grinned. "Don't be too long."


  Once Jynko left, Desoll looked to Van. "Your tech."


  "You have one in mind?" Van lifted his eyebrows.


  "Would you mind if I assigned Eri as your tech, at least for a time?"


  That surprised Van, although he hadn't seen any overt affection between the two. "No... if that's all right with you."


  Desoll laughed. "Eri's been a friend, never more than that, and she's already raised one family. She's told me that she's not about to raise another, or train another husband. She will consent to training another commander."


  This time Van laughed. "I trust I'm trainable."


  "She thinks so. So do I."


  "I'm sure she knows things that I don't"


  "She should, and that's the idea."


  Van was sure of that.


  As Desoll linked to call Eri, Van ran through the links again. For a time, he'd thought he'd never have another ship, and to have one like the Joyau—that was even more unbelievable.


  



  DIRECTOR


  Chapter 50


  Van triggered the lock closed behind him as he stepped into the Joyau, docked at C-two of Winokur orbit control.


  Eri appeared before Van got another step farther toward either the galley or his stateroom.


  "Were you successful?"


  "They agreed, and the retainer is in the local branch of Cambrian Holdings. It's not that much." Van shrugged. "Winokur isn't that well-off, but the planetary assembly had delegated authority to the bonding agency. They really want to strengthen local multis. If... if Krecor follows the plan, and if Bonifils and Chabre can keep their management on track, it ought to work." Van eased into the galley, where he turned on the cafemaker.


  Eri followed, clearly wanting more details.


  Van didn't blame her, since she'd been sitting the ship. "I promised the first set of formulator templates within a week of deposit. That we can do. Those are the ones we brought. They get the second set in two months, and I'll have to torp that request off to IIS Cambria. We'll have to pick those up somewhere—either meet Trystin or make a long jump to Perdya—in six weeks. But we'll need to swing back by here about then anyway to see what Trans-Win Microtronics is up to ..." He poured himself a mug of cafe. "Seems like every Rev front multi is Trans something or other." Eri nodded politely.


  Van grinned. "There's a down-shuttle to Wypres in an hour. I've got to catch up on some things. You want a day to look around, and whatever?"


  "I could do that."


  "Would you like to?" Van countered.


  "Would you like me to?" Eri replied politely.


  Van sighed. "Go! I'll see you tomorrow, no later than six¬teen hundred ship time."


  "Yes, ser, Commander." Eri spoiled the subservient words with an impish smile, before she slipped toward her cabin.


  Van still didn't quite understand how a woman ten years older than he was could look impish, but there were many things he still didn't understand, even after working with Eri for more than two years, and that wasn't one he was going to attempt.


  He took the cafe and the small case he'd carried down to Wypres and back up, slightly lighter, into his stateroom, slid¬ing the case behind a restrainer in the top bookshelf. Then he pulsed on the holo display, requesting the latest news update from the orbit control net.


  After another sip of cafe, Van settled into the chair and looked at the first lines of the news summaries holo-stacked in the air above the flat surface before his stateroom console, representing page after page from the IIS office in Cambria. He still had to read the analyses that had come with them on the message torp. Even after passing two years in command of the Joyau, he was at times astounded at the volume and accuracy of the information that poured into the ship.


  He glanced across the lead lines projected up in front of him, then scanned them quickly.


  Keshmaran assembly accepts Coalition basing plan ... Revenant Quorum denies planned annexation of Kushite bor¬der system...


  Eco-Tech Service accepts three new battle cruisers ... Keltyr executive claims missing cruiser destroyed by Revenant battle group ...


  Argenti Montaje debates out-system base expansion ...


  For the past several years, slowly, almost inexorably, the news had gotten worse and worse, although IIS business had improved. But then, it could be that it had improved because other matters were degenerating.


  From the number of times Trystin had been summoned before some Coalition commission, board, committee, or government official, it was clear enough to Van that IIS wasn't a Coalition black operation. At the same time, Van had the definite feeling that the Coalition wasn't so much concerned about what IIS was doing as worried about not knowing.


  Van took another sip of the already-too-cool cafe.


  The reason behind that Coalition attitude seemed to be exactly what Trystin had said a year earlier. While the Eco-Techs worried about Rev expansion, they'd do almost any¬thing to avoid another war with the Revs, including turning a blind eye on IIS activities, provided they enhanced or did not harm the Coalition.


  The Revs also didn't want an all-out armed conflict, but they didn't seem averse to using any and all kinds of force and persuasion against anyone except the Coalition and the Argentis—and it was working. Still... there was little enough IIS could do, except offer its services to strengthen local multilaterals against outside onslaught. In attempting that there were always problems, more than he'd had a chance to look into. He took another sip of cafe and called up the message that had been forwarded from the US office in Cambria—just text, because full video and audio were still expensive over interstellar distances. He smiled as he read.


  ... enjoyed your last message. While many of our acquain¬tances find it hard to believe that you are senior director of an influential foundation and commander of a private interstellar ship, I cannot say that you do not deserve it, for you more than


  most have earned what you have gained. Nonetheless, because of your heritage, there will always be questions about ability, especially now in the Republic, and you must always comport yourself with dignity and caution.


  Dad Cicero was as much as saying that matters were also continuing to degenerate in Bannon and on Tara, and that, if he did come home, he needed to watch his back and then some. The fact that Cicero had not mentioned that after the abortive RSF peacekeeping ploy also bothered Van, because that meant things were not at all good.


  Sappho and Aelsya have discussed following your example, but, until that can be resolved, for the moment have decided to devote themselves to their work and children. Lesnym and Farah are indeed bright girls—and a joy to their grandfathers. Arturo continues in his pursuit of the law along the ancient traditions that have been making a resurgence in Sulyn and throughout the Republic, but he has been a great support to this aging advocate and a true son of Sulyn ...


  Van winced. What Cicero was saying was that Arturo couldn't—or wouldn't—see what was happening and was accepting or even buying into it.


  Margaret remains as sensitive as always, but is supportive of Arturo and Despina in all they do. Despina has become a truly beautiful young woman, and shares Almaviva's love of music. Her voice is developing well, and he says she is naturally unforced and open ...


  After Van read the missive—twice—he leaned back and closed his eyes, thinking about Bannon and the new Revenant temple there, and the growth of converts to the Christos Revivos, and he wondered what would happen next.


  Finally, he pulled up his analyses and the scheduling requests that had come with the latest message torp. The newly opened IIS office on Korvel had requested a visit by a director—for advice—and Trystin had passed that on to Van, since Korvel system was a much shorter jump from Winokur than from wherever Trystin was—he hadn't said, as he usu¬ally didn't, only that he was working on the power transmis¬sion technology project.


  The IIS planetary director on Islyn had requested a direc¬tor to help him interview and select his potential replace¬ment. Van checked the files. Camryn Rezi—the IIS PD on Islyn—was only sixty. Islyn was an affiliate Hyndji system, meaning that Islyn was independent but tied to the Hyndji financial and trade structure and procured its space defense vessels and support equipment from the same sources as did the Hyndji Defense Force.


  Van called up a colored dimensional holo projection, try¬ing to refresh his memory of where exactly Islyn was. The position confirmed it. While Islyn was closer to Hyndji sys¬tems, it nestled in an almost empty area of the Arm, and the area between it and Pyshwan, the nearest Hyndji system, was a turbulent area with paradimensional tensions that pre¬cluded direct jumps. The closest direct jump was actually from Colsiti, one of the more recently planoformed Revenant systems. The other system power that was close was Keltyr.


  Knowing where Islyn was, he turned to the next item. There had been no reports from the one-person IIS office on Beldora for almost six months. Nor had there been any fund transfers for three. Beldora was even more isolated than Islyn, another independent system farther out-Arm from the Revenants and Keltyr, where direct access was blocked by the same unique configuration of turbulence and paradimensional tensions as Islyn, except that they were on opposite sides.


  He decided to make the courtesy call on Korvel first, because it was almost on the way to the two problem systems. Both jumps would require more power than he liked; but he didn't like the feel of either situation, and, left to themselves, matters that felt bad always got worse.


  Chapter 51


  At 13:28 Van walked into the Korvel Mercantile Tower, then took the lift to the third floor. From there, he made his way along the southern corridor to the open door beside the IIS spelled out in silvered letters on the taupe plaster wall. He stepped inside.


  A young man looked up from the console. "Ser?"


  "I'm Director Van Albert. I had a—"


  "Oh, ser, you caught me off guard." The young man rose quickly. "Director Myller told me to expect you. She's wait¬ing for you." He took three steps to his left and peered into the office. "Director Myller, Director Albert is here."


  "Thank you." Van smiled stepped through the open door, closing it behind him.


  Tall and thin, not quite angular, Sherren Myller glanced at Van from where she stood beside her console. "It's good of you to respond so quickly. I hadn't expected ..."


  "You'd thought that Director Desoll would be here, I imag¬ine," Van replied. "Under many circumstances he would be. But Korvel was closer for me, and it might have been a while before Director Desoll could have made it."


  She gestured to the two upholstered chairs before the con¬sole.


  Van took one, setting the small case he carried on the floor beside the chair and waiting for Myller to seat herself. "How was your trip?" she asked.


  "Long. They all are." Van smiled. "Korvel seems to be a pleasant place. Very friendly."


  "We think so. The few out-system travelers I've met all agree with you." Myller offered a rueful expression. "I don't have the experience to make a comparison."


  "According to the news and what I could pick up on busi¬ness indicators, matters seem to be going fairly well." Van had noticed that price indices had increased more than expected for the past year, but hadn't had the time to look into that. "Your message was carefully worded, but it suggested that you have a problem."


  Myller's lips twisted into an ironic smile. "We do. It's not one that any of us anticipated, and it's not something that's a major problem. Not yet, anyway ... but Director Desoll suggested that I should let IIS headquarters know if some¬thing came up that seemed out of the ordinary. This isn't... but it is."


  Van waited. He wanted to hear the problem in her own words.


  "It's ... excessive liquidity. Interest rates here are effec¬tively at less than one percent. That's down from three per¬cent a year ago, and five percent two years ago. Most times, when you see that kind of drop in interest rates, it means an economic slowdown of some sort, but all the indices are up, everything, especially the price indices. Classically, that means an influx of capital... but so far as we can determine, there's been no increase in the personal savings rate. There's been no increase in reported multilateral profits. There's been no reduction in taxes, and we can't track any kind of other windfall—except total deposits in financial institutions."


  "That means a transfer of credits from somewhere outside the system, a fairly large flow of funds," Van speculated, "if it's had that kind of impact on the system economies. Do you know the source?"


  "Not officially," Myller replied.


  "Unofficially?"


  "Almost all the fund transfers have come in through Argenti and Hyndji institutions, although some have immedi¬ately been transferred to Korvelian institutions."


  "No Revenant or Coalition institutions?"


  "No significant change from previous years," replied Myller.


  "Do you have any idea where those transfers are coming from?"


  "We can't link them absolutely, but according to immigra¬tion figures, there's been a significant increase in immigrants from Denaria, Kylera, Islyn, Drakka, and Constantia. The absolute numbers aren't that large, of course."


  Van understood that. Only the truly affluent could afford interstellar transport, when personal passage for a single individual generally ran the equivalent of the average worker's annual income—and that didn't include the inbound bond that most systems required for immigrants. "And what would you do if you were one of those affluent immigrants?"


  "I'd use those credits to buy whatever I thought would be a producing asset. If you buy annuities or pure financial instru¬ments, the returns will be down. Probably, I'd go for those with a higher ROI."


  Van nodded. "You don't really need me here for that. You know what to do."


  "In economic and investment strategy, that's probably true. But Korvel's never seen this kind of credit inflow."


  "It will probably create social changes," Van hazarded. "I'd guess that local crime will increase, in some areas, any¬way. Borderline businesses will stay afloat longer than they would otherwise. Government social programs will be increased for as long as five years, and then tax revenues will drop off. There will be political unrest when that happens. I couldn't say that for sure, but I'd look at the formulator sec¬tors that would be most affected in one way or another..."


  Van and Myller talked for another hour, before spending the rest of the afternoon laying out a more detailed strategy outline and a series of progress reports that Myller would send to IIS Cambria.


  When Van left Korvel on the magshuttle back up to orbit control, he just hoped he'd caught everything and that he'd pointed Myller and the Korvelian IIS office in the right direc¬tion. He also needed to check out the systems that had been the source of the immigrants and, presumably, the flow of funds. Since he had planned to go to Islyn in any case, he'd also look to see what might be causing a fund outflow. He had the feeling that either he'd have trouble pinpointing the prob¬lem or that it would be so obvious that he'd almost wish he hadn't found out.


  Chapter 52


  Van checked the coordinates with the Islyn system compara¬tor once he had the Joyau headed in-system. He had improved considerably at getting the ship closer to the edge of destination systems. That was a technique that hadn't mat¬tered as much with a warship, but did much more with the Joyau, since jump exits closer to the system reduced both costs and transit times.


  Inbound, he sat in the command seat and called up the records on the IIS office on Islyn. Principal clients were AdVer, the local and second-line creative advertising multi; MT, a microtronics formulator; and Xcil, the energy gener¬ation and distribution system on the second most populous continent. The local office also had developed a good dozen smaller clients. There was nothing to suggest trouble in the IIS client and operating files. That didn't mean trou¬ble hadn't developed, only that it hadn't been visible before.


  Van had an idea that the problem was Revenant-based. After he'd finished with Sherren Myller and returned to the Joyau, he'd checked over the systems she had mentioned. Like Islyn, Denaria, Kyleria, and Constantia were all systems reachable by relatively short direct jumps from either Colsiti or Riks—both Revenant systems. But until he got to Islyn, that was just speculation.


  Next came the files on Islyn, files far better than the RSF data files. Trystin either knew, or had ways of finding out,


  matters that the RSF didn't suspect. Or that they didn't want their commanders to know, which was also likely.


  Islyn system, single inhabited planet [Sandurst]. Tellurian type. 1.03 gee. Stand-atmos. pressure at SL, 1.2 T; 02 content .18; four continents ...


  Space defense system is rudimentary ... three corvettes [equiv. Coalition Moore class] and four in-system patrollers ... one orbit control station and one out-system base...


  Political system—unified multiparty proportional representa¬tion in a unicameral assembly [Quorum] without staggered terms...


  Cultural—polyglot agglutination, no strong religious or politi¬cal dominance in colonization and early development, planet originally discovered and used as Tellurian-style base for long-line observations of Nebula 6AXV-2001, neutron star/black hole interactions, space-time dimensional twists ... later colonization by Prime-One group ... colonizer failed ... Hyndji emergency support, in return for colonization by Dzin dissidents...


  Although Van wasn't the political expert Trystin was, Van could already see the structural problems with the Islyn system.


  ... domestic unrest resulted in Wars of Assimilation [1040-1093 S.E.]... final political restructuring under Rehmad Dersai and Islyn First [IF] party. Principal opposition Social Equality [SE] party. IF has maintained an open trade and tech-transfer policy, resulting in competing efforts by the Hyndji Commonality, the Revenants, and the Argentis ... IF has recently exhibited a stronger preference for Revenant-compatible technology and systems in government procure¬ment ...


  Van continued to study the information on Islyn, periodi¬cally checking the net, the EDIs, and the far-screen monitors— which showed no ships except for the Islyn defense forces and two commercial vessels in stand-down off Sandurst, pre¬sumably locked in at orbit control.


  When he could study no more, he left Eri in the cockpit, set the alarms, and tried to take a nap. He was restless, and somehow, before long, he was back in the cockpit, but not the same cockpit.


  Van glanced toward the older commander as Baile reached forward, his index finger poised over the large red jump button.


  "Don't!" Van exclaimed.


  "It's perfectly normal." For a moment Baile's face was that of a far younger officer—fair, blond, and oh-so-infallible.


  Van opened his mouth to explain that the jump wasn't normal. Instead, Baile looked away and depressed the jump button.


  "No!" Van exclaimed—too late.


  Black became white, and white black—and then brilliant red, pain red, swirled through the cockpit, sheer agonizing pain.


  Van jolted upright in his bunk. Sweat poured down his face, and his heart was pounding.


  After a moment, he wiped his forehead.


  Once more, it had seemed so real. Then, the nightmares about the Regneri and the Fergus always seemed real. After three years, he still harbored guilt—the repetition of the same nightmare indicated as much. But why?


  He blotted his forehead again and checked the time. Then he took a long deep breath and swung his feet over the side of the wide bunk—too wide for just one person, but no one except him had ever slept there. Slowly, he rose and walked toward the fresher and the shower he always needed after the nightmares.


  When he returned to the cockpit, the Joyau was still more than an hour out from Sandurst. Once settled back into the command couch, he checked the EDI and the system plot, but


  there were no new ships around Islyn—not unless they had totally shut down all energy sources. Then he went over the summary reports about the IIS office once more. There wasn't anything to indicate why a successful PD would want a successor. Van hoped it was for personal reasons, but he had his doubts. Those would have to wait until after he contacted Rezi.


  He squared himself in the command couch, not that he had to, but old habits died hard. Sandurst Orbit Control, Coali¬tion Ship Joyau, requesting approach clearance.


  Ship Joyau, please beam ID. Interrogative purpose.


  Van didn't like that at all. The orbit controller sounded exceedingly military. He glanced across the cockpit. "Eri... full harness."


  "Yes, sir."


  "Don't know, but..." Van pulsed the standard Coalition ID, waited a moment, and replied, Orbit control, Coalition ship Joyau, purpose of visit is foundation business. Joyau is registered IIS ship. Visiting IIS office.


  Ship Joyau, wait one, under advisement. Continue approach this time.


  Van studied the EDI detectors, but could see no energy buildups, and no ships besides those already plotted, and only one patroller standing off orbit control.


  Cleared to lock charlie two. Request Galstan payment authorization.


  Understand cleared to charlie two. Authorization follows. Van had to wonder if ships had refused to pay or if Islyn was desperate for Arm credits.


  The Joyau was almost opposite lock charlie two when con¬trol replied, Authorization accepted. Welcome to orbit con¬trol, ship Joyau.


  Thank you, control. Commencing docking this time.


  Once the Joyau was linked in to orbit control, using station power, Van put the fusactors on standby—but not complete stand-down.


  After checking the orbit station, and the unnatural levels of


  energy concentrations opposite the three commercial locks, Van also left the ship's secondary shields in place.


  Eri looked from the second couch. "You look concerned, Commander."


  "They're a bit touchy. I think we'll stay aboard until I make contact with Rezi."


  Van used the shipnet to access the planetary commnet— and the local office.


  The image he got was that of a simmie receptionist. "This is IIS, Kahla. We're not immediately available. Please leave a message."


  Van checked the codes, then bypassed the regular mes¬sages to link directly to the PD's net. Director Rezi, this is IIS Senior Director Van Albert. I'd appreciate your getting back to me as soon as possible... Van left the routing codes.


  Then he turned to Eri. "We'll fix something to eat, and then I'm going to take a nap until he returns the call. You probably should, too."


  Van didn't get the sleep.


  As he was finishing what was dinner, a formulated stir-fry that Eri had programmed into the galley equipment, the net alerted him.


  Incoming from Camryn Rezi.


  Accept, project.


  The image that appeared in the space over the mess table was that of a man with skin midway between Van's and that of a typical Revenant, with hair so black it held a shade of blue, and deep brown eyes. He was neither young nor old and wore a light gray singlesuit.


  "Director Albert. I'm so glad you're here. I had hoped, but not expected, such a prompt response."


  "We're on orbit station, Director Rezi. We just arrived a short time ago." Van didn't offer to meet Rezi. He wanted to see the man's response.


  "I know you're on a tight schedule. It might be best if I took a shuttle up there. I should be able to make the next one, and that would put me up there in a little over four hours. Would that be satisfactory?"


  "That would be satisfactory," Van replied. "I look forward to seeing you, and I trust you will have a listing of the possi¬ble candidates and their backgrounds."


  "I certainly will. I'd best hurry."


  The screen blanked.


  Van leaned back slightly on the mess table bench.


  "He does not want you to go planetside," Eri observed. "Do you think that he fears what you will find at the office?"


  "He's bright, according to Trystin's notes. If there were something wrong with the office, he wouldn't have asked for us to come." Van shook his head. "I should have thought of this earlier. Can you arrange for us to get topped off before he gets here?"


  "If the connections are standard, I can have it done in fif¬teen minutes."


  "They should be Hyndji." He paused. "You'd better wear a full-nanite shield. They've got something focused on the outer lock. If you keep the station lock closed, you ought to be fine."


  "I had already thought the personal shield might be wise," replied the older tech. "You think the whole system is leaning Revenant?"


  "It's leaning somewhere, if it hasn't already gone." Van frowned. "I can't say I understand. The cultural background doesn't look like it's slanted right for the Revenants, but I can't believe that it's Hyndji. They don't operate that way. I'll link into the station's newsdata while I'm waiting."


  "I will make certain that our mass tanks are full." Eri stood and left the mess.


  Van retreated to his stateroom and began with the current Islyn political news, scanning through the more recent head¬lines.


  Earthquake Rocks Ghaiphar... Court Bans MaidenAct Concert...


  Van swept into the details, more curious than anything.


  ... West Continent Appeal Judiciary rejected the appeal of MaidenAct, dismissing the claim of the singing group that the Public Decency Act applies only to apparel in performance and not to speech, so long as that speech is not blasphe¬mous ...


  He was getting the impression that it was going to take all the time he had and more to get a feel for Islyn, as well as the feeling that he wasn't going to like what he found. But he went back to his scanning.


  SE Whip Dies in Groundcar Malfunction ... Thousands Flee Cairen Volcano ... Guard Mobilized for Cairen ... Christos Revivos vies with Revealed ...


  Van called up that one, but it was a short article noting that among deists the two fastest growing religions were the Community of the Revealed and Christos Revivos. Van stiffened at the last line: ". .. overall, the percentage of deists on Islyn has increased from 29% to 55% over the past five years, with only a moderate slowing in growth..."


  Why, suddenly, was there an increase in old-style religion? The uncertainty of the times? Its simplistic appeal? Van couldn't say he knew. Finally, he went back to scanning headlines.


  Miniature Steeds Woo Crowds ... Sermons Exempt from Anti-Hate Laws ...


  That one was predictable, and depressing.


  "Deep Ocean Catch Down ... "Santorinae Nova No Threat...


  Van went through almost a hundred headlines before another one caught his eye.


  "IF Praises Equalization Act...


  What was the equalization act? Van kept searching until he came to a paragraph that made some sense.


  .. rationale for the Economic Equalization Act. Out-system multilaterals have come to control all the major avenues of commerce on Sandurst, skimming off profits and weakening Islyn. By requiring local divestiture, the Quorum has returned control of our economic destiny to our own people ...


  But what was local divestiture? He was afraid he had a good idea, and keyed in a search on the Equalization Act. There were twenty stories about the act—and not a single one said more than what he'd already found. The IF supported it, and the SE opposed it, and there was a great debate on what the effect would be, whether it would isolate Islyn or whether it would revitalize the planetary economy, but there wasn't a single story that explained the terms of the act.


  Feeling short on time, Van abandoned the Equalization Act and pressed on through the headlines and associated stories. Normally, he would have gone to the local IIS office, where he would have received a meaningful synopsis and analyses, but the Islyn office had been open less than ten years. The last report was over a year old—and that indicated none of the problems that were appearing in the more recent media reports.


  "Commander?" Eri appeared in the stateroom doorway.


  Van checked the time. Had three hours already passed? "Is Director Rezi here?"


  "He is at the lock. He keeps looking over his shoulder."


  Van pulsed the lock open even before he left the stateroom.


  Rezi was still looking at the lock when Van stood there on the ship side.


  "Director Rezi... I'm sorry. I was tied up in some research, and the time got away from me. Do come aboard."


  Rezi looked at Van, as if comparing his presence to a men¬tal image, then smiled. "I am certain you are busy, and I appreciate your making time for me."


  "That's what we're here for." Van stepped back and let Rezi board the Joyau, immediately closing the ship lock behind the Islyn. "We'll have to use my stateroom. We don't have a conference room per se."


  Rezi glanced toward the cockpit, then toward Eri, who had donned a holstered stunner, Van noted. "You are like... Director Desoll? Your own pilot?"


  "That's correct. All senior directors are." Van motioned for Rezi to enter the stateroom.


  "You were a Coalition officer?"


  "No. I was a Taran RSF commodore. Please sit down." Van took the console chair, facing Rezi in the anchored easy chair.


  "I assume your ship is screened, Director Van?" "Very tightly. Are things that bad?" "Not yet, but they will be." "Why? How?"


  "I apologize, Director Van. I do apologize." Rezi produced two datacards from the narrow pack at his belt, half-standing to lean forward and set them on the flat space beside the con¬sole. "The first card has the authorizations and the transaction codes. I've transferred all IIS assets and arranged for all retainers, so long as possible, to be paid to and routed through the Bank of Raipur. That's because the IF is about to push through a freeze on all funds transfers out of Islyn through Co¬alition or Argenti institutions. They already prohibited trans-fers from institutions associated with nonmajor systems—"


  "Only Hyndji and Revenant institutions will be able to make those transfers?"


  'That is correct."


  Van nodded. "And what about candidates for your posi¬tion? That was a blind?"


  "Exactly. Under the Economic Equalization Act, the majority interests of all out-system enterprises will have to be sold to Islynan citizens by the end of the calendar year. The local employees or directors automatically assume con¬trol of such entities unless other arrangements are made by that time. I arranged to purchase fifty-five percent of the local IIS office, rather than assuming control, because that way I can transfer funds for that purchase, and I can still rebate a proportionate share of earnings after expenses. The IF will not allow that to continue for too long, a year, two at the most." Rezi shrugged. "I am only returning what is yours, and I will send the retainers and royalties as I can for as long as I can. That is the best that I can do. You will be able to ver¬ify that."


  "Who's behind this? Really?" Van snapped out the ques¬tion, hoping to catch Rezi off-guard enough to get a subvo-calized response.


  Revenants "The IF Party. They have spent five years work¬ing to pass the Equalization Act. I believe they are receiving funds and technical support from several Revenant multilat-erals. You know AdVer; it has been an IIS client. They have served notice that they are severing the agreement with IIS because they have been purchased, and the new ownership feels that such an arrangement will no longer be beneficial."


  "The new ownership?"


  "KLS. It is a Revenant multilateral headquartered in Braha." "What about MT?"


  "Nothing so far. We are still providing services."


  "Xcil?"


  Rezi shrugged.


  Van nodded slowly. "The other datacard?"


  "It contains information that may be of use to IIS."


  Van continued to press Rezi for almost two hours, but the man continued to impress him as generally honest. It would have been far easier for Rezi simply to wait and take all of the US local assets and future retainers—assuming the Equalization Act did in fact allow that.


  In the end, he just thanked Rezi and saw him out the ship lock.


  Then he made sure the Joyau was ready for emergency delocking before he began a second search, this one heading straight for the public law sections of the Quorum's public access section. Public Law 24-21 contained all the provisions Rezi had cited. It also contained a provision stating that out-system ownership by entities with legal status in either the Rev or Hyndji systems would not be covered by PL 24-21 until two years after the initial effective date of the law.


  Another hour later, Van walked out of his stateroom.


  Eri was in the mess. "Now?"


  "Let's hope they'll let us depart peacefully. But we'll strap in in case they don't."


  Van did so, then brought both fusactors on line, throwing more power to the ship's secondary shields—the ones that ran under the thin outer ablative layer of the hull. He dropped the ship grav to nil and unlinked from station power.


  Sandurst Orbit Control, this is Coalition ship Joyau. Preparing for departure. Request departure clearance this time.


  Joyau, control, wait one.


  Van prepared to use full power on the thrusters if the sta¬tion didn't depower the lock magholds and dampers. Joyau. Reduce ship grav to nil and report. Ship grav at nil.


  Depowering dampers. You are cleared for separation and low-power departure this time.


  Van did not leave the cockpit until they were a good two hours outbound from Islyn.


  Then, he went back to his stateroom to check over the cards Rezi had left. Van did not insert the cards he had received from Rezi into the ship system, nor into the separate IIS system in his stateroom, but into a third reader. The third reader was isolated physically and electronically from all other systems in order to determine data compatibility and to ensure that any datacard read contained no VDAs or the equivalent.


  Chapter 53


  At the edge of the Islyn system, Van checked everything— accumulators, fusactors, and all the internal systems one last time, and then the jump coordinates for Beldora once more. Recalling his last nightmare, he ran a separate diagnostic on the jump generators before looking across the cockpit to the second seat where Eri sat. "Make sure you're fully strapped in for high gee."


  "You sound more and more like Commander Desoll," she observed, tightening her harness.


  Did years of jumping into unfamiliar or semifamiliar sys¬tems do that? Van squared himself in the command couch and actuated the jump generator—implant/net driven on the Joyau, rather than manual as on an RSF ship. The cockpit turned inside out, black becoming white, white black, and grays and colors some inverted shades that were not colors at all for the endless instant that was a jumpshift.


  Van transferred the data on the first card to another card, running all the information through an assembly-disassembly and vetting process that separated the data from the structure beneath it before making the transfer. He did the same for the second and third cards.


  The first card seemed to be exactly what Rezi had claimed. The second card contained information on every major busi¬ness and multilateral on Islyn, including the share of out-system ownership and the name and home system of the owner. Even with a brief survey, Van could see that most of the key formulation, energy distribution, and communica¬tions multis had significant Revenant ownership.


  For a time, he just looked blankly at the bookshelves.


  Then he returned to the cockpit and began to set up the jump coordinates for Beldora.


  Once back in normspace, even before checking the com¬parator inputs and coordinates, Van was checking the moni¬tors, scanning all the EDIs as they registered—one frigate, and two corvettes, all with Revenant drive signatures. There were no other interstellar ships, but Van could make out fus-actor drive in-system ships, ships that looked like mining tugs, but the tugs were well in-system, well inside the belt, and well away from normal system mining areas.


  Why would so many mining tugs be that far in-system?


  Van's guts tightened. He could only think of one reason— using the tugs to gather system debris to bombard Beldora itself. Dealing with the tugs would have to wait because one of the corvettes was less than a thousand emkay away, turn¬ing from a parallel course toward the Joyau.


  He glanced across the cockpit. "Eri... Rev ships all over the place. Prepare for high gee."


  "Yes, ser." A faint smile crossed her face.


  Van turned the Joyau toward the corvette, keeping his screens at standard, but accelerating toward the Revenant and widening the photon nets to full intake.


  Five minutes passed, the two ships moving inexorably toward each other, before the corvette fired a single torp at the Joyau.


  Van continued to accelerate toward the smaller Revenant ship, shifting power to the shields only as the torp neared the Joyau. The shields didn't flicker with the explosion, and there was no strain on the accumulators as they picked up the mass and energy caught by the nets and funneled to them. At less than a quarter emkay the Revenant loosed two more torps, and shifted course slightly, off a head-to-head course.


  Van turned the Joyau back onto a collision course.


  The corvette swept into a tight turn away from the Joyau, angling on a cross-orbital course in-system, but more directly toward the Revenant frigate.


  Both torps flared harmlessly against the Joyau's shields.


  Van eased the Joyau directly onto a stern chase, diverting more power into the drives and cutting out the Joyau's artifi¬cial gravs, but the acceleration was only two gees, since that


  was enough to overtake the corvette long before the other Revenant ships could reach them. While the Joyau could hold her own against any single Revenant ship currently in the Beldora system, Van certainly didn't want to take on two at once.


  Yet another set of torps flared from the Revenant as the Joyau continued to cut the distance between the two ships.


  Van could see the acceleration from both the frigate and the other corvette as they began to move toward the Joyau and the corvette, but it would take hours for either to reach them.


  The corvette fired another set of torps.


  The first set of torps detonated on the shields, as did the second set, several minutes later.


  By then Van was almost on top of the Revenant corvette, and he was carrying more than a little mass in the photon nets. He began to condense the photon nets, concentrating the mass as much as he could, then contracted them, before squeezing and accelerating the mass into the corvette's screens—he followed with a single torp.


  Under the mass/velocity impact, the corvette's screens oscillated between amber and red, then flashed red and col¬lapsed. The single torp was enough to turn the corvette into dust.


  Van rebuilt the photon nets to collect as much energy and as mass as possible, and watched as the accumulators fed the mass to the fusactors. Then he studied the system, checking the plot, particularly of the cometary belt and the outer gas giants.


  After a time, he adjusted the ship's course, so that the Joyau angled both in-system and above the ecliptic. Again, he checked the positions of the mining tugs, but they were not that much closer to Beldora. That was both good and bad—good because he might have time, and bad because the slowness of their approach meant they were pushing all too many tonnes of mass.


  Finally, he turned to Eri. "We'll have about an hour before we meet the next Revenant."


  "How many are there?"


  'Two more. A frigate and a corvette. They'll probably try to coordinate an attack on us." Van loosened his harness, then released it and stood. As usual, the back of his shipsuit was damp.


  "Would you like some cafe, Commander? And something to eat?" Eri also unstrapped and stood, stretching.


  "Yes, please." He almost felt guilty. Almost.


  The curried fish that Eri created with the compact formula-tor in the galley was tasty. That might have also been because he was hungrier than usual.


  "We're likely to see more combat-type situations in the next year," Van said quietly. "Do you still want to stay on as tech?"


  "Why would I not?"


  "It's going to get more dangerous."


  "Life is dangerous." Eri sipped from her mug of green tea. "You do not move away from danger. Should I?"


  Van laughed. "I had to ask. You told me how you became a tech for Commander Desoll, but never why."


  "I had been a Coalition tech before I had children. They grew up. My husband wanted me to raise him as well after they left the house. I did not want another child. So I left." She shrugged. "IIS is better than the Service. You and Com¬mander Desoll use your tools to make the Arm a better place. The Service only worked to make it a safer place for those who were Eco-Techs." The impish grin appeared. "And I make far more credits than anywhere else."


  Van wondered what Eri did with the credits. He'd certainly never seen her spend much.


  He concentrated on the shipnet. The Revenants were less than a half hour away. "We'd better button up. I need to get back forward. Thank you. I was hungry."


  "You're welcome." She motioned for him to go forward.


  "Don't be too long."


  "With you or Commander Desoll at the conn, that would not be wise."


  "I hope you're not saying that we're hard on techs."


  "You're both hard on the unprepared."


  Van was afraid he understood. Even before he was fully strapped into the command couch, he was checking and cal¬culating. The Revenant corvette and frigate had closed up, almost to the point where their shields overlapped. That alone told Van that their strategy was very basic—get close enough to fire enough torps to overload the Joyau's shields.


  While the Joyau could take the impact of three or four torps close to simultaneously, the frigate might be able to get off as many as four at once, and the corvette two. Van had no thought of allowing that to happen. He studied the system's cosmography and density plot, then made a few more calcu¬lations, easing the Joyau ten degrees to starboard, still on close to a head-to-head intercept, but knowing that the Revenants would adjust their course.


  He smiled as they did.


  Eri slipped into the second seat and fastened her harness.


  Van edged the Joyau another ten degrees starboard, watch¬ing the Revenant ships as they readjusted their course accord¬ingly. The frigate was to the left of the corvette. That was why Van was edging the Joyau to starboard. Ten minutes passed in silence.


  Unidentified Coalition vessel, you are intruding. Drop your shields immediately or be destroyed.


  "I think not," Van murmured under his breath. "I think not."


  He cut all power to the drives momentarily, used the steer¬ing thrusters to turn the Joyau ninety degrees to her course line, then pushed full power to the drives once more, watch¬ing as the separation between the Revenants and the Joyau widened. With both the recognition and response lag, Van opened up enough distance that the Joyau was beyond practi¬cal torp range. The Revenant frigate had responded first, not surprisingly, since the frigates were a newer class and proba¬bly had better monitors and EDIs than the corvette, which was something Van had factored into his plans.


  The back sensors from the photon nets flashed amber, sig¬nifying greater density ahead, and isolated chunks of mass.


  Van had to back off the power, recalculating the distance to the areas of increased dust and ice density and the Revenant frigate.


  He found another corridor and angled the Joyau along it. The Revenant abruptly slowed, then altered course to fol¬low the Joyau.


  While most of the cosmic debris was dust-size or perhaps pebble-size, Van knew that there would be an ice fragment somewhere, large enough for his purposes. The question was not whether there was one there, but whether he could find one soon in the hundred-klick diameter of the photon screens at full extension. If he didn't, he'd have to go to his alternate tactics.


  Because Van was having to feel his way through the dust and debris, the frigate was gaining, and would be back in torp range within minutes. He eased more power to the drives, try¬ing to stretch the time before he'd have to go into combat mode, whether he wanted to or not.


  Another series of warnings flashed amber from the moni¬tors. Van grinned as he located the debris and one chunk of ice. He shifted the nets, reinforcing the area around the irreg¬ular mass of dust and ice, while easing the Joyau around his catch, then using the photon nets to hold the chunk of ice just before the Joyau. The Revenant's EDI detectors would not register a nonradiating mass, and even closer in, laser imag¬ing would not show something the size of a groundcar as sep¬arate from the Joyau itself.


  Van turned the Joyau head-to-head with the frigate. With the added mass of the ice, his acceleration wasn't what it would have been, but the closure rate was great enough in any case.


  As the Revenant frigate had slowed, the corvette had crept forward so that the pair were again overlapping screens. Van continued to accelerate.


  The moment he was within torp range, he fired the first of his torps head-on at the frigate. After a moment, he fired a second.


  The frigate responded with a pair of torps, followed by two from the corvette.


  Van waited, watching, calculating. Then he cut all power to everything except shields. "Desensitizing."


  He could sense the wash of energy, and the Joyau's shield indicators flickered, but stayed in the green.


  Immediately, Van unshuttered and checked the monitors.


  Four more torps were headed toward them, and they still weren't close enough for what he needed. He watched as the two ships launched another set of four.


  "Desensitizing."


  He kept the Joyau shuttered through two sheets of energy from the torps, and this time the secondary shield generator dropped into the amber and stayed there. He couldn't afford to wait any longer. He pulsed the nets, then reversed the drives for a good minute to decelerate, the joint effect launch¬ing the ice comet fragment toward the shields of the frigate. Then he began launching his own torps, two at a time, until he had six running toward the two Rev ships. He hoped that the generally nonreflecting ice mass would not show on the Revenants' monitors until just before it impacted their shields. It shouldn't, but...


  In the meantime, four torps flashed toward the Joyau.


  Van desensitized the ship, boosted all the power he could into the shields, sent out another round of torps, and waited.


  When he unshuttered, he had only one shield generator— but there were expanding rings of debris and energy where the two Revenant ships had been.


  He took a deep breath, then turned to Eri. 'Time for you to go to work. Number two shield generator's gone." He returned ship gravity to one gee.


  "What did you do?" she asked.


  "Used the photon nets to scoop up some ice cometary fragments. Then we went head-to-head with the frigate, and I used the nets to throw all the fragments at him—and I added six torps as well, fired as quickly as possible. They'd over¬lapped screens. So when the frigate had to contract his screens to deal with the ice and torps, I sent a double volley at the corvette. Screens couldn't take that, and just before they went to amber, I fired more torps at the Rev."


  "Before they went to amber?"


  "There's a moment of instability when shields are over¬lapped if one fails. I was trying to take advantage of that. It worked." This time, anyway, he added to himself.


  "At the cost of one shield generator. If you had to fix it... you wouldn't be so cavalier about it." The impish smile negated the words.


  "I wouldn't know where to start."


  "How much time do I have?" Eri unstrapped.


  Van checked the monitors once more, but there were still no other Revenant ships in the system. In fact, there were no other interstellar ships in the system—unless the Beldorans had one in total standby and shut down. "Until someone else comes out of jump. That could be ten minutes or ten days."


  "When I tell you, you'll have to depower the entire shield section."


  "Let me know," Van replied. He concentrated on watching and studying the plots and EDI indicators. The mining tugs continued their deliberate progress toward Beldora itself.


  All told, Eri spent almost two hours aft and below before she returned.


  Van looked at her. "Yes ... no?"


  "Yes. In a way. You really stressed the shields. The main shield generator won't last fifteen minutes under attack. The secondary will manage five—if we're lucky."


  "Then we'll have to be prepared to run and jump. But we need to finish up here."


  "Finish up? There are other ships?"


  "No. Not armed interstellar ships. Mining tugs. The Revs are into destruction on the cheap. Take an isolated system, wipe out its small defense force, then drop rocks from beyond orbit on the most inhabited areas. When the steam and dust have settled, the planet's ready for Rev recoloniza-tion. No unnatural radiation. No survivors who could claim it was much besides a strike by a fragmented asteroid."


  Eri winced.


  "We've got some torps left, enough to take out the tugs." She nodded.


  Van turned the Joyau in-system.


  Hours later, the Joyau swept down toward the first mining tug. Van captured a few images, verifying that the captured tug was using its shields and screens to herd debris inward toward the single inhabited planet—Beldora. Then he fired a single torp.


  Four hours, and eight torps, later, the Joyau was outbound on a supraecliptic course. There were no operating mining tugs, not that Van could determine, and still no other Revenant ships. That was just as well.


  Van studied the empty screens. He'd stopped the inva¬sion—for the moment, but he couldn't exactly patrol the sys¬tem. He'd cost the Revs three ships, and that wasn't bad, but he had the feeling that whatever they sent back to Beldora would be more than the Joyau could handle.


  Incoming standing wave message.


  Accept.


  Unknown warship. The people of Beldora thank you. We would appreciate it if you would please convey the attached to the nearest Hyndji embassy or consulate.


  Van frowned. Why couldn't the Beldorans send such a message themselves? He called up the system coordinates and checked the notes.


  Both Beldora and Islyn were in blank zones—areas where, because of transdimensional tensions, standing wave could not be sent or received over interstellar dis¬tances.


  After a moment, he checked the attachment. It was encrypted, as he had expected, but there were standing wave address coordinates.


  He replied. Will forward attachment.


  Our thanks.


  Van had the feeling that he'd just involved the Coalition in brinksmanship with the Revenant Community of the Revealed, but it would come out sooner or later that a war¬ship with Coalition signature drives had wiped out a small Revenant force in Beldora system. He hoped it was later.


  As he turned the Joyau out-system, he began to prepare a message torp that requested a rendezvous with Trystin at one of the prearranged points—the uninhabited Hyksos system. On the way, he could also stop at Neuquen, the regional cap¬ital of the spinwardmost section of the Argenti Commonoc-racy. Coalition ships were still welcome there, and they might be able to pick up replacement shield generators there.


  And... just after he reentered normspace outside Neuquen, he would forward the encrypted message, both to the Hyndji embassy there, and to Dhyli itself. He'd also keep a copy. While he couldn't decode it, it was possible that Trystin or someone in IIS could.


  Chapter 54


  The Joyau was locked into M-2, a maintenance lock of Neuquen orbit station two. Van was sitting before the console in his stateroom, going over the local news feeds, scanning through the political happenings.


  Montaje Increases Out-Space Defense Budget... Keltyr Executive Denies Cruiser Lost in Syrenae ... Director Defends Rising SocSer Costs ... High Court Denies Revealed Community Appeal...


  He caught sight of Eri in the open doorway and looked up.


  "The shield generators are in and hooked up. The mainte¬nance supervisor asked three times about them," Eri said. "I told them we blew them on debris in an uncharted system, and that sort of problem was why we needed such heavy gen¬erators."


  "How are they?"


  "They're good generators. Too good."


  'Too good?"


  "They're military-issue. Designed for small cruisers. They don't call them light cruisers here."


  "How do they mesh with our systems?"


  "You'll have about five percent greater holding, and six percent greater power draw. That's within parameters. It might even be a better trade-off, considering what you've been doing with the shields." The last line was delivered deadpan, with but the faintest glint in the tech's eyes.


  "Thank you, most honored senior technician." Van couldn't help grinning. "I will try to destroy attackers with less strain on the systems." The grin dropped. "Unless we get more torps, we won't be doing much of anything that way."


  "You haven't heard anything?"


  "Just a confirmation of the rendezvous. No details. I did say that we were very low on message torps. On an open wave, I didn't want to say more."


  "He will understand that."


  Van hoped so. "How long before we can depart?"


  "At least six hours. That's if all the reprogramming takes and if the systems checks don't reveal something else."


  "The way things are going, they will."


  "It's possible."


  Incoming from Captain-General Jose Marie Marti, Argenti Space Forces.


  From Colonel—General Marti? Van wondered. Marti had supposedly gone off to intelligence, but that had been almost three years earlier. Accept.


  Eri slipped away as the holo image shimmered into being in the space beside the console. The holo image was defi¬nitely that of Marti, if in a far more impressive uniform.


  "Commodore Albert."


  "General Marti." Van smiled, answering in Hispyn. "I'm merely a retired commodore, while you are a rising general. What can I do for you?"


  "I had hoped you might visit Neuquen at some time. I just returned on the Garcie. It's one of our newest class dread-


  noughts. You might be able to pick it up on your screens. It's too large to dock at the station ..."


  Van linked to the monitors. There was definitely a dread¬nought holding station off Neuquen orbit station two. "I see. It is very impressive."


  "If it would not delay you unduly, would you mind being my guest for a meal here on orbit station? There is a private dining area that is quite good—The View. I could meet you in half a standard hour."


  "I would be pleased to have dinner with you." Van wasn't about to go anywhere that Marti didn't want him to go—not with a dreadnought that close and able to follow him any¬where in-system. He could devise an exit strategy that would probably work ... but that was high risk, and the Joyau was not going anywhere soon. He might as well see what the gen¬eral wanted.


  "A half hour, then."


  Van spent fifteen minutes getting cleaned up and donning his best gray shipsuit. Then he told Eri and left the Joyau, using his implant to seal the ship's lock behind him.


  The View was halfway around Neuquen orbit station two, and down a corridor paneled in dark cherry with actual car¬peting. A single attendant stood by an old-style wooden podium.


  "Ser?"


  "Commodore Van. I'm supposed to be meeting General Marti." Van spoke in Hispyn.


  "Ah ... he is here and expecting you. If you would ..."


  Van followed him toward a large booth against the wall on one side. The View was aptly named, with a full-screen holo view on all walls above head height, displaying the view from the orbit station, with Neuquen below. Van could even make out the bulk of the Garcie.


  Marti stepped out of the booth and waited as Van approached the booth and its shimmering white linen cloths, silver cutlery, and deep leather seats.


  "Commodore!"


  "General."


  The functionary slipped away.


  "I took the liberty of ordering you a pale ale. I hope you do not mind," Marti offered after he reseated himself.


  "That is what I would have chosen. But then, you have always been observant." After seating himself, Van took a sip of the ale. "This is good."


  Marti lifted his own drink, an amber wine. 'To friends and good acquaintances."


  Van lifted the ale, and they both drank.


  "I am so pleased that you are here," Marti said. "I had read the reports on the... incident at the Keltyr embassy on Scandya, and when I learned that you had been decorated and retired... I had feared that you might have suffered some permanent injuries."


  "No. It was a long recovery, but there was no lasting dam¬age."


  "That is good."


  "You're the local military commander?"


  "Ah, no. I am far too young and inexperienced for that."


  "The deputy commander?"


  "One of two, the junior assistant commandant of the Spin-ward Region." Marti looked up as a waiter in a white jacket and deep green trousers appeared, proffering two menus.


  Van nodded. The View was very expensive. Printed menus, liveried waiters, tables and booths spaced widely, and very subdued music, so low he hadn't noticed it at first, but just loud enough and projected in such a fashion that each table sat in its own island of privacy. Apparent privacy. Van sus¬pected that the arrangement allowed most effective recording of what was said. He studied the menu, then waited.


  "I will have the greens, the wild mushroom soup, and the broiled shrimpsters." Marti handed the menu back. "And the Puilossa with the main course."


  "The greens, the mushroom soup, but I'd like the mari¬nated pringhorn, medium."


  "Thank you, seniors."


  Van took another sip of the ale.


  "You are the commander of a private vessel. It is a rather impressive ship, especially for one privately owned," the gen¬eral observed.


  "I was fortunate enough to obtain a position as commander and senior director for a Coalition foundation."


  Marti tilted his head to the side. 'There is quite a dossier on IIS and its managing director. Everything is always absolutely legal, done impeccably. Its clients always prosper, and they do so without large fund transfers into their accounts. In fact, they actually pay IIS for services rendered. You know ... that is most amazing for a black operation."


  Van smiled. "I'd thought they were, also, when they first approached me. In fact, I initially refused for that reason."


  Marti nodded. "You would have to take that position."


  Belatedly, Van recalled that an Argenti nod was almost a negative. "It's an easy position to take when it happens to be the truth."


  "Yet there is a certain ... impression ..."


  "I'm certain that the Coalition is not opposed to a founda¬tion whose work enhances the image and commerce of Co¬alition multis and citizens."


  "Nor one that diminishes the effectiveness of a theocracy's efforts, no doubt."


  All Van could do was shrug.


  Marti laughed. "You are less than fond of organizations that are not as they seem. Or religions that seek empires." "That is a fair statement."


  The salads arrived, and the waiter slipped away silently. "Why would you then insist... the resources in your ship alone..."


  "IIS has over a hundred planetary offices, with paying clients for all of them."


  "And you have seen all of these offices?"


  "I've been in over forty in the last two years, and I've seen transactions and clients for most of the others."


  Marti fingered his chin. "You almost convince me."


  "I can only tell you what I know and see."


  "And this Trystin Desoll? He is a most elusive soul."


  "He's very real."


  "Oh ... there is no doubt of that. Did you know that he has been the managing director for at least fifty years?"


  Van looked hard at Marti. "I knew he was older, but fifty years?"


  "There are rumors of a longer link, but we can find no rec¬ords before that. There has been a T. Desoll who owns a dwelling in Cambria for over eighty years."


  "He's probably named after one of his ancestors with the same initial. One of my fathers and I share the same initials, except he goes by his middle name, and I go by the first name."


  Marti shrugged. "It is possible."


  "You know a great deal about IIS." Especially for a mili¬tary officer.


  "One discovers that one must know something about everything." Marti smiled. "I did take the liberty of checking on your maintenance work. I suggested an upgrade on the generators you requested, and the station maintenance per¬sonnel agreed."


  "I appreciate that." Van finished his salad, and it was whisked away and replaced with a delicate gold-rimmed porcelain bowl with the wild mushroom soup.


  "I did wonder how you managed to strain them so badly."


  "We ran into some unexpected ice and debris," Van said. "IIS does a lot of work in less charted systems." He tried the soup, tangy and yet with a rich but not heavy creaminess.


  "Such as?" Marti smiled broadly.


  Van grinned in return. "Our last business was on Islyn."


  Marti raised his eyebrows. "Do you have any business left there?"


  "Forty-five percent, until they figure out a way to take that. How did you know?"


  "The Commerce Committee of the Montaje requested our assessment of possible military action to protect Argenti investments there." Marti frowned. "It's too far out for us to support properly ... but we thought about it. We did send some ... information to ... some others."


  "Your Hyndji counterparts?"


  "They are somewhat closer, and I do not believe that they would appreciate a Revenant buildup in that part of the Arm. We are limited in what we can do, no matter what others think." He smiled again. "That is another reason why I was glad to see that you have taken over IIS operations in this part of the Arm."


  "A retired RSF commodore?" Van took a last spoonful of the soup.


  "I would judge that as a retired black Taran RSF com¬modore you are probably in a far better position with IIS than you would be remaining in the Republic."


  "You think that... the acceptance of diversity ... within the Republic ... ?" Van left the question open-ended on pur¬pose.


  "The Republic has pushed a great deal of resources into expanding the RSF, and that has taken a toll on the economy. Economic unrest translates into social unrest—" Marti stopped as the server appeared and removed the soups, replacing them with the main course—and a new wineglass filled with an almost colorless vintage for Marti and a fresh pale ale for Van, although he had drunk less than half of the first glass.


  Neither man spoke for several minutes, and Van did enjoy the pringhorn, a taste similar to veal, but delicately smokier, with hints of scores of other flavors, perhaps because of the marinade.


  "What do you know of Director Desoll?" asked Marti.


  "He looks like, acts like, and admits that he was a former Coalition commander. He has kept his word scrupulously in any dealing I've observed, and that has been reinforced by observations, records, and by the statements of dozens of others."


  "His honesty is unquestioned. He is also an excellent pilot, perhaps better than any living pilot in the Arm."


  "That is saying a great deal," Van pointed out.


  "It is." Marti frowned. "His honesty troubles me greatly— that is, the degree of his honesty. Only saints or madmen are


  so honest, and I cannot believe he is a saint. That is perhaps because there have been a number of unexplained disappear¬ances of Revenant vessels, almost always when his ship has been in that quadrant." The general shrugged. "Sheer coinci¬dence, I must say."


  "What else could one say?" Van agreed. "But he certainly doesn't act like a madman."


  "Such ones do not." Marti paused. "There is another prob¬lem. The Coalition retirement records go back over a century— those that are open to the public. There is no record of a Trystin Desoll. Yet he is clearly a military pilot. One cannot mistake it."


  Van could see where Marti was going. "So... if he is telling the truth, he wasn't a Coalition pilot, or he was a pilot more than a hundred years ago? Or he's not telling the truth?"


  "I fear he is telling the truth."


  "You think he's one of the handful of immortals?" Van had always thought that tales of such individuals were rumors, or wild speculation.


  "Who knows?" Marti shrugged, then laughed. "If I said that, who would believe it? Besides, you must make your own judgments, and you, my friend, have very good judgment."


  Van wasn't so sure of that.


  "You must try the flan. There is nothing like it anywhere else."


  Van did try the flan, and it was excellent. He wasn't sure it was that unique.


  Marti offered more witty sayings, good wishes, and obser¬vations about Neuquen, but nothing more about Trystin Des¬oll or IIS. Or the RSF.


  After leaving the general outside The View, as Van walked back to the maintenance lock that held the Joyau, Van had the definite impression that the general had conveyed what he had intended. What Van didn't know was why. Marti had not seemed to think that Desoll posed a threat to the Argenti, and his actions seemed to convey a tacit support for IIS.


  Still, Van would ask Eri to double-check the shield genera¬tors once again—and everything around them. And he had to write a report for Trystin on everything he'd observed in the various systems. He wouldn't mention what happened—just the Revenant presence and military and economic actions.


  Chapter 55


  The Elsin was waiting beyond the orbit of Dhannar—the eighth planet of the Kush system—when the Joyau flashed out of jump. It was a good hour later before the two locked together, and Trystin joined Van in the commander's state¬room of the Joyau.


  Recalling Marti's speculations, Van couldn't help but study the older man closely as he seated himself in the arm¬chair. Trystin looked perhaps ten years older than Van, cer¬tainly not forty or fifty years older, and his carriage was that of a young man.


  "I'm here." Trystin smiled. "Knowing you, you wouldn't have asked for the meeting unless you were very concerned."


  "I am. It started on Korvel. Sherren Myller... she'd requested a visit."


  "I recall. I handed that off to you."


  "She was worried about a unique problem, and one she didn't want to spell out in a message that anyone else could read. There was a tremendous influx of credits ..." Van went on to detail what he had found and done in Korvel, Islyn, and Beldora systems. "... I wrote up what we observed, but not what we did." He extended the datacard. "It's all there."


  Taking the datacard, Trystin nodded slowly, as if he had expected what Van had told him.


  "You're not that surprised," Van said.


  "I am, and I'm not. I'd like to hear what you think, first."


  Van looked at Trystin. "I can see what's happening. It's painfully obvious. The Revs have forsaken outright military conquest in favor of a sort of borderline military action. To begin with, they weaken a system—one way or another— then flood the local economy with credit and set up new busi¬nesses or take over old ones. They often take huge losses to gain market share. They begin an effort to undermine the local political structure. I'd guess, but I don't know, that they use their church as an example of a pillar of stability, and they probably do all sorts of good and humanitarian works... and appeal to people's need for simplicity in an unsettled time—even when they're creating the unsettling..."


  "That's a fairly accurate analysis," Trystin conceded. "They've been operating that way for years."


  "And you're trying to use IIS to slow or stop them?"


  "IIS wasn't created as a quasi-military force to oppose the Revenants."


  "Not military, but isn't opposing them a large part of what we're doing? We're trying to strengthen the local multis com¬peting against the Rev-backed takeovers."


  "IIS was designed to use economics, information, and sys¬tems expertise to strengthen local economic institutions and to guide them into patterns for long-term success." Trystin shifted his weight in the chair. "Long-term is a vital part of what we do. Human beings are still genetically programmed or patterned to look at life in economic terms. Everything we do has economic overtones, and yet most people still want to deny that. I'm oversimplifying enormously, but there are essentially two economic outlooks, again dating from our ancient roots. One is the 'big kill' view, and the other is the 'gatherer' view. The big kill literally comes from that kind of hunting outlook. You kill the biggest game animals possible, and then you use everything from that kill for as long as you can. Some ancient humans went after enormous animals— mastodons, bison—creatures that could destroy a single indi¬vidual. Others were more gatherers, and later, farmers, gleaning bit by bit, planning. Of course, in some cultures, farmers again went after the big kill in terms of a massive harvest of a single profitable crop—monoculture in the extreme. What does this have to do with us—and IIS? The big kill philosophy doesn't work over time. It doesn't work socially or economically. Steady managed returns work far better, and economic organizations that can develop that kind of approach actually produce higher profits and better prod¬ucts over time. They also instill more personal discipline. But they almost never produce huge windfalls, and there's always someone out there who tries to convince people that the big kill is better." Trystin laughed. "It is better—for the head hunter, if you will, and for a few of those just under the head-hunter. But not for most people and most societies."


  Van could understand that, but he wondered. "Where do the Revs fit into your analysis?"


  "Oh ... that's simple, if you think about organized belief systems in economic terms. The Revs are the religious equiv¬alent of the 'big kill' approach. You believe in this one over¬simplified system, do what the headhunter—the deity—and his mortal high hunters say, and you will be rewarded with the big kill—paradise in the afterlife, and for those especially privileged in the here and now. The other aspect of this approach is that it also thrives on chaos. The more disrupted things get, the more humans want security and simple answers, and the big kill offers that. No, you don't have to discipline yourself. You don't have to sort out the moral ambiguities of life, the cases where things don't fit in neat lit¬tle cubes. You don't have to work hard at all the little things along the way. All you have to do is believe and follow direc¬tions, and security and paradise are yours." He snorted.


  Van hadn't quite thought of it that way.


  "The Revenants have always had a habit of portraying themselves as a family-oriented, God-fearing, and moral people," Trystin went on, "even while using every technique that they can get away with to expand their territory and eco¬nomic power. They bow to superior force, claiming morality and ethics, and then subvert or annex as many independent systems as possible. Those efforts have gone on for years. The larger political entities—the Coalition, the Argenti Com¬monocracy, the Hyndji Commonality—have looked the other way most of the time, because they didn't want a repeat of economic and social costs of the Eco-Tech-Revenant War. This has encouraged the Revenants to keep expanding, espe¬cially in more recent years. IIS has done what it can to dis¬courage that sort of thing, but we don't have the resources, even leveraging them through economic efforts, to do more than slow things down, and really only where the systems themselves need and want assistance. Some systems don't have enough integrity to resist. And there's always the danger that other systems will see the apparent short-term success of the Revenants and decide to follow that path as well. That's at least as big a danger as the Revenant expansion."


  Unfortunately, what Trystin said made sense to Van, per¬haps too much sense. "So the Revs are creating economic and social chaos, and you're using IIS to create order to stop them? And to offer an alternative to other systems?"


  "The alternative, yes. But, as for stopping them..." Trystin shook his head, sadly. "It isn't working that way. We've been trying to create islands of order to give examples to people, to show them in practice that true virtue, if you will, has practical and economic rewards."


  "And we're not above giving true virtue a little hand with a few torps now and then?"


  "In the ancient days some marshal once remarked that virtue was on the side with the biggest battalions. Virtue doesn't have a chance among humans if it's without defenses. Most of us have great difficulty resisting the allure of the big kill. Throughout history, humans have succumbed to that— wasting billions on lotteries where but one person out of hun¬dreds of millions could win, arming themselves abruptly for massive conflicts, then disarming as quickly and losing the peace." Trystin stood and stretched. "IIS does what it can. That's why we're a foundation and not a multi."


  "You make it sound ..."


  "Almost hopeless?" An ironic smile crossed the face of the older man. "No. It's far from hopeless. Look at how many systems have adopted the steady gatherer approach. It just seems hopeless at times, I think, because you can't quantify our successes in the way you can a big kill success. They can trumpet a big kill, while the most we can do is to set up organizations and institutions that spread the ethical approach through economic and political success."


  "And destroying Revenant warships isn't a big kill?" ques¬tioned Van.


  "No. We don't tell anyone, and that means no bragging rights. When we can, and it isn't that often, we remove forces that would instill the big kill in more system cultures."


  "I hope we're not secretly building a planet-sized dread¬nought somewhere to destroy some larger aspect of that big kill," Van said dryly.


  "No dreadnoughts." Trystin laughed. "They'd be a terrible waste of resources." After a pause, he added, "In the end, though, it's a matter of personal ethics. If you don't chart a course based on ethics, then you're for sale to the highest bidder—or the most insistent one. That goes for me, and it goes for you." He smiled. "I make it easy. I demand you act ethically and pay you for it. Except it doesn't really work that way. You can't demand ethical behavior from people who have to exercise initiative. You can only reward it, or punish them for its absence. That's true of cultures as well. They can be punished, except most other cultures avoid it, which is often regrettable."


  "Speaking of cultures ... can we do anything more about Beldora?" Van asked, trying to change the subject. Although he tried to act as he thought ethics required, talking about the subject disturbed him.


  "You handled that well," Trystin said.


  "The Revenants will be back. They may be back already. Unless that coded message brings in Hyndji ships. I made a copy for you to look at. I couldn't break the encryption."


  "US Cambria can, but it's doubtless a plea for aid from the Hyndjis. The Coalition won't do anything. Beldora's out of the way. It might be considered a jumping-off point toward the inward edge of Hyndji territory."


  "Do you think the Hyndjis will respond?"


  Trystin shrugged. "I don't know. They're almost as reluc¬tant as the Eco-Techs. They'd rather avoid conflict. They might look into it if Beldora would accept a protectorate or something."


  "Would the Beldorans accept that kind of arrangement?"


  "Given the alternatives?" Trystin looked hard at Van.


  Van gave a wry smile. After a moment, he added, "We blew the secondary shield generator in Beldora, and over¬strained the primary. I had them replaced at Neuquen orbit control. General Marti was there. He's now a deputy com¬mander of the region. He sent us cruiser generators— unasked for."


  "He knows IIS. It's easier on them to make sure we've got good equipment."


  "He knows you as well. He said you were the best pilot in the Arm. And the oldest." Van grinned. "It sounds like he knows you well—or about you."


  "About, I'd judge. I can't recall meeting the man, but it's no secret that Argenti intelligence has been tracking IIS for years." Trystin laughed. "Most of them would like to do more of what we've done to the Revenants, but the Montaje doesn't want a shooting war. Not one out in the open, anyway."


  Van decided against pressing that issue too hard. Not yet, anyway. "So what am I supposed to do? Keep trying to expand IIS operations where we can? Close down operations and get out as much in assets as I can in places like Islyn?"


  "That's what we've done for years. Do you have a better idea? We can't build a fleet, you know?"


  "Not any bigger than we have now," Van countered. "I still have the feeling that the Revenants are undoing more than we're doing—more than all the rest of the Arm is doing."


  "At the moment, it looks that way," Trystin admitted. "But things will change."


  Van wasn't sure about that, but Trystin had been at it far longer than Van had. "Did you ever get any more information on what caused the Scandyan mess—and are they still lean¬ing toward the Revs?"


  "There really hasn't been anything new since you took over the Joyau. The credits and the clones went back to the Revenants. They denied it, and there was no real way to prove it was more than the excess of a single diplomat." The older man's tone was highly ironic.


  "The excess of a single diplomat? And everyone accepts that?"


  "Publicly. If they don't, they either have to start a war or admit that they'll let the Revenants take over anything that doesn't belong to major powers. That would make indepen¬dent systems and lesser powers very uneasy."


  "Like the Keltyr and the Republic? They already know that."


  "Of course. That was one reason why they retired you."


  One reason? "What were the others?"


  "You have been effective, when most RSF officers were not, and you are not a holo-perfect RSF officer, and your skin is darker than they'd like. You probably were on the edge of discovering something else, or they thought you were, and, because you weren't one of those being groomed for higher office, they had to find an honorable way to get rid of you."


  "Honorable? Murder is honorable?"


  "Nonsense. You would have suffered a heart attack, brought on by your injuries, and you would have had a most honorable funeral and memorial service."


  Van laughed, not humorously. "What was I about to dis¬cover?"


  "I have no idea. You do realize, however, that you are the sole survivor of the Fergus and that encounter off Scandya?"


  Van had realized that, but what significance did that have? Were his nightmares trying to tell him something? What?


  "You won't find out unless you find a way to look into RSF headquarters, and going into the Republic could still be dan¬gerous. Very dangerous."


  "I could use the Argenti registration and the identity as Viano Alberto," Van suggested.


  "You could. Think about it for a while. If you want to, you • might visit some of the outlying IIS offices in the Republic first, places like Weathe, Korkenny, Wexland."


  There was something about Weathe. Van tried to recall why Weathe would mean something particular to him, but couldn't recall what that might be. "The RSF doesn't know I'm working for IIS."


  "Probably not. If you use the alternate identity for the Joyau, and don't hit New Oisin until later, the local RSF commanders may report the visits as routine, if they bother at all."


  "You could ..."


  "I couldn't. First, I don't know the culture as well as you do. Second, I'm involved in this energy transfer technology project, and I can't leave it for long right now. The riming is getting critical."


  "What is this project?"


  Trystin tilted his head, pursed his lips. Finally, he spoke. "I've told you about this before. I've been working on this for years. It's something I shouldn't know, because it's Farhkan, but I persuaded them to help me—blackmail in a way, because I pointed out that if I misapplied it, they might not like it. So now I have a prototype, and I'm hoping to use it— the prototype—as a lever to see if they'll help."


  "What is this prototype?" Van asked.


  "You might call it a new way of generating and transfer¬ring energy."


  That didn't exactly answer the question.


  "And you managed to get them to transfer the technology to you? The Farhkans haven't been that forthcoming very often."


  "That might be because, used improperly, it could be quite dangerous. They might want to make sure I develop it cor¬rectly. I don't want to say more. I could look very foolish if it doesn't work out." Trystin smiled. "Then I could look just as bad if it does. Once it's ready to implement, I'll brief you on it."


  "What—"


  "How is the Joyau doing?" Trystin ignored Van's attempt to ask another question.


  Van let it go. He tried to find out more in three different ways, and Trystin hadn't told him any more than he'd wanted to. The older man would tell Van when he was ready, and not before. "I'll need to go back to Perdya. I think I have three torps left"


  "Your message hinted at that," Trystin replied. "I brought twenty as cargo. We'll have to handle them ourselves, but between the four of us ..."


  Van nodded.


  "You will need to go planetside on Kush. Before I'd got¬ten your message, Nynca took your Winokur templates there, and they're being stored at the IIS office. Now ... we need to transfer those torps and get you on your way to Kush."


  Until Trystin's last words, it hadn't fully dawned on Van that he and Trystin and the techs were the ones who had to shift the torps from the Elsin to the Joyau. He didn't care much for what the torps represented, but then, he cared even less for what would have happened without them.


  Chapter 56


  The templates were waiting on Kush, and Van gave Eri the day off when they were shuttled up, then loaded from Kush orbit station. Then he took the next day himself, trying not to feel too guilty about it when he took the shuttle down to meet Emily Clifton for dinner. He reminded himself that he'd paid for the shuttle trips out of his own personal account—and that he'd taken no time off in months, but he couldn't help but worry about what might be happening in the Republic.


  He reminded himself that Emily could fill him in on Republic affairs. That reminder helped with his guilt, although he knew that he shouldn't have to find a job-related reason in order to enjoy a dinner, especially with a woman he


  hadn't seen in years. Then, he couldn't exactly justify spend¬ing tens of millions of credits to fly the Joyau to Kush just for personal reasons—and he couldn't afford the credits it would take from his personal account.


  Emily was waiting outside the truncated pyramid that was the Republic embassy, in the late afternoon heat that blan¬keted everything, a heat that left all the structures a brilliant white and blurred the horizon with haze. She was wearing a deep green outfit that somehow set off her gray eyes and blonde hair, although Van did notice the tiredness in her eyes.


  She looked at him twice before she spoke. "Comman¬der ... I mean, Commodore."


  "Van," he said gently. "Just Van." After a pause, he asked, "How far is the Markesh?"


  "About half a klick, but it will be hot, even this late in the day."


  "I can manage half a klick." Van noted that Emily's single-suit, although dark in color, was a lightweight solar-cooling fabric that turned heat energy into cooling. "Shall we go?"


  "That might be best. You aren't dressed for this heat."


  Emily was right. Van was perspiring heavily by the time they reached the restaurant.


  The Markesh was cool inside, but light, which Van appre¬ciated. He disliked places that equated dimness with cool¬ness. A woman led them to a corner table, discreetly screened on each side by low-spreading ferns in large marble pots.


  "Would you like something to drink?" The woman looked at Van.


  Van looked at Emily.


  "Iced almaryn."


  "A pale ale. Cold."


  "Almaryn?" Van asked after the woman left them. "A local tea. I suppose it's technically not tea, because it's not from the tea plant, but it has caffeine and tastes better." "I'll have to remember that."


  "The first time you came, you said you really hadn't under¬taken all your duties. What else do you do besides pilot?" A faint grin surfaced and vanished as she added, "You must have some idea after two years."


  "I'd like to have gotten back here sooner..." Van shrugged helplessly.


  "We're all at the mercy of what we do." Emily laughed, a sound both ironic and rueful. "If I can't manage at least another few years in the diplomatic service, I won't qualify for immediate retirement. If my RSF time didn't count, I couldn't do it at all." She looked at Van. "I'm sorry. You were saying what you do."


  "Besides being chief pilot of the Joyau, I'm also a senior director. That means a combination of charm and sales, which I need to improve on, and troubleshooting, where I need even more improvement."


  "What do you do when you troubleshoot?"


  "Provide advice, and hope it's correct. One office wanted me to come by. They wouldn't say why until I got there. They were seeing enormous credit influxes, totally unanticipated. The director was doing the right thing, but she worried about where it was all leading ..."


  "Which was? Or is?"


  "Small multilaterals and wealthy individuals fleeing sys¬tems tipping toward the Revenants and all settling into the system where the office is." Their drinks arrived, and Van took a swallow of the ale.


  'Too many credits chasing comparatively too few goods and services?"


  "Exactly. We worked out a strategy, and then I left, and we both hope it works."


  "I don't think it was that simple. I've gotten the feeling that little around you has ever been simple. Not from the time you were a child, although you've never said anything about that."


  "I had a happy childhood."


  "I didn't say you weren't happy. I said it wasn't simple. I'd also wager that it got less happy as you got older."


  Van shrugged, helplessly. "You seem to know so much. Tell me more."


  Emily laughed. "I will." Before she spoke again, she took a long swallow of the almaryn. "You don't like it when people are deceptive, but you can use the absolute truth just as deceptively as some people use lies."


  Van offered an exaggerated wince.


  "You asked me to tell you more."


  "Go ahead," he replied with mock-resignation.


  "Things nag at you, years later." She paused. "Cordelia said you mentioned that you still had nightmares about the Regneri."


  "I do," Van admitted. "Not often, but they're still there." And they probably always would be, he reflected, along with those unexplained nightmares about the Fergus.


  "You're the sort of man that can't let a puzzle or a wrong drop easily."


  But hadn't he? He'd never really followed up on the attacks on him. Or the puzzles of the Collyns and the Fergus.


  "That might not be true when they impact you, because you'd feel self-indulgent if you spent too much time on your¬self."


  Van groaned. "I think I've had enough honesty for the moment." Even if Emily were right, he should have followed up on the missing ships, even if no one else cared. He should have.


  "Just for the moment?"


  "Let me recover." Van noted a server hovering and glanced around.


  "The green button there," Emily said.


  Van touched it and was rewarded with a menu projected before him. "What's good?"


  "Pretty much everything, but I've never cared for the squish."


  Van raised his eyebrows.


  "An experiment when they adjusted the ecology during colonization. Squish is short for a squid fish. People here find it very tasty. To me ..." Emily grimaced.


  "Slimy?"


  "That's charitable."


  Van wouldn't have ordered fish in any case, but he appreci¬ated the information. The server eased to the table.


  "The golden gourd soup, and the rosemary-apple lamb," ordered Emily.


  "The salad emeraud, and the lamb, also." He glanced at Emily. "Would you like anything else to drink?"


  "The almaryn is fine."


  Van nodded, and the server slipped away.


  "I wasn't sure I'd hear from you again," she said slowly. "You didn't stay long the last time."


  "I didn't have a choice then," Van pointed out. "I told you that."


  "I wondered if that were just an excuse to leave."


  Van wondered if she were teasing him, just a bit. "Not at all. I'd rather not leave you." He almost flushed at the inad¬vertent admission.


  For a moment, Emily glanced down.


  Van took the instant just to look at her. He liked what he saw, but he always had.


  Emily raised her eyes. "And this time you're just at loose ends?" Her words were definitely teasing—with an under¬tone.


  "This trip, I made time. I still have to catch the midnight shuttle." "I feel flattered."


  Van wished he were more glib, but he'd never been that quick with women. "You .. . let's say, you deserve to be flat¬tered."


  The woman he had thought of as so composed ... flushed. Then she shook her head. "I can't believe ..." "You can't believe what?" he asked with a smile. "You."


  "What... I didn't mean to offend you. I hope I didn't..."


  "No ... no!" Abruptly, she laughed. "You didn't. Not at all. I hope you don't mind. But I have always pictured you as so calm, so collected. All your compliments at the embassy were just... so professional. Even your last visit..."


  Van wished he hadn't been quite so professional. "Maybe I shouldn't have been so professional."


  She reached out and touched his hand, fleetingly. "You were charming... at least to me. Cordelia was scared to death of you."


  "I never—"


  "She said that you'd pilot a ship through a sun to do the right thing, and she couldn't understand that."


  Van knew he wasn't that ethical. "I hope I'm never that foolish."


  "You know what I meant... Van."


  He smiled again. "I try, but I don't think I'm that ethical."


  "No. You're not ethical. Not at all. Let's see. You risked your life to stop the Vetachi. You took on three armed men without a weapon to protect a driver you scarcely knew. You threw yourself in front of eight assassins to save the premier. And I don't even know all the other things you've done."


  "Those all could be called stupidity or foolhardy."


  "They could," Emily replied amiably.


  "Thank you for agreeing."


  They both stopped as the server appeared with Emily's soup and Van's salad.


  Emily immediately took several spoonfuls of the soup. "Pardon me. I didn't have much to eat today."


  "You should have told me ... I could have come earlier."


  She shook her head. "I wouldn't have been able to get away earlier." After more soup, she looked at Van. "We were talking about foolhardiness and ethics, but being ethical is always being foolhardy today. It may be that way in any tech¬nological society."


  "You think so?" Van gestured to the greenery. "Good salad."


  "I know. I've had it before." She paused, then continued, "I can't give you reasons or even a good argument. I just have that feeling. Maybe it's because technology speeds up infor¬mation and the ability to make decisions, and when people act quickly, they don't have to think too long about whether something's right."


  "There are still moral people," Van pointed out.


  "That's true. How about this? There's a small group of people in any society who are instinctively ethical, and another group that's instinctively unethical, but most people are in the middle. With technology, it's easier to focus on self-interest and what you can do, rather than what you should do, and that pushes all the people in the middle away from being as ethical as they might have been."


  "You have a point there. A good point. I hadn't thought about that."


  "Do you miss the RSF?" Emily asked.


  "Why?"


  "You seem happier in a way, and yet... wistful." She shook her head. "It's not that. Like something's missing."


  Van knew what was missing, or part of what was missing, and that was the woman across the table from him. "It's a rewarding position, in most ways." He tilted his head, trying to figure out exactly how to say what he wanted, without being either obscure or forward. "Effectively, it's so highly integrated—the ship is—that it takes a crew of two."


  "You and a tech?"


  "Eri's very good, but she's almost old enough to be my mother." Van laughed. "I'm exaggerating. She's older, but more like an aunt, I'd guess."


  "Aunt is definitely better than mother." Emily watched as the server took her empty tureen and replaced it with a platter piled with spiced lamb and surrounded by apples that looked neither stewed, nor dried, nor fried, but somehow embodying features of each of those preparations. Then the server took Van's empty salad plate and presented his lamb.


  Van hadn't realized how much he'd tired of the limited, if good, food prepared by the formulators in the Joyau until he tasted the lamb. "Very good. Excellent."


  "It is," mumbled Emily.


  They ate in silence for several minutes.


  "What's happening with the great and glorious Republic of Tara? There's not been much news about it where I've been."


  "You haven't heard?" Emily frowned, an expression that Van disliked on her face. Some people could frown and express mild displeasure. Emily's frown always suggested extreme displeasure, even when she was not that displeased. He didn't like the idea that she might be displeased with him.


  "Heard what?" Van took the smallest sip of ale.


  "Marshal Eamon is the acting prime minister. There was an attack on Founder's Day ... at the big celebration. It might even have been like what happened on Scandya. The entire cabinet was killed, including the minister of defense—"


  Van repressed a shiver. Like the Scandyan incident? "Did they ever discover who was behind it?"


  "They found three of the attackers, but they were killed. They were Republic citizens ... two with strong Keltyr ties ... and one from Sulyn."


  "That bothers me. I can't imagine a Keltyr tie," Van admit¬ted. "I can't imagine someone from Sulyn, at all, even given the way things have been going, because that's just not..."


  "Not what?"


  "Not the Sulynese way. We learned a long time ago that direct confrontation doesn't work unless you're the one with the power, and Sulyn certainly doesn't have that now." He pursed his lips. "Blaming it on Sulyn bothers me. A great deal."


  "It seemed strange. I can't see what either the Keltyr or, now, the Sulynese, had to gain. Neither could the ambassador here, nor Commander Mcllhenny."


  "I can't either." Van wondered if the Revenants were involved and trying to pit the two smaller powers against each other. "So the RSF is running the Republic?"


  "The marshal claims it's temporary." She glanced around and lowered her voice. "I've been looking into establishing residence here. I can't yet, not and claim retirement, and it's too hot, but..."


  Van understood. "The marshal hasn't scheduled new elec¬tions?"


  "Before next year, they say."


  "Are any of the systems unhappy ... protesting?"


  "From what we hear, most are accepting it, reluctantly. There were some protests on Sulyn." She stopped. "I'm sorry."


  "That's all right. I'd rather know."


  "They were peaceful, but the RSF still sent in a peacekeep¬ing unit, but no one was hurt. That's what we got. Some sys¬tems, the more militant ones, like Gaerloch and Coole, passed resolutions asking Marshal Eamon to run for prime minister."


  "That's ..." Van wasn't quite sure what to say. Emily looked down, and, for a long moment, there was silence.


  "You once started to say something about RSF officers," Van offered, with a smile. "A long time back. I've always wondered what it might have been."


  "You remembered that?" Her voice was not quite disbe¬lieving. "From more than three years ago?"


  "What were you going to say?" Van pressed.


  "Does it matter?"


  "It does to me. After all, I am a retired RSF officer, even if I'm only just commander of a private foundation ship. Now.... about what you almost said?"


  "You don't give up, do you?"


  "Not about some things." Van grinned.


  "Let's just say that, unlike some techs, I enjoyed working on ships and seeing new planets. My early experience with RSF officers ... well, that wasn't as favorable as it could have been. My later experiences, especially some of my very later experiences, have been more favorable."


  "You saw officers from a less than nattering position."


  "The least flattering position is from below. You see the underside of things. You know that." She smiled.


  Van just took in her smile, enjoying it.


  For a while, he could forget that he had to leave for Korkenny the next day. It had been his choice, but he wasn't looking forward to it. Then, perhaps he could link into a Republic database and find out more about the Fergus and the Collyns. Maybe.


  Chapter 57


  Traditionally, one of the fundamental questions behind every considered attempt to define ethical behavior has been whether there is an absolute standard of morality or whether ethics can be defined only in terms of an individual and the culture in which that individual lives.


  Both universal absolutism and cultural relativism are in themselves unethical. Not only is the application of universal absolutism impractical, but it can be unethical, because the uni¬verse is so complex that there are bound to be conflicts between such standards in actual application, unless, of course, the stan¬dards are so vague that they convey only general sentiments.


  "Be kind to one another" is good general guidance, but it does not qualify as an ethical standard because the range of interpretation of the meaning of "kind" is so broad as to allow individuals incredible discretion. That does not even take into account the problems when society must deal with unethical or violent individuals.


  There is indeed an ethical absolute for any situation in which an individual may find himself (or herself), but each of those absolutes exists only for that individual and that time and situation. This individual "absolutism" is not the same thing as cultural relativism, because cultures can be, and often have been, totally unethical and immoral, even by their own professed standards. That a practice or standard is cul¬turally accepted does not make it ethical. There have been cultures that thought themselves moral that practiced slavery, undertook genocide, committed infanticide, and enforced unequal rights based on gender or sexual orientation.


  The principal practical problems with individual moral absolutism are that, first, one cannot implement a workable societal moral code on that basis, and, second, that any indi¬vidual can claim unethical behaviors to be moral in a particu¬lar situation, which, given human nature, would soon result in endless self-justification for the most unethical and immoral acts. That said, the practical problems do not invali¬date absolute individual morality, only its societal applica¬tion. ...


  In practice, what is necessary for a society is a secular legal structure that affirms basic ethical principles (e.g., one should not kill, or injure others; one should not steal or deceive, etc.), and that also provides a structured forum, such as courts, in which an accused has an unbiased opportunity to show that, under the circumstances, his behavior was as moral as the sit¬uation allowed. Such a societal structure works, however, as demonstrated by history, only when the majority of individu¬als in the society are willing to sacrifice potential self-interest for the value of justice, and such societies have seldom existed for long, because most individuals eventually place immedi¬ate personal gain above long-term societal preservation.


  The faster and more widely this "gospel of greed" is adopted, the more quickly a society loses any ethical founda¬tion—and the more rapidly it sows the seeds of its own destruction....


  Values, Ethics, and Society Exton Land New Oisin, Tara 1117 S.E.


  Chapter 58


  Van straightened in the command couch, again checking the EDIs and the monitors, as the Joyau came out of jump from Winokur, after a quick delivery of the promised formulator templates. Korkenny system looked normal—no foreign war¬ships, no extra RSF ships, just a set of corvettes, one in stand-down, and two planetary patrollers in high orbit off Korkenny itself.


  Finally, after an eight-hour in-transit, during which he half dozed, he initiated contact. Korkenny orbit control, Coalition ship Joyau, requesting approach and lock assignment.


  Coalition ship, say again.


  Orbit control, this is Coalition ship Joyau, requesting approach and lock assignment. Parameters follow. Van pulsed off the mass and dimensional parameters, then waited as the Joyau eased toward the orbit control station.


  Coalition ship Joyau, you are cleared to charlie three. Request anticipated duration of lock usage. Request Galstan guarantee this time.


  Orbit control, anticipate four days, five possible, guaran¬tee follows.


  Guarantee received. Interrogative sleds for unloading.


  No sleds required until departure, control. Will request later. Van wouldn't need cargo sleds at all, but he wanted to create the impression that the Joyau would be waiting for cargo.


  In the end, he'd compromised, bringing the Joyau in under its Coalition registry, but using his Argenti identity, Viano Alberto. The identity was real, and any cross-check would show Viano Alberto as a resident alien in Silvium, employed by IIS as a director. If someone on Korkenny happened to be looking hard for Van Cassius Albert, they'd eventually won¬der. But there was no reason to believe that anyone at all except the RSF cared where Van was. He had to believe that Marshal Eamon and Sub-marshal Vickry hadn't turned the Republic into a complete police system yet, if indeed that was their intent, although Van wasn't inclined to be charitable on that point.


  He eased the Joyau into position at charlie three, then gave the signal for the dampers to engage. Control, Joyau locked in charlie three, depowering and linking this time.


  Cleared for station power, Joyau.


  Van ran through the locking and standby checklist. Then he unfastened his harness and stood. "Ser?" asked Eri from the second couch. Van nodded to the tech.


  "You're going to want me to watch the ship." That was a statement.


  "Absolutely. I may come flying back here as well. With the political upheaval in the Republic, anything could happen. Including nothing."


  "That would be best." Eri's tone indicated the improbabil¬ity of that possibility.


  Van laughed. "All we can do is see." He slipped back to his stateroom and used the equipment there to link into the sta-tionnet. The next down-shuttle to Watford was in three hours, but that would have landed him at four in the morning local time. The next one was eight hours later, and he booked a slot on it. Then he began a search of local political and economic news.


  There was little of either. Rather, there was a great volume of stories that revealed little.


  Quake Rocks Neatbrooke ... PM Eamon Cites Rising Productivity ... Korkenny Best Republic World for Health ... Eamon Urges Public Service Careers for Grads ... Nelson Kidnapper Found ...


  Business Indicators Surge After ES Restrictions Loosened...


  That headline caught Van's eye, but the details were sketchy, just saying, in effect, that the acting prime minister had lifted the most onerous of the economic security restric¬tions two weeks earlier, and that already business indicators were showing great improvement and a return to near-normal patterns. Van had to wonder, especially since none of the sto¬ries he could call up gave much more in the way of details.


  After two hours of searching, nearly fruitlessly, Van stopped, fixed a meal for the two of them, and after eating


  and cleaning up the galley, called it a day and went to bed. He got the first uninterrupted sleep in days, sleeping so long that he had to hurry to get dressed and make the down-shuttle.


  He did not reach Watford until past midday, local time, and was fortunate at that. At times, ship time ended up being not at all in synch with planetary time—or destination time. He had a reservation at the Watford Mark, in the name of Viano Alberto, because he doubted that he'd finish what he needed in one short afternoon, and he carried a small overnight case. A groundcar for hire delivered him to a modest structure in the financial area on the west side of Watford. From the buildings alone, similar but not identical, and with few frills, he would have judged that it was a commercial or financial area. US was on the second floor, up a curving ramp carpeted in a gold that had seen better days.


  He stepped inside the office.


  "Ser?" asked the older woman at the plain console.


  Van handed across the IIS datacard. "Senior Director Albert to see Director Henry." He didn't like using his real identity, but it would have revealed even more not to.


  The expression of skepticism vanished as she looked at the screen readout. "Yes, ser. Just a moment." She stood and walked to a closed door, which opened to admit her.


  Van studied the outer office, empty except for him. A plant, a semifern, stood in the corner by the window, drooping for lack of water, and the waiting area looked untouched, but dusty.


  "Director Albert?"


  Van turned.


  "Director Henry will see you."


  Van almost bridled at that. Director Henry had better see him. He smiled. 'Thank you." Then he walked through the open doorway, using his implant to pulse it shut behind him.


  Morgan Henry was as tall as Van, but heavier, especially in girth, and had faded red hair and freckles that also had light¬ened. "I must say that I hadn't expected a visit from one of the senior directors." Henry smiled broadly. Too broadly, Van felt. "Either the senior director or the managing director. It's been several years since Director Desoll was here."


  "That's true. It's one of the reasons why I was brought on board. Director Desoll felt that he couldn't cover an expand¬ing operation as thoroughly as he would like." Van returned the smile, then took the chair across from Henry without an invitation.


  As he sat there, Van used his implant to access the US rec¬ords. The direct key had been blocked, but all IIS officenets had been designed with three additional access points, avail¬able only through implants to either Trystin or Van. While Trystin had never mentioned it, it was clear enough to Van that the older man was much more than a former pilot, and that he had probably had extensive systems design training of some sort.


  "How are matters going here?" Van asked casually, even as he reached into the files on the main clients, starting with AmalGS.


  "It's been difficult, ever since the Founder's Day ... inci¬dent."


  "I'd heard about that, but in what ways has it affected IIS and its clients?" Van was trying very hard to look pleasantly attentive, watch Henry, and search the files—all simultane¬ously.


  "Rather hard to explain ..." Henry replied.


  "I understand how complex things can get, but I'd appreci¬ate your thoughts," Van pressed. As he did, he reached the last entries in the AmalGS file. The multi had accepted a tender offer from DIS, a Taran holding company headquartered in New Oisin. Even at a glance, Van could tell that the financial details made no sense from an economic or a profit point of view. More important, the takeover had been accomplished without advance notice at a routine annual meeting, and that was illegal under Korkenny planetary law, as well as under Republic law. Or it had been.


  "They have gotten very complex, Director... Albert..."


  "I can appreciate that. How are your billables? And your


  retainers? They appeared somewhat down on the last semian¬nual report." "They will be down more."


  "Can you brief me on what is happening with AmalGS? I'd be interested in why you didn't vote against the takeover by DIS? That would certainly dilute the earnings ... and it appears as though the retainer arrangement has been repudi¬ated."


  A faint sheen of perspiration had begun to coat Morgan Henry's forehead.


  "It's not that simple. Or it is. We didn't have a choice."


  "Perhaps we should meet with Managing Director Smythers, then, to discuss the matter."


  Henry shook his head. "He retired last month. Gerald Addams is the new managing director."


  Van nodded. "That would be satisfactory. Why don't you arrange an appointment for us tomorrow morning?"


  "I can arrange it for you, ser. I fear I could not make that. My daughter... she's having some delicate medical proce¬dures tomorrow."


  "Oh ... I'm sorry to hear that. What sort of procedures, if I might ask?" pressed Van, if solicitously.


  "There's a brain lesion of some sort, very near the part of the cerebellum ... very delicate."


  Van had his doubts, but didn't want to walk in and call the local partner a liar in the first hour of meeting him. "I can see your concerns. If you'd like to arrange that for me ... I'll just wait here."


  "Ah ... yes. I'll see what Maura can do."


  After Henry left his office, Van concentrated on the other client files. He only had begun to study the file on Korkenny, Ltd., when Henry returned.


  "Managing Director Addams will be most pleased to see you at ten o'clock, if that is convenient"


  "Excellent." Van smiled. "Now... I'd appreciate your views on how the Founder's Day incident affected Korkenny and IIS." Van had decided not to force the client issues. Not yet. He'd read, if quickly, the files on AmalGS, and they made little sense. He had the feeling that neither would the others, not without an extensive examination, and he didn't want to use strong-arm tactics on Henry until he knew more.


  Henry settled into his chair, forcing a smile. "You know what happened?"


  "Only that some extremists assassinated most of the Republic ministers."


  "All of them. They even destroyed the entire front of the Parliament in New Oisin. The new PM has already started reconstruction work. It may take years to restore it."


  "I understand. How did this affect Korkenny and IIS?"


  "Prime Minister Eamon declared martial law. Then he. froze all asset transfers outside the Republic until the Intelli¬gence bureau could identify the sources of funding for the assassins. That, of course, stopped our transfers of retainers and commissions to IIS Cambria. The freeze was lifted two weeks ago on all planets except for Sulyn, and, of course, those to the Keltyr. We anticipate being able to make those transfers in the next week or so. We have to wait for others. Because IIS is majority foreign-owned, they could only make payments for direct services provided by the local office ..."


  Van nodded. He had the feeling that the last sentence was the most truthful, and that Henry was hiding more than he was revealing. 'There wasn't much news about the freeze of assets."


  "No, ser. It was part of the economic security regulations. The Ministry of Economic Security sent them to all multilat-erals and financial institutions. The financial institutions had the responsibility for enforcement and for educating their customers..."


  Van had never heard of a Ministry of Economic Security. It certainly hadn't existed a year before. "Go on... What else?"


  "We all had to certify compliance. Failure to comply was a class one felony ..."


  The more Van heard, the more uneasy he became. The next day was definitely going to be a trial.


  Chapter 59


  Van didn't sleep that well, even in the luxury of the Watford Mark, but at least he didn't have nightmares. That might have been because he dozed, hardly sleeping deeply enough to dream. He got up early and used the hotel's system to try to search out more on the economic regulations that Henry had cited. There were thousands of pages of them, covering every aspect of finance and commerce. The first hundred pages were actually a preamble and rationale, beginning in true pseudolegal fashion:


  Whereas the Republic of Tara and its affiliated and associated systems and possessions have been attacked in the most heinous of fashions, and whereas this attack was made possi¬ble through funding channeled through financial channels and procedures....


  Van shook his head. Hadn't anyone asked how restricting outbound funds had any impact on the inbound transfer of credits for such terrorist activities? Or how restricting finan¬cial flows would strengthen the economy? Or what the costs and impacts would be on Taran businesses and citizens?


  He did try a search for some sort of summary, but that came up blank. Every way he worded the search referred him back to the regulations themselves. There were so many pages that he hadn't had time to assimilate even a fraction of the regulations by the time he had to eat and get ready for his meeting. Should he have asked for a later meeting? He didn't like that option, either, because the longer he stayed on Korkenny, the more likely the RSF would discover his pres¬ence. They might not, and they might not care, but Van didn't really want to risk it.


  At the same time, he had to wonder why Trystin had sug¬gested the visits. The older director never suggested anything without a purpose. Trystin clearly wanted him to discover something on his own, and Van doubted it was just that IIS was losing cash flow from the Republic. He just didn't know what it might be.


  At nine-fifty, he stepped from the groundcar-hire and into the lobby of the AmalGS building on the north side of the financial district of Watford.


  "Ser?" asked the receptionist at the console—flanked by an armed guard.


  Van turned. "Yes?"


  The receptionist stammered. "Ah ... do you have an appointment?"


  "I'm Senior Director Van Albert of IIS. I believe I have a ten o'clock appointment with Director Addams."


  "One moment, ser."


  Van waited.


  "Ah, yes, ser. The fifth floor."


  Van took the liftshaft and stepped off on the fifth floor, only to meet another receptionist. "Van Albert."


  "Yes, ser. He's expecting you in the conference room. That's the open door there."


  Conference room? That was definitely not good, but Van stepped into the small conference room. Two men were waiting.


  "Managing Director Addams." Van inclined his head, not knowing who was Addams.


  "Ah ... yes, Director Albert. I had hoped that perhaps Director Desoll might have come." The heavyset man in a black singlesuit with narrow maroon pinstripes smiled pro¬fessionally.


  "He sent me. We do have a number of planetary operations."


  "Yes ... so we understand." Addams turned to the other man in the conference room, an angular figure in dark green. "Director Albert... I'd like you to meet the Honorable Earl Roberts, the newly appointed sub-minister of economic security for Tara."


  The Honorable Earl Roberts smiled, warmly. His voice was soft, just short of sibilant, as he spoke. "A slight correc¬tion. I am the Republic sub-minister of economic security for Korkenny."


  "There is a sub-minister of economic security for each Republic planet?" "Each system."


  "Why don't we sit down," suggested Addams. "Would you like tea or care?"


  "No, thank you. Not at the moment." Van surveyed the two again before turning to Roberts. "There is a new Ministry of Economic Security? When was that established?"


  "Shortly after Marshal Eamon became acting prime minis¬ter, after the assassination of Prime Minister O'Kane. The emergency cabinet enacted it in order to prevent financial dislocation."


  "I must admit," Van said, turning back to Addams, "that I'm somewhat confused. Under Republic law, a takeover requires advance notice of at least three months to all stock¬holders at their main place of business. Neither DIS nor AmalGS provided such notice as required by law. IIS is a principal stockholder, and its main offices received no notice, and now a government ministry is involved in ratifying such a takeover. This seems irregular."


  "Irregular times often require unconventional actions," Roberts interjected. "You certainly do not have to convince me that the Economic Security Act was unconventional, but the assassination of the government was even more uncon¬ventional. Ideally, one would like to follow the old and well-established patterns. That is not always possible in a time of crisis, and this certainly is a time of crisis."


  "It would seem, only from what I have seen," Van said carefully, "that however inadvertently it may have happened, this act amounts to a repudiation of long-standing rights and principles."


  "Director, you don't have to convince me," Roberts replied sympathetically. "I understand. I certainly do. Whether I understand is not the question, however. At times, actions are taken in the best of causes which later prove to have been unwise, and at other times, actions which seemed most unwise and unpopular when taken prove to be far wiser. And when something so tragic happens, someone must be to blame, and something must be done." Roberts shrugged. "That is most unfortunate, but it is human nature. You under¬stand that, I'm certain."


  "I'm still a bit bewildered, Sub-minister," Van replied. "IIS engineered the revitalization and strengthening of AmalGS from a continental multi on the verge of bankruptcy to an economic power. I find it hard to see how an outside takeover strengthens either AmalGS or the Republic."


  "Ah, yes," Roberts said softly, almost hissing. "Here, too, we have a problem. As you know, as you must know, represent¬ing as you do, a Coalition multilateral—pardon me, a Coali¬tion foundation, all systems in the Arm are facing a threat from Revenant expansion, and that expansion is both economic and military. As a system with a unique culture and contribution to the Arm, we cannot afford to allow ourselves to be weakened."


  "I do understand that," Van replied politely, "but I fear that I may have missed something that is obvious to you, but not so apparent from studying the accounts. AmalGS is in a strong financial and economic position here on Korkenny. In fact, it is stronger than any other formulation enterprise."


  "Exactly! Exactly, my dear Director. Unfortunately, due to the past unethical and government-supported subsidization of various multilaterals in New Oisin by the Revenants, DIS was in danger of collapse. So, in order to strengthen the eco¬nomic structure of the Republic, the Ministry of Economic Security used its powers to effect a number of consolidations, and the terms of the consolidations, of course, will ensure that the revenue flows out of the Republic will be reduced to a more ... reasonable level."


  "Despite contractual agreements?"


  "Contractual laws are set by the system governments. That is a principle that dates back to Old Earth. And while such legal... differences ... have occasionally caused disagree¬ments, at this time, it would seem unlikely that the Coalition


  would wish to extend itself around Revenant territory over such a trifling matter." Roberts smiled again.


  Van returned the smile. "It is an interesting proposition, but you are obviously quite politically astute. I do have a ques¬tion. Did anyone consider the ethics of a legal maneuver that is designed to confiscate the assets of anyone whose business is deemed so vital that it receives this kind of attention?"


  "Ethics, now, Director? The first ethic is survival, and the Republic, make no mark about it, is in a conflict that will determine its survival."


  "There is survival and survival."


  "You sound like that old moralist—what was his name ... Exton something or other. I had him for a professor. That was before your time, I fear. He harbored this illusion that there was an absolute morality to any situation. Of course, he couldn't ever define it, and what good was that? In the end those with the power define the ethics."


  Van wasn't about to argue with Roberts. "And the Repub¬lic has defined them." He nodded and stood. "I appreciate the clarifications and explanations, and I wish you both well." He looked to Addams.


  Neither man replied or spoke until they thought Van was out of hearing distance.


  "... not happy..."


  "... can't do anything ... have to live with it, like every¬one else..."


  Van and US might indeed, but he wanted to find out more about what Morgan Henry had been up to before he left Korkenny, and he still had six hours before the shuttle to orbit control.


  Although it was still before noon when Van returned to the local IIS office, it was closed, and Morgan Henry and his aide had left. Van walked in, used his passcodes for access, and reset all the security features so that only he—or Trystin— had access to the accounts and the data.


  The moment he looked at Henry's office, and saw that all personal items had vanished, he knew that he had locked the doors far too late. Still, he needed to find out just what had happened. After a deep breath, he accessed the files, half-wondering why Henry hadn't just blanked them. Then he shook his head. That would have alerted IIS headquarters even sooner, and it wouldn't have done any good, because the files were automatically duplicated and stored through Cam¬brian Holdings. Any attempt to change that might have been successful in destroying part of the files, but it would have triggered an immediate alert. Van got to work.


  The AmalGS takeover had occurred three months earlier, but there was no record of any message or notification to the IIS main office on Perdya. Nor was there any record of any communication to either Van or Trystin.


  Van began to search, going through all the IIS clients on Korkenny.


  The three largest had been acquired by larger New Oisin-based multilaterals, and all in the last few months.


  Then Van began to study the office accounts themselves. There was also a pattern there. Large sums had been charged to the office operating accounts, and all to a company that had not appeared on the books before nine months previous—H. Morgan Company—-clearly a sham front set up by Henry. That certainly confirmed Van's initial impression of the man. The invoices were for proprietary information research.


  Van kept digging. There were no deliverables from H. Morgan, and no records of anything except the invoices themselves. He tried the contact links, but those simply led to a simmie receptionist who delivered a perfunctory request to leave a message.


  While there was no way that Henry could have diverted the revenues from the clients, because those were paid directly to the transfer account of Cambrian Holdings, with only a per¬centage coming back to the local office, in the short run, no one would have objected to invoices for research. That was the IIS business. But Henry must have known that someone would check, and that meant he hadn't expected to be around that long.


  Van leaned back in Henry's chair.


  What could he do? IIS had effectively lost the majority of revenue from the larger clients, except what it might receive in dividends—if any of the merged multilateral even paid such. The way the revenue streams were being diluted, within a year, seventy percent of all revenues from IIS investments in Korkenny would vanish—legally under the new Republic law. Without US support and information, AmalGS would be far less profitable, but that didn't seem to matter to Sub-minister Roberts.


  Van had felt like murdering Roberts, but killing one snake in the pit wouldn't solve the problem. In fact, it would proba¬bly make matters worse, because the politicians would quickly seize on such a murder as vindication of their charge that the Republic's economy was under siege.


  For the moment, Van's best bet was to transfer all assets of the office to the accounts in Cambrian Holdings and arrange for the office to be closed. He doubted that even Sub-minister Roberts would take on Cambrian Holdings—not as the largest Coalition financial institution and one of the largest, if not the largest, in the Arm.


  And then he needed to leave Watford and Korkenny.


  Chapter 60


  Van sat in the cockpit trying to use his implant to find out what was wrong with the jump generators, but the diagnostic stated, Jump generator is normal. No deficiencies detected. He tried again and got the same message. No deficiencies detected.


  "The jump system is fine," stated Baile from the command couch. His silver hair glinted, as though it were almost blond, and his face was unlined and composed as he reached for the red jump button.


  Van nipped off his harness and lurched to grab the com¬mander's hand, but he was too late.


  "No!"


  Pain red flared across him.


  Abruptly, he sat up in his too-wide bunk, sweating.


  Once more, the nightmare had seemed all too real. He sat there in the bunk, blotting the sweat off his forehead, trying to cool down and dry off.


  The Joyau was on the outer leg of the outbound transit to the jump zone—the part above the ecliptic and well away from the inner planets of the Korkenny system—and Van was trying to get some sleep, with the system set to wake him if the monitors detected anything remotely within range.


  Absently, he linked to the ship, but the Joyau was still three hours from the earliest possible jump point, and there were no ships in the outer part of the system, except for a handful of belt miners, and they were a quarter of the way around the system and inward.


  Van blotted his forehead again.


  Why was he having nightmares about the Fergus—and Commander Baile?


  Abruptly, he stiffened, finally recalling what had eluded him before. Baile had said he was from Weathe. Was that important? His subconscious seemed to feel it was, but the more rational side of his mind couldn't say why.


  He stretched out on the bunk once more in the darkness. There was something else about the dream... but he couldn't place that either.


  After a time, he drifted back into an uneasy doze.


  Chapter 61


  Just before heading out into Weathe orbit station one, Van stood by the ship lock and looked at Eri. "I don't know how long I'll be gone. If you don't hear from me in two days, seal the ship and send the emergency message."


  "I won't have to do that." Eri's look was somber. "Do not stay planetside too long."


  "I hope I don't have to. I'm not going as me, and I'm not announcing my presence in advance." Just before leaving the Korkenny system and jumping to Weathe, Van had retuned the drives of the Joyau to Argenti standard, then called up the matching registration. The Joyau had become the Palabra, registered out of Silvium.


  "Good," Eri replied.


  Van made his made along the gray corridors of Weathe orbit station toward the shuttle. No one paid him much atten¬tion, and even with his implant he could detect no unusual communications around him. As in the case of Korkenny, his news searches had revealed little at all, except that member¬ship in the Christos Revivos was increasing and that the Eco¬nomic Security Act was also in place in Weathe, but from the general sources, Van couldn't possibly tell to what degree it had affected IIS.


  As he had told Eri, Van had not sent word ahead. At two o'clock in the afternoon, local time, he just appeared outside the small office off Marquis Boulevard and walked in, past the bored attendant in the main lobby.


  The woman inside the IIS office looked up as Van stood there. "How did you get in? We're closed."


  Van reached out with his implant, and froze the entire sys¬tem, except for the comm net. "I'm Director Van Albert, from IIS headquarters." Trystin didn't call it that, but Van had already discovered that it helped. "I'm looking for Jameson Pettridge."


  "Ah ... Mr. Pettridge ... he isn't here. He won't be back today."


  "Can you reach him?" "Ah..."


  "I left the communications link open. Tell him I'd very much like to see him. Now. I'll wait in his office."


  Pettridge had added a protocol to his door locks, but they were simple enough that Van only stood there for a moment before the door opened. He could overhear the woman.


  "Mr. Pettridge ... there's a Director Albert here ... has to be him. He took control of the entire system ... doesn't look too pleased, I have to say."


  Van wasn't pleased, although he hadn't yet discovered whether Jameson Pettridge was someone with whom to be pleased or displeased. He settled into Pettridge's chair and unfroze the system, beginning to search through the records.


  By the end of the first client record—that of Weathe Mercantile—Van was nodding, especially after he noted Pettridge's successful thwarting of a proposed acquisition by—once again, DIS. Van had to wonder who was behind DIS, relatives of the military cabal under Marshal Eamon? Or was the Ministry of Economic Security just trying to con¬solidate as many multis as possible to simplify oversight and control?


  Van had just started on the records for ForCom when he sensed someone entering the office. He stood and walked to the door.


  'This is Mr. Pettridge," offered the assistant whose name Van did not know.


  Pettridge was a thin, earnest-looking man, neither young nor old, wearing a conservative blue singlesuit.


  "Van Albert."


  "I'd hoped someone would come," Pettridge offered, "but I got no response ..." "How did you send it?"


  "Standard interstellar, encrypted. I've sent one almost every week with updates."


  "If you'd show me." Van gestured toward the office, clos¬ing the door behind them.


  Pettridge called up the comm files, and Van ran through them, projecting a holo of each as he read them. Then he looked over at the younger man. "Very thorough. The only problem is that we never got any of them. That's one of the reasons I'm here."


  "You think... the government... ?" Pettridge shook his head. "I knew they were pushing for nationalization of outside assets. They aren't calling it that, but that's what it amounts to."


  "That was when you tried to send the first message."


  "I sent it." Pettridge frowned, then fumbled through the office net to the accounts. "There." He projected the commu¬nications billings. "We were billed for each of them."


  Van nodded. That was something that Pettridge was unlikely to have been able to fake, and Van had the feeling that the man was truly honest. "So you've opposed these efforts?"


  "I've managed to throw up every legal block that I can," Pettridge said. "So far, we've kept all but Ensign from being acquired. With the Ensign deal, the terms were so advanta¬geous there was no real way to block the acquisition, but we were able to insist on cash rather than equity. That was closed last week. The IIS share was significant, close to twenty mil¬lion, and that was deposited directly in the local Cambrian Holdings. I checked on that to make sure."


  Pettridge looked almost defiant.


  Van laughed. "Actually, Mr. Pettridge, from what I have already seen, you've been very resourceful, and very indus¬trious." Not to mention honorable, Van reflected. "I don't have as much time as I would like. So why don't you take me through each of the clients quickly, and give me a quick report?"


  "Yes, ser." Pettridge cleared his throat, then called up the Weathe Mercantile account. "DIS was here on Weathe before the ink was dry on the economic security regulations. They've had—DIS, I mean—terrible cash flow problems, and they've been looking for smaller multis with cash poten¬tial all over the Republic ..."


  Van listened for almost two hours. His own cross-checking through the records convinced him that Pettridge had been both honest and effective.


  "... so, even with all the troubles, we've managed to gen¬erate revenues around seventy percent of the previous year, and that doesn't count the cash from the Ensign acquisition. That, I feel, is a solid effort in difficult times ..."


  More like miraculous, Van thought. "Mr. Pettridge. You've behaved honorably and well. Unlike some. For that, you'll be recognized and rewarded. Director Desoll and I will do our best to see to that."


  "I've done what I thought best, ser."


  "You've done well," Van said. "Very well."


  "Thank you."


  "We need to handle one other matter." Van accessed the office systems, which had far greater scope than anything available to the Joyau through the orbit station, and put in an inquiry for Commander James Baile, RSF. The response was near-instantaneous. There were only two references.


  Van read the first, then the second, frowning.


  "What is it?" asked Pettridge.


  Van had the office systems print both even as he reread the second article once more.


  James P. Baile, Commander, RSF. 14 Quatre 1131 N.E. James P. Baile died suddenly of natural causes while on home leave between RSF assignments ... survived by Merilee Watkins, former wife, and three children ...


  Both articles had the same date, and that date was one month before the Fergus had been transferred to Scandya.


  Van studied the accompanying holo of the late com¬mander. So far as he could recall, the man was the same, except Baile looked older in the holo image than he had in relieving Van.


  Abruptly, Van understood the meaning of his nightmare.


  He rose quickly, then stopped. He couldn't catch the up-shuttle to orbit control any sooner.


  "What's the matter?" asked Pettridge.


  "It's something involving another project," Van replied. "I never thought it would come up here, but it's something I'll have to deal with much sooner than I'd ever thought." He tried to offer a smile that didn't appear forced. "You've done a praiseworthy job here under very difficult conditions, and I will make sure the managing director knows this. Thank you very much."


  Van paused. He had transfer access, even on Weathe. "Just a moment." He went to the office systems once more, access¬ing Cambrian Holdings, and making the transaction. "You'll find that there's an immediate fifty-thousand-credit bonus in your account. Until we see where everything is going, I can't promise more, although I will recommend more. But you deserve immediate recognition for honesty and hard work."


  For a moment, Pettridge just stood there.


  "Go ahead, you can check it, if you don't believe me."


  Hesitantly, Pettridge accessed his account. "I don't know what to say."


  "You don't have to. We appreciate your work." Van stood. "Keep doing the best you can. That's all we can ask." Pettridge smiled, broadly. "What about your assistant?" Van asked. "Annabel? She works very hard." "Say ... five thousand?" Van asked. "She would be pleased."


  'Tell her that we took your recommendation for her bonus." Van made the second transfer, then picked up his case and opened the office door.


  Back in the front office, he turned to Pettridge. "Thank you very much. I appreciate your willingness to come in on such short notice. As I said before, you've done an excellent job under difficult conditions." He looked at the assistant. "Good day, Annabel. Keep up the good work."


  The woman smiled, but Van could sense the puzzlement behind the professional expression.


  Once outside the building and out in the late afternoon sunlight, Van accessed the publicnet and called for a ground-car. He waited less than three minutes before a green ground-car appeared. He slipped into the car.


  "Where to?" asked the woman driving.


  "Is there a good restaurant near the shuttle terminal?"


  "Alkady's isn't bad."


  "We'll try it."


  "Alkady's it is."


  As the driver eased away from the building, Van noted a dark gray vehicle pull out, but it dropped back, then turned. Was he becoming paranoid, looking at every shadow?


  Alkady's had a green-and-white-striped awning, covering outside tables that were not being used in the coolish fall eve¬ning. That was one aspect of interstellar travel that had always fascinated Van—that he could go from summer to winter or spring in days.


  The host escorted him to an inside booth, paneled in dark-varnished rough wood. There, Van studied the menu, quickly, and was ready when the server appeared.


  "What's the best meal you have that isn't fish?" Van asked.


  "The golden pheasant," replied the server.


  "I'll have it, with a pale ale."


  "O'Reilly's all right?"


  "Fine." Van had never heard of O'Reilly's, but he wasn't a connoisseur, either.


  The O'Reilly's was an undistinguished pale ale, but not objectionable, and he was thirsty, and hungry. The pheasant was better, although he pushed aside much of the fruit com¬pote, and the red potatoes were excellent.


  Later, when Van stepped from Alkady's into the twilight, he glanced around. Parked down the side street was a dark gray groundcar. He wasn't certain, but he thought it was the same one.


  Quickly, he stepped back into the restaurant, where he motioned to the host.


  "Is there a tube train that goes from the shuttle terminal?" "Of course, ser."


  "Where's the nearest station that's not at the terminal?" "That'd be eight blocks north, off Pearse. Pearse and Cele¬bration, rightly." "Thank you."


  Van called for another groundcar, waiting inside until a beige vehicle appeared. Then he stepped outside and into the vehicle.


  "Where to, ser?"


  Van could tell immediately that the groundcar was oper¬ated by some security service, with the overlaid comm sys¬tems. Immediately, he began to cough, leaning forward for a moment, while trying with his implant to disable the comm-transmitting nodes. Then he straightened. "Sorry. Up Pearse, north, probably six or seven blocks. I'll recognize the place." "You're in charge, ser."


  Heading up Pearse. Says he'll say when to stop...


  Van smiled to himself, noting that the driver had no idea his transmission had not gone out. He began to explore the comm system, through his implant, and after less than a block, disabled the link between the receiver and the repeater.


  The driver concealed a worried expression as the car passed one cross street, then another. Van saw the sign for Celebration and said. "Here."


  "Ah... ten creds."


  Van pulsed the credits to the machine, then counterfeited the acceptance, which unlocked the doors, and stepped out. He walked briskly to the archway and down the ramp, amid a handful of others. No one seemed to be following. Whether his maneuver would work, he had no idea, but he had time to spare. No one looking suspicious—or registering a security-type link—neared him on the platform or on the short ride back to the station serving the terminal. There he walked up to the departure consoles. He had no doubts that they were alerted.


  So, standing behind two other travelers, a tallish man and a squarish woman in brilliant green, he began to probe the nets. "Ser?"


  Van stepped forward, speaking in Hispyn, "The shuttle to orbit one, and then, a passage to Lanford on the first shuttle in the morning."


  The clerk officer looked blankly at him.


  Van repeated his request, again in Hispyn, still probing the console.


  She shrugged helplessly.


  Van spoke in Old Anglo, slowly, and haltingly. "I would like ... one passage ... to orbit one. The next shuttle. Then I would like ... one passage ... for the shuttle ... down ... to Lanford ... in the morning ..." "Your datacard, ser."


  Van extended it, the one with the identity of Viano Alberto, knowing he couldn't block the outgoing, but that he could block any hold coming back in. But, so far as he could tell, there wasn't any alarm.


  "You are confirmed, ser. Thank you. You go through the portals there." She pointed.


  "Thank you." Van nodded politely.


  He watched the portals. Again, no one stopped him.


  Whoever had been following and watching him had either been thrown off the trail, or was just watching, or did not want to act in the open. That was clear... for the moment.


  He also knew two other things. He wasn't about to return to Republic space and control under anything close to his own name. But he was going to return—he knew he had to— regardless of the folly of it, to get answers to questions he had let go for too long, because nowhere else could he dis¬cover what had truly happened to the Fergus.


  And he couldn't spend the rest of his life fighting night¬mares or consider himself even halfway ethical unless and until he found that out.


  Chapter 62


  For all his impatience, Van did not take the Joyau straight to Tara, but instead made a jump to another system—one only numbered as Y-3134U—a binary system with uninhabited planets and complex orbitals. There he parked the Joyau just outside the no-jump zone.


  He'd checked the comparators and made some calcula¬tions. Had he made an immediate jump, he would have arrived in New Oisin on a threeday, and that would have meant spending too much time on Tara before he could act. He needed to time his arrival for about noon on a fiveday, New Oisin planetary time. That way he could take down an afternoon or evening shuttle, spend sixday making his prepa¬rations, then act over the enddays.


  He also needed some time to think.


  Sitting in his stateroom, he read over the hard copy of Baile's obituary. The commander had been reported dead a month before he relieved Van, but the "Baile" who had relieved Van had had official orders. Further, the RSF had effectively acknowledged his command, and the fact that the Fergus had remained off Scandya orbit station for nearly a month being repaired indicated to Van that "Baile" had not been acting contrary to RSF directives. And Van had even talked to the man. Whatever else it signified, it was clear to Van that "Baile" had been acting under the orders and direc¬tion of the RSF, or of someone highly placed in the RSF—or both.


  Then, there was the Founder's Day massacre of the Republic government. The general methodology had been similar to that used by the Revenants on Scandya. Van didn't believe that the Revenants had done it, but who besides the RSF in Tara had known that much about the methodology?


  Add to that the fact that Van was the only survivor of the Fergus's encounter off Scandya and that the Fergus itself was lost or destroyed, or both. He had to wonder. Had someone in the RSF just wanted the Fergus lost in order to get support for more modem ships? If so, what did that say about die RSF? And what about the attempts to murder Van himself?


  Had Trystin played any role in it all?


  Van considered.


  He doubted it. There were too many aspects of the mess that Trystin didn't know, and couldn't have known, things that Van alone knew and had never mentioned. Trystin had his own agenda, and part of that was using Van's troubles with the RSF to get Van into IIS and into the clandestine war—and it was a war—against the Revenants. But IIS had offices in many Republic systems, and Trystin hadn't talked or acted against the Republic in the way he had against the Revenants.


  Van still worried about Trystin's obsession—or near obsession with ethics, but after dealing with both Morgan Henry and Jameson Pettridge, Van had to admit that he defi¬nitely preferred ethics over unbridled self-interest, or what Trystin might have called the personal big kill.


  The more Van thought, though, the more he realized that he still didn't know quite enough, no matter what he sus¬pected, and that meant, in the end, he would have to go through with the plan that he only had half-formulated.


  He walked back to Eri's stateroom, knocking on the door. "Eri..."


  "Yes, ser?"


  "Tell me again what we have in the way of personal gadg¬ets, weapons, tools, and dirty tricks ..."


  Van hoped some of them would fit into his plans.


  Chapter 63


  Van straightened in the command couch. He had to concen¬trate on the approach and docking. What came afterward would be more difficult and nerve-wracking than any space combat he'd been in—at least for him.


  Tara orbit control two, Hyndji commercial ship Daiphur, on approach. Request locking assignment.


  Daiphur, stand by, continue low-power approach.


  Control two, Daiphur continuing approach this time. Was there traffic he couldn't see, shielded by the bulk of the sta¬tion, or a ship delocking? Van knew he was being oversensi¬tive, but it was hard to avoid such feelings.


  Several minutes passed.


  Daiphur, sorry for the delay. Cleared to charlie five this time. Maintain low-power approach. Standing by for authori¬zation transfer at your convenience.


  Control, Daiphur. Authorization follows. Van pulsed the credit authorization, this one drawn on the Dhyli Trust.


  Authorization received. Thank you. You are cleared to lock, charlie five. Report depowering and switch to station power.


  Control, Daiphur, will do.


  Van guided the ship around the station and into position off lock charlie five, then slowly eased the Daiphur/Joyau into the dampers. The faintest clunk echoed through the hull. Van winced. He'd touched in a little hard.


  After scanning the indicators, he activated the ship's damper receptors, then dropped the ship gravity to nil.


  Control, Daiphur, ship gravity is nil. Switching to station power this time.


  Daiphur, thank you. Have a pleasant stay.


  Van brought up the ship gravity to one gee on station power. He unfastened his harness and looked at Eri. "I have a few things to do before I head out."


  "Then you had better do them." The impish expression fol¬lowed the words.


  "I love you, too."


  Eri laughed.


  Van walked back to his stateroom. He'd need a shower and fresh clothes. But first, he connected to the Taran net through the orbit control station. He made a down-shuttle reservation, then one for a return on eightday. Then he secured accommo¬dations for S.V. Moorty at the Old Dubhlyner, the luxury accommodations closest to RSF headquarters.


  He had decided against making any news or information requests from the ship, except for the most recent general news, the sort of request any ship or business might make. He wanted no trails back to the ship itself, nor did he want to alert RSF security in advance.


  Before cleaning up, he scanned the planetary and local New Oisin news. There was little of interest, except for sev¬era! articles on the increased income tax levies required for the buildup in the RSF—with close to twenty new ships being built over the next five years. Marshal Eamon cited "the threat to the Republic posed by those who would use any tool and any subterfuge to overthrow our way of life and our traditions."


  Van wasn't honestly sure which threat was greater—the marshal or the Revenants. He suspected that the marshal was a more imminent threat, and perhaps greater in a way, because if the marshal succeeded in creating a more tightly controlled society, many people might well welcome a Revenant takeover—or just stand by.


  He cleaned up and dressed, wearing a tan singlesuit with a deep brown jacket over it, then picked up the carry bag. In the bottom was Van's uniform, under some other clothing and toiletries. Scanners wouldn't show it as any different from other clothing, and he'd put the insignia in a small bag inside the underwear. He'd just have to chance explaining it if he were stopped for a hand inspection.


  Also in his long wallet were several datacards, specially created through the ship's capabilities and Eri's skills. He had no weapons, although the carryall contained a nanite bodyshield, its components split into apparently innocent items. With what he planned, weapons would merely be a distraction and a certain way to get in trouble with orbit sta¬tion security.


  He glanced around the stateroom. He wasn't looking for¬ward to the next few days, but if he didn't at least try, he'd regret it and be bothered with it—and the damned night¬mares—for the rest of his life.


  A rueful smile crossed his face. If he botched it, though, he wouldn't have any life left in which to regret anything. The choices weren't exactly wonderful. He stepped out of the stateroom that had been as much home as anything over the past several years.


  Eri was standing by the ship lock. "Don't force your way."


  Van smiled. "Not too much, anyway."


  She nodded somberly. "I will see you on eightday."


  "Eightday," Van affirmed. "Or sooner."


  The moment he cleared the Joyau's lock, he could sense the scanners. There was no feedback, and he kept walking along the corridor until he reached the immigration consoles, short of the shuttle area. There, without a word, he tendered the datacard and waited.


  "Ser Moorty?" asked the official at the shuttle console.


  "Yes?" Van replied.


  "Where will you be staying in New Oisin?"


  "Three days. I have a reservation at the Old Dubhlyner. That is satisfactory, is it not?" replied Van, using a stiffer form of Anglo, one appropriate to an educated outsider.


  "Oh, yes, ser. It's a fine place."


  Van bet the poor immigration officer couldn't have afforded a single night there, but then, one of the purposes of spending the credits was to create the impression of a wealthy businessman. Then, in a way, Van reflected, he was, although he'd never thought of it that way before.


  He had to wait almost an hour before boarding the shuttle, and once on board, he listened for most of the descent, his eyes closed, and his hearing implant-boosted.


  "... can't believe all the questions they asked ..."


  "... looking for someone, you think?"


  "... more like they're profiling ... anyone tall and fair, especially blond..."


  "... anyone coming from a Revenant system, you think?"


  "... not at war... can't cut off travel, you know ..."


  Van wondered about that.


  "... Sulynese ... might revolt... spoiled people ..." "... bad as the Kelts ..."


  "... worse ... ask me ... never trust black Tarans ..." "... some are all right..." "... name one ..."


  Van winced at the silence that followed.


  Once the shuttle had grounded and glided to the disem¬barking point, Van moved decisively, but not hastily. When he left the disembarking corridor, he found himself opposite another line of consoles, each manned by another junior functionary. Overhead, there were remote arms emplace¬ments, not visible except through Van's implant. Both the remote stunners and the consoles had been added since Van's last trip to New Oisin.


  In a strictly logical fashion, neither made sense. But the additions made political and emotional sense, because Mar¬shal Eamon could claim that the Republic was under attack and all steps were being taken to protect its citizens.


  Van took the console with the shortest line, where he ten¬dered, once more, the datacard.


  "Ser? What is your purpose in visiting New Oisin?"


  "It is business." Van waited. "I am with Vishava Securi¬ties."


  "Are you carrying more than ten thousand credits or any convertible bonds in excess of that amount?"


  "No. We operate through the standard clearinghouses."


  "Are you carrying any personal weapons? That includes knives, swords, anything with a blade longer than six cen¬timeters ..."


  "No."


  The functionary scanned the low holo projection before him, then nodded. He handed Van back the card for S. V. Moorty. "Thank you, ser."


  "Thank you." Van nodded politely and picked up the overnight bag, moving out through the portals to find a groundcar. Outside, the sun was beginning to set, and he waited behind a couple and an RSF major. The next groundcar rolled past him, without stopping, as did the one following.


  Van frowned. Were they worried about a single dark-skinned male?


  The next car, a deep blue with a diamond symbol and the single word MEERSCHAUM within the diamond, stopped.


  "The Old Dubhlyner, if you please."


  "Old Dubhlyner ... that it is, ser."


  Van studied the groundcar and, with his implant, the simple comm gear. The groundcar was just that, a groundcar for hire.


  "Have you been here before, ser?" asked the groundcar driver.


  "I have not."


  "After ten at night, best you take a groundcar, and from a public place, too." "There is unrest?" Van asked.


  "Been unrest ever since the assassinations. Maybe you didn't hear about them ... Kelt agents cut down most of the government on Founder's Day. Cruel thing it was, and worst of all was that the one who helped them was from one of our own troubled planets."


  "I had heard there had been trouble."


  "Well... the young hotheads, now they think that anyone who's tall and fair, with dark hair, is a Kelt, and some of them go after anyone who looks different... know what I mean."


  Van feared he did. He shook his head, both for himself and for the persona of S. V. Moorty. He hadn't planned any phys¬ical exploring. He'd actually designed a careful publicnet search for telltale information, the sort that would be in char¬acter for S. V. Moorty—mostly—as well as a search of the reports on the Founder's Day incident. That might offer a few keys.


  Van hoped it did, but he couldn't rely on hope.


  Chapter 64


  On sixday, Van was up early, eating in his room, then prepar¬ing for the day ahead. His "research" of the night before had been less than conclusive. Not all new members of the gov¬ernment were military, but Marshal Eamon and the RSF con¬trolled the key ministries—External Security, Internal Security, and Finance. They also seemed to have public sup¬port. Van could not find even hidden references to unrest— except on Sulyn—and that meant that there wasn't much or


  that Internal Security had an iron hand on things, or some of each. The lack of symptoms was disturbing enough.


  After dressing, Van looked in the mirror—a replica Neo-Yeatsian mirror, typical of the decor of the Old Dubhlyner, and checked the RSF commodore's uniform a last time. He'd never thought that he'd wear it again—and certainly not under the present circumstances. He also never thought he'd have to be wearing a nanite bodyshield as well. Fortunately, the long formal uniform blouse neatly covered the waist pow-erpack.


  There were only a handful of senior black Taran officers, but all of them—and Van—bore a certain similarity—golden bronze skins, rather than black or cocoa, straight hair, and fine features. Even before the more recent troubles, black Tarans with truly dark skins, like Dad Almaviva, had had trouble entering the RSF officer corps.


  He waited until the corridor outside his room was empty, then made his way to the lift and down to the main lobby. No one even seemed to look his way as he walked outside and took a groundcar for the less than a klick ride to the RSF headquarters complex on Tarahill, the low-rise on the north side of New Oisin.


  Like most military headquarters, the RSF building had compartmentalized security. Any officer could enter the "public" areas on the main floor. But above that and in the rear wings, access was much tighter, with projected screens and even weapons emplacements. The first day's expedition was strictly reconnaissance, and to see if the combination of Eri's tech work and Van's implant could handle the security in the way, Van thought they could.


  At seven-forty, along with a number of other officers, mainly majors and commanders, Van walked up to the main entryway and offered his RSF datacard, which was but slightly altered, in that it would register as Van on the entry console display, but the memory would show a name picked in rotation through a series of other names of other RSF offi¬cers, gleaned from Van's memory and records, and report them as having passed the security checkpoint, leaving no record of one Van Cassius Albert.


  The central database would doubtless report the oddity, but unless the RSF wanted to shut down the entire HQ building, and compare person to datacard, one at a time, in an override mode, dealing with close to ten thousand individuals, they'd have great difficulty ferreting out one officer. The guard barely blinked as he scanned the card and nodded. "Good day, ser."


  "Carry on." Van moved briskly, at the pace of an officer on his way to work.


  He had already decided that Sub-marshal Vickry's office was one target. Vickry had to know what had gone on, and Van doubted strongly that all the information was contained just in Vickry's mind. He did not head for the sub-marshal's office immediately, not with the morning influx of officers and support personnel, but toward the small senior officers' mess, really a glorified set of formulator bays and tables where it would not be out of place for a visiting commodore to stop and sit and wait.


  Van used the blank datacard, one with credits on it, and no ED, to get himself a mug of very strong cafe and a scone. A man with a scone was always less suspect than one with merely a mug of cafe. Then he took one of the small empty tables near the archway that led to the ramps up to the second level.


  There, he slowly sipped the cafe, with a very occasional bite of the scone, and listened, letting his implant and the analyzer that Eri had programmed that looked like a datac¬ard, scan the security challenges at the top of the ramp.


  "... glad it's sixday ..."


  "... been a long week..."


  "... hear about the Revs trying to take over another blind zone system ..." "... which one this time?" "... don't recall..."


  Van wanted to lean forward. Instead, he took another sip of cafe and waited, listening.


  "... some place spinward ... Shannar, that was it... halfway between Hyndji and Argenti systems ..."


  Shannar? The name was vaguely familiar.


  "... might as well let them have it... if it's a blind zone..."


  "... cuts two ways ... could marshal a fleet there ... never know ..."


  "... closer to the Kelts ..."


  "... can't trust them, either... not after the assassina¬tions ..."


  The voices of the two majors faded away as they passed the security checkpoint at the top of the ramp.


  Van checked the time again. Eight-twenty. Still not late enough. He took a sip of the now-cool cafe.


  Two junior commanders walked up the ramp.


  "... we still on for tomorrow?"


  "Why wouldn't we be? Unless you're getting tired of get¬ting whipped?"


  "Last sevenday, you got whipped. Remember? I was think¬ing about..."


  "That won't change anything. Vice marshal says every¬thing on Sulyn's quiet now. Same on Kerry."


  Quiet on Sulyn? That could have a number of meanings. Van decided to finish the scone and the too-cold cafe. Before leaving the senior officers' mess, he linked with the analyzer, through the implant, then transferred the information and the recommended protocol. Finally, he stood, brushed off the uniform, leaving the mug and plate on the table as he walked toward the ramp.


  The security net reached out, and Van offered the hand¬shake through the implant. Eri's handiwork was good, and there wasn't even a blip or hesitation as the security system announced, Cleared, Commodore Albert.


  Van walked briskly down the corridor. The entire south wing was devoted to the public affairs section—door after door, all dealing with the presentation of the RSF to the public through the media. He'd passed the offices once before, when he'd been in headquarters to be debriefed and retired, but hadn't really noticed. He wanted to shake his head.


  At the end of the south wing, Van turned right and followed the corridor—this time past the offices of the marshal for M&P—maintenance and procurement. All told, there were only four doorways that he passed. An entire corridor for public relations—and just a third of one for the acquisition and maintenance of an entire fleet and all the outlying sta¬tions, installations, and associated equipment. Dad Cicero could have expressed it logically. Van couldn't, only that it felt insanely wrong.


  Ahead of him, halfway along the west corridor, Van could sense the second security check area—the one surrounding the intelligence and strategy offices.


  There was no one ahead of him, and no way to check whether his implant and what he'd gathered so far would work. He paused, glancing around, as if he had missed where he was supposed to go, all the time letting the analyzer scan the screens.


  Surprisingly enough, at least to Van, the analyzer reported that the protocols were almost identical to the lower security screen.


  Van straightened, like a man who had regained his bear¬ings, and walked straight toward the hidden screens and the equally concealed stunners above them in the high ceiling. Again, he offered the security handshake, linked to his modi¬fied ID datacard. He also kept the analyzer focused on the system.


  This time, there was the faintest hesitation before the sys¬tem offered him clearance.


  As he walked past the unseen screen, Van just hoped that each successive clearance did not get harder. He also worried about his return, since the systems did not discriminate direc-tionally.


  He continued past a closed and unmarked door, one with a separate clearance system that probably belonged to the RSF office of intelligence and strategy. The next door was the one that Van had entered before, the outer office of those associ¬ated with Sub-marshal Victory.


  Van paused short of the door, reading the outside inscrip¬tions and letting the analyzer pick up what it could. His implant detected nothing, as if whatever security system existed was independent of the building system and had been placed on standby for the workday.


  He continued along the corridor, past the office of Marshal Connolly, the chief of RSF intelligence and strategy. He did not pause this time, but continued to the end of the corridor, where he turned into the fresher facility. Not only did it give him a reason for stopping, but after the cafe and his nervous¬ness, he needed to use those facilities.


  He took his time, then returned the way he had come.


  He stopped at the main office of public affairs, where he stepped inside.


  "Ser?" asked the young-looking major crossing the outer office.


  "I was looking for the hard copy releases—yesterday's and today's ... the marshal..."


  Van looked apologetic, with the kind of expression that suggested he knew that there was no reason to want paper copies, but that he'd been asked.


  The major laughed. "Yes, ser. It happens. Just a moment."


  Within several minutes, the officer returned with a folder, moderately thick. "Every office in headquarters has been down here this morning."


  "One of those days," Van replied. "Thank you."


  "No problem, ser."


  Van took the folder and made his way out, heading down the ramp to the main level, still wondering exactly what happened to be in the folders. That could wait until later. He had a few more "errands" to run, including walking close enough to sev¬eral other RSF buildings to check out their security systems.


  Then, he would have a long afternoon taking apart what he'd discovered. With all that effort, inspiration, and luck, he hoped he could develop what he needed for sevenday.


  Chapter 65


  On sevenday morning, at eight-forty, before leaving his room in the Old Dubhlyner, Van took a last look in the mirror. The greens would have to do, although he doubted any of the handful of Marine guards would quibble because his uniform was more formal than usual on a sevenday. He had very little in the way of weapons, merely the transparent knife hidden in his left boot and the length of cord within his belt. He also checked the bodyshield as well, one last time, before slipping out into the empty corridor of the hotel, although he left it on standby. Even in fall, it was far too hot to keep on except when absolutely necessary. He carried a thin datacase, in which there was nothing except a thin black tunic.


  Between what he'd learned from the analyzer, Eri's obser¬vations and instructions, and his own insights from his RSF service, Van was hopeful that he could not only reenter the RSF headquarters, but find the information that he knew must exist... somewhere. In most RSF installations, there were always officers who worked the enddays, and a com¬modore was senior enough not to be questioned and junior enough that his presence wouldn't be noted as unusual.


  The night before, he'd read through the hardcopy press releases he'd gathered for cover, particularly because he'd wondered why so many offices had been interested, but the only one that seemed of interest was the budget for the RSF for the coming fiscal year. The proposed increases in the number of capital ships had confirmed Van's feelings about the new government's less-than-peaceful inclinations, although some increase was certainly warranted in light of Revenant activities. The second number that had puzzled Van was the increase in fuel mass expenditures and torps, although the rationale had stated that, given the lack of sur¬plus capacity within the Republic, those items had to be acquired over several years before and during the construc-tion of additional vessels so that adequate supplies would be available. The third number was one that just plain disturbed him, and that was the increased funding for "domestic peace¬keeping." The rationale there was given as the growing need to maintain control over systems or areas within the Republic where outside subversion threatened domestic stability and economic growth.


  Van pushed those thoughts aside as he stepped out of the Old Dubhlyner to get in the groundcar for hire that would take him to the headquarters building. Once more, several ground-cars passed him by, even though they were empty, and he was in full uniform, before one finally stopped to pick him up.


  Once he reached Tarahill, he walked through the morning sunlight of the late fall day toward the Marine guards outside the building. Both guards looked him over carefully, although they had barely given the officers before him a nod, as he proffered the ID. After a look between the two, they passed him through. Van had to wonder. He'd never gotten that kind of scrutiny before, especially since the outside guards had to know that the RSF internal screening systems would catch anything they missed. The real reasons for the outside guards were to maintain appearances and to use their weapons against clearly identified outside attackers.


  Still... he listened as he passed.


  "... quiet today ... even for endday ..."


  "... say the marshals are all off-planet... something hap¬pening ..."


  "... commodore there's pretty senior... first black Taran officer in a long while ..."


  "... wouldn't include him ... not black Taran ... proba¬bly got some paper job ..."


  Van frowned. What could be happening that would take the marshals off-planet? A Revenant threat? Some military operation? Whatever it was, it might make it easier for him, even if he bridled at the suggestion that black Taran officers weren't included.


  The ramps and corridors were not quite deserted, except for the public affairs office, where all doors were open, and the whole staff seemed to be working. Beyond those offices, Van passed only a major and a commander. Both nodded to him, stiffly, and Van returned the gesture. He reached the intelligence offices without incident, and, as he had hoped, the door to Sub-marshal Vickry's office was closed. From what Van could tell, no one was inside—at least not in the outer office. The door held a standard receptacle for an ID databloc.


  Van inserted the databloc, then pressed his hand against the counterplate, using his implant to override the ID proto¬col. He hoped what he was doing would override it. After a long moment, the door clicked, and Van pulled it open. He could not sense any alarms, and there was no one inside the outer office.


  He closed the door behind him and immediately used his implant to override the lights, leaving the outer office dim. He stood in the gloom, just beside the green leather couch set against the wall, using his implant to search through the con¬trols. Then, bit by bit, he began to make changes to the sys¬tem, essentially freezing an image in each of the scanners, ensuring that they revealed an office empty of people.


  He eased toward the archway to Vickry's inner office.


  Even from two meters away, he could sense the detectors and the independent power systems. Vickry didn't want any¬one inside his office—that was clear, and also a good indica¬tion that what Van wanted might well be there. People—even senior officers—didn't have that much security unless there was something they wanted very secure.


  Van eased one of the chairs to a point just outside the inde¬pendent scanning perimeter. After setting down the datacase, he seated himself, taking out the analyzer once more. He pointed it at the portal to the inner office and let it work.


  After almost ten minutes, it pulsed, Analysis complete.


  Van took a deep breath and began to study what the ana¬lyzer had reported, and that was very little. There was a detection field, and three stunners were inset in the portal.


  Still, the actual clearance procedure had to be simple. No sub-marshal wanted to have to remember much of anything nonessential. That meant, Van suspected, either some varia¬tion on biometrics for the secretary or a direct pulse-code, and possibly a more involved manual overcode for emergen¬cies.


  Van studied the portal area. There were no counterplates for handprints, and no scanners for retinals. Voiceprinting was unlikely because an allergy or a cold could change a voice too easily. There didn't seem to be temperature sen¬sors.


  He looked over the portal area again, then used his implant to begin tracing power and comm lines of the regular office systems. They registered the portal as a "black" area, except for the single fiberline coming out.


  Van smiled, focusing the analyzer on the fiberline.


  When he checked the results, he smiled—for a moment. From what he could tell, all he had to do was replicate the twined signal, and there would be no alert signal to the main security system for the building.


  All? It took almost an hour before he had duplicated the signal on one of the "spare" datacards. He gave the com¬mands to the office system to block off the signal from the portal and to substitute the one from the datacard. Then he held his breath—figuratively, monitoring everything. There was only the faintest flicker in the status signals, but no alarms went off.


  He turned his attention to the portal.


  The stunners flared a dozen times in the next fifteen min¬utes, before Van and the analyzer finally broke the codes. The portal had sent out alarm after alarm—but they'd gone nowhere, thanks to Van's makeshift block.


  He stepped through the portal, checking the inner office beyond. Despite the coolness in the office, Van was sweating heavily under the uniform. So far as he could tell, there were no more alarms, but he still had to figure out how to get into the intelligence system.


  He and Eri had already figured out the likely structure of entry protocols and set up the analyzer to run through Van's implant. Before Van tackled that problem, he wanted to check Vickry's spaces and drawers for clues and for anything that might make the job easier.


  He didn't find much of anything. The drawers in the left side of the antique desk held only personal items, and few of those—a marble stylus holder engraved to Commander Jon D. Vickry, several packages of mints, a small framed holo image of a young woman, several styli of various shapes, a laser pointer, two blank infocards, and a third infocard with the label SCHEDULE on it.


  Van shrugged and looked around the office.


  Then he took another deep breath, using his implant to unfreeze the point terminal in the inner office but leaving the connection beyond closed. Slowly, he let the analyzer probe the point terminal.


  Protocols retrieved.


  Van offered a tight smile. The RSF had been careful to keep the reports on the Scandyan "incident" out of the main databases, which meant that, if such reports existed, they had to be in the secure files. But those files had to be open to Vickry.


  After entering the secure system, using Vickry's access, Van immediately ordered a search, entering his own name. Three files flashed up, holo-displayed before him. He didn't try to read them, but transferred copies through the implant to one of the datacards with him. Then he searched for die Col-lyns and the Fergus. There were dozens of files, but Van only transferred those dated from three months before he'd been commanded to take the Fergus to Scandya.


  Then he left the system. Either the files had what he wanted, or they didn't, and if what he wanted was in a deeper or more secure system, he was out of luck, because he'd run to the limits of his implant and analyzer capabilities—and he was getting worried about time.


  He slipped back through the portal, restoring it to normal function after he did.


  Then he froze against the wall as the door of the outer office began to open. Quickly, he triggered the nanite bodyshield to full protection.


  "Lights are out..." hissed a voice.


  "Heat sensors said ..." returned another voice.


  Heat sensors? Van hadn't found them.


  "Probably just some officer working in the back."


  Van decided to bluff it out—or try to—even as he moved closer to the Marine who entered the office.


  "You're right," he called out loudly. "I was just leaving. I'd turned out the lights and was headed out."


  The first Marine turned and looked at Van, taking in the uniform.


  "I had a project for the sub-marshal."


  The second Marine stopped in the doorway, shaking his head. "Wish someone would tell us sometime."


  "I logged in with security," Van replied.


  "That's not your problem, ser." The second Marine looked at the first. "You log it in. I'm headed back to give Gorel a word."


  He vanished, but the door remained ajar—only for a moment before a second figure appeared, closing the door behind him.


  Sub-marshal Vickry stood there, smiling. "What sort of project, Commodore?"


  "Research," Van replied, smiling easily, and gesturing toward the sealed portal into Vickry's private office.


  "Now!" snapped the sub-marshal.


  Van was already moving. Despite the nanite bodyshield, the impact of the slug fired by the Marine spun him around, and his entire body felt as though he'd been struck from shoulder to knee. Rather than fight the impact, Van let it carry him around in a full circle that he forced right up to the young Marine.


  The Marine's eyes widened, and he hesitated for just a moment.


  That moment was just enough for Van, and base of his palm connected with the other's jaw. There was a dull snap, and the man dropped.


  Vickry had reached for a stunner, but Van was faster, and snapped it out of the older man's hands, following up with a stiff jab to the vee of Vickry's ribs. Vickry staggered back, gasping, and Van scooped up the stunner, triggering it at the sub-marshal's legs.


  Vickry went down.


  Van could sense the alert pulse from Vickry's implant, but since Van had disabled the receivers in the office, along with most systems, the signal went nowhere.


  Vickry grimaced as he levered himself against the wall, his lower body numb and inert.


  "I hadn't expected you this late." Van smiled, wondering what he could get out of Vickry. "You have rather elaborate security here."


  "How long have you been a Coalition agent?" Vickry asked mildly, although behind his expression of mild curios¬ity Van could sense both worry and agitation.


  "I'm not, and I never have been," Van replied. "How long did you and Marshal Connolly and Marshal Eamon have to work to set up your assassination plot and coup?"


  "Coup?" Vickry forced a laugh. "I don't see any troopers on the streets, and there will be elections before long."


  "It's amazing how closely events here resembled what happened on Scandya," Van added conversationally.


  "How did you do it?" snapped Vickry.


  "Do what?" replied Van.


  "You've blocked off the office. It might buy you some time, but before long, someone will check on it. The building systems will report it as an exception, and they'll send in a Marine team, and there won't be enough of you left to fill a datacard."


  "You already tried that," Van pointed out.


  "Sergeant Telford will be back shortly, with more men."


  "Maybe," Van conceded. "Why did the RSF have to take over the Republic?" He raised the stunner again.


  Vickry looked up. "You're so smart, black man. You figure it out. If you have the brains and time."


  Van thumbed the stunner up to lethal and pressed the trigger.


  Vickry didn't even look surprised.


  Van shook his head, looking down not at Vickry, but at the young soldier's body. Van had been the intruder, and he hadn't wanted to kill the man, not until the Marine had tried to kill him.


  He had to hurry. Quickly, he pulled out the green couch, away from the wall, then straightened. His entire body had begun to throb. Ignoring the pain, he slowly dragged Vickry's body behind the couch, then that of the dead Marine before straightening the furniture. While the couch wouldn't conceal the bodies from a thorough search, it would hide them from a cursory look into the office.


  Then Van picked up the datacase, walked out, locking the door, and turning off the body-shield, because it would regis¬ter on the security systems. He made his way along the deserted corridors—except that two doors in the public affairs office were still open, and a major and a captain were calling up holo images and working on something. Neither looked up as Van passed.


  He wanted to look around, to see if anyone happened to be following him, but knew that looking worried would alert anyone monitoring the system. So he continued to walk down the ramps, past security—which cleared him—then outside. He kept feeling as though someone would put a laser through his back, although not even his name was in the building security system.


  The sky had clouded up in the hours that Van had been in the RSF headquarters building, and a mistlike rain had begun to fall.


  He nodded to the guards. "I hope it doesn't rain any harder." "You and us, ser." Van smiled and kept walking.


  At the end of the open plaza, he hailed a groundcar. Thankfully, this time the first one stopped.


  "Orbit station shuttle terminal." "OST, it is, ser."


  Van couldn't sense any communications to or from the driver, and he added a solid tip to the fare when the woman dropped him off. By then, the rain had intensified, and Van was glad of the weather screens as he walked into the terminal.


  There he made his way into the public fresher, and in one of the stalls, after using the implant to blank the sensor, changed tunics. The severe black changed not only his over¬all appearance, strikingly, but even his mien. Van hoped it would be enough. He slipped the datacase into a corner with his tunic and uniform cap inside. While he would have pre¬ferred to keep the uniform tunic, he didn't want to risk having it scanned when he departed Tara—if he could depart.


  After leaving the fresher, rather than seek a seat on the shuttle in person, Van eased his way to a pubcomm unit, and reserved his place—as S. V. Moorty. He had slightly less than three hours to kill.


  Empty-handed, he walked toward the small restaurant on the left side of the terminal, where he managed a seat that looked out onto the open concourse. While the time passed, slowly, he occasionally scanned the open space outside the restaurant, watching to see if any security or military forces appeared.


  As he ate slowly, he could discern neither, and finally he slipped from the small circular table and made his way to the departure consoles.


  "Ser Moorty, how was your stay on Tara?" asked the con¬sole officer.


  "Most productive, it was," Van returned.


  "You have no luggage? No cases?"


  "I brought business materials. They remained." Van shrugged. "It makes the return shuttle flight much lighter."


  The woman waved Van through. He kept thinking that someone would try to stop him from boarding the up-shuttle, but no one did. The hardest part was walking without betray¬ing the soreness and growing stiffness he felt. And the grow¬ing concerns he was getting for his family.


  Chapter 66


  Eri was standing just inside the lock to the Joyau when Van closed it behind him.


  "I'm sore, very sore," he replied. "We need to delock as quickly as we can." He moved toward the cockpit.


  "Is someone chasing you?" Eri followed him into the cockpit.


  "They could be shortly, and I'd rather not wait and see," Van replied as he settled into the command couch, awk¬wardly fastening his harness before he began to run through the checklist. He triggered the comm before he finished. Tara orbit control two, Hyndji commercial ship Daiphur, request¬ing delocking and departure corridor.


  Daiphur, stand by.


  Control two, Daiphur standing by this time. Van turned to Eri. "We're going to nil gee."


  She had already slipped into the other couch and quickly finished strapping in.


  Van brought the fusactors on line, ready to wrench the Daiphur/Joyau out of the lock dampers if necessary.


  More than a minute passed, an interval that felt far too long. Van could feel the sweat running down his back, and the air in the cockpit smelled metallic.


  Daiphur, sorry. Cleared to delock from charlie five this time. Dampers released. Maintain low-power departure until clear of the amber. Suggest corridor two.


  Control, Daiphur, will do. Delocking this time. Van eased the Joyau away from orbit control two, watching the station and the ships in orbit or nearing or departing planetary orbit. He brought up ship gravity to one gee.


  He still needed to route funds and messages to his family. From what he'd seen, Sulyn wasn't going to be safe for them much longer, if it even was now. He looked across at Eri. "Would you set up a comm link to the IIS office in New Oisin, secure?" "Yes, ser."


  Van checked the systemwide EDI screen. There were only four RSF ships in the entire system. One of the heavy cruis¬ers was off Burke, the largest satellite of Synge, the gas-giant seventh planet. The other was at the other side of the system. Each of the other corvettes was a quarter of the system from the cruisers, so that each ship covered one quadrant—but there were only four ships—the fewest Van had ever seen.


  Departure corridor two ran almost directly toward the cruiser off Burke.


  For the moment, Van continued piloting the Joyau toward corridor two.


  "I have a secure link, ser. But it's secure only to the office. Beyond that... when they retransmit..."


  "I understand." Van pulsed in the codes to send the message to his fathers, then added his own personal billing information.


  I'm sorry this will be quick, he messaged, but I've little time. You may recall my last messages. I would urge you, as well as Arturo and Sappho, to follow through on Sappho's earlier inclination. Material which could expedite that will also be following, through VCA ... VCA was the account Van had set up years earlier in order to transfer funds home for investment. Now, the funds transfers would be for a dif¬ferent form of investment, Van hoped. I'm not likely to be easily reached for a time, but consider my recommendation as one that failure to follow could result in a final curtain call for the opera company and its director and his associates.


  Van was being oblique, to say the least. He doubted that one message among thousands would be pulled out, but there was always the chance that someone in the IIS office might break in and relay the contents—if they thought they were unduly suspicious. In any case, it was the best he could do on short notice, and it wasn't as though he hadn't recommended that his family leave Sulyn before.


  He followed the message with the instructions for the funds transfers from his personal accounts. Those would work, because they went through Cambrian Holdings, and the RSF wasn't about to interfere with a major Coalition financial institution. Not yet, anyway.


  Those items completed, Van concentrated on the EDI screen once more, where the RSF cruiser remained on station—not that the scale of the screen would have showed movement, although the relative overlay would have.


  Van almost nodded to himself. While the cruiser was not moving toward the departure corridor he'd been assigned, he didn't like the idea of departing the system in a way that would bring him closer to a ship with that much power. For the time being, he left the Joyau on course until the ship was clear of the amber protective area off Tara. Then he began to incline the departure course of the Joyau "down" from the system ecliptic, but gradually. He didn't want to alert the RSF—not yet.


  Then Van unstrapped and walked back to his stateroom, closing the door behind him but still remaining linked to the ship system.


  He stripped off the thin black tunic and undershirt, study¬ing his frame in the mirror.


  At first glance, his entire torso looked bruised, but a closer scrutiny revealed that only about a third was purplish. That third was enough to make every movement tentative, and probably would come to hurt more before it hurt less. The nanite bodyshield had kept him from getting killed, but it had exacted a price. He changed into a shipsuit, trying not to wince at every movement.


  Next, he fed the datacard with the files he had copied from Vickry's office into the reader in his stateroom, creating an isolated directory on the system for it. He hurried back to the cockpit. He could read through those files from the command couch, but he didn't want to leave the cockpit for that long, not in the Tara system.


  From the galley, Eri looked out as he left his stateroom. "You will need something to eat."


  "Thank you." Van settled back into the command couch


  and, using his implant and access through the shipnet, began to search through the files he'd lifted.


  The first two were routine.


  The third was not.


  ... the commanding officer of the RSFS Collyns was informed that a hostile cruiser disguised as the RSFS Fergus would be entering the Scandyan system and that the purpose of that entry would be to break the capital space vessel limita¬tion agreement with the Scandyans, thus forcing the RSF into a position where it would be forced either to withdraw from the Scandyan system or to engage in armed conflict with the Scandyan system. Since such conflict was clearly not in the interests of the RSF, the Collyns was tasked with destroying the imposter vessel... including using drive detuning for an element of surprise ...


  Later information, after the destruction of the Collyns by the real Fergus, a deplorable occurrence, revealed that intelligence dispatches to RSF headquarters had been falsified by sources believed to have been either Keltyric or Argenti. The marshal determined that revealing this information would have been highly detrimental to Republic security, and the official posi¬tion remains that the Collyns is presumed lost on secret maneuvers ... With the drowning death of the RSF military attache to Scandya, further disclosures are unlikely, although it was considered prudent to remove certain qualifications of the attache from records open to public scrutiny ...


  Van took a long slow breath. He'd been attacked by the RSF and destroyed officers and techs he'd known. And, despite the denials in the file, it was clear enough to Van that Vickry and Marshal Connolly had actually set up the Fergus—the real Fergus—to be destroyed by the Collyns. Worse, there was a clear implication that Cruachan had been murdered because he'd known too much. But why? There had to be more.


  He continued to read.


  ... Taran public had consistently failed to realize the danger posed by greater Revenant or Argenti influence in the Scan-dyan system... and the lack of newer and more advanced vessels ... Council recommends that the RSF high command proceed in developing a plan that will make the electorate more fully aware of the critical situation developing... to prepare public opinion for alliances of necessity, and to develop a contingency plan for more direct action, should it prove necessary ... contingency should also include opera¬tions to reduce areas of dissent within the Republic. Public opinion will support such an option [see Report XX-1A]...


  The line that bothered Van the most was the last one. From what little he'd seen and heard, public opinion was definitely in favor of harsh measures against Sulyn, but he didn't know what had changed matters so much. Or had that bias always been there, and he'd just ignored it?


  ... Commander Van Cassius Albert, commanding the RSFS Fergus, former commander of the corvette Eochaid in the Reg-neri incident. Also former CO of the Gortforge. Considered a good, but not outstanding ship-handler... Sub-commander Forgael, exec and senior pilot, also competent, but was one of the principal grievants in the Naomi case ...


  The Naomi case? Van concentrated, and his vastly improved memory—or memory access ability—brought up the name. Jillyan Naomi had been a major on the deValera, who had accused the senior commodore of pressuring junior female officers into having sex with him, promising either better annual reports or unsatisfactory ones. The evidence had been overwhelming, and the commodore had been court-martialed. Major Naomi had been transferred to the McCourt. Two years later, her body had been found at the base of a stone staircase on Sulyn, where she had been on leave visiting a friend. A local magistrate had found that her death had been caused by a broken neck from a fall. The bruises on the inside of her arms had not been explained.


  Van nodded to himself and went back to the entry before him.


  ... None of the pilots on the Fergus are rated in the top-level of combat effectiveness ...


  Van drew in his breath. The implications were clear enough, but they were only implications, and not solid proof. He laughed softly. What he had wouldn't be admissible in any court, and certainly not before a Board of Inquiry—and he'd never survive to reach a board, not if he went through the RSF. It was clear enough to him that the Marshal's Coun¬cil had wanted an "incident" in the Scandyan system, and they'd set it up in a way to remove another troublesome offi¬cer—him. When that had failed, they had implemented an alternative plan.


  He continued to search through the files until he found another hint.


  ... contingency plans required activation of Commander Baile. After the loss of the Fergus in transit back to Tara ... only remaining survivor of the Fergus's encounter with the unidentified cruiser is Commodore Van Albert... recommend retirement... commodore's health will be known to be less than perfect after his medical treatment in the aftermath of the Revenant attack on the Keltyr embassy in Valborg ... would not be surprising if he did not long survive once he returns to Bannon...


  The mention of contingency plans and the "activation" of Commander Baile were suspicious. Even so, the pieces fit together, though some were missing. But once again, even if Van could have forced release of the records, they were less than conclusive in a legal sense. Still, although he could not prove what had occurred, he had his answers—or enough of them.


  In a practical sense, he could do very little. He couldn't prove anything, and he dared not return to the Republic, not with two deaths on his hands, even though the RSF might never make the connection, and even if one of the deaths was in self-defense and the other certainly justified...


  But... was he just rationalizing? Did his need to know, to discover what had happened, really justify his actions?


  He'd done what he'd thought was right for Tara time after time, and in the end, what had he gotten? Any number of attempts to kill him or set him up to be killed, and the sacri¬fice of at least two RSF ships for political purposes.


  He needed to send off a message torp to Trystin and meet with him—again—on Perdya. Between the Revenants and the Tarans, their section of the Arm was looking less and less stable—and Van didn't even know what might be happening with the Argenti and the Coalition.


  He checked the EDI screen again.


  Neither of the cruisers had moved, but Van changed his own course to move "down" at right angles to the system ecliptic. That would play hell with his jump calculations, and add hours, if not days, to his transit time to Perdya, but there was no way any Republic vessel could reach him before he could reach an area clear enough for the Joyau to jump clear. After all he had done, he didn't feel like risking anything more, just in case, unlikely as it was, that in the time since he'd left the RSF headquarters, the bodies had been found and linked to the "Diaphur."


  Chapter 67


  More than half a week passed before Van managed to lock the Joyau into Perdya's orbit station. The off-coordinate jump translation had resulted in the loss of three days in


  translation time, and an additional two days in nonjump travel because the Joyau had dropped into norm space well away from Perdya. Still, Van had preferred the lost time to the possibility of an encounter with RSF warships.


  He just hoped that his family had gotten his message—and that they had acted upon it. He couldn't make them, but everything pointed to the Republic becoming more and more inhospitable to black Tarans in the days and months to come.


  Once the Joyau was safely locked in, Van left Eri on board to handle the maintenance and took the down-shuttle to Cam¬bria, even though the IIS headquarters had already informed him that no one knew where Trystin was—only that he had left word that he was in an uninhabited system engaged in testing equipment


  Joseph Sasaki was waiting when Van stepped off the lift on the top floor of the IIS building.


  "Have you heard anything new from Director Desoll?" Van asked. "I'd sent a torp ..."


  "We relayed it via coded standing wave," Sasaki replied. "I hoped you might know where he was. Less than an hour ago, we just got word. The Revenants have just smashed the Kel-tyr fleet, and are taking over the Keltyr systems ... or half of them. The other half, the ones closest to the Taran systems, are being taken by RSF fleets ..."


  For a moment.... Van just gaped. He felt as if he'd been gut-punched. 'The RSF ... Tara... they're cooperating, allying themselves with the Revenants?"


  "That's what the Service says, and we're getting coded standing wave messages from the planetary offices in the Keltyr systems. The media haven't reported it yet. I expect that any moment."


  Van shook his head. The pieces had been there. He just hadn't expected them to go together that way.


  Sasaki stiffened.


  Van sensed the incoming and waited. Sasaki looked at Van. "Let's go to your office. There's a standing wave message for you."


  The two walked silently down the corridor. Once in his office, Van used the system to call up and display the mes¬sage. Decrypted, it was simple enough.


  Immediate action: Joyau is to take on a complete load of mes¬sage torps, cargo awaiting at the Aerolis Belt shipyard, and any additional message torps able to be fitted in the Joyau's cargo bay. Make rendezvous with Salya and the Elsin ASAP.


  The coordinates were there, but offhand Van didn't know where they might be, except they looked to be somewhere close to the Revenant systems.


  "That says where he'll be," Van said. "And where we'll all be." He pulsed an order for a hard copy of the coordinates, even as he used his implant to burn them into memory.


  Sasaki looked back at Van. "I've ordered a private shuttle to get you back to orbit control two. I don't think you'd better wait for the regular shuttle. The private shuttle will be touch¬ing down on the grass in front of the building in five minutes."


  "That bad?"


  "The Coalition knows Director Desoll. They know he's not here, but it won't take them long to think about you and Nynca."


  Van didn't even nod. He just retrieved the hard copy of the message and coordinates, folded it and slipped it into his shipsuit, then turned and hurried to the lift. Even so, the shuf¬fle was waiting for him, hovering over the grass.


  "Director Albert?" called a crewman in a maroon shipsuit.


  "That's me."


  "We need to hurry."


  Van jumped onto the ramp that didn't quite touch the ground. Even before he was inside, the shuttle was climbing, and by the time he strapped into one of the luxurious leather couches, it was screaming skyward. Van was the only pas¬senger.


  The Revenants taking over the Keltyr systems? Given what Van had seen in the last few years, that didn't surprise


  him as much as the Republic's alliance with the Revs. His own people, though? Should he have seen it? Ashley had as much as told him that matters were getting bad, and that had been two and a half years ago. His fathers' messages had also suggested the same. Then there had been the growing num¬bers of unfavorable references to the Keltyr that he'd observed.


  So why was it so hard to believe?


  Because he'd wanted to believe the RSF and the Republic were better than the Revenants? Because, despite the way he'd been treated, he'd hoped for better? Again, he had to ask himself whether the entire Republic culture was what he had thought—or what he had wanted to believe.


  He forced himself to try to relax as he waited.


  As the shuttle neared orbit control, the crewman reap¬peared. "The private lock is closer to your ship, but you'll need to hurry. They're debating whether to close Perdya to both outgoing and incoming traffic. A decision could come anytime."


  "Thank you." Van nodded and began to unstrap. He fol¬lowed the crewtech to the lock, where he stood waiting.


  There was a muted thump as the shuttle eased into the locking bay, followed by the hissing of pressurization.


  As Van started to step out of the lock, the crewman grinned. "We're all behind you."


  Van accepted the words with a nod and another, "Thank you." Behind him—or IIS? For what? To take on the Revenants?


  He hurried down the station corridors to lock charlie three.


  Once more, Eri was waiting.


  "We're leaving immediately?" she asked.


  "For Aerolis." Van pulsed the lock closed and headed for the cockpit. Rushing back to the ship was getting to be too much of a habit. 'To pick up torps and cargo, and then ren¬dezvous with the Elsin and die Salya." Van paused. "Did you hear about the attack on the Keltyr?"


  "Yes. Joseph linked here just a while ago."


  "We need to get clear before the Coalition decides to freeze traffic." Van slipped into the command couch.


  Eri laughed. "We should hurry, but they will wait until we're clear."


  "Because they know IIS."


  "Because they know Trystin," she replied.


  Chapter 68


  From the beginning of written human history, there has always been a debate over the ethics of ends and the ethics of means. Can a good and ethical solution result from the use of unethical or immoral means? Does the end justify the means? Virtually all ethicists would agree that, of course, it does not, because, first, actions should be ethical in and of themselves, and, second, because corrupt means almost invariably result in corrupting the ends.


  One difficulty with this position has been discussed in some detail, and that is the problem of war. War is evil, yet wars have been fought to combat and correct greater evils. If one accepts the premise of the ethicists, then greater evil will always triumph because the ethical soul will not stoop to an unethical action, even if it precludes a greater evil. The nec¬essary evil of war against a greater evil has become accepted as the necessary compromise, in practical terms, and nation after nation, political system after political system, has gone to extreme lengths to "prove" that each was only acting to prevent a greater evil when it has gone to war.


  This conflict between practice and theory obscures a more fundamental question that both ethicists and politicians have avoided whenever possible: Are there societies and cultures that are so evil that they do not deserve to survive? Certainly, at times in human history, scholars and politicians have judged that certain societies fit that criterion, but almost always comfortably in academic retrospect or in grandiose


  political statements that lead nowhere except to public office.


  Unfortunately, that is all too often where the public discus¬sion ends.


  What of the other problem—the case where unethical ends lead to ethical results or where truly ethical means lead to an unethical result? We see few discussions about either possi¬bility, particularly about the idea that ethical and moral peo¬ple or principles can in fact create unethical ends. Yet how much suffering has been created by truly good men pursuing ends they thought ethical and moral? Is it not possible that such pursuit could lead to true evil?
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  Chapter 69


  The trip outbound from Perdya to the outer Belt had been quiet, although Van had noted several Coalition warships also traveling outbound. Mason Jynko had had both a dozen armed torps, a half dozen message torps, and ten large smooth-finished crate-boxes—each roughly two meters long and a meter in height and width—waiting for the Joyau at the Aerolis complex.


  Two short hours had been all that it took them to load the Joyau, although the mass of the unmarked boxes was signifi¬cant.


  "What's in them?" Van had asked.


  "I don't know," Jynko had replied. "These are the last ones. He brought them in sealed. The mass calculations are on each, but I don't know what they are."


  So Van was carrying ten crate-boxes, each one massing close to two hundred kilos, plus ten spare torps, in the cargo bay.


  As they cleared the Belt complex, outbound, Van scanned the EDI screens. There were more warships gathered, a fleet in each outer quadrant, than Van had ever seen before in one system, and all were Coalition ships.


  "The Coalition isn't exactly happy," he observed, looking across at Eri, strapped in the second seat.


  "That is an understatement. The last conflict with the Revenants almost destroyed the Coalition. Now ... with the Taran Republic as an ally ..."


  "I can't believe the Republic stooped that low ..."


  "Stooping low is easy," Eri commented dryly. "Rising above baseness is rarer."


  "You're right about that. But..." He checked the outbound course again, easing the Joyau another ten degrees to port, just to make certain they would reach a jump point well away from any of the gathering Coalition warships. He still had trouble understanding either how he had been so blind or how things had changed so much and so quickly in the Republic.


  Before they had even reached Aerolis, Van had checked the rendezvous coordinates and verified them. The Joyau's desti¬nation was a system without even planoformable planets, but a system high in the Arm, well "above" most of the human systems.


  "We all want to believe better of where we were raised, I guess," Van continued. "At least, I do."


  "Like ... Director Desoll, you are an idealist," Eri said evenly.


  "Is that bad?" asked Van, half-wondering why Eri was suddenly so talkative, even as he checked systems and screens again. They still had another two hours before they would reach a position far enough from the gravitational fluxes with a low enough dust density to permit a jump.


  "Most revolutionaries and many tyrants began as ideal¬ists."


  "So why did they change?"


  "Because they expected too much from the common peo-


  pie. Director Desoll, he protests that he does not. But he does."


  That was another disturbing thought, at least to Van. "In what way does he expect too much of people?"


  "He expects that they will act in their own interests. They do not, because they do not know what is best. They only know what they want."


  Van nodded, thinking of his fathers and the conversation they once had had about most people being creatures of appetite rather than of thought


  "Someday he will do something that is terrible and won¬derful," Eri said. "Again."


  Again? Van straightened in the command couch. "What did he do before?"


  "I do not know. Nynca said that, but she would not explain."


  "What exactly ... is she his daughter?" Van blurted.


  Eri smiled. "No. I do not know, but... she may be the daughter of his granddaughter. I do not know this, but from what they have said, I think it may be so."


  Van frowned. Marti had said that Trystin was old, but Nynca was older than Van, and, if she were his great grand¬child, that meant that Trystin had to be well over a hundred fifty. He looked fifty at the most. Marti had suggested that Trystin might be one of the handful of immortals, and Van had to believe that well might be the case ... unsettling as the implications were.


  Chapter 70


  Van was on full alert when the Joyau came out of jumpspace, scanning the system, but there were only two EDI traces in the entire system. One was a comparator beacon, and the other matched the profile of the Elsin.


  He was still wondering what Trystin had done that was so wonderful and terrible, and whether it could really have been either. Even with the power of IIS behind him, Trystin hadn't done that much, not in the larger scheme of things. Between them, over the past few years, they'd destroyed perhaps ten Revenant vessels. While those losses might have been signif¬icant to the Beldorans or the Keshmarans, that number was a mere annoyance to powers like the Revenants, the Coalition, or the Argenti, and slightly more than a minor problem to the Republic.


  Still scanning the screens and checking monitors, Van turned the Joyau toward the Elsin.


  'Two hours, I'd guess," Van said to Eri in response to her unspoken question. "The Salya's not on the screens yet."


  "Nynca will be here," Eri predicted.


  "She won't be happy, but she'll be here."


  "She is less certain than he is."


  Van almost laughed. Trystin did have an air of certainty, of complete assurance that what he did was the right thing to do. "I'm in her camp."


  Eri only nodded.


  Van's thoughts dropped back to his fathers, to Sappho and Aelysa and their children, and to Arturo. He couldn't help worrying about them, hoping that they were all right. But, at the moment, he couldn't do any more than he'd already done. He'd warned them, and he'd sent funds, but there was no way he could land on Sulyn without either taking the Joyau or without a fleet behind him—and neither was possible. He couldn't just spend millions he didn't have or spend IIS funds to jump halfway across the Arm because he was worried.


  As the Joyau neared the Elsin, Van kept checking the screens, but the system remained as empty as before, with just the beacon and the two IIS ships showing.


  Finally, he pulsed, Elsin, this is Joyau, approaching for rendezvous.


  Just lock to the Elsin and come aboard, Trystin replied. Commencing approach for locking. We're standing by.


  Once the approach and locking was complete, Van set the shipnet on remote and made his way to the lock. From there, he stepped from the lock of the Joyau into the Elsin.


  Trystin stood there. For the first time, he looked older, his face almost gaunt, with deep and dark circles under his eyes. Van did not see Alya, who had been working as Trystin's tech.


  "You've been working hard," Van observed.


  "Some things take more effort." The older pilot gestured toward the captain's stateroom.


  Van followed, but this time took the console chair, leaving the more comfortable armchair for Trystin.


  "Let's start with you," Trystin began. "You had asked to rendezvous."


  "You know about the Revenant and Republic attack on the Keltyr systems?"


  "That's why we're here. We'll get to that. Why had you asked me to meet you?"


  "Some of it's not so important now. It makes more sense, though. The RSF staged a coup, using the same sort of tech¬niques that the Revenants did on Scandya—except they were successful in New Oisin ..." Van went on to summarize his experiences, and his information raiding expedition. "... and when you look at it in light of the assault on the Keltyr sys¬tems, it all makes sense. They've been trying to push out and minimize the Coalition presence in the Republic, as well as using confiscatory legislation and economic policies to appropriate assets. I'd bet that those assets have gone into ships, supplies, and training."


  "How do you feel about it?" asked Trystin.


  "Upset... worried. I'm afraid my family's still on Sulyn, and that's one of the places where internal security has been putting down unrest."


  "Betrayed?"


  "That, too," Van admitted. "That's been going on longer than I'd guessed. I know it all happened, but I still find it hard to believe."


  "That's because not enough people said, "No." To stop


  evil, someone has to say no. At times, if the society's strong, more than one person says it. At the present, none of the major societies in the Arm are strong. As I told you, it took years to find someone suitable for IIS."


  "That's not why you rescued me from the RSF. Or why you prodded me to go back there." Van said quietly. "You've wanted a good combat pilot from the beginning, haven't you?"


  "Yes, because I knew that IIS would run into more and more dangerous situations. It's been getting worse for years. There's more and more reliance on force, rather than order or cooperation." Trystin cleared his throat. "I didn't prod you to take a look at the systems in the Republic. Suggested. That's because I knew you needed to come to some resolution about that."


  Van doubted he really had come to any internal resolution about how he felt about the Republic. "I still don't know why you picked me."


  "Like a long-ago mythical figure who took a lantern, I went looking for an honest man. There aren't many, not even in as many stars as the Arm has. Not honest able men who will act."


  "I'm not one."


  "Honest men always say that."


  "I'm not honest," Van said. "And I've blood on my hands. More than I'd ever thought when I was a bright-eyed lieu¬tenant so many years back. There's more every year. I killed that Marine in RSF headquarters ... Vickry and all those in the Revenant ships—and in the Collyns."


  "You can't wash away the blood," Trystin replied. "I know that. I wouldn't take too much guilt for it, either. Let me ask you a few questions. First... that Marine in RSF headquar¬ters. He shot to kill you, not to capture you. What was so impor¬tant in that building that he had orders to kill? Second, why do you feel guilt at all about the Collyns! The ship attacked you, and if you hadn't destroyed it, you'd have died—"


  "But in a way it was futile. Everyone but me died anyway. And it's still blood."


  "It is," Trystin agreed, looking squarely at Van. "Every minute of every day, we spill the blood of something, either directly or indirectly. And we know it. We try to repress it, to sanitize it. But to live, an animal must kill, and shed blood, directly or indirectly. Even in a high-tech society, we do it. We just do it indirectly. We take the resources and use them. What we take someone else cannot use. Oh ... it's more san¬itary that way, but it's still killing."


  "I'm not sure I... Aren't you justifying the Revenants? They're direct, and they're honest in that way. They'll lie, steal, and murder to expand their systems ... Anything that will maximize their survival and expansion."


  "No. Ethics is the progress away from murder, from destruction and rapine, toward the indirect methods of sur-vival that disturb other life and other cultures the least. The goal is to use technology to re-create life in harmony—


  "Every so-called Utopia has ended up a dystopia. It can't be done."


  "You may be right," Trystin said quietly. "But isn't it worth the blood? Isn't it worth the struggle?"


  Van paused. Isn't it worth the struggle? Wasn't that really what life was all about? "So ... tell me again how what IIS, how what we're doing makes it better?"


  Desoll shook his head. "You tell me. Tell me how what you did in Islyn or Beldora or New Oisin makes a better Galaxy."


  "I don't know that it did," Van protested. "In Islyn, all I ended up doing was salvaging as much of our assets as I could. In Beldora, I destroyed three Revenant ships and a bunch of mining tugs ..."


  "You kept the Revs from bombarding the planet and killing most of the population. Three ships for an entire pop¬ulation. Wasn't that an improvement?"


  "Only for the moment. I couldn't stay around. The Hyndjis might send some ships to stop a second attempt."


  "In the end ... everyone dies. All we can do is what we can do now."


  For Van, that didn't seem like near enough.


  "You don't think that's enough?"


  "I didn't say that."


  "You might as well have," Trystin pointed out. "It was inscribed on your face." He paused. "I'm going to ask you to do what you just indicated you wanted done."


  "What?" Van was confused.


  "I'll get to that in a moment." Trystin fingered his chin. "Would you say that ethical civilization is in danger now? In grave danger?"


  "Danger? Yes. Grave danger ... I don't know."


  "Danger of destroying all that has been built up here in the Arm?" pressed Trystin.


  "I don't think we're in that much danger now."


  "Let's see," mused the older man. 'The Coalition has refused to act against the Revenants for so long that the Revs have been able to build up huge and hidden fleets. They've taken over system after system, either through economic or military means. In effect, through pressure and fear, they've subverted your home system, and are now in the process of smashing and taking over the Keltyr systems. Now ... you could make an argument that this conquest isn't necessarily bad—that it is a necessary means to a good end." Trystin smiled ironically. "Do you think that the Republic is a better, fairer, and more ethical place to live now than it was a gener¬ation ago?"


  "No."


  "Do you think most people would rather live under the Revenant theocracy?"


  "No. But that doesn't make it a grave danger to all human¬ity in the Arm."


  "It doesn't?" asked Trystin. "When the end result will be self-destruction of the higher ideals and the subjugation of reason and tolerance to the code of an outdated deity?"


  Van just waited to hear what more Trystin had to say.


  "Self-destruction comes in many forms. One of the most deadly is when ethical collapse is combined with technologi¬cal advancement. You can study all of human history, and that pattern is the most deadly. Almost invariably, it results in massive devastation."


  "So ... you seem to have an idea. Just what are we going to do—with our three ships that aren't quite light cruisers— against the Revenants and all their massive fleets?"


  "The Coalition is massing its fleets, isn't it?"


  "How did you know?"


  "It's on standing wave." Trystin smiled coldly. "The Coali¬tion cannot afford to wait any longer. They've already waited too long. The Revenants have been building fleets and hiding them in uninhabited systems—like this one. If there is an all-out war, and unless we can influence its outcome, the destruc¬tion and devastation will be massive and will drag in all the inhabited systems in the Arm."


  "What can we do about it?" Van asked again, wishing Trystin would get to the point.


  "We're going to fry their entire communications network. All their standing wave transmission capabilities, and all in-system communications in the Jerush system."


  Van just stared at the older man.


  Trystin smiled.


  "Even if that were technically feasible," Van said, "how would the Revs ever let us close enough to do that?"


  "It is feasible, and possible. It's an offshoot of the energy transmission project I've been working on. Focused properly, it can stir up enough of a jumpspace flux to disrupt all com¬munications in a system, and the feedback and returned energy will burn out any transmitter that they attempt to use for days, perhaps weeks."


  "And we're the only ones who can undertake this heroic and near-impossible mission?" Van couldn't blunt the sar¬casm in his voice.


  "No. We're the only ones who will. If you and Nynca will help."


  "Where is she?"


  "She just finished her jump. The Salya should be here in, say, three hours. Then I'll outline how we'll do it." Trystin stood. "Go get something to eat and get some sleep. Once we get started, you won't have a chance for much of either."


  Van stood. Again, Trystin radiated confidence, but there was something behind that confidence. Sadness? Was that it? Van wasn't sure, but why would Trystin be sad about disrupt¬ing Revenant communications to allow the Coalition forces a greater chance of victory?


  "We'll talk more when Nynca gets here," Trystin added.


  Van nodded in response, then turned to head back to the Joyau.


  Chapter 71


  The three commanders sat around the mess table in the Elsin. Nynca's face was almost as drawn as Trystin's although she didn't have the dark circles under her eyes that Trystin did.


  Van listened, trying not to think about what might be hap¬pening to his family with the unrest in the Republic, and whether anyone would trace his actions back to them.


  "... the paired generators shoot out thousands of what might be called jumpholes—they're miniature extrusions of nothingness—and inverted matter..."


  "Antimatter?" asked Van.


  "Inverted matter's not quite the same," Trystin explained. "It wouldn't be stable even in an antimatter universe. The paired flows create massive surface disruptions to any sun's fluxes and magnetic fields."


  "Massive solar storms, then?" Nynca's voice was matter-of-fact.


  Trystin nodded. "They'll be strong enough to burn out the interior of all standard comm equipment inside the orbits of the gas giants. With the photon blasts, Orum and all the satel¬lite bases and orbit stations will be blind for days. The under-space flux ripple effects will stop standing wave transmissions for several days, at least. Another effect will be that the jump distance will increase for several weeks, and that will delay ships entering and leaving the system."


  "How will this stop the Revenants from completing the conquest of the Keltyr systems?" Van asked.


  An ironic smile crossed Trystin's face. "A good portion of their reserve fleet is in the Jerush system."


  "How do—"


  "I looked. It made sense. Theocracies are tightly con¬trolled. Also, with the rest of their fleets in Keltyr territory, they'd certainly want to protect the capital system—home of the Prophet and the Temple." He shook his head. 'Too bad they didn't keep listening to the latest incarnation of their Prophet."


  "People forget," Nynca said quietly. "In time, even the strongest examples of a prophet are forgotten and pass into legend."


  "Legend." Trystin snorted. "Legends have to be rein¬forced. Or replaced."


  Van sensed that he was missing something, but he didn't know enough even to ask a general question.


  "You've explained what this equipment will do," Nynca said quickly. "How are you going to get it in place, and what do you want from us?"


  "That's simple enough. We use an escape pod, with its onetime jump generator. It translates the equipment, which has shields, into the sun—


  "Into the system sun?" asked Nynca. "How long will the shields last under those conditions?"


  "Five seconds, if my calculations are correct," Trystin replied. 'Twice as long as the ship's shields would ..."


  Left unsaid were two facts. First was that a jump in-system would destroy the jump generators, and second that, even had the generators survived, nothing could jump out of a solar mass. So any trip was strictly onetime, one-way, and that meant that the escape pod had to be programmed and directed precisely.


  'That's if you don't translate into the core, and that's why the translation has to be made from as close to the sun as pos¬sible—just on the fringe of the density drop-off."


  "Can you get that kind of accuracy?" asked Nynca.


  Van marveled at their cool discussion. He was still having trouble with the entire idea of sending an untested chunk of equipment into the sun of the Revenant home system to dis¬rupt communications enough to leave the home system blind—and vulnerable to an attack, presumably by the Coali¬tion.


  "I've tested it. Burned out two generators. It works. Once you've got the hardware, it's not all that difficult," Trystin said, looking at Van. "Your cargo is the spare set. I wanted it here, in case something went wrong. It has a complete set of instructions inside."


  Van hadn't even looked inside the boxes.


  "What do you want from Van and me?" Nynca asked.


  "Cover," Trystin replied. "I'll need some time to get the pod ready, and I can't do it if I have to fight off Rev patrols. They'll be there, probably not so far out... but that doesn't mean they won't come after us ..."


  "How long will it take?"


  "Between thirty and forty-five standard minutes. We'll be on the system fringe."


  Nynca nodded. "Thought as much."


  "Assuming ... just assuming that we pull this off," Van asked, "what do we do afterward? I can't imagine we'll be terribly welcome anywhere in the Arm, except perhaps San-tonio or Silvium, or..." He shrugged.


  "If it works as planned," Trystin replied, "the Coalition and the Argentis will be too busy to worry about us, and we should regroup at Aerolis. But... if there's any trouble, we should make for Dharel."


  "The Farhkans?" asked Nynca. "Why?"


  "They like to look into how we mess things up," Trystin said dryly. "Also, if there's trouble, someone might try to find us. That's one place where no one will think of—or want to follow."


  "You're worried about how well this will work, aren't you?"


  "Not about how well it will work," Trystin replied. "It will. What will happen afterward is another question. Also, we don't know what sort of shape the ships will be in, either."


  "Because we might have to fight our way into position?" asked Van.


  "That's really a matter of luck." Trystin shrugged. "They can't have enough ships there to cover the entire system. No government can. What protects a system is the fact that an attacker has to come out of jump hours, if not days, away from the habitable zone, and that allows defenders to move into position. We don't have to get anywhere near the habit¬able zone. We'll have to work from the jump zone, and even if we come in close to a Revenant patrol, we'll likely have a good twenty or thirty minutes."


  "Do you have the coordinates?" Nynca's voice was resigned.


  "You have a better idea?" asked Trystin.


  "No. That's the problem. No one listened to the better ideas—nor to you—when they would have worked."


  "And you took care of the messages?" Trystin looked to Van. "I asked her to have some messages sent on a delay basis to both the Argentis and the Coalition. They suggest that the Revenants may be having severe communications problems—and that a number of their ships in the Jerush sys¬tem might not be usable in combat—"


  "Because their sensors might also get fried?" asked Van.


  "That's right." Trystin cleared his throat. "That means one other thing. If we don't jump before the wave front reaches us—the flux wave front, not the electromag wave front—then we'll be stuck in the Jerush system."


  "We could shutter."


  "Some of their ships will certainly do so as well." Trystin looked from Nynca to Van. "I'll give a countdown to jump. You'll have less than thirty seconds. Do you understand?"


  Both Nynca and Van nodded.


  "We'd better get moving," Nynca said.


  "Do you need any help with the equipment?" asked Van.


  "It's ready to deploy." Trystin stood.


  Van also stood.


  "You go first," Nynca said to Van. "It's easier that way."


  Van inclined his head, then turned.


  He did not look back as he headed to the lock, but he couldn't help but sense the hug Nynca gave Trystin, or the words that followed.


  "... be careful... wish it hadn't turned this way ..."


  "... do what I can ... my responsibility ..."


  Van frowned. What was Trystin's responsibility? What IIS had done? He couldn't have meant the Revenants were his responsibility. No man could take responsibility for a culture, especially one not his own. Could he?


  Chapter 72


  Although the Salya jumped first, followed by the Joyau, when Van came out of jumpspace, the Elsin was already moving in-system, and the Salya was nowhere to be seen. Van checked the comparator beacon. He was definitely on the outskirts of the Jerush system.


  The shipnet monitors had already begun to bring up the EDI traces, and Van could see almost fifty vessels, half of them light cruisers or larger vessels. His initial scan showed none of the heavier vessels near the two IIS ships, but two corvettes were within a thousand emkay. They had not reacted—yet


  Van extended the photon nets full, but did not draw on his accumulators, as he brought the Joyau after the Elsin.


  "Eri... full combat restraint."


  "Yes, ser." Eri's voice was strained.


  The brightening of the corvettes' EDI traces indicated that they were adding power. After a moment, Van checked their courses—toward the Elsin, predictably enough. The Salya was still in transit, and while Trystin was doubtless a better combat pilot than Van, Trystin couldn't very well set up his device for delivery while under attack.


  The Revenant corvettes continued to accelerate toward the Elsin.


  Van increased his own acceleration, closing the gap as the Elsin decelerated. That meant that Trystin felt he couldn't move farther in-system.


  The Revenant corvettes began to launch torps, in sets of two, salvo after salvo, all arcing toward the Elsin. Van counted sixteen.


  As the torps closed on the Elsin, Van could see the other IIS ship's shields flare to maximum as Trystin transferred all power to them. But the Elsin launched no torps as a counter. Was Trystin so loaded with equipment that he carried no torps? Did the setup take both him and Alya?


  Van kept checking the closures. He also noted four torps impacting the Elsin's shields at once, and the slight shiver of amber flashing through Trystin's shields. He continued to concentrate on the Revs, and was almost within torp range when the two corvettes changed course, trying to bracket the Joyau.


  Van sensed the slight raggedness in the shields and drives of the Revenant farther from the Elsin and turned the Joyau onto a head-to-head. He smiled, knowing that the corvette pi¬lot would realize shortly that the Joyau could crush the smaller ship with screens alone. He also hoped that the pilot continued to think that the Joyau was either unarmed or unequipped for conventional combat.


  The Revenant was brighter than that, launching a double salvo of torps, then making a tight turn back in-system. Too tight, Van realized. He immediately launched his own torps.


  The Rev's screens flared amber, and Van sent a third torp.


  The Rev tried to flip his shields to bring the heavier for¬ward shields into play, but the strain on drives and shields was too much, and a flare of energy replaced the overstressed corvette.


  Even before the energy dropped from the monitors, Van angled the Joyau toward the remaining corvette. The pilot, reacting to what he had seen, began salvoing his torps at the maximum rate—but that meant only eight torps before he seemed to exhaust his supply. Van cut all power to the drives and screens, redirected it to the shields, and shuttered every¬thing.


  Two minutes later, the Joyau was through the wash of energy and closing on the Revenant, who had turned in-system. Van redirected power to the drives, and with half shields, began to overhaul the Revenant.


  Three torps were enough to take out the smaller vessel.


  Van turned his attention back out-system toward the Elsin, seemingly stationary in the system. The shipnet monitors indicated that one of the Revenant cruisers had turned and was accelerating out-system toward the IIS ships, with a CPA of twenty, plus or minus five.


  Status green? Van pulsed toward the Elsin, not wanting to give an identity.


  Green, affirmed Trystin. But the concussions shook up my packages. May take longer than I'd thought.


  Do you want me to bring over my packages?


  Negative this time. Take longer to set them up than to set things right here.


  Van studied the screens. The oncoming cruiser was push¬ing everything to reach them.


  With a tight smile, Van swung the Joyau into a tight turn, one that would sweep through the area where the second corvette had disintegrated.


  Interrogative assistance, came from the Salya, now mov¬ing in-system.


  Stand by, Van replied. Cover number one. He'd never worked with Nynca before, and two uncoordinated ships were at greater risk than a single vessel.


  Will do.


  As the photon nets pulled in the molecular debris from the second corvette, Van monitored the strain on the ship systems. He was carrying a mass load close to design limits, but that wouldn't matter if the strategy worked. If it didn't, then the Joyau couldn't hold off a heavy cruiser for all that long.


  Interrogative time necessary? Van pulsed to the Elsin.


  Twenty, with luck.


  Stet.


  Van frowned. A corvette had appeared out-system of the Salya. Had one of the Revs used a short jump? That was almost suicidal—except that it had worked.


  Nynca changed course to put the Salya between the corvette and the Elsin.


  Van went back to concentrating on the oncoming heavy cruiser, a vessel that massed twice what the Joyau did. Since both the Revenant cruiser and the Joyau were on a closure course, the CPA had dropped to less than fifteen.


  For an instant, he focused on the Salya and the Revenant corvette. Nynca had launched torps, and two of the Rev's torps had flared harmlessly against the Salya's shields.


  Another cruiser had turned out-system, but according to Van's calculations, would not reach the Joyau for close to thirty minutes.


  Van watched as the Joyau and the closer Revenant cruiser neared each other. The Revenant began to launch torps even before the two ships were within effective torp range. The first four flared away harmlessly a good emkay short of the Joyau's shields.


  Van dropped all power to the drives and gravs, and trans¬ferred it to the forward shields.


  The next set of torps—four in all—impacted the shields, but not simultaneously, and the shields shivered, but remained in the green.


  Because the Joyau still wasn't close enough for what Van needed to do, he shifted power to the drives for a moment, then returned it to the shields before the cruiser's next salvo arced toward the smaller IIS ship. Again, the Joyau's rein¬forced shields held, staying in the green, if barely, as Van kept his course head-on-head with the cruiser.


  The cruiser shifted course, not by much, less than five degrees, as if to avoid a collision. Van shifted his course to return to a steady bearing, decreasing range. There was less than five minutes to CPA, although it was unlikely to be a col¬lision, given the relative velocities and speeds. Van just wanted to be close enough to use the Joyau's nets and torps to full advantage.


  The cruiser's next salvo brought the faintest trace of amber into the Joyau's shields.


  Van checked the closure—still not near enough.


  Within another minute, the two vessels would be within less than twenty klicks, flashing toward and past each other.


  Van slewed the Joyau across the projected course line of the cruiser, then flexed the photon nets, released all the mat¬ter gathered there, and followed with two quick salvoes of torps, then another.


  The Revenant cruiser's shields flared bright green as the cruiser impacted the wave of matter Van had flung, then dropped to amber, but held.


  Van loosed another double salvo of torps.


  The cruiser's shields held, momentarily, and in the amber, but they held. Van could see the Revenant's EDI drive indica¬tors flickering, and he let loose another set of torps. He hoped they'd take out the cruiser, because, until he and Eri could manually reload the spare torps in the cargo bay into the fir¬ing bays, the Joyau was down to two torps.


  The cruiser's drives flickered off, but the screens remained amber.


  Van fired his last two torps, then swung the Joyau out-system.


  Behind him, the cruiser's screens collapsed, and the cruiser flared into energy.


  Van checked the wider monitors.


  The Salya had taken station near the Elsin, and there was no sign of the Revenant corvette, but another cruiser had turned out-system to follow the one that was only fifteen min¬utes from intercepting the three IIS ships.


  After another five minutes, Van was close enough to pulse the Elsin. Interrogative status?


  I've had to improvise here, but everything's go. Countdown beginning at sixty. Departure in thirty. Beginning countdown at sixty. Departure at thirty.


  Van let out a slow breath. Affirm departure in thirty.


  In thirty, affirm, came from the Salya. ... thirty-six, thirty-five, thirty-four, thirty-three, thirty-two ...


  The transmission from the Elsin broke off. Van stiffened. The Elsin had vanished—gone jump. He scanned the EDIs, then the system screen.


  Van froze, if but for an instant. The EDI screen showed— impossibly—an enormous flare surging out from Jerush—the sun itself—what looked to be a major flare.


  "No ..." murmured Eri from the second seat.


  Van froze, if but for a milli-instant. The release of energy shown in the EDI screen was not just a massive solar wind, a comm disruption, but something with enough energy, heat, and power to broil the sunward side of Orum, or burn it to a crisp, strip the atmosphere away. The image of eight white towers melting down instantaneously flashed across his mind, followed by the screams of millions of men, women, and children, walking, talking, one moment, and then ...


  Convulsively, Van initiated the jumpshift—hoping that he had not been too late, and hoping that Nynca had not waited so long as Van had.


  The Joyau twisted, and Van felt his guts being ripped in different directions, pulled out from inside him, even as they simultaneously were being crushed into the internal equiva¬lent of a black hole.


  Black flashes alternated with white flares, and the entire ship shuddered in the endless and yet instantaneous moment of jump.


  The Joyau staggered—that was the only word that fit—out of jump. Van checked the systems, half-surprised that they had made it anywhere. The ship was somewhere on the fringes of the Perdyan system, but well out beyond normal jump emergence.


  Then he just sat in the command couch, shuddering, as image after image ran through his mind, of oceans instantly boiling away, of waves of flames incinerating everything before them, before the air vanished, of the strongest build¬ings being flattened, just before the very ground turned to molten rock, of mountains melting down like candles in a wildfire, of seas boiling away in an instant...


  While trying to cope with those images, he automatically ran diagnostics. Both jump generators were inoperative. The sec¬ondary screen generator was down. He tried to spread the pho¬ton nets, and got fifty-seven percent of maximum extension.


  The Joyau was headed in-system, and Van sat stunned in the command seat, images jumbled together, images of shut-ties being dashed from the skies, of orbit stations being vaporized, of all the Revenant ships in-system knowing the wave front was accelerating toward them, and those in the inner system unable to move fast enough to reach a place where their shields would protect them, and those in the outer system, half-blinded, unable to jump, their habitability sys¬tems failing ... slowly, inevitably.


  ... and the millions upon millions of people ... gone ... dead ... instantly.


  Van couldn't stop shuddering, even though his entire body felt bruised and sore, and each shudder racked him.


  Across from him, Eri was unconscious, but breathing, and the medical scan indicated no severe physical trauma.


  Sometime later, an hour perhaps, Van pulled himself out of his stupor and checked the monitors, finally realizing that something had been nagging at him. He checked the sys-temwide EDIs. There were only about twenty Coalition war¬ships—and all were drawn up in a defensive formation around Perdya. The other ships that had been mustering before he had jumped out-system were gone.


  Where? They certainly hadn't gone to Jerush. The Keltyr systems?


  Van continued to monitor the system as the Joyau built up


  speed, headed in-system. Van reminded himself that deceler¬ation would also take longer.


  After another twenty minutes, Eri groaned.


  Van unstrapped himself and went to the galley, where he started the kettle and the cafe maker. He tried not to think about what had happened in the Jerush system, but images still flashed across his mind. After the kettle boiled and the cafe was ready, he carried two mugs back to the cockpit.


  Eri took the tea, but just cupped it between her hands.


  "Why?" she asked.


  "Why what?" Van took a sip of cafe. "The damage to the Joyau?" He didn't want to address the bigger why. "I waited too long. We did make it back. But we're outside Perdya, well outside, with no jump capability, and a little more than half drive capability. I'd guess close to twenty-plus hours to reach Aerolis. That's where we're headed because the Joyau's in no shape to go anywhere else."


  The tech nodded. She was pale. Finally, she sipped the tea.


  Van checked the system again, but nothing had changed. It would be hours before they reached the normal jump exit zone. For a time, he just sat there. So did Eri.


  "I was on the shipnet," Eri said. "When ... he ..." She shook her head.


  Van swallowed. He hadn't even thought that Trystin had actually used the Elsin to deliver his device to the Revenant sun. "You think that he ..."


  Eri nodded. "He could not be certain otherwise."


  "But Alya, I can't believe ..."


  "Was she on board? Did you see her?"


  "No," Van admitted, "I didn't. I didn't hear anyone either." That would also have explained the extra setup time that Trystin had needed. "But why?"


  "He needed to be certain," Eri said bleakly. "He always needed to be sure." She looked down at the mug she held.


  Van couldn't say he understood. Trystin had never struck him as the martyr type. And Trystin had never lied to him. After a moment, Van laughed softly and bitterly. Trystin hadn't lied. He just hadn't told the entire truth—and that had happened before.


  The Revenants—if not destroyed—were broken. Their home planets, their great Temple, and their defense fleet were all destroyed. The Coalition forces—and perhaps the Hyndjis and the Argentis—wouldn't hesitate to finish off the Revenant invasion fleets. Without those fleets, most of the planets taken over in recent years might well revert to their previous belief and social systems. Then, again, Van reflected, they might not.


  He frowned. Except for him and Eri, and Nynca and her tech, who would know what had happened? Massive solar flares did happen. They were rare enough that no one could be sure exactly of the cause. Was that what Trystin wanted? A proof that the Revenants were not God's chosen people? A seemingly natural occurrence that cast massive doubts on the divine support of the Revenants?


  Van took refuge in the shipnet, checking the system EDIs and the ship systems.


  He still couldn't say he understood, especially after every¬thing that Trystin had said about ethics—and the totally ethi¬cal way in which he had treated people. Van just hoped he would be able to understand when he knew more. If he could learn more. If he could put aside the images.


  Chapter 73


  Nynca and the Salya had reached Aerolis before Van and the Joyau, and Nynca was waiting at the tower lock once he had the Joyau docked.


  Van wasn't certain he wanted to see her. The more he'd thought about what Trystin had done, the less he understood. The images still flashed through his mind. How could anyone


  believe that destroying a world, a system, with half a billion people, was ethical? Had Trystin been, at the end, a madman, as Jose Marti had suggested? How could he have been other¬wise?


  Where did that leave Van? He couldn't return home, not with what he'd been a party to, and not with the situation in the Republic. And he also didn't have a ship that was going anywhere, not anytime soon. Could he make amends through IIS? What would happen to IIS?


  He pushed those thoughts aside as Nynca stepped into the Joyau's lock. Her eyes were still reddened, and she had deep black circles under her eyes. Without a word, she walked into Van's stateroom and waited for him to close the door. Then she spoke. "Privacy. No recording."


  Van nodded and triggered the little-used privacy cone.


  "How much have you figured out?" she asked, without sit¬ting down.


  "He had it all planned." He cleared his throat. "Alya wasn't on board, was she?"


  "No. He sent a burst coded message to me just before ..." Nynca's lips tightened, and she looked down at the stateroom floor, at the synthetic parquet flooring.


  "He wanted a natural occurrence to destroy the Revenants," Van offered. "One that would cast doubts on either their sense of divine mission, or one that would imply that their God disapproved of their actions. Maybe both." Van paused. "That's all I can really say that I truly understand. I don't... I can't... understand ... there must have been five hundred million people ... How could anyone ... ?"


  "That is the danger of age," she replied.


  "The danger of age?" Van replied stupidly.


  "How old do you think he was?" Nynca asked.


  "At least a hundred fifty. There are some who thought he was an immortal."


  "He was close to three hundred years old. He created IIS two hundred years ago, when it became clear that his first attempt to shift the course of Revenant history had failed."


  "His first attempt?"


  "He was the last prophet—the one who immolated himself in the Temple and ended the Coalition-Revenant War. He didn't, really, but that was the impression he left." Nynca swallowed. "He kept trying, using economic pressure, force ... you've seen it all. Half the independent systems in the Arm wouldn't exist today without him and IIS."


  "But... all those people ... ?"


  "He grew up in the first Great War. You must have read about it—where the Revenants sent millions of missionary troops across the Arm in troids. They sent millions. Their casualties were never totaled, but it was estimated that the Revenant systems lost over two hundred million young men and women in fifty years. The Coalition lost thirty million, or more. His sister-—the Salya is named after her—was killed when a troid attack wiped out all civilians in a system being terraformed. It wasn't the only system treated that way by the Revenants."


  "But... five hundred million?"


  "How many systems have been taken over by the Revenants in the last two years—that you know of?" "Five, six ..."


  "And what happened to those who don't want to become Revenants?"


  "They're marginalized."


  "Marginalized. That's a polite word, Van." Nynca's voice hardened. "What it means is that they lose their businesses, their jobs, and their homes. Sooner or later, they lose their lives. Most of them aren't executed. They just lose so much they wish they were. That still leaves millions who die in one way or another."


  Van was silent.


  'Trystin ... he saw that beginning to happen again. The Coalition didn't want another war... they didn't want to deal with another thirty or forty million people lost. The Argentis didn't either. Both built up their forces, but no one wanted to go to war to save the Keltyr, or the Samarrans, or the Nraymarans, or Beldorans, or the Aluysons, or in a few years, the Scandyans. And that wasn't the only danger. What about your Republic? Wasn't it already leaning toward an alliance with the Revenants? That's what your reports indi¬cated. The RSF felt they couldn't survive unless they made an alliance. How many people died or will die in those sys¬tems? Are their deaths any less important because they died in small groups or alone one at a time?" Van was silent.


  "What was he supposed to do, after everyone forgot what happened the last time? What was he supposed to do, when what he had attempted before had failed, and when everyone else stood around waiting? When IIS reported to everyone— we sent that information to every major government—and no one did anything except wring their hands?"


  "And he felt it was his responsibility?"


  "He hated the idea of his being responsible for their cur¬rent culture. About ten years ago, he began to feel that by ending the war the way he had done he'd just made matters worse. That was when he built the Elsin, then commissioned the Joyau. He looked for someone like you for almost that long."


  "Like me?"


  "You're more like him than you know, Van." "If you're worried—"


  "I'm not worried about you saying anything. You wouldn't He asked me to make sure you understood if he didn't get back. But he was only being gentle. He knew he wouldn't be back. You're the new managing director of IIS."


  "Me? Why me? I'm still wrestling with ... the magnitude of what he did. You're his great-great-granddaughter."


  "You've left out several 'greats' there, even if I was named for his mother." Her voice was dry again. "You're not the only one wrestling. I argued against it. But I didn't have the answer to his last question." She paused. "He just asked, 'Who else will act for all the innocents that the Revenants will kill or destroy? Tell me, Nynca, who else will act?' That's what he asked." She looked hard at Van. "I didn't have an answer. Do you? Is it right... Gramps would have asked if it were ethical... to allow hundreds of millions of people to lose their freedoms and their lives because to stop it would require an equal or greater cost? Are principles only weighed by bodies alone? Is it not ethical to act ethically if it causes pain and suffering? You tell me before you judge him." Van stepped back.


  "I can't judge," she added in a low voice. "I know I couldn't do what he did. But I didn't stop him because I couldn't refute him. But I couldn't do it." She looked at Van. "I can plan for IIS, and I can support you, and I will. But... I'm not meant... I can't do what you and Gramps did."


  "I don't know that I could do—"


  Nynca laughed, harshly. "You already have. It's just on a smaller scale. I've read the reports on the Scandyan embassy affair and the Regneri incident."


  "Isn't the threat..." Van let the words trail off.


  "It's not over. It's never over. Who will make sure that the Argentis, or even the Coalition, don't pick up the mantle of divine support?"


  "Mantle of divine support?"


  "That's what he called it—the illusion that a culture is the chosen one, that its members can do no wrong."


  Van could appreciate that terminology. He'd seen enough of that, both with the Revenants, and even in the Republic, especially lately.


  "You need to get to Perdya to assure everyone that IIS will continue. We'll be leaving in two hours. The Coalition will be watching us closely, but they're allowing both in- and out-system transport"


  'Thank you." Van studied Nynca, and the chill she pro¬jected. "I'm sorry. I didn't know that he'd planned to deliver his device ... personally. I'd just never thought..."


  "You couldn't have known. I've worked with him for years, and I didn't know. I knew he was more and more wor¬ried about the Revenants, and what they stood for, and about what they were doing to all cultures."


  "All cultures? In reaction to them, you mean? That people can become exactly the same as their enemies in outlook and action?"


  "You see? You understand." "But... me?" Van said again.


  "You're best for the job, and someone has to do it. Besides, it's what Gramps wanted." "I wasn't looking ..."


  "I know." Nynca paused. "I'm not angry at you. I'm not angry at him. But I'm angry that things have to be the way they are."


  That Van understood.


  He just sat in the console chair, looking at nothing, long after Nynca had left.


  In time, there was a tap on the door. Van sensed Eri beyond. "Come on in, Eri."


  The diminutive tech stood there. "I wanted to tell you, ser..."


  "I'll need a new tech?" Van asked gently. She nodded. "I have done this long enough." Van also understood that.


  After Eri left, he began to pack a duffel, almost in a daze, knowing that was a luxury that he could not long indulge.


  How could Trystin... all those millions? He frowned, shaking his head. On the other hand, how could he not... ?


  Were there any answers? Real answers?


  



  JUDGE


  Chapter 74


  Van eased the Joyau back out-system, checking the systems. Once more, he realized that he had no torps left, not a one, and there were at least two more cruisers headed out after him and the Salya.


  Van studied the monitors, then pulsed, Interrogative status?


  Had to improvise here... everything's go. Countdown beginning at sixty... fifty-nine, fifty-eight...


  The numbers marched down slowly, and Van struggled to recall... something ... there was something wrong about those numbers, something he should know. He glanced around the cockpit, familiar and yet unfamiliar ... trying to remember...


  ... thirty-six, thirty-five, thirty-four, thirty-three, thirty-two ...


  The transmission from the Elsin broke off, and the Elsin had vanished.


  And Van knew, his eyes frozen as the shipnet called up in his mind the energies flaring off the sun Jerush ... and the wave fronts that would scour the planet of Orum clean of all life, and freeze the jumpships in place, unable to leave the system ...


  Could he jump the Joyau? After what would happen, could he?


  He wanted to think, to come up with another answer. But it was already too late, and the black-white timelessness of jump washed over him.


  Van sat up, soaked in sweat, breathing heavily.


  Slowly, he swung his feet over the side of the luxurious bed in the top-floor apartment, and sat there for a time, trying to slow his heart and his breathing.


  The same nightmare, seemingly every night.


  But Van hadn't known ... just as he hadn't known about the Fergus ... or the Collyns.


  "Should you have known? Shouldn't you have guessed?" he murmured to himself. But a nova device?


  After several moments, he stood, then walked from the bedroom out into the sitting room, moving to the wide south window. Most of the city of Cambria looked dark, even in the damp winter, because the lights were designed to shine out and down, and not upward in a way to be visible from the sixth floor of the IIS building.


  Ethics? How could Trystin have talked so much about ethics? Yet Dad Cicero had warned Van about men who trumpeted their ethics. Yet until the end, Trystin had acted for what Van might have called the greater good. It was bet¬ter to destroy Revenant raiders than to allow them to terror¬ize systems that could not defend themselves. It was better to help businesses and small multis in ways so that they could compete and hold off, if not surmount, the subsidized and state-supported competition from Revenant institu¬tions.


  But... did that inevitably lead to ... something like the Jerush flare?


  Trystin had said that the technology was Farhkan. Did that mean ... could they have somehow programmed the older man to destroy the Revenant home system? Trystin hadn't seemed programmed, not in the way that the clones in Scan-dya had been.


  Van paced away from the window, still damp with sweat, then turned back.


  Could he honestly continue to manage US? Could he not? What would happen to all the independent systems ... or to the fringe planets even in the Argenti or Hyndji loop ... if someone, something like IIS, didn't offer another alternative?


  Or was that mere self-justification?


  Van took a deep breath.


  He hadn't done any of the things that plagued him in nightmares. Was he having the nightmares because he hadn't acted after he had learned? But what could he have done besides what he had? Walking away—from the RSF, from IIS—that didn't make things better. It was a meaningless symbolic act, as if to say that Van wasn't responsible. Was the guilt in what he felt because he hadn't seen and should have—and should have acted?


  Just as he hadn't seen, or hadn't wanted to see, what had been happening in the Republic until it had been too late?


  Van slowly looked from side to side and back again, his eyes facing the window, but not really seeing the city or the darkness beyond.


  Chapter 75


  In the late morning of fiveday, Van sat at the conference table in the ISS Cambrian office, in the position where Trystin had once seated himself. Van still didn't feel like the managing director of IIS, even after more than a week in Cambria, but everyone looked to him as that, probably because Nynca had made it absolutely clear that Van was indeed the managing director. Van had checked the records, and Trystin had only made the changes in the leadership contingency plan for IIS a month before his death—and he'd never told Van.


  Van wondered if they all would have looked to him had they known of the nightmares and doubts that plagued him. Then he could see from the lines and the darkness behind Nynca's eyes that at least some of those demons tormented her as well. And Eri had simply left US, claiming her stipend.


  "I've read your report," Van began, looking at Laren, the dark-haired woman in charge of research in Cambria. "It's good." It was good, even if Van didn't like the facts it con¬tained. The Jerush system was uninhabitable, and would be for years, if not centuries, even with remedial planoforming. Uninhabitable ... such a clean word to use after the death of over five hundred million people.


  The Coalition forces, with assistance from the spinward Argenti fleets under General Marti, had defeated the Revenant fleets and destroyed most of the ships. A joint Argenti-Coalition task force was administering the Coalition "protectorate" over the former Revenant systems.


  All that, Van could understand and accept, if reluctantly. What he had trouble accepting was the joint Coalition-Argenti decision to allow the Republic of Tara, scarcely a Republic any longer, to complete its annexation of the defenseless Keltyr systems.


  "Thank you," Laren replied.


  "What I don't quite understand is why the Coalition forces allowed the Republic to annex all the Keltyr worlds."


  Laren glanced from Van to Nynca, then to Joe Sasaki, before responding. "Everything collapsed so suddenly. We were left with all the Revenant systems, and no one wanted them to rebuild in the same mold. That meant resources being spent on governing the central Revenant systems—for years to come. The Republic fleets were drawn up in good order and sug¬gested die compromise. No one wanted to fight another series of battles, and die Argentis didn't want the Coalition annexing the Keltyr systems, and we didn't want the Argentis expanding there. Then there was the power vacuum problem..."


  "That's the problem that, before the Revenant defeat, nei¬ther the Republic nor the Keltyr were strong enough by them¬selves?"


  Laren nodded.


  "So some genius on the Coalition general staff decided that allowing the Republic to consolidate all the Keltyr sys¬tems would keep them occupied and build up a counterforce to the Argentis." Van snorted. "And the Argentis agreed to it for the same reason—to keep the Coalition from becoming too strong."


  "Essentially, yes."


  "Idiots. Didn't they see that the Republic is just a smaller version of the Revenants, except with even less ethics, and without a religious foundation?"


  "I thought you didn't care for the Revenants' religious base," said Joe Sasaki, his voice expressing puzzlement.


  "I don't," Van replied. "Neither did Trystin. But, believe it or not, some systems can be even worse." And the Republic was headed that way.


  "No one else wanted to get involved," added Laren. "Not in a major way. The Hyndjis reasserted their claims to some in¬dependent systems like Beldora and Goilhen. The Argentis did the same spinward. We did with the areas near Keshmara."


  Van nodded slowly. "We can't change what the space forces did. Not immediately, and not directly, in any case. So we'll have to change our focus. We'll start with reestablishing or strengthening our offices in the newly independent systems that have been taken over by the Hyndjis or the Argentis—or by the Coalition. Once our ships are operable. That shouldn't upset anyone in the Coalition, should it?" He looked to Nynca.


  "No."


  "No," replied Laren.


  "I don't think so," said Sasaki.


  "When will the Joyau be ready?" Van looked to Joe Sasaki.


  "Not long after you will be. The External Commerce Sub¬committee of the Assembly has asked that you testify on the activities of IIS two weeks from tomorrow."


  "About what?"


  Sasaki shrugged. "The invitation is general. I think they want some assurance that you will remain as closely linked to the Coalition as Trystin was."


  "I don't exactly have a choice. I'm persona non grata in the Republic. I might even be on an assassination list." "I wouldn't mention that."


  "I don't intend to." Van looked around the room. "What else?"


  "Do you want to commission a replacement vessel for the Elsin?" asked Joe.


  "Yes. But we probably can't handle that kind of credit drain immediately." Especially not with major repairs needed for both the Joyau and the Salya, neither of which was capable of an interstellar jumpshift until Aerolis finished a great deal more work—and IIS paid a significant amount of credits. "We also don't have anyone to command it. I can't learn what I don't know about Trystin's job and find that person at the same time."


  "We could offer a commission, with construction begin¬ning in a year," suggested Joe.


  "How long will it take to build the ship?"


  'Three years ... could be four."


  "How about a commission, with a modest deposit, for Aerolis to begin construction sometime between a year and eighteen months from now?"


  "We could do that."


  "Then we should." Van was acting on instinct, but with the unsettled state of the Arm, he had the feeling that he and Nynca would be hard-pressed before long.


  "We'll also need to change the credit arrangements for a number of offices, the ones in systems affected by the protec¬torate and settlement terms ..."


  A good hour passed before the meeting ended and Van returned to his office with Nynca.


  Once there, she looked at Van. "You didn't mention an assassination list before."


  'Trystin suggested I go back and look into the background of the Republic. I did." Van went on to explain most of what he had found, including the Revenant-like coup and the trans¬fer of command to the "dead" Commander Baile.


  "No wonder you weren't pleased with the Coalition deci¬sion. What do you think we should do?"


  "For the moment, I'll have to treat the Republic in the same way Trystin treated the Revenants. I'm certain they know I'm connected to IIS, and that would put anyone we sent there in danger. We'll just have to manage the offices left in the Republic through communications and intermediaries—if we can. The way the Republic is trying to confiscate outside assets, it's not a place where I'd recommend doing much business. Or trying. Not until matters settle, if they do, and until we've cleaned up the other messes." Van looked at Nynca. "You're the director of planning. What do you think?"


  "You're right We'll need to scope out a more detailed strategy before you testify."


  Van had almost forgotten about that. He wondered how many more duties he had that Trystin had handled. Nynca and Joe would make sure he knew. Of that, he was certain.


  And ... he still couldn't help but worry about his family. But for the moment and for at least weeks to come, there was little more that he could do. He had no ships, and commercial travel to Tara and Sulyn had been suspended—at least from the Co¬alition. Even if he had tried a roundabout routing, it would have taken weeks or months, with no guarantee of even getting there, let alone evading Republic security if he did reach Sulyn.


  But he still worried.


  Chapter 76


  Van was in the office early. He sat at the table desk, looking out into the distance beyond Cambria. After a second week in the office, he was more than ready to return to the Joyau, except that he couldn't, even without the hearing ahead, because Aerolis hadn't finished the repairs.


  In addition, he'd had to work out a redefined strategy for IIS, not that it had been that difficult, not with Nynca's con¬siderable assistance. The hard part had been working out the implementation plans. Then Laren had brought them the new notification requirements imposed by the Coalition, and Joe had brought in the latest financials—worse than any of them had expected, and Van hadn't been that sanguine to begin with. The only saving grace was the reserve fund that Trystin had built up, and Van insisted that IIS only use a third of it in the next year.


  Besides that, he had yet to testify before the External Com¬merce Subcommittee, and he couldn't afford to alienate the Coalition, for all too many reasons.


  He smiled, sadly, thinking of Trystin, then looked down at the hand-written message that Trystin had left, his eyes going over the words he had read so many times in the last days.


  This is for you, in the event matters do not work as well as I hoped. I hope you do not see this, but a good commander plans for the worst. A long time ago, I thought I could fix something. I did, but it didn't stay fixed, because as my father said so many years ago, a tree truly bent is never straight again. He was a far better gardener than I.


  About most things, the Farhkans are probably right. About other things—like human nature, which they believe can be changed, because they have changed their natures—I have my doubts. Some aspects of human nature and some cultures can never truly be changed. There are trees that need to be uprooted so that better trees can grow, and I have taken that upon myself, because, much as I have tried to prune and shape and direct the Revenant culture from without, there is a core that is wrong. I have watched, and asked, and questioned, and waited, but the tree has again grown twisted and crooked, and in many ways, worse and more hypocritical and evil than before. Were anyone else to see this, they would doubtless decry my arrogance. I may well be arrogant, but I am willing to act when others will only wring their hands.


  I ask that, once read, you destroy this. Not because I am concerned about posterity, but because ascribing what hap¬pened to human action will only reinforce the determination of survivors to regrow the same twisted tree. So long as there is doubt about what happened and why, there will be ques¬tions, and questions are the very basis of truth. Questions denied are truth denied.


  Van read the words a last time, and then set the single sheet of heavy parchment in the decorative bowl he had borrowed from a table in the hall. He focused the miniature gas torch on the corner of the note and flicked it. Flame licked the creamy parchment, creeping toward the words set in black ink. Before long, only ashes remained, as Trystin had requested.


  Had the device not worked as Trystin had planned? Or had he just gotten tired in the end? Or had he taken too much to heart the feeling that he had been responsible for the Revenant resurgence? Nynca seemed to be the only one who knew, and she wasn't saying.


  Then how was Van any different, worrying as he did about where the Taran Republic was headed?


  Incoming out-system for you, Director Albert.


  Accept. Van could feel himself tense. What now? What other problem was coming home to roost on his shoulders? Van looked at the office screen, then called up the message.


  His sister Sappho's image appeared on the holo projection. He could see the tiredness in her eyes, and the darkness behind them.


  "Van, the local IIS office here in Kurti gave me this address and said that they would forward my message to you. Yes, Ael-sya and I and the children made it to the Kushite systems, and we've settled in here on Meroe. It's hotter than we expected, but we've certainly been welcomed. That's the good news ...


  Van winced, but continued to listen.


  "... we were already set to leave when your funds came through, and Dad Cicero made sure they were all retransferred


  to our names with the Nabatan Trust... Aelsya and I begged them to leave Sulyn with us, but they both said that... that everything that meant anything to them—except us—was in Bannon. Dad Almaviva shoved us onto the first out-system flight we could get. I couldn't believe the cost..."


  Van could. He knew those costs all too well.


  "... I've tried to find out what happened after we left. At first, even the Republic embassy here wouldn't tell us anything, but there was a woman there who recognized your name, some¬how, and she's been very helpful... this morning ..." The image of Sappho swallowed. 'This morning .. . she gave me a hard copy report..."


  Van waited for the image of his sister to go on.


  "... I can't believe it... They ... they executed Dad Cicero and Dad Almaviva .. . and it was Arturo ... he was the one ... He claimed that they had supported you, and that you had killed a sub-minister in New Oisin . .. and had committed treason against the Republic. The RSF just came and took them away, and they shot them for treason... and I know they ... they wouldn't have done that. You wouldn't have done that..."


  "They've already killed hundreds, and it could be thou¬sands, and no one even raised a weapon .. . it's hard . .. how could anyone . .. ?


  "I sent a message to Arturo, asking him what happened ... how it could be so ... I haven't heard anything back. Maybe I never will... Oh ... the woman at the embassy, she didn't believe it about you either. She said that you'd never do any¬thing that wasn't right. She didn't say how she knew you, but she did ..."


  Van stood there, cold inside, watching the blank holo pro¬jection for a long time, before his eyes dropped to the bowl and the ashes there.


  Chapter 77


  Threeday of the following week found Van walking into the hearing room of the External Commerce Subcommittee of the Commerce Committee of the Constituent Assembly of the Eco-Tech Coalition. A youthful-looking staffer gestured toward the console and chair before the antique style desk-dais, behind which sat six delegates. Three positions were vacant, Van noted, as he seated himself. He also noted that the session was closed, with no audience. That did bother him.


  "For the record," opened the chairman, Delegate Inaru, "please state your name and position."


  "Van Cassius Albert, managing director of Integrated Information Systems."


  "You are a resident noncitizen, are you not?"


  "That is correct, ser Chairman, but my official residence is here in Cambria."


  "For how long?"


  "It's been almost three years—three years in Octem."


  "Thank you. I understand that you have been the managing director of Integrated Information Systems for less than a month."


  "That is correct, ser Chairman. Since Director Desoll was lost with his ship. That was unexpected."


  "You were the number two officer at IIS prior to becoming managing director?"


  'That is also correct."


  The chairman looked directly at Van. "IIS has been noted for undertaking a number of enterprises and activities that would be considered, shall we say for lack of a better word, most unconventional by other governments. Since these activities have always ended in beneficial results for the Co¬alition, and indeed for most of the Arm, and since they gener-


  ally lie outside the purview of this committee, we will not intrude into this area, although the committee would like to note that the Assembly does retain that right"


  "I understand and appreciate the committee's power and discretion," Van replied, wondering what would come next.


  "The committee will also note that it is highly probable that there were IIS vessels near the Jerush system in recent weeks, but that, unless other information should come to light, it appears unnecessary to pursue the matter."


  "We defer to your insight and understanding, ser Chair¬man." Van understood that part of the message very clearly, and the reason why the hearing was closed.


  "The committee would also like to suggest that the value provided by IIS lies in its unconventional approach, and this committee would certainly not wish to suggest any change in the IIS operations."


  That was a slight surprise, but Van nodded as he answered. "I cannot foresee any changes in the operational outlook and plans of IIS."


  "Do you plan any specific and significant changes in the operations of IIS?"


  "Director Desoll had developed a system and a plan for IIS that worked exceedingly well, ser. I see no reason to change the overall operational outlook or structure of the foundation. With the ... change in the political and economic structure of the Arm, IIS will have to shift or close some planetary offices and open others, and we will need to change certain operational plans to reflect the changed economics. But I do not foresee any significant departures from the overall basic operations of the foundation."


  "That is good to know. In the past US has been most forth¬coming in sharing information with the Assembly. Do you foresee any changes there?"


  "The function and mission of IIS is to provide informa¬tion, as you know, ser Chairman. We would be most remiss if we did not share as much information as we could, and we intend to continue the policies that have worked so well in the past." Van was very glad that Laren had briefed him on the types of questions he was likely to face.


  "What position does IIS intend to take with regard to the Revenant protectorate?"


  'TIS will review each planetary system as it has always done, in terms of economic opportunity and the chance to foster equality in competition—"


  "A question, ser Chairman." The interruption came from the minority side.


  "A question for the representative from Jiaku," the chair¬man announced. "One question, Delegate Mitsui."


  "Thank you, ser Chairman." Mitsui looked gravely at Van. "Under your predecessor, IIS was known to accept large con¬tingency repayments from foreign multilaterals. Some mem¬bers of this committee have questioned whether this was proper for a foundation that pays no taxes on such revenues. Do you intend to continue this questionable practice?"


  "As you know from the detailed reports IIS files with the committee and the government revenue office," Van began, "IIS is not a business entity that pays returns to shareholders. Nor do we pay profits taxes, since we have none. We do pay employee support and welfare taxes, as well as real estate and other services taxes. In fact, IIS pays more of these taxes than a number of Coalition multis. I believe the committee received a report on this from Director Desoll. If there is any public question on the level of taxes, I would be more than happy to make that report public.


  "I might also add that, while some of the payments for our expertise might appear high, our expenses in providing that expertise are also extremely high. Our contribution to the Coalition is measured in far more than credits. In all plane¬tary systems where IIS has developed a strong presence, Co¬alition financial and commercial interests have also prospered, and the index of personal economic and social freedoms has increased in the vast majority of those systems. Increasing economic and social freedoms in the Arm are aims clearly spelled out in our charter, and I believe it is fair to say that we have generally been successful in those efforts. Not in all cases, but in the majority. Neither our charter nor the laws of the Coalition restrict our revenues, only their use. We have fully complied with both the charter and the laws, and we have reported diligently on our revenues, expenses, and accomplishments. I believe, as did my esteemed prede¬cessor, that our usefulness and effectiveness should be mea¬sured by the results we have achieved and not by merely assessing the flow of credits." Van inclined his head politely. "Ser Chairman ... ?"


  Chairman Inaru glanced toward Mitsui. "I believe the director has been most responsive to your inquiry and to his responsibilities to the Coalition. Our past investigations have shown the overall cost-effectiveness of US to be quite high. That is especially true in terms of the information provided continually to the committee." Inaru turned back to Van. "You do intend to continue the reporting practices of your predecessor?"


  "I could not imagine doing otherwise, ser Chairman."


  Van had the feeling that the hearing was going to be very long, and that he would end up answering many of the same questions, again and again, if in slightly different words amounting to the same response. He smiled politely and waited.


  Chapter 78


  The Salya slid into the docking tower at Aerolis, kissing into position without so much as a click or a muted thump.


  "Excellent docking." Van unstrapped from the second seat and looked at Nynca. "Thank you."


  "My pleasure." She smiled wryly. "I may not say that after this tour you've scheduled for me. You did Gramps proud."


  "I gave you the ones you knew," Van protested. "You were the one—the planning director—who told me that we needed to reestablish the offices that the Revenants had forced shut as soon as possible and reopen—"


  "Laren and the legal staff said it was necessary to claim what assets we could and to ensure we didn't get charged with effective abandonment or neglect."


  "Always the legalities." Van shook his head. "Never what's right."


  "The advocates don't like ethics, Van," she said quietly. 'They're too dangerous. Legal codes are more pre-dictable."


  "Only when they're backed by ethics and power."


  "They don't like to remember that," she pointed out.


  "Most don't." Van smiled wanly as he reclaimed the duffel and the small carry bag filled with datacards necessary to update the information on the Joyau's shipnet. "Alya and I will clear out and leave you to your tasks."


  "You have the harder ones."


  In some ways, he did, Van reflected, but Nynca had more stops to make.


  Mason Jynko was waiting for Van and Alya in the docking tower beyond the lock.


  "Director... we had more to do on her than on the Salya ... but she's ready now."


  "Good." Van slung the carry bag over his shoulder and fol¬lowed the ship contractor hand over hand down the tube.


  They took another tube to the third docking tower and climbed back up to the locks joining the Joyau and the tower.


  There, Jynko stopped and looked at Van. "We've managed to incorporate the standing wave equipment by cutting a meter off the port rear cabin and half a meter out of the hold. It's not like a satellite-based system, ser. Your receiver is just as sensitive, but—"


  "I know," Van replied. "I read the specs you sent. What you're telling me is that the transmitter's only good for very short bursts, and that I've got to be in jump areas for it to work at all, and it will take all the power of the fusactors for five minutes—poured into that special accumulator."


  "That's about it, ser. It was tough working out the reverse flow from that."


  That had been one of Van's ideas. If he had to have another accumulator, he wanted to be able to throw the power back into the ship's drives or shields, if necessary. In effect, the additional power would hold the shields another three min¬utes against a dreadnought. What good three minutes might do... Van didn't know, but he'd seen how power cross-connections had worked for Trystin and later for the Joyau.


  "As you ordered, ser," Jynko said, "we've stored the boxes that were in the cargo hold in the conditioned warehouse space."


  "I've told Joe to expect the billing," Van replied. "Com¬pared to the cost of refurbishing the Joyau, it won't be much, but I need them kept safe."


  "We understand, ser. We've been supporting IIS for over a century."


  Van nodded. "Everything checks out?" "Yes, ser."


  "I'm sure you're right." Van pulsed the ship lock open and stepped inside. He could smell the odors of fresh coatings, and electrical work.


  Even before he reached his stateroom, where he stowed his gear, he had linked to the ship and was running his own diag¬nostics. Even as Jynko had promised, everything checked.


  Alya had made for the tech spaces.


  Still, it was almost two hours before Van was ready to delock.


  From the second seat, Alya, olive-skinned, green-eyed, and willowy, despite also being nearly as old as Van and hav¬ing raised two children, looked at him.


  "Thank you," he said.


  "For agreeing to be your tech? I like the job. I like IIS. I like working with you." She smiled. "You told me where we were going ... but not in what order."


  "I've had a few things on my mind." Van grinned sheep¬ishly. "The Farhkan system—Dharel—first. Then Keshmara, Meroe in the Kushite Association, and a long list of small places, but the order after Meroe depends on what happens as we go. We have a lot of offices to investigate and rebuild." After he talked to the Farhkans—if they would talk to him.


  Van squared himself in the command seat. "We might as well get on with it."


  A-prime, this is Joyau, ready to delock this time. Van checked the locks and seals, then the ship's power, before dropping the internal grav to nil.


  Joyau, you're cleared to delock and depart.


  Stet. Delocking. Will maintain low-power departure.


  Thanks, Commander. Like to keep those towers for a few more years.


  Van laughed. Like to see them when we get back.


  He used the barest touch of the steering jets to ease the Joyau away from the tower and the asteroid to which it was attached. The monitors still indicated a heightened level of Coalition warships in the Perdyan system, and a lesser amount of commercial travel.


  Once the ship was headed out-system and well clear of the Belt and any other traffic, Van turned in the command seat. "Can I ask you ... what Trystin said ... when he put you off?" Van's words were tentative.


  "He didn't say much," Alya replied. "He said that what he was doing was dangerous, because the technology hadn't been tried. He said that he'd already felt too guilty for all the others who'd suffered for him ..."


  "I found out about his sister," Van offered.


  "His mother was killed in the anti-Rev riots of the Coali-tion-Revenant War. She looked Revenant, and she died pro¬tecting a niece. That bothered him."


  When he heard Alya's words, although he knew how long ago that had been, the time frame was still a shock to Van. "He told you that?"


  Alya shook her head. "Eri did. He never spoke about it to me."


  "What about his wife?"


  "No one knows. Or no one will say."


  Van pondered as he checked the screens and systems again. "Did he give any hint that he was going to ... deliver the device ... personally."


  "No. He even talked about taking some time off later."


  Had Trystin just run out of time, and made a decision on the spot? Trystin had also made contingency plans of all sorts, so that his arrangement for Van to succeed him didn't necessarily mean that he had planned a suicide attack.


  Van wondered if he'd ever know.


  Chapter 79


  Van glanced around the cockpit, knowing something was wrong, terribly wrong.


  Countdown beginning at sixty... fifty-nine, fifty-eight... The numbers marched down slowly, and Van struggled to think... Something ... there was something wrong about those numbers, something he should know. He tried to recall... to remember what he should do ...


  ... thirty-six, thirty-five, thirty-four, thirty-three, thirty-two ...


  The transmission from the Elsin broke off, and the Elsin had vanished.


  Van sat up abruptly in the wide stateroom bunk, his ship-suit soaked through. He'd just tried to get a short nap on the inbound leg to Dharel, but the same nightmare had caught him. It wasn't every time he slept—when he could sleep, and at times, he couldn't—but it was still all too often.


  He peeled off the damp shipsuit and took out another, as well as clean underwear, and headed to take a shower, not that he would feel that much cleaner. Less than ten minutes later, he was back in the cockpit.


  Alya looked at him. "You're not sleeping that well."


  "No," Van admitted. "I'm worrying a lot."


  "So did... so did Commander Desoll. He only slept in snatches."


  "Did he ever say why?"


  "Not directly. He talked about how people kept repeating the same patterns. He said that the Revenants were locked in an unethical pattern, but they perceived it as ethical, and that nothing short of a catastrophe or divine action would change them. Then he laughed, and said that made it difficult, because in his long life, he'd never seen any direct divine actions."


  Van nodded. He could see Trystin saying that. "I haven't either." Then, Van recalled, Trystin had once been a prophet, and prophets acted for deities. But for what deity?


  A silence settled over the cockpit, and Van went back to scanning screens, systems, and monitors—and found nothing out of the ordinary.


  Another hour passed, and the Joyau neared the Farhkan outer orbit station.


  Farhka Station Two, this is Coalition ship Joyau, code name Double Negative, pilot Albert, patron Rhule Ghere, inbound for consultation and information.


  The minutes passed, and then more minutes passed. Would the Farhkans even acknowledge his transmission? Van studied the monitors. There were no ships in the system except two Farhkan vessels in-system of the station, both with EDI signa¬tures that resembled dreadnoughts. Neither had changed its course, and neither was headed anywhere close to the Joyau.


  Another five minutes passed.


  Ship Joyau, pilot Albert, you are cleared for approach and locking. Do you have the beacon?


  Farhka Station Two, that is affirmative. We have the bea¬con. Proceeding as cleared.


  Van tried to ensure that his approach and docking were smooth, although he couldn't help worrying. Trystin had said that the Farhkans could be standoffish, and that their technol¬ogy was vastly superior to the best of human developments. The solar flare device had proved that.


  Human pilot Albert, you may proceed to the first confer¬ence room. You will be met.


  Station Two, thank you. Proceeding this time. Van nodded to himself.


  "They'll talk to you? That's something," Alya offered, as Van unstrapped. "What they might say is another matter." "You'll know what to do."


  "Let's hope I do." Van slipped from the command couch.


  He took a few minutes in his stateroom to clean up again before he walked back to the lock and opened it. When he stepped into the gray-green and featureless corridor of the Farhkan station, the musky odor that he had forgotten washed over him. Not unpleasant—just different. He pulsed the lock closed and began to walk. The corridor was empty, as it had been before.


  A single doorway lay open ahead. The Farhkan who waited in the room—a space devoid of furnishing and furniture—did not feel the same as the one who had operated on Van.


  Van bowed. Thank you. I do not believe we have met.


  We have not. You may consider me as Erelon Jhare. Your patron remains Rhule Ghere.


  Van Cassius Albert. Van wasn't quite certain where to begin.


  Why are you here? Pilot Desoll applied technology beyond your human capability. The results killed many hundreds of millions.


  Van thought for a time before he answered. To seek some understanding.


  Jhare barked the Farhkan laugh. You seek... absolu¬tion ... for what you did not foresee and did not do. None can grant that.


  Are you one of those who studies humans and ethics?


  Anyone who truly studies anything must study ethics. After a moment, Jhare added, / study technology, the technology that Pilot Desoll... There was a long pause before the Farhkan continued.... used in an unethical manner in the hope of achieving an ethical resolution to an insoluble diffi¬culty.


  The Revenant culture was an insoluble difficulty?


  Is it not obvious? That culture is predicated on the exis¬tence of a deity. Rules of conduct are ascribed to that deity. Those rules preclude free choice. No deity can preclude free choice. The society developed under the ascription of those rules is fatally flawed.


  Societies must have rules. They do not survive otherwise, Van protested.


  The Farhkan laughed. You are correct. Societies must develop rules. Rules that are imposed in the name of a deity are always flawed. They are flawed because they are inflexi¬ble. The universe changes. Even the laws of the universe are not inflexible.


  Van had to think about what sort of flaws the Farhkan meant. Without firm guidelines, human beings can bend any¬thing in any fashion.


  Is that not true of any creature that develops intelligence and the ability to reason?


  That wasn't exactly an answer, was it? You're saying that there are no moral absolutes?


  A solar flare explodes from a sun. A culture, a species dies. This happens in the universe. Is this unethical? How can it be? That is how the universe is. A human finds a way to cre¬ate a solar flare; he uses it to destroy a world. Why is that any different from what the universe does time and time again?


  It is different, Van protested.


  The result is the same. Do you claim the universe is uneth¬ical?


  Intelligent beings have the right... the duty... to create order and ethics.


  For whom? The universe? Do you have this duty to create or impose your order upon me? Or upon all Farhkans? Do I have the duty to impose such order upon you? Upon all humans?


  Van could sense a combination of irony, coldness, and yet even humor in the projections of the Farhkan.


  Are you saying that there is no such concept or require¬ment as ethical actions? he asked.


  Did I ever suggest that? You are confused if you think so. Think upon what Pilot Desoll did. Until you do, there is little more that you will learn.


  Van doubted that he had learned anything—except that the Farhkans seemed strangely indifferent to Trystin's use of the nova device.


  We are not indifferent. There was a sense of both regret and amusement. Never have we been indifferent to those who struggle with ethics. Why would you think we are indifferent?


  You helped... you allowed...


  Is there any difference between imposing a rule or forbid¬ding an action? When are either effective or useful?


  Van knew he had an answer, but was still struggling with what it might be.


  We have allowed you to question. That we never allowed Pilot Desoll. The universe changes. You must ask yourself why he acted as he did, not us. There was a long pause. You may go.


  The room shifted, and Van blinked.


  When he finished blinking, the room was empty, the door leading to the corridor open once more. He looked around, but the room remained. He left the chamber and began to walk down the musky, clean-smelling corridor back to the Joyau ... slowly.


  Why had he come? What had he hoped for?


  Answers. He had wanted answers.


  The Farhkan had thrown the questions back at him, as if to say that Van knew or could find those answers. Or the answer to why a man Van had thought ethical had murdered five hun¬dred million people.


  He frowned, realizing that they had given him something. Jhare had as much as said that there was an answer.


  But was there? Or were the Farhkans playing a far deeper game, one that menaced the entire human race? Yet why would they do that? They clearly had the resources and the technology to wipe out any human system they wanted.


  Van kept walking. Questions or not, answers or not, he had too many systems to visit, beginning with Keshmara. And then Meroe.


  But there were answers ... weren't there?


  Chapter 80


  A tall man in shifting white robes and a turban—probably the same aide Van had seen the last time he had been in Kesh-mar—ushered him into the fifth-floor waiting area.


  "The minister will be with you shortly." The tall man bowed and turned, leaving Van alone.


  Van made his way to the wide armaglass window offering a west-facing panorama of the planetary capital. The morn¬ing sun gave the River Khorl a deep blue appearance that highlighted the plaza beyond and the domed and templelike buildings that seemed to be everywhere in Keshmar.


  "Director Albert?" offered a heavyset man in white robes, who stood by the doorway to the inner chamber. "The minis¬ter will see you."


  Van entered the minister's receiving office, with its circle of stools set around a low table.


  Minister Sahid, a good head shorter than Van, stood before the chairs and table. "Director Albert... a pleasure to see you again."


  "It is equally one to see you, too, Minister Sahid." Van bowed.


  "Please be seated." The minister gestured to the stools.


  Van waited until the older man seated himself. Almost as soon as he had, a young man carried a tray with two small cups upon it into the room, presenting the tray first to Van. Van could smell the strong black cafe" even before he picked up the cup.


  "I was most sorry to hear of the death of Director Desoll. You are kind—and diligent—to come to see us."


  "You have always been supportive of IIS, and we share the same objectives in seeking to maintain the independence of smaller systems."


  "Your efforts have been most valued in the past." The min¬ister offered a crooked smile. "There are some who would say that times have changed and that we have no need of them now."


  "There are those, I am sure," Van replied. "There are always those who advocate throwing away that which has served well following any apparent success."


  The minister laughed. "You sound just like him. Not in your words, but in the sentiment of those words. I share that sentiment. Yet..."


  Van nodded gravely. "There is a time where one must bend. You believe that perhaps a token reduction in the annual retainer ..."


  "My opponents, and I do have such, Director, they would wish more than that."


  "I am most certain that they would. Yet there are many who need our services ... and once we are committed ..."


  "I have said as much, and they asked if I would request more than a token reduction." The minister offered a helpless shrug. "You can see that such places me in a difficult posi¬tion."


  "Most difficult. That I can understand." Van smiled, although he hated the kind of bargaining that he was being required to do. "There are many systems regaining their inde¬pendence, and they will also need services such as IIS pro¬vides. We must supply those who are willing to pay for our services, much as we would prefer to continue to work with those whom me know and trust."


  "Ha! You would make a strong man weep, and I am not a strong man. The Council of the Sidarte, they would need some changes, some hope that we would not need to spend so much..."


  "IIS can be flexible over time," Van replied, with a shrug.


  "A lower retainer, but a higher charge for emergency ser¬vices. It would need to be a much higher charge."


  The Minister sighed, dramatically. "The council... fifteen percent less, they might accept for the retainer..."


  Van considered, recalling the options he had calculated earlier. "Fifteen percent... that would require a fifty-five percent increase in emergency service charges, based on the past probabilities of services. That will be difficult, because there is a higher probability that you will need those services more than once in a year."


  "A higher probability?" Sahid was clearly puzzled. "When the Revenant forces can no longer raid our systems?"


  "When renegades are more free to operate? When you have the Republic of Tara taking over the Keltyr systems? When both the Argenti and Coalition forces are occupied in pacifying and controlling the new protectorate? With your experience, I am most certain you have thought of these pos¬sibilities, but have the members of the council?"


  "They may not fully understand what you have explained. Under these circumstances, it might be possible that they would consider a decrease of as little as ten percent in the retainer, if there were no significant increases in the emer¬gency charges..."


  "I would have to calculate, but perhaps we could work an offset..." Van smiled politely, once more. He had hoped for a relatively quick renegotiation; but like everything, it seemed, that process was going to be neither quick nor easy.


  Chapter 81


  As soon as the Joyau was docked at Meroe orbit control, Van put through a link to the Taran embassy. He was fortunate, because Emily was there. Her image filled the holo screen in the stateroom. Van took in the short and severely cut blond


  hair, the straight features, and the gray eyes. The severity vanished from her face with her words. "Van ... where are you?"


  "At the moment, I'm locked to orbit station one. We've just arrived." "Are you coming planetside?"


  "I'd planned on that. Is there a possibility we could have lunch or dinner, or something? What time is it there?" "It's midafternoon." Van frowned. "Is that bad?"


  "No ... but I need to meet with my sister..." "That's Sappho?"


  "Yes, and thank you for helping her."


  "I was glad to." Emily paused. "I was sorry to hear about your fathers. I really was."


  "Thank you." After a moment, he asked, "Do you know any more? She only told me that they had... been exe¬cuted."


  Emily's face clouded.


  "You think it's something you'd rather discuss in person?" "That might be better. I'll meet you. That would also be best."


  Van understood. "A late dinner? Twenty hundred local? You name the place."


  "D'Oro Real—it's not that far from the embassy, on the Plaza Dulein. I'll make reservations."


  "Thank you. D'Oro Real on the Plaza Dulein at twenty hundred..."


  Van held her smile in his mind for a moment after the link faded.


  Although he had Sappho's codes and physical address in Kurd, he wasn't about to call her until he talked with Emily. There was too much he didn't know. So his next link was to the local IIS office.


  He got the simmie receptionist. "If you would please ..."


  "This is Managing Director Albert. I'd like to speak with Miryam Adullah as soon as possible ..."


  The simmie vanished, to be replaced with Miryam's oblong dark face. "Van. Where are you?"


  "Orbit station. We just docked a few minutes ago."


  "We heard about Trystin ..."


  "That's one reason why I'm here."


  "How long will you be here?"


  "How long do you need me here?"


  Miryam smiled, but there was a sadness in the expression. "He picked well. We do need to talk."


  'Tomorrow morning?"


  "You have something?"


  "There's another problem. I'm meeting with someone from the Republic embassy tonight. And I'm trying to track down my sister."


  "Your sister? The one—"


  "Yes. She and her partner left Sulyn, but I haven't talked to her since our fathers died ..."


  "I understand." Miryam nodded. "We do need to talk. Nine o'clock tomorrow morning?"


  "I'll be there." Van smiled. "And sometime while I'm here, you can take me to G'zai's."


  "I will take you up on that. Especially since you remem¬bered."


  "How could I have forgotten?"


  That brought a momentary smile to Miryam's uncharacter¬istically somber face. "Until tomorrow."


  After he broke the link, Van took a quick shower and changed into a pale—almost white—bronze singlesuit. He packed several days' worth of clothes into a single bag, then went to look for Alya.


  She met him in the passageway outside his stateroom.


  "You can have the next two days free to go planetside," he said. "Just make sure that the ship is totally sealed. Charge the shuttle and any hotel to the operating account, but meals are on your own."


  "We're not going to be called off somewhere?"


  Van shook his head. "The local IIS office needs me for things for at least two days. You might even get more time


  than that." He paused. "Let's do it this way. Meet at the local IIS office in Kurd at ten hundred two days from now, and we'll see where we stand."


  Alya smiled. "You're certain?"


  "Certain," he affirmed.


  "Thank you, ser."


  "I should have thought of it earlier. I've had a lot on my mind. If you hurry, you can make the next shuttle."


  "I think I'll wait for the one to Omdu. It's in two hours. I've always wanted to go there."


  "Then ... just call the IIS office at ten hundred two days from now. No sense in your traveling cross-continent."


  "That would be all right?"


  "Just go. Enjoy. I don't know that you'll get much of a break after we leave Meroe."


  "Yes, ser." Alya smiled more broadly as Van turned to leave the Joyau.


  The down-shuttle to Kurti was almost on time—leaving a mere ten minutes late, but the suite at the Takwar Grande was warm enough that Van had to turn down the temperature before he washed up and left to find the Plaza Dulein.


  Even so, he managed to walk into the D'Oro Real at nineteen-fifty.


  Emily was waiting at the corner table where the young host escorted Van. She was wearing a loose deep green blouse that set off her skin and hair.


  Van couldn't help but smile as he bowed. "Emily."


  There was the faintest flush as she replied. "I'd ... hoped you'd make it back to Meroe before too long, but... it was a while ... quite a while, the last time."


  'Two years, more or less," he replied, sliding into the seat across from her. "I hadn't thought it would be quite so long." Then he grinned, and said, "I've done better than seven years, though."


  Emily flushed. "You ... you are ... impossible. I never should have told you." "I like your middle name, and it fits." Before Emily could respond, beyond a deeper flush, a server dressed in loose white trousers and tunic with a silver-green vest appeared.


  "You're having?" Van asked. "Almaryn?"


  "Not tonight." She looked to the server. "Chellis."


  "A pale ale. Cold."


  The server vanished with a nod.


  "I could have met you at the embassy," Van began, not quite certain where he stood.


  "It would be better if you didn't come to the embassy."


  "Less uncomfortable?" asked Van.


  Emily laughed. "These days, I could care less who I make uncomfortable. I've been accepted for permanent residence here, and my tour ends in a year. I think I've lined up a posi¬tion as a junior media person with a local multi, and I'm eli¬gible for a deferred diplomatic retirement in another ten years. I could get immediate retirement if I stayed another five, but I wouldn't last.


  "No ... it's for your sake. Mostly, anyway. You're wanted, supposedly for questioning, but the RSF has let it be known that anyone who gets you into custody in Republic territory will be very highly regarded."


  "And an embassy is Republic territory."


  "I don't think most staffers would do it. You're still a hero to most of the diplomats, and the lower staffers, but Com¬mander Omeara—he's the new military attache—he follows the RSF line to the last letter and last period."


  "Will you get in trouble for not luring me into the embassy?" asked Van.


  Emily shook her head. "The ambassador and the first sec¬retary weren't pleased with the coup—pardon me, the change in government. They haven't said much, but I can tell."


  "What do you think about it all?"


  "I think my actions say how I feel. I don't know that Meroe is the ideal place to be, but where else could I afford to go? If I went back to Korkenny ..."


  "You don't want to go back there," Van said gently.


  "Oh?"


  "I was there several months ago. They've fallen in totally


  behind the new government. They've already starting confis¬cating half the assets and profits of all non-Republic multis under the new Economic Security Act, or whatever it's called."


  "That allows that? And the Parliament passed that kind of law?"


  "Under the ... new government. Has anyone said what they want to question me about?"


  "No, but there are rumors—" Emily stopped as the woman server returned and slipped a goblet of a silver-white wine before her, then a frosted glass with Van's pale ale before him.


  "We haven't—" Van began.


  "Why don't you look at the menu while I order," Emily suggested.


  Van called up the projected menu and scanned it.


  "I'll have the house salad, and the herbed flank steak." Emily looked to Van.


  "I'll have the same." Van wasn't totally sure, but the dinner wasn't about food. He waited until the server departed before continuing. "You were saying ... about the rumors ..."


  "They were saying that you had sneaked into the RSF headquarters and done something horrible ..."


  "I did," Van admitted. "I broke into their records." He paused. "Do you want to know what I found out?"


  "I've always been an incurable snoop." The brilliant and warm smile appeared. "But I'm not a gossip."


  Van knew that. He shrugged. "The RSF set up the Fergus to be attacked by the Collyns. I upset their plans by destroy¬ing the Collyns. They were going to claim that the Fergus was a Keltyr cruiser that was breaking the Scandyan space restric¬tions. Oh, and there's a strong indication that Commander Cruachan was murdered by RSF operatives because he knew too much about what was going on." He glanced at Emily. "You don't look surprised."


  "From that group ... no. So they sent someone out to kill you?"


  "I don't know about that—not on Scandya, that is. They did send an assassin after me in Bannon after I retired. He was stunned, and I left quickly. But... that wasn't the worst. They used a clone—stage three, I'd guess—to impersonate an RSF commander. My replacement on the Fergus. You might recall that the Fergus vanished on its return to Tara?"


  "I recall that—only because I knew you'd been on the Fer¬gus!'


  "I'd been doing some research, and on Weathe I ran across an obituary. It was of a James P. Baile. It even had his pic¬ture."


  "Why was that surprising?"


  "He was listed as dying of natural causes one month before he relieved me of command."


  Emily offered a wry smile. "In your somewhat skeptical mind, I take it, you find it hard to believe that there are that many James. P. Bailes with the same age, rank, and looks in the RSF who undertook command duties in health after they died."


  "I did find that hard to believe, especially from the same home planet."


  "Couldn't they just have faked his death?"


  "They could have. Either way, it's wrong. But I have my doubts about a faked death. A clone would be much easier to program to send the ship into a fatal jump."


  "How do you make a fatal jump?"


  'Translate into the center of a sun. Change the jump coor¬dinates. There are fail-safes, but the commander has to be able to override them."


  Emily looked down, started to speak, then waited as their salads arrived. "You realize this is not exactly totally private? I doubt that we're monitored directly, but..."


  Van shrugged. "It doesn't matter, not here. It won't make the RSF think less of me, since that's not possible. I had a lit¬tle difficulty in leaving New Oisin ..."


  "The same sort of trouble as on Scandya ... as the prime minister?"


  "This time I was better prepared, but there were casualties ... That's why they want me. They tried to kill me, and the RSF doesn't allow self-defense, not when their cover-up might be disclosed."


  Emily nodded slowly. "I'm not surprised." She reached across the table and touched his hand. "It must have been hard for you."


  "I like working for IIS ..." He shook his head. "I never told you."


  "Never told me what?"


  "The managing director—his ship was caught in the Re¬venant mess. He didn't make it through. I ended up as the head of IIS. That's one reason I'm here." Van stressed the word "one" ever so slightly. He swallowed, and added, "You're another."


  Emily laughed softy. "Even if I'm only one of several rea¬sons, that's one of the most flattering things said about me in many years—that a man actually piloted a ship from systems away to have dinner with me."


  Van could feel himself flush, although he doubted that Emily would see his reaction in the muted light of the restau¬rant. "I wanted to spend more time with you the first time I came through, but I couldn't. I didn't control the schedule. In a way, I still don't."


  "That happens."


  "I still remember the tour we took of Cliff Spire." "It seems so long ago." "Not for me," Van blurted.


  "You are more of a romantic than anyone knows," Emily said. "Why didn't you ever find someone?"


  Van looked into the half-empty pale ale, and then into her gray eyes. "It just took longer."


  This time, she was the one who looked down. Then, she looked up and smiled. "I suppose I asked for that"


  "No ... you didn't. I've never been known for subtlety in personal matters."


  "It might be better if you didn't try to prove it again. Not immediately." But there was a twinkle in her eyes.


  "Not immediately," Van agreed. "Oh, before I forget Would you mind if I asked for a small professional favor? I think it's a small favor."


  Emily lifted her eyebrows.


  "News ... news from Sulyn and Bannon. I'd also like any¬thing you can come up with about or by a mediacaster named Ashley Marson. And about my brother Arturo, if you can."


  "I can see. That shouldn't be that difficult. It will take a while. It seems to be hard to get news or information about Sulyn."


  Van was afraid of that. "If you would just send it to the local IIS office. Miryam Adullah is the director, and she'll get the information to me."


  "She's a formidable lady, everyone says."


  "I know. I'm meeting with her tomorrow morning."


  They both paused as their entrees appeared.


  Van took another sip of the pale ale, then nodded to the server for another. He stopped. He couldn't recall the last time he'd needed a second.


  'Tell me again that you came all these light-years to see me."


  "I came more than all those light-years to see you." Van offered the statement deadpan.


  Emily laughed, warmly.


  "And I love your laugh."


  "It's too direct. My mother always told me that a lady never laughed like she meant it" "That's terrible ..." "She was very old-fashioned."


  Van took a bite of the flank steak, barely tasting it as he watched and listened to Emily—his Senta. He hoped.


  Chapter 82


  Miryam Adullah looked across the conference table at Van. "He told me that you'd be his successor, but I didn't expect it so soon."


  "He didn't bother to tell me," Van said. "I thought Nynca would be his successor."


  "What did she say to you? You asked her, didn't you?" "We talked about it. She said she could plan, but that she wasn't suited for the position." "She's not ruthless enough." "Ruthless?"


  Miryam smiled, a wide but sympathetic smile. "I'm not a big believer in coincidence, Van. Whatever happened to the Jerush system has Trystin's aura all over it."


  "A solar flare? How could that be?"


  "The timing was rather suspicious, and if anyone could coax a sun into flaring, he could. There's a great deal about Trystin that's more than mysterious. I'm pushing sixty, and I've known Trystin since I was nineteen. He looked the same then as he did the last time I saw him. He's the only human with an open entree to the Farhkans. He also opposed every aspect of the Revenant expansion, and he was getting more and more frustrated with the unwillingness of the other major Arm powers to rein in the Revenants."


  "That doesn't mean he could make a sun flare."


  "I've read the reports. It wasn't anything like a nova—but a major flare. There's a big difference. Not to the people. They're all dead. But to the system. It's still there."


  "Five hundred million dead and the system uninhabitable for years, at least without planoforming."


  "You know I'm right," Miryam said. "There's no point in talking about it more."


  Van shrugged.


  "You'll see. And don't be too surprised when you decide that he was right." Her dark eyes fixed on Van. "That's done. You're here, and you can't stay that long. I've got a schedule laid out." A holo field appeared in the center of the confer¬ence table. "Let's go over it. If you think something's not necessary, let me know."


  Van doubted he would have any objections. She knew Meroe and the Kushite systems far better than he did, and he'd seen the accounts.


  All in all, Van spent two hours with Miryam and did not leave until she had extracted a commitment for almost all of his time for the following four days, beginning the next morning.


  Then, feeling more than slightly tense, he made his way to Sappho's house on the west side of Kurti. He'd debated call¬ing ahead, but decided to risk not alerting her.


  Of course, she wasn't home.


  So Van found a small restaurant and ate, then called the house.


  When she answered, he broke the link and made his way back.


  He didn't get to the door before she opened it, standing there tall and glorious, golden red hair flaming.


  "That was you, wasn't it?" Her smile was wan.


  "I'd come by earlier, and you weren't here."


  "You could have called to find out when I would be."


  "After your message, I wasn't sure how welcome I'd be. I thought it might be harder for you to say no if I showed up in person."


  His sister shook her head slowly. "I never said I was angry with you. You're always welcome." She stepped away from the doorway. "Come on in. The girls are at school, and Ael-sya's at work. I don't start until next semester. Things are still a mess here. I get tired more quickly."


  "It's the heavier gravity."


  "The heaviness of more than that."


  Van waited to say more until she had shut the door. "I'm sorry I couldn't get here sooner. We had a problem."


  "You've always had problems, brother."


  Van accepted the slightly bitter words. "First, the head of IIS died in a ship accident. Second, my ship was badly dam¬aged, and third, I was requested to testify before the Coalition Assembly. I left as soon as the ship was ready. We docked at orbit station late yesterday."


  Sappho sank into the new armchair in the sitting room, but one that seemed similar to one Van recalled from her house in Bannon.


  Van took a straight-backed chair. "Have you heard from Arturo?"


  "I haven't heard a word."


  "I stopped by the embassy. Well... actually, I met with the third secretary outside the embassy. She's going to see what she can find out."


  "Do you want to tell me why you didn't go to the embassy?"


  "Do you want to know the whole story?" he countered. "It might be easier."


  "It's a long story," he began. "It actually started on the Fer¬gus ..." Van told her almost everything about his encounters with the RSF, including Commander Baile, and the effects of the Economic Security Act, and his efforts at RSF headquar¬ters. He avoided the Revenant issue. "... and that's probably why they want me for questioning—because they don't know what I know or who might know. Otherwise, they'd just have people looking to shoot me. They may anyway."


  Sappho studied him for a long time. "You always looked like Dad Cicero. The same things bother you, too, but he was a thinker. You're a doer."


  "That's not always good," Van pointed out.


  "It's better that way, but it's never easy on the people around you. Or those who love you." She paused. "Do you still have a job? You said that your boss ..."


  "I have a job. He named me his successor. I'm the head— the managing director of IIS. That was another reason it was hard to get away."


  "You ... you're the head of one of the biggest foundations in the Arm, and you've only been with them something like three years?"


  "It's absurd, when you look at it that way," Van agreed.


  "I wondered where you got all those credits you sent." She shook her head. "You didn't borrow those?"


  "No. I had a healthy stipend as the senior director, and I never had a chance to spend much of it. So I sent everything I could."


  "You've always been generous that way. I remember when you came up with—"


  "I had the credits, and you needed them."


  "You never told Cicero and Almaviva, did you?" "No. There was no reason to."


  Sappho shook her head. "You haven't changed. You still tell people what you think they need to know."


  Van glanced around the sitting room, taking in the thick white walls and the high ceilings. "It's a good house."


  Sappho smiled tightly. "It's better than anything we could have bought in Bannon. I worried about using the credits. They weren't ours. Aelsya kept telling me ... that... not spending them ... would be wasting them ... that my fathers didn't want us or their grandchildren to live in poverty because of what happened to them, and that you wouldn't have wanted that, either."


  "No ... I'd hoped ..." What had he hoped, exactly? "I'd hoped they would have come."


  "They couldn't leave. You know that. No matter how bad things got."


  "I didn't realize ..."


  "They weren't always that bad ... and you believed ... you wanted things to be better. That's one thing where you and Arturo were alike."


  Van didn't want to think about that. "I still hoped they'd come with you." Hope always warred with experience. Van knew that, but he'd never wanted to deny hope, no matter what experience said. After another long silence, he finally spoke again. "Sometimes, I just wonder. I never wanted to hurt anyone. But there never was a place for me in Bannon. At least, I never thought there was, and I never found it. Now, Dad Cicero, Dad Almaviva ... they're gone ... and we're here. I can't help thinking ..." His words trailed off.


  "Whatever caused it all, big brother, it wasn't you. I can't condemn you for wanting to live free. For not wanting always to look over your shoulder. That's what I want. I didn't know it until I got here. It's sad, though. Other people shouldn't have to suffer, or die, because we want freedom. But that's one of the prices. You warned us. Dad Cicero and Dad Almaviva—they understood and chose. Arturo never understood. He always thought that education and position would protect him. That they should protect him. Life isn't like that."


  "What about Arturo?" Van already had a good idea, based on what Emily had already told him, but he wanted to hear what Sappho said.


  "You've already guessed. It's in your eyes."


  "It's a guess. I want to hear what you know."


  "Arturo was angry with you when you left. He complained that all the publicity and all that you had done was making life harder for him, and for all of us. He said ... he said that you had always done what you wanted, and you didn't care how it affected everyone else. You just had to do what you wanted to do."


  "In some ways," Van admitted, "he's right. Go on."


  Sappho looked down. "He kept saying that you never thought about what it would do to the rest of us. When the credits came in, Dad Cicero said that they should be split, because that was what you wanted. Arturo got furious. He said that you couldn't buy him, and that he hoped he never saw you again."


  "Unless he leaves the Republic, he'll get his wish," Van replied.


  "That's sad, too, because he never will. You know that." "I know."


  There was another long silence.


  "Oh ... I almost forgot. Just a moment." Sappho turned and left the room.


  What could she have forgotten, Van wondered.


  Sappho returned almost immediately with a packing box. She extended it to Van. "Dad Cicero insisted I bring it. It has all your decorations in it, and that beautiful box from the pre¬mier."


  Van swallowed. His dads had wanted him to have them. He just wished that they had come with Sappho and her family. Finally, he said, "Thank you."


  Another silence fell over them.


  "Thank you for coming."


  "I had to ... and I could."


  Sappho glanced toward the door. "The girls won't be long. I know you must be busy ... but... we really ..." "The rest of the day is yours," Van said. "You mean that?"


  "I wouldn't have said it, if I didn't."


  Starting early in the morning, Van still had to meet with Daidae Mubarca at the Nabatan Trust, and with the Candace Bank, to clear up the linked IIS accounting, not to mention all the meetings set up by Miryam, as well as any other clients she felt needed the personal touch of the managing director of IIS.


  But for the evening, he could stay ... and would.


  Chapter 83


  Clearing up all the loose ends on Meroe had not taken a few days, but well over a week. Part of that had been beneficial, since the word that IIS was now headed by someone with a darker skin and heritage had resulted in meetings that had, in the end, gained IIS several new clients—if smaller ones. Still, with the state of IIS revenues, Van wasn't about to over¬look such possibilities. Miryam wouldn't have let him, in any case.


  Then, as a reward, Van had promised himself one last treat... or more than treat, and that was why he sat at a table in the Nubeya, just before noon, waiting for Emily.


  "What would you like to drink while you're waiting, ser?"


  "Almaryn, thank you."


  Van glanced toward the entrance, but Emily had not yet appeared. He hoped that she hadn't had to cancel because of some crisis at the embassy. He wished he'd been able to spend more time with her, but he couldn't just drop every¬thing, like an adolescent, and blurt out that he wanted to marry her. They'd been together... what... perhaps five times in four years ... and he still had a responsibility to IIS ... and Trystin.


  While he waited, he perused the menu. After several min¬utes more, he looked back toward the front of the restaurant again, but while several people stood there, all but one in shimmering white robes, Emily was not among them.


  Possibly three minutes passed before Emily stepped into the lobby area, looking around, but they felt like ten. Van raised his arm, and she nodded, smiling, hurrying toward his table.


  Van watched as she appeared, wearing a deep turquoise green suit that brought out her eyes and hair. He couldn't help smiling as he stood.


  "You look happy," she said, smiling as well.


  "I'm always nappy to see you."


  Emily seated herself without quite looking at Van.


  The server appeared moments after Emily did, delivering the tall frosty glass of almaryn to Van, then looking to Emily.


  "Almaryn, also." She looked to Van. "Much as I'd prefer chellis, I do have to go back to work this afternoon. You're leaving, also, aren't you?"


  "Immediately after lunch."


  "Another good meal before venturing forth?"


  "Not exactly ... another good meal with delightful com¬pany."


  "I don't know how delightful I'll be. I've put in the inquiries about your newsie friend, and about your brother, and I've been searching the incomings, but... so far there's nothing direct." Her face turned severe.


  "When you get that expression," Van said, "it's generally not good news."


  Emily nodded, with a rueful smile. "That's why I'd never be more than third secretary. My face reveals too much."


  "What's happening on Sulyn?" Van questioned.


  "It doesn't look good ... Van. I'm sorry."


  He waited.


  'The local planetary parliament..." She shook her head. "I'd better start at the beginning. The system government demanded that Sulyn abide by all the emergency laws. The Sulynese parliament refused. Politely. They pointed out that the charter of incorporation reserved certain rights to the planetary authorities forever. Prime Minister Eamon insisted that such rights could and should be abrogated in a time of crisis, and that no planet was above the laws of the Republic."


  Van set down the almaryn, then waited as the server reap¬peared with Emily's glass.


  "We'd better order," he said.


  "Unfortunately. Do you know ..."


  "I already looked."


  "You order, then, and I'll make a quick decision."


  Van looked to the server. "The lamb special, with the risotto and apples, and the alstora soup."


  "The same, except I'll take the house salad instead of soup."


  The server nodded and slipped away.


  "The prime minister insisted," Van prompted.


  "The Sulynese stood fast, and we received word this morn¬ing that RSF fleet elements are proceeding to Sulyn, along with another domestic peacekeeping unit." Emily held her almaryn, but had not taken even a sip, her gray eyes on Van. "I'm sorry."


  He shook his head. "What good are rights, if they can be abrogated at the will of whoever's in power? It's all an excuse. I understand what's happening, but not why." He paused. "Maybe I should say that I understand it intellectu¬ally, but not emotionally. Sulyn has always been the freer-spirited part of the Republic, where the arts flourished, and where discussion was always more open, and every time it got too open, the government tried to crack down. Most times, it backed off ... but there's always been a conflict and resentment..."


  "Part of that is because the majority of the Sulynese com¬munity is black? Is that what you think?"


  "It's easier to target a group that's visually different," Van pointed out. "Even if the Sulynese cultural leaders weren't black, Sulyn would be targeted because it has a tendency to


  speak out more, and it's pretty clear the government doesn't want any disagreement. But it's gone further than that. Gangs in New Oisin are now attacking anyone who looks different. It's not just the government. The government's playing on existing feelings ... and that's the frightening part."


  "For the first time, at least in my life, it's somehow sad to be Taran," Emily said. "How did it happen?"


  "You told me, remember? How technology undermines ethics and morality ..." Van stopped as his soup and Emily's salad arrived.


  Van took a spoonful of the soup. "It's good."


  "I'll have to try it, the next time we come." Emily smiled.


  "I'm glad you're granting me a next time."


  "How could I not?" Emily flushed. "I mean, you're the only man who's crossed the stars for me."


  "With a middle name like yours, how could a ship's cap¬tain refuse?" Van asked lightly. "Even if I do have to sail off."


  "I won't throw myself off a cliff," Emily replied.


  "I'd never give you the chance," Van blurted. "I mean, even if I am leaving after we eat... it's not as though ... I will be back..."


  "You'd better not wait seven years," she said dryly.


  "Not seven years," he agreed. Somehow, he would get back, far sooner than that, next time, and with better plan¬ning.


  They both smiled.


  Chapter 84


  Van had hated to leave the Nubeya—and Emily. Despite the overtones of what was happening throughout the Arm, it had been a respite of warmth and laughter, and one all too short.


  Back on the Joyau, while he waited for Alya to return, he had used the time to catch up on news and work on the itiner¬ary and the associated needs and strategies. He'd decided that the next stop would be Samarra, partly since Nynca had sug¬gested that Van visit Samarra to assess the viability of reopen¬ing the IIS office there and partly since it was a convenient stop before the Joyau headed more spinward along the Arm.


  He also couldn't help thinking about the Republic, and the idea that the government was not composed of leaders, but followers, followers of prejudice, and, as Trystin had put it, simplistic "big kill" beliefs. Had that been the problem with the Revenants as well? That Trystin's earlier actions had influenced leaders, but the leaders couldn't overcome the biases and beliefs of the people? Was the Republic already following that course?


  He tried to concentrate on getting ready for the IIS busi¬ness ahead and managed to get some of his preparations done before he sensed the lock opening.


  Alya was smiling as she reentered the cockpit of the Joyau. "Good afternoon, Commander."


  "I can tell you had a good time," Van commented dryly.


  Alya flushed before she replied, "And you didn't?"


  "I had a good time—part of the time. The rest was neces¬sary and useful." Van paused. "I'm glad you had a good time. We're headed to Samarra, and you'll probably have to sit the ship there."


  "Samarra? Didn't the Revs take that over three-four years back?"


  "They did, but we've gotten word that once the Coalition smashed the Rev fleets, the Samarrans revolted and took back control of their system. It's still unsettled."


  Alya looked quizzically at Van.


  "If we reopen the office there now, we can help with the rebuilding—and we might get opportunities we won't get later."


  "And headaches."


  Van laughed. 'They go with opportunities." Alya strapped into the second seat.


  Meroe orbit control, this is Coalition ship Joyau. Request delocking and departure this time.


  Stand by for delocking.


  Standing by. Van reduced internal ship gravity to zero, brought the fusactors on line, and delinked from station power.


  Joyau, clear to delock and depart this time. Traffic depart¬ing in the orange.


  Control, delocking this time. Have traffic in screens. Departing low-power. Van eased the Joyau away from the station and onto an out-system course.


  He even got some sleep in the outer reaches of the Kush system before they reached the jump zone. And thankfully, no nightmares.


  Jump was normal—black-white, eternal and timeless simultaneously.


  Once back in normspace, Van studied the monitors.


  Unidentified warships closing. Less than one hundred emkay.


  "Strap in tight, Alya. We've got company, and they don't look friendly." His attention shifted to the EDI screens. The two ships making for the Joyau had Revenant drive signa¬tures. One was a frigate, and the other a corvette.


  Van decided to play dumb and continue in-system, but he double-checked the torp bays and the shields ... then watched and waited as the two Revenant vessels neared.


  Unidentified ship, drop all shields and stand by for boarding.


  Request identity and authority, Van pulsed back, ready to reinforce his own shields as necessary.


  Our authority is that of the Prophet. This system remains Revenant territory.


  On behalf of the Coalition, Van pulsed back, / would be pleased to accept your surrender. If you choose to surrender, drop your shields immediately.


  The only response was a salvo of torps.


  Van dropped the internal gravs, diverted power to the shields and turned head-to-head toward the corvette. For a moment, the smaller ship continued toward the Joyau. Then it fired two torps.


  The four torps did not arrive simultaneously, and the


  Joyau's shields barely flickered. Van diverted some power to the drives and accelerated toward the corvette, which turned toward the frigate.


  Van slewed the Joyau toward the corvette, accelerating more, then cut the drives and flexed the shields outward until they touched those of the smaller ship. The corvette rebounded from the Joyau's shields, carried back by the greater mass of Van's ship and by the strength of the shields, toward the frigate, which had not fired any more torps.


  Van fired two torps, one at each vessel, timing them so that they would reach die other ships—he hoped—at the same time as their shields touched.


  The Revenant shields intersected—and flickered, just as the first torp neared the corvette.


  The corvette disintegrated in a shower of energy.


  The frigate's screens went amber.


  Van fired another torp.


  A flare of energy marked the frigate's demise. "That wasn't bad," remarked Alya.


  "They'd already taken some damage, I think. The frigate's shields just collapsed, and it was low on torps." Van was glad that he hadn't had to use many torps, and he almost felt sorry for the Revs. Almost, but he had trouble with any fanaticism that required single-minded dominance over others, and one that effectively required suicide rather than allowing others freedom.


  He eased the Joyau back on a direct in-system course toward Damcus, the fourth and only inhabited planet in the system.


  "I'll fix something to eat," Alya volunteered.


  "Thank you." Van leaned back in the command seat. What would they find at Damcus? Confusion, chaos? The one thing they wouldn't find were other interstellar ships. Of any kind.


  The EDI indicators showed no ships anywhere in the system.


  Six hours later, after another nap and another formulated


  meal, Van was back in the command couch, scanning the approach area to Damcus.


  Damcus orbit control, this is Coalition ship Joyau, request approach clearance and docking.


  Ship Joyau, say again.


  Control, Joyau, request approach clearance and docking. Inbound for resumption of commercial operations. Joyau, wait one.


  Control, Joyau standing by. Continuing approach this time.


  Van checked everything nearby, but could find no other traffic, not even in-system patrollers.


  Joyau, interrogative combat out-system.


  Van wondered. Samarra system was supposed to be under the new Protectorate. Had he been mistaken? Negative com¬bat. Coalition cruiser provided escort, destroyed raiders.


  Joyau, appreciate information. Raiders destroyed Argenti corvette on station for Protectorate. Oh... cleared to charlie one this time.


  Understand cleared to charlie one. Reducing power for ap¬proach this time. Full identification follows, with Galstan authorization.


  Joyau, interrogative status of Revenant systems.


  Jerush system destroyed by unpredicted major solar flare... Coalition and Argenti fleets have occupied most Revenant systems.


  Good!


  The force of the emotion behind that single word rocked through Van, and it took a moment for him to return full con¬centration to the approach.


  Orbit control. Have acquired beacon.


  Joyau, lock charlie one is operative and ready. Welcome to Damcus!


  Thank you, beginning locking.


  Van did not open the Joyau's lock to orbit control, although he did put the fusactors on standby and link to sta-tion power.


  His first effort was to link into the planetary comm chan¬nels and begin to scan them. Before he set foot outside the ship, he wanted to know exactly what had occurred on Dam¬cus. He began to jump from channel to channel and net to net.


  ... the interim assembly has urged restraint... calling the massacre of women and children in the Revenant compound beside the Damcusan High Temple 'barbaric' and 'unworthy' of the people of Samarra ... The screen showed the smolder¬ing rubble of a structure that had been situated on a hill over¬looking a city.


  ... the last of the moral reeducation camps was bulldozed yesterday in Telfor as hundreds looked on and cheered ...


  ... shortages of cereal grains in the plateau region ... ship¬ments of food seized from the Revenant Revealed Center in Dosodi have been diverted ...


  ... fighting continues in the eastern highlands ... more than ten thousand armed Revenants have seized Remorya after their defeat on the plains of Dhar...


  Van continued to switch and study. After going through more than a hundred different channels in an hour, he was convinced that Samarra was not under Revenant control. On the other hand, he wasn't certain whose control it was under, although the planetary capital of Alion was reported calm and under the control of the interim or provisional assembly.


  He began to make links planetside.


  All in all, it was two days later—filled with link conversa¬tions, agreements, negotiations, and what amounted to institu¬tional bribery—before he finally left the Joyau. Within his shipsuit was a small military stunner, and at his waist was the nanite bodyshield and powerpack. The gray corridor outside the ship bore several long dark marks, as if lasers or other weapons had been used, and not thirty yards from the lock was a large and irregular synthetic patch, clearly recently applied.


  He'd only gotten a dozen steps from the Joyau when three figures in shipsuits appeared. One, in a maroon suit, carried a military stunner slung over her shoulder. The other man and woman wore green, with orbit control logos on their chests.


  "Ser? Commander Albert?"


  "I'm Commander Albert," Van replied.


  "Ser... we just wanted to thank you, and to ask if you could carry messages outbound. We'll pay double the inter¬stellar rate." That was the woman in green.


  "The standard rate will be fine. IIS is a commercial opera¬tion. We don't normally carry message traffic, but we're equipped to do it We'll have to download at a spinward hub for retransmission, though. Would that be satisfactory?"


  "Yes, ser."


  Van used his implant to access the stationnet and then the Joyau. Alya, Commander Albert here. We're going to upload message traffic for later download at the next out-system hub.


  We can only take a standard single load, ser.


  I'll tell them. Van turned to the three. "My chief tech tells me that we're limited to one standard single load."


  "We won't have that much. We've just gotten the station back in operation. Less than a week, ser."


  "You had to use shuttles to attack?"


  The guard in maroon nodded.


  "You'll be going down to Alion on a station shuttle," added the man. "We don't have the commercial operations back yet. When you're ready to return, just link to station operations, and we'll send one down to pick you up." He paused. "You'll need to use paper credits. The transfer links don't operate planetside. Better stop by the credit stall here."


  The three walked Van to the credit stall, where he obtained a thousand Samarran credits, hoping they would be enough, then to the shuttle bay. The woman guard accompanied him onto the shuttle.


  An hour later, Van stepped outside the shuttle terminal in Alion—and was overwhelmed with the swirl of freezing air and smoke—smoke that held odors of burning wood, pow¬der, hot metal, charred flesh, chemicals, plastics, and other synthetics exposed to excessive heat. For all that, there were three groundcars waiting, each with a driver gesturing.


  Van stepped forward and took the first driver. He was glad he had the nanite bodyshield, and that terminal security had allowed him to bring down the stunner.


  "Drohya building on the Occident."


  "Ah ... I know that one ..."


  Van certainly hoped so. "How has the last week been?" he asked, once the groundcar pulled away.


  "It has been terrible, but we have seen worst. Never... never will we bow to outsiders again. Better that the sky melt down and turn us all to ashes."


  Van tried not to wince at the response.


  "Soon ... all of Damcus will once more belong to Samar¬rans, and not an infidel invader will remain."


  The groundcar whistled past a block in which all the build¬ings were blackened hulks, then along a stretch of boulevard where every third or fourth building had huge gaps—antique shell holes, Van thought. Fine white flakes of snow drifted out of a gray sky.


  "What happened there?"


  "The infidel Revenants, they said we would not destroy the royal row and the children's home. They stayed behind the walls, and they had children as hostages. They died. We saved some children. We had to. The last time we tried to save all the children, we lost everything."


  The groundcar came to an abrupt halt opposite a squat fortresslike building set between two other structures with broken windows and traces of fire on the upper levels.


  "Drohya, it is here."


  Van offered a fifty-credit note.


  "It is too much. I will wait." The driver smiled. "I am Red-uaro."


  "I'm likely to be here a long time, Reduaro." "Who else will I drive?" Van smiled and handed him another fifty. "I will wait until the moon falls from the sky."


  Van walked toward the entry. It had taken several fund transfers to obtain a lease on the first floor of the building and nearly thirty links to track down Jahil Monsa—the former manager. A gaunt figure in an expensive singlesuit that was far too large stepped out of the entry way.


  "Jahil?"


  "The same. Director Albert?" Jahil Monsa walked slowly forward. His left arm was in a sprayed cast, and he limped. Van nodded.


  "I cannot believe that you got us an office so quick. And equipment."


  "It will take a week or more before they'll have more than a single comm line." "Longer than that," snorted the slightly built man. The two walked inside.


  The front part of the long room inside the door had been turned into a waiting area, with a couch and several chairs. Behind the waiting area were ancient bookcases, used as dividers, with the boxes of office equipment behind.


  Jahil gestured to a solidly built young man in a maroon jumpsuit who had set down a heavy box of something. The jumpsuit showed places where insignia and patches had been removed. "This is Harad. He's a former Samarran com¬mando. He knows comm systems, too. He's been helping me get this place organized."


  "I assume you're putting him on the payroll," Van said.


  "I wanted to ask first." Jahil frowned slightly. "There are few credit facilities ..."


  "I made a substantial deposit with the Bank of Samarra. We already have a message contract with the provisional government. I reopened the IIS planetary account. You have draw privileges. No one else but you."


  Harad smiled, interrupting almost apologetically. "You are ... were a soldier?"


  "Deep-space pilot for the Taran Republic."


  Harad looked to Jahil. "I told you. Others would wait."


  Jahil shrugged.


  Van was afraid that Jahil would collapse, so frail and worn did he appear. "Let's sit down and sort things out." Van took one of the straight-backed chairs. "You look like you've been through quite a trial."


  "I survived. Most who were sent to the faith reeducation camps did not."


  "Faith reeducation?"


  "We needed to learn the ways of the Prophet." Jahil snorted, and looked as though he wanted to spit. "Which ways?" asked Van.


  "That we should give more credits to the Temple, and that our women should serve strangers before they serve us, and that those who do not believe as they do ..." Jahil broke off.


  Van looked at the slender man and nodded. "And those women who love women, and those men who love men are cursed and reviled?"


  Jahil looked up sharply.


  "I came from a family with two fathers," Van said quietly. "I am not like them in that, but I love them and understand. My sister married her woman partner, who is a doctor."


  Jahil smiled ruefully. "You see much." A brighter smile crossed his face. "With Director Desoll, I was never certain. What happened to him?"


  "He was killed when his ship malfunctioned. He was test¬ing some experimental equipment. It was very unexpected. I had not expected to succeed him." Van shook his head, then offered a smile. "How do you feel? Are you up to rebuilding the IIS operations here?"


  "I feel much better over the last week, and even better today." Jahil grinned boyishly, and Van could see that he had once been extraordinarily handsome. "I should not hate. So I will not, but I am glad that the Coalition and the Argenti fleets came to Samarra, even if they could not stay. I am most glad it happened when it did. Another six months, and I would have been dead. It is hard to conceal what one is, and after they shot Ibrim, I was in shock ..."


  Van had not known about the Revenant "faith reeducation camps." Trystin might have, but Van could not recall any mention of them, nor had he found any references to them in the US files. "We have a great deal to do. I've laid out a gen¬eral plan. It's only general because you know Damcus better than I do. It will take work." Van smiled. "I think it will gen¬erate millions of credits over the next ten years, and help Samarra become stronger than before. It will also make you very well-off..." Jahil smiled. 'Tell me more ..."


  Chapter 85


  Van stood in the shade of the rear portico, looking out at the garden, past Dad Almaviva's greenhouse. The morning sun was bright, but to the northwest he could see dark clouds ris¬ing over the badlands, and the distant rumble of thunder rolled toward him.


  Almaviva straightened from the row of beans, and ges¬tured to Cicero, who was pruning the pear tree at the edge of the garden.


  Abruptly, from nowhere, four troopers in green fatigues dashed past Van, as if he were not there, then stopped at the edge of the garden. Without a word, they leveled their slug throwers at the two men and opened fire.


  "No!" Van yelled, but no words came from his mouth, and none of the troopers turned. Van tried to move, but he was rooted in place.


  Then, as suddenly as they appeared, the armed troopers turned and marched out of the garden. Lightning flashed, and thunder rolled, and Van stood on the plaza before the Parliament House in New Oisin, with red rain falling all around him.


  As he watched, a tree began to grow from the center of the building, an oaklike tree that began to slant to the right as it grew. Then a branch thrust itself down, as if to try to keep the tree from overbalancing itself, and the oak grew more mas¬sive and more gnarled and twisted. With each moment, the oak leaned more and more.


  Van watched, transfixed, as the giant tree began to topple. The enormous roots pulled out of the Parliament building, and building stones were flung across the plaza, slowly bouncing. A spark from somewhere ignited the fallen and splintered tree, and within moments, the plaza was an inferno.


  Van threw up his hands ...


  He sat up in the wide bunk of the commander's state¬room aboard the Joyau. Sweat streamed down his face. Slowly, he swung his feet to the side and stood, walking deliberately to the fresher, where he washed his face, then blotted himself dry.


  He walked slowly around the stateroom, barefoot, until he cooled down, then slipped back into the bunk, on the side where the sheets were cool and dry, and not damp.


  In time, he woke, and washed, and dressed, and made his way to the cockpit.


  There he settled into the command couch and studied the monitors. He could feel himself frowning, knowing some¬thing was off, not quite right.


  Van glanced around the cockpit, again, and then again.


  Countdown beginning at sixty... fifty-nine, fifty-eight... The numbers announced themselves slowly, death-marching downward. Van tried to focus his thoughts, thoughts that felt so sluggish. Something ... there was something wrong about those numbers, something he should have recognized. He tried to remember what... and what he should be doing...


  ... thirty-six, thirty-five, thirty-four, thirty-three, thirty-two ...


  The transmission from the Elsin broke off, and the Elsin had vanished. Energy flared across the boards, searing Van with its heat. Somewhere, in the distance, eight gleaming white stone towers began to melt before exploding into vapor... and the screams of millions echoed through Van's mind.


  Once more, Van bolted up in the bunk.


  This time, he did not even think of trying to get more sleep as he rose to take a shower and don a clean shipsuit.


  After leaving Damcus behind, after almost two weeks there, Van could have expected nightmares with shattered buildings, with gaunt figures like Jahil, or empty-eyed chil¬dren, and the shapes of burned-out buildings, or the smell of ashes and death, but nightmares about his fathers—and trees?


  The nova dream was familiar, at least, if unwelcome, but the dream about his fathers and the giant tree bothered him more—far more—even if he could not say why.


  Chapter 86


  Van shifted his weight in the command couch as the Joyau approached Angslan, a formerly independent system that had been "annexed" by the Revenants nineteen years earlier, although they had not closed down the IIS office in Ingelar until four years later, according to IIS records. That was still fifteen years ago, Van thought to himself, wondering what he would find.


  Angslan control, Coalition ship Joyau, for approach and locking. Joyau, request registration.


  Control, registration information dispatched. How tight was the Coalition control of Angslan?


  Wait one, Joyau. Continue approach.


  Continuing approach this time. Van checked the monitors and EDI indicators. There was one other commercial ship in-system—and the drive signature was Hyndji. But there were three Coalition frigates and four corvettes—most of them near Angslan on what looked to be a former out-system base.


  Coalition ship Joyau, your registration is approved. Clear to charlie one this time. Be aware that no incoming cargoes are being allowed planetside, except equipment for Argenti and Coalition forces. No travel planetside is permitted, except for Coalition and Argenti forces and support groups.


  Control, Joyau, no cargo to declare. Bearing message traffic for rerouting. Interrogative outbound cargo.


  Message center is operative for other stellar destinations. Planetbound traffic will be delayed and screened. Outbound cargo is embargoed at this time.


  Stet.


  Van eased the Joyau through the docking and locking pro¬cess almost silently. He'd hoped to get planetside, but it didn't look that likely. So the stop at orbit control was going to be useful only for messaging, reenergizing, and for what¬ever information he could gather.


  Once the ship was locked in place and on station power, he took a deep breath.


  "Not good, ser?" asked Alya.


  "They've got the entire planet quarantined. They're not calling it that, but that's what it amounts to. Go ahead and get the mass tanks topped off. I'm going to see what I can find out."


  He unstrapped and walked back to his stateroom, where he called up the files on Angslan. There wasn't anything obvious, except that the annexation by the Revs had been peaceful.


  After a moment of reflection, he pulsed through a message to orbit control administration—and got a simmie, dressed in a white uniform.


  'This is orbit control administration. How can we help you?"


  "This is Van Albert, commander of the Joyau and managing director of IIS. We're a Coalition foundation, and we've trav¬eled here to try to reopen our office planetside." Van waited.


  The simmie smiled politely. "Let me see who might best help you."


  Van waited for several minutes before the holo projection switched to the figure of a Coalition commodore in a wrin¬kled singlesuit. Her face was drawn, her eyes tired, and set in circles of black.


  "Commander Albert. Or should I say Commodore Albert?"


  "Commander or director. The commodore doesn't count for much anymore."


  The faintest smile crossed her face. "Commodore Yoriki. I'm in charge of the restoration work here. I understand you had hoped to go planetside to reopen an office?"


  "That had been my hope. I've just finished a similar proj¬ect in another system."


  "It would have been my hope as well, Director Albert. But the Coalition has been forced to adopt an embargo of Angslan. That precludes commerce and travel."


  "Might I ask why, and how long this might be expected to continue?"


  Yoriki shrugged tiredly. "The Revs smashed the local cul¬ture, then sent in waves of their most fervent believers. They're still a minority, but they control all the local institutions. We aren't about to risk Coalition forces. So we'll just keep the place isolated until they adopt the political changes the Coali¬tion requires. We've also grounded all air transport until that happens." Her smile was simultaneously wry and cold.


  "What political changes?"


  "The restoration of the open representative democracy, the abolition of required polygamy ... the physical destruction of all reeducation centers ... and the return of all commer¬cial establishments to their original owners or heirs. In addi¬tion, any religion must permit open access to all buildings and establishments."


  "I take it that these changes are being resisted."


  "You might say that."


  "I'm certainly not opposing your requirements and actions, and neither is IIS. In fact, I would think that IIS could be of great assistance—"


  "I understand that. I'm very sorry, Director Albert. The Service knows how much you and IIS have done to support us, and you've been most supportive of the Coalition, but you must understand that if we broke the embargo for you ..." Yoriki shrugged.


  "I understand. I appreciate your explanation." Van paused. "Is this the policy for most of the systems recently annexed by the Revenants?"


  "We're taking it on a case-by-case basis. If there's a change, a real change, we're just monitoring. But on the older planets, this is pretty much standard. They just don't get it."


  And they probably won't for a long time, Van reflected. "Thank you. I do appreciate the explanation."


  "My pleasure, ser. And thank you for all you've done."


  The holo projection blanked.


  Van leaned back in the chair. After a time, he searched to see if the station had access to planetside comm channels. Since it did, he began to scan them, seeking out the media news outlets and stories.


  ... joint enforcement effort of the Argenti-Coalition forces again refused to lift the ban on air transport anywhere on Angslan. High Bishop Truman yesterday denounced the ban as genocidal and inhumane, citing the death of fifteen-year-old Elton Christensen as an example. Christensen died before ground transportation could reach him and take him to the trauma center in Ingelar...


  ... In his capacity as minister of public health, Bishop Hansen offered statistics showing that over five hundred peo¬ple have died needlessly as a result of the embargo ...


  ... the first president of the Angslan Quorum rallied his con¬gregation in Susseks ... part of his speech ... excerpted and broadcast continentwide ... "What did we ever do? We have worshipped God in our own way. We have taken care of the sick... and all we have ever required is that those who par¬take of the goods God has provided follow his commandments and give him thanks and share that bounty with others. Is that so much to ask, for we owe all to God ..."


  Van thought about the reeducation centers on Samarra, and presumably those on Angslan. Somehow he had trouble with a culture that believed in destroying the lives of people who didn't agree with a given theological view. But was the Republic any different? The true "beliefs" of the Republic were more political; but the means were the same, if directed so far more at individuals than at whole planetary popula¬tions.


  He called up another news story. He'd record and study what he could, but, from what he had already seen, it would be a long, long time before there would be an IIS office on Angslan.


  Chapter 87


  Once out of jump, and on the outskirts of the Islyn system, Van headed the Joyau in-system before checking the coordi¬nates with the system comparator. He'd gotten almost as close as possible.


  "Short trip in," he said to Alya.


  "That would be nice."


  "For a change, you mean?" Van teased.


  "I didn't say that."


  "You thought it," he countered.


  On the inbound trip, Van reviewed the records of the prin¬cipal clients, as well as the recent revenue transfers. Camryn Rezi had done exactly as he promised. Now the question was how to handle someone who had had the majority share of ownership of the planetary office. It would have been easier to let matters alone, but he either had to ratify the arrangement, obtain a modification, or pull IIS out. He couldn't just let the problem sit. Letting things fester just made them worse. He was seeing that firsthand with the Revenant problem.


  As the Joyau continued in-system, he kept checking the net, the EDIs, and the far-screen monitors—which showed a


  Hyndji ship, and one Argenti battle cruiser, in addition to the handful of Islyn Defense Forces ships—three corvettes and two frigates. As he took in the Argenti battle cruiser, he smiled. The good general Marti had wasted no time in send¬ing a reminder to the Islyn Quorum that Revenant power had waned in the Arm.


  When he could study no more, he left Alya in the cockpit, set the alarms, and tried to take a nap, hoping he would sleep soundly. He was getting quite the repertoire of nightmares, what with those about the Regneri or the Fergus—more infre-quently—and the newest two.


  He was tired enough that he woke abruptly with the alarm. Unidentified object...


  He shook himself and walked to the cockpit, more to clear his head.


  "It's just debris, I think, ser," Alya offered.


  Van settled into the command couch, checking the moni¬tors, and altering course slightly to give a wider berth to the asteroid ahead, before studying the EDI and the system plot. The only out-system ships remained the Argenti battle cruiser and the Hyndji ship.


  Then he leaned back and called up the recommendations prepared by Laren's staff once more. He hoped Camryn Rezi was still as cooperative as before—and would be interested.


  Hours later, as the Joyau neared the approach to Sandurst, he squared himself in the command couch and began the contact with orbit control. Sandurst orbit control, Coalition ship Joyau, requesting approach clearance.


  Ship Joyau, interrogative purpose.


  Orbit control. Coalition ship Joyau, purpose of visit is business. Van pulsed the standard Coalition ID.


  Ship Joyau, cleared to charlie three. Continue approach this time.


  Van couldn't help but smile. It was amazing how much more cooperative the controllers had become since his previous trip. Understand cleared to charlie three. Authorization follows.


  Thank you, ship Joyau. Interrogative beacon.


  We have the beacon.


  Only a minute or so passed before another transmission filled the net. Coalition ship Joyau, this is the Bolvara. Inter¬rogative Commodore Albert.


  Van cocked his head, then replied. Affirmative, this is Commodore Albert, commanding.


  General Marti requested we convey his regards if we saw you.


  Thank the general for us.


  He said to tell you that madmen can also be saints.


  A wave of sadness washed over Van, unexpectedly, and he did not reply for a moment. If you would thank him for that as well.


  We will, Commodore. If you need any assistance, the Bolvara stands ready.


  Van understood that message, sent in the clear, was a mes¬sage to Islyn as well. Your support is most welcome, although we trust we will not need it.


  The Joyau had begun the final approach to lock charlie three when control transmitted, Welcome to orbit control, ship Joyau.


  Thank you, control. Commencing docking this time.


  Once the Joyau was locked, using station power, Van brought up ship gravity.


  "Smooth approach, ser," Alya said.


  'Thank you. I won't know what we'll be doing until I talk to Director Rezi." Van unstrapped.


  'That's fine, ser."


  From his stateroom, Van accessed the planetary commnet, first scanning through the news and media highlights. He started with Islyn political news.


  Commerce Ministry Looks for Resumption of Info-Trade ... Cairen Volcano Quiet... Guard Units Released ... Quorum Repeals EEA ...


  Van hoped the story was what he thought. It was. The Islyn Quorum had unanimously repealed the Economic Equaliza¬tion Act on the rationale that the economic and political situ¬ation in the Arm had changed with the recent joint-access treaty signed between Islyn and the Hyndji and Argenti gov¬ernments.


  "Court Affirms Decency Act...


  Van nodded to himself. Some things would not change.


  The rest of the news did look more encouraging, and defi¬nitely better than the situations in Samarra and Angslan. Van pulsed the local IIS office.


  As before, he got the simmie receptionist. "This is IIS, Kahla. May we help you?"


  "This is IIS Managing Director Albert. I've just locked in at orbit station—"


  The simmie's image was replaced by that of the dark-haired Rezi, who wore a cream singlesuit with dark brown cuffs and trim.


  "Director Albert, it's good to see you again."


  "We're on orbit station, Director Rezi."


  "Will you have time to make a tour of the office and visit some of our clients?" Rezi offered a broad smile. "Matters have changed much."


  "I had hoped that might be the case," replied Van cautiously.


  "For the past week, I have been working out the transfer paperwork, now that the need for my duties as custodian for IIS is passing ..."


  That was a clear and welcome message.


  "You endured a great deal, Director Rezi," Van replied, "and I'd like to discuss some changes in those terms in order to ensure that you receive adequate and permanent recom¬pense for your efforts and the risks that you undertook."


  Rezi bowed slightly. "IIS has always been known for rewarding loyalty."


  Van couldn't help grinning.


  'This time, you must come with me to Sian's for the most wonderful meal."


  "I think I'd like that. Is it a favorite of members of the Quorum?"


  "One or two of the ministers eat there, and if we find them there, they will be most pleased to see you. They are looking forward to a wider range of trade and commerce."


  Van understood that reference as well, but he would still wear his personal nanite shield. "This evening, perhaps?"


  "That would be most possible." Rezi bowed again. "I look forward to seeing you ..."


  After they discussed the details and locations, and Van broke the link, he stood, shaking out the stiffness as he pon¬dered his next steps.


  He would have to give Rezi a share in the outbound rev¬enues, and he needed to calculate what was both fair, and what was workable. Still, if he and Rezi could come to an agreement, that would mean another functioning office, with ongoing projects and revenues, and one less headache for him, for Nynca, and for Laren and the rest of the staff.


  Chapter 88


  After turning left off the main corridor of Neuquen orbit sta¬tion two, Van walked briskly along the corridor to The View. This time, the cherry-paneled walls felt both tired and affected, an attempt at evoking a time and place that had never been.


  Van had been fortunate—he thought—that Marti had actu¬ally been in the Neuquen system, and that he only had been required to wait ten hours for an evening meeting with the general.


  "You are with General Marti?" asked the waiting maitre d'hotel.


  Van nodded, then followed the man to one of the private booths. Marti stood and stepped out of the booth as Van approached. Even from meters away, Van could see and sense the tiredness in the other's face and carriage. Even Marti's uniform shipsuit lacked its usual crispness.


  "Commodore Albert..."


  "General... you're kind to take the time."


  Marti reseated himself. "For you, it is worth every moment." A wry smile appeared. "It is also good to get away."


  Van slid into the booth and sat opposite the general. A tall pale ale was waiting. "You look as though you've been busy."


  "Fighting too many battles that are not battles." Marti shook his head, then looked at the waiting server. "I will have the greens, the consumme, and the ascadoro con arroz."


  Van had to pick up the menu and scramble through it. "The greens, wild mushroom soup, and the duck cassis."


  Marti picked up the wineglass, half-empty. "And another glass of the cabernet."


  The server bowed and turned.


  Van took a sip of the still-cold pale ale. "What sort of bat¬tles?"


  "The kind that one cannot fight." Marti took a long swal¬low of the red wine before setting the wineglass on the white linen. "If one insists that the fanatics accord nonbelievers equal rights and access to education and services, the fanatics riot because we do not respect their way of life. If we do nothing, nothing changes, and all will revert to what was the moment our forces withdraw, whether that is in two months or two centuries. If we embargo the planets that do not meet the terms of the protectorate, then the fanatics murder their dissidents and unbelievers, and matters are worse than before. All this is true in systems long held by the Revenants. In those systems held only for a few years, the same thing is true, except on the other side. The local people so hate the Revenants that without threats, they would murder them all—or enslave them." Marti drained the last of his wine, but did not lift the second glass delivered by the server.


  The greens followed the wine.


  "That was an interesting message you sent," Van offered with a smile.


  "Message?" Marti's voice was absolutely deadpan.


  "The Bolvara conveyed a message from you, something about madmen also being saints. I assumed that a battle cruiser commander would not convey such without absolute certainty of its contents and source."


  Marti laughed. "At times, Commodore, you are so seri¬ous." He continued to smile. "I did think it was an appropri¬ate message." He lifted the wineglass, but, this time, only took a small sip.


  "Intriguing, but cryptic," Van pointed out. "Saints have often been madmen, but a label does not change facts."


  "That depends on the value of the label, my friend. It also depends on how much force lies behind it. I fear we all under¬estimated the force behind the label known as IIS."


  "Oh?"


  Marti snorted, then took another sip of wine. "You know what I mean."


  "I know several things that you could mean," Van parried. "Guessing which it might be could be dangerous to my health."


  "I will be blunt, then. I would earnestly hope that IIS does not plan to use whatever device the late—he is late, is he not?—Commander Desoll used on Jerush as a means to Galactic empire."


  "You seem rather certain that the flaring of Jerush was not accidental," Van replied. "I don't know of any way to create a solar flare, and so far as I know, no one else does, either."


  After taking another sip of his wine, Marti laughed again. "That offers some reassurance... if not complete reassur¬ance ..."


  "Why do you feel that Commander Desoll had anything to do with the unfortunate events befalling the Revenants." Van took a sip of the pale ale.


  "There was a remarkable confluence of events ... First, Commander Desoll made a change in the procedures for IIS administration and succession just before he disap¬peared ..."


  Van managed to sip his ale without choking. How did


  Marti know that? Van hadn't even known that until he'd looked at the records afterward. And how had Marti found out so quickly that Trystin had disappeared?


  "Second, he left his chief technician behind. Third, that technician is now the chief technician on your vessel. Fourth, there are reports that all three IIS vessels, three light cruisers in effect, all vanished from known space at the same time. Now one adds to that the fact that Commander Desoll did not care for the Revenants, that he had armed his ves¬sels, and that over the years large numbers of Revenant war¬ships vanished when his IIS vessels were nearby. I might also add that you, my friend, are known as a superb combat pilot, and a number of Revenant vessels have also vanished when your ship was in their general area. Nothing conclu¬sive, but I have a most suspicious mind ... Generals, I have discovered, must be most suspicious..." Marti raised his eyebrows.


  "You're doing that very well, General," Van said. "You have decided that one man, alone and without human assis¬tance, invented a technology no one has seen or knows about to create an effect that only time and nature have been able to do so far. You have also decided that the man who supposedly did this either vanished or destroyed himself after doing the impossible, and you imply that I know things that I don't."


  Marti laughed. "Commander Desoll chose well, I can see. You have not said an untrue statement ever. Neither did he." He took a small sip of wine before setting it down next to the plate containing the salad that he had eaten without Van's even noticing it.


  "I don't lie well," Van admitted. "So I try not to." He took the last few bites of his salad.


  "Most of us do not." Marti's smile turned wry. "So I would like to know what you and IIS intend to do with the Republic of Tara."


  "The Republic?" Van wasn't sure what Marti meant. "You have not heard?" "Heard what?"


  Marti nodded. "At times I forget that what I see is not what


  everyone can see. No matter. It will be on all the media nets before long." Van waited.


  "The Republic claimed that the Keltyr space forces refused to surrender."


  Van's stomach tightened. He could feel his face stiffen.


  "I see you are beginning to understand." After a pause while the server removed the salad plates and presented the entrees, Marti went on. "The word is that none of the Keltyr ships survived." Another moment passed. "Not a single one. That is an even more remarkable ... coincidence than those surrounding Commander Desoll."


  Van forced himself to take a moderate and slow swallow of his ale before he replied. "That is, as you say, remarkable. I cannot see how it applies to me, though. I am unwelcome in any Republic system, and the RSF certainly has little interest in listening to my views."


  "That is a pity." Marti took a bite of his meat, a dish Van did not recognize except for the rice on the side. "They refused to heed your views before, as I recall."


  "A number of times," Van said dryly. "I can't say that it seemed to harm them." He tried the duck, piquant and tasty, but not oily.


  "Not for now. The Revenants did not heed Commander Desoll, and the cost was high."


  "I can't see how not heeding me would increase the Republic's costs."


  "Is there a state faith in the Republic?" asked Marti.


  "No. Not unless it's the blind worship of wealth and power."


  "You see?" Marti laughed, gently.


  Van didn't have to feign confusion.


  "You do not wish to see, but you will," Marti added. "Because you are what you are, you will not be able to avoid it."


  "I'll take your word for that."


  "That is most kind of you." The general's voice conveyed gentle irony. "So few do these days. It will be generations


  before the Revenant problems are resolved, if they ever can be, and doubtless my successor will insist that I could have done everything better." He snorted. "Of course, today, no one has any suggestions. But, after I fail, there will be many who insist they did."


  "I don't see you as failing," Van said.


  "It does not look that way. For that, I am grateful, but... one must take care not to delude oneself. We have millions of people who believe and cannot trunk if anyone raises a single word that conflicts with that faith. We have millions to whom the word of an ancient deity must be followed to the last syl¬lable, even if it means killing or enslaving those who are exactly like them, except for their faith. And those who have been enslaved know—from their bitter experience—that one cannot reason with millions of fanatics. One can only kill them." Marti shrugged. "What am I to do? What is any gen¬eral to do? I cannot command the resources to isolate and educate every child of each side for generations—and that is what is necessary."


  Van nodded slowly. He wasn't certain he agreed fully, but Marti had a definite problem.


  "It is barbaric. It is cruel. But who is to say that if the flare that destroyed Orum had occurred five hundred years earlier that the Arm would not be a more peaceful and worthwhile place?"


  "You don't mean that."


  "My friend, that I do. How many millions have died? How many millions have had their lands, their businesses, and their children taken from them? We are human. We do not ever wish to admit that some people and some beliefs will always lead to evil and cruelty. We believe, or we convince ourselves, that in some way, if we could only reach such fanatics, that we could change matters. But one cannot reach an entire culture of fanatics. When such a culture has grown as vast as the Revenants did, the result is always death and disaster, if not by a solar flare and then by our fleets, then eventually by disintegration and collapse and greater vio¬lence, dragging down an even wider net of peoples. Let us just say that the Revenants had learned to create such flares. Then what could others expect? If we, the Argenti, obtained such power, would you trust us?" "Probably not," Van replied.


  "Good, because I would not. Nor would I trust the Coali¬tion. And, pardon me, my friend, but I would certainly not trust the Republic in these days and times."


  With that, Van certainly agreed, as he slowly finished the remainder of his duck. He hadn't fully trusted the Republic as it had been. He took another sip of die ale.


  "But... my friend," Marti said with a smile. "I have been far too serious, and in this uncertain Galaxy, who knows when we will next share a meal. Did I tell you that next month my wife and I will get a week together? And that I do not intend to talk of ships and sealing wax, or faith or fleets...?'


  "You deserve that time together." Van thought that Marti deserved more than that and hoped that the general would get it. He tried not to think about Marti's words about how some cultures were doomed to create evil, tried to avoid equating them to the RSF and the Republic.


  Chapter 89


  Van closed the stateroom door, although he remained fully linked to the shipnet. The Joyau had come out of jump from Neuquen well outside all system bodies, and well clear of all system traffic. The marginal standing wave equipment had taken in three short messages from IIS headquarters. Two had been quick updates on Nynca's efforts.


  In turn, Van had sent his own updates. He'd scanned Laren's other message, but he wanted to read it again, even though he was so tired that his eyes were beginning to blur.


  He called it up and began to read. Certain phrases and para¬graphs leapt out at him.


  ... reports confirm that the Keltyr warships that survived the initial Revenant-Republic assault were later destroyed to the last man and vessel. RSF sources claim the Keltyr ships refused to surrender... some doubt of that... likely that sur¬render was not allowed... RSF has not disclosed its own losses to date.


  ... martial law remains in force on all Keltyr planets. All outspace installations now held and controlled by the RSF...


  ... Keltyr political leaders and families allowed to depart Keltyr systems ... reports indicate that departure was not voluntary in all cases, but no political deaths have been reported.


  Van understood that. Without political deaths, there were no martyrs, and seldom did the deaths of military forces generate much political unrest. He didn't like the rest of the implications, not at all. But he couldn't dictate to the Republic.


  From what he'd seen recently, no one was successfully dictating much to anyone.


  He stood and walked to the bed. He could use some sleep. After a moment, he lay back back on the wide bunk. He closed his eyes, still thinking, although he remained linked to the shipnet. The Joyau still had a good four hours on the inbound leg before he would need to be in the cockpit.


  Marti's words kept coming back to Van ... "If we do noth¬ing, nothing changes... None of the Keltyr ships sur-vived ... one cannot reason with millions of fanatics ... one can only kill them ... some beliefs and some people will always lead to evil and cruelty ... always lead to evil... always lead to evil..."


  Always? Were people that stupid and shortsighted?


  Van tried not to yawn. It had been such a long day, and he probably should not have left Neuquen so soon ... but there was still so much to do. So ... much to ... do ...


  Darkness swirled around him, and Van stood in the rain before the Parliament House in New Oisin, thunder buffeting him. He watched once more as a tree grew from the center of the building. The oak slanted as it grew, both more angled, and more gnarled.


  As quickly as it had grown, the giant tree—towering over the plaza and the city—began to topple. The trunk and roots pulled out of the soil beneath the city with such force that the stones of the Parliament building flew in all direc¬tions. Before the topmost branches of the tree struck the scattered building stones, the twisted limbs and shattered trunk had burst into flames, and ashes showered down around Van.


  Van rolled over breathing heavily. He should have expected the nightmare. He was tired.


  He checked the time. Less than fifty minutes had passed. He got and stretched, walking around the stateroom and cool¬ing off.


  He needed the sleep. He knew that, but he was reluctant to lie down again.


  In time, he did, and his sleep was dreamless—until he found himself back in the cockpit, in the command couch, wondering how he had gotten there.


  Had he been so tired that he had been sleepwalking?


  He squinted, trying to focus his thoughts on the shipnet and the monitors. He felt himself frown. Something was off, not quite right.


  ... thirty-six, thirty-five, thirty-four, thirty-three,- thirty-two ...


  The numbers, in Trystin's voice and from the Elsin, stopped. The Elsin had vanished. Energy flared through the cockpit, searing Van.


  He sat up slowly in the bunk and checked the time. He'd gotten another two hours' sleep before the second nightmare.


  A shower might help. It might.


  Chapter 90


  Van had debated going back to Korvel in order to see Sherren Myller, but there was no real reason to do that. She doubtless had the situation in hand, and there were other systems where IIS needed to reestablish its presence. That was why Van had brought the Joyau to Denaria and why Alya was still on board monitoring any possible communications.


  Denaria had been one of the systems that Van had meant to check out before the Revenant attack on the Keltyr systems, but he'd never gotten there. Since it had never been under Revenant control, although close to the ill-defined border of the de facto protectorate, it had remained an open system.


  Van had not had any trouble in getting cleared into orbit control or arranging shuttle transport, and he was walking out of the shuttle terminal at nine-fifteen on a threeday morn¬ing—local. Under a clear blue-green fall sky and carrying just a datacase, he moved toward the line of groundcars for hire, to get a ride to the IIS office in Aureum Plaza, when he was brought up short by the piercing ululation of a siren. Van looked to his left to see an open lorry—filled with men and women—moving down the boulevard. Military vehicles with riot cannons preceded and followed the lorry.


  As he watched, he listened to those lined up in front of him for groundcars.


  "... last of the Revvie bastards, I heard ..."


  "... just people, Imri..."


  "... can't trust 'em ... would have taken everything ..."


  "... they have children, like we do ..."


  The couple entered a groundcar, and Van took the next one.


  "Where to, ser?"


  "Aureum Plaza, Moon Tower."


  "Moon Tower... You must be out-system." The ground-car eased away from the terminal. "Why do you say that?" asked Van. "That area's high-trade." "How has business been?"


  "Much better the past week. Off until the government rounded up the last of the Revvies."


  Van just nodded and sat back, wondering how many Denarians held the same attitudes.


  In less than ten minutes, the groundcar pulled into an underground and enclosed reception portico.


  "Fifteen, ser."


  Van pulsed the credits and stepped out. He walked through the entry, pulsed an ID to the system. After a moment, a lift door opened, and he stepped inside and rode up to the sev¬enth level.


  A dark-haired man with ivory skin stood waiting.


  Van recognized him from the holo images when he had set up the appointment. "Director Vincenzio. It's good to finally see you."


  "And you, Director Albert..." Vincenzio turned to his left, leading Van down a wide corridor floored in highly pol¬ished green marble. Vincenzio had a corner office twice the size of Van's office in Cambria with a view of the city to the south.


  "Quite impressive," Van acknowledged, adding, "I'd hoped to be here earlier, but when I got off the shuttle and was going to get a groundcar, there was a slight delay. A lorry full of prisoners—"


  "Those were probably the last of the alien Revenants—the ones who never applied for Denarian citizenship. The gov¬ernment is sending them to an internment camp in the Mysera Islands until they can be repatriated somewhere."


  "Had they caused a particular problem here?"


  Vincenzio smiled indulgently. "What didn't they do? Without IIS and the Ghendi Foundation, Denaria would have been an occupied world under the protectorate."


  "It's a good thing that didn't happen." Van smiled politely. The reports he'd received and reread before coming planet¬side indicated that there had been recent Revenant invest¬ments, but nothing to compare to the sort of problems systems like Islyn had faced.


  "Good for us and good for IIS. I have to tell you that next year looks especially good. We put in a bid on Wyal, and the government accepted it."


  "I can't say I'm familiar with that multi," Van temporized.


  "You wouldn't be. I should have explained. The Revvies pumped credits into a group of local sympathizers starting about ten years back—not that we knew any of this back then—and they began to acquire smaller formulators in the high-end building supply business, folding them into Wyal. By last year, Wyal controlled thirty percent of the building supply trade ..."


  "They were Denarian citizens or Revenant citizens?"


  "They claimed Denarian citizenship, but the government invalidated it when it discovered the plot to monopolize the industry and run out true Denarian businesses."


  Van forced himself to nod.


  "Anyway, IIS Denaria now owns Wyal."


  "I see. Have you done anything about changing the man¬agement?"


  "Well... we'll need new top managers. Most of them were interned."


  "I'd suggest, then, that you don't make any significant changes among the employees ..."


  Vincenzio looked puzzled. "But they're Revvie sympathiz¬ers. They have to be."


  Van looked squarely at the younger man. "They had thirty percent of the business. The government took care of the ones they thought dangerous. If you get rid of any more, you'll lose both too much talent and the institutional memory those employees hold. They're scared. You keep them and treat them well, and they'll line your pockets. You don't, and what you bought won't be worth a third of what it was in less


  than a year." Van smiled politely. "I know that with every¬thing that's gone on, that might take some considerable po¬litical skill on your part, but it's clear that's an area where you excel..." As he talked, Van just hoped he could steer Vin¬cenzio away from more useless vengeance.


  Chapter 91


  Three days later, Van, Alya and the Joyau had left Denaria and headed out-system. Just before jump, Van had retuned the drives to Argenti standard and changed the ID and author¬ization packages.


  "Ser?" Alya had asked.


  "We're headed for trouble—Setioni—one of the fringe Keltyr systems. I need to see what's happening there."


  "You know best, ser." Alya's tone conveyed great doubts about the wisdom of Van's decision.


  Entering a Keltyr system wasn't necessarily wise, espe¬cially if the RSF had ships deployed, but, the way Van felt, it was necessary. Are you sure it's necessary, a part of his mind asked. Van pushed the question away and jumped the Joyau.


  After the black-turning-white and white-turning-black endless moment of eternity, the Joyau dropped back into normspace and headed in-system. Van scanned the monitors, the EDIs, and the farscreens. After almost fifteen minutes, he had picked up a small Republic flotilla—two battle cruisers, four frigates, and six corvettes. The two nearest corvettes had changed to a course line and inclination that would intercept the Joyau in less than a standard hour.


  Van checked the other vessels, but none followed the corvettes.


  "I don't think we're going to make Setioni orbit control, ser," observed Alya.


  "Probably not, but I'd like to see what they have to say."


  "Are you certain that they won't use their torps to begin the conversation?"


  "I don't think they'll fire on an Argenti vessel without giv¬ing a warning, and our shields are strong enough to handle two corvettes."


  "I need some tea, ser. You?"


  "Cafe, if you will."


  Van continued to wait and watch, sipping first one mug of cafe, then a second.


  In time, he walked to the galley for a moment, washing and racking the cup, before returning to the cockpit, where he strapped in.


  So did Alya. "How long?"


  "Any moment."


  Unidentified vessel, Setioni is a closed system at present. Interrogative registration and purpose.


  Van cut the internal ship gravs to free more power and stood by to throw full power to the shields. Then he responded. This is Argenti ship Palabra, inbound for com¬mercial purposes. Interrogative ship.


  RSFS Pylmer, stabilization patrol. Palabra, request regis¬tration this time.


  Van didn't intend to argue. Not yet. Pylmer, registration information dispatched.


  Wait one, Palabra.


  Van continued toward the corvettes, ready to use his heav¬ier shields and his torps, as necessary, although he hoped nei¬ther would be.


  Palabra, your registration is cleared. You may depart sys¬tem this time.


  Pylmer, interrogative departure. Palabra bound for Setioni.


  Palabra, Setioni system is closed to non-RSF vessels at this time. Request your immediate departure, or we will be forced to fire.


  Stet. Commencing turn and departure.


  The corvettes followed only another few minutes before turning in-system.


  "Where to, now, ser?" asked Alya.


  "Back to Perdya." Van doubted he'd like what the IIS staff had discovered there, either.


  Chapter 92


  Once the Joyau was locked to Perdya orbit station two, Van had given Alya two weeks well-deserved leave, sealed the ship, and headed to Cambria. The first night there, he'd tried to get a good night's sleep, but even planetside in the pent¬house quarters above the IIS offices, he had had more of the nightmares.


  In the end, he was one of the first in the offices the next morning, and that was after he'd run five klicks and done a half hour of exercise, then cooled down. His first task was to review the IIS financial figures—the ones he almost feared to see, given the events of the past year.


  Fortunately for him, Laren wrote well, and while the num¬bers were not wonderful, neither did they reflect a complete disaster. Laren did offer the caution that the negative results caused by the collapse of the Revenant government would drag on for at least several years. The reason why IIS was only marginally affected was simple enough. IIS only had had a handful of offices in the Revenant systems. The nega¬tive effect of the Taran Republic's Economic Security Act promised to be far worse on future IIS revenues and opera¬tions, unless its effect could be mitigated.


  There was also an update on the military situation on the Revenant planets. The Coalition was continuing to embargo and isolate systems that did not make reforms, leaving the locals to work out the details. There was one notable excep¬tion—the Leiphi system. There, some on-planet military types had modified a magshuttle, loaded it with something, and accelerated it into a Coalition frigate in orbit. The frigate commander had clearly been lax, but he had paid for that with his life—and that of the crew. The system commander sent a message back—with torps launched down at the planet. Large holes dotted numerous hilltops where once Revenant temples had stood.


  The Argenti forces had opted for a case-by-case approach, leaving more options to the local system commanders. They'd also suffered more casualties, without much better results.


  The problem was, Van reflected, that the Revenants had taken over so many planets, and with the high birth rate of their faith, they had always had fanatics and bodies to spare:


  Laren peered in the open door. "Do you have any ques¬tions, ser?"


  "A few." Van collapsed the holo screen onto which he had projected the information he'd been studying. "How much more will the revenues drop off?" He motioned her into the office.


  Laren eased in and took a chair across from him. "We only get about two percent from Revenant worlds. I'd judge that we might get increases from some of the former border sys¬tems, especially those near the Argenti protectorate."


  "What aren't you telling me? The Republic and Keltyr numbers?"


  "The offices on Republic worlds only amount to ten per¬cent of revenues, but we could lose all of those. Also, if the Republic starts to expand ..."


  "That won't happen immediately," Van said. "The RSF has most of its ships tied up in the Keltyr worlds. For now."


  "The Keltyr worlds ... Let's see." Laren frowned, concen¬trating. "We only have five offices there, but in the indepen¬dent systems surrounding them, we have eight."


  "You're telling me that the Republic's policies—over time—could cost us between, say, five and fifteen percent of total revenues?"


  "We can't project that... there are too many variables,"


  Laren pointed out. "But, yes, we will lose revenue. We'll also lose access, and information." She smiled politely. "Is there anything else?"


  "Not for right now." Van had thought he understood. For the moment, he didn't need hard numbers, just an under¬standing of the overall picture. But before he made any hard decisions on operations, he would need those num¬bers.


  Chapter 93


  On fiveday, Van was in his office early again, as he seemed to be every day since he had arrived in Cambria. He'd called up a holo projection of the Arm, one that presented the areas of political control in color, and was studying it.


  Incoming out-system for Director Albert. Sender, IIS office, Meroe.


  Accept. Van wondered what Miryam Adullah had for him.


  The face that appeared on the holo projection was not Miryam's, but that of Emily Clifton, her blonde hair pulled back severely.


  Van waited.


  "I couldn't let all this come without a personal message," Emily's image declared. "I used my personal leave as termi¬nal leave so that I wouldn't have to go back to the embassy. The ambassador understands. Miryam Adullah said it would be acceptable for me to give the Meroe office of IIS as a return, since I don't have a commcode of my own yet."


  A somber look followed.


  "I've enjoyed being with you, more than you could know ... this is hard . .. Please don't shoot the messenger, Van. I care, and I can't tell you how sorry I am."


  Without another word from Emily, the holo began to dis¬play what were clearly media images, stock scenes of locales, interspersed with talking heads.


  With great regret Prime Minister Eamon announced that the unrest in Bannon has been resolved. In a written statement, he deplored the self-indulgence and treasonous behavior of those in Bannon and throughout Sulyn who had no understanding of the dangers mat had faced and continued to confront the Republic...


  ... the use of heavy weapons by Republic Marines in house-to-house fighting turned more than ninety percent of the city of Bannon and the outlying residential areas into little more than rubble ... The Ministry of Internal Security expressed regret that the rebels had not seen fit to accept the rule of law that governs all civilized societies ... but had tried to take that law into their own hands ... preliminary estimates indicate that more than ninety percent of all structures and dwellings have been destroyed ...


  Van swallowed. Sulyn had the highest percentage of black Tarans in the Republic, and Bannon had held most of the more distinguished figures—such as his fathers.


  Emily's face reappeared, and her voice trembled slightly as she spoke. "I managed to get some of the casualty fig¬ures ... it appears as though over three thousand RSF Marines have been killed, and more than three million civilians. That could be low ... there are twenty million people in the areas attacked, and independent media reports are claiming death rates of eighty to ninety percent..."


  Emily's image vanished and was replaced by a talking head, and then by a scene of smoking rubble, klick upon klick of it. Van recognized the badlands at the northern edge of the screen as those beyond where his fathers' house had stood—as had Arturo's. Had stood, because it was clear noth¬ing had been left standing.


  A report from the Argenti news service Verdad claims that the Taran Republic executed scores of media personnel during the crackdown on unrest on the planet of Sulyn. The executions centered on those reporting the high levels of casualties, now estimated to exceed five million ... Among those executed was noted mediacaster Ashley Marson ...


  Ashley, too? Was that because Ashley had been unbiased? Or because he had been tied to the Albert family?


  ... Verdad states that unidentified sources have confirmed that the Ministry of Internal Security had held secret military trials for a number of media types, including Marson. Marson was allegedly convicted of treason on the grounds that he had incited civil unrest and rebellion in Bannon. The Ministry of Internal Security had declined to open the military trials to the media, citing Republic security, and has kept the verdicts sealed, despite widespread reports of executions of scores of mediacasters, advocates, and academics who had opposed the government's actions to restore what it termed civil order...


  ... Verite reported yesterday in Marsay that virtually all Taran professionals of color or 'external ethnicity' had either fled the Republic of Tara, been placed in work camps, or exe¬cuted under the pretext of treasonous activities. This report was immediately denounced as untrue and as inflammatory propaganda perpetuated by the enemies of the Republic by the Taran ambassador to the Frankan Comity ...


  Taran Prime Minister Eamon announced that elections will take place tomorrow ...


  Van calculated that with the time delays those elections had doubtless already taken place.


  ... and that the new parliament will be sworn in and be ready to take up the government's agenda for social and economic reform, as well as the prime minister's proposal for strength¬ening the Republic Space Force. High on the government agenda is a proposal to strengthen the Economic Security Act..."


  ... Minister of State Shirlen dismissed as sheer fabrication reports that two ambassadors had defected and that more than thirty diplomatic personnel had sought asylum in other sys¬tems ...


  When he had finished the message, Van collapsed the holo projection. He sat there, thinking.


  Then he began a series of searches. Had there been any comment from the Argenti government? The Coalition? The Hyndjis?


  The best he could find was a statement from the Coalition Assembly's minority leader.


  "We are deeply concerned that, in an effort to deal with inter¬nal instability, the interim government of the Republic may have resorted to the use of more force than necessary. We would hope that such will not continue...


  That was it.


  More than five million casualties ... almost all of them black Tarans. Mediacasters who tried to reveal what was hap¬pening. The Keltyr fleet massacred to the last officer and tech. Was it just the Republic government?


  Almost no one was saying anything. Why? Because the Coalition and the Argenti were unwilling to get involved in another war so quickly? Because it didn't affect them and wouldn't for years?


  And how had it happened so quickly? Except had it? Hadn't the signs been there all along? Ashley had certainly called them to Van's attention. And now... Ashley was dead, and probably Arturo as well.


  Van shook his head.


  Was it just the RSF takeover? How could it be? The gov¬ernment hadn't put lasers to the heads of groundcar drivers and told them to avoid blacks. It hadn't demanded that street gangs terrorize foreigners on the streets of New Oisin. And there weren't protests from anywhere outside Sulyn or the minority community—except for a handful of mediacasters and outsiders. What could IIS do?


  Another series of assassinations? That wouldn't work— not when it was clear that the officers underneath the mar¬shals believed the same way. Not when most civic-minded citizens agreed with the prime minister. Besides, Trystin had tried that—and regretted it for centuries.


  Van looked out the window for a long time.


  Then, he pulsed Joe Sasaki. Do you have a moment?


  I'll be right there, ser.


  Sasaki walked into the office and stopped. He looked at Van.


  Van looked back. "I'm going out to Aerolis this afternoon. I want to talk to Mason Jynko about the possibilities for another ship."


  "Laren said that the financials are better than we had thought, but starting construction now ..."


  Van forced a grin. "I didn't say I was going to authorize starting another ship, Joe. I understand the numbers. But I need to see if I can get some more flexibility from Aerolis. I also want to see if some modifications can be made to the Joyau, things I've thought about over the past year and kept putting off."


  "You don't have to go out there ..."


  "It's better in person." Van laughed. "That's what I do best. You and Laren are the analysts. I can't do that much here."


  "You provide the fire and the leadership."


  "I provide it best, I suspect, in small quantities of personal presence here, and by example traveling in obscure systems."


  "You aren't doing yourself justice ..." *•


  "I'm doing you all justice. Trystin didn't spend much time here, and that was for years on end, and matters continued just fine." Van smiled again. "You can always reach me at Aerolis, and I can be back in a matter of hours."


  "Ah ... yes, ser."


  "If there's anything that absolutely needs my presence or approval, you've got until fifteen hundred." "Yes, ser."


  Van felt simultaneously worried and relieved as Joe left the office.


  Chapter 94


  On sevenday, Van stood in a maintenance shipsuit in the con¬ditioned and full-gee warehouse room within the asteroid headquarters of Aerolis. Somewhere above him was the lock¬ing tower that held the Joyau. Before him were ten sealed containers, set in racks in a row.


  "You sure you don't want any technical help with that equipment there?" Mason Jynko asked.


  "If I do," Van said with a smile, "I think I can find you."


  Jynko laughed. "Sound just like Trystin, you do." He cleared his throat. "About the design of the new ship. That's going to cost a good twenty percent more than the Joyau did. Could be more, if we're not going to start for another nine months. Have to check out the specs for cer¬tain."


  "Let me know. You know where I'll be."


  With a nod, Jynko turned and left.


  Van walked over to the line of containers. There were no external labels on the gray sides, except a single numeral on each. The numbers ran from one to ten, predictably. Van studied the first container, then noted the almost flat pouch below the numeral "1."


  He eased back the opening strip to find a sheet of per-mabond—addressed to him. Although he nodded to himself, he could still feel the shock of finding the message.


  After a moment he smoothed out the sheet and began to read.


  Van—


  If you are reading this, one way or another, I'm not around.


  The boxes contain a complete duplicate of the various compo¬nents of the sun-flare device that I attempted to employ against Jerush. Obviously, if I'm not here, something went wrong, and you'll need to be exceedingly careful.


  Please make certain that, if you are thinking about using this device, there are no other alternatives.


  Just think about whether there are any alternatives. The perfunctory nature of the caution told Van a great deal, including die fact that Trystin himself had come to feel that at times there were no viable alternatives. At the thought of "viable alternatives," Van smiled ironically.


  Under the pouch in which you found this is a concealed cardreader. It is designed to accept your IIS card and no other, and will read the card against your biometrics. If any other card is used, and if the biometrics do not match, the contents of the first case will melt down. Without them, the other cases are effectively junk.


  "More suspicious than he ever let on," Van murmured to himself.


  Still, Van found it interesting that Trystin was only willing to turn the duplicate device over to Van, and to no one else. Why?


  Because he felt only Van understood? Or because Van was the only one who might actually consider using it? Either way, it was a chilling thought.


  Van looked at the container, knowing the hell it contained. Yet... what was he supposed to do? Spend the rest of his life on useless palliatives while the Republic replicated the mis¬takes of the Revenants, sowed the seeds of greater oppression while everyone else stood by, because they had bigger issues or domestic concerns?


  The strongest words expressed against the Republic had been "deeply concerned" with a vain hope that the atrocities would not continue.


  Van took out his IIS datacard.


  Chapter 95


  By sixday of the following week, Van had a far greater appre¬ciation of Trystin's abilities. Without the detailed instructions that had come with the flux generator, it would have taken Van weeks, if not months, to assemble the equipment and set it up within the Joyau's escape pod.


  Even with what amounted to a step-by-step manual, and with equipment that had been designed and created in a mod¬ular structure, Van had worked sixteen-hour days for over a week. On more than one occasion, he'd had to call in Jynko for technical help. He had managed to explain the equipment as an out-system emergency power generation system, although he wasn't sure that Jynko believed him. Jynko had looked dubious, but at least had not called Van on the description, which was, in a fashion, correct.


  By late afternoon, Van had finally returned the escape pod to its normal position at one end of the Joyau's main cargo lock, where he was resetting the emergency quick-release restraints.


  Message from incoming vessel—that was the relay from the shipnet


  Accept. Van had a good idea who that might be. Van... you've got no image. That's because I'm not near a scanner, Nynca. Where are you?


  In the cargo bay, checking things out. Dock at the other tower and come on over.


  I'll be there in thirty minutes.


  Van finished resetting the last of the quick releases, and then, given his sweaty condition, returned to his stateroom, where he quickly showered. He'd pulled on a clean shipsuit and ship-boots, and had even gotten into the galley. The cafe and kettle were beginning to steam when Nynca appeared at the tower lock. Van slipped from the galley to the lock and opened it.


  She looked at his still-damp hair and laughed. "You and Gramps."


  "What about us?"


  "He didn't like to meet people unless he was clean and groomed and dressed."


  "There's nothing wrong with that, is there?" Van pulsed the lock shut behind Nynca.


  "No. It's a pleasant formality, but one that's not always fol¬lowed these days."


  "When formality vanishes, so do ethics," Van quipped. "That's a quote from Exton."


  "He might have something."


  "Do you want tea or cafe?" he asked. "The kettle's on, and the cafe's made." "Care."


  Van led the way to the galley, where he poured two mugs, then walked to the stateroom. He took the console chair and let Nynca have the more comfortable reading chair. Van's eyes strayed to the shelf on the far bulkhead, where the restrainers held the decorative box from the prime minister of Scandya. He wanted to shake his head. That had been so long ago, and he'd been so innocent


  Nynca looked at him. "What is it?"


  "Nothing. Just thinking about how much has happened in the last few years."


  "It has." She paused. "Joe said I'd better meet you here. He didn't say why. He did say that you came out here without Alya."


  "He doesn't know why," Van said. "He just knows that I'm here, and that I didn't give him a good enough reason. I didn't bring Alya because I'd given her two weeks off, and for what I'm doing, I didn't need her, and she didn't need just to sit around. I'll need her more later."


  "That's good to know," Nynca said dryly. "That you'll need her later. Why are you here?"


  "Checking out equipment, and going over the Joyau with Morgan." All that was true.


  "You're sounding more and more like Gramps." Nynca laughed. "Everything you say is the truth, and I don't know any more when you finish than when you started."


  'That's possible. I think we had a few things in common. Tell me more about him," Van suggested.


  "About what."


  "Start with more about why he felt the way he did."


  "I don't know. Not really. I'm not sure that anyone could know, except maybe Ulteena. From what I've heard, she didn't say anything either." Nynca sipped the cafe. "This is good."


  "Thank you. Who was Ulteena?" That was a name Van hadn't heard.


  "She was his wife. She was also a senior commander in the Service. They were married late, and only had one child." Nynca smiled. "I come from a long line of single children, and, like all the others, I have one."


  "A daughter?"


  "A son actually. He's at Cambria University." "And he'll be a Service pilot, too?" "He says not."


  "Was Trystin around when you were growing up?"


  "He was there, but usually not when my father was. He made my father nervous."


  "Your mother's the Desoll, then?"


  "Yes. He—my father—didn't like the idea of the name going down, but there were a lot of things he didn't like." Nynca straightened in her chair. "Something's nagging at you." She didn't ask what. She just looked at Van.


  "On the last time out, I tried to get into the Setioni system. It's one of the outlying Keltyr systems. The Republic has a small flotilla there. Two battle cruisers, frigates, and corvettes."


  "You're thinking of building a battle cruiser?" Nynca arched her eyebrows.


  "I thought about an IIS version—until I checked the costs. I settled on a more powerful version of the Joyau—when we can afford it." Van laughed. "If I wanted to get everywhere I'd like to go, I'd need a dreadnought." He paused. "Did Trystin think about it?"


  "That was why he built the Elsin. IIS needed ships power¬ful enough to take on the Rev corvettes and frigates, but any¬thing larger was cost-prohibitive. Also, it would have been far too obvious." She studied Van. "What about the Keltyr system?"


  "It's not just that. I can't confirm it, but it's almost a cer¬tainty that the Republic wiped out my fathers and my brother and his family. Then, you saw the analysis Laren did. The RSF effectively massacred the Keltyr fleet..."


  "What are you trying to say?"


  "I guess ... I'm not sure I see any real difference between the Revenants and the Republic." Van shook his head. "Oh, there are lots of differences. The Republic doesn't have Tem¬ples and a state faith, and it doesn't indoctrinate all its citi¬zens into one belief system. But they both seem devoted to amassing temporal power and marginalizing anyone who is opposed or gets in the way. Neither wants people who are dif¬ferent with any degree of freedom or power. With each year, it gets worse. Just like the Revs, the RSF is using clones as disposable tools. Just like the Revs, they're wiping out groups that don't agree. The total is over five million already—"


  "Five million?"


  "That's just on Sulyn. It doesn't count the Keltyr fleet and whatever's happening on the former Keltyr planets." Van cleared his throat. "Just like the Revs, they're using economic and social tools to expand and consolidate power. And just like the Revs, they've decided to change the rules of society whenever necessary to accomplish that, by taking away the rights of those who would oppose them. Did you know that they've started holding secret military trials, and that they've executed mediacasters and advocates who criticize the gov¬ernment?"


  "I didn't know that, but there have been scores of govern¬ments in history, if not more, that have done the same thing."


  "I know. But this is where I grew up. These are the people I defended. For me, that makes it different." Van took a sip of the already-cool cafe. "Trystin had the knowledge that at least the evil ones were the enemy."


  "Not completely," Nynca replied. "I was told that once he was followed and almost arrested in Cambria because he looked like a Rev. That was one reason he was never more than a commander in the Service."


  "That just makes matters more complex." Van shook his head. "How can you stop evil when no one wants to pay the price?"


  "People have never wanted to pay that price. They only rally to stop it when it doesn't cost too much, or when their own survival is threatened. Why do you think Gramps used his device on the Jerush system? No one else wanted to act, and they wouldn't have, not until the Arm had been turned into four major powers, with all the independent systems gone."


  "Do you think what he did will work?" asked Van.


  "What do you think?" countered Nynca.


  "Mostly ... it did. It will take years for everything to settle out, but the Revs can't use unified economic power to push into smaller systems. That means, unless someone turns into the Revenant model, the smaller systems will become stronger, and there will be more of them. The Argentis are fairly live-and-let-live, and so is the Coalition..." Van paused. "Was that why he did it?"


  For the first time, Nynca looked puzzled.


  "He was afraid that the Coalition would have to go to war, and then all the freedoms, all the tolerance, all the economic openness would vanish ..." Van waited.


  Nynca's laugh was sad—and wry. "I didn't think of it that


  way, but that was the way he thought. That's why I said you're more like him than any of us are." After a moment, she said, "Van ... let things settle out. The Arm needs US, and IIS needs you. If you try something like Gramps did ..."


  "I promise you I won't translate the Joyau into a sun, or do anything like that," Van said. "I'd like to think that I'd accom¬plished something positive, and I'd like to have time to do it. And there are ... things I really want to do."


  "Is that a promise?"


  "It is."


  "So what are you going to do?"


  "That's why I'm out here. I've been talking to Mason and trying to figure out what else we can do with the ships. I also needed some time to think. But whatever I do, I want to be around for a good long time, and I want my life to reflect something positive." All that was absolutely true. Van just had to figure out how he could do what he had to do and still do what he wanted to.


  "I'd like to believe you," Nynca said.


  "But Trystin said the same thing." Van paused. "Or did he?"


  She frowned, then was silent for a time. "No. He really didn't. Not this last time."


  "You see?"


  "With you, I'll believe it when I see it."


  Van shrugged. "I'll have to spend years proving it, then."


  "See that you do."


  Van laughed helplessly.


  Chapter 96


  After Nynca's talk with Van, she had not stayed at Aerolis, and Van had finished his preparations on sevenday, including restocking on torps. Early on eightday, he eased into the command couch and went through the checklist.


  He looked at the blank board before him. Do you want to go through with this? The next question was harder. If you don't, will you spend years like Trystin, crisscrossing the Arm and trying to clean up cancerous outbreaks of tyranny and repression everywhere? Will you end up old and feeble, and unable to do anything, regretting losing the chance that you had?


  He cleared his throat and linked. A-prime, Joyau ready to depower and delock.


  Van dropped the ship grav to nil and waited.


  Joyau, cleared to depower and delock.


  Depowered. Delocking this time. With the gentlest touch of the steering jets, Van eased the Joyau clear of the locking tower. Outbound on minimum power.


  Till the next time, returned Jynko.


  Till then.


  Once clear of the asteroid complex, Van turned the Joyau on an out-system course.


  From what he had learned earlier, and updated while he'd been both in Cambria and at Aerolis, the "new" Republic government was being sworn in the next morning in New Oisin, and would be addressing the legislative and legal "reforms" proposed by Prime Minister Eamon. As Van had surmised, the RSF slate of candidates had won overwhelm¬ingly, and the news permitted out of Tara trumpeted the results as a victory for "the people" and "a new era" for the Republic. Van had snorted at that.


  Hours later, once he was clear of Perdya system, Van put the Joyau into jump immediately. The first jump from Perdya system brought him to an uninhabited system in the nebulous area bordered by Coalition, Argenti, and former Revenant systems.


  There Van rechecked his equipment—and his calculations— then walked around the ship and stretched before settling back into the command couch.


  The second jump brought the Joyau out into normspace close to the Taran system ecliptic, and well beyond the cometary belt—which was not at all where Van wanted to be.


  He scanned the EDIs and the farscreens, but he was so far out that only a handful of RSF ships—those out beyond the gas giant Yeats—were showing.


  Van calculated, then decided on a short jump—as short as he could make it—which would place the Joyau at an equal distance from Solis—Tara's sun—but at right angles and directly "below" it.


  He initiated jump.


  What was black turned white, and white turned black, and every color was its opposite, and yet itself. Time stretched endlessly, and yet the jump was over instantly.


  Van winced as the Joyau dropped back into normspace. For whatever reason, shorter jumps seemed to leave him more disoriented than longer ones. He'd heard the same thing from other pilots over the years, but the technical types had always dismissed what the pilots felt. Van supposed that had been true back in the dark ages, when the only piloting had been atmospheric.


  He immediately began deceleration, since the lower the velocity of the Joyau—and the escape pod—the more accu¬rate he could make the pod's in-system jump. Then he stud¬ied the screens and EDIs, but nothing had changed, except that the jump had left the Joyau both in better position and farther away from the RSF ships patrolling the system.


  Van scanned the in-system fleet—three dreadnoughts, six battle cruisers, eight frigates, and twelve corvettes—enough for an invasion force of a smaller system, and a clear sign that the Republic was at least slightly worried about either the Argentis or the Coalition. Next, he checked the system com¬parator, and nodded. It was twoday, as it should have been, and that meant that the Parliament would be in session, work¬ing on Prime Minister Eamon's agenda.


  It took more than an hour of deceleration for him to bring the Joyau's relative velocity down within the limits he had earlier calculated, but finally he was satisfied. Less difficult was the last-minute wrestling with himself.


  The questions and counterquestions echoed and reechoed through his thoughts.


  If you don't do anything, who will? But do you really think that destroying New Oisin will change matters? How can you possibly justify such an action? After all that the Republic has done in the past year, and the way it's treated the Keltyr systems, how can you not stop them from becoming another Revenant empire? Besides you, who will do anything? Didn't the Argentis and the Coalition surrender the Keltyr worlds to barbarism rather than take a stand and risk any of their ships and personnel? But does one set of barbaric actions justify another such act? Aren't you taking too much on yourself?


  Van shook his head.


  Except that... no one else was doing anything, and if mil¬lions had already died on Sulyn, how could there not be mil¬lions more dead in the years ahead? There wasn't any good answer. That much was clear. What was also clear to Van was that no one else was going to do anything, not anytime soon. The protectorate and the abandonment of the Keltyr systems to the Republic confirmed that.


  Finally, he pushed away the questions and checked the farscreens and EDIs one last time. None of the RSF ships had made any course changes.


  Van finally left the command couch and walked aft to the lockers next to the cargo hold. There, he donned the space armor and made his way into the cargo space. After sealing the helmet, he closed the lock doors. Then he loosened the quick-releases on the escape pod. If he had used the quick release bolts in their emergency mode, the pod could have come out tumbling, and that would have made the final adjustments and settings close to impossible.


  When the pod was loose, he attached his own tether to one of the cargo restraint loops near the outer lock door. Then he attached the second and third tethers to the pod and then to a restraint loop on each side of the cargo lock. Only when he was satisfied that the tethers were secured did he send the command to the shipnet to reduce internal grav to nil.


  Then he depressurized the hold, and opened the lock doors.


  As he had hoped, the rush of air broke loose the pod from the deck, at least enough that Van could lever it out of the lock doors. He used as little force as possible, not wanting to put too much strain on the tethers or the restraint loops.


  The pod reached the end of the tethers, stretching them slightly, but the one-way nature of the tethers stopped the rebound, and the pod came to rest ten meters outside the cargo lock door.


  Before proceeding, Van linked with the shipnet once more, calling up the EDIs and farscreens. A single corvette had begun to accelerate outward toward the Joyau, but Van's quick calculations showed that the corvette would not even near torp range for nearly three hours. He ran another calculation, and found himself frowning inside the shipsuit. If the corvette wanted to risk a high-dust-density jump, it was likely that the RSF ship could make a short jump in an hour. The jump accu¬racy for that short a jump was problematical, which was why Van hadn't tried another jump to get closer in-system, but he couldn't assume that the corvette would jump wide.


  That meant, in the worst case, he had less than forty-five minutes to set up the pod for an in-system translation jump— with enough accuracy to avoid the solar core, a process anal¬ogous to threading a needle with a hundred-meter pole. With a deep breath that momentarily fogged the helmet view, Van began making his way, hand over hand, out along the tether that led to the escape pod.


  Once there, most carefully, he undipped himself from his own tether, clipping the tether to the ring on the pod. The lock into the pod would barely accommodate the armor, and one locking would almost exhaust the pod's extra-atmospher¬ic capability. But then, no one would be needing that after Van adjusted the controls and settings.


  Once inside the pod, stripped of all couches and habitabil-ity save basic atmospherics in order to accommodate the wel¬ter of equipment that Van had to move around, Van opened the helmet, and removed the gauntlets. Then he eased into position, half-floating before the control panel—and the even larger panel above it that controlled the flux generator.


  The link to the Joyau was faint, but clear. Van ran a check, then took the positional information from the Joyau. Using


  the pod screens and comparing them to the relayed informa¬tion, Van pulsed the steering jets until he had the pod oriented on Solis. Next came the course line settings, and then modifi¬cations to the jump generator. Then he had to set up the remote operation. Sweat pooled inside the armor, especially on his back, giving him the sense that he was wearing an icy jacket.


  After another twenty minutes, he was ready to leave. Slowly, and carefully, he eased away from the controls, mak¬ing his way back toward the minuscule lock. He sealed the helmet and donned the gauntlets once more, then slipped into the pod lock, careful to seal the inner door.


  Atmosphere puffed out around him as he emerged from the pod. He had to be careful to clip the return tether to his armor first, and then unclip the other two tethers from the pod with¬out exerting force on it, so that it floated free of the Joyau, but in the orientation most favorable for the programmed course.


  Then Van pulled himself back to the Joyau, where he reeled in the other two tethers and closed the cargo lock. He repressurized the hold and waited until the heat indicators reached amber before he took off the helmet. The air still froze his nostrils as he took a breath.


  Even before he was out of the armor, he linked into the shipnet.


  There were three corvettes coming at him from out-system, with less than ten minutes before they were within torp range. Van had no idea where they had come from, unless they had translated from the far side of the system, but that was an aca¬demic question. He just left the armor on the floor of the pas¬sageway and dashed to the cockpit and strapped in.


  Then he ran the checklist for the pod and began the sequence—a sequence that would take three minutes.


  Eight minutes before intruders are within torp range, the shipnet informed Van.


  That left Van with less than five minutes. He couldn't move the Joyau far from the pod, not without risking disturbing it and disrupting all his work—and the chances for success.


  Are you sure you want to do this? Van pushed away that thought, recalling the devastation the Republic had created on Sulyn and the massacre of the Keltyr ships that had not been allowed to surrender—ships that had never even tried to attack the Republic.


  One minute before the pod was go.


  Van began to bring up full power on the Joyau's fusactors. At the same time, he set up the precalculated jump coordi¬nates. They'd be off some, but he wasn't going to have time to refine them, not the way matters were going.


  The pod vanished, and Van instantly poured full accelera¬tion through the drives, a force that pressed him into the com¬mand couch, because he'd sacrificed the power for ship gravity to the drives and shields.


  The monitors showed the three corvettes converging on the Joyau, and Van could see that he was moving all too slowly. The three corvettes had fired their torps simultaneously.


  Van checked the EDIs, focused on Solis itself, looking to see whether the device had worked. But the screens went blank under the flare of energy that sheeted over the Joyau as the RSF torps began impacting Van's shields. The secondary generator flared amber for a long moment, before slowly dropping back into the green.


  Another wave of torps was on the way, but in the momen¬tary clearing, Van could see the massive EDI surge from Solis, and he gave the command. Jump!


  At that moment, energy from the second salvo of Republic torps flared against the shields, and Van could feel the sec¬ondary generator fail even as normspace vanished. The very jumpspace around the Joyau buckled, and the ship seemed to bend in half, then collapse inward, squeezing Van into a point.


  Black turned a searing red, a blood-and pain-filled red that was somehow also white, even as white turned to an icy-deep-space-freezing black, and the pain from both ran through every nerve in Van's body, an endless nerve-electric torture.


  The Joyau dropped into normspace with a sickening lurch.


  Van could barely breathe, and he could feel the entire ship-net burning through his nerves. Every sensor pulsed along his arms. Miniature knives twisted themselves deep into his skull. Every energy source shown on the EDIs pulsed pain. Through the pain, he could sense that the ship was mostly structurally sound. At least, he thought it was. Where was he?


  Slowly, he tried to remember. Minutes later—or was it hours?—he recalled the jump system coordinates—the unin¬habited system on the return to Perdya. Except... he had the feeling that he shouldn't be heading to Perdya.


  What could he do?


  Trystin had mentioned... something.


  Slowly, concentrating on a thought at a time, he pro¬grammed the Joyau for a jump to Dharel. Each mental pulse sent an echo of pain back through his neck and skull.


  Finally, he thought he could order the jump.


  Jump.


  The second jump was worse than the first.


  Colors and temperatures jumbled into flashing, searing extremes that lasted forever, yet did not, before pummeling Van into a deep blackness.


  At some time, he slowly woke, his breathing ragged, held in place only by the acceleration harness of the command couch. He lifted his head.


  Electric pain surged through every nerve, and another wave of blackness engulfed him.


  The second time he woke, countless spiderwebs of pain seared through his arms and legs, and the emptiness of the Dharel system pulsed through his optic nerves like a dance of infinitesimal and unending needles.


  He made one course correction, then another.


  In time, and it could have been hours or days, the Joyau neared the gas giant around which orbited the unseen and unseeable Farhkan installation.


  Van had to concentrate on each word he pulsed into the dark¬ness beyond the Joyau, hoping that the station was there, some¬where. Farhka station Two... Coalition ship Joyau, code name Double Negative... pilot Albert... What else was he


  supposed to say? What else ... oh, the patron......patron


  Rhule Ghere, request assistance... medical assistance...


  Van had to close his eyes, but that barely helped against the pain that seemed everywhere within him. Time passed. More time passed.


  Ship Joyau, pilot Albert, you are cleared for approach and locking. Do you have the beacon?


  Farhka Station... affirmative ... have the beacon. Pro¬ceeding ...


  Van made each correction deliberately, carefully, but he still slewed the Joyau into the dampers, and for a moment, feared the ship would rebound. The Farhkan dampers held, unlike human ones, Van thought.


  You... may unlock and enter the station...


  Van fumbled with the harness. He had to visualize each movement to get his fingers to move. Then he floated up in the null gee and slammed into the bulkhead aft of the com¬mand couch.


  He did manage to check the atmospherics before cracking the lock.


  He took one step beyond the lock, into full grav, and his legs collapsed.


  Van just sat there in the gray corridor that smelled musky and clean until the blackness tapped him on the shoulder, and he fell over.


  Chapter 97


  The blackness lifted, but the grayness that replaced it was filled with white-and-red pain. Then a greenish coolness swept across Van, followed by a deeper darkness. Words and thoughts marched through him from somewhere, but he could understand none of them, not before the restful green carried him away once more.


  Van woke abruptly, his head clear. He lay on something that was neither a recliner nor a medcenter bed, but partook of both. A thin sheet of something lay across him, folded back to his waist. The first thing he noticed was that he didn't hurt. Looking at the gray bulkheads didn't send knives into his skull, nor did thinking and wondering where he was. After all that had happened, he felt relatively good. He should have been sore, aching, not to mention discouraged, overwhelmed, and depressed. He didn't, and that worried him. What had happened? Was he truly in the Farhkan sta¬tion?


  You may dress. Do not be alarmed. Someone will be with you shortly. The all-too-clear words scrolled through his mind. They had the Farhkan overtone, the one he could not describe, but felt so clearly.


  Van sat up, looking around, finally locating his shipsuit, hanging from ... something beside the bulkhead. Beneath it were underclothes, and his boots. He eased back the thin gray¬ish covering. His body, what of it he could see without a mir¬ror, looked normal, without scars, without change. He eased off" the med-table-recliner. His legs held him as he walked to the clothing. He dressed quickly and pulled on the boots.


  A Farhkan appeared. Van did not see how he entered the room, but he did recognize Erelon Jhare. The clean/musky scent intensified.


  / must be better, or I'd be seeing Dr. Fhale.


  Dr. Fhale has already seen you and done what was required


  What was that?


  You were injured. Your gross physical injuries were not excessively severe, but the damage to your nerve and mental systems would have rendered you unable to function normally and caused you to die at an early age, even for a human. That was judged to be unacceptable. So Dr. Fhale reconstructed those aspects of your being in a more durable fashion.


  He rebuilt me? Van glanced down at his chest and abdomen. I didn't look any different.


  You would not.


  While the Farhkan's words had not been spoken, as had also been the case the last time he was on the station, Van now sensed them far more clearly than ever before.


  That is true. Your implant has been removed and integrated into your neural functions. It is more effective that way.


  Thank you. I don't think I would have made it back to Perdya.


  You would not have. You created some damage in dock¬ing here, and your ship was failing. We repaired that as well.


  Have I been here that long? Or could the Farhkans do mir¬acles with ships as well?


  You have been here some time. Several months of your time.


  Thank you.


  It is a form of payment. Payment? I didn't do...


  No... you must repay the debts incurred by the other and by your own actions. You would not have lived long enough to do so had Dr. Fhale not reconstructed and strengthened cer¬tain of your aspects...


  Debts? Is that why you're here?


  You will need many centuries to rectify what you have done. You misapplied the technology the human Desoll obtained. So did he.


  What would you have had us do? Let more millions be enslaved and murdered over generations?


  Always... you think in terms of absolutes.


  Those words ignited an anger close to fury in Van. He forced his response to be as cool as he could make it. No. I do not think in terms of absolutes. Neither did Trystin. But all too many humans in positions of power do. They exploit the nature of other humans to seek and obtain simple and absolute answers. The universe does not allow such simple answers. The result is unethical, immoral, and impossibly cruel behavior. Trystin worked for years trying not to use absolute means, but absolute means were often necessary to prevent worse evils. He died believing that his greatest failure lay in not applying such absolute means to the Revenant cul¬ture far earlier, before that culture could create such evil and disruption. I could see the same pattern emerging with the Republic, except a pattern of more cruelty and evil even sooner.


  You would elevate yourself to a deity?


  Trystin wouldn't have claimed that, and neither would I. We're a species of toolmakers, and we grabbed and used the biggest hammer we could swing because nothing else had worked.


  In your arrogance, you assume that a solution to your nature is possible.


  That stopped Van for a moment, not only the words, but the cold certainty behind them.


  In your arrogance, he finally replied, you assume that no solution is possible because you cannot envision it. Is it not better to try than to admit failure?


  The Farhkan snorted the ironic laugh. You will have many, many years to try. More years and more lives than you would ever wish.


  A cold chill ran through Van as he understood the import of the Farhkan's words. How they would work it, he had no idea, but he understood fully that he would not be afforded the inadvertent option exercised by Trystin.


  You may go. The Farhkan turned away, then stopped, and turned back to Van. Should you prove us wrong... your sen¬tence will be in your hands.


  Van blinked, and Jhare had vanished.


  Should you prove us wrong... should you prove us wrong...


  Van swallowed as he looked at the doorway that had opened in the wall, a doorway leading back to the Joyau ... and exactly what he did not know, except that he had a debt to pay, and mat it would take longer than he could possibly imagine.


  For a moment, he swallowed, recalling Dad Almaviva, a powerful black man standing in the light, singing words Van had not understood then, and still did not, save that the char¬acter Almaviva had sung, Daland, had been a captain and a


  Chapter 98


  Van had barely stepped out of the lift on his office floor of the IIS building in Cambria when Joe Sasaki and Laren appeared.


  "Welcome back, ser," Joe said. "It's good to see you. We were worried."


  "You look good," added Laren.


  "Thank you. Thank you. We'll meet a little later. I'd like to catch up on a few things ... and I need to talk to Nynca." He glanced around. "She said she'd be here."


  "I'm here," said Nynca as she walked past the central lift-shaft toward Van. She did not look directly at him.


  Van did not look at her either, as the two walked down the corridor to Van's office. He ignored the looks and the outright stares from the staff, although he would have to deal with them later. Once inside his office, Van closed the door behind them and, without Nynca's asking, activated the privacy cone.


  He said nothing, but sat down in one of the chairs before the old-style table desk.


  Nynca sat in the other. 'Three months," she said. "Three months, and not a word, except a message from the Farhkans saying that you had been injured and were recovering. I thought you promised."


  "I promised not to try anything suicidal," Van said. "I got attacked by three corvettes as I was leaving the Taran system. The energy scrambled me and the jump."


  "You know that there's nothing left there. Whatever you


  pilot, doomed to travel forever on his ship, until... until what?


  That... Van feared he would discover, as had the ancient Hollander.


  did ... it wasn't just a superflare. It was close to a full nova. In fact, two of the nearer Republic systems will suffer dam¬age in the next few years from the radiation. The underspace is still disrupted enough that no one can jump close to the system." Van nodded. What could he say?


  "Aren't you going to say anything? Doesn't the death of two hundred million more people mean something? Two hundred million more."


  "It does. Enough that words don't mean very much."


  "I find that hard to believe, when you saw what happened when Trystin ... used ... it... and then you just did the same thing."


  "That's why I did," Van said slowly. "Because of some¬thing that he said, because I felt he was right."


  "Right? How can killing seven hundred million people ever be right?"


  The words burned forth from Van. "How about when it prevents killing millions more? Especially millions of inno¬cents? Or when it stops injustice after injustice? Or when it stops a system of repression that will only grow across the Arm like a cancer? Or when it's the only recourse, because those with the power to stop the injustices with fewer deaths won't pay the price, because those being repressed and killed belong to other systems and other beliefs? And because they value the lives and freedoms of their own people above those of other people?"


  Nynca sat stock-still.


  "And remember this. Trystin was from the Coalition and attacked and killed the Coalition's enemy. I addressed the evils of the society in which I was raised. I stopped those evils before the Republic could replicate the example of the Revenants—before hundreds of systems were either tyran¬nized or before the entire Arm was plunged into war."


  "You don't know that."


  "No. I don't. What I do know is that Trystin saw more than I did, and he thought that he had done wrong to wait so long to act, and that no other powers would act. And they didn't.


  What I know is that everyone looked the other way when the Republic massacred the survivors in the Keltyr fleets, and when the Republic closed off the Keltyr systems, and when the Republic massacred millions of its own people on Sulyn because they protested peacefully against tyranny. What I do know is that evil that is not confronted grows. What I know is that Trystin was right, that some trees are so misshapen and evil that they will never grow straight, and that it is better to topple them before they grow so large as to threaten all around them."


  "I don't think we'll ever see eye to eye on this." Nynca said.


  "We probably won't. Do you want my resignation as man¬aging director?"


  Her laugh was bitter. "You can't resign. If you do, IIS is disbanded and the assets turned over to the Coalition govern¬ment."


  "What?"


  "Trystin was very clear on that. It's in the charter, and the way it's written, if the succession determined by the manag¬ing director is changed other than by that managing director, or by the successor he named, the charter is voided."


  "I could appoint you to be my successor."


  "No, thank you. I never wanted to run it, and I especially don't want to, now. The whole center of the Arm is a mess. The Argentis pulled out of their half of the protectorate, and it won't be long before the Coalition does die same with its half. The Argentis claimed that the protectorate was unneces¬sary now, but it's more likely that they want to use their ships against all the raiders and renegades that have appeared. You made this mess—even if no one could prove it but you and me and the Farhkans—and it's up to you to clean it up and prove you were right."


  Van found an ironic smile crossing his lips. "That's what they told me."


  "The Farhkans?"


  "They said I had a lot to do."


  "Then you'd better do it." A wry smile appeared, but


  Nynca's eyes remained bleak. "There's going to be a greater demand for IIS services, especially for our secure shipping services. If the Joyau is still operational."


  "The Farhkans repaired the ship as well as the pilot." Van looked at her. "How about if you become managing director of programs?"


  Nynca frowned.


  "I'll be managing director of operations. I do better with a ship." Van frowned. "I'll have to work out of a ship now." "Have to?"


  "Payment for my rehabilitation. The Farhkans were most unhappy."


  Nynca studied Van for a long time. Finally, she spoke. "Like ... gramps?"


  Worse, Van suspected, but he only nodded slowly, wonder¬ing if he could avoid ending up like the historical HOLLAN¬DER. Wondering if he could still reach out... and not turn his back on all those he had affected—who still lived—and to Emily, who might yet be his Senta.


  He had time. That, he did.


   

cover.jpeg
LD ONE MAN DECIDE THE FAT





