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Sagan’s Warning

Dion’s smile vanished, lips compressing to a thin line. He looked down at the hand, at the five marks on the inside of the palm that were swollen and red. Swiftly, he snatched his hand from Sagan’s grasp. The fingers curled in, hiding the scars.

“You’ve seen him,” Sagan repeated harshly.

“Who is he?” Dion asked in a low voice.

“Your cousin, my liege,” said Sagan. “Your first cousin. The only son of your late uncle, the king.”

“Son?” Dion stared, incredulous. “Are you saying that … Is my cousin the rightful heir to the throne?”

“No, Your Majesty,” answered the Warlord grimly. “He has no legitimate claim to it. But, I fear, sire, that this will not stop him.…”
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To all who love.
And have been loved.






The king and his people are like the head and the body. Where the head is infirm, the body is infirm. Where a virtuous king does not rule, the people are unsound and lack good morals.

John Gower,
The Major Latin Works of John Gower




Upon the king! let us our lives, our souls,

Our debts, our careful wives,

Our children and our sins lay on the king!

We must bear all, O hard condition,

Twin-born with greatness, subject to the breath

Of every fool, whose sense no more can feel

But his own wringing! What infinite heart’s-ease

Must kings neglect, that private men enjoy!

William Shakespeare,
King Henry V, Act IV, Scene i
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Book One

But say I could repent, and could obtain,

By act of grace, my former state; how soon

Would height recall high thoughts, how soon unsay

What feigned submission swore; ease would recant

Vows made in pain, as violent and void—

For never can true reconcilement grow

Where wounds of deadly hate have pierced so deep—

Which would but lead me to a worse relapse

And heavier fall …

John Milton, Paradise Lost
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 … is there no place

Left for repentance, none for pardon left?

John Milton, Paradise Lost



The monk’s cell was dark and chill, small and narrow. Walls, ceiling, and floor were made of stone. It held a crude bed, a desk, a chair, and a small altar for personal use when the bells roused the brethren from their slumbers, called them to matins—midnight prayers.

The service had long ago been said. It was only an hour before dawning, during that restless part of sleep when dreams come most vividly, most terribly.

The sleeper in the crude bed was obviously entering into the shadowed world of one of these dreams. He stirred on his pillow, moving his head from side to side like a blind man, groping through his endless darkness. He stretched forth one hand suddenly, the right hand, and grasped an object that was not there, except for him, in the dream. His fingers closed over it, as they would close over the hilt on a sword. An expression of pain contorted his face. He groaned and caught his breath.

The one who watched over his sleep sighed and shifted restlessly in the chair on which she sat. She reached out a hand to waken him, checked herself. She would have wept for him—wept in pity and frustration—but for two things: the knowledge that her tears would irritate him and the fact that the dead are not permitted the comfort of tears, just as they are not permitted the comfort of a touch.

She could only sigh again and settle back in the chair that she occupied by instinct rather than by need, for she no longer possessed a body whose needs and aches and pains had to be considered. Her spirit could have floated upon the air, with less substance than the smoke of the flickering flame dancing upon the oil of the altar’s small incense burner. She preferred to sit in the chair. It was an action of the living and it seemed to make her one again with the world of the living.

Night after night, she had occupied that chair. Night after night, she’d watched over his sleep, guarded it—except that she made a poor guard, for she could not drive away the dreams that tormented him by night, just as she could not comfort him for the regret that tormented him by day. But her anger intensified as she watched his suffering this night. She bit her lip and frowned and appeared to make up her mind to some action, for she rose to her feet and was taking a step toward the door of the cell when suddenly the sleeper sat upright, his eyes open, wide, and staring, a hoarse cry in his throat.

Startled, afraid at first that he’d seen her, Maigrey stumbled backward through the chair, the desk, into the corner of the cell. Then she realized he wasn’t awake; nor was he staring at her, but at something beyond her. Something in the dream.

He sat on the edge of his bed. He wore the habit of his calling even when asleep; the cell was cold and the cassock and a loosely woven shabby blanket were all he had to protect himself against the dank chill. He dragged off the blanket, threw it to the floor, and stood up.

He raised the unseen weapon in either defense or salute—Maigrey could not be certain—and he spoke words that held some meaning to him, apparently, but which she couldn’t make out.

She crept forward, out of her dark corner, instinct drawing her to his side, as she had gone to his side during countless battles faced together in their lifetime. Pity burned in her, pity and anger and frustration. She was tempted to thwart the prohibition that had been placed upon her, tempted to break the covenant she had made and speak to him.

She was close, so close to him, yet she knew the bitter pain of never being able to get close enough. His mortal flesh stood like a prison door, barring her entry. But their spirits had been closer than most; the mind-link that bound them together in life had not, apparently, been shattered, even by death.

Maigrey felt a jolt surge through her, a spark that arced from him to her, and she was sharing the vision, the dream … the reality. But she understood instantly what she saw and heard. He did not, and there was no way she could warn him.

He spoke again and stretched out his left hand.

The action woke him up. He was confused at first; confused and alarmed, and he fell back in an instinctive defensive posture, sword hand raised. It was then, by the feeble flame burning on the dish of oil, that he saw where he was, saw that the right hand holding the weapon was, in reality, empty.

Sagan straightened and frowned and looked around. His frown grew deeper, darker. He raised his right hand to wipe the cold sweat from his face, caught a glimpse of the palm in the shadowy light. His eyes widened; he stared in disbelief. Falling to his knees before the altar, he held his hand to the light of the flame.

Maigrey, looking to see, shook her head, whispered in soft anger, “No! How could You? This is not fair!”

On Sagan’s right hand—five scars. Five scars of five puncture wounds made by the needles of the bloodsword—the weapon of the Blood Royal.

Three years had passed since Derek Sagan had been constrained by Abdiel to throw the bloodsword into a lake of water and of flame. Three years had passed since he had put his hand to that weapon. The palm was callused, roughened by the hard physical labor he’d endured since, smoothed by being pressed together in hour upon hour of passionate, desperate prayer. The scars had all but disappeared—from his hand, if not his soul.

But by the fire’s light, this night, the scars were fresh, as if he’d just now released the bloodsword. A clear liquid, streaked with red, oozed from the wounds.

Sagan stared, disbelieving, pondering. Then he clenched his fist over the scars. He returned to his bed, lay facing the wall, his face grim and hard as the stone.

And, though he did not know it, he was now alone. The silent guardian of his sleep had left him.
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The radiant personage strode through the vast and echoing hallways of white marble and gold. Intent, earnest, all thoughts bent on the errand, the personage was only gradually aware of a shadow across the path. The radiant being turned eyes outward, instead of inward, and the shadow took on form and substance, took on the semblance of the living being it had once been, became a thin human male clad in faded blue denim jeans and a blue denim work shirt. The man was tall and stooped, his face pleasant and careworn and sad.

“Child of God,” said the radiant personage.

“Platus,” the man gave his name, with a quiet but dignified inclination of the head.

“What may I do for you, Platus?” asked the radiant being.

“If … if I could talk to her,” Platus suggested softly.

“Do you think it would do any good?” the personage asked after a moment’s serious consideration.

“I understand her,” said Platus. “I believe I can reason with her.”

“I don’t know, my son,” said the radiant being doubtfully. “Much is at stake.”

“Yes … yes, I know. If I could just try …”

The radiant personage gave the matter thought, then indicated approval. “Perhaps it would be best. Go, then, and may His blessing go with you.”

Platus accepted the task and the blessing and continued on the way which the radiant personage would have taken, the radiant being turning aside to tend to other duties.

The martial tread of booted feet and the faint metallic jingle of armor echoed disturbingly through the peaceful vaults. Platus made his way toward the sound, walking slowly, taking his time. He could have reached his destination with the swiftness of a thought, for he was not bound by constraints of time or place or distance. But as his thoughts themselves were lumbering and slow-paced, so he matched his speed to them. Platus was far from being as assured as he’d assured the radiant being.

When he had, at least, some vague outline of his arguments readied, Platus drew near the echoing footfalls. He came upon Maigrey, pacing the empty halls, which were empty to her only because she refused to populate them. Every line of her body was expressive of anger, defiance.

She wore in death the silver armor she’d worn in life. Her right hand rested on the hilt of the bloodsword strapped at her waist. The long, pale hair flowed over her shoulders, drifted around her in the air she still breathed, air she created.

Aware of another presence, she turned on her heel, advanced on him, her face stern with resolve. But she had obviously expected someone else.

Seeing only her brother, Maigrey paused; a momentary confusion checked her swift steps. The hesitation passed swiftly, however. She continued on, the warlike sound of her clicking heels jarring Platus, seeming to jar the very stars.

“So, they sent you,” she said.

“I offered to come,” he returned mildly.

This answer was nonplussing, to judge by the fact that she was silent a moment, inwardly struggling.

“I want to know why they are tormenting him like this,” she demanded at last.

“Maigrey, it is not our place to question—”

“It is!” she flared. “He doesn’t need to be involved! He was at peace.…”

“Was he, Maigrey?” Platus asked quietly.

She raged on. “I see their intent. Not satisfied that they have brought him low, humbled and crushed him, they want to destroy him.”

“Maigrey, that’s not true—”

“You probably approve of it!” she accused him bitterly

“It isn’t my place to approve or disapprove,” Platus said, uncomfortable. “And it isn’t their intent to hurt him. He hurts himself.…” He paused, began again. “Maigrey, what is done is done because of the failings of mortal men.”

“Do you approve?”

“I am afraid,” Platus said after a moment. “Afraid for Dion. If Sagan …” He fell silent.

“If Sagan falls, you were going to say. You don’t trust him!”

Platus smiled sadly. “It is difficult to trust one’s killer, sister.”

Maigrey glared at him, as at an opponent who takes advantage of a misstep and thrusts the sword point home. Turning away in disgust, she began to pace again. “I want to talk to someone else.”

Platus checked a sigh. “They are displeased.…”

“They don’t trust me either, I suppose.”

“You came very close to breaking your covenant with God this time, Maigrey,” he told her gently.

She halted, stood a moment, her head bowed. Then, lifting her gaze, she looked earnestly at her brother. “If you could see Sagan, Platus! If you could see how he suffers! Why don’t they hear his prayers? Why don’t they grant him the peace he’s earned and longs for—”

“They have heard his prayers, Maigrey. Words of repentance come from his lips, but not his heart. Sagan is filled with rage and resentment, doubts and questioning. He did not enter the church humbly, baring his bleeding soul to the healing light. He skulked into the church like a hurt animal, using it as a place to hide and lick his cuts. And consequently, the wounds have not healed, but fester and pain him still.”

“And whose fault is that?” Maigrey cried. “When he asked for forgiveness was there an answer? No, only silence.” She resumed her distraught pacing. “As for the covenant I made, I will break it. I must. That’s what I came to tell them.” She paused. “Though I don’t consider it truly broken, for I don’t consider it truly made. It was a trick, a trick meant to keep me from helping Sagan. They only want their revenge, they want to see him suffer—”

“You’re not being just, Maigrey,” Platus interrupted sternly. “You know that isn’t true. Man brings his suffering on himself. They grieve to see it, as they grieve to see your suffering, my sister. I grieve to see you bound to him. I sometimes think it would be best if you would let go—”

“I can’t!” Maigrey turned on him, her hand on the hilt of her sword. “I won’t.”

“No, I know you can’t. Nor should you.” Platus sighed. “Derek Sagan stands upon a precipice. Your hand is all that holds him back, keeps him from falling past redemption. You are the one bright star in his darkness. But now you must consider this, Maigrey—if you fall, what will happen to him?”

She was angry. Her lips parted to make a sharp retort.

Platus held his ground before her anger, did not return it. Once he, too, had been unable to let go.

Maigrey wavered, broke, lowered her defense.

Platus slid in past it. “The covenant was not a trick, sister. You knew when you made it that sincere repentance was his only hope. Together you walked the paths of darkness, as the prophecy said. Now he must walk the path alone. You can light the way for him, but you can’t lead him by the hand. He has to find the path to redemption himself.”

“Or lose it utterly,” Maigrey said, trembling. “And it’s not fair!” Her fists clenched. “They slant the path upward, make it easy to fall, far more difficult to climb. They place temptation in his way. They did not show me this when they urged me to make the covenant.

“And what of Dion?” she demanded before Platus could answer. “What about the danger he’s in? Aren’t you worried about him?”

“I have faith in Dion, Maigrey, to do what’s right—”

“Implying that I don’t have faith in Sagan!” she retorted bitterly.

“Do you?” Platus asked.

“Yes,” Maigrey answered, eyes gray as a storm-ridden sea. “I have faith in him. In them, I don’t!” She pointed her gloved and armored hand at her brother. “And you can tell them that. And you can tell them something else. That if he falls, I go with him.”

“Maigrey—” he began, but she cut him off.

“Don’t worry. I will keep the covenant, for the time being. I will not speak to Sagan or reveal my presence to him. But remind them of this, Brother—I made no such promise concerning Dion. And if I can help him …”

With a sharp, cold nod, she turned, the pale hair whipping about her like a fierce wind. Hand on the hilt of the bloodsword, she stalked away, the stamp of her booted feet striking like steel against an anvil through the vast vault of heaven.

“You may help Dion,” Platus said softly. “But who will help you?”
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Home—none. Wife—none. Kids—none.…

The Magnificent Seven



Xris adjusted his eyesight to night vision; the “meat” locker was impenetrably dark. Corasians, with their sophisticated sensing devices, have no need or use for light to see by. In some areas—the munitions factory Xris had just been in, for example—the Corasians install lights for use by their human slaves. Lights were unnecessary in the locker. The “meat” had no need to see, were probably thankful they couldn’t.

Xris’s augmented hearing detected no sounds except those of intense human misery and terror, and those he was coldly and purposefully ignoring. He knew that he’d tripped the security alarm, if it could be called that. He couldn’t hear it, no matter how sensitive his augmented hearing. Each individual Corasian is a single part of a collective whole, as individual cells make up an entire body. The deaths of the two Corasian guards, gunned down by Xris at the back entrance to the tunnels, had set off an alert that vibrated or jangled or twitched—however these fiends reacted—throughout every other Corasian in the place.

He was counting on the fact that the Corasians would be forced to search innumerable levels to find him, and once they did find his tracks, his body readings would throw them off—hopefully for the few precious moments he needed. Expecting a human—the two dead Corasians would have reported that they were being attacked by a human—the enemy would be looking for human readings. They wouldn’t be looking for a human who was mostly machine.

Keeping watch for the telltale red glow that presaged the coming of the fiery, amoebic Corasians, Xris stopped in front of a computer terminal located at a junction of intersecting tunnels and activated the system. He knew how it operated, the uncreative Corasians having been forced to steal their technology from the human life-forms in the neighboring galaxy. Xris had encountered a Corasian computer system one other time before on a mission with the late Lady Maigrey and he knew what to expect—a system that was out of date and primitive. He called up inventory.

The Corasians kept strict records. The “meat” was a valuable commodity, to be shipped out to those planets in dire need of either food or slave labor—or slave labor that would ultimately become food. Each “carcass” was numbered when it arrived and carried that number through to final consumption.

Xris located the number—her number. Activating his own internal computer, the cyborg brought up the diagram of the locker tunnels, studied the screen embedded in his wrist, and located her cell. One level up and three compartments down, to the right. He moved, just as the red glow began to light the far tunnel behind him.

He found her—that was the easy part. Now for the hard. She wasn’t alone. She was inside a cell with five others—a man and two women and two children.

Xris shorted out the force field, walked into the cell.

Dull-eyed, stupefied with terror, the six stared at him. They didn’t believe in him … at first. Then she recognized him. Her eyes widened, color flooded her pale cheeks. Her lips parted. She rose to her feet.

The others didn’t know him, but they understood. Hope lit their eyes. The kindest thing he could do for them was to end it, swiftly.

“Sorry,” he said. “I can only manage one.”

He reached out, took hold of her, pulled her to his side.

“If my team was with me, I could—”

He stopped. Explanation was time-consuming, unnecessary.

“My children,” pleaded the man, shoving a pair of ragged, sleepy, and frightened kids toward Xris. “It doesn’t matter about me, but take them with you. Please, for the love of God—”

She was pleading with him, too. Urging him to take the others, no matter that it would endanger them all. And there was no arguing with her.

A needle flicked out of the palm of his mechanical hand, punctured her skin. She was startled at the sudden sharp pain, but before she could cry out, he shot her full of the drug. She sagged against him. Her eyes closed; her body went limp.

He picked her up with his mechanical arm, thinking, The last time I touched her with this hand, she flinched.

“Shoot us, then,” said one of the women, gathering the children close, holding them tight. “That’s the least you can do.”

Yeah. It was. It would take time, time he didn’t have. But it was the least he could do. Xris took aim and shot them, shot them all.

Then, carrying her in his arms, he headed for the exit.

A red glow flooded the tunnel, blocked the way. The Corasians opened fire. Laser light flared around him.

“Hit,” came a synthesized voice. “Two kills.”

“Damn,” Xris muttered.

He holstered his lasgun, checked the clock, shook his head. He had to get out faster. He needed to cut at least forty seconds off his time.

Deactivating the dummy in his arm, he dropped it to the floor and crossed over to the control panel located on a far wall of the target range. He hit a switch. The red glow died. The holograph people and the children disappeared. Forty seconds. Where the hell was he going to pick up forty seconds?

A blue light began to blink above the door.

“Visitors,” the synthesized voice informed him.

Xris looked out the observation window, saw two people—at least he guessed one was a person—standing in the hallway. Raoul and the Little One.

The cyborg muttered a curse beneath his breath. He hadn’t expected them back this soon. He had planned to be long gone before they came.

He considered sending them up to report to Harry; then it occurred to the cyborg that Harry was probably the one who’d sent them down here to report to him. If Xris refused to see them, they would grow suspicious, and the last thing Xris wanted was to rouse suspicions in these two—particularly the Little One. Best to see them, hear them out, act as if nothing was up, give them their orders, send them away.

He hit the switch, opened the door.

The two entered. Xris shut the door behind them.

“We’ll talk in here,” he said. “I can seal it off.”

Raoul nodded complacently. Raoul would have nodded complacently if Xris had told him he was intending to blow off his head. Raoul was an Adonian—a human race noted for their beauty. He was also a Loti, so called because he lived, thrived, and survived on mind-altering drugs. He drifted through life in a state of euphoria, never frightened, never upset, never disturbed by anything. At least, that was how Raoul claimed he lived.

Xris was beginning to wonder.

During the past three years, Raoul had worked with Xris, been one of the team. They’d handled several dangerous assignments and Xris had seen Raoul in action, seen the Loti react to the unexpected swiftly, alertly—too swiftly and too alertly for a doped-up Loti. And yet he never lost the glassy-eyed gaze, the vacuous expression, the isn’t-the-world-a-beautiful-place smile. Not even when it seemed likely that they were all about to die.

Raoul glanced around in bored fashion as he minced inside the target room, shuddered delicately. “A Corasian meat locker. How truly ghastly.”

Purple-drenched eyelids fluttered. He smoothed his long black hair, which had been ruffled by the slight breeze created by the opening of the door. “You do find the most remarkably ugly places in which to play your games, Xris Cyborg.”

Xris shrugged. Pulling out a particularly noxious form of cigarette known as a twist, he stuck it in his mouth, lit it, breathed in the foul-smelling smoke. “A little target practice, that’s all.”

He was aware of a sudden change in Raoul’s partner, known only as the Little One. Two bright and intense eyes shifted their curious gaze from the target range to Xris’s face.

If Raoul was a mystery, his partner was an enigma.

No one had ever seen the Little One; no one had ever heard him speak. No one knew his race, creed, color. All anyone had ever seen of him was the raincoat, a pair of small humanoid hands, and those penetrating eyes—the only portion of the small creature’s face visible from between the pointed collar of the overlarge raincoat in which the empath habitually enveloped himself. All topped by a battered fedora.

Xris couldn’t even say for sure that the Little One was a he, except that Raoul termed him a he. But, given the Loti’s own androgynous state, Xris wasn’t at all certain Raoul knew the difference.

The Little One was getting too damned interested in Xris’s insides.

The cyborg did what he could to adjust his thought processes, but this wasn’t as easy as adjusting a cybernetic leg or hand. Too bad. His brain should be a machine, like the rest of him.

Erase. Shut down. Switch off.

No more pain. No more hurt. Disk drive empty.

“Too bad your late boss didn’t set up a target range for poisoners,” he commented, taking a drag on the twist.

“What an extraordinarily interesting idea,” said Raoul, struck. “Still, I don’t quite see how it could have been possible—considering the quiet nature of my profession—to create that atmosphere of violence and excitement that you all seem to find so attractive—”

Raoul paused at this point, glanced down at the Little One. The Loti looked back at Xris, and the shimmering, drug-vacant eyes didn’t appear to be quite as vacant as the cyborg would have liked.

“The Little One says you are not seeking thrills this day, Xris Cyborg,” said Raoul, flipping his black hair over his shoulders with a graceful motion of his delicate hands.

He looked around at the target range, at the elaborate sets designed to replicate perfectly the inside of a Corasian “meat” locker, at the scoreboard that registered two kills for the Corasians, at the dummy—dressed to resemble a human female—lying huddled on the floor of the cell.

“You are practicing here with serious intent,” Raoul observed.

“Special job,” Xris commented briefly, hoping this would end it. He took the butt end of the twist out of his mouth, ground it on the concrete floor with his good foot.

Raoul gave him an exasperated glance. Reaching down gingerly, he picked up the twist between thumb and index finger, and—making a face—threw it in the trash compactor.

“What about your assignment?” Xris asked, changing the subject. “Since you’re back early, I take it you completed it satisfactorily.”

“Most satisfactorily.” Raoul gave him a charming smile. “The Little One says you are going alone.”

Xris fixed the Little One with a look that caused the empath to literally shrivel up. The raincoat actually seemed to deflate; the eyes disappeared beneath the brim of the fedora.

“I thought he was an empath—soaked up feelings. Since when did he get to be a goddam mind reader?”

“It comes with age, among his people.”

“What?” Xris grunted, eyed the fedora. “You serious?”

“As serious as possible in an absurd world. But I think you are attempting to change the subject, Xris Cyborg. You are going alone on a mission that is fraught with deadly peril. This is not good,” chided Raoul, gently sighing. “This is not worthy of you. Or wise of you. And so the others will feel, once I tell them—”

“You’re not going to tell them!” Xris snapped, taking another twist out of his pocket. He thrust it into his mouth, didn’t bother to light it. “Better get used to this place ’cause I’m locking you in here. Don’t worry. I’ll send Harry for you in the morning. He’ll let you out in time to wash your hair and put on your makeup. By which time I’ll be long gone.”

“On your way to Corasia, by yourself. A suicide mission. And to rescue one person—”

Raoul glanced down at the Little One, who—undeterred by Xris’s fierce warning stare—apparently said something to his partner in whatever mysterious way they managed to communicate.

“Your wife,” said Raoul softly.

“Tell him he’s lucky I don’t stuff him in there,” Xris snarled, pointing to the trash.

“How have we deserved this of you, Xris Cyborg?” Raoul asked. The Loti’s eyes filled with tears. “What faith have we broken with you that you do not keep faith with us? How have we failed you?”

“Shit!” Xris took the twist out of his mouth, threw it on the floor. “Don’t start crying. In the first place this is personal, none of your goddam business. In the second place, I don’t need you. Any of you, but especially I don’t need a whacked-out poisoner and a snoop! I’ll take care of this little matter and I’ll be back before you know I’m gone. You can tell that to the others. Tell them I’m taking some time off, a well-deserved vacation.”

Raoul opened his peach-colored lips.

“Not another word!” Xris warned. “Or by God I will stuff him in the trash. And you with him.” He leaned back on the console. “Now, make your report.”

Raoul exchanged glances with the top of the fedora, which was about all that could now be seen of the Little One. Apparently deciding that Xris meant what he said, the Loti removed a lace hankie from his blue beaded evening bag, dabbed his eyes—careful not to disturb his mascara—and then spread the hankie carefully over the control panel to dry.

“We met, as arranged, at the Exile Café. They had arrived ahead of me, by two days. An expensive room, near the top. I had the impression that they had never been there before, but naturally I did not ask.”

“Who are they?”

“John Does. Nobodies.” Raoul raised a disdainful plucked eyebrow. “Experienced starpilots. The Little One says they have military backgrounds, some mercenary work, nothing of interest. They gave me their names, of course, but the Little One says that the names were false.”

“And who are they working for?”

“They claimed to be members of a prodemocracy organization unhappy with the return to a monarchy. The Little One says that, too, is false. They have no strong political beliefs as would be manifest if they were dedicated members of such an organization. Instead, they were acting a part, repeating what they had been told to say.”

Xris took out another twist, examined it absently, shifted his gaze to the Little One. “He pick up on any real names? Places?”

“A group calling itself the Ghost Legion. The thought crossed the mind of each person at various times. Does that nomenclature mean anything to you, Xris Cyborg?”

Xris shrugged. “Could be anything from a paramilitary organization to a dance troupe. I’ll pass it along. These characters you met were obviously just flunkies. Did you get any kind of a line on the people higher up?”

“Something rather strange. I led the discussion to commanders, leaders.” Raoul flushed a delicate pink. “I am afraid I was forced to denigrate you and your leadership capabilities, Xris Cyborg. If anything of what I said should happen to come back—”

Xris waved his good hand. “Think nothing of it. What’d you find out?”

“The Little One descried a name.”

“Yeah? And?”

Raoul lifted himself on his patent leather dancing pumps, swayed forward, and whispered “Starfire!” in breathless, dramatic tones.

Xris lit his twist, took a puff.

Raoul waited, regarded the cyborg expectantly.

Xris took the twist out of his mouth. “Yeah? So?”

Raoul’s purple-lined eyes opened wide. “Do you not find that odd, Xris Cyborg?”

He snorted. “That you’re talking about commanders and these former military pilots think of their king? The commander-in-chief?”

“But they are plotting to overthrow him, Xris Cyborg. Why would they think of him?”

“Ever heard of a guilty conscience?”

Raoul stared blankly.

The cyborg shook his head. “Skip it. Was what you offered them satisfactory?”

“I assume so. They examined the layouts to make certain all was there. But the Little One says that they lacked the technical expertise to truly understand what it was they were looking at.”

“That’s what we counted on. These guys are just the middlemen. Their job is to transport the goods to the experts. I hope you sold your soul dearly?”

“They were quite munificent,” remarked Raoul, with a smile and a fluttering motion of his hands toward the beaded bag. “I will, of course, deposit this in the corporate account. After we deduct our expenses, of course.”

“Of course,” Xris said dryly. “I suppose that new outfit of yours is on the list. Kind of subdued for you, isn’t it?”

Raoul looked down solemnly at his crushed purple velvet toreador pants, mauve hosiery, and matching purple sequined jacket.

“I thought I should present a serious image. I should look earnest in my desire—”

“—to betray king and country.” Xris grinned, stuck the twist in his mouth. “So this is what the well-dressed traitor is wearing this year. Any indication of when they plan to strike?”

“The Little One says they intended to transmit the information we provided to another location, have it checked over.”

“That should keep ’em busy awhile. Where do they plan to send it?”

“The Little One was unable to ascertain. A coded sequence. I doubt if these people know where they’re sending it.”

“Probably not. Well, we got a fish on the line. I hope this makes Dixter happy.” He paused. Raoul was shaking his head, regardless of the harm the movement did to his hairstyle. “What’s the matter?”

“I find it difficult to believe that any group would attempt to attack this facility. My former employer, the late Snaga Ohme, used to say that not even the renowned forces under the command of the dead Warlord Derek Sagan could lay siege to this place with any hope of achieving success.”

“Your former employer was right.” Xris cast an approving glance around. “It might be harder to break into His Majesty’s palace, but I doubt it. Shields and the force field protect us from air attack. Life expectancy on the outer grounds is thirty seconds—if you watch where you step. Inside, we can pick up fleas crawling across the floor. Yeah, your former employer knew how to build a damn fine house for himself. Still, not even all this fancy technology kept him alive. He let his guard down once, maybe, but once was all it took.”

“Yes, that is true.” Raoul sighed and flashed a blissful smile. “And so we appear to let our guard down and wait to see who lunges at us.”

“That’s what we were hired for. Damn dull, if you ask me, but I couldn’t very well say no to the Lord of the Admiralty.”

Xris began packing up his gear—specially designed missiles that fired from either a gun or his cybernetic weapons hand. He’d developed them three years ago, when he’d been hired by the Starlady to fight Corasians. The missiles had worked then, saved their lives. He’d modified them, refined them, sold his design for them to the Royal Military. He was a wealthy man now. Which was good, since it was going to take a large portion of that wealth to get him into and out of Corasia alive.

“When are you leaving?” Raoul asked, watching the cyborg’s preparations.

“Tonight.”

“The others will notice you are gone.”

“By the time they do, it won’t matter. Might as well make yourself comfortable. You may be here for a while.”

“This is not in the contract, Xris Cyborg,” said Raoul, seating himself on the edge of the control panel. Taking a small mirror from the beaded bag, the Loti studied himself in it, frowned slightly. He removed a silver tube from the bag, opened it, and began to trace a peach-colored line around his lips. “You are always very insistent on the contract.”

“There’s a clause about an act of God in the contract,” Xris told him. “Look it up. Besides, you don’t need me for this job. Hell, you got half the Royal Military out there, the other half on call. Tell Lee he’s in charge. Nothing’s going to happen. Whoever they are, they won’t be ready to make their move for a long, long time. Shit, it’ll take them a military month to figure out those phony layouts we provided. By then I’ll be back—”

“You won’t be back,” said Raoul complacently. He regarded the cyborg from beneath languidly drooping, half-closed, purple eyelids. “Not if you go alone. You don’t have a chance. You will die. And so will she.”

Xris said nothing.

Raoul sat on the control panel, swinging his shapely legs back and forth. The empath was huddled underneath a fake fiberglass boulder. He looked remarkably dejected, hopeless, despairing.

“If he’s picking up on my mental state, no wonder,” Xris muttered, suddenly angry.

He stalked over to the sliding door, moving with his awkward gait, trying to force the natural human part of his body to work faster, be better than the stronger, indestructible mechanical part. He had almost reached the door when Raoul slid off the control panel, flitted over toward Xris. The Loti sidled near.

“A kiss for luck, my friend.”

“No, you don’t.” Xris stiff-armed Raoul, shoved the Loti’s head against a wall, being careful to use his mechanical hand near the Loti’s mouth. “I know about the lip gloss, remember? What’s in it today?”

“A sleeping potion.” Raoul gasped a little in pain, though the smile never left his face. If anything, the smile was rather more blissful. “You would not have slept long. We could have discussed the matter. Please, do not crush the velvet. I—”

“Xris!” Harry’s voice boomed out into the target range. “You better get the hell up here! Our security monitors just went berserk! And is that empath down there with you? Bring him along.”

Xris glared at Raoul.

The Loti gave him a charming, pouting smile. “Don’t blame me. I have no idea what is transpiring. And I am not responsible. Perhaps it is, as you said, an act of God.”

The cyborg cursed beneath his breath, released the Loti. “Nothing I can do or say will keep you from telling them, will it?”

“Nothing short of murder, Xris Cyborg.”

“Try that lip gloss trick on me again and—”

“Xris!” Harry sounded tense.

“Yeah, I’m coming. I’m coming. And I’ve got the empath.”

The cyborg was on the move. Raoul, rubbing his bruised jaw and making certain his velvet had not been damaged, flitted after him. The Little One trotted alongside, moving as fast as his short legs and the long hem of the raincoat, which was continually tripping him up, permitted.

“Why do you want the empath?” Xris spoke into his commlink. He was heading for the elevator and the upper levels of the late Snaga Ohme’s mansion. “What’s going on? What have you got?”

“If you ask me,” Harry said grimly, “I think it’s ghosts.”


Chapter [image: ] Three


 … toward his design, moves like a ghost.

William Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act II, Scene i



Sir John Dixter, Lord of the Admiralty, sat in his resplendent suite of offices, located on the top floor of the newly constructed Royal Military Headquarters building, and gazed out one of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The view was breathtaking, magnificent, and all other laudatory adjectives. The Glitter Palace, His Majesty’s royal residence, stood directly opposite. Its multifaceted crystal walls—strong and stalwart—sparkled radiantly, with jewellike beauty, in the sunlight. And directly beneath the palace, its shining mirror image, reflected in the rippling surface of a cobalt-blue lake, shimmered and danced.

From his vantage point, Dixter could see the entire city of Minas Tares. It was lunch hour, and many of the government workers were in the streets, taking their noon meals in the restaurants and wine bars, spending their brief noon hour shopping, conducting business, or dropping by the day-care centers to play with their children.

The winding, artfully designed streets were crowded, but the crowds were orderly, went about their business or pleasure quietly. Directly below his window, a well-shepherded group of tourists stood gawking at the palace. Tourists were permitted on King’s Island, but they were closely monitored, herded about in small groups and permitted entry only to certain areas.

A monorail system provided transportation to and from City Royal, a bustling metropolis located about ten kilometers from King’s Island. The two were separated by a bay, connected by monorail. Most of those who worked on King’s Island lived in City Royal, which was also the jumping-off point for tourists.

Dixter eyed the tourists closely—as closely as possible from twenty stories up. He scanned the crowd for the one who might attempt to edge away from it, to sidle off down a back street …

His nose practically pressed against the windowpane, the admiral realized what he was doing, flushed and glanced around swiftly, hoping Bennett had not seen him.

John Dixter was being paranoid and he knew it.

“But then, I have reason to be,” he murmured, easing up on himself, remembering the Revolution—a time he hadn’t paid attention to small details and his world had exploded in flames around him. That had been twenty-some years ago. But John Dixter would never forget.

When His Majesty Dion Starfire first came to power three years ago, it had been recommended that King’s Island be transformed into a security zone, barring entry to everyone except those who had business there. Twenty years ago, John Dixter had seen the Glitter Palace in flames, its walls covered with blood, and he had been inclined to favor such precautions. Dion had adamantly refused. He would not separate himself from his people; he would not become some godlike figure perched high on a mountain peak, speaking to them through the vidscreen.

His Majesty liked to travel and was constantly on the move. And wherever he went, he drew enormous crowds and was always as accessible as it was possible for a man surrounded by armed guards and burdened with a tight, down-to-the-second traveling schedule to be accessible. He often held public audiences on the worlds he visited, inviting those with grievances or petitions to present them in person.

This hour with the public was an hour from hell for the Royal Guard, responsible for the king’s life, despite the fact that people admitted into the Royal Presence were carefully screened—generally by their own governments in advance of His Majesty’s visit—and searched practically inside out for weapons.

“I put my trust in God,” Dion told an unhappy Dixter when the admiral had made his formal protest.

The king had smiled when he spoke, and so Dixter wasn’t certain whether His Majesty was being reassuring or ironic.

The admiral was serious. “Begging your pardon, sir,” he said in a low tone, “but I knew another king who used to say that.”

Dion had reached out, placed his hand on the hand of his old friend. “God watches over me, sir.”

“That may be true,” Dixter later remarked to Cato, captain of the Royal Guard, when they were discussing the matter. “But who is watching over God?”

“Derek Sagan,” said Cato with a shrug.

The story made its way around the barracks and was greatly appreciated by the Royal Guard, most of whom had served under the deceased Warlord. Dixter himself had smiled at the captain’s witticism, though he rather thought that Cato had been more serious than otherwise.

“I will not be seen living in fear,” His Majesty had stated on his first ascending to the throne. “My intent is to project an image of calmness, tranquillity. If the people see that I and my family feel secure, unafraid, then the people will feel secure, unafraid. I must be seen to be in control of my present and of my future.”

And it had worked. It was working. Dion had seized control of the reins of state and was hanging on to them grimly. He had established a constitutional monarchy, formed a parliament. Each day was a struggle, however. Each day brought some new crisis for the young king. Each day it seemed he might lose his grip, be jounced from the saddle to fall in the mud. And there were many riding behind him, waiting to trample him when he fell.

“And he loves it,” said Dixter now to himself.

As the days progressed he watched the young king in awe, amazed that someone in his early twenties could act and think with the wisdom of far older years. Dion knew when to bring quarreling factions together, knew when to keep them apart. He knew when to talk, when to keep silent. Knew when to threaten, to bully; knew when to plead, cajole. Politics never wore him out. It acted on him like a stimulating drug. He would emerge from a grueling session looking refreshed, invigorated, while others in attendance would come out weary, drained, exhausted.

The tour guide below was pointing out the location of the king’s private rooms, describing the myriad luxuries in a rapid-fire monotone, machine-gunning the tourists with accounts of the royal china, the royal silverware, the royal tablecloths and bed linens, the royal jewels, the royal shoes, royal this and royal that and royal so forth. The tourists, ducking beneath the hail of statistics, looked up at the faraway windows in awe.

Dixter looked at the windows in musing sorrow.

It was behind those windows, when Dion was away from the cams and the vids and the media, away from the “balm, the scepter and the ball, the sword, the mace, the crown imperial …”, as Shakespeare termed it in Henry V, that the drug wore off, the reaction set in. It was there, in his home, where he faced his most difficult challenge. The young man who, at twenty-one, could bring warring star systems together in peace could not manage to spend fifteen minutes together peacefully with his wife.

The door opened noiselessly. Dixter’s aide-de-camp, Bennett, glided into the room, unobtrusively began to set to rights everything the Lord of the Admiralty had knocked askew.

“Magnificent view, my lord,” remarked Bennett, noting Dixter’s fixed stare.

“Is it?” Dixter blinked, looked at what he had been looking at. “Oh, yes. I suppose it is.” He smiled ruefully. “You’ll never guess what I was seeing, Bennett.”

“No, my lord,” said Bennett in tones which indicated that though he might not be able to guess, nothing would surprise him.

“I was in that trailer on the planet Vangelis. Sitting in that little cubicle of an office, looking out over the tarmac. Do you remember?”

“I remember the heat, my lord.”

“Was it hot? Yes, I suppose it was. I didn’t notice the heat. We’d been in hotter places.”

“True, my lord.” Bennett continued his tidying up, rearranging chairs that had been moved during a conference, emptying coffee cups, whisking away paper napkins.

“I was thinking about that day Tusk brought him in to see me. ‘Dion’ he said his name was. He didn’t know his last name. I remember that red-gold hair, those blue, blue eyes. Do you know, Bennett—when I think back on that moment, it seems to me that everything in my life was gray up until then. I don’t remember seeing colors before then. Not for years.” He sighed, rubbed his eyes, which ached from staring fixedly into the sun’s glare.

Bennett cast a surreptitious glance at his commander. Others addressed him as “Sir John” or “Lord Dixter,” but to Bennett he was always the “general,” just as he had been for the fifteen or so years the sergeant-major had been in Dixter’s service.

Bennett had memories of his own. He looked at John Dixter, resplendent in his uniform that had at least started out immaculate. A uniform decorated with medals—medals of honor awarded him by innumerable star systems, primary among them being the lion’s-head sun that had been pinned onto his chest by the young king’s own hand. Dion’s first official act.

Bennett looked around the enormous office, took in the desk that was practically as large as the trailer on Vangelis to which the general had been referring. The sergeant-major thought back to the first time he’d met John Dixter, in a bar on Laskar. It had been shortly after the Revolution. As a suspected royalist, Dixter was on the run. There was a price on his head. He made his living as a mercenary, operating out of Laskar. This bar was the only bar on Laskar Dixter ever entered. The only bar where he ever got truly drunk. That night, Dixter told Bennett—a complete stranger—why.

In this bar, years before the Revolution, John Dixter had met the one woman he would ever love—the Lady Maigrey. The one woman he could never have, for she was Blood Royal and John Dixter was … ordinary. He told Bennett how he had loved her, how he’d lost her the night of the Revolution. What he hadn’t told Bennett, what the general had not foreseen, was that years later he would find her again.

Only to lose her again.

Perhaps it was just as well he hadn’t foreseen. Dixter was drunk enough that night as it was.

And so the sergeant-major had carried the general home that night and had not left his side since. Remembering Dixter then—Pressed in a faded, tattered uniform, slumped over the bar—and seeing him now, Lord of the Admiralty, Bennett was forced to blink back a most unmilitary moisture in his eyes. The sergeant-major marched across the room, cleared his throat with a loud harrumph, and stared hard at the general.

“What is that stain on your uniform, my lord?”

Dixter glanced vaguely in the direction of his aide’s disapproving gaze. “Where? Oh, that. Coffee, I would imagine.”

“You appear to have set your elbow in it, my lord.”

“It’s those confounded small cups. Like drinking out of an eggshell. I can’t get a grip on that fancy gold-plated handle and I end up sloshing coffee into the saucer. Then I hit it with my arm.… What the devil are you doing?”

“You will have to change jackets, my lord.”

“For a little coffee stain?”

“And the cheese pastry on your lapel, my lord.”

“Confound it, Bennett, I’m not scheduled to see anyone—”

A trilling whine interrupted. Bennett was forced to leave off struggling with his general in order to answer the phone. While he did so, Dixter left the window, returned to his desk. He took the opportunity to dip a napkin in a glass of water, rub ineffectually at the stain.

Bennett’s eyebrows telegraphed his disapproval, but he was prevented from saying anything until he ended the conversation.

“Urgent communiqué coming in for you, my lord. Your personal access code.”

Dixter frowned, stuffed the napkin in the water glass, and headed for the commlink room. Very few people in the galaxy had access to the admiral’s personal access code, which provided the highest level of security available. An urgent message from one of them boded nothing good.

Entering the commlink room—located adjacent to his office—Dixter dismissed the personnel working there, shut and sealed the door. Bennett, with a long-suffering sigh, remained behind in the general’s office to mop up the spilled water.

Dixter gave his identification, provided voice and hand print and DNA scan to gain access to the message. The descrambling took several seconds, during which the general waited with grim patience. He had a good idea who was calling and wished he’d thought to take an antacid tablet after breakfast.

A man’s face appeared on the vidscreen—a bald head, acid-splashed skin, overhanging forehead, and deep, shadowed eyes—one real, one cybernetic. The burning sensation in Dixter’s stomach increased.

Xris nodded curtly as Dixter’s image registered on the cyborg’s own screen. No preliminary, time-wasting formalities for the cyborg. He was direct and to the point.

“Something took the bait, boss.”

“They made an attempt? Did you catch them?”

Xris grimaced. “You might say they ended up catching us, boss. Swallowed us hook, line, pole, and boat. The good news is you were right on two counts—you’ve got a leak and someone is after the bomb. The bad news is—they found it. Something entered the vault. Took the bomb.”

Dixter stared, shocked. “Good God, man! That’s not possible! And you let them get away—”

Xris grunted. “Hold on, boss. You’ve got to hear me out. You’ll get my full report in writing, but I thought I better deliver it first in person. Let you know I’m sober.”

Dixter attempted to contain his impatience. “What happened?”

Reaching into his pocket, the cyborg drew out a twist, stuck it in his mouth, lit it.

“We made the transfer, moved the space-rotation bomb from the palace to Snaga Ohme’s. You know how it went from your end. Top secret. Same from ours. As you and I arranged, Raoul let it be known among certain circles here on Laskar that he was for sale. A couple of people wanted to buy, but they turned out to be just after information on new product lines.

“Then we hit dirt. These guys weren’t interested in the latest in plasma grenade launchers. They wanted blueprints of the house, details about the security systems. Raoul gave them the stuff, enough of it real to look good to an expert. Not real enough to use. I don’t know why they needed it. Any of it.” Xris drew in smoke. “Waste of their money, our time.”

“Obviously not,” said Dixter dryly. “It worked for them. You must have made a mistake, Xris, given them too much real information.”

The cyborg snorted, blew smoke through his nose. “I don’t get paid to make mistakes, boss. Hell, I could have given them a layout of the inside of Raoul’s head and it would have been one and the same. Take a look at the monitor readings. They should be coming through by now.”

Dixter walked over to another machine, studied the information that was being transmitted halfway across the galaxy.

He stared at it, frowned. “Print it,” he ordered the computer, unwilling to believe what he saw on the screen.

The printout was no different, however. He studied it wordlessly, then looked back at the cyborg. “If it were any other man, I’d say you were seeing ghosts.…”

“Ghosts.” Xris stubbed the end of the twist out on the console. “Funny you should mention ghosts. Look, if it makes you feel any better, boss, we didn’t believe it either. We figured, like you are, probably, that the equipment must have malfunctioned. We checked it, more than once. It’s working fine.”

The cyborg stopped, took another twist from his pocket, but he didn’t light it. He stared at it, switched the stare to Dixter. “And then we found proof. You want it from the beginning?”

Dixter sighed, rubbed his forehead, nodded.

Xris continued. “Front gate security saw, registered nothing. Same with the entrance—all the entrances. Nothing. Nada. Zip. The first we know we’re being invaded, the motion detectors inside the house start registering movement. Like you see there.”

“But how can you be sure? There’s no corroboration from the other monitors, is there?”

“Nothing on visual, nothing on audio.”

“What confirms it?”

“A drop in barometric pressure—in certain areas only—and a corresponding movement of the air in places where no air should be moving.”

“The drop in pressure accompanies the disturbance,” Dixter observed, studying the report. “So do the air currents.”

“That’s what convinced us we weren’t crazy. We fed all this stuff into the computer, had it chart the results. Take a look at that. Look at the path it makes.”

Dixter examined another document, transmitted by the cyborg—a diagram of Snaga Ohme’s vast estate. A line had been drawn in red, a line that followed the movement detected by the various sensors. Dixter stared at it; his jaw went slack.

“Ghosts, you said, boss,” Xris commented.

The path started at an outside wall, went through a nullgrav-steel-lined marble wall into the house, and traveled through room after room, moving straight through walls, ceilings, floors. It never deviated from its chosen course; no obstruction stopped it. It headed straight in one direction: the vault.

“As you see, to even reach the house itself, this thing had to pass through the force field that surrounds the estate, had to go through the garden, where life expectancy is thirty seconds if you’re lucky. Motion detectors sensed movement in the garden, but they didn’t get any corroborating evidence from other detectors, and so they didn’t react, other than to register it.

“That’s why it didn’t trip any of the thousand or so booby traps, not that they would have done any damage. Couldn’t. The thing moved too damn fast. It made it safely to the house, slid right through a fortified exterior wall that could withstand a direct hit from a lascannon and not buckle. Nothing stopped it. Nothing even fazed it, apparently.”

“Was the vault on the layout Raoul passed on?”

“Sure. No reason not to. A lot of people already know about it. Snaga Ohme was proud of the contraption. He used to take special clients to see it. According to the Loti, Ohme once claimed he could detonate an atomic bomb next to it and the blast wouldn’t so much as put a dent in the walls. He was exaggerating, of course, but probably not by much. What we didn’t put on there was the security surrounding it, not to mention the vault’s own internal security systems.”

“And you say this … whatever it was … got past all that and inside the vault. What did it do once it was inside? Did it take the bomb?”

“Maybe it took it. Maybe it vaporized it. Maybe it ate it. We got the thing on vid. All I know is that one minute the damn bomb’s there and the next it isn’t.”

“And this … thing … was responsible. Damn it, how do we know for sure?”

“Maybe we dont. We got two firm indications, boss: First, we registered an increase in the radiation level around the vault. Not much. But enough to make us suspicious, especially tracing the path the thing took. We examined the vault’s superstructure. There’d been an alteration in the metal itself, a chemical change, enough to generate radioactivity. And only in that one place, directly in line with the path.”

“That’s the first. What was the second?”

Xris looked grim. “The bomb was moved.”

“Moved?”

“Jostled, handled. Not far—a fraction of a fraction of a centimeter before it vanished. But enough to set off the alarm. That was the only alarm this thing did set off, by the way. And that was only because we’ve had the bomb surrounded by every conceivable type of sensing device, all sensitive enough to register a hair falling on it. The guards reacted instantly, entered the vault. They found nothing. Nothing except that the bomb was gone.”

“The guards didn’t see anything? Hear anything?”

“Now, that’s another strange thing, boss. The guards didn’t see or hear anything, but one of them reported feeling something. About a split second before the alarm went off. She said she felt as if she’d been shoved into a compression chamber. The feeling passed immediately. She shows no physical damage, no chemical alteration. No increase in radiation level, no aftereffects. But notice where she was standing, boss.”

Dixter looked, gave a low whistle. The guard’s position had been indicated on the diagram. She had been standing directly in the red-lined path.

“You mean whatever this was went right through her?” Dixter was aghast.

“Through her, through nullgrav steel vault walls, into the vault, and out again. Look, motion detectors pick it up here, on the opposite side. It passed on through the rest of the house, exited here, through another fortified wall. Back out into the garden, through the force field, and presumably back to wherever it came from.”

Dixter passed his hand over his face, scratched his chin. “Do you realize what you’re saying, Xris? This thing goes through solid steel walls with leaving so much as a trace, then actually manages to touch and move an object? Damn it, it’s not possible!”

The cyborg chewed on the twist. “What can I say, boss? I agree completely. It’s not possible. But it happened.”

“It took the bomb. Through solid matter.”

“Yeah, and … I wonder if you’ve considered something else.”

Xris lit the twist, puffed on it absently, flicked the ash to the floor. He stared at Dixter speculatively.

“What?” the admiral asked grimly.

“Whoever has that bomb now,” Xris said, letting the smoke trickle slowly from his lips, “knows it’s a fake.”

The pain in Dixter’s stomach jabbed him. He winced, pressed his hand to his side.

“Damnation,” Dixter swore. He bent over the computer readouts, studied them, willing them to change, to make sense.

They didn’t.

“What was that you said about ghosts?” Dixter asked suddenly, thinking back to something Xris had said earlier. “You said it was funny I should mention it.”

“Oh, yeah. When Raoul was meeting with these jokers who bought the information, the Little One—you remember the Little One?”

“The empath in the raincoat.”

“Yeah. Well, the Little One picks up on the name of an organization these guys are all carrying around in their heads. Ghost Legion. Ever heard of it?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean much. You think there’s a connection?”

“It’s one hell of a coincidence if there’s not. These guys buy a layout of the house and grounds and three days later something goes right through us. Yeah, I’d say there was a connection.”

“But, like you said earlier”—Dixter waved a hand—“if they have this type of capability, what did they need with layouts? Why bother?”

“Maybe they’re trying to tell us something, boss. Send us a message. Maybe we got caught in our own trap.”

Dixter shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

Xris took the twist out of his mouth, tossed it onto the floor. “Let me know when any of this makes sense, will you, boss?”

Dixter was thinking. “I suppose the next step is to investigate this Ghost Legion. Will you—”

“Sorry, boss. Count me out. I’ve got … other business.”

“Xris, this is important,” Dixter said quietly.

“So’s my business. I’m leaving tonight, as a matter of fact.”

“I could order you to stay for complete debriefing. I could have you arrested.”

“Wouldn’t be pleasant for either of us, boss. Besides”—Xris smiled ruefully—“I’m about as debriefed as I can get. The others, too. I’ve sent you my complete report, plus Raoul’s and the Little One’s, plus the reports of everyone else in this place. Damn machines saw more than any of us. Spend your time debriefing them. Like I said, I’m leaving.”

“I don’t suppose you’d care to elaborate.…”

A series of beeps came over the commlink—the cyborg’s mechanical arm, running through a routine systems check. Xris made a few minor adjustments, looked back at Dixter.

“Yeah, all right, boss. I could use your help, in fact. I plan to make a quick trip out of the galaxy. If your perimeter patrols spot me, I’d appreciate it if they didn’t shoot me, either on the way out or on the way back.”

“You’re going into Corasia?”

Xris took a twist out of his pocket, studied it with interest.

Dixter tried again. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with those humans taken prisoner during the raid on the Nargosi outpost, would it?”

Xris lit the twist, drew the smoke into his lungs, blew it back out.

“I can’t give you permission to go behind enemy lines, Xris,” Dixter said gravely.

“Fine, then. Skip it. Forget I said anything.”

“Are you going alone? You can at least tell me that much.”

Xris considered; apparently decided he could. “I was. But that’s all changed—thanks to Raoul and his big lip-glossed mouth. The whole team’s going. Though what the hell I’m going to do with a poisoner and an empath is beyond me.”

Dixter thought the matter over. “If someone could rescue those people …” He nodded. “I’ll pass the word along. Nothing official, of course. I can’t do that.”

Xris looked intently at Dixter, actually almost smiled. “Thanks, boss.”

Dixter shook his head. “You know the odds. If you get into trouble, I’ll have to deny I ever heard of you. The treaty and all that.”

Xris grinned. “If we get into trouble, you won’t need to bother. Nobody’ll ever hear of us again. Though I wish I could stick around and help you on this other job. Damnedest thing I ever saw—or didn’t see. I could give you the names of some good people …”

“Thanks, but I have someone in mind. You know him, in fact. Tusca. Former Scimitar pilot. You rescued him from the Corasians—”

“During that job we did for the Starlady. Yeah, I remember. You know, boss, it’s mostly because of Lady Maigrey I’m doing this other. Something she said to me. She had a way of sticking to your mind.”

“She did indeed,” said John Dixter. “Godspeed, Xris.”

“Same to you, boss.”

The image of the cyborg vanished. The vidscreen went blank. Dixter stood staring at it a long time without moving. Then he wiped his hand across his face again, grimaced at the pain in his stomach. He stuffed the printouts under his arm, to be studied again at his leisure, coded the information contained in the computer under the highest possible security, then summoned back the operator.

“Have that new material in there gone over by experts,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir. What type of experts, sir?”

Dixter pondered, frowning. “Damn it, I don’t know!” He exploded, frustrated. “Expert experts. We seem to be inundated with them around here. Maybe they can do something useful for a change.”

The officer stared at him, startled. The admiral was noted for being easygoing, unflappable.

Dixter drew a deep breath, raised his hand in a mollifying gesture. “I … I’m sorry, Captain. I didn’t mean to bark at you. My guess is we’re dealing with some type of newfangled probe. Start there. Oh, and bring in a parapsychologist.”

The captain raised her eyebrows. “Parapsychologist, sir?”

“Yes.” Dixter smiled. “Parapsychologist. A person who studies the supernatural.”

“I know what one is, sir,” said the officer stiffly.

“Then no doubt you’ll be able to find me one, Captain.”

“Very good, sir,” said the officer, mystified.

Dixter left the commroom and bumped into Bennett, who had been hovering near the door.

“Are you feeling quite well, my lord?”

“Not particularly,” Dixter growled. He sat down at this desk, began rummaging around among the papers.

“The antacid tablets are in the top drawer to the right, my lord.”

Dixter grunted, found the tablets, ate two, munched on them disconsolately. “Get hold of Tusk.”

“I beg your pardon. Who, my lord?”

Relaxing, the pain in his stomach subsiding momentarily, Dixter managed a grin. “You know who, Bennett. Don’t give me that look. I’m not planning to run off and start the old mercenary trade again. Not that I don’t think of it sometimes,” he added wistfully.

Bennett sniffed. His regulation mustache quivered in disapproval.

Dixter shook his head, shook off memories. “I need Tusk to do a job for me, that’s all.”

Bennett appeared resigned. “Do you have any idea where Mendaharin Tusca can be located, my lord?”

“Last I heard from him, he was living on Vangelis, running a shuttle service with that blowhard … what was his name … Link.”

“Vangelis, my lord.” Bennett lifted an eyebrow. “Odd, that you happened to be discussing that very planet in rather nostalgic terms this morning, isn’t it, my lord?”

“Just get hold of Tusk.”

“Very good, my lord. And you will remember to change your jacket, won’t you, my lord?”

Dixter glowered. Bennett left, stiff-backed, expressing silent disapproval. The Lord of the Admiralty remained seated at his desk, not changing his jacket, risking his aide’s ire. The insides of Dixter’s mouth were chalky with the taste of antacid. He picked up a cup of cold coffee, swished the liquid around, swallowed it. Too bad he couldn’t coat the inside of his head with soothing relief.

Bennett was back. “Sorry, my lord, but phone service to the residence of Mendaharin Tusca has been disconnected.”

“Tell the phone company this is the Lord of the Admiralty calling, extremely urgent, and that they jolly well better connect it back up again,” Dixter snapped.

“I informed them of that, my lord. They said that the service was disconnected for nonpayment of a considerable sum owed to them. The equipment was repossessed, removed from the premises.”

Dixter grimaced. The antacid was apparently under counterattack from the cold coffee and, by all indications, was fighting a losing battle. “Try XJ, then.”

“My lord?”

“XJ-27. Tusk’s shipboard computer. Find the call number under Interplanetary Vehicle licensing and registration. Tusk’s a legit businessman now. He’d have to be licensed.”

Having known Tusk nearly as long as he’d known the general, Bennett appeared to have his doubts, but he left on his assignment. Dixter wasn’t feeling any too confident himself. He was already starting to contemplate, with a certain amount of enjoyment (if he didn’t count the space travel, which he detested), flying to Vangelis to talk to Tusk in person, when Bennett returned.

“I managed to reach the computer, my lord. Tusca is not available at the moment. It appears that he is … um … babysitting. The computer promised to have him contact you when he puts in an appearance. I gather he is expected at any moment, my lord.”

“Good. Thank you, Bennett. Let me know when that call comes through.”

“Yes, my lord. Is there anything else, my lord?”

Dixter sighed. There was something else, but he didn’t know whether to do it now or wait until he had more information. He decided he’d better do it now.

“Set up an appointment for me with His Majesty.”

“Very good, my lord. Knowing His Majesty’s busy schedule, I probably cannot arrange a meeting sooner than tomorrow. Will that be suitable, or should I say it is an emergency?”

“No, that’ll be suitable.” Dixter was relieved.

It wasn’t an emergency, not really. Some sort of weird probe had penetrated their security, had walked off with the space-rotation bomb hidden in the late Snaga Ohme’s vault, and by now probably knew that the bomb they had stolen was nothing more than an interesting paperweight. His elaborate entrapment scheme had partly failed, partly succeeded. He knew now, for certain, that someone was after the bomb. He also knew that there was a breach in the navy’s own security.

Keeping the operation under as much secrecy as it would have been for real, he’d used Xris’s commandos to transport a fake space-rotation bomb to a new, supposedly more secure location. As he’d figured, the information that the bomb had been moved had been leaked. Someone had known where it was and how to go after it. But his plans for catching the informant and his or her cohorts had failed.

Or had it?

“Ghost Legion,” he muttered.

Bennett had returned and was hovering again. “The meeting with His Majesty is scheduled for tomorrow, 0800. And now, my lord, about that jacket—”

“Screw the damn jacket!” snarled Dixter. He reached for the printouts, knocked over the coffee cup, spilled coffee on his pants.
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