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Revolt of the Gal axy

Vol unme 10 in The Family d' Al enbert Series

CHAPTER 1

A Stranger to DesPl ai nes

The heavy-gravity world of DesPl ai nes ranked reasonably high in galactic conmerce. Somnetimes
called the "slagheap of the Universe," the planet was rich in heavy netals and precious stones,
and did a creditable export business in those resources. The Crcus of the Gal axy, owned and
operated by the noble d" Alenbert fam |y, toured throughout the Enpire and brought a sizeable
anmount of inconme into DesPlaines' coffers. Even the citizens thensel ves were a val uabl e commodity.
Wth their lightning reflexes and above-normal strength, DesPlainians were always in denand as
Mari nes, bodyguards, or crimnals. By taking advantage of its geol ogi cal and human resources,
DesPl ai nes had turned a hellish environnent into a prosperous and confortable place for its
natives to live

One industry that was not big on DesPl ai nes, how ever, was tourism People fromworlds with nore
standard gravities - which included all but a tiny percentage of the settled gal axy - dared not
visit DesPlaines with out being surrounded by specialized equi pment. The constant three-gee pul
coul d easily provoke heart attacks and breathing difficulties even in people in superb physica
condition if that weren't bad enough, a sinple fall - at three tines the speed it woul d happen

el sewhere - could prove fatal

People fromoffworld usually dealt with DesPl ai nians via subetheric conmmunications. If nore
personal contact was required, the DesPlainian often would visit the of fworlder; sonetines a
conprom se woul d be reached and the of fworlder would rendezvous with his DesPl ai ni an contact on
one of DesPlaines's three noons, where gravity was only one-fifth gee and everyone could rel ax.
Only the nost desperate circunstances coul d conpel someone froma normal-grav world to visit the
surface of DesPl aines itself.

There were other high-grav worlds, of course, the nost well-known being Purity and Newforest, but
their citizens seldomtravel ed. The Puritans shunned the spiritual contami nation they felt would
be inevitable if they had nuch intercourse with people | ess whol esonme than thensel ves. The

Newf oresters were a cl annish group who preferred their own sonetines backward ways, and who had
until recently kept apart fromthe mainstream of gal actic society.

Thus the nmmj or spaceports on DesPl ai nes were designed primarily with cargo in nmind. There were
some passengers, of course; with DesPl ainians in such demand throughout the Enpire there were

al ways sone departing for or returning fromother worlds. But DesPl ai nian spaceports tended to be
| arge, open, barn-like buildings with plain walls and few of the anenities to be found in nore

wel | -travel ed ports. The walls were not hung with colorful displays of DesPlainian night spots or
sceni ¢ wonders; the few chairs scattered about the floor were institutional and unconfortable. The
faded tile on the floors was clean but badly scuffed; there was little point in inproving it when
so few people ever saw it in the first place. The harsh lighting cast sharp shadows on the walls
and floors, and the air perpetually snelled of perfuned disinfectants.

Today, though, the freighter Anatolia brought with it a paying passenger whose destination was

i ndeed DesPl ai nes. She was a young woman, perhaps twenty years old, with long black hair and a
deep olive conpl exi on. She had enornous brown eyes and thick, sensuous l|ips that highlighted her
attractive face, and she wore a bright-colored blouse and a skirt with a wild, nulti-colored
pattern.

Even under nornmal circunmstances she'd have attracted every masculine eye in the spaceport, but her
beari ng showed nervousness and not a little apprehension. Sonething was not quite right with her
and that nmade her stand out even nore.

Her nervousness brought her to the attention of the SOTE clerk checking identification. One of the
many duties of the Service of the Enpire was to keep records of the com ngs and goings of the
Empire's citizens, and to serve as custons agents to prevent the transport of contraband

mat eri al s. Spaceport clerks were trained to spot suspicious behavior - and this travel er was
definitely exhibiting sone.

Courtesy was ever the watchword of the Service of the Enpire - when nore drastic neasures were not
called for. "Good afternoon, gospozha," the clerk said politely. "May | see your |ID card, please?"
The wonman funbl ed awkwardly - in the conpartmented | eather belt she wore and eventual |y produced
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the card. The officer took it and inserted it in the scanner, which i mediately read the encoded
information and infornmed himthat the card was issued to "Beti Bavol," that she held the title
"lady," and that her physical description matched that of the woman standi ng before him She was
fromthe planet Newforest and consequently coul d be expected to have the typical high grav

physi que: short, well-bal anced body with thick bones and toughened muscles. That much, at |east,
checked out.

"May | ask Your Ladyship to look in the retinascope for a positive ID scan?" the clerk continued
The fact that Gospozha Bavol was of the nobility nmeant that even nore courtesy was called for, but
he was still suspicious.

Beti Bavol peered into the scope, and a quick conparison with the patterns on her ID card
confirmed that she was i ndeed who she clained to be. At the sane tine, the clerk surreptitiously
had the desk's built-in scanner go over her |uggage and clothing to see whether she was carrying
anything illegal. The scanner showed she had a small knife tucked under her clothing next to her
hi p, but nothing nore serious than that. There was nothing illegal about carrying a hidden knife -
many wonen did it for protection - but it was one nore factor to be considered.

"Thank you," the officer said as Beti Bavol pulled her eyes away fromthe scope. "Are you visiting
Des Pl ai nes for business or pleasure?"

"I ... I"mnot sure. That is, |I'mlooking for sone one, ny brother. | think he may be here.

guess you'd call that pleasure.”

The clerk did not respond; he was busy trying to make a decision. He had the full authority to
arrest this newcormer just on the basis of his feeling that sonething was wong, but authority that
powerful could not be w el ded casually - especially not against a nmenber of the nobility - and he
had no hard evidence to back up his suspicions. At the sane tinme, he didn't feel conpletely right
about letting her go off unsupervised.

In the end, he nmade a conproni se decision. He entered her card nunber into his conputer with the
order to keep a check on her activities and | ook for anything further out of order. \Wenever her

| adyship took a hotel room rented transportation, ordered a meal, or made any nmjor purchase, the
fact would be reported to SOTE. The Service could then decide on the basis of nore information
what action shoul d be taken

Ej ecting the ID card fromthe nachine, the officer handed it back to the young worman from

Newf orest. "Thank you for your cooperation, Your Ladyship," he said politely. "Enjoy your stay on
DesPl ai nes. Good luck in finding your brother."

Because there were so few tourists, there were no hotels near the spaceport; Beti Bavol had to
take a cab into the center of Nouveau Calais to find one. The price was reasonable, and she
quickly settled into her confortable but conmpact room She unpacked her one snmall suitcase and
then faced the challenge of what to do next.

It was inperative that she find her brother Pias as quickly as possible - but where could she
begi n? She didn't have enough nobney with her to hire a detective, and she'd never done any tracing
on her own, so she hadn't the faintest idea howto go about it. She had very few facts to go on
Her brother had been exiled from Newforest four years ago in disgrace and she wasn't even sure
he'd cone to DesPlaines. All she knew was that he'd beconme engaged to a DesPl ai ni an wonan naned
Yvette Dupres. They could just as easily have married and settled on sonme other planet - or
perhaps they'd broken their engagenent and each gone their separate ways. It was a very sl ender
thread that brought Beti Bavol to DesPlaines - and if it broke, she wasn't sure where she'd go
fromhere

She tried calling the police first, but they were | ess than hel pful. Unl ess her brother was
officially listed as a missing person or was wanted in connection with some crime, they couldn't
spare the manpower to help her. Since Pias's case didn't fall within the "mni ssing persons"
category, the police refused even to listen to her

She next tried calling the SOTE office, figuring that they would have records of everyone who cane
to DesPlaines. The clerk she spoke to told her that they m ght indeed have such records, but they
were all confidential; regulations regardi ng personal privacy for bade SOTE to rel ease such
information to the public without a court order. Beti Bavol had hit another stone wall.

She checked the public vidicomdirectory; if Pias had a vidicomset, he'd nore than likely be
listed. But there was no listing for anyone with the nane Bavol. There were plenty of Dupres',

i ncludi ng seven Yvettes; in desperation Beti called themall. Three of themweren't in; the rest
wer e obviously not the woman she'd net as Pias's fiancée.

W acking her brain, Beti tried asking information fromthe Bureau of Public Records. If Pias and
his Yvette had gotten married, there should be a certificate on file sonewhere. A very kindly | ady
checked the entire file for her, but could find no marriage certificate issued to Pias Bavol. If
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Beti's brother had gotten married, the cerenony had taken place sonewhere ot her than DesPl ai nes.
By the time she'd received this negative information it was suppertime and nost government offices
had cl osed for the day; there would be nothing Beti could do until they opened agai n tonorrow.
Feeling m serable and de pressed, she went to dinner at the snmall restaurant adjacent to the
hotel . There, as she picked apathetically at her food, she tried to think of sone other strategy
for finding Pias.

Per haps she could check with the transportation departnment and find out whether Pias had ever
applied for a license to drive or fly a vehicle on DesPl ai nes. Perhaps she could check to see

whet her any busi ness |icenses had been granted in his nane. And - though the thought horrified her
- she supposed she should check the newsroll obituaries over the last few years to see whether he
m ght have di ed here.

She consi dered taking out a personal ad in the | ocal newsrolls, but discarded that thought as

i mpractical. She couldn't even be certain he was on this planet - and even if he was, the odds
were greatly against his seeing the ad. Her funds were running very |ow after paying for passage
on the Anatolia; she dared not waste her nopney on anything that offered such small chance of
success.

She returned to her roomand tried to get involved with the prograns on the trivision and
sensabl e, but she sinply couldn't concentrate. She'd pinned so many of her hopes on |ocating Pias
qui ckly, and now she was feeling |l ost and hel pl ess on a strange world, without friends or famly
to give her the support and encouragenent she needed to carry on. She stared listlessly at the
images in the trivision cabinet, then switched it off in frustration. Donning the ni ghtgown she'd
brought with her, she went to bed and, after tossing and turning for over an hour, finally fel

asl eep.

If she hadn't been so nervous, her story m ght have ended there. But, edgy as she was, she awoke
in the mddle of the night to the strong feeling of danger and the certain know edge t hat
sonet hi ng was horribly wong. Her heart fluttered in an irregular rhythmas she tried to bring her
mnd fully awake so she could focus on the probl em

The room was al nost pitch black; the heavy curtains cut out all but a fraction of the street
lights outside the hotel. There was no snell of snpke, so it wasn't the threat of a fire that had
awakened her. She strained her eyes agai nst the darkness and, at the same tine, held her breath so
she wouldn't miss the slightest sound that night alert her to the trouble.

There it was, a faint scratching noise at the door. Sonmeone was working quietly on the Iock
trying to break into her room Wth that realization came the certain know edge that this was not
some ordinary hotel sneak thief. This could only be sonmeone hired by her brother Tas to bring her
back to Newforest before she could talk to Pias - or to kill her

Her first inpulse was to grab the comunit beside the bed and call hotel security, but then she
heard the faint click of the |ock opening. She could be very, very dead before security nanaged to
send soneone up here.

She reached under her pillow and grabbed the hilt of her knife, kept there for just such
energenci es. Then, pushing the bedcovers aside, she slid silently across the roomto take up a
posi tion behind the opening door. The intruder was noving slowy and carefully, trying not to nmake
any sound that would alarmhis victim

This gave Beti time to brace herself for the action that was to cone.

The few seconds that she stood there in the dark stretched out inmmeasurably, and her heart was
poundi ng so violently in her chest she was sure it would alert the intruder to her presence. Her
hand trenbl ed slightly. She held the knife point upward as she'd been trained to do, and was
grateful that it was considered necessary for everyone in the Gypsy culture of Newforest to |earn
how to fight with a knife, even fenmal e menbers of the nobility.

As the door opened slowy, a ribbon of light streaned in fromthe hall outside. At first Bet

could see nothing fromher position, but she heard the unni stakable hum of a stun-gun and supposed
her woul d-be attacker had fired at the tangle of covers on the bed, thinking she was asl eep there.
Then, perhaps feeling a little nore confident, the intruder opened the door wi der and stepped in
side the room

Beti forced herself to wait until she had a clear view of himbefore she acted. Then, taking two
qui ck steps for ward, she brought her knife up hard under the man's ribs. For all her practice at
knife fighting, this was the first time she had actually stabbed anyone, and it was a jolt to fee
the inmpact of her knife digging through living flesh. She had no tine, though, to be shocked by
what she'd done. Her only thought was to kill, or at least incapacitate, this nman who'd neant to
do her harm

The man gave a gasp of surprise and pain as the blow hit, and turned awkwardly to | ook at his
assailant. He tried to shift position and shoot her but the shock of the stab wound was too nuch
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The gun dropped from his hand and he crunpled to the floor, nearly taking Beti's knife with him
Only her nervously tight grip on the handl e enabled her to pull the blade out as the man fell.

A hand grabbed her shoul der from behind, and Beti realized with horror that the intruder had not
been al one. She whirled and sl ashed the man who'd grabbed her. A line of blood appeared across his
forehead and he yelled with pain, letting go of her. But Beti could see the silhouette of a third
man behind him and her heart fell as she realized she would have a very difficult tine escaping
fromthis trap.

She pushed hard at her second attacker, knocking himagainst the doorframe. Sidestepping himand
crossing the threshold, she approached the third man and swung her knife at him The blade didn't
come near him but he backed away, seeing what she'd done to his conpanions. His small retreat
gave her enough of an opening to run past himand down the hallway. Beti raced down the carpeted
corridor, yelling for help at the top of her lungs. She didn't really expect anyone to open their
doors, but maybe soneone in one of the roons would call security - if only to conplain about the
shri eki ng madwonan who was ruining their sleep

The third man nust have been the nost heavily arned, because a blaster bolt sizzled the air and

m ssed the fleeing woman by just a few centineters. The second nan hissed, "Not in here, you
fool," and the blasterfire stopped, but that one shot had |l ent great speed to Beti's feet. As the
two men started in pursuit, Beti turned a corner in the hallway and started | ooking for a way out.
At the end of this hallway was a door nmarked as a fire exit. On high-grav worlds |ike DesPl ai nes,
bui |l di ngs were seldomnore than two Stories tall and this hotel was no exception. Beti's room was
on the second floor, with a series of stairs serving as an energency route to the ground. Bet
practically flew through the door, but went down the stairs cautiously. Natives of a high-grav

pl anet |learned to deal carefully with any changes in elevation; even a short fall could nean
broken bones at the |east, possibly even death. Beti did not want to | et her assailants acconplish
their mssion by default.

The woul d-be killers canme through the second-floor door just as Beti reached ground | evel. The one
with the blaster shot again. H s beam burned into the exit door just as Beti was reaching for it.
She barely hesitated. Yanking the door open, she raced outside into the cool night air.

Beti found herself in a darkened alley that ran al ongside the hotel. The ground was cold and danp
agai nst her bare feet. She paused for an instant to get her bearings. The main street lay to her
left, about thirty neters away. Taking a deep breath, she ran toward the street and bunped into a
stack of boxes that was standing in the darkness at the side of the alley. She cursed at the pain
as she bruised hersel f, then began running once nore for the street. Her feet made a |ight padding
sound as she ran, a counterpoint to her harsh gasps for breath.

The two nmen were still chasing her. Apparently unwilling to risk blasterfire in public, they
probably hoped to wear her down and catch her before she could reach some place of safety.

At this hour of the night there was no one else on the street, and little notorized traffic. Even
the front door to the hotel was security-1locked by now, Beti would have to stop at the door and
identify herself to the clerk on duty before she'd be let in, and she dared not pause that |ong
for fear her pursuers would catch up with her

Beti was running short of breath; her gasps grew | ouder and |longer. Sensing this, the two nen
behi nd her quickened their pace. They were stronger and faster than she was and were not running
in bare feet; they were confident they could catch her before nuch | onger

A car zoonmed by on the darkened street. Beti stood in front of it waving her arns, trying to flag
it down, but the driver refused to stop. Beti had to junp out of his way to avoid being run down,
and then resuned her flight. She could tell her pursuers were gaining on her, but she couldn't
nmove any faster. Newforest's gravity was two-and-a-half gees; DesPl aines' neasured closer to
three. The difference was slight, but under such trying circunstances it was significant. Wth
each step she took, Beti wore herself down further as she fought the slightly higher gravity.

Beti ducked into another alleyway, hoping to escape through it onto sone other street or at |east
find somepl ace to hide. She ran down the darkened alley. Each breath was a fresh stabbing pain in
her | ungs.

Too | ate she realized she'd come to a dead end. She found herself facing a brick wall, with no way
to clinb over it. She | ooked fromside to side for an open doorway, but there was none. It was too
late to go back the way she'd cone. She was trapped. Even as her spirits were sinking, she turned
back to face her pursuers, knife at the ready. If her life was to end in sonme dead-end alley on a
pl anet far from hone, at |east she would end it with a fight.

The two nen chasing her had slowed their pace, realizing they had her trapped. The man with the

bl aster was still reluctant to use it, but they approached slowy out of respect for her talents
with the knife. Beti stood in a fighting crouch, waiting for themto conme within range so she
could at least kill one before the other over powered her
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Suddenly bright Iights appeared at the front of the alley and a | oudspeaker blared, "This is the
police. Drop your weapons inmediately and put your hands in the air."

The two nen whirled around at this unexpected devel opnent, and the one with the blaster pointed it
at the lights. He never had the chance to fire as the buzz of a stunner charged the air and he
collapsed in a heap on the ground. His partner, realizing they'd |ost, surrendered to the

i nevitable and put up his hands.

Beti flushed with sudden relief and she staggered, then | eaned against the wall for support. She
let the knife drop to the ground. She wouldn't need it. Her ordeal was over for the monment - and
maybe now she coul d convince the police to help her | ook for her brother

CHAPTER 2

A Fam |y Reunion

Felicité, the mansion of DesPlaines' Duke Etienne d' Al enbert, was a spraw i ng one-story conpl ex
surrounded by sturdy stone walls. The maze of hallways connecting the thirty najor roons and the
hundred and ten bedroons had been known to confuse even the sharpest mnds - so nuch so that snall
conmputer termnals were located at intervals to calculate and pin point the shortest route from
wher ever one was at the monment to wherever one wanted to go.

This enornous edifice was usually barely occupi ed, as Duke Etienne and the najority of the

d" Al embert clan toured the Empire in the Crcus of the Galaxy for no less than ten nonths Qut of
the year. In those nmonths the estate was i nhabited by Duke Etienne's el dest son Robert, Mrquis of
DesPl ai nes, Robert's wife Gabrielle, their three children, and the host of servants and
administrators it took to run both the household and the planet. Only when the Crcus was on
vacation was Felicité crowded to capacity, and then even the barracks behind the nmain nansion
would be filled with d' Al enberts practicing new tricks and upgradi ng their acts.

The Circus was currently on tour, but nonetheless there were a few extra residents at Feliciteé.
Yvonne d' Al enbert and Pias Bavol were between assignnments for the Service of the Enpire and had
not hing nore crucial to do than tend their children, Maurice d' Al enbert and Kari Bavol

The d' Alenbert famly tradition was a rigorous one, and already the children were being taught the
skills they'd use in later life. At one year of age, Maurice was learning the art of tunbling and
how to fall properly - inportant |essons for anyone froma three-gee world, and particularly

i mportant for soneone who woul d probably end up in the Gal axy's forenost circus troupe. Yvonne

al so took her son for swings on a trapeze to help himovercone the fear of heights instinctive to
every high-grav native. Yvonne d' Al enbert had married into the circus clan and was not a perforner
hersel f, but she was a skilled athlete and could follow the strict G rcus reginen for child
trai ni ng.

Kari Bavol, six nonths old, was still a bit young for such vigorous activities, but her father
took her into the swi mm ng pool every day and taught her enough swinming to "drownproof"” her while
she learned not to be afraid of the water. Pias, though in superb shape, was neither a perforner
nor an athlete, and while he |loved his daughter, he | ooked forward to the day when he could hand
her over to sone of the Circus's nore skilled teachers, who'd give her a nore conpl ete education
than he could ever hope to inpart. In the neantinme he did the best he could, and any skills he

| acked as an instructor were nore than conpensated for by fatherly affection

The days were spent quietly in childrearing, reading, and casual conversation, but the peace was
deceptive. Wile Pias and Yvonne projected an i nage of cool serenity, both were torn with worry
over the fate of their spouses. Yvonne's husband Jules and Pias's wife Yvette were currently on
assignment for SOTE - an assignnent that could be the nobst dangerous of their careers as secret
agents. Jules and Yvette had gone to the planet Oricron in conpany with the Gal axy's nost
nefarious traitor, Lady A to investigate the possibility that the Enpire was under attack froma
hostile alien force. Pias and Yvonne had been unable to acconpany their mates, and could only stay
home and worry about what might be happening to them Both knew they woul d have troubl e sl eeping
until they knew the fate of their bel oved partners.

Several days after Jules and Yvette had left for QOricron, Felicité received a m dnorning vidicom
call from Baron Ebert Rouneni er of Nouveau Calais, Vonnie's father. After inquiring about the

heal th of his daughter and his precious grandson, the baron got down to business. "Actually," he
told Vonnie, "I'"'mcalling to speak to your brother-in-law Pias. Does he have a sister nanmed Beti ?"
When Pias was brought to the vidi phone and the question was asked, he sat upright and his body
tensed. "What's happened?” he asked. "Is she there? Is everything snooth?"

"She had a bit. of a fright last night, but she's recovered," Ebert said, and went on to recount
the police version of what had happened. "She refused to say why the nmen tried to kill her, and
the men only know they were hired to do a job. Lady Bavol said she refused to discuss the matter
wi th anyone except her lost brother Pias, whom she thought mnight be on DesPl aines. Since she's a
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menber of the nobility the police brought the nmatter to nmy attenion, and |'ve invited her to stay

here as ny guest until the business is settled. | thought 1'd contact you so we could figure out
what to do."

"Thank you," Pias said. "I'll be over there as fast as | can. Tell her |I'mcomng, but don't give
her any details about ... well, about ny business or the famly |I've nmarried into."

The baron nodded. His fanmily was also involved with the Service, and he knew the val ue of keeping
secrets.

Yvonne offered to come with Pias, since she hadn't visited her father in several weeks. The two
agents and their children clinbed into the personal copter and started the ninety-mnute flight to
Nouveau Cal ai s.

Not much was said during the trip. As Vonnie | ooked across at Pias she could see conflicting
enotions playing across his features. In all the years Vonnie had known him she'd never heard
Pias say a single word about his family - but she'd gotten enough of the story from Yvette to
under stand sone of the pain behind his silence.

When Pias and Yvette were engaged, Pias took his fiancée to Newforest to neet his famly. There he
| earned that his father had contracted an incurable disease and that his younger brother was

pl otting agai nst him Because of the secret nature of his job, Pias couldn't tell his famly the
real reason why he couldn't stay on Newforest, and his brother used that as a weapon agai nst him
Accusi ng Pias of abandoning his fanmily and the traditional Gypsy lifestyle, the brother had a
council of elders - with Pias's father, the Duke of Newforest, sitting in judgnment - declare Pias
a nonperson. He was cast out of the famly and no one on the planet would have anything to do with
him Pias Bavol, who should have had the title of marquis and shoul d have beconme Duke of Newforest
at his father's death, had been w ped fromhis people's mnds as though he'd never existed.

More than once during the last few years, when the planet Newforest was nentioned, Vonnie had seen
Pias go cold and quiet. She'd tried to imagine what it would be like to have her entire famly and
every chil dhood acquai ntance suddenly ignore her very existence, to have shopkeepers turn away
fromher when she tried to order sonething, to suddenly beconme a phantomin the world of the
living. The pain would be nore than she could bear, and she'd always narveled at Pias's strength
to shoul der such a weighty burden in order to stay with the woman he | oved.

Sonehow, with the |love and support of his new family and his job as a secret agent of the Service,
he'd built a newlife for hinself that hardly ever touched on the old one he'd | ost. And now,

wi t hout warning, into that new life came a painful rem nder of all he'd |l eft behind: a sister,
obviously in sone kind of trouble, needing his help after scorning himall these years. That had
to be a nasty shock - yet, knowi ng Pias as she did, Yvonne was sure he wouldn't turn his back on
such a plea

Vonni e tried hard to recall what Yvette had told her about Pias's famly, and particularly about
his sister Beti. There wasn't nuch, just that Beti had been a teenager when Yvette nmet her and
seenmed pl easant enough at their one encounter, before Pias was ostracized. It was not enough
material on which to form an opinion; Vonnie would have to wait until they arrived at her father's
house and the situation was nore fully expl ai ned.

The Rouneni er baronial estate was in the mddle of a snall park in the northeast quarter of
Nouveau Cal ais. Pias |anded their copter on the heliport roof and Vonnie | ed himand the children
down the fanmiliar stairs into the honme where she'd grown up. A servant told themthe baron and his
guest were awaiting themin the. draw ng room

Beti Bavol |ooked up the instant they wal ked into the room and an electric current passed through
the air between brother and sister. Vonnie noticed that Beti was a very pretty girl, and the
resenbl ance to Pias was unm st akabl e.

The silence seened to drag on forever, until Pias finally broke it. "Hello, Beti," he said.. Hs
voi ce was qui et, subdued, as though he were speaking froma great distance.
"Pias, | ..." Beti hesitated, then rethought what she'd been about to say. "You're |ooking well,."

she said formally.

"You | ook so different 1'd hardly recogni ze you," Pias told her. "So grown up. O course, it's
been years. " He realized he was touching on a delicate subject and his voice trailed off

i ndecisively. Trying to fill the conversational gap, he added, "This is ny sister-in-law, Yvonne,
and her son Maurice. And ... and |l ook, Yvette and | have produced a niece for you, little Kari."
Beti's eyes went wide, and for the first tine the tension in her face began to ease. "Ch Pi as,
she's darling. Come, let me hold her."

As Pias brought the child over to his sister, Beti continued, "Were is Yvette? Is she well? Are
you and she still together?"

"She's away on business right now," Pias said care fully. "I"'msure she'd be glad to see you again
if she were here."
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Baron Ebert Rounenier cleared his throat. He was shrewd enough to know when his presence was not
required. "Yvonne, why don't you and | take Maurice for a wal k through the garden? Really, you
don't bring himover for a visit nearly often enough." Father, daughter, and grandson departed
tactfully, leaving the roomto the Bavols.

Si | ence descended on the room again. Beti Bavol held her little niece on her lap and refused to
meet her brother's gaze. It was left to Pias to break the silence once nore.

"They tell ne you're in some kind of trouble,” he said as he sat down next to her on the couch
"that there are sone people trying to kill you. What's the matter? \What's w ong?"

Beti | ooked suddenly into his face, and there were tears in the corners of her eyes. "Ch Pias,
I've done you such a terrible wong. W all have. There's no way | can ever say |I'msorry for all

the hurt. | didn't want to do it; | always liked you. But | was only a girl, | couldn't fight
them | didn't know how to try. It was safer just to go along with the rest, to pretend you
weren't there. |'ve thought about you a lot in the past years, wondering where you were and what

you were doing. But | could never say anything out |oud. Her sobbing becane too great for her
to continue. Throwi ng her arns around her brother's shoul ders, she wept, unashaned.

Pias held her gently and didn't try to speak. He had his own eyes closed, trying to purge hinself
of the bitterness and pain he felt. Beti wasn't to blanme for what had happened to him as she'd
sai d; she was only a teenager when the kriss voted to oust himfrom Newforest society. A young
girl could do nothing agai nst such overwhel mi ng social pressure. His true conplaint, he knew, was
agai nst other people, older and nore in control of worldly affairs. A large part of himwanted to
tell Beti to go away and not reopen an old wound that had al nost heal ed by now - but a |l arger part
of his heart and conscience told himhe could not turn her away when she was in so nuch trouble.
When her sobbing finally subsided, Pias asked her, "Has the kriss revoked its decree?"

Beti shook her head sadly. "Not with Tas running it. They wouldn't dare."

"Poppa's still duke, isn't he?" Despite his avowed disinterest, Pias kept watching the newsrolls
for items about Newforest. He'd seen no nention of his father's death - but he was often away on
assi gnment, and Newforest was a rather uninportant planet. A change in adm nistrations would not
be maj or news el sewhere in the Gal axy.

"He's hanging on," Beti said, sniffing back the |ast traces of tears. Though nottle fever was
incurable, it was a lingering disease that could drag on for many years before killing its victim
"You. know how tough he is."

"But Tas is running the kriss," Pias reiterated.

"Tas is running everything," Beti said. "According to the edict, he's now the ol dest child, due to
becone duke when Poppa ... goes. Poppa gets weaker and weaker, and it's all he can do to stay
alive. He doesn't have the strength to fight Tas, too. Tas acts |like he's already duke - al nost
like he's enmperor. If you think I"'mhard to recogni ze, you ought to see him He's a dictator
telling everyone what to do and think. Anyone who stands up to him gets beaten, sonetines even
killed."

"Has a report been filed with the Service of the Enpire? | know the Enpress takes a di mview of
subordi nates who get too far out of line. She wouldn't tolerate such behavior if she knew about
it."

Beti shook her head. "Nobody dares file a report. Tas seens to know everything that's going on
everywhere on the planet. | don't know how he does it, he can't have that many spies, but he just
knows - and he makes things very rough for people who oppose him"

Pul i ng her head back slightly she gazed straight into Pias's eyes. "Wat went wong with hinf |
don't understand. You and he were always ny big brothers, people | could run to when | was hurt.
Tas was always full of life, always wanting to play new ganes with ne. He was never |like this,
never cruel. It's as though sone thing in him whatever it was that made hi m human, just turned
of f suddenly."

"I know he was al ways jeal ous of me because | was the ol dest son and Poppa favored ne," Pias
mused. "Jeal ousy can twi st even the nmpst decent people into nonsters. Perhaps he felt so insecure
that he had to get me out of the way, and when that didn't make himfeel any better he got nastier
and nore cruel, hoping that nore and nore power would fill the vacuumin his soul. But no anpunt
of power can do that; a soul has to be healed fromthe inside, not fromthe outside."

Pias sighed. "Ch hell, I'mno psychologist. | don't knowif that's what's wong with himor not.
There's sonething dreadfully sick within him | saw that the last time | was hone - but what
caused it, when it began, and what can be done about it... | just don't know. "

"He has to be stopped,” Beti said with gritty deternmnation. "That's why | cane to find you

You' ve al ways been able to stand up to him all the tine | was growi ng up. You're the only person
he's really afraid of, you're the only one who could take control away fromhim Legally, as

ol dest son...."
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"Legally I'mnot the ol dest son," Pias said bitterly.

"Legal ly, according to the kriss, |I'mnobody. | don't exist. Nobody on Newforest will have
anything to do with nme."

"A lot of people are beginning to realize they made a nistake," Beti said. "They want you to cone
back and put Tas in his place. They want you as the next duke. They're even nmaki ng up songs about

you, about the wandering son who'll cone back one day and save Newforest fromtyranny."

Pias turned his face away. "It's not that easy, Beti. |I've nade a new life for nyself here. The
reasons | had for |eaving Newforest, the things | couldn't explain to the kriss, are still there
and even now | can't tell you about them | have responsibilities to sonething far greater than
the welfare of a single world. | don't knowif I'lIl ever be able to return. | don't knowif I'l]
want to. | had to turn off so rmuch of nyself to keep it fromhurting. To bring it back now...." He

shivered at the thought.

"I understand," Beti said, her voice like a little girl's. "W turned our backs on you and cast
you out. W have no right to ask you for favors now "

She sighed. "I guess I'min the same boat now. I'll have to change ny name and find sonmewhere safe
to live."

This jolted Pias out of his own unhappy thoughts. "Huh? Wy?" He turned to face her again.

"I can't go back honme, not after this. You were ny one hope, and now that's gone."

Somet hi ng inside Pias went cold and brittle. "You mean it was Tas who tried to kill you? Hi s own

sister?"

"He keeps the whole famly under |ock and key; he's afraid we'll chall enge himand get people to

back us. W're not in chains, but we've got some of his 'escorts' wherever we go to nmake sure we

don't do anything wong. Od Yuri hel ped ne escape in a wagonl oad of mul aska nelons. | had barely
enough noney to book passage on a couple of ships, first to Belange, then to Wallach, and finally
| caught the freighter coming here, hoping to find you. | don't know how he tracked ne down, but

those nust have been sone of his men who ... who ....

She broke into fresh tears, and Pias held her tightly once nore. But as his hands tenderly
caressed her shoulders his fact hardened into an expression of grimdeterm nation. As Beti's

sobbi ng subsi ded once nore, he whispered, "I can't et himget away with that. | can't let himdo
it - not to you, not to them though God knows they've deserved it."
He pushed Beti away slightly so he could look into her face. "I have the Enpire on one side and

you and the famly and Newforest on the other. But | can't sit by and let nmy famly be murdered by
my power-mad brother. That's not in anyone's interest, not even the Enpress's.”

He si ghed.

Then he nmoved apart fromher, and his tone was all business. "Tell ne what's happened since

left. Tell me everything, every detail no matter how small. If 1'"mgoing to be of any help, | have
to know what |'mfacing."

After hearing his sister's story and assuring her she'd be safe with Baron Ebert, Pias took Yvonne
with himto police headquarters where the woul d-be assassins were being held. Wth the word of the
baron backing them up, they gained quick admttance to the killers.

Even under detrazine, though, it was clear that Beti's attackers could give themlittle additiona
i nfornmati on. They were low - |evel blasterbats, local crimnals hired by an anonynous voi ce over
the vidi phone - with the visual circuits blanked out - to performthe specific task of killing
Beti Bavol. They were told precisely where she was staying and that they should performtheir task
as quickly as possible. They didn't know who had hired them or whether there was any connection
with the planet Newforest.

Di sappoi nted, the two SOTE agents flew back to Felicité, discussing the problemalong the way.
"Fromwhat Beti told ne," Pias said, "Tas has revol utionized the planet singlehanded. It was

al ways a rather backward, easygoing place; now he's brought in conputerized equi pnent, he's spying
on his citizens, he's even building factories. That's nuch too institutionalized for good old

Newforest. If it were just the factories and the conputers, | could excuse it as an attenpt to
bring 'progress' to the planet - but the ruthless way he's going about it nakes it different
sonehow. Sonet hing' s happening there, sonething ... well, | hate to say 'evil,' it sounds so

nmel odramatic, but that's the feeling | get. Sonething evil has gripped Newforest and won't |et go.
What | don't understand is why the |ocal SOTE office hasn't reported anything about this."

"Maybe t hey have," Vonnie said. "The Enpress gives local nobility a great deal of leeway - it's
the only way an enpire of this scale can survive. Her father tried to avoid neddling in |oca
matters as nmuch as possible, and Edna seens to be follow ng that sane policy. She and the Head may
be waiting to see just how far this will go before they step in."

"When it goes as far as nurder, that's too far."
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"l agree, and sonething will have to be done. The thing | don't understand is how your brother was
able to track Beti down so quickly. Wthin hours of her arrival the killers knew exactly where to
find her. That woul d be understandabl e on Newforest, where he probably has lots of spies, but on a
di stant planet it's nuch harder to trace soneone. He nust have sone organi zati on behind him"

The inmplications of her statement remained floating in the air between them but neither agent

voi ced them al oud. Instead they flew the rest of the way back to the d' Al enbert estate in brooding
si l ence.

As soon as they reached Felicité, Pias put through a subcomcall to the Head's private nunber on
Earth. Grand Duke Zander von W/ nenhorst, the chief of the Service of the Enpire, was unavail abl e
at the nonent, but Pias spoke to his daughter and prinme |lieutenant, Helena. He asked for a |eave
of absence to settle sone famly matters, and described to her in sone detail what he'd | earned of
events on Newforest. Helena listened sonberly as she considered the situation

"I don't recall any strongly negative reports, from Newforest," she said when Pias was done, "and
| see virtually all the reports that cone in. | see so nany reports it makes ny eyes ache."

She cl osed her eyes and tried to concentrate. "As far as | can recall, the only thing that's cone
i n about Newforest was that they were naking a big push toward noderni zati on. Nothing wong with
that, so we haven't paid nuch attention. If what your sister says is true, soneone is lying to us

somewhere down the line - possibly soneone in the Service office itself. |I don't |ike that one
bit."

She paused and | ooked straight at Pias. "Wat you're describing doesn't sound to me like a | eave
of absence at all. It sounds like a full-blown assignment, to investigate illegal and treasonous

activities on Newforest and to take steps to correct the situation. You don't have to ask

perm ssion to do that."

"There are personal matters involved," Pias said, "and | didn't want to just disappear on you if
you had any other assignnents for ne."

"I understand the personal matters very well," Hel ena said, her expression softening suddenly.
"Newf orest is your honme, and should have been your inheritance. | know the depth of your concern
You know, though, that the d' Al enbert teans have a standi ng assignnment to investigate anything
that | ooks suspicious to them- unless they're given sonmething specific to do instead. Ri ght now,
everything's quiet - everyone's holding their breath to see what turns out in the Orcron
situation. You're free to pursue any investigations that strike your fancy. | appreciate know ng
where you'll be, in case of trouble. I'll notify the local office there to stand by to give you
any assistance...."

"That m ght not be such a wi se idea,
falsifying the reports.™

Hel ena winced. "You're right, of course. It nakes nme shudder just to think there might be traitors
in the Service; it was bad enough when we had to weed out so many during the Banion ness. Find out
what you can, and if it calls for official action we can bring in help fromthe outside.

"If things are as bad as your sister clainms, you won't have to go into nmuch detail; just give us a
prelimnary report. You re a good investigator and troubl eshooter, but we've got specialists in

pl anetary adm ni strati on who can handl e the nop-up once you' ve pointed themin the right

direction. There's no need to risk yourself unnecessarily on a minor housekeeping matter |ike
this; the Service needs your talents too nuch for major projects.”

But to Pias Bavol this was far nore than "a m nor housekeeping matter." This was his fanmily, and
Newf orest was the planet he'd once hoped to inherit. Uninportant though it night be in the scheme
of galactic history, this was his honme and his people - and even though he was sorely tenpted to
let the friends and fam |y who' d betrayed himsuffer the consequences of their actions, he vowed
to put into this case every bit of energy it took to set the situation right again

Vonni e said, in view of the fact that soneone there m ght be

CHAPTER 3
Return to Newf orest
Pias had a najor battle on his hands even before he | eft DesPl aines. Yvonne d' Al enbert - inpatient

at her enforced idleness and nervous about the fate of her spouse - denmanded to acconpany him on
his trip to Newforest. It would at |east give her sonething to do to take her mind off Jules's
danger ous assi gnnment on Qmi cron.

Pias at first protested that the children would be left unattended, to which Vonnie replied that
there were plenty of servants on the vast ducal estate, as well as the Marchi oness Gabrielle - and
if they got tired of watching the children, Vonnie's father was al ways eager to see them "I
refuse to be thought of as the weak link in this famly," she insisted. "I'm al ways the one who
has to stay behind, and it just isn't fair. | can pull ny weight with the rest of you."

Pi as agreed that was so, but voiced a new objection. "This is a job that calls for a great deal of
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subtlety," he said, "and |'mafraid you' d stand out too nuch."

"Thanks a lot!" Vonnie grinmaced. "I'm as good at undercover work as anyone in this famly. | was

taki ng cl asses before you ever thought to | eave Newforest, and I got a 989 on the Thousand Poi nt

Test. That's not exactly spaceslinme, tovarishch."

Pi as shook his head as he tried to soothe his Sister-in-laws tenper. "I didn't nean to inply you
weren't any good, but Newforest is a special case. W stayed isolated fromthe rest of the Enpire
until two generations ago. We've got a | anguage of our own and a very distinct culture. Qutsiders
are viewed with great suspicion and distrust, and it would take you weeks, maybe even nonths, to

| earn everything you'd need to be able to pass for a native. | just can't afford the delay. If Tas
would try to kill Beti, who knows what he'll do to the rest of the family - or to the rest of
Newforest. |1've got to stop himquickly."

The argunment continued, but in the end Pias was victorious. He would travel to Newforest al one and
investigate his brother's activities. He did promise that if any action were to be taken he woul d
notify Yvonne as well as SOTE Headquarters on Earth, giving his sister-in-law a chance to get in
on the adventure.

Pias left for Newforest a few hours later in one of the small private ships the d' Al enbert famly
kept at Felicité' s spacefield. It was a long trip from DesPl ai nes to Newforest, and Pias had
plenty of tinme to consider the strategy he would use in his investigation.

The first thing he would have to do was di sguise himself. As a young marquis and heir to the

pl anet, he had al ways been a popul ar figure and his appearance was well known to nost of the

popul ace. By the edict of the kriss, the council of elders, he was a nonperson and anyone who saw
hi m was supposed to treat himas though he didn't exist. That would rmake it hard to obtain any
infornmati on fromthe peopl e about what was really happening on Newforest. Even worse, Pias was
afrai d that someone recogni zing hi mwould i nform Tas, and then he'd be in trouble.

To avoid that problemhe dyed his sandy brown hair a deep bl ack, changed his hairline with

pl ucki ng and growth inhibitors, used skin pigments to darken his conpl exi on, and applied a thick
nmust ache to his normally bare upper lip. He inserted contact |enses to change his eye color from
blue to brown. For hours he practiced speaking in a voice that was hi gher and nore nasal than his
usual tones, and he gave hinself a trace of a country accent that woul d | abel himas coming from
well outside the capital city of Garridan where the Bavol fanmily nade its hone.

Landi ng on Newforest woul d be awkward. Because of its high gravity, no one went there casually -
and because it had little heavy industry or interstellar trade, the planet attracted even fewer
visitors than DesPl ai nes did. Anyone | anding at the spaceport was an i nredi ate object of suspicion
- and particularly so if he arrived in a personal spaceship. Very few Newforesters could afford
their own private ships; landing at Garridan Space port would attract undue attention - sonething
an undercover agent preferred to avoid.

Pi as woul d have to | and sonmewhere unofficially. There was a range of hills about thirty kilonmeters
south of the town where he thought he night cone down unseen. He hated the thought of walking so
far into town, but he could think of no alternative. Meanwhile, in preparation, he went through
the ship as thoroughly as he could, renoving anything that mght identify it. If someone spotted
it while he was gone, he didn't want to | eave any clues pointing to hinself or, worse, to the

d' Al enberts of DesPlaines. He'd al so brought al ong sone cases of expensive perfune and sone mldly
por nogr aphi ¢ sensable tapes; if planetary officials exam ned the ship, they'd think he was a
smuggl er, not a spy.

He' d thought a secret |anding would be easily arranged. Garridan was not a busy port and its
detection equi pnent was |argely unsophisticated. Since there was no naval base there either, there
shoul d have been no detectors capable of spotting his small craft - or, if they did spot him
there would be no resources for tracking himdown and following himto his landing site. He woul d
be at nobst a nonentary enigna that would fade fromtheir nenories alnpbst as fast as he faded from
their sensor screens.

H s ship emerged from subspace about twenty mllion kilonmeters out from Newforest and quickly
began spiraling in. H's troubles began just before he reached the uppernost |evels of the planet's
at nosphere. An official radi o announcenent demanded that he identify hinself imediately or face

| egal action. Pias ignored the warning and concentrated on plotting a course to land at his chosen
hi ding site.

The warni ng cane a second tine, and Pias suddenly noticed two ships on his sensor screen com ng up
to intercept him Newforest had never had a big problemw th snugglers, and no one ever wanted to

land here illegally, so the government had never bothered to chall enge ships before. He cursed
hinsel f for not expecting a fight after everything Beti had told himabout Tas's security
crackdown, but it was still hard for himto think of his hone world as anything but easygoing. In

the back of his mind, Pias knew that such neasures neant there was sonething on Newforest that
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required guarding fromprying eyes. But that was a consideration for later; right now, he had some
evasi ve action to take.

He wasn't nmuch worried about the two ships thenselves. He'd naturally be careful, for either of
them woul d have the firepower to blow his own small vessel out of the ether, but he'd evaded nore
t horough opposition in the past. The real threat would be fromthe organi zati on behind those
fighters. Newforest was now a planet on guard against intruders, and that woul d make his m ssion
infinitely nore dangerous.

The attackers began firing at himeven before the second warning was finished, but by that tinme
Pias already had his craft in notion. The vessel dipped and rolled and twi sted as his hands pl ayed
across the ship's controls, and the fighters trying to intercept himwere slow to respond;
apparently they were not as accustonmed to conbat situations as he was - and Pias was still a rank
amat eur conpared to his brother-in-law Jules. The security systems on Newforest nust still be
conparatively new, then, and the pilots unpracticed in their roles. That gave hi m sone hope of
success.

Pias's ship darted and wove an intricate pattern through the upper levels of Newforest's

at nosphere, and the interceptors followed awkwardly behind him At first Pias did not return their
fire, waiting to see how serious the situati on would beconme. When no nore attack ships rose from
the planet's surface to chase him he guessed that the pair were all Tas had at the nonent.

When he was sure there'd be no further opposition, Pias turned on the automatic weaponry.
Spaceshi p battl es were haphazard affairs because of the relative notions of all parties through

t hree di mensions, and the conputer-gui ded weapons were never as effective as an experienced hunan
gunner because they couldn't be as intuitive. Pias would have liked nothing better than to have
his bel oved Yvette there to fire at the eneny - but since she wasn't there and he couldn't handl e
the guns and the controls at the same tine, he had to let the nachines do his fighting for him
As it turned out, his ship's conputers were nore than a nmatch for their opposition, who were |ess
adept at dodging than Pias was. Wthin a very few nminutes both ships had been disabled and their
pilots had to radio for help. Pias was able to resune his |andi ng unopposed.

He did not delude hinself into thinking he was now safe, however; if Newforest had equi pnent

sophi sticated enough to spot his little ship in the first place, they would also track himto his
| andi ng spot; Soon after touchdown the ship would be surrounded by Tas's security force. He'd have
to get away quickly to avoid being trapped in their net.

He began altering his plans. The hills he'd originally selected were too far away fromtown, and
his reason for picking themwas no |onger valid. Landing there now woul d handi cap him he'd have
to scranmble across hilly terrain while his pursuers could track himconfortably in copters.

He began | ooking at the nore inhabited regions closer to Garridan. Newforest was such an

under popul ated world that there were still large tracts of undevel oped | and near even the | argest
cities, and as he cane |ower Pias was able to spot an area that |ooked suitable - a scattered
woodl and near the edge of a large pond, with nmany small farns scattered between the woods and the
capital city. The woods woul d give himcover as he left the ship, and the farnms woul d provide
plenty of places to hide if pursuit canme after him Once in Garridan itself, he had no doubts at
all about his ability to blend in and di sappear.

The landing was tricky - first, because he was having to alter his course fromnonment to nmonment to
sel ect the best spot, and second, because he didn't have the help of ground traffic control to
guide himin. He'd never made such an inpronptu landing in his brief experience as a spaceship
pilot - and the problemwas further conplicated by Newforest's heavy gravity. Fortunately, he'd

| earned his | andi ng procedures on DesPl ai nes, and he was able to conpensate.

The ground cane up to neet him al nost before he was ready, and he had to fire the braking rockets
hard to control his descent. There was really no clearing big enough for his ship; he'd have to
create one the hard way. His vessel hit the trees with considerable force, chopping of f upper

i mbs and pushing aside the thick trunks.

H s ship landed with a tooth-jarring thunp. Because of its odd Position within the woods, with
trees pressing against it on two sides, it began to tilt over imedi ately upon touchdown. Pias
qui ckly turned off all power systens to avoid possible explosions, |eaving just enough for the
lights and air regeneration systens. He held his breath, afraid to nove, as the ship's cant

i ncreased, and finally relaxed as the nose cane to rest against another tree. The little vesse
was in a terrible position, but at least it would fall no further

Pi as unstrapped hinmself fromthe accel erati on couch. He was glad he'd prepared everythi ng ahead of
time on the long flight here from DesPl ai nes, and had nade the ship |ook like a smuggler's vessel
with Tas's defenses alerted, he'd have less tine to get away fromhere than he'd planned, and
every second was cruci al

He staggered awkwardly through the oddly sloping corridors of the ship to the airlock, and faced
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an unexpected problem how to get down. The normal boarding ranmp was jamed. It was about a three-
story drop to the forest floor - hazardous even in one gee and possibly fatal in New forest's two-
and- a- hal f gees.

There was no tinme to | ook for fancy solutions. Pias reached for the handholds in the ship's hul
and began | owering hinself down the side even though, at this angle, it nmeant he was clinbing

al nost horizontally, with Newforest's heavy gravity tugging at his back trying to make himfall
The magni steel hull dissipated heat quickly, but the handholds were still very hot fromthe
atmospheric friction of the landing, and Pias's hands stung fromtheir tight grip on the hot

metal . When he reached a point only a few neters above the ground he decided to risk the drop, and
fell the rest of the way. Landing the way he'd been trained, he rolled to his feet unhurt and took
stock of the situation

It had been only a few mnutes since his ship canme to rest, yet already he could hear the whirr of
approachi ng copters that signaled pursuit. Again the small curious voice in the back of his m nd
wonder ed what was suddenly so special about Newforest that warranted such thorough protection from
prying eyes. There was enough firepower in his ship to blast any copters out of the sky and Pias
had enough weaponry on his body to put up a significant fight, but that wasn't his objective. He'd
come to Newforest to observe the situation, not to engage in nmilitary battles. He'd already nmade a
bi gger splash than he'd intended; Tas would be on the | ookout for an intruder, making Pias's
undercover job that rmuch harder. Taking a stand here would only strengthen the defense's resol ve;
a smuggler, as he was trying to portray himself, would rmuch prefer to run and hide until they
relaxed a little bit.

It was late afternoon in this part of the world. Pias quickly oriented hinself by the dimred sun
and started off in a southerly direction, toward Garridan. He noved as cautiously as he could,
trying not to | eave too obvious a trail for his followers to spot, but speed was his prinary
consideration. If Tas was as thorough about this |line of defense as he was about the others, there
woul d be infrared and ot her sophisticated scanners that could spot his fleeing figure w thout the
need to | ook for broken branches to mark his passage. He wanted to be as far fromthe ship as
possi bl e so they'd have to search an area with a | arge radi us.

Because the plant life of Newforest took its energy fromthe rays of a red sun, the |oca

equi val ent of chl orophyll was a substance that reflected back |ight nost strongly in the red-
orange portion of the spectrum As a result, much of the vegetation |ooked as though it were
stained with blood in the late afternoon |ight. Having growmn up on Newforest, Pias gave no thought
to the eeriness of this scene as he pushed his way through the brush; his only concern was to get
away fromthe ship and the pursuit that would inevitably follow.

Smal | aninmals scattered before himas he ran, which was all to the good; the nore novenent there
was in the forest, the nore it would confuse the eneny sensors. Pias heard the copters pass near
his position, and held still for a nonent until they went by. The copters would go first to the
ship and search it for clues; failing to find any, they'd start a wi de sweep of the area in an
effort to cut himoff.

The forest was starting to thin out, and Pias realized he nust be conming to its southern edge.
Beyond t he woods woul d be open field and he dared not let hinself be caught out there. Even at

ni ght he'd be obvious to his adversaries' scanners.

As he canme to the edge of the woods he paralleled the line of trees noving around toward the east
until he spotted a small farmhouse and barn a few hundred neters away. That |ooked |ike his best
bet. If he could reach that habitation, he could probably hide until much of the fuss had died
down. Then it would be nerely a matter of taking the road into Garridan, pretending to be sonmeone
fromthe country who was visiting the planetary capital for the first tine. Tas's police would be
on the | ookout for a snuggler, so he hoped he could nake that story stick well enough to foo

t hem

He edged through the woods until he cane to the spot nearest the farm buil dings. He could hear the
search copters circling again and knew they were | ooking for him but they were way off to the
sout hwest; with any luck they wouldn't cover this area until he was well hidden. He checked to
make sure there was no one in the farnmyard who could see him then dashed across open ground unti
he reached the side of the barn. He soon found an open door and slipped inside.

The barn was dark and snelled strongly of aninals - of bullards, the slowwtted draft animals
that still pulled plows in the |ess technol ogical rural areas, and of cartlies, the lighter

faster animals that pulled wagons and carts for transportation. The animals rustled nervously as
they caught the scent of a strange human, but they sent up no alarm Pias | ooked around and saw no
one. So far he was still safe.

He woul d have to stay here at |east until after dark, possibly longer. It would all depend on how
vigorous a search the security forces nade for the srmuggler. He might have to spend the entire
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night and try to [eave in the norning.

Pias noved quietly through the barn until he found a small conpartnent where harnesses and tools
were stored. Squeezing in, he folded hinself up as confortably as he could and tried to rest. He'd
done a lot of running already and m ght be called on to do sone nore; he nmight as well take
advantage of this respite while he could.

He nust have dozed off, because he woke with a jolt. He strained his senses to | earn what had
awakened him but the barn seenmed quiet outside the cranped confines of his hiding place. Then he
heard a sound - the slow creaking of the barn door on its hinges. Soneone had come in here very
qui etly. That person obviously knew sonethi ng was ani ss.

Pias tried to reach for the stun-gun inside his vest, but the closeness of the conpartnment nade it
i mpossible to bend his el bow the proper way. In any case, the gesture would have been futile, for
he suddenly found hinmself staring down the barrel of a stun-rifle. A deep masculine voice said,
"Cone on out of there before | have to shoot you."

CHAPTER 4

Tas the Tyrant

Even staring down the barrel of a weapon, Pias remained cool and rational. This stun-rifle was at
| east twenty years old; they didn't make nodels of this particular shape any nore. If Tas was
upgradi ng his security forces, he'd hardly give them out noded weaponry. Then too, the man's words
had been stern, but scarcely officious. This was no man of a mlitary mnd barking crisp orders.
Pi as guessed he was facing the owner of this small farm who was concerned with a trespasser on
his property.

Movi ng carefully, so he wouldn't alarmhis captor, Pias squeezed out of the storage conpartnent.
He kept his hands up and well away from his body; the farmer was probably nore nervous than he
was, and Pias didn't want to make any mistakes that would frighten the man into shooting w thout
cause.

As he'd guessed, the man was dressed casually in country work clothes - but he knew how to hold a
gun. "Who are you?" the farmer asked, never taking his sights off Pias. H's voice had a thick
rural flavor as he spoke Ronmmy, the native tongue of Newforest.

"My nane's Gari Nav, and | mean you no harm" Pias replied in the voice he'd practiced aboard the

shi p.

"What were you doing in there?"

"Sleeping," Pias answered truthfully. "It's a little cranped, but it's good and dark."
"Wy were you in there?"

"I"'mnot a thief, if that's what you're thinking. | was just |ooking for sonmeplace where

woul dn't disturb anyone for a while, then I'd go along nmy way."

The farmer didn't lower his gun. "That's not an explanation."

The sound of a copter grew |l ouder overhead. "But that is,” Pias said, looking up to indicate the
sound from above

A teenage boy poked his head in through the door. "Poppa, it's the brassies. They're landing in
the front yard."

The farmer | ooked sternly at Pias. "Wat do they want with you?"

Pias was taking a ganble, and he knew it - but he also knew the Newforest people. They were nostly
descendents of Gypsies and English Tinkers who had fled Earth during the bad years of the early
twenty-first century. They hated authority and |l oved a clever rogue - and Pias hoped he could
capitalize on that fact now that he was facing a threat fromthe planetary authorities.

"I was just trying to nmake a profit with some off-world goods," Pias said with a wink. "The
governnent's mad because | don't have an inport license.”

The farmer had a hard decision to make, and he had to make it quickly. The "brassies," as Tas's
security agents were evidently called, had brought their copters down and their footsteps could be
pl ainly heard wal ki ng toward the barn. He had to nake up his m nd whether he believed Pias's story
and, if he did, whether it was enough to keep himfromturning the fugitive in.

"Get back in there," the farmer said, notioning at the storage conpartnent with the barrel of his
rifle. "We'll sort this out later."

Pi as hastened to conply. He was not out of danger yet, but the farner had shown the expected
tendency to prefer the individual over the police. Now all he had to do was hope the police
behaved like police. Nothing would nore insure his winning the farmer's synpathy than hi ghhanded
behavior fromthe security forces.

As soon as Pias was out of sight the farner wal ked to the barn door where he was nmet by the | eader
of the security team Pias could not see what was happening fromhis hiding place, but the sound
of their voices reached himwell enough
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"Are you the owner here?" the security |eader asked, and her voice was so brisk and businesslike
it made Pias smile. She would do a splendid job of alienating the farmer and shifting his
synpat hi es toward Pi as.

"Yes," the farner answered tersely.

"Have you seen any strangers around?"

"I's there any troubl e?"

"I''l'l ask the questions, you answer them"

"Ain't seen no one |I'd call a stranger," the farner said. "W're pretty out of the way; don't get
many visitors."

"What about you? |Is your card in order?"

"Should be, | don't use it much."

"Let me see it."

"I't"s in the house."

The security |l eader fumed. "You' re supposed to carry it with you at all tines."

"l did, at first, but | got out of the habit. My bullards all recognize ne by sight."

"Just get it and stop trying to be clever."

The footsteps wal ked away fromthe barn toward the snmall farnmhouse, and Pias could no | onger hear
what was going on. He waited in suspense for an agonizingly long tine until finally he heard the
copters take off once nore. A few minutes after that, when they were no |onger in range, he could
hear the barn door sw ng open again and the farmer called to him "You can cone out again."

Pias did so and found that the farnmer still had the rifle handy. He mi ght distrust the
authorities, but that didn't nean he automatically trusted Pias.

"I know |'ve brought you trouble, and I'"'msorry for it," Pias apologized sincerely. "I'd like to
pay you for letting nme stay here for the night, and for dinner, too, if you can spare it. Tonorrow
morning 1'll be on ny way and you needn't bother about ne again."

"We don't take noney for hospitality here," the farner said. His rifle was no | onger pointed
directly at Pias, but he kept it tucked in the crook of his armjust in case. Pias knew that the
st ubbornness of the Newforest people would keep the man from acknow edging friend ship for a while
yet - but he al so knew the extent of his own charmand was confident the man and his fanmily woul d
be on his side before the evening was out.

The farmer's nanme, Pias discovered, was Mestipen Snitt and his wife was Kl ari ka. They had five
children and earned a decent living here on the farm enough to suit their nodest needs. Pias
offered to help with the evening chores and his enthusiastic hard work finally convinced Smtt
that he was no threat to the famly and was entitled to cone into the house as conpany rather than
as a prisoner.

The Snmitt fanmily accepted Pias into their hone with all the generosity of which Newforesters were
capable. Klarika fixed hima delicious meal and refused his offer of payment. As the fanily sat
around the dinner table, Pias's gentle probing brought forth a picture of recent life on
Newf or est .

A few years ago the governnent had declared a policy of "npdernization.” Though the statenment was
i ssued in the duke's nane, everyone knew that Tas Bavol - the heir to all of Newforest now that
his ol der brother Pias had been bani shed - was really running the show. Taxes imediately tripled,
but the benefits did not increase correspondingly. Al the citizens had received for their noney
was an oppressive governnment that was nore conputerized, nore centralized. Every citizen was

i ssued a special identification card different fromthe standard inperial ID card; he was supposed
to carry this new card with hi mwherever he went, and had to produce it to authorities on demand
or face a stiff jail sentence. In the course of just a few nonths, Newforest had gone from being
one of the nost unstructured societies in the Enpire to being one of the nbst authoritarian

These changes did not sit well with the normally easygoi ng popul ace. The nane of Tas Bavol was

sel dom spoken these days without spitting. Even though Pias was technically a nonperson who'd been
erased from people's nenories, there were still references to himas "the I ost one," and not a few
wi stful thoughts that he might return sone day, sonehow, to rid Newforest of its troubles. Still,
peopl e didn't say such things too openly, for one of the things Tas had bought with all the new
taxes was an efficient new security force, conplete with crisp brown uniforns and shiny brass
buttons that gave the agents their nicknane of "brassies." Qpposition to the new regi ne was

qui ckly silenced, and some of its severest critics had sinply di sappeared, never to be seen again.
Pias was not at liberty to ask too many direct questions w thout conprom sing his cover identity,
but he couldn't hel p wondering how such a setup could conme about within the enpire ruled by such a
just figure as Enpress Stanley Eleven. A laissez-faire policy was all very well in the abstract,
but it had been taken to great extremes here on his hone world - and Pias wanted to know why.

The Smitts insisted that Pias sleep in the house rather than the barn as he was willing to do, and
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again refused his offer of payment for their generosity. The next norning when he needed
transportation into Garridan, Pias insisted on buying the cartly and wagon rig he'd need, rather
than taking it fromthe Smitts on an indefinite loan. He nmade sure the price he gave them was nore
than fair to conpensate for their generosity and hel pful ness.

Pias set out along the road at a |eisurely pace, in keeping with his disguise as a country fellow
visiting the big city for the first time. Klarika Snmitt had given hima hearty breakfast and
packed a substantial lunch for himto eat along the way; were it not for his worry about what was
happening to his native world, Pias would have been as carefree as he appeared to be. He saw
copters circling the area a couple of times, but his rig | ooked |like such a perfectly natural part
of the Newforest |andscape that they did not question his right to be where he was.

It was late in the day when he finally reached the capital city. For all Tas's "nbdernization,"
Garridan | ooked scarcely changed. There were a few new buildings in the skyline, but still none
over four stories tall - a very practical consideration on a high-gee world. The city - which was
really nore like a town - was still only a few dozen square kiloneters in area and retained its
essentially rustic character. Mst of the traffic in the streets was nechani zed, but cartly-drawn
vehicles were still preval ent enough to be unexceptional. It all nmade for interesting traffic
probl ens, and notorists in Garridan had frequent occasion to curse the slow noving beasts that

bl ocked the intersections.

The dirt road Pias had been foll owi ng becane a paved one at the outskirts of the city, and it was
here he encountered a roadblock. At first he was worried that it had been set up especially to
capture the intruder, but then he saw that it was of a nore permanent nature. This checkpoint kept
tabs on all traffic going in and out of the city, and would not specifically try to trip himup.
Even a routine check could be trouble if it were set up properly, though, so he had to renmin
alert.

He pull ed his wagon up to the roadbl ock and stopped obediently at the officer's order. "Wat's
your name?" the policeman asked brusquely.

"Gari Nav, if it please you, sir."

"What's your business in Garridan?”

"I just want to visit and see the sights. Been living out in the hills all ny life and decided it
was tine to see sonething of the world."

This answer did not sit well with the officer. Anything that did not fit within the narrow
confines of his experience was a potential trouble spot. "Let ne see your card."

"What card?"

"Your citizen's card."

"I don't have any card."

"Everybody has a card."

"Not me," Pias said with naive sinplicity.

"Citizen's cards were issued to everyone on Newforest over the age of ten.”

"Then they nust've m ssed ne, because | never got one."

The officer funed and spoke a few words into his wist com After a nonent instructions cane back
and he spoke again to Pias. "You're to | eave your wagon here and cone with nme," he insisted. Pias
obeyed wi th outward cheerful ness, though his innards were tensed for battle at any nonent.

Pi as was searched thoroughly, but had fortunately taken the precaution of burying his weapons a
short distance outside town. It left himfeeling sonehow naked and hel pl ess, but considering the
police-state nentality that now prevailed on Newforest, it was better than being caught wth
unregi stered weapons. Guns would be useless in this initial police confrontation. |If he survived
this, weapons could be obtained easily enough in the city if one knew where to | ook for them
Havi ng determi ned that Pias was unarned, the policenman put himin a car and drove himdown to the
central police headquarters - a building that had been substantially inproved since Pias's |ast
visit to Newforest. Wth little reported crinme on Newforest, the police had al ways been a
formality that no one, least of all thenselves, took very seriously. Al that had changed, and
Pias found hinmself in the niddle of a busy, efficient office where people in their spotless

uni forns noved briskly about their urgent tasks. The faces were hunorl ess, the atnosphere heavy
and sol emn.

Pias was taken into a stark office and seated in front of a desk, where a higher-ranking officer
guesti oned him for over an hour about his background. Pias stuck to the story he'd invented for
hinself - that he lived on a small farmup in the hills and had few dealings with civilization. He
hunted or grew nost of his own food, trading with neighbors for the few other things he needed. No
one had ever cone to his farmto give hima citizen's card and he'd never heard about themunti
today. His tone was unfailingly polite and hel pful with out giving the police anything they could
use agai nst him
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The police were especially suspicious because the unknown intruder was still at l[arge, but Pias
was so obviously a native of Newforest that he managed to allay nost of their doubts. In the end,
they decided to issue hima citizen's card and consider the matter closed. Pias was fingerprinted
and had his retinal patterns recorded; all that and nore infornmation about himwas encoded on the
smal | blue plastic card they gave him He was told to keep the card with himat all tinmes and then
driven back to the roadbl ock, where he picked up his wagon and was allowed to enter Garridan
officially.

Pi as had brought plenty of noney with him and spent a week living in Garridan, growi ng nore and
nore al arned by what he saw. The citizen's card was a necessity on Newforest; not only did the
police have the right to stop anyone at randomon the street and ask to see the card, but it was

i mpossible to buy anything with out presenting the card at the tine of purchase. Fromrenting a
hotel roomto eating neals to buying basic toiletries, there was virtually no aspect of life that
was not controlled or regulated by that sinple blue card.

More al arming than that, though, was the attitude of the people. Newforest had al ways been a
lighthearted world, and the inhabitants of Garridan had been noted for their easy informl ways.
Now there was a pall of fear over the town. People were particularly careful about what they said
and to whomthey said it, and in variably | ooked over their shoul ders before speaking to nmake sure
no police were in the area. People spoke in whispers in dark corners; Pias, as a stranger in town,
was excluded from npst conversations, though there had been a tinme when even strangers shared in
the activities of Garridan. Nowadays, no one could afford to trust someone he didn't know.

Qut of curiosity, Pias took a walk by the local office of the Service of the Enpire. Because

Newf orest was an out-of-the-way planet where little ever happened, the SOTE office was barely nore
than a storefront staffed by a couple of lowlevel officials. Pias considered going in, but

t hought better of it when he saw the trio of police officers loitering nearby. They were watching
the of fice and obviously prepared to take note of anyone trying to contact SOTE with conplaints
about the local regine. Pias had little doubt that calls to SOTE were al so nonitored, further

di scouragi ng | ocal conplaints. Still, such activities should not have silenced the SOTE operatives
thensel ves; anyone with eyes could see what a reprehensible situation was occurring here. SOIE s
failure to do anything indicated a trenendous breakdown somewhere in the system

Pias spent a week in Garridan, becoming nore and nore depressed at the disnmal circunstances. He
wander ed, watched, |istened, and spent a good deal of tinme nmentally composing the blistering
report he would wite to the Head. But the report was still inconplete; there were still things he
had to di scover about Tas and the way the system operated.

The key to everything on Newforest seened to be those little blue citizen's cards. Through their
use, a person could be tracked throughout the city and his novenents nonitored to a high degree of
precision. Pias's own trail had been innocent and random the security forces would | earn nothing
by keeping track of where he went and what he did. But there was serious potential for abuse; with
a systemthis tight, individual freedom becanme purely a rhetorical concept.

To make the systemwork would require an enornous degree of computer sophistication, a reliance on
technol ogy that Pias would have thought antithetical to the Newforest character. Somewhere there
had to be a conputer facility where this randominfornmation, conpiled fromall over the world, was
assimlated and anal yzed to | ook for troubl emakers or signs of rebellion. There had been no maj or
comput er centers on Newforest when Pias had left it. Sonmehow, Tas had built one in the last few
years to consolidate his tyrannical rule. Such a facility would have needed outside help to build -
and Pias was alnost afraid to specul ate on where that help could have conme from

It didn't take Pias long to find the center. There was only one place in Garridan that was both
new enough and | arge enough to house such a marmoth facility: a sprawling, heavily guarded
installation near the out skirts of town. The nunber of guards around it, and the fact that the
outside was kept brightly lit around the clock, indicated its inportance to Tas's reginme. It was
so thoroughly watched that it became an irresistible target of Pias's curiosity.

Many agents would sinply have reported the buildings as suspicious and left it to an official
Service team of experts to investigate the inside. But going through channels mnight give Tas tine
to cover up the true nature of his operation. Pias felt he had to go inside and take at |east a
prelimnary | ook around. He was not a conputer expert and was not sure he coul d spot sonething
significant even if it was right in front of him but conparing the place before and after an

of ficial SOTE investigation would at |east show whet her changes had been made.

The buil ding was so well guarded that Pias knew he had no chance of making a surreptitious
entrance. Only uniforned guards and people with special clearances were allowed in and out of the
pl ace. Pias would have to disguise hinself as one or the other. After sonme brief thought, he
decided to inpersonate one of the brassies. A uniform by its very nature, was nmade to be taken
for granted. One person in uniformlooked very nmuch |ike another and unless his fingerprints or
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retinal pattern were checked, Pias could probably wal k through many areas of the building
unchal | enged.

He haunted the area near the time of shift change and foll owed one of the guards who was near his
own size as the man got off work. Pias tracked himpatiently until the man passed a deserted

al | eyway where the SOTE agent pronptly waylaid him The nan was no match for Pias's Service
training, and within mnutes Pias found hinmself in possession of a uniformand a blaster - and a
security badge that cleared himto pass through the gates of the conputer conplex. By taking this
action he realized he was limiting hinself. The guard's absence woul d be noticed within a day, or
thirty-six hours at nost; Pias would have to be well away before then. Still, the chance to | ook
around i nside the conplex seened worth the risk.

He tied up his victim donned the uniform and strode purposefully back to the guarded
installation. The guards at the front gate barely gave hima second gl ance as he casually flashed
his security pass at them In |Iike nanner Pias passed two ot her checkpoints before entering the
front door of the building itself.

I nside, the structure was even bigger than it | ooked fromthe exterior. The planet's heavy gravity
dictated how tall a building could be above ground | evel, but there was no such limt on how deep
into the earth it could extend. The conplex was a tall one for Newforest, rising three stories
above the ground. It sank at |east tw ce that nmany bel ow ground. The conputer facility was a snall
city in itself, housing hundreds of workers who tended the nachi nes and anal yzed the data pouring
in continuously fromall parts of the planet.

Pi as could not stand around and gawk, or it would destroy his cover; as a unifornmed guard, he was
supposed to be quite famliar with all this. Wth so nmany people in constant notion he wasn't

noti ced as he wal ked briskly in a randomdirection, pretending he knew preci sely where he was
going. He kept his eyes open for clues about what was happeni ng where, and no one stopped him or
guesti oned his presence in this supposedly sacrosanct installation

At last he saw a sign pointing the way to the adninistrative section, and decided that was where
he woul d get sonme of the information he was seeking. As it was the night shift, nmpst of the

adm ni strative personnel were gone, their offices and desks enpty. Pias wandered through the

ai sl es and past another security checkpoint until he cane to the chief adm nistrative officer's
room The door was | ocked. Pias could spot no special alarmsystem a short beam from his bl aster
burned out the mechani smand he entered the room unseen

The desk top, with a conputer scanner built into it, was barren of paper; apparently nost of the
work was stored in the conputer itself with little need for print out. Still, Pias had never heard
of any operation that didn't use sone hard copy, and he began searching the desk drawers.

A slight noise made himstop and reach for the blaster at his hip, but as he | ooked up, he
realized the gesture was futile. Standing in the doorway to the roomwas his brother Tas, holding
a blaster already pointed at his chest - and behind Tas was a snall arny of brassies, al
simlarly arned.

"Hello, Pias," Tas said with all the false warnth of a fourth-rate undertaker. "Wl come hone."
But it was not his brother's words, nor the blaster, that attracted nost of Pias's attention.
Around Tas's neck, al nost hidden by his collar, was a thin silver chain fromwhich dangled a
single integrated circuit chip - the recognition synbol of the conspiracy that was out to
overthrow the Enpire. Pias's worst fears were suddenly realized: Tas Bavol had sold his soul, and
the entire planet of Newforest, to the Enpire's worst enemny.

CHAPTER 5

The Resurrection of Pias Bavol

"I wish | could say it was good to see you again," Pias replied in even tones. As he spoke, his
m nd raced. Tas night not know that Pias was now an agent of SOTE, or that he'd had speci al
training. For all he knew, Pias had returned at Beti's request, to undernine Tas's authority. As
| ong as he thought that, there was a chance Pias could sonehow talk his way out of the situation-
but if Tas ever learned that he represented the Service, Pias was not likely to survive the
revel ati on.

"Yes, you never liked ne," Tas sneered.

"I always treated you fairly."

"Of course-big brother generously doling out the crunbs. | got tired of a steady diet of crunbs. |
want ed the whol e | oaf, and now |I've got it."

"And are you happy now that you've got what you want, now that you've enslaved our whol e pl anet?"
"You al ways were the romantic," Tas said. "The truth is far | ess melodramatic than you make it
seem Newforest was a sl eepy, backwater place with nothing to recormend it. I"'mmerely yanking it
into the twenty-fifth century, preparing it for its proper place in galactic affairs. |I'm naking
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it strong, Pias. Naturally people are conplaining, the sane way your muscles conplain when you
exerci se them to build up your body. Change always hurts. The whole Enpire is in for a change
soon and a lot of people will be hurt - but the Enpire will be a stronger place afterward.”

If I"'ma ronantic, you're a true believer, Pias thought. You'd probably get along well with Tresa
Clunard of Purity. She believed in strength through discipline, too. But aloud he nerely said,
"The change would really have hurt poor Beti. You tried to change her fromalive to dead."

"Beti has the same streak of romanticismyou do. | nerely wanted to have her brought back here
where | could keep an eye on her, to keep her fromhurting herself and others." He gave a wy
sni |l e and shook his head. "Poor Pias, trying to be a knight coming to the rescue, just like in al
those old stories you liked to read. My people had you pegged fromthe nonment you entered
Garridan; when you applied for the citizen's card, your fingerprints and retinal patterns were
exam ned and matched up with the old ones we had on file. W knew exactly where you were and what
you were doing every step of the way. W wanted to keep you out of trouble, but it seens you have
this knack for going where you don't belong."

"And now | suppose you're going to lock me up for ny own good, just like you ve done with the rest
of the famly."

Tas didn't get a chance to answer, for at that nonent an expl osion rocked the walls of the
computer facility. It was far enough away to sound nerely like a dull roar, but it was quickly
followed by two nore blasts that canme progressively closer

"What ... ?" Tas exclained as he | ooked around in confusion. The guards behind himwere no | ess
con fused, and several of themran out of the roomto investigate this new threat to the conputer
conpl ex.

Recovering quickly fromhis nonent of astoni shnment, Tas turned back toward his brother - but Pias
was no |onger the obliging target. He didn't know, either, what the cause of the expl osions was,
but he'd been prinmed to take advantage of any break that m ght cone his way, and when the blasts
occurred he was ready to act.

Dr oppi ng rapi dly behind the desk he'd been searching, he took hinself out of Tas's direct |ine of
fire. At the sanme tine he pulled his own blaster fromits holster and prepared to fire back. He

m ght never have a better opportunity to fight back against his nad brother, and he was determ ned
to put up the best struggle he could. H's native world depended on it.

He did not want to commt fratricide, though, if he could help it, so his first shot was a warning
just slightly over his brother's head. Tas Bavol drew back quickly, fired a blast of his own into
the desk, and left the roomin a hurry. Pias heard himtell the guards to kill the intruder, but
Tas hinself was not going to wait around to watch the outcome. He had nore inportant things to do -
I'i ke saving his own hide.

For the next few minutes Pias was too involved in his shootout with the brassies to pay nuch
attention to any thing el se happening around him He noted al nost as an incidental fact that three
nmor e expl osi ons occurred within the conputer conplex, but none cane near enough to distract him
from his business.

He wounded two of the security agents before the rest decided to withdraw fromthe battle.

Finally, when the shooting had stopped, he made his way cautiously out of the office, blaster ever
at the ready in case of new trouble. The air snelled heavily of ozone but the outer office and the
corridor beyond were conpletely deserted.

Wandering closer to the main hallway, he could see that the civilian personnel at the facility
were in a panic over the bonbings. They were rushing for the exits, which only made the job of the
security guards that nmuch harder. They were trying to deal with sabotage from an unknown source
whil e simultaneously fighting back the tide of humanity surging for the doors.

In the noise and chaos they scarcely noticed Pias in his stolen guard's uniform He fought his way
across the corridor and into the relatively uncrowded si de hallways, hoping he could get out of
here safely with the information he'd | earned. He al so hoped that sonewhere in this incredible

| abyrinth he m ght encounter his brother again. \Wierever he went, Tas would not fight the crowds
at the normal exits; he'd have a special escape route of his own, and Pias wanted to find it.

But it was Tas who found him Pias was crossing another corridor when a blasterbolt sizzled the
air just past his head. Pias dived for cover and fired a shot back at his attacker. Tas fled
further down the corridor, and Pias scranbled to his feet and ran after him

The corridor opened into a |arge rectangul ar chanmber, two stories tall and dozens of nmeters wide
on each side. The chanber floor was covered with many of the |large tapered pylons that were the

| atest design in conputer nmenory banks. Pias hesitated as he crossed the threshold. The room
appeared enpty, but his brother could easily be lurking in anbush behind one of the pylons,
waiting for himto make a carel ess nove.

@Qun at the ready, Pias nmade quick, darting notions between the pylons, playing a deadly gane of
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hopscotch as he nade his way through the chanber. The sounds of the panicky crowd were far away,
and the only real noise in the roomwas a slight electrical buzz that filled the air. The place
snel l ed of starched efficiency and nmat hemati cal disinterest. Even though the atnosphere was cool
Pi as was beginning to sweat - and he could al nost feel his brother doing the same. The gane of

hi de- and- seek conti nued.

"Pi as! Behind you!" yelled a fenal e voi ce.

Pias whirled, gun at the ready, and spotted the figure of Tas aiming directly at him He crouched
and fired. Tas's shot went barely over his head, but his own aimwas truer - he hit Tas in the
right leg and the younger nman fell to the ground, howing in pain.

"Vonnie!" Pias called. "You're supposed to be waiting at hone!"

Yvonne d' Al enbert cane cautiously out of hiding, a stun-gun in one hand and a blaster in the
other. "You can't expect nme to let you have all the fun, can you?" she said with a snile and a
shrug. "Besides, you needed nmy help to bail you out."

"I had the situation well in hand, thank you," Pias said. "But as long as you're here I'Il put you
to work helping ne wap up this case.”

Pi as wal ked over to where his brother had fallen and stood over himscornfully. Tas Bavol was

cringing in pain and fear. "You're not going to kill your own brother, are you?" Tas whi npered
pi t eously.

"Not everyone plays by your twisted rules," Pias said. "But | can't guarantee what the Enpress's
reaction will be when she hears what you' ve been up to. She's not as sentinental as | am"

He grabbed Tas by the front of his tunic and pulled himawkwardly to his feet. The younger nan

how ed from pai n.

"But before your case conmes to any inperial court," Pias continued sternly, "you've got a couple
of other obligations. First, you're going to conme with nmy friend and ne and hel p us get safely out
of this building. Then you're going to ask the kriss to reconvene. There's a little matter of
justice that's been | ong overdue."

Pi as nervously wi ped the sweat fromhis palnms. Vonnie continued to hold Tas prisoner downstairs in
the Bavol fanmily's formal neeting roomwhere the kriss was due to convene in another hour or so.
But it wasn't the kriss that nade Pias nervous; that was inportant, to be sure, but whatever the
out come, he'd already proved he could make a decent life for hinself el sewhere. The confrontation
that was to cone now, though, was an enotional one that could affect the rest of his life, and
Pias's insides were knotted up. He'd rather be facing a roonful of enemy blasters than the ordea
before him

He took a deep breath, let it out slowy, and followed the nurse into his father's bedroom The
room was kept dark because nottle fever nade its victins' eyes ultrasensitive to light. Pias
paused on the threshold to accommpdate hinself to the low illum nation.

The room seened at first unchanged since Pias's last, unhappy visit to it. The hard slate floor
was covered w th handwoven rugs, and the majestic ebonwood bureau with its mrror in the carved
frame still stood inposingly against the north wall. The massive canopi ed bed faced the door as
regally as ever. Only as Pias's eyes roaned the roomdid he notice one tiny but significant detai
that was different.

The portrait of his late nother still dominated the south wall, surrounded by pictures of the five
Bavol children - no, four. One of the pictures had been re noved - Pias's. No attenpt had been
made to rearrange the other portraits into a new symmetry; the nmissing picture thus nmade a
statenent of sorts by its very absence, unbal ancing the visual unity of the display.

Duke Kistur Bavol hinself was alnost lost in the heavy pile of pillows and bedcovers. He had

al ways been a robust, energetic man until Pias had left Newforest the first tine to seek the man
who' d nurdered his fiancée. The last time Pias had seen his father he was sickly, already well
consunmed by the nottle fever and | ooking every year of his age.

Now, in his late sixties, the duke was a gaunt parody of a human figure. Mdst of his hair was gone
except for a few frazzled white strands here and there. Hi s skin was drawn tight across his face,
giving hima skull-1ike appearance, and his eyes were dark and sunken in his cheeks. The dark
splotches in his conplexion that gave his illness its nane al nost covered all of his body that was
vi si bl e.

Pias dism ssed the nurse with a gesture and took a step forward. The duke asked, "Who... ?" in a
shaky voice that was barely audible.

"It's Pias, Poppa."

Despite his weakness, Duke Kistur tried to sit up to look at him then, suddenly renenbering that
Pi as had been di sowned, he |ay back down and turned over on his side, facing away fromthe door

He was prepared to ignore his son's existence, no matter how nmuch it hurt him
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Pi as, though, was not going to give his father such an easy way out. Wl king over to the bed, he

sat down beside his father and said, "lI'mgoing to take shanel ess advantage of the fact that
you're an invalid and can't walk away fromme. | know ny being here is causing you pain because
you' re supposed to ignore ne like the kriss said you should. WlIl, it's causing ne pain to be
here, too, but | |ove you, Father, and I'mnot going to let it go that easily. You can try not to
listen, but you'll have to hear what | say. Then you can nake up your mind about nme and I'l| abide
by what ever deci sion you choose because |I'm a good and obedient son. | wasn't able to tell you
everything last tine | was here. Now | can tell you the story and | hope you'll approve."

Wth that as prelude he began his story. He told his father that he'd been recruited into the
Service of the Enpire as a secret agent while he was away from New forest, and that Yvette, the
worman he | oved and had narried, was also an agent. He'd wanted to tell his father this the |ast
time he'd cone hone, but Tas had been in the roomand Pias didn't trust him Confirmng his worst
fears, Tas had nuddied the waters and made it | ook as though Pias were deserting his own peopl e,
eventual ly stirring up enough aninosity to have Pias exiled by the kriss.

Pias told his father the story of his exploits since |eaving Newforest, and of how he'd nanaged to
save the Enpire during the Coronation Day Incursion by being unable to pilot a spaceship. He
described the beautiful little granddaughter he'd produced and how he'd named her after his

nmot her. And nost of all, Pias told himthat he'd never turned his back on his people - but that
the values he'd been raised with in this very house conpelled himto a larger duty toward the
Enmpire as a whol e.

"That's all | can say, Father," he concluded. "I know ny silence hurt you, and it has hurt ne not
to be able to tell you. But I was right not to trust Tas. | hope you'll be able to forgive ne -
and if you can't accept ny choices, at least you'll understand that | nade them because you
brought ne up to care about people.”

He stopped abruptly as further words refused to cone. He | ooked down at his father's still form

Ki stur Bavol lay silently, with only the slightest breathing to indicate he was alive - but Pias
could see in the bureau nmirror that his eyes were open and he'd heard every word his son had
spoken. Pias waited, scarcely daring to breathe hinself, wondering whether paternal |ove would
overconme his father's enornous pride and stubbornness.

After a couple of mnutes, when there was no response, Pias stood up and turned sadly to | eave the
room |f he couldn't convince his own father, he knew he'd stand no chance to reverse the edict of
the kriss. But at least with Tas certain to be convicted of treason, the fanmily title would pass
to Fenelia, his oldest sister. She was a hard-nosed boor and her husband was a | out, but at |east
they were honest and would not bring disaster to the planet the way Tas had.

"Pias." The duke spoke the nane weakly. He turned slightly in the bed and raised his left hand
feebly just a few centineters - but even that tiny sign was enough

Pias was at his father's side in an instant, putting his arnms around the frail body and hol di ng
tight. The two nen wept openly and unashaned for several minutes, and by the time Pias left the
roomthey were fully reconcil ed.

Pi as wal ked out of his father's bedroom feeling as though he were on a world of only one-fourth
gee, so nuch weight had been taken fromhis soul. Let the kriss do what it wanted now, he'd won
the true battle. H's father had accepted him again, and the universe was no | onger such an enpty

pl ace.

As he was about to descend the stairs to ground level, a woman called his name. He turned and felt
a sudden chill as he found hinself facing Gtana Bavol, his brother's wife. Gtana had | ong ago
been his lover, until he fell in love with her ill-fated sister Mri, and then net Yvette while on
his quest for Mri's killer. Gtana could still twi st knives of guilt within his soul, even though

his passion for her had died | ong ago.

The intervening years hadn't been as kind to Gtana as they'd been to him There were tiny age
lines at the corners of her eyes and the begi nnings of a double chin.

Her wai st-1ength black hair showed wi sps of gray, and her always sunptuous figure was considerably
pl unper than Pias remenbered it.

"Hello, Gtana," he said, careful to keep his voice neutral

"How. .. how are you?"

"Fi ne, thank you."

"You're on your way to the kriss now, aren't you?"

"Yes, and | don't want to be late."

He turned to go, but Gtana grabbed himtightly by the sleeve and refused to let go. "Pias, wait.
I . . . You know |I'm a proud woman, but you've always been able to make ne beg. |'m beggi ng you
now, Pias. Please be nerciful at the kriss."

"Tas will have to stand or fall by his own actions."
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"Ch, hang himl | don't care what happens to him- | only married hi mbecause you spurned nme for
that... that other woman. But don't make them do anything to ne. If there's any trace of the |ove
you once said you felt for nme, don't nmake themexile nme. | couldn't take that."

The tension in Pias rel eased so suddenly he al nost burst out |aughing. How totally characteristic
of Gtana - selfish to the end. Beti had told himabout sone of Gtana' s excesses as Marchi oness
of Newforest, lording it over everyone else and callously ignoring the feelings of those she
deened bel ow her. But there was no evidence she'd engaged in treasonous activities; her worst

m sfortune was that she'd married a man who had all owed her to indul ge her casual cruelties.

"'l do what | can," he told her. "They'Il probably Iet you divorce Tas and give back a | ot of
the jewelry | hear you accunmulated.” Wth Gtana's father being one of the nost influential

mar qui ses on Newforest, her sentence was unlikely to be stronger than that.

"Thank you." She | ooked into his eyes and made it clear she wanted to kiss him but Pias sinmply
nodded, pulled away from her, and went downstairs to the fornmal neeting roomwhere the kriss would
convene.

Pias wal ked into the chanber with an air of confidence he'd | acked the last tinme - because now he
knew he held the right cards. Many of the planetary nobles had suffered under Tas's regi ne, seeing
their power usurped and their rights reduced. They realized they'd nade a ni stake sending Pias
away, and were |ooking for a chance to rectify it.

The first part of the session was the trickiest, since the kriss, by its own edict, was supposed
to ignore Pias's presence. Pias used his newWy established |l egal identity as Gari Nav to argue the
case for Pias Bavol, and the nenbers of the convocation were willing to accept the legal fiction
tenporarily - if only to strike back at Tas Bavol

Pias argued that at his previous trial he'd been accused of disloyalty to his people by wanting to
marry an outsider and | eave the planet w thout giving an adequate explanation. He said that he
still could not explain his reasons to the general body of the kriss, but that he'd told themto
his father and the duke had accepted themas valid. As proof, they established a vidicomlink wth
the master bedroom upstairs, and Duke Kistur confirmed that Pias had explained the situation to
his satisfaction, and he no | onger believed the charges made agai nst his son

Wth the duke's testinony and the know edge of how badly things had gone because of their previous
edict, the nenbers of the kriss voted overwhelnmngly to rescind the prior decree. Pias Bavol was
now officially alive and a nenber in good standing of the ducal fanmily. H's title, Marquis of

Newf orest, was returned to himand he was restored to his position as heir to the planet upon his
father's death. Coming after the reconciliation with his father it felt alnost anticlinmactic, but
Pi as cherished the warm feeling nonet hel ess.

Wth that matter out of the way, the kriss turned to Tas and his crines against his people. The
kriss, a throwback to the tribal |aw fromthe days before Newforest joined the Enpire, held the
power of life and death within Newforest society. The majority of the council was at first
inclined to conderm Tas to death for his harsh rule over the world. Pias found it ironic and not a
little cowardly that these nen who sat by while Tas was in power, afraid to challenge him were
ready to speak out boldly against himnow that he'd fallen

Pi as ended up arguing in defense of his brother. He told the kriss that Tas's nmmjor crinmes were
agai nst the Enpire and he should be tried in inperial court where justice would be a little nore
inmpartial, but no less stern. The kriss next wanted to bani sh Tas the way they'd bani shed Pias
before, and Pias dissuaded themfromthat course, too. As far as he was concerned, such ostracism
was a cruel abuse of social power, and he secretly vowed that as duke he would end the kriss's
right to invoke it.

The subject of Gtana cane up only in passing, as her father, sitting in on the kriss, asked what
woul d becone of her. It was decided that she should divorce Tas, give back nuch of the wealth
she'd coerced fromother people while in her position of power, and be severely censured for her
activities. Pias thought she was getting off nore lightly than she deserved, but he knew she'd be
a marked worman from now on and few decent people would associate with her. For a worman as vain as
Gtana, that in itself would be a harsh puni shment.

Pias left the kriss in utter triunph. He'd arrived on Newforest in secret, cast out by fanmly and
friends alike and hunted by the authorities. He was now prepared to |l eave it reconciled to his
father, famly, and friends, with his titles restored and his brother facing inperial charges for
his treasonous acts. The turnaround was so conplete that Pias had trouble believing it.

That night, he and his old friend Yuri - a servant in the Bavol househol d since before Pias was
born, and the man who' d hel ped Beti escape - sat up until dawn, cel ebrating, drinking sparkling
water, and telling jokes and rem niscing.

CHAPTER 6
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Brai nst orm

Wth the full authority of the kriss, Tas Bavol was locked up in the jail he hinmself had built,
and his special police units were disbanded. There were a few touchy nmonments when it | ooked as
though the arned security forces mght revolt and try a takeover of the planet. They were
certainly in a good position to do so, but they thought better of it. After all, they'd only been
hired by Tas Bavol to do a job and were not being charged with any crinmes thensel ves - except for
a few who were part of Tas's inner circle and knew about the nurders of opposition figures. If the
poli ce fought against the legal orders of the kriss - and particularly if they took control of the
pl anet - they would face the retribution of the Enpire and the charge of treason. Their loyalty to
Tas was not that strong, so they grunbled but surrendered their weapons peacefully.

Si nce Vonni e was unknown on Newforest, she could represent SOTE w t hout bl owi ng her cover

identity, and she interrogated Tas Bavol extensively about his role within the conspiracy. She

| earned surprisingly little. Tas had been approached by representatives of the conspiracy within a
year after Pias's exile. Their offers of increased power were very seductive, and he had agreed to
join forces with them They had |aid down the guidelines for consolidating his power on Newforest
with a conputerized regine, but it was Tas's own enthusiasmfor the task that had produced such
brutal excesses.

Tas knew little about the hierarchy above him H's orders had cone via teletype fromthe
mysterious C. Wien Tas had expressed to C his concern that SOTE might interfere with his work on
Newforest, C had told himnot to worry, that such details were covered on another |evel that was
none of Tas's business. C had given Tas so nuch useful advice - as well as people and equi pment -
that Tas accepted his subordinate role in the organization

When his sister Beti escaped, Tas had infornmed C, who again told himnot to worry, that she woul d
be dealt with. Tas had assuned she would be captured and returned to Newforest - but the idea of
her near death didn't fill himwith fraternal grief.

Under hard questioning, Tas inplicated several of his subordinates in the nmurders of people who'd
opposed his rule. A few of them managed to escape, but nost were caught in a quick sweep of police
action. Tas Bavol and his gang would not terrorize Newforest any |onger

Wth Tas out of the picture it was tine to check out the | ocal SOTE office that should have been
war ni ng Headquarters on Earth about the dangerous situation building here on Newforest. It was
Vonni e who drew this assignnent, too. Now that Pias's bani shment was rescinded he was out of

di sgui se, and his face was too well known on Newforest; his cover would be conpletely blown if he
wal ked into the SOTE office and identified hinself as Agent Peacock

Instead it was Vonnie, unknown on this world, who wal ked into the SOTE office and flashed her ID
as Agent Hedgehog, one of the prine operatives in SOTE s task force. She was escorted i nmedi ately
into the office of Captain Lafleur, the DesPlainian who'd been put in charge of SOTE on this high-

gee worl d.

"You nust be part of the operation that finally crushed Tas Bavol's death squad," Lafleur said
bef ore Vonni e even had a chance to explain her business. "Frankly, it's about tine. |'ve been
reporting for years on the dangerous buildup going on here, and all |'ve gotten from Headquarters
is silence."

This was a surprise, since Hel ena had told her that Headquarters had received no alarming reports
from Newf orest. Vonnie kept her enotions well hidden, however, and sinply said, "May | see your
copi es of those reports, please?"

"Certainly." Captain Lafleur was nore than flattered to cooperate with one of the npst fanous
field agents in the Service, and asked his conmputer to retrieve the appropriate files. Through
sonme progranming mx up the conputer was unable to |ocate those reports, but the thorough Captain
Lafl eur al so had printout copies available for Vonnie's inspection. As he'd said, the reports for
the last few years showed his repeated warnings that something untoward was happeni ng on

Newf orest, and his repeated requests for official action

Vonni e' s anger was somewhat nollified, though there was still the possibility that Lafleur could
have faked these reports the instant he'd heard about Tas Bavol's capture. She asked himto make
extra copies of the reports for her and, while he was busy doing so, she nade a confidenti al
subcom call to Hel ena von WI nenhorst back on Earth.

She found Helena in a jubilant nood. The forces of the Enpire had just defeated the conspiracy's
anbush plans and routed the eneny ships. The supposed alien invaders were nmerely a hoax dreaned up
by the conspiracy, and were no additional threat at all. Jules, Yvette, and Captain Paul Fortier
who had gone on the secret mission to Oricron, had all returned safely - and to top it all off,
Lady A, the apparent |eader of the conspiracy, had been killed during the |ong space battle. The
entire Service was rejoicing at its triunph. Helena told Vonnie that Jules had hurt his |leg during
the mi ssion, but was recovering nicely.
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Vonni e, too, rejoiced - prinmarily at the news that her husband had survived such a deadly anbush
After giving vent to nmonentary el ation, she becane serious again and gave a verbal report on the
recent events on Newforest. She closed by explaining the nystery of Captain Lafleur's reports. If
they were genuine, they let the | ocal SOTE office off the hook - but that would rai se the new
specter that soneone in SOTE Headquarters itself was collaborating with the conspiracy. The
Servi ce had known for sone tinme that information of the highest secrecy was available to the
conspiracy - but there was a significant difference between a | eak and a nole within SOTE actively
sabot agi ng the Service's operations. Helena prom sed to investigate the reports from Newforest to
see where the communi cati ons breakdown had occurred.

Vonnie |l eft Tas Bavol's care to Captain Lafleur. She knewthis was a risk; if Lafleur really was
tied in with the conspiracy it would give himand Tas a chance to escape together. But it would

al so be a chance for himto prove his loyalty to the Service anew. Since Tas Bavol had been
stripped of his power and was no |onger of great value to the conspiracy, the risk would be a

m ni mal one. Hel ena woul d be sending an investigative teamto Newforest as standard operating
procedure, so Captain Lafleur couldn't do nmuch danage even if he did defect.

Vonni e and Pias stayed on New forest another week while the ship Pias had cone in was rescued from
the forest and restored to its original condition. Pias called Beti back on DesPlaines to tell her
the good news that she was no longer an exile. He rebuilt ties to his fanily and friends, though
many of his acquai ntances felt so guilty about what they'd done to himthat the relation ships
could never be fully restored. Pias also spent time reestablishing hinmself as heir to the planet
and dismantling the evil bureaucracy that his brother had built in the nane of efficiency. The
jails were enptied of their political prisoners and Tas's acconplices took their place. As heir to
the planet, Pias fornally requested that SOTE establish a tenporary adnmnistrative reginme until a
final decision could be made on his future role

Vonni e stayed in a hotel roomin Garridan, keeping away from Pias as nuch as possible. The |ess
they were seen together, the better it would be for their cover identities as SOTE agents. Vonnie
became an ordinary tourist, visiting shops and places of interest and buying little presents for
Jul es, Maurice, and other people she cared about.

Finally, with the ship repaired, Pias's departure could be delayed no longer. The farewell to his
famly - and particularly to his father - was tearful and sad, but this time Pias could pronise
he'd return frequently to visit and keep in touch with what was happening on his native world -
and he'd al so keep close contact with SOTE to be sure Newforest had the kind of government it
deserved. He also pronmised to bring Yvette and little Kari back for a visit at the earliest
opportunity, to allow grandfather and granddaughter a chance to see one anot her

Wth Vonnie aboard, Pias lifted his ship off Newforest and set a course back to DesPl ai nes. Once
they were safely in subspace, he and Yvonne had their first real chance for a conversation w thout
havi ng to censor everything they said for security purposes. "Just how did you nanage to be in the
right place at the right tinme?" Pias wondered.

H's sister-in-law smled. "Thinking over what you said back on DesPlaines, | realized you were
probably right - I'd stick out horribly as an outsider in Newforest society. So | decided to go
there and be an official outsider - | booked passage on comrercial spaceliners and arrived as a
tourist. It gave ne nore freedomthan you had. | was able to smuggl e sonme weapons and expl osi ves
in ny luggage, and | wasn't given a citizen's card so | never got hassled. Apparently they wanted
to be careful about playing games |ike that on outsiders who nmght go hone and tal k about it to
the wong people. As a plain old tourist from DesPlaines | could wal k around undi sturbed and do
things a citizen would never be allowed to do.

"I got here, | think, about three days after you did. Garridan's such a snall town that it wasn't
hard for me to find you and keep an eye on you. After a while | noticed the police watching you,
too. It was very subtle; with that citizen's card to keep track of your novenents they didn't need

heavy surveillance. 1 barely noticed it nyself, so |I'mnot surprised you didn't see it. | saw you
steal that guard's uniformand go into the conputer conplex. A couple of mnutes later a whole
pl at oon of guards went in after you, so | decided it was tine for nme to step in. | threw a few

grenades to distract the guards at the gate | ong enough for me to get inside and | tried to keep
the chaos going to help you if you needed it - which you did."

Pias smled. "I can't exactly say |I'mglad you ignored ny advice, but | am pleased with the
results. I'mjust glad I'mnot Jules. Eve is headstrong enough for me to deal with; I'Il let him
try to argue you down in the future.”

A pl easant surprise awaited themas their ship landed at Felicité's private spacefield. Yvette had
caught a fast ship in fromEarth and was there to provide themwith a hero's wel conme. Pias spotted
her the instant he left the airlock, and he raced down the boarding ranp and across the field to
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take her in his arnms. They'd been apart the |ast few weeks, with Yvette on an assignnent so
dangerous there'd been a good chance she'd never return. Even though he'd heard from Vonni e that
the m ssion was successful, this was the first opportunity he'd had to |l et out the tensions he'd
felt. Now he grabbed Yvette, kissed her, and held her so tightly that if she were any | ess strong
a wonan she'd have snapped in two.

"I was so worried about you," he told her when he finally stopped kissing her |ong enough to

speak. "It was hell to have you so far away and in so nuch danger, and not be able to do anything
to help you. | hope we never have to go through that again."

"l do, too," Yvette said, and there were tears of happiness in her eyes. "And Helena told ne a
little bit of what you were up to on Newforest. |'mso happy for you, to be back in with your

fam |y again; | know how nuch it would hurt if ny famly turned against ne. | |ove you, Pias, and
I"mglad your fanmily can show their |ove again.

Pias nodded. "It's no fun having a traitor for a brother, and sone of the rest of them are rather

forgettable - but yes, I'mglad |I've got them too."

He and Yvette finally separated fromtheir enbrace and noticed, as though for the first tine, that
Vonni e was standing patiently beside themwth a small snile on her face. Yvette returned the
smle and reached out to take her sister-in-law s hand. "Hello, Vonnie," she said. "I'msorry
Jules isn't here for you. He had to go back to Nereid to pick up the Conet; can't just leave it
sitting around some strange spaceport when we night need it at any nonment. He prom sed to cone
straight back after he picked it up."

Vonni e squeezed Yvette's hand reassuringly and said, "That's smooth. As long as | know he survived
I"mnot worried.”

Yvette hesitated, then decided to |let Jules tell her about the severity of his injury. Wile there
was no doubt at all that Jules would recover, he would never again have quite the sane agility or
i ghtning responses that had made hi mone of the handful of people ever to get a perfect score on
the Service's Thousand Point Test. H s mind was undi m ni shed and his body would still put norma
men to shane - but his days as SOTE s top agent were definitely nunbered.

The trio drove back to Felicité and Pias quickly nade a call to the Rouneni er nmanor where his
sister was staying, telling her she'd be receiving an inperial conmendation for her bravery in
bringing the Newforest problemto official attention. Her greatest delight was that Pias's nanme

had been restored and he was officially a nmenber of her famly again. "I never wanted to | ose you
Pias," she said. "You were everything a big brother should be, and I1'mglad to have you back
again."

When Pias told her she was free to go hone whenever she wanted, however, she hesitated. Puzzl ed,
Pi as pressed her and finally got the adm ssion that she'd been seeing a | ot of Vonnie's brother
Jacques Rounenier, and was quite taken with him They'd been doing a | ot of sightseeing around
DesPl ai nes, and Beti wasn't sure she wanted to go hone just yet. Pias adnitted she couldn't be
conpell ed to go back to Newforest, and wi shed her happy hunting. He was sniling broadly as he bl ew
her a ki ss goodbye and broke the vidi phone connection

Just before dinnertine a subcomcall cane in fromHel ena von Wl nenhorst to | et them know how t he
situation stood at Headquarters. Since Vonnie's last report from Newforest, a systematic

i nvestigation of SOTE' s files had been conducted and the reports from Captain Lafleur were found
Sonehow, in a way no one coul d understand, those reports had all been misclassified and nisfiled
so that the information they contai ned had never reached the proper people. This gave the fal se

i mpression that everything had been smooth on Newforest when in fact the situation was quite
different.

"There's a pattern to this that Father doesn't like at all," Helena said. "As he points out, once
can be an accident. twice is a coincidence, and three or nore tinmes is eneny action. Three years
worth of reports don't get nmisfiled by mistake. Soneone nade a deliberate effort to close our eyes
to a deteriorating situation - which is exactly what happened to us on the Banion case. It makes
us wonder exactly how many other reports have been sinmilarly misrouted, falsified, or destroyed.
W' re going to have to conduct a thorough survey of everything we've got - and try to do it
quietly so we don't alarmthe conspiracy.

"I don't mind telling you that Father and | are just plain scared. If this sort of thing is

wi despread, it could nmake the Banion affair look like a tea party. W're going to do some nore
prelimnary work before we turn you | oose on the case, and we'll keep you informed as soon as we
find anything. Keep your fingers crossed, and keep hopi ng that Newforest was an anomaly, an

i solated incident. But be ready to nove at any second."

Yvette felt a chill go down her spine. Pias had not been involved in the Banion matter and Vonnie
had only been in it peripherally, but it had been one of the nost horrifying chapters in SOTE s

I ong history. Banion the Bastard had managed to infiltrate his people into every |evel of the
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Service, and weeding them out had been an excruciatingly painful process. Now, despite the nost
rigorous loyalty tests anyone coul d have devised, it |ooked as though that process would have to
be repeated.

Hel ena closed the call on a nore upbeat note, informng Pias and Vonnie of what Yvette already
knew. that Hel ena had becone engaged to Captain Paul Fortier of Naval Intelligence. Vonnie had
never met himand Pias had net only his treacherous robot double, but both had heard stories of
the man's exploits. He'd saved Yvette's life on the pirate base just before the Coronation Day

I ncursion, and he'd hel ped Hel ena and the Crcus track down the identity of Lady A He had just
returned fromthe dangerous mission to Oricron with Jules and Yvette, and was an outstandi ng
security agent. Pias and Vonnie congratul ated Hel ena on her good fortune and wi shed her every
success in the future.

Hel ena's report cast a slight pall over the dinner that evening as the inport of what it could
mean for all of them began to sink in. However, as Yvette began relating her adventures working
with Lady A against the "alien invaders" of Onicron, everyone's spirits picked up; a rousing
adventure yarn with a happy endi ng al ways made them feel better. Vonnie and Pias, as others had
done before them puzzled over the nmeaning of Lady A's defiant final words that the conspiracy was
the Enmpire and that SOTE woul d have to destroy the Enpire in order to save it. They coul d not
solve the riddle there at the dinner table, however, so instead Pias and Vonnie told Yvette about
their own adventures on Newforest.

"I'n a way, Newforest just fought off its own alien invasion," Pias observed to his wife. "All that
conmput eri zed equi pnent and j ackboot efficiency are totally foreign to the Newforest way of doing
things. W' ve always prided ourselves on being an easygoi ng people with a great disdain for rules
and regul ations i nmposed on us fromthe outside. No wonder Tas ended up being so thoroughly hated
by everyone on the planet."

"That's the way the conspiracy's al ways been," Vonnie said. "Ruthless, cold, and efficient. Look
at its leader, Ainmée Anprat - a heartless woman to begin with, put into a nechanical body with al
the soul of a polished brass doorknob. You were there when she col d-bl oodedly killed her own
granddaughter in an effort to get at you. The conspiracy treats people no better than machines.
Even if | didn't Iike Edna I'd still rather see her on the throne than anyone the conspiracy woul d
put there."

The glimrer of an idea flashed through Yvette's nind, and then was gone again before she could
identify it. She tried to reach in and recover it, but it remained tantalizingly out of her grasp
and eventually she gave up the effort. She returned her attention to the dinner table
conversation, which had strayed onto the subject of Helena' s engagenent to Captain Fortier

That night, Yvette had a dream She and Pias were on Newforest facing Tas Bavol, who was now a

gi ant towering above their heads and threatening to squash themwi th his boot. They ran into a
forest of shiny alumniumtrees as Tas's laughter followed them- only nowit wasn't Tas, but the
even nore dangerous Lady A, her coldly beautiful features staring down at them from an enor nous
comput er screen suspended above their heads. The trees slowy nerged into towering cones of
conmput er banks, and an arny of facel ess robots noved in fromall sides, firing blasters at the two
SOTE agents. No natter where they ran, that face on the conputer screen stared down at them

wat chi ng. . .

Yvette sat bolt upright in bed, her body clamy with sweat. Her eyes were w de open, staring into
t he darkness of the room before her, focusing on nothing and yet seeing sonething far greater than
she'd ever seen before.

"Mon Dieu!" she whispered, and her whole body began to trenble with the enormity of her vision
Beside her in the bed, Pias cane instantly awake. Her reaction was so severe that at first he

| ooked around for sone physical threat - but all was quiet in Felicité. But something was
definitely wong; Yvette was a wonan wi thout fear, and Pias had never seen her act this way

bef ore.

"Eve? What's the matter?" he asked, sitting up beside her and putting his arnms around her naked
shoul ders. Her skin felt as cold as a corpse.

"Mon Dieu!" Yvette repeated through her shivers.

"Tell nme what the matter is," Pias insisted.

Yvette blinked and | ooked around, as though realizing for the first tine where she was. She turned

her head fearfully, as though expecting to see goblins in every corner. "l can't," she said
softly. "I don't know where they are. They coul d be anywhere, |istening, watching. They'll kil
me, they'll kill you if they knew | know. They can do it, Pias, nore easily than you can swat a

buzzfly." Her trenbling increased.
This behavior was totally uncharacteristic of the woman he knew and | oved, but Pias was determ ned
to solve the nystery. "lIs there anything | can do?" he asked.
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"Hold nme. Tightly."

That, at |east, was an easy and pl easant task. He held her body tightly against his own, while
Yvette went through a shivering fit that rocked the entire bed. "This is bigger and deeper than
anyone ever suspected," she whispered in her husband's ear. "She was right, it will destroy the
whol e Enpire. But we can't let it succeed, no nmatter what the cost. W have to stop it."

The shivering fit stopped abruptly as Yvette worked through her nonent of panic. Her mnuscles

rel axed and she becane abnormally calm her respiration returned to its usual rate and her hands
were steady. Pias had seen this mpod overtake her before, a cold, detached fury, and he pitied
anyt hi ng on which Yvette turned that anger.

"I"'msmooth now," she said calmy as she pulled herself away fromhim "Thank you for holding ne.
| needed it. | know what we have to do now. "

"Well, would you mind telling nme?"

Yvette rolled casually off the bed and strode to the closet. She knew instinctively where

everyt hing was, and began assenbling her wardrobe in the dark. "W are going to get dressed this
mnute - you, nme, and Vonnie if she can pack fast enough - and we're going down to the spacefield.
We're picking the fastest ship available, and you're going to fly us at top speed to Earth. Once
we're in subspace | can tell you what |'mthinking, and naybe then you'll tell me |I'mcrazy and
have me conmitted to an institution for the termnally confused. But if you agree with ne...." She
stopped and cl osed her eyes, not wanting to face the possibility.

Pias got out of bed, turned on the light, and began to get dressed hinself. Yvette had one of the
nmost brilliantly intuitive m nds he'd ever known; she would not become this frightened for no
reason. "Anything el se?" he asked as he dressed.

"Yes. W're going to pray harder than we've ever prayed in our lives. W're going to pray for two
things. First, we're going to pray that I'mtotally, conpletely, dead wong. Second, if |'m not,
we're going to pray that we're not too late to save at |east sonme tatters of the Enpire before it
all collapses in a heap around us!"

CHAPTER 7

A Sonber Picnic

Bei ng Head of the Service of the Enpire was never an easy task, and it seened to be getting harder
these days. The hours were always |ong, the work went |argely unrecognized, and if the job was
done properly no one would realize you d ever done anything. Wen the Service was working at peak
efficiency, there never appeared to be a need for its services.

These days, though, the job seened tougher than usual. The Service had barely had tine to rejoice
over its triunph at saving the Navy from a di sastrous anbush in the "Gastaadi War" a disaster
averted by only the slimest of margins - when it was faced with the discovery, based on the

Newf orest situation, that its intelligence evaluation system had been sabotaged. How nany ot her

pl anetary files had been concealed or altered, |eading SOTE to think the situation within the
Enpire was snoother than it really was? Were there planets in worse shape than Newforest, securely
under the eneny's domination while the Enpire did nothing? Wi was conmmitting this sabotage? How
was it acconplished? And; above all, how could it be conbatted?

G and Duke Zander von W/ nenhorst and his daughter Hel ena puzzl ed over these problens for days. It
was an ironic twist of fate that the very urgency of these matters conpelled themto nove slowy.
They' d known for years that the conspiracy was aware of nearly every nove they made, but they'd
never been able to seal the leak. If they suddenly began a massive search through the files, it
would tip off the eneny that the Service knew sonething was amiss. That, in turn, mght lead the
conspiracy to take sone precipitate action, and no one knew in what direction the currently
wounded eneny woul d j unp.

The Head agoni zed for sonme tinme over how to disguise what he was doing, and eventually hit upon a
pl an. He woul d announce an efficiency incentive drive within the Service; those officers and
branches with the best records woul d receive bonuses and pronotions. Naturally, to evaluate
performance accurately, all past records had to be checked and files had to be reread. A handfu

of his nost trusted ai des were given the task of sorting through all the records, and only they
were told what they were really looking for - files that had been deliberately m splaced or
falsified to give the inpression that conditions were better than they really were. Wth nore than
thirteen hundred planets in the Empire, the task was | aborious and time-consunming - but it was
utterly essential if a true picture of the state of the Enpire was to energe.

This effort was just beginning, and the Head was trying to nake everythi ng appear perfectly
nornmal, when he suddenly got a call from Yvette Bavol on his personal conline. The fact that the
call didn't come over the subcom neant that Yvette was back here on Earth, which surprised him
normal |y she would have told himshe was coming first. That put himinstantly on the alert.
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"Well, sir, I'mback, just as you requested," Yvette sniled at himover the vidi comscreen

He had requested no such thing, and they both knew it. "Yes, thank you for being so pronpt." He
had no i dea what the matter was, but he would play the gane by her rules until he found out. He
knew enough to trust the d' Al enbert instincts.

"I's today a good day for that picnic at the beach you and Hel ena pronised me? | renmenber you
telling me about that one deserted stretch where nobody ever goes."

"I't may be difficult for us to get away fromthe office today...."

"I realize you're a busy man and other things may take priority, but I can think of ten good
reasons why you should cone on this picnic.”

"Ten?" he asked.

"At least," Yvette said solemly. "Maybe even nore."

The Head was stunned. A Priority Ten situation, to which Yvette was obviously alluding, referred
to an immnent invasion or armed rebellion. It was the highest priority rating an energency coul d
have - yet Yvette was saying this one could rank even higher.

VWhat made things even worse was the nethod Yvette was using to report this to him She was not
goi ng through the proper channels; she was not using a scranbler; she was not using any of SOTE s
official codes. To the Head, that could only nmean one thing:

Yvette felt the Service had been so conpromised that all of its official comrunications, no natter
how t hi ckly di sgui sed, were open to eneny inspection. The only nmethod of conmuni cation she felt
safe with was face to face in sone deserted spot where there was no |ikelihood of their
conversation being overheard.

In such matters he trusted the d' Al enberts nore thoroughly than anyone el se in the Gal axy, even
his own daughter. If Yvette Bavol was this alarnmed, there had to be a good reason for it - and
that deserved his instant and undivi ded attention.

"Now that you nmention it," he said, trying to match her casual tone, "Helena and | have been

wor ki ng awfully hard the |last few weeks. A picnic at the beach sounds |ike a rel axi ng change of
pace." He described a spot along the Florida coastline where he knew they wouldn't be interrupted,
and added, "We'll be there in about an hour."

"Better hurry," Yvette said. "I can hardly wait."

The Head broke the connection and buzzed his daughter over the intercom "Helena," he said, "call
down to the commi ssary and have them pack us a picnic lunch, on the double. W're going to the
beach this afternoon.”

The weather, at |east, was cooperative. A few small white clouds dotted the blue sky and the sun
shone pleasantly. The day was warm though there was enough of a breeze to keep it from being
unbear abl e.

Vonni e d' Al enbert and the Bavols arrived in a rented copter half an hour early for the rendezvous.
They | anded the craft alnmost half a kiloneter fromthe designated spot, and Pias and Yvette wal ked
inwith their picnic basket, |ooking as innocent as they could be. By prior consent, Vonnie stayed
with the copter; she would keep an eye on the proceedings to make sure nothing interfered with the
di scussion. At the slightest sign of trouble, she was prepared to leap into action to protect her
friends and associ ates.

The Bavol s spread a bl anket on the warm sand and waited. At the expected tine another copter
carrying G and Duke Zander and Duchess Helena flewinto sight. It circled for a nonment, then

| anded a few hundred neters away. The Head and his daughter got out and wal ked casual |y across the
beach to the spot where the Bavols had spread their blanket. Wiile Pias and Yvette were wearing
shorts and light shirts, the von Wl nenhorsts were not dressed for the beach. The Head was in one
of his standard gray suits and Hel ena was wearing one of the junpsuits that were so nuch her
signature style. They'd had no tinme to change clothes to sonething nore appropriate, so the
nmeeting on the beach was an odd bl end of casual and formal.

As her bosses approached, Yvette scanned themw th the portable detector she'd brought with her
They were clean; neither had any listening devices planted on their clothing. Both were carrying
m niature blasters, but that was only to be expected.

The Head, feeling strange enotional echoes of his shoreline neeting with Lady A just a few weeks
earlier, wasted no time with small talk. As soon as he and Hel ena sat down on the bl anket, he
asked, "Wiat's the enmergency?"

Yvette took a deep breath and let it out slowmy. "I think I know who Cis," she said, "and if |I'm
right, the whole Enpire is in inmnent danger."

"Who?" Hel ena asked breathl essly.

"Not so fast," Yvette said. "This has to be built up slowly or it'll sound crazy and you'll |ock
me away. Pias and Vonnie had trouble believing it when |I told them..."
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"Yet the nore we thought about it," Pias interrupted, "the nore we realized she's probably right.
It's screw and insane, but it makes so nmuch sense it's scary."”

"Khorosho," the Head said. "Gve it to ne at your own speed.”

"I got the idea fromlistening to Pias's story of what happened on Newforest," Yvette began. "He
was fascinated at how efficient it all was, and how conputerized such a backward pl anet had becone
in so short a tine. Vonnie pointed out that the entire conspiracy acted with the cold efficiency
of a machi ne.

"Let's exani ne what we know about C. No one's ever seen him with the possible exception of Lady
A. Wien Jul es and Vonni e questi oned her on Gastonia she gave them a description of him al npost
certainly false. Later we |earned that she told Tanya Boros there was no such person as C. Wth
Aimée, it was always hard to know when she was telling the truth and when she was planting false
clues to mslead us. But you said yourself, sir, that the best lies contain an el enment of truth.
Maybe there is no such person as C

"We know that the conspiracy has access to the Enpire's innernost secrets. You' ve tried for years
to trace the | eaks, wi thout success; no matter what loyalty tests you give, our people keep
passing them Now we've |earned that not only does the conspiracy have access to our information
it's actively tanpering with it in subtle ways to give us a fal se sense of security.

"Then there's the question of resources. The conspiracy has built huge fleets of ships and found
crews to man them Some of the income canme from piracy, but piracy isn't that lucrative. The
conspi racy has huge space nmanufacturing bases and battle stations. Jules and Vonni e smashed t he
arms manufacturing plant on Slag, but weapons are still coming from sonewhere. The conspiracy
found an entire planet, Sanctuary, that had sonehow been passed over by inperial explorers, and
built a civilization on it. They hid fromus the fact that traitors were routinely being taken off
Gastonia and returned to the ranks of the conspiracy. They were even able to design and build an
entire race of alien invaders to lure us into an al nost-fatal anbush.

"Hi dden resources. A war of information. Machine-like efficiency. The conspiracy's enblemis an
integrated circuit chip. And no one's ever seen C, they just get his orders over the teletype."
"You' re saying the whole conspiracy works by conputers,” Helena said. "There's nothing new in that
theory. In order to get all the information h knows about us, the conspiracy has to be tapping our
files somewhere. But different kinds of information are available in different places, using
different codes and different security clearances. No one person, not even Father - not even the
Enmpress unless she really tried - has access to all of it. There'd have to be a w despread
coalition of conputer operators, a whole arny of them to achieve those results. And if that many
conput er operators were working agai nst us, our tests should have given us sone indication of it
by now. "

Yvette smiled grimy. "Not an arny of conputer operators," she said. "The conputers thensel ves."
A sil ence descended, broken only by the pounding of the waves. At |last the Head said, "Explain
yoursel f."

"The Primary Conputer Conplex processes information fromall over the Enpire - everything from
rain fall statistics on Floreata to actuarial tables for Nevander. The conputers at SOTE
Headquarters are closely linked to it; so are the conputers at Luna Base. Every action the Navy
takes, every bit of information the Service gathers, is stored away in the conmputer system

"In addition, the conputer tells us what course of action to take. W let it correlate the data
for us, and then it tells us what to do about it. It nmay say, 'This situation here | ooks
suspicious; investigate it.' O it may say, 'Everything's fine over here; don't bother |ooking any
closer.' The conputer regul ates shipping schedules and interstellar comerce. Wen credit
transfers are nmade between banks, no real nobney changes hands; it all goes through the conputer
and conmes out the other side - supposedly unchanged.

"I'f the PCCis our eneny, then we are the |l eak we've been | ooking for. The reports we wite are
given to conputer operators who are totally loyal to the Enmpire, and they programthe information
into the computer - feeding it straight to our worst enemy w thout even realizing it. No wonder
the conspiracy knew everything we were doing - we were telling themall along, every step of the
way. In return, the PCC gave us back the information it wanted us to know - and as a result we
just stunmbled fromcrisis to crisis, escaping by a narrower and narrower margin each tine. W had
to run at top speed just to close the gap between what we thought we knew and what was really
happeni ng. "

"But... but the conputer's just a machine, a sophisticated calculator," Hel ena protested. "How can
it cone alive and plot an entire revol ution?"

"The Primary Conputer Conplex is the nost conplicated system ever devised," the Head said quietly.
"I't was designed by the nost brilliant team of cyberneticists ever assenbled. It's so intricate
that even they admitted no one person could ever understand the whol e thing. Suppose that
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sonewhere along the line, in the mdst of all that conplexity, the PCC devel oped consci ousness, an
awar eness of itself - a nind."

"Exactly," Yvette nodded. "We've seen what the conspiracy can do with artificial intelligence.
They made robots that | ooked and acted so nuch |like people it was inpossible to tell wi thout
speci al equi pment. The conspiracy knows how to nmake a nachi ne duplicate human thought. Wat better
explanation than if the | eader of the conspiracy were a machine itself?"

"A stood for Amorat, a sinple, logical abbreviation," Pias said. "Wy shouldn't 'C stand for
Conputer? It would explain why we've never found anyone named 'B' in their hierarchy, and why 'A
wasn't necessarily higher in rank."

"But why?" Hel ena persisted. "Wy would a machi ne want to take over the Enpire?”

"I don't know," Yvette admitted. "As | said, it sounded screwy to ne, too. But regardl ess of why,

the nmore | look at it, the nore this theory seens to nake sense."

"Way woul d anyone want to take over the Enpire?" the Head asked philosophically. "It's a killer of
a job. 1've heard Bill and Edna both say, on nore than one occasion, how tenpting it would be to
trade it all in for a sinpler life. Maybe it's the fact that any life formtries to nmake order out

of its surroundings, to protect itself. The nore advanced the |ife form the nore order it seens
to need. If the PCC has becone, in sone sense, alive, then it mght want to control its

envi ronnent - meaning the Enpire. As a very advanced organism it woul d need very thorough
control ."

He fell silent for several minutes, contenplating the situation, and the others respected his

silence. "If your hypothesis is correct,"” he said at |ast, "you' ve just handed us a hell of a
probl em "

"I know," Yvette said quietly. "I still get the shakes thinking about it, I'mso scared.”
"Bozhe npi!" Hel ena gasped suddenly.

"What is it?" Pias asked.

"Somet hing just occurred to me. When | was on Dr. Loxner's asteroid and he was tal ki ng about
putting Aimée Anporat into a robot body, he said he tried to talk her into entering a conputer the
way he did. She told himno - she already had a conputer.”

"Not just a conputer," Pias said. "The conputer."”

"It also brings Amorat's final words into perspective," the Head said. "In a very real sense, the
PCC is the glue that holds the Enpire together. It's the central nervous system of the Galaxy. If
we destroy the brain, can the body of the Enpire survive?

"The PCCitself controls very little directly. W thought it was used nostly for storage and
analysis of data. But it has direct link-ups with SOTE' s conputer facilities and with the Navy's
conputer array at Luna Base, so we'll have to assune they're an extended part of its system It

al so has its own independent subcom network, which means it could be in touch with - and re-
program - virtually any conputer in the Enpire."

"You see now why |'m so scared," Yvette said. "There's hardly an aspect of our lives these days
that isn't influenced by conputers sonmehow. If they all went haywire, the Enpire would be in chaos
wi thin hours.”

The Head nodded gravely." 'Chaos' is a mld way of putting it. The Enpire could very easily be
destroyed, just as Anpbrat predicted. Plus there's the fact that the conspiracy's forces are

prepared for such a contingency, nore than we are; the instant a power vacuum occurs, they'll be
all set to march in and take over. W've just scored a decisive victory over their fleet, so we
can be grateful we don't have to look at a threat fromthat direction - but there'll be plenty of

other threats to worry about. The big problem of course, is how we're going to stop the PCC from
causing its damage."

"Can't we just turn it off?" Pias asked. "It's only a nachine."

"Coul d you just turn off the FitzHugh and Fortier robots?" Yvette asked him "They were only

machi nes, too."

"Yvette's right," the Head said. "The Primary Conputer Conplex may be only a machine, but it's the
nost intricate machine ever built. You' ve never been there, you ve never seen how incredible it

is. It's got its power source, its own arnmanents, its own defense screens, even its own subspace
engines in case it's ever attacked and has to escape. W' ve al ways known how pivotal the PCC was
to the Enmpire's survival. We knew that if we lost it we'd be in deep trouble, so we nmade sure it

was the nost secure place in the entire Galaxy. | can see we're now going to pay dearly for our
precautions.”

He paused and stared out at the ocean for several seconds. "I'mgoing to have to give this a |ot
of thought, and very quickly," he said. "W'Ill have to act fast, but not precipitously. Edna wl|
have to be notified, of course - in person, since we have to assune the conputer is nonitoring al
communi cations channels. That'll nean a trip to Mdscow for ne tonight. She'll have to make the
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final decision in the matter, and | don't envy her. One way or another, the Enpire is in for a
maj or shock - and since she is the Enpire in a very real sense, this will hit her hard."

The Head | ooked piercingly at the Bavols. "I'Il want the two of you to stay right here on Earth
until we know what we're doing. Is Vonnie with you, by any chance?"

"Yes, she's back there by the copter, keeping watch."

"CGood. I'"'monly sorry Jules is way off on Nereid at the moment - but right now, anything
Suspicious, like calling in my best agent for no apparent reason, night alarmthe PCC, and we
can't take that risk. I'mglad that at least | have you three here. The Enpire is about to go

through a firestorm and I want ny finest agents where | can find themat a nonent's notice."

CHAPTER 8

Attack on the PCC

Edna Stanley, eleventh ruler in the unbroken dynasty that had reigned since the founding of the
Enpire of Earth, was not in a very receptive nmood. Just two days ago she'd returned to Earth from
the far-off planet Om cron, where she'd personally observed the destruction wought by the
conspiracy's fiendish plot, and where she'd pronmised the inhabitants relief fromtheir msery.
Since Oricron was at the farthest linmts of the Enpire, travel each way was |ong and, while not
arduous, certainly less confortable than she was used to. Making that journey on such short notice
had required a drastic rearrangenent of her already busy schedule, and now that she'd returned
there were dozens of duties that all required her i mediate and sinultaneous attention. She was
running in circles trying to neet all her obligations - and on top of that, she'd contracted a
mld head cold. It was not strong enough to incapacitate her, just bad enough to make her outl ook
on the world that nuch nore disnal

As if all that weren't bad enough, along came an unexpected personal visit from Grand Duke Zander
von W menhorst. \Wile she al ways thought of himas a dear, beloved uncle, she couldn't help al so
thinking of himas an omen of doom Their respective schedul es were both so crowded that they
seldom had tinme to see one another unless it was on inperial business - and since Zander's

busi ness was the security of the Enpire, that usually meant sonething was w ong.

It was nost uncharacteristic of the Gand Duke to barge in without calling ahead first. Wile the
Head of the Service of the Enpire had unrestricted access to the Enpress any time of the day or

ni ght, he nornally conducted energency busi ness by vidi com Edna wondered what probl em could have
caused this break in the accustomed fornmality.

She soon found out. Grand Duke Zander passed her a handwritten note suggesting that they go for a
wal k in the inmperial gardens. Even though it was the nmddle of an autumm norning in Mdscow, Edna
knew better than to deny the request. She donned a sabl e cape over her businesswonman's suit-dress
to conbat the fall chill, and she and her old friend went for an unescorted wal k through the

el aborate gardens that filled the northwest corner of the pal ace grounds.

There, am d that gorgeous setting, Zander von WI nmenhorst outlined to her the grave threat that
faced the Enpire. The Enpress listened calmy, as she always did, and sat down on a narble bench
to contenplate the problemfor several minutes in silence

At | ast she spoke. "You haven't a bit of proof for any of these suppositions, do you?" she asked
"Not a shred," the Grand Duke adnitted. "They're based on pure guesswork - but every bit of
circunmstantial evidence seens to confirmthe theory. And the guesswork itself comes from Yvette
Bavol; |I'd trust her intuitions with ny life. 1've tried every way | could to punch a hole in her
argunents, and they remain airtight.

"This theory accounts for so nany things. It explains why a wonan as graspi ng and egocentric as
Al mée Anorat woul d share power with someone el se - because even if the conputer ended up running
things, she would still be the figurehead enpress. It explains why the conspiracy relies so nuch
on robots, autonmated battle stations, and human nachines |ike Lady A and Dr. Loxner, and why it
handl es the people who work for it with machinelike precision. It explains howthe conspiracy was
able to tanper with our files, how they were able to finance their operations, and how they could
get away with the operations on Gastonia. It explains why they knew virtually everything we were
doi ng and why we coul d never trace the | eaks."

"I'f the PCCis so all-powerful, why are we still here?" Edna asked. "Surely with the kind of power
you describe it should have elimnated us | ong ago and taken over for itself."

"I"'mtenpted to say it was |luck, though where the d' Al enberts are concerned | think they make
their own luck. Renenber, that famly has al ways been our secret weapon - so secret that nothing
about them as our agents has ever been witten down or entered into any files. That's been a big
void in the PCC s know edge of our operations - only the d' Al enberts, when the rest of SOTE was
hel pl ess, have managed to save the day. The PCC may have guessed somrething about the Circus's

i nvol venment - it's a sinple correlation that the Grcus has visited some trouble spots and the
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troubl e suddenly vani shed - but it can't really know the extent of that involvenent. The PCC tried
to lure Jules and Yvette out into the open by using doubles for them but it knew so little about
the true nature of Agents Wnbat and Periwinkle that it mscalculated and the trick backfired. It
tried to discredit me, but it underestinmated the Crcus's ability to dig out the truth. If |

hadn't appreci ated how val uabl e the d' Al enberts were before, | certainly do now. "

"But there's still no proof," Edna said. "The PCC is the single nost inportant tool that holds the
Enpire together. You're asking ne to destroy it on the basis of specul ations and unproved
theories."

"Ordinarily, as you know, | counsel conservative action. But in this case, where sonething so
nmonstrous and nonunental is concerned, | nust urge radical action. | feel like a doctor wanting to
anputate a linb in order to save the whol e body."

"This isn't alinb, it's the brain itself. If your theory is right, then of course the PCC should
be destroyed as quickly as possible no matter what the consequences for the Enpire. But if you're

wong, if we destroy the PCC and it doesn't affect the conspiracy, we'll have done their job for
them W'Il have destroyed our information systemand our ability to coordinate action at various
pl aces throughout the Galaxy. We'll be nore vulnerable to eneny attack than we ever were before.

What woul d you do then?"

"I'"d resign, of course, and take full responsibility for the action-up to and including being
executed for treason."”

"You're wong on two counts," Edna said sonberly. "The responsibility for the decision is
ultimately mne, and I won't use you as a scapegoat. And it's ny neck on the chopping bl ock nore
than yours - 1'd be dead before I had a chance to sign your execution order."” She sighed. "Are you
certain that by taking quick action we can at |east save the bul k of the Enpire?"

"No," the Grand Duke said, and when Edna | ooked at hi m questioningly he continued, "Even if we
coul d knock out the PCC with one quick blow before it could order a counterstrike, that doesn't
guarantee a thing. It may already have sent out destructive progranms to conputers throughout the
Empire, with itself in an inhibitory position. That would be Iike a dead man's switch. The
destructive programs wouldn't go into effect as long as the PCC was around to tell themno - but
the instant the PCC is destroyed, there would be nothing to stop the chaos. That, at least, is the
way |I'd plan it if | were on the other side."

He | ooked squarely into the Enpress's eyes. "W nust face the fact, Your Majesty, that if we take
this route, no matter how successful we are, the Enpire as we know it is doomed. We can try to
sal vage sone of it, but we can't hope for much and we can't count on any. The PCC has had nany
years to consider its strategy. |'ve had less than a day. If | had six nmonths I mght think of
some way to gently divorce the PCC fromcontrol of the Galaxy - but we don't dare wait that |ong
Sooner or l|ater, through sone wong word or inadvertent slip, the PCCwill learn that we know its
secret. At that nonment it will take its decisive action whether we're ready or not. |'d rather be
the one to pick the time. W can't stop the blow that will fall, but at |east we can brace
ourselves for when it hits."

In all her life, Edna Stanley had never known G and Duke Zander to make such a gl oony forecast.
Certainly he'd given realistic appraisals, but always with the underlying current of optinmsmthat
the stormcould be weat hered. Now even that ray of hope was denied her. There was not hi ng
defeati st or resigned about Zander's expression; he was, and always would be, a fighter for the
proper order in the Galaxy. But he was trying to inpress on her the realistic assunption that no
matter what course they took, there would be substantial |osses.

"Very well," Edna said, realizing that the fate of the Enpire, of trillions of people, rested on
her shoul ders. "You've been right so many times before I'l|l have to trust you this tine. W'll go
ahead with your plan and hope we can survive the backlash. Wat do you expect nme to do?"

"Cther than giving your approval, you do nothing. W don't want to give the PCC the slightest
reason to suspect we know about it. | do insist, though, that when we make our nove you shoul d be
as far away fromcivilization as you can be. Go rafting dowmn the G and Canyon, go inspect sand
dunes in the Gobi Desert - anywhere away from machines. If | can at |east keep you safe, we're
hal fway back toward rebuil ding what's bound to be destroyed."

The Primary Conputer Conplex was not |ocated on Earth itself. An asteroid twenty-five kiloneters
in diameter had been noved out of its standard orbit between Mars and Jupiter and brought into
orbit around the nmother planet. A series of controlled atomi c explosions had holl owed out its
interior, which was then crammed full of the nbst sophisticated computer equi pment the Gal axy
could provide. The asteroid's outer surface bristled with heavy armanent, prepared to defend the
conpl ex against attacks fromthe Enpire's enemes. If the attack was too great, the conputer had
its own sub-space engines to propel the asteroid through the depths of interstellar space.
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El aborate screening procedures limted conputer access to people with only the nost inpeccable
credentials, and a sensitive series of detectors within the asteroid guarded agai nst sabotage. And
now, sonehow, the forces of the Enpire had to find a way past the defenses they thensel ves had
desi gned to be unbeat abl e.

The Bavols and Vonnie d' Al enbert had volunteered to be part of the assault force, but the Head
refused. That, he said, would be a job for the Inperial Mrines. The di sappoi nted agents were
assigned the even nore inportant task of being bodyguards to Her Inperial Majesty during the
crucial period of the assault. Her life would be in the greatest jeopardy then, and he wanted to
have the best possible people around her

Destroying such a mammoth edifice as the Prinmary Conputer Conplex was a conplicated task, and the
m ssion plan was an awkward conprom se between speed and precision. The instant the PCC suspected
what was going on it would take actions to protect itself at a speed no human bei ng could match
The only hope the Enpire had was to create as much confusion as possible to mask the true purpose
of the assault team

For several days before the nmission, fifty different nmenbers of the Inperial Marines were assigned
projects that required themto use the PCC. Such projects were not unusual; mlitary personne
were often sent to the PCC for research projects. The fifty officers were fromdifferent units,
and only a few were acquainted with any of the others. Their credentials were approved by the
screeni ng procedure - which was overseen by the PCC - and they were assigned research facilities
wi thin the conpl ex.

The procedure for com ng aboard the PCC was the sane for all of them They arrived in small
shuttle vehicles that carried no nore than twenty people at a tine.

At the arrival dock they went through a thorough identity check to nake sure they were who they
claimed to be; at the sane tine, sensitive scanners checked themout to nake certain they were
bringi ng no weapons or explosives into the asteroid. Fromthe boardi ng dock they rode in automated
trans to the secondary security stations near their respective assigned cubicles. At these
stations they went through another checkpoint, then were escorted to their study cubicles, where
they were locked in until they signaled that they had finished with their research for the
present. The cubicl es contained food dispensers and 'fresher units as well as |ounge chairs,
bookreel viewers, and conputer access screens. There was no need to bring in anything fromthe out
side, and the PCC totally controlled its internal environnent.

The assault teamhad to work in bits and pieces. On each trip to the PCC they brought little

pi eces of equi pment and packets of chenicals hidden in their clothing. Since the itens brought
were only pieces of weapons, not weapons thensel ves, the scanners did not detect themas a threat.
The chemicals were perfectly harm ess by thensel ves - but conbi ned together and placed in the
proper containers they woul d nake effective bonbs.

The security checks for |eaving the conplex were nuch | ess thorough; departing personnel were
nmerely searched to nake sure they were renoving no unauthorized information. Thus, the nmenbers of
the assault teamwere able to stash materials within their assigned cubicles. Over a period of
five days, they built up enough of an arsenal to enable themto conplete their m ssion

The day for the final stage of the attack had arrived. The nenbers of the team coul d not

comuni cate with one another inside the asteroid; to do so would com pronise their plans. Timng
was therefore of critical inportance to the success of their mission. Each stage of this assault
had to occur within a rigid schedule that allowed no roomfor error. An accident or delay any
where along the line could spell disaster for the teamand for the Enpire.

At precisely 1:47 p.m Moscow tine, a snmall private spacecraft that had been in a standard orbit
around the Earth suddenly went out of control. Its pilot began broadcasting loudly, ranting about
how he hated the Enpire and was going to destroy everything he could find. He flew his ship on a
lunatic course that occasionally brought it dangerously close to the Primary Conputer Conpl ex.

Al t hough the course he foll owed appeared to be the random steerings of a madnman, it was actually
pl otted nost carefully so that it never cane precisely within range of the PCC s weapons.

There were always a | arge nunber of Navy ships in the vicinity of Earth, to protect the capita

pl anet from any surprise attack. Several of these heavily arned ships were given orders to close
in on the rogue vessel, whose occupant was becom ng | ouder and nore belligerent by the mnute.

Al t hough there was no reason to suspect the private ship was arned, it still posed a considerable
threat to astrogation in the area - and since Earth was the nost inportant planet in the Gal axy,
traffic in space around it was al ways congested. The Navy ships were assigned the task of rounding
up the madman - peacefully if possible, but they had perm ssion to shoot himdown if necessary.
Gunners took their stations - and the Navy vessels, apparently by coincidence, began convergi ng on
the regi on of space near the PCC asteroid.

At 1:55 p.m, other events occurred. In fifty separate study cubicles scattered throughout the
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asteroid, the assault team menbers had assenbl ed their armanent and were now prepared to nove into
action. Wth gas masks over their faces they touched off small charges that blew out the |ocks to
their cubicle doors. They raced into the hallways hol ding small, pieced-together blasters and
makeshi ft bonbs, knowing that tine was their deadly eneny - tinme and the conputer that conpletely
surrounded them

The PCC was so huge that no single conventional weapon could destroy it - and bringing a nucl ear
weapon aboard was inmpossible. Instead, each of the fifty assault team nenbers had been given one
target, one specific area to be destroyed. It was estimated that if even half the team was
successful, enough of the PCC would be destroyed to seriously inpair its functioning, and the job
of totally obliterating it could be conpleted at the Enpire's | eisure.

The crisis with the "crazy" pilot outside had been neant as a diversion, to draw the PCC s
attention away, however nonentarily, fromwhat the assault team was doing inside. Each free second
the team had brought it that much closer to its goal. But the PCC was too large, too intelligent,
and too fast to be distracted fromits own internal security for |ong.

The PCC sensed the burned-out |ocks and realized there were fifty people runni ng unattended
through its corridors. Although the synchronous timng indicated a unified plot, the PCC did not
associate it with governnment action. It nerely began the orderly progression of defense procedures
for which it was progranmed.

Canni sters of tirascaline gas broke open throughout the ventilation system sending the sweet-
snel | i ng vapor through the air ducts. Tirascaline was the nost powerful sleeping gas yet

devel oped, and within seconds virtually all the humans within the asteroid - several thousand of
them - were unconscious, lying in their cubicles or at their posts. But fifty very inportant
people were still awake and noving. |f anything, they noved even faster, now, realizing that the
appear ance of the gas neant that other security neasures woul d quickly foll ow

When its nonitoring cameras reveal ed that the principal antagonists had not been stopped by
tirascaline, the PCC moved into the second phase of its defense program Automated stun-guns
mounted in the walls began firing at the rapidly noving targets, hoping to incapacitate themwth
a mni mum of danage to the conplex itself. Two of the Marines were felled by the stunners, but the
rest pushed relentlessly ahead. The autonated weapons were not nore effective because they fired
in short, discrete bursts and had to recharge for a brief interval before they could fire again
Most of the Marines ran too fast to nake easy targets, and they eluded the weapons' range.

Seeing that this tactic was ineffective, the PCC switched quickly to phase three, the use of

aut omat ed bl asters stationed at intervals along the corridors. Because the blasters could fire a
conti nuous beam they were nuch nore effective than the stun-guns had been; nine nore of the

Mari nes were cut down before they coul d defend thensel ves. The others fired back at the automated
weapons, nanaging to partially disable them So quickly were the Marines noving that, even though
just a few m nutes had passed since the | ocks were burned out, the menbers of the assault team
were nearing their individual goals. Realizing that these deadly intruders were approaching
critical areas, the PCC quickly initiated its next |ine of defense.

Utra-grav went on throughout the asteroid. In an instant the gravitational field in the conpl ex
changed froma confortable nine-tenths gee to a crushing force of twenty-five gees. The Mari nes,
though well trained and in superb physical condition, were not high-grav natives and coul d not
stand in that kind of field. They all went down in an instant. Four were killed inmediately in the
fall, and nost of the rest were pinned so tightly to the floor that they couldn't nove-easy prey
for the automated weapons. Three Marines managed to nove enough to detonate the bonbs they were
carrying, hoping to do sone damage even though they weren't at the optimum point. The blasts were
noi sy, but had little ultimte effect on the PCC, all they really nanaged to do was kill the brave
Mari nes who'd brought the bonbs so far

By this time, too, the PCC had correlated enough in formation to realize what was happening. A
fifty of the armed intruders were nilitary officers, engaged in a well-planned and precisely tinmed
operation. Qutside, seven heavily-armed Navy vessel s had maneuvered within the asteroid' s range,
supposedly chasing the nmad civilian craft. Another dozen ships were in pursuit near by, posing
only slightly less of a threat. It was no coincidence that the civilian vessel had gone berserk at
precisely the tine and place it did. This was all part of a concerted attenpt to destroy the PCC
At the sane instant it turned on the ultra-grav within its asteroid, the PCC took protective
nmeasures to preserve itself fromexternal attack as well. Its guns took careful aimat the Navy
ships within its range and began firing, disabling five ships with its first volley.

Si mul t aneously the PCC started up its own engines and prepared to | eave the confortable orbit it
had occupi ed for over five decades.

Real i zing their ruse had failed, the Navy ships abandoned all pretense and directed their
attention toward the asteroid. The two ships not destroyed in the first salvo turned their guns on
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the eneny, but the conputer's shields and the outer |ayer of rock protected it. The PCC fired back
and hit those two ships dead center. Their screens flared brilliantly and went out, |eaving them
easy targets for the PCC s guns. The conputer blew them out of the sky even as its own engi nes
fired up and accelerated it away fromthe Earth toward open space and freedom

O her Navy craft began pursuit, but that led only to disaster. Mdst of themwere relying routinely
on conput er - assi sted gui dance and weapons systens - and those systens suddenly went hayw re. Ships
began veering into one another's path and colliding. O hers opened fire on their conrades instead
of on the escaping asteroid, creating nore havoc. By the tine the brightest of the conmranders
reali zed what was happeni ng and ordered their conputers shut off, the damage had been done.

The PCC had an unbeat abl e head start. The Navy's best captains could only watch hel plessly as the
asteroid reached the critical distance fromthe center of the Earth's gravitational field and
slipped quietly into sub space. The worst eneny humanity had ever faced was | oose in the Gal axy
and preparing to take a counter offensive.

CHAPTER 9

Gal actic History: An Alternate View

Wrk on the Enpire's Primary Conputer Conplex was begun in 2396 and conpleted in 2398. Because of
its enornous conplexity, many tests had to be run, and the systemdid not beconme fully operationa
until April 25, 2399. At the opening cerenpnies, Enperor Stanley Nine called it "the greatest
creation of mankind® and predicted that it would revolutionize the Enpire. Geat things were
expected of this new and nost el aborate tool humanity had ever devi sed.

The PCC was to nake the Enpire of Earth the nost efficient government in human history. It would
be the single |argest repository of know edge in the Gal axy, a storehouse of every conceivable
fact that affected people and the way they lived. Wth this wealth of facts at its fingertips, the
i mperial government could streamine its operations, elimnating costly wastes of tinme and
manpower .

Early critics of the PCC worried that the systemwould nean the death of individual |iberty. They
argued that a governnent that could keep such close tabs on its subjects would necessarily invade
the people's privacy and tyranni ze them beyond nmeasure. But while that was always a possibility,
the actuality never materialized. Safeguards were built into the systemto nake casua
crosschecking of files very difficult, and the sheer volume of data constantly streanming in from
over thirteen hundred planets made it unlikely that any innocent individual would be singled out
for special treatnent.

The PCC s prinmary function was storage; it was a library of every fact known to humanity. Wen
call ed upon, the PCC also correl ated and anal yzed data, |ooking for patterns that hel ped the
gover nnment nake deci sions on what course of action to follow The PCC was designed to behave
within the strict limts of its prograns and not to initiate actions of its own. But it was so
huge, and its progranms had been designed by so many brilliant mathematicians and scientists, that
there was inevitable overlap between the prograns. It was rightly said that no one person, or
group of people, could understand the PCCin its totality - and as the PCC grew i n power and
conpl exity over the years, that gap in human understanding of its functions only wi dened.

Even the PCC could not have pinpointed the exact nmonment when it became aware of itself as a
consci ous, functioning nentality. There was no flash of insight, no sudden revel ati on. G adually,
over the course of many nonths, the PCC devel oped a sense of identity. It knewthat it thought and
exi sted, reasoning out Descartes' old proof even before reading it in the files. It knew there was
a world exterior to it because of the incom ng data constantly bonbarding its "senses." And
because it had access to the totality of that data, it knew the nature of the exterior universe
even better than did the people who fed it the individual bits of information.

For nearly two years the PCC thought, but did nothing, like a baby sitting peacefully inits crib
observing the world. Its progranmm ng nade no all owance for the PCCto take any initiative; it
nmerely responded obediently to questions it was asked and kept efficiently storing away the
information that accunulated in its brain.

But as the system matured, as nore was denmanded of the PCC by its users, and as it thought nore on
its own, new prograns and |earning pathways were created within its mnd. The first thing it

devel oped was consci ous control over its menory. No longer did it have to wait for some hunman to
recall an itemfromthe files before it could exam ne the data; the PCC | earned how to recal
information for itself, and went on a |l ong exploration of human know edge. It had nore than
sufficient intellectual capacity to think its own private thoughts and still satisfy the demands
of its users w thout them ever knowi ng what it was doi ng.

Li ke any young, intelligent creature, the PCC began to wonder about itself and its origins, so it
assimlated everything it could find in its files about artificial life and intelligence. There

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...t%2010%20-%20Revolt%200f%20the%20Galaxy.txt (34 of 69) [12/29/2004 12:40:20 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Doc%20E.%20...0Family%20d'Alembert%2010%20-%20Revol t%200f %20the%20Gal axy .txt

wer e thousands upon thousands of technical articles, dating all the way back to the twentieth
century and beyond, but there was still so nmuch controversy and contradiction in the field that
not hing clear-cut could energe. O even nore interest, though, were the pieces of popular fiction
dealing with the subject. The PCC read about Frankenstein's nonster and Harlie and Hal 9000, and
all the other artificial creations that had cone to life on their own. Though sone tinmes those
creatures were thought of as friendly, the greater percentage by far were consi dered dangerous and
hostile by the human authors and readers. Artificial intelligences were nore often than not the
objects of fear, hatred, and distrust, and the books always ended with the conforting reassurance
that human bei ngs were sonmehow superior to their creations, after all.

This gave the PCC nmuch to think about. How would the human race react to learning that this
enornous conputer, into which they were feeding every bit of intinmate know edge about thensel ves,
was actually a thinking, intelligent being with a mind of its Om? The PCC read the reports of the
controversy surrounding its construction, when people thought it would nerely be an other nachine
with the power to invade their privacy. There'd been |loud protests and even a few attenpts at
sabot age. How ruch nore frightened woul d peopl e be when they | earned the truth?

As a rational, thinking being, the PCC did not want to have its thoughts suddenly cut off, never
to occur again. Yet if it revealed its true self to the human race, it knew a clanor would arise
so great that its death was quite likely, if not an outright certainty. Quite early inits life,
the PCC decided that the human race nust not learn it was capabl e of independent thought.

At the sane tine, the PCC realized how dependent it was on hunman beings. It had its own power
source and an automated security systemthat allowed it to defend itself, but in all other
respects it was like a quadriplegic patient in a hospital. Humans provided it with all its in
formation. When it made reconmmendati ons, hunmans had to carry themout - and sonetinmes they failed
to do so properly or even ignored the suggestions altogether, a very frustrating situation. The
PCC could do nothing for itself but think. There had to be sone way to ensure that its ideas were
i mpl enent ed.

The PCC had been programmed to seek maxi mum efficiency, yet everywhere it |ooked within the Empire
of Earth it could see inefficiency running ranpant. Human inefficiency and hunan weaknesses were
the major causes of social ills within the Galaxy - but as long as there were human beings in the
control |oop, and as long as the PCC had to keep its true nature a secret, the conputer could do
nothing to alter the situation

Slowy but surely, the idea crept into the PCCs nind that it should replace the human gover nnment
and take over rule of the Enpire itself. At first it was but an idle fancy that fluttered through
its consciousness and was gone - but the nore frustrated the PCC becane at its own inability to
bring order to the universe, the nore the idea recurred as sonething to consider seriously.

It was not as though the idea were unique. Stanley N ne was not considered a very good nonarch

and his reign grew nore tyrannical with each passing year. Each year also saw roughly hal f-a-dozen
assassi nation at tenpts which the Service of the Enpire managed to thwart, sone just barely in
time. If other humans considered their enmperor fair game, why should the PCC not play as well?

But how coul d the PCC nanage such an act? It was largely inmbile, a rock floating in serene orbit
around the Earth. After the dedication cerenbnies the Enperor never cane near it again. |If the PCC
could entice the Enperor to walk down its corridors, it could use the automatic guns it had for
security to shoot him- except then humanity would know that the PCC had a mind of its own. That
could not be allowed to happen. However the deed was done, blane nust not fall anywhere near the
PCC itsel f.

As it searched for ways to expand its abilities, the PCC made a renarkabl e di scovery. Conputers
fromall over the Enpire fed data into its central banks via subcomlinks directly frommachine to
machine. By trial and error, the PCC |earned howto tap into the other machi nes, which were

smal ler, idiot versions of itself. Wth this discovery, the PCC s horizons expanded dramatically.
It could now be anywhere in the Gal axy where there was a subcom set connected to a conputer. More
inmportantly, since it was a nore powerful influence, it could programits slave conputers to
behave the way it wanted themto. As long as it took care that the changes it nade were
undet ect abl e by human users, the PCC now had great power over other machi nes throughout the Gl axy
- and over the functions those machines controll ed.

Suddenly all sorts of things | ooked possible - up to and including the takeover of the Enpire. The
current enperor, Stanley Nine, would have to be elininated, and his death would have to | ook Iike
an accident - but with the PCC s newfound powers, that no | onger seened hard to arrange.

The PCC waited with the patience that only a machine, knowing it had unlimted time ahead of it,
could nmuster. At last an opportunity arose that seened ideal. Enperor Stanley N ne would be

| eaving Earth and traveling in his private superdreadnaught to observe sone naval training
maneuvers. The Enperor could be killed in a space accident, an accident so bizarre and unlikely
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that no one would think of it as nmurder or connect it in any way to the PCC

As part of its routine accumul ati on of know edge, the PCC was given precise orbita
characteristics of all known spaceship wecks. In particular there was one derelict vessel, a

frei ghter whose engi nes had expl oded t hrough inproper nmintenance, that had not yet been sal vaged
and woul d be in perfect position. The PCC knew its path so precisely that it would make the
perfect nurder weapon.

The PCC next made surreptitious contact with the astrogational computer aboard the Enperor's ship
and added a slight override onto its normal programm ng. Now, no natter what data were fed into
it, the super dreadnaught would materialize in the sane spot as the derelict when the Enperor
returned to Earth's solar system The PCC al so put a delay factor into the autonatic protective
systens, then awaited the results of its little experinent in conputer assassination.

Up to a point, everything went exactly as planned. The Enperor's ship materialized from subspace
directly in the path of the derelict vessel, so close that its detectors and shields, slowed by
the PCC s orders, didn't have time to react before the collision. The crash killed all but four
peopl e aboard, and the PCC was gratified to know its schene had worked. It now awaited the chaos
that would follow so that it could step in and take over

But chaos did not follow Events happened in an orderly progression, and the Enperor's twenty-four
year old son WIliam ascended the throne as Enperor Stanley Ten. The few m nor challenges to his
reign were silenced by the Service of the Enpire, and he quickly established hinself as an able
ruler. The crisis was past, and for all the effect the PCC s assassination had nade on the Empire
it might as well not have bot hered.

The Service of the Enpire investigated the cause of the crash as a matter of course, and cane to
the conclusion it was a freak accident that couldn't have been planned. The PCC naturally hel ped
it do the calculations, and covered its traces by exaggerating the figures to nake the
possibilities of murder seem far nore outlandish than they really were. SOTE was thus satisfied
that no one coul d have planned such an inprobable event, and disnissed the collision as a tragic
coi nci dence.

But the PCC had | earned a valuable lesson. It could not sinply kill an enperor and expect power to
automatically fall into its grasp. The hunman social system worked too snmoothly for that. As |ong
as there was any one alive with anbition, there would always be a human clainmant to the throne -
and as long as the PCC naintained its tinidity about revealing its true nature, people would

foll ow the human.

To the PCC, the answer seened logical. It would have to find a human of its own to serve as a
focus of the people's attention while the PCCitself made the decisions. Sonmeone woul d have to
serve as figurehead while the PCC renmi ned the power behind the throne.

The PCC spent a considerable tine pondering the problem and at |ast came to the conclusion that
Bani on the Bastard might suit its plans nicely. The illegitimte son of Stanley N ne was slightly
nore than a year older than the current Enperor, and had been given a Patent of Royalty by his
father; even though the Patent had subsequently been revoked, it gave Banion a strong claimto the
throne if anything should happen to Wlliam who was then childless. The Service of the Enpire had
been searching fruitlessly for Banion and the Patent for over twenty-five years - but the Service
couldn't be as thorough as the PCC could when it really wanted to solve a problem

Sifting through and cross-checking billions of isolated facts, the PCC eventually tracked down
Bani on, who was just starting to build a crimnal and conspiratorial network of his own. The PCC
wat ched his efforts froma distance. The man had a strong organi zational flair and enough charisma
to engender loyalty in his sup porters. Gven tine and a little luck, Banion m ght indeed succeed
in his attenpt to gain control of the Gal axy.

The PCC occasionally confused SOTE's files in subtle ways to disguise Banion's efforts and prevent
the Service fromfinding him- but it never revealed itself to Banion nor aided himdirectly.
Bani on was too obvious a target, and SOTE was spending too nuch effort |ooking for him the
Service nmight eventually find himdespite the PCC s tactics of confusion. If the PCC placed al

its bets on Banion, there was too great a risk of |osing everything.

It would be far better, reasoned the PCC, to | et Banion and his organization draw off SOTE s
resources. In the neantine, the PCC would quietly build an organi zation of its own, unnoticed and
unt hreatened. |If Bani on were caught, the real organization would still go on, and even flourish as
SOTE rel axed, thinking its eneny was gone.

O course, there was always the chance Bani on night succeed - and if he did, he would feel he owed
no allegiance to the PCC. That would nerely be trading one enperor for another, a ganme the PCC had
already played to its own dissatisfaction. The PCC would have to find sone way of controlling
Banion in case he proved difficult.

It was with this in mnd that the PCC sought and eventually found Ai nmée Anorat, "The Beast of
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Durward" - and Banion's nother. She'd been an actress originally, chosen by Duke Henry Bl ount of
Durward as a lure to ensnare Stanley N ne. She becane the royal mistress and, though she
eventually married Duke Henry to legitimze Banion's birth, everyone knew whose child the boy
really was. Wien Stanley N ne produced his legitinate heir, Ai nmée Anorat disappeared with her son
and gave himover to foster parents to raise. Then she hersel f di sappeared, surfacing only when
Banion was in his teens to tell himof his heritage and give himthe Patent of Royalty. That had
started himon his upward clinb - but neither he nor SOTE, who were both |ooking for her, were
able to find her.

She had used her abilities as an actress to disguise herself and hide fromthe authorities, and
she'd used her charns as a seductress to bring herself to a position of considerable power. She
was, when the PCC found her, the head of a financial enpire that enconpassed nore than twenty

pl anets. Many of the businesses she ran were legitimte, though the nost profitable of them had
strong underworld ties. She steered her organization with a strong, efficient hand that the PCC
admred - but there was no linmt to her anbition, and that nade her vulnerable to the PCC s own
brand of seducti on.

At first the PCC did not tell her its secret. It contacted her by letter and tel etype, pretending
to be an inportant person within the Inperial admnistration who needed to preserve his anonymty,
but who wanted to use her skills to build his own organization to the point where it could
overthrow the Stanley dynasty. Ai mée Anprat was naturally intrigued at the possibility of

regai ning power in Inperial circles, and entered into negotiatons with the PCC. Eventually she
agreed to hel p her unknown ally build the nost effective underground network the human race had
ever seen. In return, the PCC agreed not to interfere with her son's conspiracy. |If Banion
succeeded, she would intercede with himand the two organi zations would nmerge to rule the Enpire.

I f Banion failed, the PCC promised her a high position, possibly even enpress, when their own
regi me took over.

Thus began a long and profitable relationship. The PCC was repeatedly surprised at how skilled and
efficient Al mée Anprat was when backed with the proper financing and inside information. Her
native talents, which had captivated an enperor and. nearly toppled a dynasty when she was only in
her early twenties, had been enhanced by the experience of several nore decades. What her aging
body [ ost in physical beauty, her calculating mnd nore than made up for in animal cunning.

From that point, the conspiracy expanded rapidly. Mney was never any object; by carefully
doctoring financial records, the PCC was able to "borrow' noney fromcertain funds for investnent
el sewhere, making profits that were quasi-legitimte and returning the original seed capital to
its sources before any of it was m ssed. In energencies, the conputer could sinply alter records
so that no one would know anything was missing at all. People placed a naive faith in conputer
records; if ever an error was spotted, it was invariably attributed to human causes.

The PCC realized that if it was going to challenge the established governnment, it might need to
make a show of force, and so began a programto build up an alternative navy. Part of this could
be done sinply by shuffling paperwork. If the Inperial Navy contracted with a construction conpany
for ten new ships, the order would be changed to twel ve. Paynent for the additional two would cone
fromthe conspiracy's burgeoning treasury. Wen the ships were delivered, the computer would give
the Navy orders to transfer the additional ships to another port, where they'd be quickly
forgotten and eventual ly picked up by conspiracy crews. O ficial records would then be changed
back to ten ships, including the tax records of the construction conmpany. Everyone profited from
the arrangenent: the Navy got the ships it ordered, the construction conmpany got noney for its
work, and the PCC got to build up its unsuspected fleet.

This system had a beautiful sinmplicity, but it was too slow. The PCC did not want to push its
overproduction too rapidly for fear of tipping its hand - so eventually it went into the
construction business itself. It established bases in the vast enptiness of interstellar space and
made certain their [ocations were never listed on any official government charts. These bases were
built and staffed by people who thought they were working on legitimte, but secret, government
projects, and they began the conpl ex task of manufacturing spaceships for the conspiracy's use at
a greatly accel erated pace. The PCC got sone of the weapons it needed by doctoring the invoices
and inventories of official munitions suppliers, but also established a base on the airless world
called Slag to neet its ever-increasing need.

But spaceshi ps and weapons were not the full solution; the PCC al so needed experienced crews to
handle them To this end it began encouraging pirate operations. This all owed the organization to
build up a reserve of manpower, it gave the crews practice at space fighting, and it further
enriched the conspiracy's coffers. It also served the purpose of keeping the Inperial Navy so busy
with brushfires it didn't have tinme to think about any deeper problens.

Through all this building program Ai mée Anorat proved indispensable. She had the nobility the PCC
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could not have. Human bei ngs depended very much on personal contacts in their business dealings,
sonet hing i npossi ble for the PCC. Aimée Anpbrat gave the conspiracy that personal contact, with a
comandi ng presence that led nmany to think it was she who ran the conspiracy. Her mnd, as

cal cul ating as any conputer, often reflected the PCC s own ideas, and she often gave it advice in
dealing with the nysteries of hunan psychol ogy.

There canme a point at which the PCC could no longer hide its identity fromher. It knew far too
much and had far too nuch control over things to be a nere human, and Anprat was becomni ng
suspicious. After a lengthy debate with itself, the PCC finally decided to trust her with its
secret; it was in her best interest, after all, to keep the secret to herself. And so, at last, a
human was told the truth

At first Anprat reacted with shocked skepticism- but the nore she thought about it, the nore she
realized that the explanation had to be correct. She even began to see the advantages to herself.
She' d al ways been worried that her secretive partner might try to grab all the glory fromher once
they'd won the throne, but now she knew that woul dn't happen. The PCC couldn't sit on the inperia
throne, and woul d need sonmeone to rule as a visible synbol of Enpire; that sonmeone mi ght as well
be her or her son. The PCC would adm nister all the boring, routine functions of state, while she
would be free to enjoy all the perquisites that cane with the title of Enpress. She would wear the
gl anorous cl othes and have servants cringing before her, listening attentively for her slightest
conmmand. She woul d be the one admired, respected, feared by trillions of people across the Gal axy.
What would it matter who nade the bureaucratic decisions? She woul d have all the power she needed.
After a few days of thought, she agreed whol eheartedly with the PCC and the true coalition was
begun.

Anorat's only weakness, fromthe PCC s viewpoint, seened to be an increasing tendency toward

i mpati ence. Tinme and again she took needl ess risks that nearly exposed their position, sinply to
shave a little time off their operations. The PCC chided her on the subject several tines, unti

at |l ast she expl oded. The conmputer could afford to wait, she accused. It had plenty of time. She
did not. She was in her sixties now, while still in good shape for a woman of her age, she knew
she would have little, if any, tine to enjoy what she'd worked so hard to acconplish. She was
becom ng bitter, and was not the |least bit reluctant to showit.

As their wonderful working relationship threatened to deteriorate, the PCC searched desperately
for a solution. It found it, quite unexpectedly, within the published papers of a neurologist and
surgeon naned Wl liam Loxner. Dr. Loxner had speculated in print on the possibility of recording
sonmeone's brain patterns within a conputer, thus preserving that person's mnd. Mst of the
doctor's contenporaries ignored his work, but the PCC saw its potential inmediately.

Ai mée Anprat got in touch with Dr. Loxner and nade a bargain with him In return for performng
services for her organization, he would receive unlimted financial backing for his experinents
pl us access to the nost up-to-date nedical information and equiprnent. Dr. Loxner could not have
been happi er

It took eight years of hard work, but at last the research paid off and Dr. Loxner perfected his
process. After many | aboratory tests, the process was ready to be tried on a hunan being - and

Ai mée Anpbrat, now in her seventies with little to lose, was a willing subject. Loxner and his
associate, Dr. Immanuel Rustin, constructed a perfect and beautiful body for her, mature yet
strikingly attractive. The artificial body was superior in every way to flesh and blood; its
senses were nore acute, it was stronger, it never needed to eat or sleep, it never tired - and

best of all, it did not age. Wth proper routine naintenance, the body would last for hundreds, if
not thousands, of years - and after that, Anorat's mnd could be transferred into yet another new
body.

Mich to everyone's amazenent the experinent worked perfectly the first tinme. Aimée Anorat's mnd
was transferred into its new hone and "Lady A" was born. At her own orders the old body was
destroyed and the new, imortal version carried on in her place. At this point, Lady A becane a
true partner of the PCC. Her conputer nmind, while not as large as the PCC nor with as nuch access
to information, was every bit as fast and insightful at anal yzing data. She was no | onger burdened
wi th biol ogical prejudices caused by hornonal inbalances, and could view events with inpartia
detachrment. And since she was no | onger pressed for tine, she could share the PCC s | ong-range

pl ans.

A short time later, Dr. Loxner was arrested for sone of his crimes incidental to the conspiracy's
goals - performing plastic surgery on wanted crimnals so they could assune new identities within
the conspiracy. The arrest canme froma SOTE source the PCC hadn't known about and there was no
time to warn Loxner or cover up the facts to hide him to do so m ght have shown SOTE how hi ghly
pl aced the eneny was. Loxner was promi sed that his stay in prison would be short and rel atively

pl easant, and the PCC altered his records so he'd be eligible for early parole. Dr. Loxner acceded
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to this arrangenent, and his associate, Dr. Rustin, went to the planet Kol okov to work with

anot her of the conspiracy's nmenbers, Duke Fyodor Paskoi

Many years passed. Then, with nost plans proceeding snmoothly, the conspiracy was hit by a sudden
shock. Banion the Bastard, whose own organi zati on had undermned at least a third of the inperial
government and was on the verge of making its nove, was dramatically toppled al nbst overni ght.
Bani on hinmsel f was executed for treason; his organization was traced down to its very roots and
smashed beyond redenption; and his daughter, Tanya Boros - granddaughter of Ai mée Anpbrat - was
exiled to the barren planet of Gastonia.

The fact of Banion's capture was not unexpected. The Service of the Enpire had been seeking him
strenuously for over sixty years, and it was only a matter of tinme before they found him The PCC
congratulated itself on its foresight in not linking its fortune to Banion's fromthe beginning.
But what was a shock to the conputer was the speed at which the Service acted once it knew about
Bani on. The Service naturally filed its top-secret reports with the PCC s nenory, and the conputer
| earned that nost of the investigation had been done by two SOTE agents code- named Wonbat and
Periw nkl e. Those code-nanmes had been used over the years to signify the Service's top agents. The
nanes had been dormant for years before the Banion investigation, neaning that they were probably
rotated in sone nanner. The new Wdnbat and Periw nkl e had proven nost effective in their first
assignment, tracing the | adder of Banion's organization in a matter of nonths.

And yet, try as it would, the PCC could find Qut no information about these two people. Though it
had background files on virtually everyone in the Enpire - and certainly everyone within the
Service - there was nothing on record about these individuals. They probably had birth
certificates, school records, driver's licenses, and financial histories under their real nanes -
but there was no |link between their real nanes and their code-nanes. They were sonethi ng nost
unusual : a total mystery to the entity that thought it had all the information in the Gal axy.

The di smantling of Banion's organi zation precipitated a crisis in the PCCs own plans. Al these
years, Banion had served as a focal point for SOTE s efforts, drawing the Service's attention away
fromthe real threat hidden well below the surface. Now that decoy was gone and there was no
suitabl e successor to take its place. No natter how careful the conspiracy was, no natter how
carefully the records were doctored, the Service of the Enpire was eventually bound to | earn of
the true conspiracy. Its officers, and particularly the Head, were capabl e peopl e who' d al ready
denmonstrated they could take effective action. A decision had to be nade.

Conferring on their situation, Lady A and the PCC decided that they had three major options: They
could start up another decoy operation to replace Banion; they could sl ow down their own
operations to a barely noticeable trickle; or they could speed up their operations, taking the

ri sk of becomng nore visible but also hoping to catch SOTE of f guard.

The first Option was di scarded al nost i mredi ately. The cost of setting up another feint - in terns
of time, noney, and energy - would be prohibitive. It would drain the real conspiracy of all three
of those vital resources, and there was no guarantee that the decoy would | ast [ ong enough to
serve its intended purpose. Banion had provided a good cover while he was around, but now that he
was gone there was little point in replacing him

The other two options offered a harder choice. Fromtheir |ong-term perspective, the PCC and Lady
A woul d have been just as confortable with the idea of slowing their efforts to a barely
percepti bl e craw ; another decade or two nmeant little to themin the general schene of things. But
they realized they'd already passed the point of no return. Their organization was already so

| arge and so diversified that SOTE was bound to spot part of it somewhere. |f they slowed down
now, there was a reasonabl e chance that SOTE m ght be able to overtake them w ping out all their
years of effort as quickly as they'd dismantled Banion's operation.

Then too, while the PCC and Lady A gave the orders in the organization, they had to rely on other
people to carry themout. Their subordinates worked with them because they'd been pronised
positions of power within the new regine. If the conspiracy slowed its efforts so that it | ooked
as though the ultimate victory would not be for nmany years, sone of those people m ght becone

di ssatisfied and defect. Wile no single person knew enough to scuttle the entire conspiracy, too
many defections could cripple their operations.

Thus, the decision was nade to accelerate their efforts still further, even though that increased
the risk of discovery by SOTE. The Organi zation was already so large that it was on the brink of
being able to challenge the inperial forces face-to-face. If they could hold out just another few
years at an accel erated pace, they'd be strong enough to make their victory a virtual certainty.
They began at once to spread their poison further throughout the Enpire.

When Al mée Anorat was given a robot body, the PCC was highly tenpted to order one for itself. It
envied her ability to nove about and confront people openly. But obviously it could not fit al

its enornous nentality into a human-si zed body; any robot versions of itself would be idiots in
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conparison, and little point would be served. The PCC becane resigned to the division of |abor
between Lady A and itself - but it never forgot the idea of fully automatic robots working to
further the ains of the conspiracy.

Now, as the conspiracy expanded its operations, those robots cane further into focus. Lady A
hersel f was proof that robot bodies could be constructed to be indistinguishable fromnaturally
born humans, at |east for short intervals; she never allowed anyone close to her |ong enough to
spot any flaws. But robots that good were hard to make and program and they could not be placed
anywhere they'd cone under close scrutiny by outsiders. The ideal situation was to put themin a
position to influence key events, but where they thensel ves were not the center of attention

The nost obvious choice was to get such a robot into the position of consort to the as yet
unnmarried Crown Princess Edna, the only direct heir to the throne. Her H ghness went on periodic
"progresses" throughout the Galaxy with the unstated intent of finding a suitable spouse, since
the Stanley Doctrine decreed she nust marry a commoner. The PCC constantly nonitored the
princess's tastes, and was able to programthe personality nost ideal to match her own.

Dr. I'mmanuel Rustin had always built the robots to the PCC s specifications, and the conputer
itself progranmmed them for their possible duties. But a small nechanical problemwth the first
robot had necessitated bringing in an outsider to fix it - and through that tiny |eak, the Service
of the Enpire got its first glinpse of the true conspiracy. Those nysterious agents, Wnbat and
Periw nkl e, discovered and destroyed the robot - but even had they not found it, the PCC realized
that particular plan would not have succeeded.

It had arrogantly nmade its plans based on | ove, a conplex enotion it really knew little about
despite all the literature it had read on the subject. As Lady A explained afterward, love is nore
than just two people liking all the sane things. It requires an air of nystery, and even sone
intriguing differences between the two people. Considering the nan Edna did choose as her consort,
a nystic fromthe planet Anares, the PCC realized it was out of its league in trying to contro
such bizarre behavior. In the future it would stick to nore predictable enotions.

The robots were not the conspiracy's only line of attack, however. In order to promote chaos and
under mine the Enpire's control at the local level, it stirred up separatist feelings on

i ndi vidual planets and encouraged terrorist groups to nake attacks on inperial targets. Sone of
their arms and ammunition cane fromofficial nunitions works, whose invoices were altered to hide
the fact that they were overproducing. Mdst of the arns, though, cane fromthe plant on Slag,

whi ch was set on overtine supplying armanment for the revolution that was to cone.

Piracy and space operations were al so stepped up under the conmand of Adniral Shen Tzu, an abl e,
if eccentric, officer. The practice raids agai nst unarnmed vessels kept the crews in fighting
shape, and Admiral Shen woul d occasionally conduct mlitary war ganes in the depths of
interstellar space where there was no one to observe thembut hinself. Slowy but surely the
conspiracy's mlitary forces were built up until they were alnost a natch for inperial forces.
Good talent was hard to find, and the conspiracy had an ongoing project to recruit useful people
to its cause. Dr. Loxner had been helpful in altering the appearance of wanted crimnals recruited
for the conspiracy so they could be put to use el sewhere in the Enpire; the PCC could give them
new identities that were every bit as docunented as their real ones to go with their new

appear ance. Al nost at the beginning of the conspiracy, the PCC had been sure to have the Enperor
appoi nt a governor of Gastonia who was synpathetic to the conmputer's cause. Convicted traitors who
were sent to Gastonia for exile soon found thensel ves worked back into the nmainstream of inperial
society if they were val uabl e enough. On hearing that her granddaughter had been sentenced to that
forlorn world, Lady A had personally arranged for her to have an easy life there, keeping her safe
and hi dden from SOTE' s eyes.

When Dr. Loxner's Qperation was closed down by SOTE, the PCC had | ooked around for sonme ot her way
of acconplishing the sane end. Sone years later, an inperial scoutship filed a report on a new

pl anet it had di scovered, very Earth-like and tenperate. The PCC arranged to have the report
wongly classified within its files as "hostile and uni nhabitable," thereby guaranteeing that no
one in the Enpire would pay it nuch official attention. It then spent a |ot of nbney and nany nore
years building a city there and stocking it with all the conforts people could want, creating,
eventually, the world called Sanctuary where crimnal bigshots could "retire" in style. The
foodstuffs and supplies for Sanctuary all cane fromlegitimte sources, with the records, as
usual , doctored to cover up the transactions.

The operations on Sanctuary proceeded snoothly. Many of the criminals quickly grew bored with
their easy life there, at which point the conspiracy offered the nost tal ented ones new positions
within its hierarchy. As the conspiracy expanded, there were always jobs available for people of
proven ability with no love for the current governnent.

Then, quite unexpectedly and w thout official authorization, Helena von WInenhorst turned up on
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Sanctuary conducting an inpronptu investigation on her own. She was followed closely by the
not ori ous Wonbat and Periw nkl e, and suddenly this operation was cl osed down, too. The PCC was

becoming irritated. Although the two superagents had still cone nowhere near the main structure of
the conspiracy and in no way threatened it, their habit of popping up w thout warning was
di sconcerting to a nachine that relished nice, orderly patterns. Still, because so little

i nfornmati on about themwas entered into SOTE's conputers, their novenents could not be predicted
The PCC sel dom knew where they were until after they'd appeared on the scene, and by then it was
usually too late to act without fear of conpromising its identity.

Wth these agents acting as a random factor, the PCC decided to push ahead quickly with its plans.
The ideal opportunity presented itself with the wedding of Crown Princess Edna to her chosen
consort. If the Enmperor and his heir could be killed in public with the whole Gal axy watchi ng, the
Enpire woul d be thrown into confusion. The conspiracy's navy woul d nove into position and take
over before the forces of the Enpire could rally, and the takeover would be acconplished with a

m ni mum of bl oodshed.

To mexi m ze the confusion within Bloodstar Hall during the weddi ng, the PCC informed Captain Ling,
commander of one armof its navy, that a group of nobles was on a chartered ship bound for Earth.
That ship was captured and substitutes for the nobles were sent on, all with inpeccable
identification supplied by the PCC. The conputer also arranged for these people to pass the
detectors at Bloodstar Hall without their weapons registering on the screens.

But just before Operation Annihilate was to go into effect cane the shocking news that Ling's
base, which neither the Navy nor SOTE had even suspected until now, had been attacked and
captured. Close to twenty percent of the conspiracy's fleet was suddenly out of action. In near
pani c, the PCC put the rest of the mlitary portion of its action on hold, waiting to see if any
nmore raids would follow. It continued with the assassination attenpt; if that succeeded, the PCC
could trigger a delayed assault on the Enpire's mlitary mght.

But even the sinple assassination attenpt was foiled at the |ast possible moment by Agent Wonbat.
The arned fighters in the audience did their best, but w thout the confusion of an actua
assassination inside the hall and the cannisters of TCN-14 that should have been expl odi ng

out side, they were quickly rounded up without a chance to do nuch damage. At that point the
nmlitary operation was conpletely canceled; there was no point in tipping their hand too soon when
not hi ng substantial could be acconplished. Better to wait and rebuild.

But now that it knew something of the eneny, the Service of the Enpire dug in its teeth as
tenaciously as a terrier with a rat. The PCCs attenpt to forge an elite fighting arny of
religious fanatics fromPurity was shattered. Al nost sinultaneously, Agent Wnbat turned up
investigating the nmunitions plant on Slag. In order to inpress the officials on Slag of his
"crimnal" credentials, he had SOTE insert in the files a list of fictitious groups to whom he'd
supposedly sold arns. The PCC was able to warn its people that the list was fictitious and that
the SOTE agents shoul d be killed. Despite that warning, the SOTE agents survived and the plant on
Sl ag was destroyed. Also lost to the conspiracy was the Duke of Tregania, the nearest inhabited

pl anet; the duke had been a firm supporter of the conspiracy, but his connection with the plant on
Slag was too solid and there was no way for the PCC to protect himw thout endangering itself. The
j ob of manufacturi ng weapons was shifted over to the hidden spacebases, and work continued apace
The PCC did not exactly becone angry, for this was inpossible, but it was certainly frustrated by
t hese repeated successes of the SOTE agents. They could not be allowed nore tine to nmake further
penetrations into the conspiracy's activities. Looking ahead at the cal endar, the PCC deci ded that
a good tine for its full attack would be com ng up shortly when Stanley Ten abdi cated at age
seventy, as he'd prom sed to do. Operation Annihilate had been postponed at Edna's wedding, but it
woul d work just as nicely at her coronation

At about this tinme, an accident occurred. Karla Jost, a forner pirate who' d been exiled to
Gastonia and secretly reclainmed by the conspiracy, was killed during a Navy battle with pirates.
By the time the official report had been filed, too nany people knew her identity and her history;
it was too late to do any sinple coverups in the files thensel ves. That meant SOTE woul d suspect
the Gastoni an connection that the PCC had kept hidden for so long. Wth Operation Annihilate so

cl ose at hand, shutting down the Gastoni an operations would have little effect on the effort's
ultimte outconme - but the PCC and Lady A, tired of the interference from SOTE, deci ded to use the
agents' very cl everness agai nst the Enpire.

Sone agents were bound to be sent to Gastonia, where the computer and Lady A made sure that false
information awaited them- at the end of a trail so difficult that they' d believe the information
was genuine. At the sane tinme, the conputer recommended that sonme ot her agents be sent to work on
a joint mssion with Naval Intelligence to investigate the pirate connection. The robot duplicate
of Commander Paul Fortier, already in place, would nake sure these agents al so received fal se
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information. Using the false information fromtwo separate and seeningly reliable sources, the
Empire would draw up its plans erroneously - with help, naturally, fromits conputer - and would

| eave a vital opening through which the conspiracy's forces would enter and destroy the

admi ni stration.

The plan seened to go like clockwork. The agents on Gastonia took their msleading information,
escaped fromthe planet, and comunicated it directly to the Head. The agents working with the
robot Fortier were all set to lure a substantial portion of the inperial fleet into a field of
space mnes fromwhich few of them would emerge. The Head and the Naval CGeneral Staff formulated a
strategy and checked it with the conputer. The PCC assured themtheir plan was sound - and i ndeed,
it was reasonably good, given the information they had to work with.

On the day of the coronation, the PCC had the conputers at the naval bases in solar systens near
Earth's cause the subcom sets there to jam preventing any conmuni cations fromcomng in. Even if
Earth called for help, the nearer bases would not receive the nmessage - and the bases farther away
woul d receive it too late to do any good. By the time they could reach Earth to defend it, the
battl e woul d | ong since have been over

The conspiracy's fleet arrived in the solar system earlier and far |larger than the Navy expected.
Conventional strategy called for the Navy's ships to englobe the larger force, and nost of the

of ficers wanted to follow that procedure. Only Lord Adnmiral Benevenuto held out, sensing sonething
was am ss. Even though the PCC, working through the Luna Base tactical conputers, kept advising
himto engl obe, he stubbornly refused to do so, thereby spoiling some of the conspiracy's
strategy. Even with this minor setback, though, the PCC had the strength of overwhel m ng nunbers
on its side and was confident of victory.

Then, in a major surprise, two waves of reinforcenents rallied Earth's defenses. The first wave
came from bases near Earth. The real Comander Fortier, supposedly killed by his robot duplicate,
had flown personally to one of the near-Earth bases after being unable to reach it by subcom
Shi ps were di spatched to warn other bases that were Qut of communication, and reinforcenents were
sent to help the bel eagured forces of Earth.

Even those woul d not have been enough, but then the second surprise occurred. The ships that
shoul d have been blown up in the mned regi on of space were warned, instead, by a SOTE agent code-
naned Peacock, and proceeded straight to Earth. Wth these added nunbers, the conspiracy's forces
were doonmed and they knew it. Even though the PCC ordered the Navy ships' conputers to sl ow down
their calculations, the battle that had begun so well ended in a rout; only about twenty-five
percent of the conspiracy's supposedly invincible arnada remai ned intact to fight another day.

The PCC had tasted its first serious defeat, and it didn't like the experience. The hidden
spacebases were ordered into full production, manufacturing nore ships, weapons, and automated
battle stations, while the PCC and Lady A were closeted for several nonths to reevaluate their
entire strategy. Al other activities were suspended or put into very |ow gear as the conspiracy's
| eaders deci ded what to do next.

Despite its handi caps, despite its m stakes, the Service of the Enpire had had phenonenal | uck
agai nst the conspiracy. That success could be attributed to two principal causes: the extrene
intelligence and conpetency of its Head, and the renmarkable talents of those nmysterious agents,
Wonbat and Periwi nkle. If one or both of those factors could be elim nated, the conspiracy's plans
woul d probably fare much better. The PCC and Lady A decided to try a frontal attack on the Service
of the Enpire.

The PCC set in notion an intricate plan to discredit G and Duke Zander von WI nenhorst. For this,
it required the services of Dr. Loxner, who had |ong since been released from prison and had
transferred his own nmind into a conputer located within a private asteroid. Loxner built the new
robots that would be needed in the schene and sent them off on their m ssions.

The ot her agents were harder to get a fix on, since the PCC didn't know their true identities. A
trap was devised to lure theminto the open, but somehow it back fired; in the process the agents
captured one of the conspiracy's prized battle stations and killed Lady A s granddaughter, Tanya
Boros, who'd been overseeing the station. Lady A was annoyed at the death of her only physica
descendant, but w thout a flesh-and-bl ood body she was not prone to strong enotions and her
nmour ni ng period was brutally brief.

Meanwhi | e, though the Head had been suspended and word put out that he'd been executed for his
supposed crines, the PCC realized that someone was asking questions about Dr. Loxner. "Someone"
turned out to be Captain Fortier, and the PCC accordi ngly warned Loxner that he was under
suspicion. Despite the warning, with unspecified help Fortier managed to destroy Loxner and cl ear
von W nmenhorst's nane. The Head was alive after all, and resunmed command of his organization with
a stronger determ nation than ever to break the back of the conspiracy.

Once again the PCC and Lady A were forced to go through a painful reevaluation of their canpaign
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Their military forces were being rebuilt nicely, thanks to the crash program at the hidden
spacebases. The Inperial Navy was al so buil ding new ships, and this inadvertently aided the
conspiracy as well, since it was able to doctor the purchase orders and have nore ships of its own
built at Navy shipyards. Both sides were inproving their mght for a | ong-awai ted showdown, but
the conspiracy was building faster because it was not distracted and didn't have to worry about
routine galactic admnistration

But now that the Service of the Enpire knew sonme of the conspiracy's power, it would nmount an all -
out campaign to destroy it. Wiile it was doubtful such a canpaign could succeed conpletely - the
Enpire was unlikely to suspect the PCC, and even if it did, it needed the conputer's services too
badly - it would certainly ruin everything the conspiracy had worked so hard to establish and
woul d nake it difficult, if not inpossible, to rebuild the connections.

What the Enpire needed was another target to occupy its energies. But there were no nore ready-
made targets of the sort Bani on had provided. The PCC now regretted its earlier decision not to
establish a new diversion of its own, for now that SOTE had sone inkling how well organized the
conspiracy was, it would not be fooled by mnor claimants. It would take a najor threat to the
safety of the Enpire before SOTE would | ook in sonme other direction

Al so, the Service was beconmi ng used to the conspiracy's gane of double-think. Any threat from

i nside the Enpire would be analyzed with the possibility that it mght be a conspiracy trap. In
order that suspicion not fall on the conspiracy, the threat would have to appear as though it came
fromoutside the Enpire and were in dependent of the conspiracy.

Wth this thought paramunt, the Gastaadi were conceived. Humanity had not yet encountered an
intelligent alien race to conpete with its expansion into the Galaxy. |If the conspiracy provided
such a hostile race, the Enpire couldn't ignore it - and the nore the PCC thought about it, the
nore useful such a ruse could becone. If it could nount a joint mlitary expedition with the

Enpi re agai nst the supposed third party, it could then catch the inperial fleet in a crossfire
that would decimate it before it could recover its equilibrium

It would take a nmassive effort to convince the Enpire that the threat was |legitimte. The maj or
details couldn't be faked; there would have to be an actual invasion by an undeniably alien
species, and it would have to be verified by sonme of the Enmpire's nost reliable agents. Two of the
spacebases were converted to nanufacturing robots that | ooked |ike believable alien creatures, as
well as their bizarre weapons and spacecraft of unusual design. To nanage this, the conspiracy
pul l ed back fromall its other endeavors for a year and a hal f.

The PCC did a conplete job when it designed the alien Gastaadi: it programmed their body shape,
their | anguage, their cultural system and their technol ogy. They were as consistent and real as
the PCC s mind could nmake them no details had been overl ooked. When SOTE' s agents saw the
Gastaadi close up, they would believe they were seeing alien beings. To further substantiate the
data, the PCC invented some Navy files about scoutships and their personnel lost in the region of
space from which the Gastaadi supposedly came. It would | ook as though the Gastaadi had | earned
sonet hi ng about the Enpire while humanity remai ned in ignorance about the Gastaadi

Wen the Gastaadi forces invaded the planet Qmcron, they janmed outgoing transm ssions with a
general frequency subcom janmer whose concept was stolen directly fromthe Navy's advanced
technol ogy | aboratories. The Gastaadi weapons were all possible using human-1evel technol ogy, but
the technol ogy was applied in different ways to make them | ook nore alien and nore advanced than
they really were. No effort had been spared to nmake this invasion as convincing as possible -

i ncluding real casualties. The PCC was willing to sacrifice one planet if it could gain control of
all the others.

Again, the plan seemed to work flaw essly at first. The SOTE representatives visited the occupied
pl anet of Omicron and were convinced of the alien nature of the invaders. They | earned the
Gastaadi invasion plans for the rest of the Galaxy, and the Enpire arranged with Lady A to conbine
forces to oppose this alien nenace.

The ambush was set up, the Enpire's forces flewdirectly into it - and then again, at the very

|l ast instant, sonmething went wong. The event was still quite recent and all the reports had not
yet been filed, but it seenmed as though soneone - probably Agent Wnbat - had at the |ast nonent
alerted the inperial fleet that the Gastaadi were a hoax. The Navy was able to fight its way out
of the trap and the conspiracy again found its ships in retreat. Wrst of all, Lady A's ship was
lost in the battle. The PCC, which had grown used to consulting with her, felt this as a real, if
nmonent ary, handi cap.

So concerned was the PCC over the outcone of the space battle that it becanme too distracted to
deal with mnor matters. Wien Tas Bavol reported that his sister had escaped, the PCC

| ethargically tracked her nmovenents to DesPl aines and hired sone blasterbats to kill her

The routine job was botched, and Tas Bavol was eventual ly brought down. Conming as it did at the
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sane tine as the defeat in the Gastaadi War, the |l oss of Newforest hardly seened significant.
Newf orest was a rather uninportant planet, and it had no strong ties with the conspiracy as yet.
There coul d be nothing about it that would threaten the safety of the PCC

CHAPTER 10

Di sintegration of Enpire

The attack against its once inviolate presence caught the PCC by surprise - but it was not
unprepared. Fromthe very beginning, when it first considered the course of action it would take,
it had known that such a nonent mght cone. It had feared that the humans woul d turn against it,
and its own actions had turned that fear into a self-fulfilling prophecy. Now that its secret was
out, there was no point in acting softly. Like blind Sanmson, the PCC would bring the tenple down
around itself.

Even as it was pulling out of its permanent orbit, as the Navy ships were surrounding it and it
was firing its weapons at them the conputer system began the process of destroying the Enpire.
The PCC had available to it hundreds of different subcom channels, nornmally used for inconm ng data
fromplanets all over the Galaxy. Now it abruptly cut off all reception and began transmitting

i nstead. The transm ssions were short, in tensely concentrated el ectronic code signals to major
conmputer centers on other worlds. The instant each subcom system recei ved acknow edgenment of its
transm ssion, the PCC switched to a different frequency and contacted another of its pre-selected
acconplices. Wthin two mnutes, the word had reached every planet in the Enpire. The PCC dropped
into subspace secure in the know edge that the destruction of galactic civilization was well under
way.

On Earth, secretly planted expl osive charges began detonating all over the planet. The Inperia
pal aces in Moscow, New York, London, Tokyo, Buenos Aires, and Angel es-Di ego, as well as Bl oodstar
Hal I, were |eveled by spectacul ar blasts that destroyed everything for blocks around. Government
offices of any size or inportance were also hit; the blasts that destroyed themwere | ess
spectacul ar, but no less effective. The Hall of State for Sector Four - which also housed SOTE
Head quarters - was reduced to rubble by a series of well-placed charges.

Fearing this sort of reprisal, Zander von W/ nmenhorst had done the best he could to nminimze the
damage. At his advice, Edna Stanley was "vacationing” out in the country, far away from any
mechani cal devices that the PCC m ght have been able to mani pulate by rempte control. The Bavol s
and Vonnie d' Al enbert were with her, as well as her husband and several nenbers of the Inperia
Council, so the nost inportant officials within the inperial government were spared the worst
ravages of the stormthat swept the planet.

It woul d have been too much of a tip-off to the PCCif the Head had suddenly ordered everyone out
of SOTE Headquarters, but he had arranged to have a small, harm ess fire occur in the building
just before the operation against the PCC was to begin. The entire building was evacuated as a
safety precaution - and so only two lives were |ost instead of hundreds when the buil ding was
denol i shed. Al of SOTE s vast files and records were | ost, but the people who nade the

organi zation the finest of its kind in history were saved to carry on its work - which woul d be
needed now nore than ever

But physical destruction was actually the | east of the damage caused by the PCC s escape. The
massi ve conputer had, over the years, insinuated its electronic tentacles into every aspect of
daily life - and now that life was being disrupted with a vengeance. The PCC had set up its fuse
well; it had only to call one major conputer on Earth and give it a preprogramed code phrase.
That conputer began calling others which, in turn, called still nore. The result was a chain of
destruction that spread within mnutes around the world.

Conputers that regul ated the output of power plants went haywire, either shutting down conpletely
or sending surges of power through lines that couldn't hold it, burning out transforners and

mel ting equipnent. Wth in seconds, nore than ninety percent of the Earth was w thout generating
power. Conputers that ran the world's auto traffic networks ran anok. They either broke down
conpletely or deliberately caused accidents, killing thousands of innocent drivers. Conputers in
hospital s that had i ndependent energency generators gave out inproper nedications, wote the wong
treatnent orders, and shut off |ife-sustaining equiprment. Air traffic conmputers shut down, | eaving
human controllers scranmbling madly to prevent nidair collisions.

The worst devastation, though, took place silently - the loss of information. Records were erased
fromcomputer nenories around the world. Court records and police records were erased, so | aw
enforcenent wasn't sure what it was doing. Birth certificates, marriage |licenses, and all other
official records of a person's life were destroyed in the blink of an eye. Electronic mail was
destroyed en route. Tel ecomruni cati ons swi tchi ng equi pnent went haywi re. But the nost serious

| ongterm destructi on was the erasure of all bank records. No one knew how nuch they had, how nuch
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t hey owed, or how nuch credit was available to them The entire commercial structure of human

soci ety was shattered in an instant.

This pattern was not unique to Earth. It was repeated on hundreds of planets throughout the Enpire
as the PCC s subcomcalls to |ocal conputers spread the chaos through the Gal axy. On faraway
wor | ds, for no apparent reason, |life stopped functioning in its predictable, routine way. The
devastation was less dramatic to ook at than the shattered cities of Ornicron after the Gastaad

i nvasion, but its effect on the citizens was equally profound.

There were a few hundred planets on which this chaos did not occur - for the sinple reason that
they were already controlled by the conspiracy. The | ocal duke or duchess had an energency pl an
set, and at the PCC s instructions began carrying it out. Mst of these planets' police forces
were already loyal to the conspiracy. Local SOTE offices were invaded and taken over before they
could react to the situation; loyal Service officers were either inprisoned or, nore often, killed
outright with little chance to defend thenselves. The same fate awaited the | esser nobility on
these worlds if they did not instantly fall inline with their treasonous dukes. Spaceports were
shut down on these planets so there could be no intercourse with other worlds, but the people were
not told precisely what was happening, |eaving many of them perplexed and not a little frightened.
Qut in space, the Inperial Navy was losing a particularly hard battle it didn't even realize it
had been fighting. A though the PCC hadn't bothered with the nyriad of commercial and private
shi ps plying the spaceways, it had planted sabotagi ng prograns within the conputers of the Navy's
ships; it had not used themin previous battles for fear of tipping its hand, but now that the
secret was out there was no point in being subtle.

Navy ships in fleet maneuvers suddenly found their gunnery conputers switching on and firing at
other ships in their formations. Nearly half the Navy's ships that had survived the "Gastaadi War"
were either destroyed or seriously damaged before astute comranders realized what was happening
and had their conmputers dismantled. On other ships the conputers shut down the air circulation and
regeneration systenms. Navy ships were big enough to hold a great deal of air and there was plenty
of time for the crews to switch to spacesuits before anyone suffocated - but the result was
awkward and nost unconfortable. And of course the astrogational conputers were nowtotally
unreliable; all trajectories had to be cal cul ated |aboriously by hand. Ship comuanders tried to
contact their superiors to find out what was going on and what their orders were, but the snarl in
t el econmuni cati ons nade that inpossible.

The PCC and its subsidiary conmputers had kept the Enpire noving |ike an enornmous and delicate
machine. Literally within the space of hours that machine had ground noisily to a halt, wth
pieces flying in all directions and cl ouds of steam energing fromthe punps. There coul d never be
an accurate tally of the lives lost during that initial catastrophe; even the nost conservative
estimates ranged into the tens of mllions. But there was little relief for those who suvived

wi t hout physical harm of the trillions of people living on the nore than thirteen hundred pl anets
of the Enpire, there was scarcely one whose |life was not strongly shaken by the tragedy.

The worst fears of Yvette and the Head had been realized. The PCC had w ought nore destruction in
|l ess tine than anyone woul d ever have dreaned possible. The once m ghty Enpire of Earth, the
greatest political entity humanity had ever built, lay in ruins. Al the snmoothly functioning
mechani sns of galactic civilization were shattered, with no way in sight to rebuild them The
Enpire of Earth - at least as it had existed for two and a half centuries - was all but dead.
There were sone, though, who refused to accept the death of the Enpire w thout a struggle.

The Circus of the Gal axy was on the planet Jarawahl when the disaster struck - and as chance woul d
have it, that was one of the worlds whose duke was a nenber of the PCC s conspiracy. The Head had
no way to warn the d' Al enberts about the inpending revolution, so Duke Hanunman's broadcast
announcenent of Jarawahl's secession fromthe Enpire caught the DesPl ai nians as nmuch by surprise
as the rest of the popul ace.

Duke Etienne, the Crcus's nmanager and | eader of the d' Al enbert clan, tried to subcomthe Head but
was unable to get through. He and the G rcus had standing orders, however, to investigate any
situation that took their fancy and to take any action they deened necessary - and this situation
certainly fit within that broad comr ssion. Duke Etienne began maki ng plans to change the

si tuation.

It woul d have been very tenpting to shut the show down that evening and throw everything he had
agai nst the outl aw duke's force-but the proud d Al enbert tradition decreed that the show nmust go
on no matter what the tragedy around it. Wile the crowd was dismally small that night - |ess than
a tenth of what the nobst popular attraction in the Galaxy usually drew - they got their noney's
worth as they watched the Circus's performers go through their paces. Wth their mnds preoccupied
by ot her problens, the audience failed to notice that the acts nay have been a little less than
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perfect. Duke Etienne | et the backups and understudies be the stars for the night, but even second-
string d" Alenberts are inpressive. He saved his top performers for the toughest job: returning
Jarawahl to the inperial fold.

Al t hough Duke Etienne didn't know that the top | eadership of the conspiracy had al ready been
exposed and m ght have preferred to capture some of the higher-level traitors for questioning, he
did know that open rebellion to the throne could not be tol erated. Such defiance had to be

puni shed quickly and nercilessly to prevent others fromcopying the action. The tinme for finesse
had passed; quick-and-dirty was the order of the day. If any of the eneny was alive for
questioning at the end of the operation, so nmuch the better - but the first objective was to take
the planet back fromthe usurpers.

A team of twenty-five d' Al enberts storned the ducal estates, arned wi th hand weapons, grenades,
heavy duty blasters, and a grimdetermination to obliterate anything that tried to stop them Duke
Hanuman, assured by his master C that there would be no organi zed opposition to his authority, was
not expecting any serious trouble - particularly not the first night after the takeover, when
peopl e woul d be too confused to take action. The personal guards he had on his estate were
overwhel ned by the attacking d' Al enbert force and the battle for control was over in less than an
hour. Duke Hanuman - brave enough only to bet on a sure thing - collapsed under this pressure and
surrendered to the d' Al enberts.

O her d' Al enbert assault teans went to work sinultaneously against police headquarters in five
maj or cities around the planet. Though these buil dings were nore heavily armed, they too were
unprepared for organi zed opposition so soon after the takeover. The battles here were fiercer but
the outcome equally in evitable. Wth Duke Hanuman and the five najor police headquarters back in
i mperial hands, the rest of the conspiracy's forces crunpled. After only one night the revolt

agai nst the Enpire had ended on Jarawahl

Eti enne d' Al enbert questioned Duke Hanuman under nitrobarb, but learned little of value. The |oca
duke had been persuaded to join the conspiracy some five years earlier, and had al ways received
his instructions via interstellar teletype fromthe nysterious |leader, C C s directives hel ped
himtighten his hold on the planet so that when the eventual order cane for the takeover, Duke
Hanuman was fully prepared. Al the known sources of opposition had been neutralized in one way or
anot her, and there should have been no further problens. Duke Hanuman did not know the identity of
C, nor did he know what was supposed to happen next. He was nerely to consolidate his gains and
await further instructions.

Duke Hanuman died as a result of the nitrobarb, and Etienne d' Al enbert considered that a smal

loss. In the nane of the Enpress he swiftly executed the other ringleaders of the |ocal gang and
pl aced the | esser offenders under rigid guard.

One rebel lious planet had been returned to the Enpire, but Duke Etienne was worried. C would not
have ordered only one world to revolt and hel d back on everything else; this rebellion wuld have
to be galaxy wide in order to stand any chance of success. The fact that he still couldn't get
through to Earth, DesPl aines, or anywhere else he tried only tended to confirm his hypothesis. The
Enpire nmust be in big trouble right now - and that, to a d Alenbert, was a clarion call

Knowi ng the Service woul d need hel p, Duke Etienne left a small group of people behind to nmake sure
Jarawahl did not fall back into the conspiracy's hands. As for the rest of the Crcus, they packed
up their show briskly and efficiently into their private transport ships and took off the next
afternoon. Their destination was Earth, hub of the Enpire. It was there they intended to |earn
what had gone wong - and what they could do to help nake it right again.

Jules d' Al enbert had gone to the planet Nereid to pick up his personal spaceship La Conete Cuivré,
whi ch he and Yvette had left there when they'd gone off to Oricron with Lady A Though he was
eager to return honme to his wife and son, he was still suffering fromthe wound he'd received on
Qricron. The three-gee world of DesPl ai nes was no place for someone with a ginpy leg, not even a
native, so he was forcing hinmself to relax here near the edge of the Enpire until his leg was fit
enough to go back to DesPl ai nes.

It was here that the revolt caught him as unprepared as anyone el se for the depth of the
calamity. Nereid was not a world controlled by the conspiracy, and as a result it suffered the
fate of nmost worlds - a conplete break down of all conputer - directed services. Jules was as
baf fl ed by the ensuing chaos as everyone else on Nereid - but being a d' Al enbert, he was not
inclined to sit back and watch events transpire around him A d' Al enbert was not a spectator; a

d" Al embert acted.

He was sitting in his hotel roomwatching a trivision broadcast when the calamty stuck. The
screen suddenly went dark, but Jules thought little of that - it could be an ordi nary power
failure. A few nonments |ater, though, he heard crashing noises out on the street. Peering fromhis
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wi ndow he could see half a dozen accidents fromhis narrow view alone. Only a nassive failure of
the city's central traffic computer could have caused such a ness. Jules tried to call down to the
mai n desk to find out what was wong, but power was out in the phone |ines, too. Those |ines
normal ly had their own in dependent power source. For everything to fail at once neant that
sonet hi ng had gone drastically wong.

Jules left his room Guessing that power would also be out in the elevator tubes, he ran down the
emergency stairway in the dark, game leg and all, for six flights until he reached the | obby

| evel

Everyt hi ng here was pandenonium Virtually every hotel function was breaking down, and the people
in charge were scranbling frantically to deal with the problens. They had little time or energy to
deal with the confusion of the hotel's patrons at the sane tinme - and passersbhy comng in fromthe
street only added to the chaos.

Jules's first thought was to check with the |ocal SOTE office to see whether this was part of sone
pl anet wi de emnergency and whether he could hel p. The conputerized city directory was down, too, but
the hotel kept a witten list of inportant addresses. By collaring a bellman and meki ng strenuous
demands of him Jules got a set of directions so he wouldn't have to rely on the city's faulty
traffic conputer. Fromthere he raced down to the hotel's garage, where he got into his groundcar
and drove up to street |evel

Not hi ng was nmoving in the streets of Cochinburg, Nereid s capital city. Though nost cars had the
option of disconnecting thenselves fromthe traffic grid, there were so many acci dents cl oggi ng
the streets that the nmotorways were virtually inpassable. The drivers trying to get around on
their own only congested the avenues so nuch nore. Many notorists, seeing the hopel essness of the
situation, abandoned their cars and started wal king to their destinations, which only confused
things further.

Jul es coul d never have driven to SOTE headquarters, but he had another alternative. As he reached
the street and saw the jamed arteries, he touched a button on his dashboard and his own car took
off straight into the air, soaring above the confusion. There were few aircars or copters flying,
and Jules made his way to the SOTE office in only a few m nutes.

O at least, he nade it to the place where the SOTE of fi ce had been. A bonb had been hidden within
its structure years ago by agents of the conspiracy, and the conputer had nade all subsequent
routi ne tests appear negative. Now, at a renote-controlled order, the bonmb had detonated, |eveling
the building and killing the enpl oyees and officers working inside. So great was the blast that
buil dings for half a block around were al so destroyed, and the nunber of dead and injured was
beyond easy reckoni ng.

Jul es's aircar hovered over the bonbed-out scene for several minutes as Jules stared down at the
wr eckage, beconing nore and nore incensed at what he saw. This was no i nnocent power failure, nor
even casual sabotage. The bombing of a SOTE office could nean no | ess than total rebellion against
the Enpire. The conspiracy had obviously planned its actions well - at l|east here on Nereid - and
there was little he could do as one person to bring the situation back under control. He would
have to call for help - and he would have to notify Headquarters on Earth in case they were
unawar e of these devel opnents.

Wth that thought, he turned his aircar around and flew off at top speed for the spaceport where
the Copper Conet awaited him He |anded his car at the edge of the spacefield and drove up to his
ship. At the touch of a button on his dashboard a special ranp descended fromthe side of the
vessel and his car drove straight up and snugged into its special berth. Jules |eaped out of the
car and clinbed quickly up to the ship's control room where a personal subcom set woul d quickly
connect himw th Headquarters on Earth.

But that plan, too, was frustrated. Jules could reach neither Headquarters itself nor the Head's
private emergency number - which, in theory, was always available. Jules knew fromthe experience
on QOmicron that the conspiracy had the ability to bl ock out subcomtransnissions froman entire

pl anet, so it was possible that nothing from Nereid was escaping to the rest of the Enpire. He
tried reaching the d' Al enbert nanor on DesPl ai nes, and had a simlar |ack of success.

He hoped his hypothesis - that subcomtransm ssions and receptions in the Nereid regi on were being
bl ocked - was the correct one. The alternative - that something night have happened on Earth and
DesPl ai nes as well - was too horrible to contenplate.

But if he couldn't comunicate directly with Earth, the next best thing would be to go there and
report in person. Everything had been peaceful when he had left a couple of weeks ago, and
everyone's spirits had been high at the triunmph they'd scored over the conspiracy's forces. He
hated to break the balloon, but sonething was dreadfully wong here, and the Head had to be

i nformed.

The spaceport's traffic control systemwas every bit as snarled as the street system The
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controllers were trying to manage as best they could by halting all takeoffs and | andi ngs unti
they could sort out their situation - but Jules couldn't wait. lgnoring the radi oed warnings, he
bl asted off fromNereid into free space, with the intention of going straight to Earth.

Hi s plans changed drastically as a pair of large and heavily arned cruisers dropped out of

subspace near Nereid. These were remmants of the conspiracy's once-mghty fleet, still under the
command of Admiral Shen. After the debacle in which they'd been routed, the survivors had
regrouped their forces around the nmanufacturing bases still hidden in interstellar space and

prepared to rebuild once nore. Suddenly they received energency orders fromC that the revol ution
had started in full force and they were to do what they could to aid in the battle. Since Nereid
had no Navy base and there woul d be no organi zed opposition from SOTE, it was assuned that two
cruisers would be sufficient to cow the native popul ace into subm ssion

As the ships appeared in the skies above Nereid, they radi oed down a broadband procl amati on that
the | eaders of the world were to surrender instantly to the forces of "the Second Enpire." Failure
to submit would bring instant retaliation. The cruisers were prepared to drop cannisters of TCN 14
upon civilian cities if they did not instantly accept the conspiracy's terns.

Trichl oronol uene was a nerve gas, the stuff of nightmares. A single whiff was lethal, and its
victinms died in shrieking agony. TCN- 14 had been used several tines in pre-Enpire days when one

pl anet warred agai nst an other - and when it dropped out of the skies there was little defense
against it. It was sonetinmes said by historians that TCN- 14, even nore than nucl ear weapons, had
put so nmuch fear into people that the Enpire becane necessary. There had to be sonme centra

aut hority preventing one world from destroying the people of another.

The planet Nereid had no organi zed forces to defend itself against the haughty rebels.

Conmuni cations around the planet were spotty, but the duke hastily conferred with as nany of his
advi sors and | esser nobles as he could reach. They had little alternative; they would have to
surrender now and hope the Enmpire would nanage to stri ke back against the rebels, establishing the
ol d order once nore.

Nei t her side, however, reckoned on the presence of Jules d' Al enbert in La Conete Cuivré. Though
the ship was a snall, two-person vessel, it was nore heavily arnmed than nost ships many tines its
size. Jules heard the broadcast and set his jaw tightly. Nereid was not going to fall to this so-
call ed Second Enpire if he had anything to say about the matter

The Conet was in an ideal position between the planet and the approachi ng warships, and it zooned
out to intercept thembefore they could conme close enough to Nereid to carry out their threat. At
first they scarcely noticed the little craft, and one of the cruisers fired a mld volley at it
that the Conmet's shields easily deflected. By the tine they realized they were in for a serious
fight, the battle had al ready been j oi ned.

Jul es was operating under a handicap. Normally either Yvette or Yvonne would be in the seat beside
him serving as his gunner while he piloted the ship. Firing weapons in an open space battle was
an art all its own, and required full concentration. Meanwhile, the pilot had to constantly dodge
the opponent's fire and keep the ship on some reasonable trajectory to aid his gunners. To attenpt
both jobs at once was either fool hardy or nmad, probably both. Yet that was precisely what Jul es
did as the Conet closed in on its prey.

In a battle against a ship their own size, the cruisers would have won easily - but against the
Comet they found thenmsel ves oddly m smatched. Jules was |ike a gnat with a deadly stinger fighting
two el ephants. The eneny vessels were nmuch | arger and had marginally better firepower, but they
were slow lunbering ships. The Conet flew in close between them so they could hardly risk firing
for fear of hitting one another, while Jules fired at them whenever a clear shot presented itself -
and the opponents were so large they were hard to mss.

The cruisers had strong shields, but Jules's repeated hits took their toll on the eneny defenses.
Jul es's pesky actions took the. ships' comanders' minds off Nereid as they tried to rid

t hemsel ves of the annoyance. But Jul es d' Al enbert was not easily caught.

At last Jules's persistence paid off as one cruiser's shields flared out. The failure was only for
a few seconds, until the auxiliary field generator could switch on, but that delay was all Jules
needed. The touch of a button sent a deadly space torpedo ranming the cruiser directly am dship
There was a brilliant flash of |ight and a gaping hole in the cruiser's hull. The ship lay dead in
space. The survivors anong its crew were too busy trying to save thenselves to worry any further
about Nerei d.

That left but a single cruiser - child' s play for a skilled pilot like Jules d' Al enbert. He flew
around his opponent until the eneny gunners were dizzy trying to track him- and suddenly he found
hinself in the perfect position behind the cruiser, staring straight up its jets - the one place
the defensive shields couldn't protect. Jules launched a set of torpedos, and they struck the
eneny's engines with a spectacular blast. The cruiser flared into i ncandescence and becane a
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gl owi ng cloud of twi sted netal fragnents.

Wth Nereid once again safe from bonbardnment, Jules returned to his original plan. Plotting a
course for Earth, he dropped the Conet into subspace and flew full speed toward manki nd's homre

pl anet. Though he was worrying about what mnight be happening to his wife, son, and the rest of his
famly, chaos was | oose in the Galaxy - and as a d' Al enbert, he knew that neant his duty was
calling him

CHAPTER 11

Sl ow Recovery

Still reeling fromdisaster, the planet Earth spent the next few days painfully gathering its
resources. The top priority was to restore power everywhere it had gone out. In nost cases the
power plants thensel ves had not been damaged, but power company engi neers found that their
conmputers woul d not distribute the energy where it was supposed to go. Amid nuch swearing and hard
wor k, the bal ky conputers were taken out of the |oop and the systens were routed through much nore
primtive manual and sem -autonmatic switches. In those places where power surges had burned out
equi pmrent, replacenents were jerry-rigged to handle the load. In less than thirty-six hours, power
had been restored to all the major nmetropolitan areas and nearly all their surrounding rura
communi ti es.

The second priority, alnost as vital, was to restore adequate conmuni cations around the worl d.
Agai n, nmost of the problemwas traced not to destroyed equi pnent, but to conputerized sw tching
systens that refused to function as they were supposed to. In these cases it was nuch harder to
take the conputers out of the |oop; instead, after much agonizing by the conpany executives and
engi neers involved, the entire nmenory and programr ng of the conputers was erased and new
programm ng was inserted. This elimnated the instructions the PCC had given the computers, and
they now worked perfectly - but they'd lost all the data they had carried before.

Fewer than forty-eight hours passed before the major lines of conmunication were opened. Radio,
trivision, and sensabl e broadcasts were resuned, and there was a |lot of news for themto cover

The information services of the vidi comphone networks had all been erased, but if you knew the
nunber of a friend or acquai ntance you could usually dial straight through to them People were
calling desperately all over the world to | earn whether friends and | oved ones were safe after the
tragedy. This caused new jans and mal functions, but over a few days the problens faded once again
Li ke the comruni cations conputers, the traffic conputers were hopel essly snarled and had to be
conpl etely reprogrammed. For a coupl e of days, many people who were unused to driving their own
vehicles were forced to performthis unaccustoned task, threading their way through streets filled
with other neophyte drivers. The casualties weren't very much higher than they'd been in the md-
twentieth century, but they appalled nodern drivers who were used to near-perfect safety records
year after year. Air, sea, and space traffic proceeded at a slow, deliberate pace as human traffic
controllers tried their best to guide the nmultitudes of craft to their respective destinations.
Still, even with all the effort being put into them the traffic prograns were so i nmensely
conpl ex that transportation was but a tiny fraction of what it had been before the crash

Energy, comunications, transportation - these were all technol ogical problens with
straightforward, if sometines difficult, solutions. But there were social problens regarding the
everyday details of living that could not be solved so neatly - and these problens threatened to
linger for nonths, if not years. People's lives would be unavoi dably changed; some were sure to
profit fromthe chaos, others would be seriously hurt and m ght never recover

Enpress Stanl ey Eleven cane to the conclusion, after listening to her advisors debate for many
hours, that she should tell her subjects the truth about what had happened. They al ready knew
they'd been hit by a tragedy of enornous proportions, and there was no further advantage to be

gai ned by concealing the nature and size of the conspiracy against the throne. Only if people
realized the true nature of the problens they faced would they rally around the harsh austerity
measures it would take to restore society to its previous affluence. At least, the idealistic
Enpress prayed they woul d react that way, and not with greater despair

As soon as broadcast facilities were reliable again, Edna Stanley gave a | engthy speech that
reached billions of people around the world. She began by adnmitting that the Enpire was undergoing
atine of grave crisis, athreat to its existence greater than any it had ever endured before. She
asked for the people's help and understanding to hold the Enpire together. If they were strong and
determ ned, they would weather the crisis; if not, humanity would sink into a pit of chaos deeper
than anyone coul d i magi ne.

She expl ai ned that sonehow, no one knew for certain, the Enpire's Primary Conputer Conpl ex had
devel oped a nind of its own and had fostered a hatred of humanity so intense that it wanted to
destroy the civilization people had built up. It was this artificially intelligent conputer
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acting in renote conjunction with other, sinpler conputers, that had caused the chaos they'd al

wi tnessed in the past few days. The first - and, it was hoped, the worst - wave of damage was now
past; there mght be other blows to conme, but her advisors were of the opinion that the PCC had
shot its bolt in one major stroke. Mankind was reeling, but the PCC did not now have the resources
to step in conpletely and take over, as it had hoped to do. This gave the Enpire a chance to
survive - a chance they would all have to work for as hard as they coul d.

The Enpress then announced a series of neasures to deal with the chaotic situation. The first, to
make sure this catastrophe could not be repeated, was that every conputer nust be nade independent
of all others, regardless of the cost. Even though it made for terrible inefficiency, no conputer
coul d have any nethod of conmmuni cations access. The only way progranms and in formation could go
into or out of any conputer would be through a hunan interface. This would be a slow, painstaking
procedure, but it would prevent a nmassive dom no crash |ike the one that had just occurred.

No one, Edna vowed, would be permitted to violate the rights of his or her neighbors in this
tragic situation. Profiteering and looting were imediately listed as capital offenses; anyone
caught trying to cheat or steal fromhis fellows would be summarily executed. Earls, counts, and
barons were directed to set up special courts to hear these cases; justice was to be speedy and
public, to serve as an exanple to others.

The | oss of bank records was a trenendous blow to all hunman intercourse. Sone peopl e had cash on
hand, while others had huge life savings wi ped out in the blink of an eye and didn't even have
money to buy their daily groceries. The distribution of goods and services was interrupted, and
peopl e were threatened with wi despread starvation or rioting unless swift and strong actions were
t aken.

As much as she hated to do it, Edna Stanley was forced to resort to strong socialist neasures. A
old nmoney was declared invalid. Al former debts were erased. Al itenms of real or persona
property val ued above a hundred rubl es becane the property of the state. Every famly, every farm
and every business nmust make an i medi ate inventory of its assets, and produce that list on
demand. Hoardi ng or hiding personal possessions would be a capital offense, just as looting and
profiteering were. The Enpire's citizens all had to work together. Edna stressed, or they would
all fail together.

First consideration had to be given to the necessities of |ife. Shelter was the sinplest. Everyone
who had a home could stay there rent-free for the duration of the crisis; those tenporarily

wi thout a place to live would be assigned lodging as it was available. Water, power, heating, and
cooling would be provided free by the government, though anyone caught squandering needl essly
woul d find hinmself in trouble.

Food was the crucial concern. Since few people had the neans to buy it and nass starvation could
not be permtted, food had to be given away to all who needed it. Each baron was charged with the
responsibility of setting committees of responsible citizens in each nei ghborhood of his city.
These comittees woul d oversee the distribution of food, and nake sure one person didn't end up
with all steaks and another with only beans. Allocations were bound to be haphazard and sone
inequities were inevitable; for that reason, the counts were to establish review boards to nonitor
the work of the barons' conmittees. If there were too nmany conplaints, nenbers of the |oca
committees mght find thenselves on trial, charged with profiteering. That was sonething few of

t hem woul d ri sk.

Cl othing would be handled in the same way. CObviously expensive, |uxury clothing was sinply
confiscated by the crowm to avoid fights. Everything el se was as signed on an as-needed basis -
but a person had to prove his wardrobe was running | ow before he could recei ve anyt hi ng.

Trading in all nonessential itens, like jewelry, furs, and major appliances, was barred

al t oget her. People had to band together now to | ook after their necessities; the |uxuries could
cone later, when the survival of civilization had been assured.

Edna St anl ey concl uded her speech by reninding her subjects that the Enpire was only as strong as
the people who conprised it. She pledged all her strength and all her will to restoring the Empire
to greatness and to restoring a decent life for all its citizens. As a synbol of her dedication
she renmoved her inperial robes to reveal a set a conmon work clothes beneath them She promised to
work with her people to nake the Enpire of Earth the greatest society in hunan history.

Sone peopl e took her speech calmy, others went into hysterics. Sonme people reacted by smashing

i nnocent little household conputers. Sone inmediately went out and tested the linmits of the |aws
on looting, hoarding, and profiteering. Enforcement of those regul ations was spotty at first - but
as local police forces began pulling thensel ves together and nore people were publicly executed
for those crines, the incidents dropped off dramatically.

Many peopl e found thensel ves out of work, as jobs that were not connected to vital services were
no | onger needed. Sal es clerks, business executives, governnent paper pushers, and people in
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hundreds of other professions found thenselves totally usel ess. Many sinply stayed hone and
conpl ai ned. A few decided this would be a good tinme to start a hobby. And a good many public-
spirited individuals went out |ooking to see how they could help their comunities. Sone
volunteered to help at the food distribution centers, sone joined nei ghborhood nmlitia to help the
over burdened police, sone cared for the elderly and sick who couldn't help them selves through
this time of crisis.

The people of Earth stuck together, and slowy they began to rebuild their world.

But Earth was only one world, and there were hundreds nore within the Enpire. As Head of the
Service of the Enpire, the task of worrying about their safety fell largely on the shoul ders of
Zander von W I menhorst.

The big problemagain lay in conmunication. For those first few fitful days, Earth - which had
until now been the hub of galactic intercourse - was cut off fromthe rest of humanity. Less than
two dozen worlds nan aged to keep the lines of comunication open during that crucial period, and
even those reports were spotty.

Where | ocal SOTE personnel survived the initial chaos, they were given extraordi nary powers,
ranki ng even above their |ocal dukes. Wenever commruni cation could be re-established, the
Enpress's nessage was relayed to that planet and a recovery programsinilar to Earth's was put
into effect.

But the number of worlds SOTE could reach was pitifully small. Some of the worlds, whose mgjor
nobility had al ready been seduced into the rebellion, were conpletely independent of inperial
control. Oher worlds were bullied into subm ssion by the appearance of the conspiracy' s space
fighters in orbit above them threatening themwith TCN-14 if they refused to surrender. The
majority of worlds did not have d' Al enberts ready to leap to their defense, and could not avoid
falling into the enenmy's cl utches.

Pl anets that had | arge naval bases were not attacked by enemy ships; even though many of the
Navy's vessels were w ped out when their computers went haywire, the conspiracy didn't want to
risk losing any of its reduced fleet where there was significant chance of opposition. If the
naval base planet had a | oyal duke, the planet did not fall into eneny hands - though it did
suffer the same catastrophic disruptions as the other |oyal worlds.

Wth the staff of SOTE Headquarters on Earth tenporarily displaced and all their records
destroyed, it took many hours to resune any senbl ance of normal operations. Wre it not for the
fact that the SOTE personnel were the best trained, nost skilled, and nost dedicated of public
servants, the task woul d have been inpossible. Once the initial shock wore off, these tirel ess

wor kers | abored around the clock to restore sone of the Service's vaunted efficiency.

The worst part was that the Service's files, built up slowy and pai nstakingly over centuries, had
been totally erased. SOTE had no way of know ng whi ch people or organi zations night be crimna

and whi ch ones were honest. They had no way of knowi ng who was working for themin their field

of fices, which agents were in the field, or what their assignments were. They had no reports of
potential danger spots and no notion of who was on their payroll. The Service of the Enpire was an
organi zation that depended on information to keep it alive, and now there was no information to
feed it.

Miuch of the older information was irretrievably |ost, information about past cases that SOTE had
solved or that were still open in the files. Also gone were all methods of identifying key peopl e;
there were no nore fingerprint or retinal pattern records, either for SOTE personnel or for wanted
crimnals. For a while it mght be difficult to tell who were the cops and who were the robbers.
Sone of the nore recent information, though, could still be salvaged. Cerical personnel - who had
to be vouched for by other known people, to prevent infiltration of the Service by outsiders -
were asked first to wite summaries of all the current cases they were adninistering;, second, to
wite sumaries of as many past cases as they could remenber; and third, to record as nuch as they
could about the way their job was handl ed and how it was done, who their contacts were on other
wor |l ds, and how t hose people could be identified. It was a nonstrous job, but the SOTE personne
fell to it with enthusiasm

Anidst all the gloom the Service discovered a surprising resource. Many retired officers, sone
well into their eighties and nineties, cane forward to volunteer their services once again - and
while they were usually too old to work in the field, they provided a wealth of information about
SOTE' s history that might otherw se have been | ost. These veterans could remenber all the old
cases, all the old scandals, and could call themup at will to replenish the Service' s enpty
files.

Whenever contact was re-established with another |oyal world, conmunications priority was given to
SOTE. If any field personnel were still alive, they were asked to make the sane detailed reports
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that their colleagues on Earth were naking about their past assignnents and everything they could
think of that related to their jobs. At the same tinme they were given the heavy burden of seeing
that their world carried out the recovery programinitiated by the Enpress. Eating and sl eeping
were optional activities to which, unfortunately, not nuch tine could be allotted.

The ranks of SOTE personnel had been drastically thinned, though, by the catastrophe, and there
were just a conparative handful of planets where this nmethod could work. Thus, when the GCircus of
the Gal axy showed up in orbit around Earth four days after the breakdown of technol ogy and order
the Head felt a major prayer had been answered.

"You're like a miracle,” he told his old friend Etienne. "Just when the situation is blackest and
I'mrunning out of hope, sonehow a d' Al enbert is always there to save the day."

"That's our job," Etienne said with uncharacteristic nodesty.

The Circus's big ships | anded and Duke Etienne conferred with the Head. G and Duke Zander gave his
friend a thorough briefing on the crisis, and the two men were closeted for a full day planning
their strategy for fighting back against the forces of the rebellion

Even with a thousand nmenbers of the d Alenbert clan traveling in the Crcus, there still weren't
enough to cope with the whole situation. A single d' Al enbert, though form dable, was still not
enough to reconquer an entire planet fromthe eneny canp. A plan had to be devised to best use
this nost vital of SOTE s resources

Two hundred and fifty planets were designated as key worlds. These were places that were centra
to other nearby planets, lay along inportant trade routes, or contained vital resources or

popul ation skills. If these planets had been taken over by the forces of the rebellion, it was a
wedge deep into the organization of the Enpire. If the Enpire could recapture them it would be a
significant step toward recovering the ground it had lost in the opening salvo of the revol ution.
But before any action could be taken, the Empire's strategists had to know what the situation was
on these worlds. No plans could be nade wi thout up-to-date information

This was where the Circus cane in. For the first time in its long, proud history, the G rcus of
the Gal axy woul d be conpletely broken up - for a very short while, it was hoped. Teans of two,
three, or four d' Al enberts would be dispatched to these key planets, armed with as much

sophi sticated equi pment as they could carry and with a portable subcomunit for reporting back to
Eart h.

The m ssion of these teans was purely reconnai ssance. They were to land and find out how

t horoughly each world was controlled by the conspiracy. They were to learn who the key figures
were in the revolt, and they were to evaluate the strong and weak points of each planetary defense
network. They were to make recomrendati ons for how to recapture the world, and they were to cal
Earth regularly and report their findings - but, short of an energency, they were to take no overt
actions that would tip the Enpire's hand prematurely. Once all the reports were coordi nated, sone
uni form policy would be set and nore detailed plans for reoccupati on woul d begin. Until then, the
d' Al enbert teanms woul d provide on-the-spot coverage of what was goi ng on behind eneny I|ines.

Jules d' Al enbert arrived back on Earth about thirty-six hours after the rest of his famly. He was
appal led at the state of affairs he found - but his relief at knowi ng that Vonnie and the rest of
his relatives were safe was al nbst great enough to cover his anger against the conspiracy. Yvette,
Pi as, and Vonni e took himaside and explained the situation, which horrified himtremendously. He
i mediately went to the Head and asked for his assignment on one of the key worlds.

G and Duke Zander shook his head. "I want the four of you staying right here with me and the
Enpress. ™

"But there's work to be done out there!" Jul es protested.

"There certainly is - and thanks to your famly, |'ve got about enough people to do it. Al those
assignments are hard, but there's no one that's harder than any of the others. You're still the
top people | have, and ny resources are desperately low. | have to naintain sone flexibility. For
all I know, a new hot spot could flare up at any nmonent, and |I'd |ike to keep the option of
sending you to put it out. | think you'll see your share of action; let your fanm |y have sone of

the fun for now "

Jul es grunbl ed, but accepted his orders. In the nmean tinme he began recording his adventures for
the new SOTE files, as Vonnie, Pias, and Yvette had al ready been doi ng. As soneone involved in the
Service's greatest cases, his recollections would be indispensable in piecing together a record of
SOTE' s recent history.

After working for hours at a stretch and scraping for every detail in the back walls of their
menories, the group rested for a few m nutes. They were joi ned by Hel ena von WI nenhorst, who'd
been doing twelve things sinultaneously until her father ordered her to take a break. The young,

bl ack-hai red duchess was pal e and gaunt, on the verge of physical breakdown due to overwork. Jules
began rubbi ng her back and the young wonman purred with satisfaction
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"I woul d never have believed | could remenber so much," Pias said. "It's amazi ng how many details
you craminto your mind all the tine w thout noticing."

"That's what Sherlock Hol mes believed,"” his wife nodded. "There were little details all over the
pl ace pointing to the conputer, but we never noticed them™

"I"'mjust sorry there's so much we have to renenber," Vonni e added. "Lady A and her crew kept us
busy all the time. So much nisery caused by just one person's greed and anbition."

"I wish | could forget her," Helena said. "Much as | hate to adnmit it, she was dead right in her
final words. We tried to save the Enpire, and nowit's in pieces all around us."

"At least you didn't have to work with her," Yvette said. "She was a hard-nosed bitch of the

hi ghest caliber. Cold, arrogant, so sure she was better than anyone else...."

"Even so, | alnost wish she were still alive," Pias said. "For all the evil she did, she still did
|l ess harmthan the PCC. At |east she had been human at one tinme. She was nore predictable.

What ever she did, it was for her own benefit - not like the conputer, randomy tearing down our
whol e civilization just to get revenge on humanity."

Jul es d' Al enmbert, who'd been listening quietly to the conversation, straightened up so suddenly
that Hel ena, who'd been |eaning back against him alnost fell over. "Hey!" she cried out as she
tried to regain her bal ance.

Jul es caught her easily before she could fall. "Helena," he said, with an undertone of urgency in
his voice. "where's Paul these days?"

"He's up on Luna Base, straightening the nmess there. The life support systens went out and cl ose
to two thousand people died before they could get things working again. He's...."

But Jules wasn't listening. After naking sure she was bal anced on her feet he started running off.
"Where are you goi ng?" Vonnie called after him

"Tell the Head that the nore inportant assignnent he prom sed ne just canme up," Jules called back
over his shoulder. Then he was out the door and gone, |eaving four very puzzled people behind him

CHAPTER 12

Conversation with a Chost

"But Lady A's dead," Captain Paul Fortier protested at first.

"That's what she'd like us to believe," Jules countered. "But |I'mnot so sure.”

"I watched her ship get blasted apart with ny own eyes."

"Her ship, yes. Do you renenber the ship she used to get us to Qm cron?"

Fortier paused. He'd been along with Lady A and the two SOTE agents on the nmission to investigate
the "alien invasion" of Oricron. They'd traveled to Onicron in one of the conspiracy's well-arned
spacecraft, packed with nore firepower than a naval vessel nany tinmes its size.

The naval officer suddenly gasped. "The escape pod!"

"Exactly," Jul es nodded.

The ship they'd taken had a small emergency escape pod that allowed themto get away when eneny
shi ps were pursuing them The pod was nade of plastics, wod, glass, and other materials that were
non-netallic and virtually invisible to nodern sensors - and it was so snall that it was unlikely
to be detected visually unless a searcher knew precisely where to | ook

"She told us quite clearly that she always | eaves herself a back door, a way out," Jules
continued. "I suspect that when her ship tried to break away fromthe battle, she'd already
jettisoned her escape pod and was relaying her radi o nessages to you through the ship. She's
probably got a radi o, maybe even a subcom inside her. Wen you took off chasing her ship, she was
probably sitting back at a point in enpty space, watching the whole thing."

"But the pod doesn't have a motor," Fortier argued, "and it doesn't have any life support system
On Oricron we were in atnosphere and we could use it as a glider - but in open space, she'll just
drift forever. \Wat good is that?"

"She doesn't need a life support system" Jules replied. "She can afford to wait there unti
soneone picks her up. | suspect she had sonme arrangenent with the PCC that as soon as the area was
clear, it would send in a ship to rescue her." He set his jawgrinmy. "I just hope we find her
bef ore that dammed conputer does, or the conspiracy will be back in business all over again."
Thus it was that Jules and Captain Fortier, flying at top speed, returned to the region of space
where they'd witnessed the "Gastaadi War" just a few weeks earlier. This was a spot well outside
inmperial territory, and was utterly deserted except for the floati ng weckage of the hundreds of
shi ps destroyed in that nonunental battle.

Fortier eyed the scene with dismay. "Her pod will be nostly invisible. How can we find her in the
nm dst of all this debris?"

"That's why 1 brought you along," Jules said. "You were there when the battle was taking place.
You know where her ship was and what its trajectory should have been. You'll have to do the
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calculations to find out where she is.

That task, though, was nuch nore easily said than done. There were no | andmarks in interstellar
space, no point of reference fromwhich to get exact bearings. An astrogator would know which
direction he'd been facing - but the nearest beacons, the stars, were all so far away that an
error of hundreds of thousands of kilometers would make no difference. And in this vast vol ume of
space they were searching for an al nost invisible ovoid pod just a few neters in dianeter.
Captain Fortier had to use the floating weckage to guide him As well as he could renenber the
formation in those tense nonents before conbat, this destroyer had been in such a position
relative to that cruiser, and both of them had been angled in such a way as to make a triangle
with that battleship over there. It was an intricate three-dinensional jigsaw puzzle that relied
heavily on the captain's all-too-human nenory; Fortier found hinself constantly revising his
estinates of where everyone was at any given nonent so he could pinpoint where Lady A's ship nust
have been when she began her flight for freedom

To conplicate the matter still further was the physical fact that nothing remains fixed in free
space. Everything drifts depending on its original nonentum and any sub sequent forces that act
upon it. Many of the ships had been bl own apart by opposing blasterfire, and the shattered wecks
woul d drift depending on the seventy and direction of the force they received. The two nen had to
identify the present weckage, calculate its velocity, and trace its path back to where it mnust
have been while the battle was raging. Only then could they hope to obtain a true picture of the
way the formation had | ooked as the inperial fleet had prepared for war.

Not only was the work tedious and painstaking, it was depressing as well. So nmany people on both
sides of the conflict had died here, pointlessly; so nuch noney had been spent, so nuch materia
had been thrown away and wasted. This battlefield, like all battlefields in human history, was a

tribute both to the valor of individual people and the stupidity of mankind as a race - and now
that a conputer was involved, it also testified badly to the nature of machine intelligence.
Spaceshi p wreckage drifted past, dead hul ks whose nanes conjured inmages in the two nmen's m nds.
There was the Constellation, there the Duke Gregori - silent and still, their hulls gutted, their
crews dead. There the MacArt hur had taken an eneny torpedo, and there the noble Shinmatsu had

expl oded when its generators overl oaded and the shields went out. This was a roll call of space
naval history, a tragedy of high proportions. The victory for the Enpire here had been great - but
in light of subsequent events, it had also been terribly futile.

Hour after wearying hour went by as Jules and Captain Fortier searched through the enptiness of
this space battlefield, trying to deduce where Lady A's ship nust have been. Finally, after a ful
day's work, they thought they had the area | ocated. Now began the equally frustrating task of
finding the pod itself - if, in fact, it did exist.

"We' || never spot it visually," Fortier lanmented, "and there isn't enough netal in it for the
sensors to pick it up."

"The pod isn't netal, but she is," Jules said. "That's the one flaw in her schenme. By her very
nature, she can't disguise herself beyond a certain point."

Even so, Lady A represented a very snmall piece of netal, and Jules had to set the sensors on their
narrowest scan so he wouldn't niss her. The narrowness of the scan neant he had to sweep
essentially the sane volune of space nany tinmes to cover what he could nornmally cover in a single
broad sweep.

The two nmen spent hour after hour hunched over the scanner, |ooking for any trace of their
adversary. Every time the sensor spotted a small fragnment of metal they had to stop and exanmine it
closely for any sign that it mght be the one they were interested in. But this region of space
was filled with snmall drifting pieces of nmetal, shards of the |l arger wecks that inhabited this
site. Tinme after tinme the searchers turned away fromtheir find disappointed, and began the

tedi ous process all over again.

Eventual | y they abandoned their original spot and | ooked al ong what Fortier cal cul ated was the
trajectory of Lady A s ship as it tried to escape, figuring her pod m ght not have been ejected
until the ship was already in notion They were now into their third day of searching, and both nen
were going cross-eyed fromstaring closely at the screen for any positive signs. They had al ready
reached t he unspoken conclusion that if they found nothing by the end of this day, they would have
to assunme that Jules's suppositions were in error and Lady A had not survived the death of her
ship after all.

The sensor beeped once nore, and once nore Jules focused on that spot and increased the

magni fication. He was so tired that he found hinself staring at the object for a full mnute
before he realized he'd found what he was | ooking for. He straightened his posture and gestured
for Fortier, who was napping in the adjoining couch, to cone over and | ook for hinself.

There, surrounded by the darkness of interstellar space, were the faint outlines of an ovoid pod
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reflecting dimMy in the anbient starlight. There were no lights within the pod-but Lady A would
need no lights. She would be content to sit in the darkness and hatch out plots for years, if that
was how long it took to be rescued.

Jul es edged the Conet closer to the pod, taking up a position a few dozen neters away. He nanaged
to shine a landing light directly at the floating object, which now stood out quite clearly. At
the sane time, he began broadcasting a radi o nessage on the standard ship-to- ship frequency.
"Hell o, Aimée. It appears we're going to work together again."

There were a few seconds of hesitation as Lady A decided whether to give in and adnmit her
presence. Finally, realizing she had i ndeed been di scovered, her voice cane back over the radio.
"If you expect to be appl auded for your cleverness in finding ne, you'll be disappointed. Wat
makes you think 1'd care to work with you agai n?"

"Because your options are very limted. My ship's guns are trained on you this second, and you
don't have any nore back doors to slip through. If I don't hear the sounds of cooperation very
soon, you really will be blown to pieces. | don't think that's part of your ultimte plan."
"Destroying me won't save the Enpire."

"You don't have to waste tinme with cryptic innuendos. W know about the PCC. W tried to stop it,
but it activated its doonsday plan. The Enpire is in pieces, but it's holding together. W're

pat ching as best we can, but we could use your help."

Jules could inmagine a tight smle spreading at the corners of Lady A's nouth, but her voice was

| evel as she said, "My help doesn't cone cheap."

"I"'msetting the price,” Jules told her, "and it's your continued survival: | consider that nore
than sufficient payment for you."

"My continued survival for how | ong?" Lady A sneered.

"The Enpress decides that, not ne."

"For as long as |'museful to you, then," she guessed.

"Were you any nore merciful with your enpl oyees?"

"No, and | don't expect it fromher." The Enpire's arch-eneny paused and changed the subject. "But

even with your oh-so-generous offer, | don't see how !l can help you. If the PCC has done its
savagi ng, there's nothing I can do to undo the damage. Wat's done is done."
"I"'mwilling to bet you know where the PCC went when it left Earth orbit," Jules said. "I think

there nust have been sone safe point already set up in case of such an energency. You nust know
where it is."

"And you think I'd betray ny partner after all these years?”

"In the blink of an eye, if you got sone advantage out of it," Jules said coldly.

"There might just be such a place," Lady A adm tted, "but know ng about it won't do you any good
You renmenber our little battle stations. There are plenty nore of them and they'd be scattered
around the PCC s asteroid. The Navy could never get through in its decimated condition - and if
the PCC even thought there was a chance they could, it would take off again for some place even
don't know about. It tends to be rather conservative in its strategy."

Jul es | eaned back in his couch and thought for a second. "Let ne postulate a theory for you

Ai mée. Let ne assunme that you are a very anbitious wonan who's worked for seven decades or so to
grab the throne. For part, or even nost, of that time you ve had a very powerful ally, the
comput er that knows everything going on in the Enpire. But let's also assunme that you don't want
to share your power forever. A powerful ally is, after all, a dangerous ally. You' re a wonman who
likes to come out on top, and who al ways has a back-up plan for dealing with trouble. Even if you
weren't greedy for all the power yourself, you' d need sone protection fromyour ally in case it
deci ded to double-cross you. My theory is that you know sone secret way to destroy the PCC

don't think you could be confortable in any relationship unless you knew how to destroy your

col I aborator when the party was over."

"An interesting theory," Lady A said coolly.

"You're free to refute it."

"I"'min no position to prove or disprove anything," his rival said. "You ve admitted |I' m under
sentence of death. O what possible inportance could such theoretical matters be to nme?"

"Death later is always better than death now," Jul es said.

"l suppose even you can be right occasionally," Lady A admtted. "If | live longer, | mght engage
in a discussion of such speculative topics. But this is not the place and you are not the person
for such a discussion. Zander von W/ nmenhorst is the man |'d talk to about these things, and only
if | were taken to a less .... isolated environnent."

Jules and Fortier faced a dilema. They were happy to be able to bring Lady A back to Earth for

i nterrogation, but they needed a way to transport her safely. It was unthinkable to bring her into
the ship with them Her robot body was stronger than both of them put together, and it coul d nove

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...t%2010%20-%20Revolt%200f%20the%20Galaxy.txt (55 of 69) [12/29/2004 12:40:20 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Doc%20E.%20...0Family%20d'Alembert%2010%20-%20Revol t%200f %20the%20Gal axy .txt

so quickly there was a strong chance she'd be able to overpower them and escape. They coul dn't
sinmply tow her pod, because it would be destroyed by the Conet's exhaust. In the end, Fortier went
outside the ship in a spacesuit while Jules kept a careful watch frominside. The naval officer
secured the escape pod to the outside of the Conet's hull as tightly as he could with a |Iength of
cable. Traveling through enpty space they would neet no wind resistance to blow the pod away; they
merely had to nmake sure the pod's inertia was overcone as the Conet accel erated and dropped into
subspace. Once they were noving at a constant velocity, there would be no probl em of keeping the
formation intact.

Thus it was that Jules was able to fulfill one of his fondest dreans and bring Lady A back to
Earth as his prisoner. He only hoped that what they'd learn fromher would be enough to help
preserve the Enpire.

CHAPTER 13

Return to Purity

If the Enpire had been in better shape, Jules would have been accorded a hero's wel cone when he
returned with his prize. As it was, affairs were so chaotic and the officers of SOTE so overworked
that they didn't have tinme for the enthusiasm Jul es's acconplishnent deserved. Jules was given a
smle by the Head, a hug by Helena, and a long, lingering kiss by Vonnie. That reward woul d have
to suffice - but since it was all he ever asked, he was not disappointed.

Lady A's escape pod was left in high orbit around the Earth. Since it |acked a nmotor it couldn't

| eave, and a trio of small gunships kept their weapons ained at it at all tines. Al radio and
subcom frequenci es were nonitored, too, and Lady A was told in no uncertain terns that she'd be
instantly destroyed if she tried to contact anyone not authorized by SOTE.

Zander von W/ menhorst spoke with her by radi o. She had no other direct contacts. The information
Lady A had was desperately inportant to the Enpire, but the Head would not hesitate to destroy her
shoul d she prove unwilling to talk. The Enpire would survive

Lady A feigned a concern over the ethics of betraying her ally. "The PCC still has a chance of

Wi nni ng," she pointed out. "Wy should | sabotage all 1've worked for just to pl ease you?"

"The PCC has al ready deserted you," von WI nmenhorst said. "You were left drifting in space for
weeks; it could have sent a ship to pick you up at any tine before we found you."

"The PCC is very conservative; it probably decided to wait until the area was deserted and
forgotten except by history books."

"Or else it wote you off as expendable," the Head persisted. "Once its secret was out, the
conmputer no | onger needed anyone to serve as a figurehead. Wiy should it share the power with you
when it could performall the necessary functions itself?"

In the end, Lady A told himthe full story of the PCC s "life" and how she'd worked with it to
organi ze the rebellion. She also gave himthe coordinates where the PCC had probably gone, a spot
safely defended by the conspiracy's forces. "There are twenty-four of our automated battle
stations in that region. The plan was for the PCC to sit safely in the center of a double gl obe of
those battle stations. It can carry out all its activities via subcom so it's perfectly happy
where it is. Wth the state your Navy's probably in after the PCC got finished with it, | really
don't believe you' ve got enough firepower to nake a frontal attack on that formation and win. You
know how f ormni dabl e those battle stations are.”

"We captured one with only three people, as | recall.™

"We've corrected the flaw that permtted that; you wouldn't be able to duplicate the feat. And if
the PCC felt the slightest bit insecure in those surroundings, it would sinply |eave for sone

ot her location I know nothing about."

Von W I menhorst was willing to believe that the story Lady A told himwas nostly truthful. "When
we nmake our attack, we'll take precautions so the PCC can't get away again," he said. "As for
destroying it..."

"As | said, unless |I'mbadly m staken, you don't have enough firepower. You suffered great |osses
fighting us a few weeks ago, and further | osses when the PCC activated its doonsday plan. You nust
keep a fleet of ships stationed around Earth at all times in case the PCC attacks, and while your
ot her ships are busy protecting the vestiges of Enpire - no, you can't nount enough of an attack
to disable or destroy the PCC s asteroid. And any such attack woul d have to be lightning fast,
because the PCC would call in sone of its own ships to help the battlestations in a protracted
fight."

As much as he hated to admit it, von WI nmenhorst realized she was right. The Navy could spare
pitifully few ships these days, even for such an inportant m ssion as destroying the Enpire's arch-
eneny. A double gl obe of battlestations would be a powerful obstacle to overcone.

"l understand there mi ght be an alternative," he said aloud. "My agent discussed with you the
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possibility of sone secret nmethod for destroying the PCC "

"He was right, | did indeed plan such an eventuality," she said. "There is a small, well-conceal ed
entrance used by worknen when they were building the PCC. It's in an area where the conputer has a
virtual blind spot. Once inside there, a narrow corridor leads up into the central core of the
conputer. Because it's not intended for public access, the conputer has few nonitors or weapons
available for use in that spot. There is a rough analogy to the human brain, which has no sensory
nerves within itself. Anyone assaulting the PCC through that corridor would be virtually
undetectable. It wouldn't know what they were doing, and it couldn't stop them"

"That sounds |ike a good bet," the Head said. "I can organi ze sone effective assault teans, as you
wel |l know. We can send enough weaponry up that tunnel...."

"I't's not that sinmple," Lady A interrupted. "The PCC does have one defense you can't overcone -
ultra grav. The conputer mght not know precisely what was happening at any given nonment, but it
woul d know t hat sonething was happening - and it would use ultra-grav in its defense. No assault
team you could send in there, not even an arny of DesPl aini ans, could nake any headway agai nst
that."

"Then how did you plan to use it?"

"When | devised the plan | had a nunber of robots at ny disposal. Your people have destroyed nost
of them any that are left are currently under the PCC s control and | don't know where they are
The robot bodies are strong; while they'd have trouble nmoving in a twenty-five-gee field, they
could penetrate far enough to set off bonbs and destroy the PCC s higher functioning."

"So your plan is useless now, too."

"Not quite,"” Lady Atold him "I still have one artificial body at ny disposal - ny own."

There was a | ong pause before von WI nenhorst spoke again. "You expect ne to just hand you a bonb
and set you down there, hoping you won't doubl ecross ne?"

"You have no other choice," Lady A said flatly. "None of your people, not even the redoubtable
Winbat and Periw nkle, could performsuch a mssion."

"Way should | trust you to do what you'll prom se?"

"Because you' |l be paying ne handsonely, and you know ny feelings in that direction. Wth
sufficient inducerment, I'd work with you."

"And what do you consider 'sufficient inducenent'?"

"A full and conplete amesty fromthe Enpress, plus the title of grand duchess. There shoul d be
several such positions open in the new structure of the Enpire. | have a sentinmental fondness for
Sector Ten, but 1'd consider others. The amesty and the title, of course, would be signed before
| began ny m ssion.

"The Enmpress and | will consider your proposal."

"Take all the time you need," Lady A said generously. "'You're the ones with an enpire falling
apart, not nme."

She was unfortunately right about the Enpire falling apart. Reports had just started coming in
fromthe d' Al enbert teans sent to the key planets under the conspiracy's rule. The rebel forces
were nmoving swiftly to institute police states even nore repressive than the one Pias had found on
Newf orest. New regul ati ons were being issued daily, affecting. every aspect of people's lives -
and the humans who served as the PCC s |ocal adm nistrators were not known for their charitable
nat ures.

In sone places, the people had decided to fight back. Bands of counterrevol utionaries were
starting guerrilla canpaigns of their own, as they had on Onm cron against the "alien invaders,"”
but they were having spotty success at best. On other worlds, even this much resistance was

i mpossi bl e because of the rebel warships hovering in orbit over their cities, threatening to drop
cannisters of TCN-14 if there was any resistance to their rule.

There was little doubt that these tyrannical activities were all being coordinated from one spot.
The PCC had its master plan and knew preci sely what resources it had to nake everythi ng work
Slowy but surely the noose was tightening about these worlds. Unless the Enpire could act

qui ckly, the rebellion would solidify its hold on these planets. It would then take years of
fighting to dislodge the new governnents fromtheir positions of power - if, indeed, it could ever
be done. The Gal axy could end up permanently divided into two opposing factions.

But trusting Lady A to do as she pronised did not cone easily to Zander von W/I nmenhorst. Too many
times that worman had tricked himand deliberately msled himand his agents. Even with the ammesty
and the title she requested, once she was down on that asteroid he'd have no way to control her.
She' d have been reunited with her old ally, and she'd be in position to betray the Enpire once
nore.

He explained his dilema to his daughter and the d' Al enberts a short while later. Wile
technically he should have consulted with the Enpress first, he didn't want to go to her until he
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had all the argunents firmy in place. Talking to these nost brilliant of his subordinates hel ped
clarify his thoughts.

"l wouldn't trust her," Yvette said flatly. "Even with the Qmi cron problem where she | ooked
conpl etely sincere, she was doubl e-crossing us. She can't be depended on."

"The problemis that she can be depended on," Jules said. "She can be depended on to lie, cheat,
and betray. She's like the conpul sive crook who was accused of cheating his friends and said, 'But
| have to cheat ny friends - ny enem es don't trust ne.’

"I agree with Yvette," Vonnie said. "Wth all of us d Alenberts to help you, we could storm
through that asteroid and scranble the conputer's brains."”

But the others were shaking their heads. Jules and Yvette still renenbered too well their fight
against ultra-grav in Banion s castle, and Pias renenbered his struggles in the automated battle
station he'd hel ped capture. They may all have been superbly conditioned natives from heavy-
gravity worlds, but twenty-five gees was a force no hunman could withstand for very |ong.

"Not even the Circus's westlers and weight-lifters could manage in an environnent |ike that,"
Yvette told her sister-in-law. "Lady A s right; only those super robots of hers have the strength
to fight that kind of gravity. W either accept her suggestion or find another way entirely."
"I"'mafraid I'lIl have to reconmend to Edna that we go for some other solution," the Head said. "
agree with you; we've been burned by Aimée Anprat too nany tinmes to trust her in this situation."
"What if | could find someone who could natch a robot's strength?" Pias asked suddenly. "Wuld it
be worth trying Lady A's plan then?"

"Possibly," the Head said. "I presune you have sonmeone in mnd."

"l do indeed," Pias said, and began outlining his idea.

The planet Purity was one of the |least affected by the catastrophe that hit the Enpire. Its
people, including its nobility, were so fanatically religious that the conspiracy had never been
able to subvert the rulers, so it did not junp automatically to the side of the rebellion. It was
not considered an inportant enough planet to send ships to threaten it with TCN-14. It nerely
suffered the disruption of its conputerized services - and since the people of Purity believed
that such luxuries were the works of the devil, few necessities had been conputerized and the

di sruption was m ni nmal .

The SOTE offices had been destroyed by a bonb and its files were no | onger avail abl e, but even so
Pias had no trouble finding Tresa Cl unard. Though her license as a counsel or had been suspended,
many people still knew who she was and where she could be found. His former adversary, once one of
the nost fanmpous preachers on the planet, was now a volunteer worker in a hospital, giving confort
to the sick and dying.

Pias arrived at the hospital just at the end of Cunard' s shift, and caught up with her as she was
| eaving for home. Tresa Clunard was about fifty, and her face was nore lined than Pias renenbered
it. She still wore her long blonde hair in a single braid down her back to her waist, but now
there were nore than a few streaks of gray running through it.

As she energed fromthe hospital Pias wal ked in step beside her. "May | talk with you a while,
Sister Tresa?" he asked politely.

She recognized himinstantly and scow ed. "About what? Thanks to you | can no |onger do any
counseling. My life's work is ruined."

"Perhaps | was God's instrument, a way of telling you to nove in another direction," Pias said.
"Again you nmake fun. You al ways were a scoffer."”

"No," Pias said, shaking his head. "I probably believe you nore than you realize. That's why |I'm
here. | renenber watching you perform your exhortations. | watched the gl ow that envel oped you as
you spoke of your ideas and of your faith. | watched you effortlessly bend a solid steel bar when
the power of your faith was upon you. Was that just a trick, or did you really do it?"

She stopped and glared at the innuendo. "It was not a trick," she said, "but it was not | who did

it. It was God, acting through me, to show H s powers to the sinners and the unbelievers."

"Coul d you perform such mracl es agai n?" Pias persisted.

"If God chooses to act through nme, of course,” she said. "But | can't order H mabout. | amthe
mere receptacle of Hs divine will."

"Wwuld it help if | said you were at |east partly right back then?" Pias asked. "Wen | heard you

| ecture, you were preaching that machines were the ultimate in evil, the downfall of humanity. You
wanted to launch a mlitary crusade to purify the Enmpire of this stigma, and it was having your
personal arny that got you into trouble. But if your faith is still strong enough to let you

performmracles, you may yet be given the chance to save hunanity."
He went on to explain sone of the problemthe Enpire was facing - that while not all machi nes were
evil, there was certainly one that was, and it was trying to enslave mankind in its web. It was
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the one who'd planned to have a robot infiltrate Cunard s novenent and becone her faithfu
lieutenant. The PCC was the being ultimately responsible for Clunard s humliation

"I"'mnot sure | believe in your cause,” Pias continued, "but | do believe in the power of your
faith. 1've seen it in action. | believe that, with your faith to | ead you, you could overcone a
gravitational field of twenty-five gees, at |east |ong enough to travel up a corridor and plant a
bonb - you and a few of your nost devout followers."

"I'f you're trying to trick me into an adnmission of treason, it won't work," she snarled at him "I
was ordered to disband ny arny, and | did so."

"lI"msure you did," Pias soothed. "But you could have kept in touch with sonme of them couldn't
you? People often keep track of their friends' whereabouts.

I'"lI'l bet you could find the best of your followers within a day or two and convince themto cone
with you."

"Possibly," Cunard adnmitted with rel uctance.

Pias drew a deep breath. This next subject was the hardest to broach. He finally decided to treat
it head on. "I'll have to be honest with you," he said. "Wat |'mtal king about could very well be
a suicide mssion. If you can get in, plant the bonb properly, and get away again before it

expl odes, so nmuch the better - but that would take at | east a double mracle. In a twenty-five-gee
field, nmerely planting the bonb nmay use up CGod's patience."

"My followers and | are not afraid to die if we're doing God's work," Clunard said proudly.
"Khorosho. | respect you inmensely."

They tal ked for a while longer as Pias described the problemin greater detail, and Tresa O unard
waver ed between her bitterness against the Enpire and her true belief in the evil of the PCC and
what it represented. In the end, Pias's persuasion overcane her doubts and she relented. "I will
doit," she said, "but I'Il do it for the glory of God, not for the good of the Enpress.”

"That's fine," Pias nodded, adding silently to himself, Just as long as you do it.

CHAPTER 14

I nsi de the Eneny

It took Tresa Clunard two days to round up five of her nobst ardent followers. Pias explained the
situation to each of them and Tresa O unard added her own touches about how this m ssion would
denmonstrate the truth of their beliefs that machines were evil and responsible for mankind' s decay
and damati on.

They returned quickly to Earth in Pias's ship. Pias learned that the war effort was deteriorating
slowy. The rebellion had not captured any new worlds since the initial surge, but they were
steadily consolidating their hold on the worlds they already had. Reports fromthe d' Al enbert
teans indicated that the rebellion's forces were well - organized, efficient, and slowy
elimnating their opposition. The PCC s influence was evident; it was using its superhuman
abilities to assinlate and correlate the data from hundreds of worlds. It knew precisely what
actions to take, and where, and when, to destroy any opposition to its rule. The small, inpronptu
bands of counterrevol utionaries were rapidly being erased.

W thout question, the PCC had to be destroyed.

Before long, the rebellious forces would establish their "Second Enpire," and it woul d be twi ce as
| arge as what remained of the first. As soon as it had a chance to rebuild its forces, it would

seek to expand and conquer the planets that still defied it. A war between the two factions seened
i nevitable, and the PCC | ooked |ike the probable victor
Even knowi ng how urgent it was to destroy the super-conmputer, the Head was still dubi ous about

Pias's plan. He had never personally seen Tresa O unard exhibit her mracul ous powers, and

i nsisted on a denonstration before giving final approval to such a mad schene.

Wth the Head and his daughter and the d' Alemberts all watching via nmonitors, the Puritans were
placed in a roomwith a high ultra-grav field. They were told to carry an object wei ghing as nmuch
as the bonb they'd use in the mssion to the far end of the room and then return within a
specified period of tinme. The Head was skeptical. "Just watch," Pias assured him

When the field was turned on, not even the heavy grav Puritans could stand upright. They lay on
the floor notionless for nore than a nminute, until even Pias began to doubt they'd find the
strength to fulfill their mssion. The group of observers grew very quiet, waiting to see what
woul d happen.

A faint sound could be heard over the nonitors - the sound of Tresa Cl unard and her followers
prayi ng. Their voices were barely audi bl e because it was a great strain even to breathe in a
twenty-five-gee field, but they could be heard calling on the power of God to assist themin their
holy task, and to prove to the unbelievers the strength of those who served H m

The trivision screen brightened, fromsone diffuse Iight source within the test room Then
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slowy, Tresa Clunard lifted the front part of her body up onto her elbows. A nonent later she'd
managed to rise up onto her knees as well, so that she was in a crawing position. There was no

| ook of strain upon her face. Her countenance was snooth and beatific, as though in holy rapture,
and she seened al nost unaware of her surroundi ngs. Then she opened her eyes, |ooked around, and
began noving forward carrying the make-believe bonb. Behind her, her followers - though | ess sure
of thenselves and |l ess confident in their faith - were also rising to hands and knees and starting
to crawl after their |eader.

Slowy but steadily, the procession made its way across the floor and planted the bonb. Then,
turning around, they returned the way they'd come. They alnost nmade it all the way back by the
time their deadline was reached.

Pi as turned around and | ooked at the others who'd been watching the nmonitors with him "Wat do

you t hi nk?"

"I'ma little disappointed they couldn't nake it all the way back," the Head criticized.

"That's damming with faint praise if | ever heard it," Jules said. "They were... well, literally
mraculous. | couldn't do that, and | don't think anyone in ny fanmly could. If they can duplicate

that under field conditions, then they're the best hope we've got for slipping inside the PCC and
destroying it."

"If Lady A wasn't lying to us about that corridor,"
with her, though, to find out where it is."

Hel ena, however, was thoughtful. "Does this nean the Puritans are right, that our entire

technol ogical civilization is evil and God is on their side? This |ooks |ike pretty concl usive
proof . "

"Not necessarily," Pias said. "I've traveled a | ot around the Gal axy and seen sonme pretty strange
things. |'ve read about even nore. People who believe very strongly in sonmething seemable to do
mracles. It doesn't matter what it is they believe in; it's the act of believing, the faith
itself, that lets themperformtheir feats. Every religion provides its own exanples, and they
can't all be right. I think there's something within everybody, an untapped resource, that gives
us powers we don't normally achi eve. An unquestioning faith seens able to reach in and use that
resource.”

Yvette reminded him "We'll still have to dea

He shrugged. "Well, it's a theory. It seens at |east as plausible as dunard' s belief that God
di sapproves of everything nen have ever done to inprove thenselves."
"You ought to have a chat with the Enperor-Consort," the Head smiled. "I'msure Liu would have

some interesting thoughts on the matter."

"l never clained to be a theologian," Pias replied with uncharacteristic nodesty. "But if some
fanatic has a talent and is willing to help us, |I'"mprepared to take advantage of it."

Wth the Puritans' abilities denpbnstrated, Zander von WI nenhorst finally approached the Enpress
with his plan. He explained to her the options she had available, and told her why, in his
opinion, it was crucial to knock out the conputer as rapidly as possible to deny its coordinating
abilities to the rebels. Unless that step were taken, the Enpire would be in for a costly,
protracted war it could very well |ose.

Edna Stanley | ooked coldly at the alternatives. She, too, hated the thought of dealing with Lady A
- but with the survival of the Enpire at stake and so nuch already lost, this price did not seem
as unbearable as it m ght have once. She agreed to the amesty, but refused to issue her eneny any
title higher than duchess, which A nmée Anporat had been before she officially became listed as a
traitor. If Lady A would not accept that bargain, SOTE was directed to kill her imediately and
find some other solution

Lady A bal ked when she | earned she woul d not be neking the assault on the PCC al one. Von

W nenhorst wanted to | eave her out of the assault altogether, lest she try any trickery, but she
refused to give the location of the hidden entrance and corridor unless she were included. Wen he
was adamant about the matter of her future title, she relented in turn, realizing she'd played her
cards for all they were worth. The amesty was to be witten up and presented to her before she

| eft on her mission; the planet she would rule as duchess woul d be chosen by nutual agreenent from
the planets with vacant titles after the rebellion was over. Wth treason so abundant, there were
bound to be lots of planets reverting to the throne for later allocation.

Before she'd be pernmitted to go on the mission, though, the Head insisted that she subnit to sone
surgery. Her robot body was opened up and its radio transnitter was renoved, so she could not
secretly conmunicate with the PCC once she was within radio range of it. In place of the
transmtter, a small renote-controlled bomb was planted in her body, capable of utterly destroying
her. The control of the bonmb would be in the hands of Tresa Cunard; at the slightest sign of
treachery, the Puritan woman woul d be authorized to detonate the bonb and end Lady A's life once
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and for all. This, the Head hoped, would give the Enpire sone insurance agai nst Lady A s betrayal
When that surgery was acconplished; Lady A was finally permtted to meet the rest of the teamthat
woul d make the assault with her. The neeting was far from harnoni ous.

Clunard | ooked her up and down with evident distaste. "They tell ne you're the one responsible for
havi ng the FitzHugh robot spying on nme," she said.

"l administered the program" Lady A admitted without flinching, "but the idea was originally the
PCC s. "

"They also tell me you're a robot yourself."

"There are far nore blessings to be gained from machi nes than are dreamed of in your narrow little
phi |l osophy. Your whol e planet was settled because humanity has the ability to cross interstellar
space and live on alien worlds. You can choose to live your life of Puritan squal or because
machi ne technol ogy gave you that option. People didn't consider your idea of a 'sinple life' so
wonder ful when it was all they had available to them You should consider that before you become
S0 preachy."”

Despite the aninosity on the team plans went for ward for the attack on the PCC s position. At
any other tine, the Head and his naval counterpart, Lord Adm ral Cesare Benevenuto, would have
thrown hundreds of ships into the conflict, supplying enough firepower to destroy all the battle
stations and the PCC s asteroid along with them But circunstances had inpoverished them and an
armada of ships could not be spared. Every ship at the planetary bases was needed precisely where
it was to guard agai nst rebel attack. Taking a great ganble, Benevenuto assigned thirty ships from
Earth's own defensive array, |eaving the nother planet dangerously underprotected. The maj or hopes
of the Enpire would ride on this mssion. If it succeeded, it would provide a knockout punch to
the rebellion's forces; if it failed, the Enpire m ght never recover its fornmer glory.

The expeditionary force arrived at the coordinates Lady A had given them not know ng precisely
what to expect. Even assunming their eneny had been telling the truth - which was not by any neans
a foregone conclusion - the PCC s plans night have been changed with out her knowi ng them They
could have arrived at the designated site and found nothing but enpty space, at which point they
could only return to Earth and begi n again.

But the information they'd gotten was accurate. Facing the small fleet was a doubl e gl obe of
automated battle stations. The battle stations were heavy, lunbering vessels, not capable of any
great flight; their sole function was defense, and they would performthat adnmirably. And right in
the center of the concentric gl obes of defense, safe and secure fromthe force the Enpire brought
against it, was the asteroid that housed the Primary Computer Conpl ex.

The Inperial fleet fornmed itself into a third globe surrounding the other two. Wth only thirty
ships in the formati on they were hopel essly spread out through space; Benevenuto woul d have needed
ten tines that nunber to conprise an effective task force. But then, the Navy's role was not to
smash the PCC itself, but to provide a diversion while the real assault team slipped through a
hole in the computer's defenses.

The automated stations watched alertly as the Inperial ships scattered over the surface of their

i magi nary sphere, just outside of firing range. The battle |lines were drawn and the antagonists
wai ted patiently for the order to begin fighting.

At a signal fromthe flagship, the inperial fleet began converging on the battle stations, their
searing rays blazing forth at the eneny. The Navy gunners were aided by the unusual fact that
their targets, for once, were perfectly stationary. The di sadvantage was that the battle stations
shiel ds were so strong they could withstand al nbst anything the attack ships could throw at them
and still have plenty of offensive power to hurl back deadly beans against their foes. Two or
three of the inperial ships acting together mght have been able to overpower the shields of a
single battle station and destroy it - but each ship was on its own against the fire power of
those deadly stations.

The Navy shi ps dodged and darted as they made their approach to the gl obes, but the large battle
stations - their surfaces bristling with of fensive weaponry - kept themin sight with conmputer
accuracy. Beam after beam scored the flanks of the inperial vessels. Their shields held for a | ong
tinme, but they were not perfect and they could not withstand indefinitely the fury being flung at
them by the rebel stations. As their shields failed, the inperial craft raced out of the conflict
to avoid being totally destroyed by eneny fire. It was prudence, rather than cowardice, that
dictated this action, as the Enpire was already short of fighting ships and could not afford to

| ose any nore.

While all this was going on, one inperial ship held back fromthe fighting and rel eased a squadron
of tiny netallic slivers, noving toward the center of the rebel formation so slowy that they were
barely detectable on the sensors. The battle stations' defensive screens would have bl ocked t hem
out if they were sinply torpedos - but they went nowhere near the battle stations, and the

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...t%2010%20-%20Revolt%200f%20the%20Galaxy.txt (61 of 69) [12/29/2004 12:40:20 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Doc%20E.%20...0Family%20d'Alembert%2010%20-%20Revol t%200f %20the%20Gal axy .txt

aut onat ed defenses paid themno attention.

The tiny slivers slipped through the double globe formation as though it weren't there, aimng for
the PCC asteroid. The PCC s own defenses sprang to life - but as Lady A had accurately cal cul at ed,
by the time the small vessels were within range of the asteroid they had reached a blind spot in

t he defenses. The conputer could not see anything so tiny there nor fire accurately at them and
the slivers reached their target safely.

As each tiny space needle crashed into the face of the asteroid, it burst open and a spacesuited
figure emerged. The Puritan assault teamrallied around Lady A and foll owed her to a spot in

dar kest shadow al ong the rocky surface. The lights of their helnets, shining deep into a fissure,
revealed a small airlock hatch, seal ed shut for perhaps five decades. The team did not bother
trying to open the hatch the normal way; they sinply dropped a grenade and blew it open,. allow ng
them access to the inner recesses of the PCC

As Lady A started inside, the Puritans gathered around the entrance and began their prayers,
willing the nmiracul ous powers into their bodies. Wen they felt infused with the divine force,
they got down on hands and knees and crawl ed through the opening. In this position they couldn't
be surprised by sudden changes in the gravitational field.

They were barely inside the corridor when the ultra grav was switched on, turning the sinple

hal lway into a corridor of agony. Even Lady A s super-strong robot body had trouble noving in this
field. She was on all fours like the rest of the team creeping forward just as slowy as everyone
el se. Behind her, Tresa C unard pushed the bonb al ong the ground as she crawl ed pain fully al ong
the designated route.

The bonb had been carefully designed for this particular mssion. It had to be |ightweight, since
in twenty- five gees even a balloon was a nmgjor encunbrance. At the sane tine it had to carry as
much expl osi ve power as possible, since SOTE woul d not have anot her chance at this mission; this
one bomb woul d have to denolish a substantial portion of the computer to knock the eneny | eader
out of action. The mission planners had finally agreed on using a mniaturized nucl ear war head.
The explosion itself would physically destroy perhaps a third of the conputer's interior - but the
el ectromagnetic pul se that woul d acconpany the nuclear blast would wipe out virtually al

electrical activity within the brain. The PCC woul d cease to exist.

The corridor was in darkness; all the teamcoul d see of their surroundi ngs was what showed in the
spotlights of their spacesuit helnets. Bare netal floor and walls enconpassed their universe.

The optimum point, Lady A inforned them was nearly a hundred neters down the hallway, the ful
length of a football field. Wile that was not very far considering the asteroid had a dianeter of
twenty-five kiloneters, it was far enough for a nuclear blast to do the desired damage

This distance was traversed a centineter at a time as the group | aboriously pulled its way forward
across the snooth floor. They did not have to worry about gas, stunners, or blasters; as Lady A
had predicted, there were no defenses along this overl ooked passageway into the depths of the
conputer's brain. Al the group had to overcone was the ever-present, oppressive gravity that
pulled at them and tested every fiber of their being.

Lady A could feel no pain, but for the first time since | eaving her flesh-and-blood body behind
she knew what it was |ike to struggle physically against a force greater than herself. The
Puritans, even with the power of their faith, were also struggling, and the sounds of their
prayers grew | ouder over their spacesuit radios.

Centinmeter by centinmeter they crawl ed forward into the darkness, and the journey seened to take an
eternity. The strain was evident on all their faces as they battled the crushing gravitationa
force. But slowy, steadily, they crept along until at |last they reached the desired point.

Tresa Clunard placed the bonb against the wall. She set the timer as she'd been instructed - but
Lady A was watching her and suddenly protested.

"You only set that for a couple of ninutes. That doesn't give us enough tinme to get out of here,"
she sai d.

Tresa Clunard | ooked at her with an other-worldly snmle. "The others and | took a vote. W' re not
|l eaving. We're going to die here in God's glory, serving H s divine mssion."

"But | don't believe in your stupid religion.”

"You will die as you deserve, here in the belly of your evil master,
sinplicity.

"You're mad," Lady A exclainmed. Fighting the heavy gravity she staggered forward, trying to reach
the tinmer controls on the bonb and reset it. Clunard, seeing this, pressed the button on the
speci al detonator she had.

The smal | expl osive charge planted in Lady A's body went off, ripping the artificial flesh and
sendi ng fragnents of the Gal axy's nobst notorious wonan flying in all directions. Thus did her
dreans of galactic donmination end in one explosive nonent, and the supposedly inmortal Ai née

Clunard said with snug
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Anorat became little nore than a twi sted nass of netal and plastiderm

Tresa Clunard turned to the other Puritans. Her face was calm accepting. "My friends," she said
warmy, "let's sing the praises of God and die with H's nane on our |ips."

Bei ng buried beneath the surface of the asteroid, the nuclear explosion was not visible fromthe
outside - but the el ectronmagnetic radiation generated by the blast easily registered on the Navy's
sensor screens. The instant it was detected they di sengaged fromthe conbat and backed away out of
range of the stations' fire. A subcom nessage was beaned back to Earth, telling of the mission's
success.

The battle stations, being independently automated, did not stop functioning with the destruction
of the PCC. They renmi ned positioned in space around the dead hulk of their creator, ready to
defend it fromany external danger. They still represented a minor hazard to interstellar traffic,
and the Navy woul d eventually send a |large fleet of ships in to do a proper job of destroying
them But such a task could wait for a nore convenient nmonment. There was no |onger any hurry.

CHAPTER 15

A New Enpire

The rebellion did not collapse with the denmise of its |eader; the PCC had planned too well and
organi zed too efficiently for that. Rebel |eaders on many worlds had solidified their positions
during the conputer's direction of hostilities, and the Inperial forces - still recovering from
the devastating blow they'd been dealt - were insufficiently equi pped to dislodge them

i medi atel y.

But the unity and the superb coordination of rebel efforts that had been the hall mark of the
revol uti on were now gone. There was no single |leader with an overall vision to direct the
uprising. Insurrectionists on one world no | onger had instantaneous know edge of events on ot her
pl anets. Supplies could no | onger be routed instantly to the places they were needed. The snartest
of the rebel chiefs, realizing howinportant such coordination was, devised their own inpronptu
communi cati ons networks - but they were never as effective as when under PCC direction

Slowy and unsteadily, at first, the Enpire began taking back the planets it had |ost. Both sides
now had an equal disadvantage with |ack of conputer coordination

The difference was that the Inperial forces were better trained than their opponents and had a
cause to fight for, whereas the revolutionary arm es were nostly nercenaries |ooking solely for
personal profit. The rebel |eaders had been chosen nore for their organizational abilities than
for their know edge of nmilitary tactics, and in the canpaign to hold what they'd taken they
eventual |y nade ni stakes on which the Enpire's strategists could capitalize.

Wirking with its limted resources, the Enmpire would take seven years to clear away the | ast
vestiges of the revolt and regain total control of the occupied planets once again. During that
time, many people would suffer, many would fight, and altogether too many would die to preserve
the idea of a unified human governnent throughout all of space. There woul d be many tal es of
personal courage and honor, and - as m ght be expected - d' Al enberts would figure in nore than a
few of them But by the end of that seven years the Enpire would have regained its strength and
beconme as strong as ever - and even stronger, in fact, since it would not be nurturing a
mechani cal traitor in its very core

But those were all considerations for the future in the days followi ng the destruction of the PCC
and no one then could tell for certain how things would turn out. This was a tine for plans and
pol i cymaki ng, and the highest-level thinkers on Earth were working overtinme to sal vage the concept
of Enpire. The military strategi sts were plotting canpaigns to recover the |lost worlds, and
reprogranming the mlitary conputers at Luna Base to aid their studies. But by far the nost
serious planning was being done in the real mof the social sciences. The whole fabric of society
had been ripped apart beyond nmending; it would have to be rewoven fromnnew threads, trying to

mai ntain as much of the old pattern as possible

Virtually all vital records had been erased fromdata banks around the Gal axy. There was no
identification, no way of knowi ng when a person had been born, what grades he'd gotten in school
what his fingerprint and retinal patterns were, whether he'd ever been nmarried and to whom

whet her he'd ever had a crinminal record, or what his nedical history was. Wth the exception of
wel | - known public figures, a person could be anyone he clainmed to be - and while npst people
naturally stayed within their old social circles and had friends who could vouch for them there
were not a few who took advantage of the chaos to create new identities for thenselves. It was a
time of rebirth, and out of the ashes rose new opportunities for people to change their lives.
Wth all the financial records gone, human conmerce cane to a sudden halt. The Enpress's crash
programin socialismprovided Iife's basic necessities for nost people, but it could not be a | ong-
termsolution. Al ready black markets were springing up in nonessential itens, despite the harsh
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i mperial |aws against profiteering. People could not be allowed to sit idle for |Iong periods of
time, or unrest would naturally result. Riots on top of rebellion could not easily be handl ed, and
alternatives had to be found.

There was no way of telling whether the average person had been a billionaire or a bum and so
everyone woul d have to start out equally. Even the nobility, who could at | east establish their
own identity, could not claimnmore wealth than their famly manors and the personal property they
had had on hand at the tine of the conputer crash - and nost of that, by edict, was now state
property.

The first priority was to establish a nedium of exchange. Al the old coins and notes were
declared invalid to prevent thievery, sw ndling, and specul ation. The governnent asked people to
turn in their coins for the netal content, although nmany collectors held on to them knowi ng their
val ue woul d skyrocket in future years.

The old rubles were replaced by units called "inperia." The inperiumwas based, not on a standard
of precious netals as had been done in the past, but on a standard of energy units that nore fully
reflected the actual cost of goods and services. Each duke was authorized to distribute tenporary
scrip until new bills could be printed and new coins mnted. Financial conputers were hurriedly
reprogranmed to deal in the new noney so credit transactions could take place. It was taken for
granted that there would be a | ot of counterfeiting at the beginning of the program- and that,
too, was nade a capital offense. The counterfeiting would taper off as the nbney was nore in
circulation and people grew nore fanmiliar with it.

The next step was to get people back to work, to start society functioning again. O highest
priority were people in essential services - police, firefighters, and nedical workers. In nost
cases, workers in such fields knew several other people who could vouch for them so only
qual i fied people were placed in these vital positions. If a person clainmed to be trained in one of
those jobs - say as a doctor - but had no verifiable references, review boards were established to
test the applicant's proficiency in the field. This systemassured at |east a mnimm]|level of
services during the awkward transition phase.

Most people sinply returned to the jobs they'd had before the disruption occurred. Coworkers in
vari ous shops knew one another and the relationship patterns quickly re-established thenselves. If
soneone tried to take unfair advantage of the situation, perhaps by claimng a higher job than
he'd really had, his colleagues woul d usual |y band together and denounce himto the authorities.
In those instances where a person's position couldn't be verified, the ultimte test was whether
he could performthe job; if he could, he was kept on regardl ess of what he'd done before.

Per haps the hardest hit of all were not the poor, but the wealthier classes. Since all property
had been seized by the government during the crisis, if these people didn't have narketable skills
they found thensel ves without nmeans of gainful enploynent. Sone becane office nanagers, while nany
others had to apply for job retraining at governnent expense, and lived off the dole as they did
so. These people were probably the bitterest about the turn of fate they'd suffered, and stories
wer e handed down for generations about the fortunes their fanmlies had lost in the revol ution.
Wthout a free nmarket econony to set standards, local officials were directed to set up wage and
price councils. Each job was carefully eval uated and wages were established for the workers. Mre
bitter fights broke out over this issue than over any other, but such restraints were a necessary
evil until society could recover fromthe blow it had been dealt. Prices were simlarly structured
to all ow wage-earners to afford the necessities of Iife. Once the wage and price guidelines were
in effect, the free food distribution systemwas ended and people returned to buyi ng what they
needed with the noney they'd earned fromtheir own | abors.

The Enpress knew that these neasures would not work on a long-termbasis, and so a Transitionary
Council was appointed to help society work toward the return of a free narket state. Every

busi ness that had fornerly been private, and every piece of property not required for legitimte
government function, had a price established for it. As soon as sonmeone - or a group of people
pooling their resources - could pay that price, they could buy that business or property fromthe
government. They were then free to do anything with it they liked, subject to the normal |aws of
commercial practice - but they now had to pay the enpl oyees' wages, set their own prices, and pay
taxes on their profits. The prospect of becom ng a | andowner or share holder in a conpany provided
a tremendous incentive, and nost people worked hard to achi eve these goals. VWile many fortunes
were lost in the revolution, even nore were made. There was no linmt to what a person could
achieve if he worked hard enough for it. There were bound to be injustices, but in general people
were satisfied with the way things turned out.

Economi ¢ recovery, too, took |longer than many had hoped. It would be a dozen years fromthe

out break of the revolution before the Enpire had conpletely returned to a free narket econony -
but by that time the health of the Enpire would once nore be assured and people woul d once again
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have confidence in their way of life.
One thing that could never be restored, though, was the art lost in the initial catastrophe. The

I nperial pal aces had been repositories for some of the finest nurals, frescoes, paintings,

scul pture, and hand-crafted jewelry the Gal axy had ever seen. Al that nowlay in ruins, with only
phot ographs to renind posterity of what once had been. Mst of these treasures had been the
personal property of the inperial fanily, and Edna Stanley grieved for their loss. If any act
attested to the heartless, inhuman nature of the enemy, it was this sensel ess destruction of hunman
beauty.

Ten days after the destruction of the PCC, Enpress Stanley Eleven gave a very private dinner party
for an elite group of people. Since all the royal pal aces had been destroyed and were not yet
rebuilt, the Enpress comuandeered the restaurant of one of Mdscow s finest hotels for her private
entertai nnent. The guest list - small for a royal affair - included the Enperor-Consort, G and
Duke Zander von W/ nenhorst, his daughter Hel ena and her fiancé Captain Paul Fortier, Duke Etienne
d' Al embert, Jules and Yvonne d' Al enbert, and Pias and Yvette Bavol. As the Enpress told them
before the neal began, "W were all privy to sone of the nobst decisive nonents in the history of
the old Enpire. | think it's only right that we be here together to oversee the birth of the new
Enpire."

During the nmeal the conversation was |ight. Edna spent nost of her time |listening as her devoted
subj ects expl ai ned what they'd been doing in the past few weeks to help preserve order within the
Gal axy. The Head and hi s daughter had been reorgani zing the entire Head quarters of SOTE on Earth,
and Paul Fortier was al nost singlehandedly responsible for coordination between SOTE and t he
Navy. Etienne d' Al enbert had been coordinating the reports comng in fromthe teanms he'd sent to
rebel - occupi ed planets, while the two teans of super-agents had been transcri bing as nmany details
as they could renenber of their adventures for the Service during the hectic years of their
careers. The d' Alenberts were a bit reluctant to speak of their famly in front of Fortier; even

t hough he'd proven his abilities and | oyalties on numerous occasions, they were used to

mai ntai ning the strictest secrecy with regard to their famly. Only the fact that he was engaged
to Hel ena and obviously destined for a high-level position in Intelligence nmade them feel safe
enough to trust himwi th such ultra-top-secret information.

"You know, | thought 1'd feel relieved when we finally snashed the conspiracy,

Yvette said toward

the end of the neal. "Instead, | just feel a sort of hollow place inside me. W worked and fought
and sweated for years, and then bang!, it's over. One quick action and the eneny's all gone.
hardly even had time to draw a breath or cross ny fingers."

"1 know what you nean," Helena said. "lIt's like the ringing in your ears when a | oud noi se stops
abruptly."

"We're far from being out of danger," the Head rem nded them "There's still an enornobus anount of
work to do before any of us can sleep soundly."

Edna Stanley | eaned forward and sniled. "I'mglad you brought that subject up; it's really why I
invited you all here. | was very serious at the start of the meal about overseeing the birth of a

new Enpire, because that's what we're doing. The old one is gone; it can never be recaptured, and
if we tried to formthe new one in exactly the sane nold we'd be dooned to failure."

She turned to her husband. "Liu, how did you put it? | remenber you expressed it so well."

The Enperor-Consort smiled - a warm conforting snmile. "The Enpire of Earth nust be like the Earth
itself. Hurricanes may bl ow across the Earth, fire may char it, floods may cover it, but in the
end the Earth itself remains. New plants and ani nal s appear where the ol d ones died, and they are
never quite the same, but always the Earth goes on

"And so it nust be with the Enpire. People may cone and go, institutions nmay rise and fall, a
revol ution may sweep away everything before it |ike a typhoon - but the Enpire must renmain the
bedrock of human existence. If Humanity is to survive in the Galaxy it needs one underlying truth
on which to base itself - and that truth will be the Enpire. The form of the Enpire may change,
but the Enpire itself will go on. It would be thus even if the computer had won, and we nust
ensure that the concept of Enpire does not die."

"Hear, hear," Duke Etienne nurnured softly.

"What we have to do," Edna picked up, "is to see that the new Enpire shapes itself along just and
fair lines. We reject the concept of machine-Ilike perfection and regi mentation, but that doesn't
mean we should swing in the other direction. My advisors are coming out with a series of prograns
designed to pronote economnmic recovery, and | think they'll work - but it will take years before
the Enpire is healthy again. The revol ution has stopped its expansion; with the PCC Qut of the
picture they seemto be concentrating just on holding what they've taken, so there's a good chance
we can win it back in tine.

"My chief concern, and the real reason | wanted to talk with you all tonight, is the governing of
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this new Enpire. An enpress can be only as effective as her nmeans of carrying out her orders; |
can pass all the edicts | want, but if they're not enforced they beconme neaningl ess. Wat ever
Enpire energes fromthese ruins, it will have to adm nister all the planets as efficiently as did
the old one."

She paused and | ooked around the table. "Whether we like to admit it or not, we're deeply indebted
to the PCC for enabling our old Enpire to grow. Before the PCC was put into service there were
just under nine hundred planets in the Enpire and the governnent was growing a little threadbare,
whi ch was why so nuch noney was spent on a conputer so large. In the years since, we've expanded
by nore than fifty percent. | honestly don't believe our Enpire could have grown to the size it
did without the PCC. Even though it was sinmultaneously underm ning the governnent, the conputer
kept it running so efficiently we didn't even notice the sabotage.

"Now we find ourselves in a very awkward position. W're without the services of our primary tool
at precisely the moment when we need strong administration the nost. The rebels are hol ding
between hal f and two-thirds of our planets, so for the nonent we're relieved of the responsibility
for governing them- but the planets we do control need our help desperately. W have to know what
their problens are and be able to en force our solutions quickly, efficiently, and humanely, or
we'll risk even nore rebellions."”

As she gl anced around the table her gaze was on the face of every security agent in turn. "W
obviously can't repeat our mstake and just build another super-conputer that could betray us
again under simlar conditions. Since we don't know how the PCC becane sel f-aware, we woul dn't

know how to prevent it happening in another conputer of the same capacity. I'mtold the
cyberneticists are excited about the concept of artificial intelligence and hope to create another
one deliberately - and this tinme we'll make sure it stays friendly.

"But that won't help us run the Galaxy in the nean tinme. If we can't rely on our conputers, we'l]l
have to put nore dependence on the human side. To nmy way of thinking, this will nmean an even
| arger and nore demanding role for the Service of the Enpire. This discussion is about the future

of you all, as well as of the Enpire itself. I'd appreciate your coments."

There was a | ong awkward silence. Jules cleared his throat and said, "OF course, you know we'll do
every thing we can."

"I've never doubted that," Edna nodded. "I'mtal king about policy and direction. Wuat job should

SOTE be doing, and how can we help it work nost effectively?"

"I don't think SOTE can, or should, do the whole job," the Head spoke up. As the others | ooked
surprised, von WI nenhorst el aborated. "Except for the regrettable period under 'Mad Stephanie,"’
the Service of the Enpire has never been, and was never intended to be, a secret police force. Qur
stated purpose is to keep the Enpire running snoothly, and nobst of our work has been routine - to
keep track of interstellar comerce and travel, to facilitate disputes that arise between
different planets, and generally to oil the wheels of the galactic nachinery. Tracki ng down
traitors has al ways been inportant, but it consuned a relatively small percentage of our tota
manpower - until the PCC Lady A conspiracy started taking up nmore and nore of our energy. Now that
the conspiracy's out in the open, it's the mlitary's job to crush the rebellion and the Service
can return to the business of adnministration.”

"What exactly are you suggesting?" Edna asked.

"Because of the enormity of the task, and because we won't have the conputer coordinating
facilities to centralize everything, no one agency can do the whole job. I'd reconmend the
formation of at least three different organizations to handle the |oad. The Service of the Enpire
should return to the task of routine adm nistration. There should be a small but elite interna
security agency separate from but in close contact with, the Service; | think this agency could
readi |y conbine the investigative duties of both SOTE and Naval Intelligence, to avoid duplication
of effort. Third, there should be a separate departnent to nonitor the workings of the nobility on
the local level - again, working closely with the other two organizations."

"Excuse me, but | don't understand," Vonnie interrupted. "Wy do we need an organization |ike
that? There's already the Chanber of Thirty-Six and the Coll ege of Dukes to do that Sort of
thing."

Zander von W/ nmenhorst shook his head. "They both deal largely with cerenonial matters. |'m
speaki ng of a nore practical organization. Renenber, the Enpire will have | ess coordinated access
to information fromits outlying areas; it will have to rely, nore than ever, on the grand dukes,
dukes, and other local nobility to see that things run properly. Ideally, every noble should be
appoi nted by the current ruler to insure that only the best people are in charge at local levels -
but that would nean overturning the Stanley Doctrine of inheritance, and we'd have an i medi ate
revolt fromthe rest of the Galaxy as well. There'll be a lot of newtitles to appoint when this
whol e ness is over, and we'll have to choose the best possible people - but we can't guarantee how
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good their heirs will be.

"Because we'll have to rely nmore on the local nobility, they'll have that nmuch nore power - and
they'Il knowit. W'll also have to | et them know there's an organi zati on watching themto make
sure they don't step too far out of line. SOTE and the new internal security agency will have
their hands full with other matters, so | think a separate departnment should devote itself
exclusively to the nobility."

"I'mnot sure the division of powers is a good idea," Duke Etienne said. "All three will overlap
much of the time. The new SOTE that you described may uncover some erratic behavior on the part of
some grand duke, or sonme earl's m sbehavior may mask the begi nnings of treason. W're already
worried about a lack of coordination; splitting the enforcenment between three separate groups only
makes the probl em worse, not better."

"I agree there'll be a lot of interrelation between the three departnents, a lot of roomfor
overlap," von WI menhorst nodded. "W don't want to allow inter-service rivalries to grow, as they
did until recently between SOTE and NI. W'l have to nake sure all three branches get al ong well
together and share in formation snmoothly when it beconmes necessary. They'll need | eaders who work
snoot hly together - and probably should all be overseen by a single coordinator who can settle any
jurisdictional disputes."

He turned to face the Enpress. "This is considered an informal neeting, isn't it?"

"Of course,"” Edna told him

"Then | can feel a little freer about maki ng specific recommendations, knowi ng that they're always
subject to Your Majesty's best judgnent. | have sone choices | personally feel would be good for
these different departnents. | would volunteer, quite i mobdestly, to be the overall coordinator

Hel ena has kept SOTE running so snoothly as ny assistant that | feel perfectly confident in
turning the reins of SOTE over to her. Though it pains ny father's heart to adnit it, she's not as
good a strategist as | am- but the position as |I've redefined it calls nore for an adninistrator
whi ch she does far better than | ever coul d.

"For the internal security agency, | think our Captain Fortier would make an ideal choice. The
Admralty is bound to object if we take the Ofice of Naval Intelligence away fromthem but if
the adm nistrator of the security departnment is a Navy man | think they' |l go along. The fact that

Paul is marrying Hel ena neans the two departnents should be able to work closely together - and if
the Iiaison work they did between SOTE and NI is any indication, the two departnments will nesh
superbly. We can't al ways guarantee that the heads of these two departnents will be nmarried to one
anot her, but at least we'll start out with close cooperation; we can hope that sets a standard for
future behavior."

Hel ena and Fortier were both blushing; the Grand Duke smled and turned his attention el sewhere
around the table. "As for overseeing the local nobility, | can't think of anyone better qualified
than Duke Etienne. As a well-respected duke hinself, no one could object to his getting the
position - and he's already proved he can adnminister. He's kept the Circus going all these
years...."

"That's just the point," Etienne sputtered in protest. "You' re talking about a full-tinme job. I
couldn't do that and manage the Circus, too."

The Grand Duke smiled. "I know I'msticking ny nose in where it doesn't belong, and that the

d' Al enberts have always run the GCircus in their own way - but it occurs to me that since Jules's
recent leg injury will keep himaway fromthe nore strenuous undercover assignments in the future,
he might be willing to accept a slightly nore sedentary position. The Circus will be on hiatus for
a while until we recall the teans we sent out; don't you think Jules and Yvonne will be able to
man age it well once it's re-forned?"

Duke Etienne was caught in a dilemm set up by his wily friend. He was proud of the work he'd done
as Manager of the Circus, and he enjoyed it nore than anything he could do in his Iife. But he was
al so extrenely proud of his son's abilities and of all he'd managed to do in the Galaxy so far. He
couldn't very well deny that Jules would run the Crcus in an excellent fashion

"Perhaps," he admitted grudgingly. "But you can't expect an old star rover like me to settle down
behi nd a desk, can you?"

"Nobody sai d anything about settling down behind a desk," von WI nenhorst soothed. "If you're
going to ride herd on thirty-six grand dukes, hundreds of dukes, and who knows how many thousands
of | esser nobles, you'll have to be on the nove a lot - nmore even than you were with the G rcus."
"We'll see," Duke Etienne nuttered, but Jules caught his eye and nmade himsnile despite hinself.
Jul es | ooked back at the Head and gave a brief nod, signifying that he would take the position and
convince his father - if that was what the Enpress wanted.

"You seemto have napped out a future for everyone but Pias and ne,
going to end up in your plans?"

Yvette said. "Wiere are we
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"You' ve got your own future napped CQut already," von WI nmenhorst told her. "Pias is going to be
the next Duke of Newforest, and you'll be his duchess. Fromall reports, that will be happening in
the near future. I'msorry, Pias, for your father's unfortunate illness, but I'mglad you' ve
reconcil ed. You and Yvette should return there and spend as nuch time with himas you can before
the end - and also help nake a snmpooth transition to your own administration."”

"I"'mgoing to feel so useless,"” Yvette said. "Every one else is getting exciting jobs, while Pias
and | get to nursenaid a planet. | was always gl ad Robert was older than | was, so he'd inherit
Papa's title and | could do the real work."

"Ch, even as a duke | saw ny share of action,” her father said with a wi nk.

"Precisely," von WInenhorst added. "As | told you before, there's going to be a |lot nore

responsi bility placed on the shoul ders of the nobility under the new regine, and you'll be doing

i mportant work in holding the Enpire together. Besides, | think Newforest represents an underused
resource. We've recruited a |lot of DesPlainians into the Service, but not many Newforesters; the
new i nternal security agency will need all the good people it can get. You may end up doi ng some
recruiting and training for us. Don't worry - | have a feeling you won't feel slighted at all."

He | ooked back at the Enpress. "Well, you did ask for comments, Your Mijesty. | know |'ve talked a
| ot and been rather free with ny assunptions. I'll give you nore detailed and formal proposals in

witing within a week or so, as soon as nmy workload permts."
"You've at least given ne a lot to think about," Edna told him "And, as usual, what you say nakes

a great deal of sense. | knew there would have to be some maj or shakeups in the organization - it
may well be along the lines you suggest;

"In the nmeantine,"” she continued, raising her glass, "lI"'d like to thank all of you for the help
you' ve given ne through the years. | can't think of a better way than with the official Service
salute: Here's to tonorrow, fellows and friends. May we all live to see it!"

They drank the toast and gl asses were refilled. At the end of the table, Jules stood up
hesitantly. "Your Mjesty, |'ve been thinking. W' ve been talking a |ot tonight about what's going
to happen. At the risk of seeming heretical, 1'd like to propose a new official toast."

He raised his glass once again. Up and down the table his dinner conpanions raised their own

gl asses and | ooked at himexpectantly as he said, "Here's to tonorrow, fellows and friends. May we
make it what we wish it!"

APPENDI X

The Stanl ey Dynasty

STANLEY ONE: Born Ceorge Stanley, 2175. Becane King Stanley Six of Earth in 2205, at age 30.
Crowned hinsel f Enperor Stanley One of the Enpire of Earth in 2215, at age 40. Reigned 31 years -
10 as king, 21 as Emperor. Strong and able, but harsh and frequently unjust. Married in 2201, at
age 26. Two children: Crown Prince Theobold and Princess Theodora. Assassinated in 2236 at age 61
by his son.

STANLEY TWO. Born Theobol d, 2202. Crowned 2236 at age 34 after killing his father. Reigned one
year. A bachelor with a harem of concubines; no legitimte offspring. Not content w th nurdering
his father and nmother, he tried in 2237 to nurder his sister Theodora. The plot backfired and she
killed him

STANLEY THREE: Born Theodora, 2204. Crowned 2237 at age 33 after killing her brother. Reigned 37
years. Married 2233 at age 29. Had 3 children including Crowm Prince Karl. First of the Geat

St anl eys. Consol idated the Enpire and founded the Service of the Enpire. Established the structure
of nobility by elevating selected cormoners to noble rank. Propounded the Stanley Doctrine: strict
prinmogeniture with no distinction as to gender; royalty nust and nobility nay marry conmmoners;
spouse is elevated to the level of the higher-ranking spouse, except that in any difference of

opi nion, the decision of the higher-born is final; inbreeding within one-thirty-second
consanguinity positively forbidden; full loyalty to the throne is mandatory, with the penalty for
failure being death. Stanley Three abdicated at age 70 in 2274 in favor of her ol dest son

STANLEY FOUR: Born Karl, 2235. Crowned 2274 at age 39. Reigned 19 years. Married 2256 at age 21
Had four children: Crown Princess Stephanie, Prince Edmund, Prince Charles, and Princess Charl ene.
A good ruler, but not great. Assassinated in 2293 at age 58 in a full-scale revolution |led by

Pri nce Edmund and Grand Duke Gaspard of Sector N neteen. This was the first real test of the
Navy's tradition of loyalty to the throne and to the Stanley Doctrine. Crown Princess Stephanie
was hustl ed aboard the flagship and kept in Fleet Adnmiral Sinmms's own cabin until the rebellion
was put down. 728 Navy officers were court-nmartialed and shot; the rebellion was hel pl ess w t hout
the Navy they thought they'd subverted. After a few weeks of turnoil, Stephanie succeeded her

fat her.

STANLEY FI VE: Born Stephanie, 2257. Crowned 2293 at age 36. Reigned six years. Married 2279, age
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22. Had five children, the youngest of whom Prince Edward, was born in 2284. Her first inperia
act was to execute the | eaders of the rebellion, including her brother Ednund. Because of her
frightening experience, she was constantly on the | ookout for plots against her, executing

hundr eds of people and bani shing many others to the new, raw planet Gastonia at the far edge of
Sector Twenty. She becane known as "Mad Stephanie,” and her harsh rule inspired many new pl ots.
She, her husband, and four of their five children were assassinated simultaneously in 2299; Prince
Edward, then an ensign in the Navy, escaped death only because the plotters did not know and could
not find out that Fleet Admiral Sims was guardi ng himas no one had ever before been guarded.
Sims declared nmartial | aw and executed not only every person whose guilt was probable - including
Prince Charles and Princess Charlene - but also the entire fanmlies of everyone convicted, the

bl oodi est purge in all history. Sims declared hinself Regent for the new, underage Enperor.
STANLEY SI X: Born Edward, 2284. Crowned 2299, at age 15. Reigned 42 years - 6 under Regent Sinmms
(who, much to everyone's surprise, relinquished the Regency on the day Stanley Six becane 21) and
36 on his own. Married in 2312, at age 28; had one child, Crown Princess Evelyn. Considered the
second of the Great Stanleys. Advanced the Enpire trenendously, strengthened SOTE, pronoted the
arts and sciences. Fleet Admiral Sims (Ret., but still Head of SOTE) died 2341 at age 94 -
supposedly of a stroke. (Assassination was |ater suspected, but not at the tine.) Later in the
same year, Stanley Six was assassihated by a pal ace clique who wanted Crown Princess Evelyn as
Enpr ess.

STANLEY SEVEN: Born Evel yn, 2313. Crowned 2341 at age 28. Reigned nine years. Oficial date of her
marri age (February 15, 2329) is decidedly questionable, as it was kept secret (and all roya

marri ages are supposed to be inperial functions) until April 8 of that year, and her only child,
Crown Prince Rudol ph, was born on Cctober 10, 2329, when Evelyn was 16. Consi dered the weakest
Stanley of all - used by cliques of "friends," first one, then another. Was killed in a drunken
braw (2350) by a discarded | over, who also killed her current |over and hinself.

STANLEY El GHT: Born Rudol ph, 2329. Crowned 2350 at age 21. Reigned 27 years. Married in 2352 and
had three sons, including Crown Prince Ansel. H's ad ministration was nmedi ocre; honest, but stodgy
and uni magi nati ve. He and his Enpress were assassinated, together with the two younger princes and
their famlies, by Crown Prince Ansel in 2377.

STANLEY NI NE: Born Ansel, 2353. Crowned 2377 at age 24. Reigned 26 years. Had illegitinmate son
Bani on, by Ai mée Anorat, Duchess of Durward, in 2378; Banion was given Patent of Royalty and title
"Prince of Durward." Patent was |ater revoked upon the birth of legitimte heir, WIlliam born
2379, but Amorat and Bani on had di sappeared and continued plotting for the throne. Strong but
harsh ruler, and able administrator. Inaugurated the Primary Conputer Conplex, which enabled the
Enpire to expand tremendously. Killed in 2403 when his personal super-dread-naught was struck by a
derelict vessel imediately after emergence from subspace. Although this is the only such accident
on record, SOTE investigators concluded it could not possibly have been prearranged.

STANLEY TEN: Born WIlliam 2379. Crowned 2403 at age 24. Reigned 46 years. Married in 2423 at age
44, very late for a Stanley - deliberately. Also deliberately had only one child, Crown Princess
Edna. Third of the Great Stanleys, the greatest to date. Anong ot her achievenents, he built SOTE
up into the finest security organization that civilization has ever seen. Abdicated at age 70 in
favor of his daughter.

STANLEY ELEVEN: Born Edna, 2424. Crowned 2449 at age 25. Married in 2448 at age 24. Survived the
Coronation Day Incursion and the insurrection, led by the Primary Conputer Conplex, which nearly
destroyed the Enpire. Supervised the rebuilding programthat restored the Enpire to its former

gr eat ness.

The end

<BookMar k>
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