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- Prologue

PROLOGUE

A sprinkling of new snow had fallen overnight on the western slopes of the Bernese Oberland in central
Switzerland, and Security Prefect Jamus Galway found himself squinting against the reflected early-
morning sunlight as he walked down the transport's entry ramp. It had taken five months of slow and
painstaking investigation, but at last the search was about to come to an end.

Maybe.

A young man was waiting for him at the bottom of the ramp, and even through ditted eyelids Galway
could see the other's face go suddenly rigid as the prefect's escort appeared in the shuttle's hatchway
behind him. It was the same reaction he'd encountered nearly everywhere he'd gone in the past five
months, from the back streets of central Europe to the elite governmental centers of New Geneva. Even
here on Earth, after thirty years of Ryqril rule over what had once been the proudly independent Terran
Democratic Empire, the vast majority of TDE citizens had never seen a Ryq up close and personal.
Even fewer of those citizens had seen a khassg-class warrior like the one now striding down the ramp a
pace behind him. Certainly fewer living citizens. Most people who found themselves facing a khassg
didn't survive the encounter.

The young man had his expression under control again by the time Galway reached the bottom of the
ramp. "Prefect Galway," he said formally. "I'm Security Lieutenant Albert Weissmann. Welcome to
Interlaken."

"Thank you," Galway said, gesturing to his escort. "Thisis Taakh, khassg-class warrior of the Ryqril."

"Honored, Y our Eminence," Weissmann said, bowing low. His voice, Galway noted with approval and
mild surprise, was calm and steadly .

Approval, because that was how one was supposed to face humanity's conquerors. Surprise, because if
there was anyone on Earth right now who could inspire fear and trembling in those around him, it was
Taakh. His well-muscled bulk topped Galway's own height by a good thirty centimeters, and even in the
cold of central Europe he wore nothing above the waist except the elaborately tooled belt and baldric
combination that indicated his rank and authority. Fastened to the belt at his right hip was alarge laser
pistol, while awide-bladed short sword with carved hilt rode its sheath on hisleft. "l trust the region's
been locked down?' Galway asked, looking around at the rows of neat homes and businesses stretched
out beneath the towering mountains in the distance.

"Yes, sir, since two o'clock this morning,” Weissmann confirmed.

Less than half an hour after Galway had sent out the order. "Excellent," he said.

"Thank you, sir," Weissmann said. "We take orders from New Geneva very serioudly."

"Of course," Galway said, trying not to sound cynical. Neither Weissmann nor any of his people had any
real choice in the matter, of course, any more than Galway himself did. All TDE Security officers,
government employees, scientists, and top business people were routinely loyalty-conditioned by the
Ryaril to be incapable of revolt, sedition, or even serious misbehavior. There was nothing Weissmann's
people could do except take their orders serioudly.

Still, there was a certain degree of slack in the conditioning. Galway knew afew of his own officers
back on his homeworld of Plinry who never put in more than the bare minimum of effort required. If
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Weissmann's contingent was as dedicated and efficient as he claimed, perhaps the young officer had
reason for pride after al.

"That's his house over there," Weissmann went on, pointing toward a light brown structure at the end of
arow of modest homes a block away. His eyes flicked furtively to Taakh, shifted quickly away. "Will
you want our assistance in taking him?"

"Yaerill take he," the Ryq rumbled before Galway could answer. "Y ae hunans.”

"Asyou command," Galway said, bowing his head in acknowledgment. Either the Ryq didn't want to get
his own hands dirty with this one, or he wanted to see how Interlaken’'s human contingent handled
themselves. Either was fine with Galway. "Y our people are in position, Lieutenant?' he asked.

"Yes, sir,” Weissmann said. "My thought was to send four men in through the back. We can cut through
the garden fence and move in under cover of some small bushes—"

"Whoa, whoa," Galway interrupted. "Any reason we can't just try the front door?"

Weissmann seemed alittle taken aback. "Uh ... no, sir, | guess not." Lifting his hand over his head, he
gave a series of hand signals. "Whenever you're ready, sir."

Galway gestured, and together he and Weissmann headed down the street, their boots making odd
squeaking noises in the fresh snow. "New Geneva didn't say anything about the khassg being involved in
this," Weissmann murmured, glancing furtively over his shoulder at the big, rubbery-skinned alien.
"Should | have brought more men? | mean, so we would look more professional ?*

"If we can take Herr Judas quietly, then by definition you brought enough men," Galway assured him.

Ahead, armed figures were emerging from conceal ment, converging silently on the target house. Apart
from the standard paral-dart pistols each wore at his hip, Galway saw, their weaponry was a mixture of
various types of flechette and pellet scatterguns. Y et another reason for Weissmann to feel nervous
about Taakh's presence, though the hodgepodge equipment was hardly the lieutenant's fault. "Unusual
name this man has, don't you think?' he commented.

"Yes, itis," Weissmann agreed distantly, his mind clearly concerned with his command's preparedness.
"I don't think 1've ever met anyone with such a surname.”

"And for good reason,” Galway agreed. "Note the pattern here. First they gave us Allen Caine, obviously
named for history's first murderer, and now here we have Karl Judas. The Resistance leaders aren't
without a sense of ironic humor."

Weissmann snorted. "If you can call plotting to betray and destroy their own people humorous,” he said
darkly.

That was the loyalty-conditioning speaking, of course. Galway felt the same way, though a small part of
his mind wondered if under other circumstances he might see things differently. "Every era hasits share
of malcontents,” he reminded Weissmann. "This one's no different.”

"Except that the Resistance has gone far beyond simple malcontentment,” Weissmann countered. "
heard a rumor the other day that some of them actually tried to get into the old Aegis Mountain
stronghold in Western North Americathis past summer."

"There was ateam working in the Denver region, yes," Galway confirmed, wincing at the memory. "But
they never got into the base, and | doubt they ever will."

"l hope not," Weissmann said, turning his head sightly to look back at Taakh. "There could be all sorts
of weapons still in there. We certainly don't want them in Resistance hands."
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"Agreed," Galway said. "And as to the concern you haven't yet voiced, Taakh's presence isn't asign that
the Ryqril are planning to set up shop here in Interlaken. He's with me, and he'll leave when | do.”

"I see," Weissmann said, his carefully neutral voice not quite able to hide hisrelief. "Thank you, sir. |
have to admit that ... well, when they took most of our lasers away two months ago, | wondered if there
was some sort of reorganization in the works."

"Not asfar as| know," Galway said. "And it wasn't just you. | gather that most of the Security forces
around the TDE have gone back to flechettes and slug weapons.”

"I didn't know that,” Weissmann said again, afrown in hisvoice. "Any ideawhy?'

Galway shrugged, trying to make the gesture look casual. The dark fact of the matter was that the Ryqril
had lost three of their colony worlds to the advancing Chryselli forces over the past six months, and
suddenly their long-standing space war had taken on a serious land component as well. With close-
combat weapons in short supply, the Rygril high command had ordered that the lasers be collected from
their conquered worlds' security forces and rushed to the ground troops now fighting to push back the
Chryselli beachheads.

But that was hardly something to be discussed with ajunior officer in aremote sector. "Not really,” he
said.

A pair of Weissmann's men were in position at the front of the house by the time they arrived, crouching
in flanking positions by the walkway as they trained their paral-dart pistols watchfully on the door.
Others, Galway knew, would be guarding all the windows. "Shall | call for aram?' Weissmann
murmured.

Galway didn't bother to answer, but simply stepped up onto the small porch and rang the bell.

One of the flanking guards muttered something under his breath. Apparently, the polite approach hadn't
occurred to any of them.

Or maybe they simply thought breaking down the door would ook more professional in front of Taakh.
He rang the bell again. Thistime there was the click of alock, and the door opened a crack. "Yes?' a
disheveled young man asked, blinking sleep-heavy eyes as he finished tying a sash around his robe.
Galway smiled tightly. After five months, the search was indeed over. "Good morning, Herr Judas,”" he
said, holding up hisID. "I'm Security Prefect Galway. May | comein?"

Judas looked pointedly at the guns aimed at him, then silently pulled the door fully open and stepped
back out of the way. "Y ou and your men wait here," Galway ordered Weissmann, and followed Judas
inside.

The door opened into a plain but neat conversation room. "Am | in some sort of trouble?' Judas asked as
he backed up to the middle of the room beside what appeared to be a handcrafted center table.

"That depends on your point of view," Galway said. Even the man's voice was the same. "I've come here
to offer you an opportunity. Please; sit down."

Judas hesitated, then crossed to an upholstered comfort chair and sat down. The chair frame, too,
appeared to be handmade. "Nice furniture,” Galway commented as he took a double seat a quarter of the
way around the center table from him. "Y our work?"

"Yes, it'smy hobby," Judas said. "What sort of opportunity?'

"The sort that can guarantee safety and security for you and your family for the rest of your lives,"
Galway said.
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Judas snorted gently. " Sounds way too good to be true," he said. "Why don't we start by hearing what
exactly thiswonderful deal will cost me."

Galway leaned back in his chair, studying the man closely. The face and voice were perfect, but what he
could see of the man's physique through his robe would definitely require some work. At least four
months of it, he estimated, plus the other training the man would need.

Still, they had at least five more months before the rest of the operation would be ready. Plenty of time.
"It'll cost six to eight months of your life," he said. "Under the circumstances, hardly worth mentioning."
"Oh, hardly," Judas agreed with the cynical smile of a man who's been offered a card from amagician's
deck. "And what exactly would | be doing during those six to eight months?’

"A job only you can do," Galway said. "We want you to impersonate someone for us."

"What, I've got atwin brother walking around?"

"Actually, you have two twin brothers," Galway corrected, watching him closely. "Maybe more. Y ou
see, Herr Judas ... you'reaclone.”

The other's smile vanished. "That'salie," he said, his voice suddenly stiff.

It was, Galway knew, the correct reaction. But it was alittle too quick, alittle too practiced, alittle too
perfect. Judas had already known who and what he was. And there was only one place where he could
have learned the truth. "I'm afraid it's your friends who've been lying to you," he said. "Not me."

"What friends?"

"Y our contacts in the Resistance," Galway said gently. "The ones who've been grooming you since
childhood for some special mission, then suddenly and inexplicably abandoned both you and the project
alittle over two years ago."

Judas was good, all right. His face barely registered the emotional shock he must surely be feeling at
hearing supposedly secret parts of his life being calmly listed by a Security prefect. "I have no idea what
you're talking about."

"Of course you don't,” Galway agreed. "That's the other thing I'm offering: the chance to get alittle of
your own back in return for their shoddy treatment. Interested?”

"Why bother to ask?" Judas countered. "Fifteen days of loyalty-conditioning and I'll do whatever you
want anyway."

Galway shrugged. He was certainly right on that score. "Personal ethics, | suppose,” he said. "An effort
to alow you acertain dignity in this."

"False dignity."

"Perhaps,” Galway conceded. "And, for the record, the loyalty-conditioning will take alittle longer than
that. If we quit after the standard fifteen days, the psychor barriers your Resistance friends gave you
might still leave some cracks in the wall. Nice try, though."

Judas grimaced. "Touché," he conceded. "Do | have time to dress and say good-bye to my wife and
daughter?’

"Certainly,"” Galway said, gesturing toward the curved stairway leading to the second floor. "That was
my other reason for not ssmply hauling you out of bed."

For amoment Judas studied Galway's face, perhaps wondering if it was genuinely possible for aloyalty-
conditioned puppet of the Ryqril and the collaborationist government to have a conscience. Galway had
often wondered the same thing, and wondered now what Judas would conclude. "Thank you," the other
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said, standing up. "Give me fifteen minutes."

He was back in twelve, dressed for travel. "l didn't bother to pack anything,” he said as Galway ushered
him out into the cold morning air. "l assumed you wouldn't let me keep any personal items anyway."
"Quiteright," Galway said. Taakh had moved up to join Weissmann at the end of the walk, and Judas's
step faltered briefly as he caught sight of the big alien. But he recovered quickly and continued on. The
two Security men flanking the door formed up behind them, paral-dart guns still held at the ready.
"Any trouble?' Weissmann asked as the group reached him.

"None," Galway said. "As soon as we're gone, you can lift the lockdown—"

And without warning, apair of high-velocity flechettes whistled past his back and head.

"Cover!" he snapped, grabbing Judas's coat collar and hauling him toward the ground. With his other
hand he yanked his own paral-dart gun from its holster, his eyes searching for the source of the attack.
"Corner!" Weissmann barked, his gun tracking that direction.

There were two of them, Galway saw, crouched low beside a pair of houses on opposite sides of the
street, the muzzles of their long-barreled hunting rifles dipping as they corrected their aim. He swung his
own gun toward them, knowing instinctively that neither he nor Weissmann would make it in time.
And in that single frozen heartbeat, Taakh moved.

He wasn't as fast as a blackcollar, a detached part of Galway's mind noted. Nor was he as graceful, and
his movements didn't carry the same ultrarefined precision and elegance theirs did. But he was fast
enough, and more than precise enough. One of his huge hands grabbed the nearest of Weissmann's
Security men by the collar, pulling him on top of Judas and sending both men sprawling onto the
ground. The bits of snow from their landing were still flying when there were two silent bursts of green
light from the laser in the Ryq's other hand, and both attackers collapsed on top of their guns.

"You all right, Prefect?' Weissmann demanded. The rest of his men were on the move now, three
hurrying toward the would-be assassins, the rest spreading out for a sweep of the area.

“I'm fing," Galway assured him, watching Judas and the Security man as they untangled themselves and
stood up again. "Judas?

“I'm all right," Judas said, his voice shaking. "What in hell was that all about?"

"You really don't know?' Galway countered.

Judas's hands paused in the act of brushing the snow off his chest. "What do you mean?"

"I mean that wasn't a rescue attempt," Galway said bluntly. "Not with just two men. Certainly not with
two men armed with lethal weapons.”

Judas looked over at the sprawled bodies, a sudden tightnessin his throat. "Are you saying they were
trying to kill me?’

"Why not?" Galway said. "Y ou're of no use to them anymore. They might as well make sure you're no
useto us, either."

Which wasn't entirely true, he knew, atwinge of conscience tugging at him. The Resistance didn't have
to actually kill Judas to make him useless for Galway's purposes. All they had to do was mark him
somehow, either with afresh scar or some minor but noticeable bit of muscle damage. The fact that the
first shots had missed strongly implied that that was indeed what they'd been going for.

But jJumping to the wrong conclusion would help cut Judas's last emotional connection to the Resistance.
And it certainly wasn't Galway's job to rectify any faulty reasoning.
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Taakh turned to Weissmann, his eyes flashing with anger. "Yae rill 'urn down the town," he ordered.

"All o' it."

Weissmann's eyes widened. "Burn down—? But Y our Eminence—"

"Dae yae kestion ne?' the Ryq snarled, lifting hislaser warningly.

"No, Your Eminence, of course not,” Weissmann said hastily. "But—"

"I don't think we need to destroy the town, Y our Eminence," Galway jumped in, gesturing Weissmann to
keep quiet. "We'll ssimply have Lieutenant Weissmann keep the area locked down for the next eight
months."

Weissmann transferred his stunned expression to Galway. "Eight months?' he hissed.

"Yaerill 'esilent,” Taakh ground out.

For along moment no one spoke. Taakh gazed across the snow at the Security men as they examined the
would-be assassins; and though Ryq expressions were nearly impossible for humans to read, Galway

had no trouble seeing the conflict raging behind the alien's eyes. On the one hand, his pride demanded
that he utterly obliterate the town that had dared to raise afist against their Ryqril overlords.

But on the other hand, he a'so knew that the war was going badly, and that his people needed an influx
of spirit and imagination and tactical skill.

They needed the blackcollars. And without Galway, they would never get them. "'Ery rell," Taakh said
at last. "Yaerill seal theregion. Rerill tell yaerenit rill 'e o'ened again."”

Weissmann took a deep breath. "As you command, Y our Eminence," he said.

Galway suppressed a grimace. So that was how the alien's pride was going to work itself out. He would
allow Weissmann to seal the district as Galway had requested, cutting it off completely from the outside
world. But it would be the Ryqgril who would decide when that lockdown would be lifted. Until then, it
would be the local government's job to figure out how to keep the people inside the ring area alive and
fed.

But at |east they would be alive. That was the important thing.

For another moment Taakh gazed at Weissmann, perhaps wondering if the humans were getting off too
easily. Then, apparently dismissing the thought, he turned to Galway and gestured toward the transport
with hislaser. "Rerill go," he ordered.

"Asyou command, Y our Eminence." Stepping to Judas's side, Galway took hisarm. "Come on, Herr
Judas," he said. "Timeto go."

"Yes," Judas said, his eyes on the dead men in the snow. Men who'd once been his colleagues and allies.
"Maybe even past time."

For amoment Sam Foxleigh lay in his narrow bed in the darkness, wrapped tightly in his blankets,
wondering what had awakened him. The wind had picked up since he'd gone to bed, whistling cold and
wet off the western slopes of the Rocky Mountains. Probably that was what it was, he decided; the wind
tearing around the corners of this one-room shack that old Toby had built to hide out in so long ago.

Or maybe it was the dropping temperature. The fire in the wood-stove in the center of the cabin had
burned down, with only glowing ashes visible through the slats of tempered glassin the cast-iron door.
He peered at the old wind-up clock sitting on the rough nightstand beside his bed. Just after two in the
morning. If he didn't restock the fire, it would get alot colder in here before it got any warmer.
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With a sigh, he unwrapped himself from his blankets and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He
winced as his feet hit the cold wooden floor, winced even harder as he carefully put weight on his bad
left leg. The leg, he'd told his rescuers down in the tiny community of Shelter Valley, that had been
damaged when he parachuted out of his crippled fighter in the midst of Earth's last, futile defense against
the Ryqril.

And the villagers, smple folk that they were, had swallowed the story whole.

Hobbling over to the stove, he popped open the door and fed in afew sticks and a small piece of log.
The snows had come early this year, and he just hoped he had enough wood cut and stacked to make it
until spring. Cutting wood in the dead of winter with a bad leg would be a great deal less than fun.

For aminute he stood at the stove, stirring the ashes with the poker until the sticks caught. Then, closing
the door again, he limped over to the south-facing window and pushed aside the shade, feeling a soft
breeze on hisfingers from the small leaks around the glass. A quarter kilometer downslope, Shelter
Valley was mostly dark, but he could see a couple of lights still burning. Insomniacs, probably, up
reading or watching television.

Or perhaps someone was tending to the Ryqril sensor pylon.

He gazed down at the lights, old memories burning at his throat. He'd been up here with Toby when the
Security men had come by with their offer to allow the villagers to stay if they would accept the pylon
and handle its day-to-day upkeep. Toby's family had argued against it, but the rest of the twenty-odd
families had decided they had no choice.

Foxleigh's own opinion, of course, hadn't even been part of the discussion. For that matter, neither had
Toby's.

One of the lights blinked off, the darkness flowing in to fill the spot where it had been. Toby's family
had offered to run a power line up here back when the old recluse was still alive, a power line and phone
line both. But Toby would have none of it. The closest he would come to communication had been
letting them rig up the multiple multicolored window shades over this particular window that he could
use to signal whether he needed food or medical attention or—rarel y—wanted some company.

He hadn't wanted company very often, that was for sure. Eventually, even his family had mostly given
up coming here and left him to his chosen lifestyle.

And what had been good enough for Toby was good enough for Foxleigh. Distantly, he wondered how
many of the people down in the village even knew that Toby was dead.

He lifted his eyes from the town, turning his attention to the southeast and the dark mass of Aegis
Mountain framed against the faint haze of swirling clouds, glowing with the reflected lights of Denver
and civilization so many kilometers beyond it. Once upon atime, that mountain had been mankind's last
stronghold against the Ryqril invaders, a place full of grim men and women and weapons.

But the men and women had died or disappeared, and the weapons had gone silent, and the mountain
had gone dark. The Ryqril had taken over the small town of Idaho Springs ten kilometers west of Aegis
and set up a pleasant little enclave for themselves, with their ring of sensor pylons guarding against even
the possibility of an air attack. The mountain itself they'd ignored entirely.

But ayear and a half ago, that had abruptly changed. They'd set up a heavily armed camp by the main
entrance at the north end of the mountain and had begun picking carefully at the compressed hull metal
of the door, trying to avoid the deadly booby traps that had been built into it so long ago by the humans.
So far, they hadn't gotten through. But someone el se had.
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They'd been young looking, for the most part, young and scrappy and full of the energy Foxleigh
himself had once possessed. He'd seen them from the cabin, several groups of them over the past few
years, working like ants at some unknown project a kilometer beyond his east window. Their view of
Shelter Valley itself—and vice versa—had been blocked by alow ridge, and it was doubtful they'd even
known the village was there. It was for sure that the villagers themselves had never known about the
visitors. For the first month or two they'd worked on the surface, and after that had ssimply hiked in with
their equipment and disappeared somewhere, emerging days or even weeks | ater.

And then, all of a sudden, they'd stopped coming.

Over the next few months Foxleigh had occasionally toyed with the idea of going over there himself to
see if he could figure out what in hell's name they'd been doing out on the back molar of nowhere. But
given his bad |leg, there was no guarantee he could manage such atrek on his own.

He'd just about decided that whatever they'd been doing was over and done with when, in the middle of
last summer, the others had suddenly showed up. Not the original workers—not those kids—but
someone else.

Blackcollars.

There'd been no doubt about it. HE'd seen them as clear as day with his compact little spotter telescope,
and there'd been no mistaking the color and texture of the glimpses of flexarmor he'd seen beneath their
outer clothing.

And with that, suddenly the whole thing had become clear.

He'd watched for days after the group had left, waiting for them to return, or for Resistance troops to
arrive and reactivate the fortress under the distant brooding mountain.

But they never had. At least, not when he was watching.

He sighed, letting the shade fall back over the window. That had been five months ago, and now that it
was winter he knew they wouldn't be back any time soon. Shelter Valley's sensor pylon was designed
solely to watch for aircraft, but Security techs came by at irregular intervals, and fresh tracks in the snow
|eading nowhere would be atrail too obvious and too intriguing to ignore.

But maybe when spring came and the snow melted they'd be back.

He hobbled back to the stove. The sticks had mostly burned down, but the log had caught. That ought to
bring the temperature in the cabin back to a decent level. Maybe once the weather turned nice again he
would see about re-siding the whole place. Maybe add some insulation to the ceiling, too.

And while he worked he would keep an eye on the mountain.
Back | Next
Framed
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CHAPTER 1

The breeze whistled gently through the forest glade, rustling through the tree branches and sending
mottled patterns of light and shadow across the rolling, grassy ground. Behind the trees, the majestic
peaks of Plinry's Greenheart Mountains could be seen, the last of the previous winter's snow il
clinging to them.

The young man standing in the center of the glade couldn't appreciate the view, of course. For one thing,
his close-fitting blindfold didn't allow through even a glimmer of the warm sunshine. For another, he
had far more urgent matters on his mind than mountainside scenery.

On the opposite side of the glade, standing well out of the way beside athick tree, Damon Lathe raised
an arm, his hand tracing out a rapid-fire succession of hand signals. Caine, Skyler: move in. Pattern two.

Lifting hisown arm, Allen Caine acknowledged the order. Then, feeling decidedly awkward in the
thickly padded practice suit, he started across the glade. A third of the way around the circle, Rafe
Skyler, his normal hefty bulk looking grotesque in his own suit, did likewise.

The two men had covered perhaps three-quarters of the distance when the young man's head turned
dlightly, hisright ear now pointing toward Caine. Caine froze in response, aflicker of sympathy rippling
through him as the other moved his head back and forth a few degrees. It hadn't been all that long ago
that Caine himself had been in Will Flynn's position, standing blind in the center of the circle and trying
to sense his opponents' approach. And, at least in Caine's case, silently but roundly cursing the whole
ridiculous exercise.

Around the circle, Skyler was still moving inward. He'd made it another two steps when Flynn's head
turned again, thistime in the big blackcollar's direction. Lifting his arms into combat stance, Caine
started forward again.

And without warning, Flynn did along slide-leap toward him, twisting his arms and torso around like a
berserk corkscrew and sending a spinning kick sweeping straight toward Caine's head.

Even as Caine reflexively dropped into a crouch he saw that the kick was going to be short. A quick leap
forward, a quick midsection punch and leg sweep before Flynn could finish his kick and get his leg back
under him, and they'd get a chance to see how well the trainee could fight on his back.

Flynn's foot shot past above and in front of Caine's face, exactly where he'd anticipated it would go.
Shoving off with his back foot, cocking hisright fist for a punch, he leaped to the attack.

And staggered backward as a pair of somethings thudded hard into his ribs and upper thigh.

He looked down. Embedded halfway into the padding were a pair of black, eight-pointed shuriken
throwing stars.

Flynn finished his kick and spun around toward Skyler, and Caine looked across the clearing at Lathe.
The other gave him atight smile and drew aline across his throat with his finger. It wasn't a standard
blackcollar hand signal, but the meaning was clear.

For Caine, the game was over.

Grimacing, he nodded and backed up. Setting his personal pride on hold, he shifted to analysis mode and
settled in to watch the rest of Flynn's test.
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* * %

The exercise was over, and Caine had had time to get out of the suit and take a shower, when Lathe
appeared at his room at the blackcollars lodge. " So what did you think of Flynn's technique?' he asked
as he camein, closing the door behind him.

"Odd but interesting,” Caine said, studying the older man's lined face and gray-flecked goatee as he
snagged a chair and pulled it over. Damon Lathe had been a commando commander—a comsguare—
during the losing war against the Ryqril thirty years ago. Instead of continuing a guerrilla-style fight
after Earth's defeat, though, as other blackcollar and special forces units had, he and the remnant of
Plinry's blackcollars had chosen instead to pretend to settle down under the alien domination. For nearly
three decades they'd played the role of bitter but demoralized veterans, allowing themselves just enough
of the youth drug Idunine to let their outer appearances age normally while still maintaining their
muscles and joints and stamina, nurturing their strength and hope against the chance that one day they'd
find an opportunity to strike one final serious blow against the Ryqril overlords.

That opportunity had come two years ago, when Earth's Resistance leaders had discovered the key to
five hidden war-era Nova-class warships and had sent Caine to the Plinry archivesto dig out their exact
location. The end result had been a reactivation of the Plinry blackcollars, and five new warshipsin the
hands of the Resistance and their alien Chryselli alies.

Five ships hadn't made that much difference, of course, considering the vast fleets arrayed on both the
Ryqril and Chryselli sides of the battlefront. But it had made enough. Two of the ships had gone directly
to the Chryselli, while the three kept by the Resistance had been pressed into service transporting
humans around the TDE, Resistance agents as well as ordinary travelers, breaking the travel monopoly
hitherto held by Ryqril-loyal government and business people.

The Ryqril hadn't been happy about the loosening of their travel restrictions, but they'd accepted the new
status quo with the recognition that it was the lesser of many possible evils. If the Resistance had tried
using their Novas as military weapons, harassing Ryq bases in the TDE or trying to foment open
rebellion, the aliens would have been forced to pull some of their own warships off the battlefront and
hunt them down. That would have bought the Chryselli a brief respite at best and the TDE nothing at all.
Aslong as the Novas functioned exclusively as passenger liners, even passenger liners for undesirables
like Resistance agents, they weren't worth the risk and effort of destroying.

After al, the Ryqril probably reasoned, there was little a handful of zealots could do against their vast,
loyalty-conditioned bureaucracy.

" 'Interesting' wasn't exactly the word | was thinking," Lathe said dryly, bringing Caine's thoughts back
to the present. "He nailed you good with that double shuriken throw."

"That he did," Caine conceded, suppressing his reflexive flicker of embarrassment. As Lathe had
frequently mentioned, there was no place for pride or ego in this business. "I never even saw him draw
them."

"It'satrick Mordecal taught him," Lathe said. "He draws the stars as he starts into the kick, onein each
hand, then uses the momentum of the spin to throw them. He doesn't even have to bend his elbows,
which means his arms are out ready to whip across the head of anyone who might have tried to movein
on him during his spin."

Caine nodded. "I should have guessed it was one of Mordecai's moves."

"Actualy, Mordecai usually uses his nunchaku as the second move instead of stars,” Lathe said. "And at
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the moment, Flynn still misses ailmost as often as he connects. But he's improving."

"I'd definitely recommend he keep at it," Caine said. "It's atechnique well worth developing.”

"I agree." A shadow seemed to cross Lathe's face. "It's really a shame he'll never be a blackcollar."
"It's a shame about alot of them," Caine said, an old ache tugging at him. The drug called Backlash,
given in acarefully prescribed regimen during training, permanently altered a person's neural
biochemistry, doubling combat speed and reflexes and turning what would otherwise have been merely a
superbly skilled martial artist into a uniquely lethal blackcollar.

It was a transformation Caine had wanted for himself ever since hisfirst encounter with Lathe's team.
Hisfirst choice of mission as ateam commander, in fact, had been to take a small group of trainees back
to Earth ayear ago in hopes of locating the formulain the still intact Aegis Mountain stronghold in the
mountains west of Denver. But they'd come up dry, at least on the Backlash formula

What they had found in Aegis might ultimately prove to be even more significant in the long run. Still,
for now, the bottom line was that neither Caine nor Flynn nor any of the other trainees had any chance of
becoming true blackcollars. "Maybe someday," he said.

"Maybe," Lathe agreed. "By the way, did you hear that Galway was back?"

Caine lifted his eyebrows. "He's back? In one piece?’

"“I'm rather surprised myself," Lathe said. "Even granted that none of what happened in Denver was his
fault, I'd still expected the Ryqril to take out at least some of their frustrations on him."

"And if not the Ryqril, certainly whatever was left of Denver's Security hierarchy,” Caine agreed,
frowning. "Do we know whether or not he's resuming his position here?"

"Not yet," Lathe said. "Of course, from Earth's point of view, sentencing him to continue as Security
Prefect of Plinry might be considered sufficient punishment in itself."

"We can hope," Caine said, and meant it. Loyalty-conditioned or not, Galway neverthel ess genuinely
cared about Plinry's citizens. After living under Assistant Security Prefect Hammerschmidt for most of
the past year, Caine would be more than happy to have Galway back. "I wonder if he'll be inviting us to
visit him in the Hub anytime soon."

Lathe shrugged. "If not, we may be able to arrange an appointment ourselves."

Caine smiled. The Hub, the section of Plinry's capital city, Capstone, where the government people lived
and worked, cowered behind atall, sensor-equipped wall guarded by armed loyalty-conditioned Security
men whose main purpose was to keep out the general, non-loyalty-conditioned public.

But then, dealing with walls and guards was a blackcollar specialty. "Let's at least let him settle in first."
"And see if he's actually staying," Lathe agreed, standing up. "Anyway, Flynn should be about ready for
his debriefing. Y ou want to help Skyler run Pittman through his paces later?"

"Absolutely," Caine assured him. Asfar as he was concerned, if the formulafor Backlash was ever
discovered, Pittman would be right there in line with Flynn.

"Good," Lathe said. "I'll see you then."
* % %

Lathe was halfway down the wide lodge staircase when the tingler on hisright wrist cameto life,
tapping out rapid-fire blackcollar code onto two sections of skin: Lathe: Lepkowski calling; urgent.

He dlid two fingers beneath the sleeve of his black flexarmor turtleneck shirt. On my way, he tapped
back.
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Hamner Lodge, located in one of the most picturesque areas of the Greenheart Mountains and
convenient to Capstone, had once been aretreat for hunters, hikers, and other nature lovers. After the
Ryqril Groundfire attack devastated the majority of the planet, the lodge had been largely abandoned. A
few years after the TDE's surrender, the blackcollars had reopened it, using it as a place where the old
embittered veterans could get together to relive the glory days.

Or so the Ryqril and Security forces had been led to believe. Once the enemy had come to that
conclusion and serious surveillance had ended, the blackcollars had turned the lodge into a quiet
headquarters, running secret combat training for some of Capstone's youth and slowly turning it into
what they hoped would someday be afully operational command center.

The communications room in the lodge's basement had been one of their first upgrades, despite the fact
that at the time there had been no one out there for them to talk to. It had been as state-of-the-art as they
could manage, with long-range transmitters, encryption systems, and—most importantly—overlapping
bug-stomper systems to make sure no one was able to slip any eavesdropping devices into the room.
Chelsey Jensen was seated at the panel when Lathe arrived, his eyes shifting back and forth between the
monitor displays. "How's the reception today?" L athe asked as he closed the door behind him.

"I think we may have some earsto the door," Jensen said, tapping one of the displays. "If we do, though,
it'savery dick tap. The signal shows barely awhisker of perturbation.”

"Doesn't sound like anything Hammerschmidt's got," Lathe commented, sitting down beside him.
"Unless Galway brought some new equipment back with him."

Jensen shook his head. "There hasn't been enough time for them to set it up,” he pointed out. "I'm
guessing thisis Ryqril stuff."

" Stolen from someone else, no doubt,” Lathe murmured. "Probably the Chryselli."

"Could be," Jensen said. "If it was, they're taking a huge risk using it on Lepkowski. Most of the Novak's
upgrades are also Chrysdlli, which means there's afair chance he's already nailed the tap.”

"Could be," Lathe said, studying the other out of the corner of his eye. The Novak, one of the recovered
TDE warships, had cost the life of Jensen's best friend, and even after nearly two years there was a
discernable catch in his voice whenever he mentioned the Novak's name. At such times his mood, which
sometimes seemed to have settled into a permanent twilight, went alittle darker. "Have you had any
kickers from him?"

"Not yet," Jensen said. "Probably waiting until you were here."

"Let'sfind out." Picking up the microphone, Lathe keyed it on. "Thisis Lathe," he said. "Welcome back
to Plinry, General."

"One of my very favorite spots in the whole universe," Lepkowski said dryly. "How've you been,
Comsquare?”

"Bored out of my skull," Lathe said. Very favorite spot/universe—kicker given; out of my skull—kicker
acknowledged. The Ryqril were indeed tapping into the conversation, but Lepkowski didn't know
whether or not they'd broken the current encryption. It was more or less what L athe had expected. "Any
Interesting passengers to drop off?"

"No interesting passengers, but some very interesting information,” Lepkowski said. "I'm told the Ryqril
arein the process of setting up atactical coordination center on Khala."

L athe exchanged |ooks with Jensen. "How complete a center?"
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"Very complete," Lepkowski said. "Full comm feeds and couriers from every unit in the sector,
including alarge chunk of the local battlefront. Full data analysis and assessment section. Full decision-
making capabilities, including a permanent half circle of command-rank Ryqril there to make them."
"Interesting, indeed,” Lathe murmured. "Why Khala? Wouldn't one of their own worlds do better?”
"Not necessarily," Lepkowski said. "For one thing, Khala's actually closer to that part of the battlefront
than any of their own worlds. More importantly, | think they've finally tumbled to the fact that we and
the Chryselli are genuine allies, and that it's not just a marriage of convenience."

"Even if it's mostly one-sided at the moment?"

"Even so. And since allies try very hard not to slaughter each other's civilians, putting the center on a
captured TDE world actually makes it safer than it would be on one of theirs."

"Safer from the Chryselli, anyway," Jensen murmured.

"But only from the Chryselli," Lathe agreed. "How closeisit to a sizeable human populace?’

"It's right on the edge of one,” Lepkowski said. "It's at the western edge of the capital of Inkosi City,
with the city on one side and scattered forest and farmland around the rest of it. Y ou interested in taking
alook?'

"Very much so," Lathe said. "What's our timeline look like?"

"“I'll be heading to Shiloh as soon as | drop my passengers. After that, I'm swinging past Magna Graecia
and Bullhead. That puts me back here in about six weeks."

"Good enough," Lathe said. "Any idea how far along the center is?"

"According to my source, the overall construction is complete and they've amost finished with the
equipment setup,” Lepkowski said. "If their ramp-up schedule parallels human patterns, I'm guessing
they'll be fully operational in three to four weeks."

"Which means that in six weeks they'll still be settling in and working out the last kinks in their security
system," Lathe concluded. "Perfect."

"If you think that's perfect, wait'll you hear this," Lepkowski said, some grim satisfaction creeping into
hisvoice. "My source for al thisis afine upstanding Khalan citizen named Kieran Shaw." He paused
dramatically. "Tactor Kieran Shaw."

Jensen muttered something startled-sounding under his breath. "A tactor?' Lathe echoed, feeling alittle
stunned himself. "I didn't know any senior officers had survived the war."

"He was wearing a blue-eyed dragonhead ring," Lepkowski said. "Unless you think he'sjust a
comsqguare who gave himself a promotion.”

"Unlikely," Lathe said, looking down at the silvery dragonhead ring on his own right hand and the red
stones of its eyes. "Has he got anyone with him?"

"He was a bit vague about that," Lepkowski said. "But that may have been because he didn't trust our
comm connection. I'm guessing he's got at least afew other blackcollars hanging around you might be
able to borrow for the occasion. Anyway, he said he'll have a contact on permanent duty at the Guardrail
Tavern on Teardrop Road at the south end of Inkosi City whenever you want to make contact."
"Sounds good,” Lathe said. "One more question. After you swing back by hereisthere any chance we
could rendezvous with any of the other ships?’

"Let me check," Lepkowski said. "Yes, | could arrange to meet up with the Defiant at either Shiloh or
Juniper. Y ou expecting to be getting tired of my company?"
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"Something like that," Lathe said. "l may also have another job for you."

"No problem," Lepkowski assured him. "Well, happy planning. I'll see you in six weeks."

Lathe gestured, and Jensen keyed off the comm. "Y ou think it'satrap?' the other asked, leaning back in
his chair.

"Awfully long way to lure usin just for atrap,” Lathe pointed out, his mind racing. After all the waiting,
thismight finally beit. "You'd think they could come up with something alittle closer to Plinry if all
they wanted was to take us out."

"True," Jensen said. "Which doesn't answer my question, of course.”

"Oh, I'm sureit could be atrap," Lathe said. "Especially with all of this coming right on the heels of
Galway's return.”

"Certainly an interesting coincidence,” Jensen agreed. "So what's your probable scenario? We leave
Denver's Security apparatus in a shambles, Galway gets caught in the middle, and he tries to save his
own skin by coming up with some bait to dangle in front of us?*

"Actualy, | was crediting the Ryqril with more brains than that,” Lathe said. "Bearing in mind that
Galway's probably the closest thing to a blackcollar expert they have available right now." He gestured
toward the ceiling. "In fact, I'll lay you odds he's spent alot of the past year on Khala."

"Helping make their tac center blackcollar-proof?"

"Why not?" Lathe countered. "Especially since there seemsto be a blackcollar presence already there for
them to guard against." He lifted an eyebrow. "Unless you think that's just part of the bait."

"All' I know isthat the Ryqril don't like guerrillateams operating on their occupied worlds, blackcollars
or anyone else," Jensen reminded him darkly. "If this alleged tactor has been doing any serious damage,
they should have taken him out years ago."

"Unless he's been playing it quiet, like we did," Lathe suggested.

"Maybe," Jensen said. "Unfortunately, there's no way to know for sure this side of Khala."

"True." Lathe shook his head. "Rather ironic, you know. All Galway ever wanted was to sit out here in
the middle of nowhere and do whatever his loyalty-conditioning would allow to keep the people of
Plinry safe. Now, for good or bad, he's got the full attention of the Ryqril. So much for the quiet, self-
effacing life."

Jensen's eyes were steady on him. "You're going to go for it, aren't you?'

Lathe shrugged. "I don't see how we can passit up. A Ryq tac center's the next best thing to the high
command's supreme situation room. If we can take it intact, they might aswell just hand over that
section of the front to the Chryselli."

"The key word being 'intact,' " Jensen reminded him. "And if Galway's been helping them, it's going to
be that much harder."

"Calculated risk iswhat warfare's all about," Lathe said, getting to his feet. "Meanwhile, I've got a
debriefing I'm late for. Would you do me afavor and go find Skyler and Mordecai and have them meet
me in my room in an hour? |'d rather not put this out on the tingler just yet."

"Sure," Jensen said, hisface settling into hard lines. "If you decide to go, | hereby request to be a part of
the team."

So that he could die in ablaze of glory in combat against the Ryqril? "Don't worry," Lathe assured him
quietly. "If thisworks out the way | think it will, there'll be plenty of work for all of us."
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* % %
The voicesfell silent, and the carrier signal closed down. "That'sit, then," Galway said, exhaling quietly
inrelief. After all these months, stage one was finally complete.
Beside him, Taakh pointed a finger at the communications tech. "Y aerill decry't it at runce," he ordered.

"“I'm not sure we can, Y our Eminence," the tech said carefully. "This sounds like a Chryselli code, and |
don't think—"

"Dae yae kestion ne?' Taakh cut him off.

"There's no need for a decryption,” Galway spoke up quickly. "Latheis going to go for it."

"Dae yae seak Chrysdlli encry'ts?* Taakh snapped, shifting his glare to Galway.

"No, Your Eminence, of course not,” Galway said, standing his ground. "But | don't need to. | heard the
tone of Lathe's voice. He's suspicious, but the possible gains are too tempting for him to pass up.”

For along moment the Ryq stared down his long, openmouthed snout at him. Then, deliberately, he
turned back to the tech. "Yaerill decry't it at runce," he repeated.

The tech's mouth twitched. "As you command, Y our Eminence," he said.
Taakh turned back to Galway. "How dae yae intend tae learn their 'lans?*

"Unfortunately, at this point we can't,"” Galway said. "Between their bug stompers and other
countermeasures we're not going to get any kind of eavesdropping devices within five klicks of any of
them."

"Then rhy isyaer spy not here?’
"It would have been too risky to put in the spy here in their own territory," Galway said. "There'll be

time enough for the switch once they're on Khala and too busy to notice any small discrepanciesin his
behavior or mannerisms.”

"Yae are'ery certain.”
Galway hid a grimace. No, he wasn't certain at all.

But it had to work. It wasn't just his own life hanging by athread here, but also the safety of hisworld.
Neither Taakh or anyone else had explicitly stated that Plinry would pay the price for any failures, but
Galway knew how to read between the lines. "I understand these blackcollars, Y our Eminence," he said
as calmly as he could. "They are going to go to Khala; and when they do, we'll have the solution we're
looking for."

"'Erhas," the Ryq said, clearly not convinced. But he had his orders, and for the moment, at |east,
Galway wasin charge. "Rhat dae re dae next?'

Galway hunched his shoulders slightly. In many ways, this next step was the hardest of them all. "We
wait."

* % %

Skyler and Mordecai listened in silence as Lathe laid out the situation. "So you think thisisit?' Skyler
asked when he'd finished.

"Yes, | do," Lathe said. "A tac center isthe kind of prize that only comes around once alifetime.”
"Which meansit's probably some kind of trap," Skyler said.

"Oh, without adoubt,” Lathe agreed calmly. "The point is that thisis exactly the sort of thing Galway
would set up: challenging, yet ultimately possible."

"If Galway's the one in charge," Skyler warned. "Y ou have any ideawhat kind of trap it is?"
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"Not yet," Lathe said. "But I'm not sure it matters. It's an opportunity we can't afford to pass up.”

"And Galway would know that," Skyler pointed out. "But even assuming we can pull this off, it'll take
more than a resounding victory on a place as far off as Khala."

"I know," Lathe agreed. "That's why while I'm on Khala, you'll be taking ateam to Earth."
Skyler's eyes widened dlightly, but he took it in stride. "Where?'

"Back to Denver," Lathe said. "By now Anne Silcox should have her new Phoenix organization up and
running, and with the supplies of Whiplash we left them they should have the whole government and
Security system riddled with moles. It'll be the perfect place to stage a major uprising.”

"Especially with Aegis Mountain in the neighborhood,” Skyler said thoughtfully. "I wonder if she's gone
back in there since we left."

"Depends on how much she trusts her new recruits,”" Lathe said. "I don't think she'll push it, though,
especially considering that Whiplash was about the only thing of value we found in there."

"At least, the only thing accessible," Skyler agreed with a grimace. "Hopefully Kanai hasn't let anyone
try to bull their way through doomsdayed doors."

"You'll find out soon enough,” Lathe said. "l want Mordecai, Spadafora, and Caine with me. Y ou can
have anyone else."

"Y ou sure you don't want a bigger team?' Skyler asked, frowning.

"We do theoretically have this Tactor Shaw and his blackcollars to draw on," Lathe reminded him.
"Besides, we're certainly not going to take the tac center with a massed blackcollar charge.”

"Okay," Skyler said, clearly still not entirely convinced. "In that case, I'll take Hawking and O'Hara. And

Lathe and Mordecai exchanged glances. "Y ou sure you want Jensen?' L athe asked.
"He'sfine," Skyler said firmly. "He's just not yet over what happened on Argent, that's all."
"I understand that," Lathe said. "The fact remains that he's become alittle ... unpredictable.”

"He'sfine," Skyler said again. "Besides, he's got alot of specialized skills that none of the rest of us
have, not to mention being our best pilot. We may need him."

Lathe shrugged. "Okay, it's your call. In that case, are you sure you don't want alarger group yourself?
We do have those new six-man drop pods."

“I'll theoretically have Kanai and Phoenix to draw on," Skyler said. "Besides, | don't want to leave Plinry
any more undefended than it already is. If thisworks, the Ryq are likely to be very unhappy with us."
"There'sthat," Lathe agreed soberly. "We'll need to make sure we've got something in place before we
go."

“I'll get Haven and De Vriesto cover that," Skyler said. "But since you mention the six-man pods, let me
go ahead and take Flynn, too."

"Y ou want Pittman or Braune, too?' Lathe asked. "They know the areg, at least alittle.”

"No, Flynn will do," Skyler said, looking innocently over at Mordecai. "If | can't have Mordecai, | can at
least get his bag of bizarre tricks."

"There's nothing bizarre about any of them," Mordecai protested mildly. "It'sall simple, clean combat
technique.”

Lathe suppressed a smile. If there were any two blackcollarsin his group that were a study in contrasts,
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it was Skyler and Mordecai. Where Skyler was big, bluff, and pleasantly garrulous, Mordecai was small,
wiry, and seldom spoke.

But when he did, he was usually worth listening to. "Y ou've been very quiet, Mordecai. What do you
think about all this?"

"I was just thinking about a possibility neither of you has mentioned," the smaller man said. "Namely
that this could be nothing more than a ploy to split us up and send us charging off in all directions."

"To what end?' Skyler asked.

Mordecai shrugged. "They've tried twice to beat us as agroup,” he said. "Maybe they think breaking us
into smaller chunks will help.”

"If they do, they're going to be sorely disappointed,” Skyler rumbled. "Even with Caine's trainees aboard
we didn't exactly constitute amajor assault force last year in Denver."

"I know," Mordecai said. "I'm just saying that if we do take this on, it may be the last mission for some
of us."

"Maybe even for al of us," Lathe said quietly.

There was a moment of silence. "Well, no one promised we'd live forever," Skyler said at last. "I vote
we go for it."

Mordecai half lifted a hand. "Agreed."

"Thank you," Lathe said, nodding to each in turn. "All right, we've got six weeks to prepare before
L epkowski and the Novak get back. Let's get started.”

* % %

Six weeks later, to Galway's quiet relief, Lathe, Caine, and a group of blackcollars boarded a shuttle at
the Capstone 'port and headed into the sky to rendezvous with the massive Nova-class warship waiting
for them. An hour later, the Novak left orbit and headed for the stars.

"Hor long?' Taakh asked as he and Galway watched the departure on the tracking monitor.

"About eight and a half days," Galway told him. "More, if Lepkowski has other stops to make along the
way."

"Thenitistineto go," Taakh said. "Our Corsair rill take three and a hakh days. Re nust 'e there ren they
ari'e.”

"Asyou command, Y our Eminence," Galway said with asigh. After all the months he'd spent on Earth

and Khala, first locating Judas and then overseeing his training, the past six weeks had seemed to fly by.
Now, once again, he was going to have to leave hiswife, his home, and his world.

He wondered if he would ever see any of them again.
Back | Next
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CHAPTER 2

With ajolt of shattered bolts, the drop pod released itself from the descending shuttle, throwing the five
men inside into instant freefall. "Oof!" Flynn grunted as he gripped the straps holding him to his section
of wall.

"Steady," Skyler warned, eyeing the young man closely in the dim light. "It's supposed to feel thisway."
"Y es, thank you," Flynn managed between clenched teeth. "I'm okay."

"First time's aways the hardest,” O'Hara said soothingly. "Just take it easy and breathe through your
nose."

"I'm okay," Flynn repeated. "It just feels like—well, we are falling, aren't we?"

"That we are," Skyler confirmed, watching the softly glowing altitude gauge. Another thirty seconds, he
estimated. "But not for much longer."

"After that it'll be time for fun with hang gliders and mountain air currents,” Hawking put in.

"Just remember that without a chute slowdown we're going to be coming in alot faster than usual when
we pop," Skyler warned. "The gliders are designed to take the extra speed and stress, but be ready."

"I just hope Reger hasn't upgraded his security system since the last time we were there," Hawking
muttered. "Dropping in on the man uninvited could prove hazardous to our health."

"I thought you said you and Jensen installed the system,” O'Hara said blandly. "How does one upgrade
from perfection?'

"Good point," Hawking said dryly.

Skyler looked over at Jensen. But the other was gazing straight ahead, apparently lost in his own
thoughts.

A light on the altimeter flashed red. "Get ready," Skyler ordered, getting a grip on the release as he
watched the gauge. "Five seconds ... three, two, one."

He sgueezed the release; and with aviolent jerk and an upward rush of icy air, the drop pod's floor
disintegrated. The wall sections came apart at the seams, flinging the five men attached to them into the
night sky.

For afew seconds Skyler clung tightly to his straps, watching the stars and the dark ground tumble
crazily around each other. Then, with a snap of spring-loaded connectors, the wings of his hang glider
extended themselves from both sides of his pod wall section. There were afew more seconds of vertigo,
and then the glider leveled itself and he found himself hanging beneath the stars and his own gray
canopy, swooping through the frigid air.

He took a deep breath, sternly ordering his stomach and inner ear to behave themselves as he looked
around. He'd warned the others to expect arough ride, but even he hadn't been quite prepared for just
how rough it had been.

But he could see four other dark silhouettes blacking out the stars. Apparently, they'd all come through it
al right. "Report," he said into the mike curving around the side of his cheek.

One by one, the others checked in. "Good," Skyler said when they were finished. "Everyone turn due east
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"Skyler?' Flynn cut in. "I think |'ve got a problem."”

"What kind?" Skyler asked, frowning again at the other silhouettes. One of them was definitely dipping
beneath the others.

"I'm not getting much lift," Flynn said. "I seem to be crabbing to the right, too."

"I seeyou," Hawking said. "Looks like your glider didn't completely deploy."

Skyler swallowed a curse. Five klicks over mountainous terrain was not the place for an equipment
malfunction. "Can you get to him?' he asked.

“I've got him," Jensen put in before Hawking could answer. "Hold as level as you can, Flynn."
“Trying."

Across the distance, Skyler saw one of the silhouettes make a tight curve and head back toward the
sinking glider. "What are you going to do?" he asked.

"I'll start with the whack-it-with-a-hammer approach," Jensen said. "If that doesn't work, we'll have to
try something else.”

The two gliders had come together now, merging into one oversized shadow far below the others.
Across the night breeze, Skyler heard a dull thud as Jensen slammed his nunchaku into the glider rib
connectors. "Well?' O'Hara asked.

"Nothing," Jensen said. There was another thud, then two more in rapid succession. "Not looking good,"
he said grimly. "I guess it's papoose time. Flynn, I'm going to come over you and hook us together."

"Y ou're not going to get much distance that way," O'Hara warned.

"He'sright," Flynn said. "How about just letting me go down the way | am? | think I've got enough lift
to land safely, just not enough to make it all the way to Reger's. The rest of you can go make contact, I'll
hike to the nearest road, and you can send someone back to pick me up.”

"No," Jensen said firmly. "One man aone in unfamiliar wildernessis arecipe for trouble. I'll link up, get
you landed, and we'll hike it together."
"But—"

"Make that an order, Flynn," Skyler cut him off. " Jensen?"
"Give me asecond.”

The two shadows came together, and Skyler held his breath. “Okay, that'sit," Jensen reported. "Gliders
are linked. Y ou three go on ahead and contact Phoenix. We'll find our own way to Reger's."

Skyler grimaced. Splitting up three-two wasn't awhole lot better than Flynn's suggested four-one. But
L athe had them on atight schedule, and he couldn't afford for al five of them to go for along hike in the
woods. "Y ou have maps with you?"
"We've got maps, rations, and fighting gear," Jensen said, starting to sound alittle impatient. "Well be
fine. Get out of here, will you?'
"We'll have Reger send someone out to find you," Skyler promised, turning his glider back toward the
east. Their second drop over Earth, and the second time something had gone wrong. What was it about
this place? "Hawking, O'Hara—let's go."

* % %
The three silhouettes receded rapidly into the eastern sky until they had become part of the blackness of
the night. Flynn watched them go, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in his stomach. Even with Jensen
along, thiswasn't going to be fun.
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It certainly wasn't the way things were supposed to have gone. Did all military missions have setbacks
right out of the box this way?

"Flynn, are you turning south?"

Flynn snapped his attention back. They did seem to be making alazy turn to the right. "No," he said,
experimentally fiddling with his control bar. It seemed all right. "At least, not on purpose.”

"Must be your broken wing," Jensen grunted, and Flynn winced as a series of jolts rippled through his
glider. "Or else we've picked up a northerly crosscurrent.”

Flynn peered off to the east, but the other three gliders were already lost to view. "Shouldn't we let
Skyler know?"

"We're already out of range,”" Jensen said. "Besides, it's not like there's anything he can do about it."
Flynn grimaced. Terrific. "Ah, well," he said, trying to be philosophic about it. “They say long walksin
the woods are very therapeutic."

"Yes, they do, don't they?' Jensen said, suddenly sounding thoughtful.

Flynn twisted his neck to look up, a complete waste of effort with the glider wing between him and
Jensen. "Something?’

"It just occurred to me that, given we're heading south anyway, maybe we should see if we can get close
enough to Aegis Mountain for aquick look."

"I thought there was a Ryqril base just outside the main entrance.”

"Thereis," Jensen confirmed. "That's what | want to ook at."

A sudden lump formed in Flynn's throat. "Oh. Uh ... you think that's a good idea?"

"What, you worried about a simple little Ryqril base?' Jensen scoffed. "And it isonly alittle one."
"Has it got autotarget antiaircraft lasers on its walls?'

"A couple."

"In that case, yes, I'm worried,” Flynn said.

"It'll be aquick look, just to see if they've abandoned the idea of breaking into the mountain," Jensen
soothed. "We'll pop our heads over the ridge, pop them back down again, then go straight back to the
nearest road and head for Reger's. Okay?"

"Sure, why not?' Flynn said with asigh. He looked up at the wing arching over his head. "It's not like
I'm driving or anything."

"That's the spirit," Jensen said approvingly, turning them toward the southwest. " Settle in, and enjoy the
ride."

The three blackcollars had lost alot of atitude while they'd been circling around trying to fix Flynn's
glider. Now, as Skyler watched the tops of the mountains passing them on both sides, he realized they
weren't going to makeit.

Hawking had clearly come to the same conclusion. "Looks like we're in for something of ahike
ourselves," he commented.

"Walking's good for you," Skyler said encouragingly, trying to hide his own misgivings. The territory
west of Reger's estate was extremely rugged, and the only roads through it might well be watched by
Security agents and other unfriendlies. Nothing they couldn't handle, but it would cost them valuable

file:///K|/BitL ord/Downl oads/54%20books%20sf -fantasy-...r%203%20-%20T he%620Judas¥20Sol ution/1416520651_ 2.htm (4 of 11)2-1-2007 14:37:00



- Chapter 2

time.

"Skyler, look about ten degrees right,” O'Hara said suddenly. "There's avery dim light about a third of
the way up the mountain that's blinking its little heart out."

Skyler frowned into the darkness. There it was, as dim and sputtery as O'Hara had said.

But it wasn't just blinking at random. It was blinking in Morse code. " Can anyone read that?' he asked.
"It's going too fast for me."

"Yeah, I've got it," Hawking said slowly. "But it's not making any sense. Right hand—open, closed to
fingertips, dide thumb—" With a snort, he broke off. "Oh, isn't that cute?’

"What's cute?' O'Hara demanded.

"Our friend there on the mountainside," Hawking said. "He can't know what kind of encrypt we might
have with us, and even if he did we sure as hell can't do much in the way of serious decoding from hang
gliders. And he can't just say, 'Welcome, blackcollars,' either, because he knows we'll suspect atrap and
avoid him like the plague. So what does he do?"

Skyler frowned; and then it clicked. "He Morses us a description of a blackcollar hand signal.”

"Oh, for—" O'Hara snorted. "Must be the atitude. Low oxygen flow to the brain.”

"That, or senility ishitting all of us early,” Skyler agreed, watching the light repeat its message. The
hand signal their unknown contact was describing was the third-tier configuration for safe—come ahead.
Security agents might have observed and documented any number of the first- and even second-tier hand
signals over the years, but athird-tier signal was something only another blackcollar should know.
"What say we wander over and take alook?"

The light turned out to be coming from the window of a small cabin built against arocky cliff face. An
area about twenty meters square directly in front of the cabin had been cleared of trees and brush,
perhaps with hang glider landings in mind. Skyler dropped neatly into the center of the clearing,
Hawking and O'Hara going for the more problematic but better concealed forested areas to either side.

Skyler had just popped free of his harness when afloodlight suddenly blazed from a corner of the cabin's
roof, bathing the whole landing areain light.

Instantly, he leaped to the side, snatching a shuriken from his belt and sending it spinning toward the
light. But even before it hit the light winked out again. "Welcome back, Skyler," avoice said from
behind him.

Skyler turned around. Behind the purple blob bouncing in front of his eyes, he saw a slim figure emerge
from the woods at the far end of the landing field. "Kanai?' he asked.

"Yes," Lonato Kanai confirmed, coming up to Skyler and bowing from the waist. "Do | take it from your
arrival that something interesting is about to happen?"

"We certainly hope so," Skyler said, lifting his hand and giving an all-clear signal to the others. "How
did you know we were coming?’

"I didn't," Kanai said. "But when an off-world shuttle isdue in, | spend the night either here or at one of
our other cabins, watching for supply shipments." He smiled faintly. "Or, even more hopefully, for
blackcollar drop pods."

"Must be lonely duty," Skyler commented as Hawking and O'Hara came up from both sides. "Y ou
remember Dawis Hawking from our last pass through the area. Commando Kelly O'Hara; Commando
Lonato Kanai. One of the leaders of the Phoenix resistance group."
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Kanai's lip twitched. "Formerly one of its leaders," he said quietly. "No longer."
Skyler frowned. "Is there a problem with Phoenix?"

"Perhapsit's only adifference of opinion,” Kanal said evasively. "But come—I have a car ready. Load
your packsin the trunk and I'll take you to see Reger."

"Thank you," Skyler said. Manx Reger, one of Denver's most powerful crime bosses, hadn't been
particularly pleased the last time the Plinry blackcollars had come through his territory, their presence
threatening to upset the comfortable status quo that existed between the various crime bosses who
effectively ran the region. Still, when they'd left he'd been cautioudly interested in Anne Silcox's plans to
rebuild a Resistance cell in the area.

Skyler could only hope the man was still feeling charitable toward unannounced guests.

* % %

Dragging himself out of adeep sleep, General Avra Poirot, head of Security for Denver, got to the
phone on the third ring. "Poirot," he said, his voice croaking alittle with dry throat.

"Bailey, sir," Colonel Pytor Bailey's voice answered. "'l think we may finally have Manx Reger."

The last wisps of sleep vanished from Poirot's brain. "Explain.”

"We had a drop pod breech in the mountains west of Boulder about half an hour ago," Bailey said.
"Same general location where Reger usually gets his Resistance deliveries.”

Poirot scowled into the darkness. Reger had been getting those deliveries at irregular intervals for nearly
ayear now, ever since Lathe's blackcollar team had come roaring into town and assassinated retired
North American Prefect Ivas Trendor.

Why aman of Reger's wealth and comfort had gotten involved with the Resistance was still a mystery.
But involved he was, and Poirot knew it.

But knowing and proving were two different things, even with the lax standards of evidence the Ryqril
overlords permitted in cases like this. So far they'd never been able to catch Reger with the goods, or to
find any other tangible evidence that he was involved. "How does this particular drop give him to us?"
"Because this one's chutes didn't open,” Bailey said. "Which means that instead of being packed and
ready to be thrown onto atruck, whatever it was should be scattered fairly randomly across the
landscape.”
Poirot smiled grimly as he swung his legs out of bed. And scattered merchandise could take quite a
while to collect back together. If they hurried, they might make it to Reger's place before the goods did.
"Do we have any spotters in the area?’
“I've scrambled two from Boulder," Bailey said. "They're still en route to the drop area.”
"Keep them high," Poirot warned. "I don't want them scaring away the scavengers.”
"Yes, sir," Bailey said.
"And then grab a couple of unmarked cars and a strike team," Poirot added, pulling his uniform off the
bedside rack. "You and | are going to be sitting with Mr. Reger in his conversation room when the
merchandise arrives."

* % %
"Thereitis," Lathe said, pointing out one of the shuttle cargo bay's small portholes at the dark mass
coming rapidly up toward them from below. "Ever been to afrontline world in the Ryqril-Chryselli war,
Caine?'
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"No," Caine said, a shiver running through him. Growing up in Central Europe, though, he'd seen the
kind of warfare the Ryqril could unleash when they wanted to. Lathe and the others, stationed on Plinry,
had seen far more of it. "Any idea how badly it's been mauled?"

"Lepkowski didn't mention anything in particular,” Lathe said. "I imagine we'll find out soon enough.
Spadafora?'

"All set," Tardy Spadafora confirmed, straightening from his check of the large winch bolted to the deck
at the shuttle's stern. "Y ou sure this thing's going to work?"

"Wevedoneitinreverse" Lathe reminded them. "How much harder can it be going the other direction?"

"Y eah, that's one way to look at it," Spadaforasaid dryly. "Sounds remarkably like those classic last
words, 'Hey, everyone—watch this.™

"Y ou're welcome to ride the shuttle the rest of the way to the spaceport if you'd prefer,” Lathe offered.
Spadaforawrinkled his nose. "No, that's okay."
Above the aft hatchway, an amber light blinked on. "Here we go," Lathe said. "Everyone into position.”

Mordecai and Spadafora maneuvered themselves around the sides of the winch, pausing along the way
to fasten the safety lines on their parachute-style harnesses to rings welded to the bay walls. Caine
moved up behind Mordecai and did the same, feeling awkward and clumsy in his multiple layers of
clothing. Beneath hislong, light-absorbing civilian-cut coat he wore shirt and slacks, beneath which was
his flexarmor. Above the coat, adding another twenty kilos to his weight, was a backpack with extra
weapons, clothing, and emergency rations.

"Once more into the breech, asthe poet said," Lathe commented, his eyes on Caine as he moved into
position behind Spadafora. "Y ou all right?"’

"Of course," Caine said, his pounding heart belying the confident words. He'd done drop-pod insertions
twice now, both of them more or less successfully. He might have even enjoyed doing it athird time.

Leaveit to Lathe to suddenly change the rules on him.
"Get ready," Lathe said. The light turned red— "Go."

Mordecal slapped the release, and the shuttle bay was suddenly filled with a swirling windstorm as the
drop door swung down into its usual ramp configuration. Caine grabbed his safety line, struggling for
balance as his legs were nearly swept out from under him. The deck shuddered; and suddenly, out the
open back, he saw the drop pods that had been fastened to the shuttle's outer hull go tumbling into the
night behind them. "Drop pods away," Mordecai announced, peering out into the darkness. "Attitude and
trgjectory look good."

Lathe nodded. "Four minutes."

"Four minutes," Spadafora repeated, kneeling down beside the winch and unreeling a few meters of
slender cable fastened to alarge and very wicked-1ooking barb-nosed harpoon. Unfastening the harpoon
from its harness, he carried it to alauncher attached to the floor just in front of the drop door and loaded
itin.

Caine gazed out at the churning slipstream, counting down the seconds to himself as he visualized the
drop pods' path. They would be popping their chutes about now, he knew, slowing their descent toward
the ground below. Another minute, and their onboard timers would trigger their controlled destruction,
blowing open the floors and breaking their walls into sections, each of which would sprout wings and
turn itself into a self-leveling hang glider.
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It would look exactly like the last two times he and the blackcollars had clandestinely landed on Ryqril-
controlled worlds. Just like Skyler and his team should be doing on Earth at this very moment, in fact.

Only here on Khala there wouldn't be any infiltrators riding those hang gliders, just eight sensor-realistic
dummies strapped beneath the wide, gray-black wings. Eight make-believe blackcollars, apparently
intent on sneaking into Khala right under Security's collective nose.

And with luck, that would be where Security's collective nose would be pointing for the next half hour
or sO.

"Thirty seconds," Lathe called from beside the launcher.

Spadafora moved back into position on his side of the winch and got his secondary line in hand. Caine
did the same, checking one last time to make sure his main safety cable wasn't near anything it could get
caught or tangled on. Resettling his harness comfortably across his shoulders and thighs, he made sure
his goggles and gas filter were securely in place. It was going to be like a hurricane when they hit the air
out there.

"Herewe go," Lathe said, flipping up a protective panel on the launcher and resting his gloved hand on
the glowing red button beneath it. "Harpoon in five ... three, two, one."

He pressed the button; and with a burst of compressed air the harpoon blasted out the open hatch. It
disappeared downward into the night, the slender attached cable from the winch reeling out madly
behind it.

Cainefelt his hand curl into afist. Theoretically, Lathe had picked alanding area that would be clear of
people or livestock or homes or anything else that would be instantly killed or destroyed by the
harpoon's impact. But mistakes sometimes happened....

He had half expected the harpoon's impact to be transmitted along the cable into something he might
feel. But he was still waiting when Lathe turned his head toward them. "It's down," he called. "Go."

And in asingle smooth motion, Spadafora unhooked the safety line that fastened him to the shuttle wall,
snapped the large carabiner ring of his secondary line around the unreeling cable, and leaped out into the
night.

L athe was right behind him, then Mordecai; and then it was Caine's turn. Setting his teeth firmly
together, working the two cables as he'd practiced on the trip, he popped his first line from the wall,
attached his second to the cable, and jumped.

For the first few dizzying seconds he actually slid upward with the momentum he'd been given by the
shuttle's own forward motion. Then friction and air resistance and gravity dragged him to a halt, and a
moment later he was dliding downward with increasing speed.

He gripped his line with one hand and waved the other against the air in an effort to keep himself facing
the direction he was moving. The broken clouds overhead were blocking most of the starlight, but there
was enough getting through to show the ground rushing up toward him.

He couldn't see the three blackcollars anywhere below him. Was that ssimply because of the light-
absorbing coats they were all wearing? Or had their connection lines somehow failed, dropping them off
the cable to their deaths? And if theirs had failed, wouldn't his likely do so aswell? He took a deep
breath, trying to stay calm.

And exhaled that breath in a huff as the ring above him suddenly seemed to catch, sending his feet
swinging upward and his harness digging into his thighs as the deceleration dragged at him like a fighter-
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turn G-force. He caught a glimpse of figures on the ground beneath him, the urgently flashing purple
marker lights at the rear of the harpoon—

And then, with welcome anticlimax, he slid to an amost gentle stop with his feet safely on the ground.
Lathe was already at his side. "Everyone clear," the comsguare ordered, grabbing Caine's upper aamin a
steadying grip with one hand as he slashed a knife through the connecting line with the other. Spadafora,
Caine saw, was standing beside the harpoon, his hand poised over an opened control cover. Half
guiding, half dragging Caine afew steps away, Lathe gestured to Spadafora.

The other pressed the control; and with a sizzle of high-voltage current, the cable still unreeling from the
distant shuttle evaporated in a puff of acerbic smoke.

"I guess you were right,” Spadafora said. "It isn't any harder going down."

"What about the harpoon?' Caine asked, eyeing it dubioudly. It had buried a good two-thirds of its
length into the ground and didn't look like it was going to be coming out any time soon.

"Weleaveit," Lathe said, pulling off his goggles and battle-hood and stowing them in his coat pockets.
"Besides, they'll figure it out anyway as soon as the hang gliders are down." He pointed south. "If we're
on target, there should be atown about aklick down the hill."

"How big atown?' Caine asked.

"Big enough to have some cars lying around waiting to be borrowed," Lathe assured him.

"Plus afew public phones," Spadafora added.

"Right," Lathe agreed. "We'll want to contact Shaw as soon as possible, make sure he's ready to receive.
I'll do that while you three find acar." He looked at his watch. "If we hurry, we should be in Inkosi City
in a couple of hours."

"There they go," Khala Security Prefect Daov Haberdae said, nodding at the long-range telescope
display. "Right on schedule.”

"Yes," Galway murmured, frowning at the indistinct hang gliders as they sorted themselves out from the
scattering wreckage of the shattered drop pods.

"Dae yae ha ratchers on the gro'nd?' Taakh asked.

"We have watchers all over the area, Y our Eminence," Haberdae assured him. "Whenever and wherever
they come down, we'll have them covered.”

"Excellent,” Taakh said.

"I just hope Prefect Galway's right about them being of some use," Haberdae added under his breath.
"I've got alot of men and resources tied up in this."

With a supreme effort, Galway ignored him. Haberdae didn't like Galway's plan. He hadn't liked it right
from the very beginning, and hadn't been at al shy about saying so. The fact that Taakh's support of the
operation meant that neither Haberdae nor anyone else on Khala got a vote in the matter only made it
WOrse.

And the Ryq hadn't been shy about making that clear, either. Nor, apparently, was he interested in
starting now. "l ha seen Lathein action,” Taakh said in response to Haberdae's quiet comment, taking a
step closer to the prefect. "The'lan rill rork."

Haberdae grimaced. "Y es, Y our Eminence," he said, his voice neutral again. Loyalty-conditioning
permitted a man to offer suggestionsto a Ryqril, or in certain circumstances to even argue with them.
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But no one argued with khassg-class warriors. Not if they wanted to stay alive.
"Looks like they're splitting into two groups, sir,” one of the techs at the monitor panel spoke up.
"Y ae ha' 'oth directions co'ered?"’

"Everything is covered, Your Eminence," Haberdae said. His voice was properly respectful, but beneath
it his patience was clearly strained. "From that altitude, they have a maximum range of maybe thirty
kilometers. We've got fifty klicks covered, in every direction—"

"Something's wrong," Galway interrupted him, the back of his neck starting to tingle as he stared at the
silhouettes of the hang gliders.

"There's nothing wrong," Haberdae growled. "My people have them covered.”

"They're not there," Galway said, his vague apprehensions suddenly becoming certainty. "Those are
decoys."

Haberdae turned to the control board. "Vaandar?' he demanded.

"Sensors clearly show a person hanging under each of those gliders,” the tech assured him.

"The sensors are wrong," Galway insisted, swiveling to the communications section of his panel and
keying a switch. "Because that's all they're doing—hanging. They're not controlling the gliders.
Dispatch? Get me fifty men—"

"Hold it," Haberdae snapped, grabbing the armrest of Galway's chair and giving ayank that brought him
rolling back from the board. "Y ou already have al the men you're entitled to for this operation. Y ou do
not have authority to grab any more without my permission.” He looked at Taakh. "Isn't that right, Y our
Eminence?' he added.

"The gliders aren't under control," Galway said, carefully pronouncing each word. "They're decoys.
Lathe and the others got off somewhere else.”

"Rhere?" Taakh demanded.

"Exactly," Haberdae seconded. "We've had the shuttle under surveillance the entire way."

"Except where it dipped into the Falkarie Mountain foothills," Galway reminded him. "There were a
nearly two minutes where the sensors were blocked."

"And the ground observers had visual contact the whole time," Haberdae countered. "They would have
seen any parachutes.”

"Then they didn't use parachutes," Galway insisted. "Look, Prefect, | don't know how they did it. All |
know is that they're not with those gliders.”

"Ha yae other €idence?' Taakh asked.

Galway braced himself. "No evidence, Y our Eminence. Just my experience with the way Lathe does
things."

"Then 'Re'ect Ha'erdae is correct," the Ryq said. "Y ae nay not rekest his other nen."

And there would be no appeal, Galway knew. Not with Taakh. "As you command, Y our Eminence," he
said. "Inthat case, may | be excused for afew minutes? The gliders won't land for at least another half
hour, and | have some other matters to attend to."

Taakh inclined hishead. "Y ae nay go."

"Thank you," Galway said. Standing up, he headed for the door.

"Don't you touch my people," Haberdae warned.
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"I wouldn't think of it," Galway assured him.

No, he wouldn't touch any of Haberdae's precious Security men, he thought grimly as the door sealed
itself behind him. Not even the ones who were currently doing absolutely nothing except lounging
around Inkosi City's main entry roads, asif Lathe would be foolish enough to enter a city along such
obvious routes,

But then, Haberdag's Security men were hardly the only resources available. There was an entire
government's worth of bureaucrats and tech workers scattered around the city, all of them loyalty-
conditioned, none of them under Haberdae's legal jurisdiction. If Galway could get them out onto the
streets and highways in the next half hour—all the streets, not just the obvious entry points—maybe they
could spot the incoming blackcollars in time to get Judas and the special ops team in position to
intercept them.

Picking up his pace, he hurried down the brightly lit corridor. With luck, maybe he could still pull this
off.

Back | Next
Framed
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CHAPTER 3

"S0 has anyone been inside the mountain since we left?' Skyler asked as they drove eastward along the
winding road toward Reger's estate.

"Anne and | went in acouple of timesin the first few months," Kanai said. "We wanted to seeif there
was any more information on Whiplash we might have missed earlier."

Skyler nodded, thinking of theirony of it all. The old Torch resistance organization had spent its last
daysin Aegis Mountain, working to develop a drug capable of breaking the hitherto unbreakable Ryqril
loyalty-conditioning. And they'd succeeded, only to succumb to the residual chemical warfare
contamination in the base before they'd even had a chance to use it. "Was there?"

"Not that we could find," Kanai said. "We were able to get a couple other sections of the base
operational, though, complete with heat and power. We got one of the elevators running, too."

"I hope you didn't go near the main command level," Hawking warned.

"And risk bringing the entire mountain down on us?' Kanai snorted gently. "Give us alittle more credit
than that, Commando Hawking."

"I'm sure he was just asking," Skyler assured him. "But you haven't been inside lately?

In the reflected glow of the headlights, Skyler saw Kanai's lips compress briefly. "As| say, we've had
some differences of opinion. I'm mostly working with Reger these days."

"What kind of differences?' Skyler pressed.

"Perhaps it would be best if we wait until ..."

He trailed off.

"What isit?" Skyler asked, looking out the windshield.

"That's the road to Reger's estate,” Kanal said, pointing ahead to aroad branching off to the right.
"Those two houses on either side of the intersection have their porch lights on."

"And they shouldn't?" Skyler asked.

"All the houses on that road are owned by Reger's people,” Kanai said. The car came up to the road, and
he drove past without slowing. "The porch lights are never lit unless something's wrong."

"Any other waysin?' O'Hara asked.

"There's an access road along the west side of the estate," Hawking said. "It'll bring us right up to the
sensor keyhole Jensen and | put in."

"Unless Reger's closed it up,” Skyler said.

"I don't believe he has," Kanai said. "No one but a blackcollar would be able to sneak in along it
anyway."

"Okay, get us back to that road," Skyler said. "Y ou and Hawking know the system and grounds best—
you'll go in through the keyhole. O'Haraand | will give you some lead time, then we'll come in the front
door."

It took Kanai afew minutes by back street and other people's access roads to return them to the western
edge of the Reger estate. Maneuvering the car around the worst of the potholes, he came to a halt afew
meters from the outer fence, a ssimple-looking wire-mesh design, two meterstall, that probably looked
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like any number of other property-line fencesin this part of the mountains. "Electrified, no doubt,"
O'Hara commented as the four blackcollars approached it.

"Y es, but not serioudly,” Hawking assured him. "Jensen cranked back most of the juice so that he could
run pressure sensors along the top without the current blinding them."

"Another good reason to leave the fence alone,” Skyler said, pulling on his battle-hood and gloves as the
others followed suit. "O'Hara?"

O'Hara stepped to his side, and together they eased their way cautiously forward until they were about a
meter from the fence. There was no obvious reaction from either the fence or the environs. Turning to
face each other a meter apart, they settled into wide horse stances, knees bent, hands cupped thigh high
in front of them. "Kanai?' Skyler said, looking back at the others.

Kana nodded and started forward at a slow jog, picking up speed as he came. He reached Skyler and
O'Hara and leaped forward and upward.

And as he did so, the two blackcollars caught the undersides of his boots in their cupped hands and
pulled convulsively upward, hurling him toward the night sky. He flew to the top of the fence and did a
neat high jJumper'sroll over the top, continuing the roll and twist and landing in a crouch on the other
side.

Fifteen seconds later, Hawking was beside him. "Y ou've got fifteen minutes to get through the grounds
and check out the house,” Skyler told them. "After that, O'Haraand | drive up to the front door like we
owned the place."

"Well be ready,” Hawking promised. Touching Kanai on the shoulder, he gestured, and together they
slipped away into the night.

"Thisis completely outrageous,” Manx Reger growled, his eyes blazing as he glared at Poirot from the
middle of the large overstuffed chair where the two Security men standing to hisright and left had
planted him. "It's also completely illegal ."

"That's good, coming from a crime boss," Poirot countered. "L et me ask one more time: What's in the
shipment your friends dropped tonight?"

"I have no ideawhat you're talking about,” Reger said stiffly. "And as for being a crime boss, | deny that
categoricaly."

"Of course you do." Poirot turned to the door as Bailey came into the room. "Y ou have everyone?"

"I think so," Bailey said. "There were two more hiding in shielded guard holes. We've put everyone
together in the dining room."

"Make sure they stay quiet," Poirot warned.

"Wewill," Bailey assured him. "I also heard from the spotters. They say a car's gone down the access
road west of the estate and stopped by the fence there. Four men got out, and they think two of them
must have gotten through the fence somewhere and come onto the grounds. Only two got back into the
car, anyway."

Poirot scratched his cheek. Suspicious couriers checking out the estate before making their delivery? Or
was it standard procedure to bypass the house and deliver the contraband to a hidden cache somewhere
else on the grounds?

He looked at Reger, but the other's face wasn't giving anything away. "Put a couple of our plainclothes
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men outside," hetold Bailey. "Tell them to keep out of the light. Maybe the sight of some roving guards
will make our gate-crashers happier.”

Bailey nodded and repeated the orders into his comm. "What about the two in the car?' he asked.
"Let them be," Poirot told him. "Sooner or later, I'm sure they'll come to see us."

* * %

"Five minutes," O'Hara said.

Skyler nodded. So far, whoever had taken over Reger's estate hadn't come to check out this car sitting on
the road along the western fence. Either inattention or overconfidence, and either was likely to cost
them. "I'm thinking we'll just go straight in, play stupid, and take it from there," he said.

"They may remember you," O'Hara pointed out. "And if Galway's been doing his job, they probably
have a photo of me, aswell."

"Which I'm guessing local Security will have long forgotten," Skyler said. "They've got enough faces
from their own neighborhood to memorize."

"I suppose.” O'Harawas silent amoment. "I wonder what this difference of opinion isthat Kanai's
having with Phoenix."

"Whatever it is, | don't likeit," Skyler said. "A Resistance movement is no place for politics and
disagreements."”

"Not that that's ever stopped anyone," O'Hara pointed out.

"Which is why those groups fall apart so often once they finally win," Skyler said. "The last thing we
want is for that to happen here."

"“I'll bet they're fighting over what to do with the moles they've created in the political structure," O'Hara
mused. "One of them probably wants to start making trouble now, while the other wants to wait until
they get word to act. Or maybe there's a difference of opinion as to what targets to go after."

"Or they're fighting over Aegis Mountain," Skyler said. "There's got to be alot of interesting stuff in the
doomsdayed areas. One of them may be wanting to take the risk of trying to get those rooms open.”

"Ouch," O'Hara murmured. "That would certainly make the Ryqril sit up and take notice."

“Not to mention everyone in the immediate area," Skyler agreed. "That immediate area possibly
including much of Denver itself."

"Yeah." O'Hara checked hiswatch. "Timeto go."
"Right." Skyler started the car and pulled onto the road again.

* % %

"Signal from the gate," Bailey reported. "The car's coming down the road, two males visible."

"Have the men at the gate pass them through," Poirot ordered. "Then they're to close up and follow them
in. Two plainclothesmen from the house are to meet them as they come up, with a sniper out of sight in
one of the front windows. Hopefully, they'll be smart enough not to make trouble."

"Yes, sir," Bailey said, repeating the orders. "Heading out now."

"And warn them not to identify themselves until after the men are out of the car," Poirot added. "Asfar
as they're concerned, everything here is business as usual."

"Yes, sir," Bailey said, frowning as he pressed his comm earphone harder against his ear. "Sir, the team
leader reports he can't raise the two men we sent outside earlier.”

From somewhere out in the hallway came a soft thud. Poirot turned that direction, wondering in
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irritation which of his men was falling over his own feet.

To see ablack-clad figure walk casually into the room.

For asingle, impossibly long heartbeat it didn't register. Then, with arush of adrenaline, Poirot finally
understood what was happening. "Alert!" he shouted as loudly as he could, grabbing for his holstered
paral-dart pistol.

The two Security men standing behind Reger's chair were already in motion. It didn't do them abit of
good. The blackcollar had a pair of throwing stars cupped in his hand, and even as the guards tried to
bring their own gunsto bear he flipped the weapons into their throats. Both men toppled backward, one
of them sending a cluster of darts harmlessly into the ceiling as he died.

"Don't," the blackcollar warned. He had his arm cocked over his shoulder, another throwing star in hand,
aimed at Poirot and Bailey. "Hands away from your guns, please.”

Poirot focused on the two dead guards. "Hands away," he ordered Bailey through clenched teeth as he
lifted his own hands. "But you're too late," he added to the blackcollar. "My men have already been
alerted.”

The other shrugged dlightly. "We'll see.”

* % %
Skyler had brought the car to a halt at the mansion's ornate front entryway, and the two men waiting at
the door were striding toward the car when both of them abruptly twitched and went for their guns. "It's
blown," Skyler snapped. Wrenching open his door, he dived out onto the ground.

Hewasjust in time. Even as he hit the ground a cloud of paral-darts scattered off the car's roof with a
nails-on-slate screech. Rolling back to his knees, he sent a pair of shuriken toward the nearest attacker.

The man ducked, but not quite far enough. One of the stars skimmed past his head, as the second buried
itself in hisright shoulder. He staggered with the impact, his next shot going wild. Skyler grabbed out
one of his knives before the other could regain his balance and with a hard underhand throw sent it to
bounce hilt first off the man's forehead. He went down, his gun flying from his hand, and lay still.
There was aflicker of movement from the mansion itself, and Skyler was slammed backward as a
flechette lammed into his chest, turning his flexarmor momentarily rigid asit blocked the shot and
distributed the impact over his entire body. He dived away from the car as the flexarmor relaxed,
dodging in aroll-leap evasive maneuver, wishing he'd had time to put on his battle-hood as he searched
the windows for the sniper. There was a second flicker from one of the first-floor windows, and he
caught a glimpse of afigure standing there as a patch of pavement beside him erupted into splinters.
Dodging again to the side, he grabbed another shuriken and hurled it toward the window, knowing the
sniper was well out of range but hoping to brush him back until O'Hara could get to cover and get out
his slingshot.

There was another flicker from the window; but thistime the shot buried itself in atree trunk five meters
to Skyler'sleft. He pulled out another shuriken, wondering if the man could really have reacted that
strongly to hisfirst throw.

And even as his brain caught up with the fact that that there had been two men at the window, the tingler
on hiswrist cameto life: sniper down; house secure.

Skyler huffed asigh of relief. But there was no time to pause for congratulations. The two men who'd
followed the car in from the gate were sprinting toward them now, one rapid-firing paral-dart bursts, the
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other laying down scattergun blasts as fast as he could work the pump.

They were still coming when the paral-dart gunner abruptly folded over his stomach and flopped onto
the ground. His partner had just enough time to work the scattergun pump one last time, and then his
head jerked hard and he, too, crumpled into a heap.

"You okay?' O'Haracalled as he rose from the partial cover of the car, athird stone ready in his
slingshot as he surveyed his work.

“I'm fing," Skyler assured him, looking up at the stars overhead. Paral-dart guns meant Security, and
Security meant high-flying spotters. He wondered how much of the brief battle they'd seen. "Let's get
inside."

Kanai was waiting inside the front door, and together they went back to the house's well-stocked library.
Reger was seated in alarge chair near the center, with a couple of bodies on the floor behind him and
two uniformed Security officers posed stiffly against one wall. Standing watch over the whole thing was
Hawking. "Any problems?' Skyler asked as they joined him.

Hawking shook his head. "Most of them were conveniently grouped in the dining room, standing guard
over the house men. The roamers were alittle more trouble, but not much."

"Good." Skyler turned to Reger. "Nice to see you again, Mr. Reger."

"The pleasure's all yours," Reger countered sourly. "Skyler, isn't it?"

"Yes," Skyler confirmed. He nodded toward the Security men. "Who are your friends?"

"Nobody in thisroom qualifies as afriend,” Reger retorted. "What the hell are you doing here, anyway?"
"Making trouble," Skyler said, looking at the Security men. "And you are ...?"

"General Avral Poirot, Denver Chief of Security,” the older man identified himself, his voice as stiff as
his posture but calm and professional for all that. "Thisis Assistant Chief Colonel Pytor Bailey. | see
tonight's drop was personnel, not equipment. My mistake."

"Mistakes happen," Skyler said. So even with their new nonchuted drop pod's faster descent, Security
had still spotted it. That was useful to know. He hoped Lathe's zip line insertion on Khala had worked
out better. "So wasthisjust asocia visit?'

Poirot snorted. "Please, Commando. The very fact that you're in this room proves our suspicions of
Reger and his Resistance connections were right."

Reger swore under his breath. "Oh, that's wonderful," he ground out. "Just wonderful. Thank you,
Skyler, thank you so very much."

"A temporary problem only," Skyler assured him. "The general and colonel are about to graduate from
the third type of person to the fourth."

"What?' Reger asked, frowning.

“"Never mind," Skyler said. "Private joke. Would you be so kind as to show Hawking where you keep
your Whiplash supply?’

Reger shook his head. "l don't have any."

"None?' Skyler asked. "l would have thought you'd be—"

"Y ou thought wrong," Reger cut him off. "Phoenix hasit all."

Skyler looked at Kanai, noting the hard set of the other's mouth. Part of the argument he was having
with the organization? "Then | guess we'll have to go get it from them," he said, turning back to Poirot.
"What are your spotters orders, General 7
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Poirot looked at the others, perhaps wondering if cooperation would violate his loyalty-conditioning.
"They're to stay at high altitude and watch," he said. "Though of course they'll have heard my warning.
They're probably trying to contact us right now, preparatory to calling in reinforcements.” He raised his
eyebrows. "If you'd like, | could get on the comm and send them away."
Skyler smiled cynically. "Of course you could."
"Really," Poirot assured him. "What's Whiplash?"
"Nothing you need