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Escape From Planet X!
 

When Prince Lucas Trask of Tanith and seventy of his crew were captured by the Atonians, one of the “civilized” worlds of the Old Federation, things seemed bleak: he was tried in a secret court, paraded before the cameras for propaganda, and sentenced to “re-education” at the dreary secret prison known only as Planet X for the crime of being a Space Viking. Using interstellar space ships, high-tech combat troops and nuclear weapons to extort planets of their wealth (the Space Viking’s stock-in-trade) is frowned upon by the corrupt dictatorial bureaucracy of Aton – and Trask is in the way of their imperial aspirations, to boot. 
 

Once on Planet X, however, it becomes clear that Aton is involved in something far more sinister – a conspiricy going all the way to the distant Sword Worlds, five thousand light-years away! Lucas and his men discover clues to plots and conspiracies over a century old inside an ancient wreck on Planet X – could they also lead to a way to escape the miserable prison world?
 

Meanwhile, back on Tanith, Lucas’ beautiful wife Princess Valerie is on the trail of Garvan Spasso, an old adversary who has tried and failed to kill the Trasks in the past – and succeeded in kidnapping their infant daughter, Princess Elaine. The beleaguered Valerie has ordered every resource at her command to find her daughter and punish her kidnapper, but Spasso’s ransom for the infant Heir is no less than the throne of Tanith, itself! 
 

Princess Valerie has her allies: Admiral Harkaman, Count Valkanhayn, her fanatical Golden Hand guardsmen, and an embarrassing number of captured warships and enthusiastic Space Vikings. She also has the help of the mysterious Mr. Dawes, a very helpful emissary from the enigmatic figured known as the Wizard, whose reasons for helping Tanith are a mystery – and not necessarily a pleasant one. 
 

But she’ll need all the help she can get, with her charismatic husband lost among the stars. Tanith has plenty of enemies: the rival Space Viking world of Xochitl, the Sword Worlds of Gram and Haulteclere, and of course the despicable Space Viking turned would-be usurper Garvan Spasso. With her husband missing, her daughter gone, and her nobles grumbling about the state of the Realm, the former schoolteacher from civilized Marduk suddenly has to learn the difference between a reigning princess consort and a ruling monarch of a Space Viking planet in a time of war – Princess Valerie’s War!
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Chapter One:
 

The Capture Of Prince Lucas
 



 
 

 The damage board of the Nemesis glowed red, bathing the bridge in an eerie, sanguine glow as Prince Lucas Trask hurriedly strapped into his combat spacesuit. Klaxons and alarms sounded all around him, smoke from burnt circuitry and smashed displays filled the air with an acrid smell, and the loud hiss of escaping gas didn’t bode well. 
 

 All around him his men were also getting into space combat suits, armor-plated and pressurized. They’d keep a man alive for up to sixteen hours, if the suit’s power held and the skin remained unpunctured. The armored exterior could take a 10mm round at point-blank range, and the radiation shielding – made of the unique light-weight Joris Monster tallow – would allow him to exist in all but the most extreme extravehicular environments without fear of radiation poisoning. It was about as much protection as a man could ask for, in a damaged ship in the middle of a battle.
 

 Of course there wasn’t much actual battle going on at this point. The Nemesis had been climbing out of a planet called Shapash, where they’d just captured three enemy ships without firing a shot, when four massive ships of the Planetary Navy of Aton appeared, making their escape unlikely. 
 

The Nemesis was a tough ship – she’d been designed to handle heavy ship-to-ship combat – but four-against-one when you’re at the bottom of a gravity-well was suicide. When three of the four ships outsized you, it was a glorious suicide. 
 

Things couldn’t have been worse: casualties were low, because the Nemesis was operating with a skeleton crew. The majority of the seasoned officers and crewmen had been spread out amongst the three recently-captured ships to fly them home to Tanith – ships still lying vulnerable on the ground as the Atonians closed in. Ordinarily it took a crew of over three hundred to run a complicated warship the size of the Nemesis, but there were less than two hundred able-bodied spacemen aboard now, and virtually no gun crews available to target and load weapons. Not that there were many weapons left to fire, either – the Nemesis had just engaged in a prolonged space battle over Amateratsu, and had yet to resupply. Ammunition was critically low. What she had loaded in her tubes would nearly deplete the arsenal.
 

 Outnumbered. Outsized. Outgunned. Outmanned. Lucas had been in a tough spot. He’d had to get creative. 
 

 He had stalled for time as long as he could as the Nemesis climbed fifty, sixty thousand miles away from the planet below. He’d had a message sent by Sword World impulse code to the three captured ships on the ground while he verbally fenced with the Atonian captain who claimed he had an Atonian warrant for Lucas’ arrest.
 

 “You know this is bound to strain relations between your world and Marduk,” Prince Trask said, reasonably, to the man in the viewscreen a few hours ago. “Prince-Regent Simon and I are friends. And the people of Marduk still look quite favorably on me and Tanith.” Marduk was one of the few worlds that had kept the old Terran Federation level of civilization uninterrupted, while the more than 300-planet alliance slowly disintegrated around it several centuries ago. Most worlds, deprived of interstellar contact, had lost any kind of advanced civilization, and had sunk into neobarbarism. Aton had nearly done that itself. 
 

Originally a colony of Marduk’s, it had developed an impressive civilization of its own. Eventually Aton had left Marduk’s sphere of influence, and almost had slipped into neobarbarism – until an off-world raid by Space Vikings had unified the Atonian factions and re-energized them. Now they had a trading empire greater than their mother-world’s. The difference was that Marduk was a planetary monarchy, while Aton was a brutal dictatorship wrapped in a guise of social progressiveness and democracy.
 

 “The People and Council of Aton don’t give a damn about which bandits the Mardukans want to invite to dinner,” Captain Hayes said, shaking his head. “You are guilty of crimes against the Atonian people, Lucas Trask, and I’m here to bring you to justice. Close your gunports, heave to and prepare to be boarded. You will surrender your vessel at once.”
 

 “That is highly unlikely,” Lucas said, as he tapped out instructions on his console. “As a sitting head of state, I have diplomatic immunity,” he reminded the enemy commander.
 

 Theoretically, at least. Lucas’ planet, Tanith, was once also a Federation colony world, settled towards the very end of the Federation as an institution. It had decivilized quickly, and its people had enjoyed three or four centuries of brutal, medieval-level lifestyle before Lucas and his men showed up ten years ago. Lucas’ people were interstellar robbers and murderers, who roamed the Old Federation’s ruins and picked at its bones. The Space Vikings, from the Sword Worlds. Usually, a Space Viking raid meant misery and death for a world, in the short run, as the invaders used advanced technologies to suppress the defense of anything worthy hauling aboard a space ship. 
 

 But on Tanith, Lucas and his Space Vikings didn’t come to the fallow world to plunder – they came to build. Tanith was originally an advanced raiding base, three thousand light-years from the far cluster of the Sword Worlds. And after his last liege lord went crazy and got deposed by one who was simply vile, Lucas had gone into business for himself and now ruled the pretty world, with his new wife, Valerie. Who would be very cross with him if he got blown up before he saw their baby daughter again.
 

 “Aton does not recognize Tanith, nor your overlordship, Trask,” the man said, gravely. “Come, now. Let’s not get that nice ship of yours all messed up.” Lucas didn’t know a lot about Atonian ships – they were based on Old Federation designs, whereas the Sword World ships of the Space Viking were based on old System States Alliance designs – but he could tell the kind of activity one sees in the background when battle is preparing to be engaged. 
 

 “It wouldn’t be my ship I’d be worried about,” Lucas sneered. He was trying to goad the man into taking as long as possible. Every minute saw them further out of Shapash’s gravity well, and once they reached the 100,000 mile threshold, they could safely engage the hyperdrive that would take them out of the universe for a while, and towards someplace friendlier. “The Nemesis isn’t some Hathoran pirate scow, Captain. This is a ship of war. But that’s not saying I can’t be convinced. Tell me, what kind of trial would I have, on this world that refuses to acknowledge my sovereignty?” Lucas casually scribbled a note and passed it to Lt. Delio, his bodyguard, to had hand to his executive officer. 
 

 “A fair one,” the other captain assured. “But since you’ve as much as admitted to blockading Shamash, and to terrorizing that world with the threat of nuclear weapons, I somehow don’t think the outcome is in doubt.”
 

 “A good point,” Lucas nodded. “Still, that’s hardly incentive for me to surrender, isn’t it?”
 

 “You’d be alive,” Hayes said, flatly. “Aton has a very high threshold for capital cases – with a good advocate, you could spend the rest of your life in a reasonably comfortable prison. And who knows how politics will evolve? There’s a possibility of your eventual release, after a proper re-education. You might consider that a worthwhile alternative. And your men – how many of their lives would you throw away, to satisfy some perverse sense of honor, Trask?”
 

 “It’s not a matter of my honor, you see,” Lucas admitted. “I’m just looking for my best deal. And I’m thinking that I could probably take you, once you tried to board.”
 

 That made the other captain laugh, genuinely. “I have two platoons of Republican Marines on board, Trask. They specialize in ship-board assaults. And they won’t be gentle.” 
 

 “And you obviously are unfamiliar with just how many ground fighters a Space Viking ship carries,” Lucas boasted. “When we raid a world, it takes hundreds of men to conduct an assault and carry out the loot – under fire, usually. You want me?” he taunted. “You’ll have to get through my men, first.” He hoped Delio was looking properly sinister. His bodyguard was physically large, if well-featured, and had a sharp point to his chin and a bearing that could make him quite intimidating, when he tried. And he could deliver a deadly sneer like no one Lucas had ever seen.
 

 “If that’s the way you want it,” his counterpart shrugged. “Go load your guns and be damned. Prepare to be boarded.”
 

 Lucas told him in colorful detail just where Hayes and his men were welcome to board, and signed off.
 

 “His Highness does realize,” Delio pointed out, “that we have virtually no ground fighters on board at the moment? The few who remain are busy staring up at the missile launchers with a puzzled look on their faces.”
 

 “His Highness does, indeed, realize it,” Lucas chuckled. “I wasn’t lying. I just pointed out that the Atonians were unfamiliar with Space Viking ships. It made him want to board us and engage us hand-to-hand. Which means he’s getting much, much closer . . .”
 

 “Lead enemy ship in missile range in thirty seconds!” the young Signals-and-Detection officer, Ensign Guilford Roupe, called out. “We’ll still be thirty thousand miles too close to the planet to jump into hyperspace!” he added, anxiously.
 

 “All hands, prepare for violent maneuvers,” Lucas immediately announced over the shipboard intercom. “Guns-and-missiles – are we ready?”
 

 “All weapons set for auto fire, locked and ready!” a young ensign, not more than twenty years old, squeaked. Lucas’ regular ordinance officer was on the planet below, the prize captain of the captured fifteen-hundred foot cruiser City of Diedriksburg. But then Lucas hadn’t anticipated fighting anything more than a hangover for the next few days. There had been a lot of field promotions, trying to staff three ships enough crewmen to get them back home. This young man had finished only a year of the two-year astrogation course at the Naval Academy – ordinarily, he was a mess officer. Luckily, the kid’s job was pretty simple. 
 

 “In range in five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . .”
 

 “Hold fire!” Lucas commanded. “I want them closer . . .” He watched patiently as the four ships descended toward the two-thousand foot wide globe of the Nemesis on the screen, two of the battleships taking up flanking positions while the other two maneuvered to board the outnumbered ship. 
 

 “NOW!” Lucas roared. In seconds lances of high-explosive death blasted silently out of their silos towards the Sol Invictus, far too close for the other ship to have a chance to launch counter-missiles. At least two of the missiles were nuclear, the last two small 15 kiloton devices left in the armory. Neither one – nor even both together – would be enough to destroy the Atonian ship, but they would cause extensive damage. 
 

No matter how well your collapsium shielding is built, atomic weaponry had a way of damaging a ship even if the blast didn’t penetrate the hull. The great guns nestled around the equator, designed just for such close-range battle, hammered away mindlessly into space, spewing the last of the Nemesis’ collapsium-plated shells at high velocities into the hull of the larger ship until their automatic feeds were empty. By the pause before the Atonian ship’s guns returned fire, Lucas saw just how off-guard he had caught the enemy commander.
 

 “Several direct hits!” Ensign Roupe, the Signals-and-Detection officer, howled. “All across her southern hemisphere, looks like we did some damage and – Highness! – missiles launching!”
 

 “That’s our cue to leave,” Lucas said, expectantly. “Distance to horizon?”
 

 “Still twenty thousand miles to safe hyperspace distance,” the young astrogator, Ensign Wilhelm Pierce called, doubtfully. He wasn’t happy with his orders – but then having more experience at the board would have only made him more unhappy with what Lucas planned to do.
 

 “Do it, Mr. Pierce! Everyone, brace yourselves!”
 

 “Yes, Highness!” the he said, resolutely, his hand hesitating on the large red lever for just a moment before he turned it and pushed it in.
 

 When a Dillingham hyperspatial drive was activated, it created a field of instability around itself in a perfect sphere and separated it from the rest of reality, pulling it into a space in which the common rules of physics – such as the speed of light, or even quantum physics, for that matter – didn’t quite apply in the same way anymore. 
 

Since the effect was gravitational in its inception, proximity to a larger, denser gravity field could and did have a serious adverse effect on the ship, as the Dillingham field tried to unsuccessfully coalesce in the strong gravity well. The field collapsed, and the resulting gravitational shock usually propelled the ship enormous distances away from the center of the gravity well – like a cork held under water finally being allowed to shoot to the surface. That was why space ships approached their planetfalls carefully, making a series of microjumps that took them as close to the hyperspatial horizon of a planet as possible without risking “kick-back”. The effect was usually studiously avoided, due to the sometimes violent forces that resulted and the intense feedback that inevitably wore on the equipment. A good hyperspatial astrogator could plop you down within a few hundred meters of the horizon.
 

But when a hyperspatial field was formed too close to the gravity well on purpose, especially a ship as big as the Nemesis’ two-thousand foot wide mass, the results were dramatic. And more than a little violent. As the field attempted to coalesce, the planet’s far larger gravity field grabbed its unstable shell and hurled it away – past the oncoming flight of missiles, past the bulk of the Sol Invictus, past the smaller ships that trailed in its wake. Over 150,000 miles in a matter of seconds, the Nemesis flew, like a ball hit from a cricket bat. The Atonian missiles aimed at it sailed past harmlessly. The guns that were aimed at it never hit. 
 

 But that didn’t mean that Lucas and his men had escaped peril. A harshly collapsed hyperspatial field threw a lot of feedback into the Dillinghams, and while the powerful engines themselves weren’t damaged, all of the essential control mechanisms shorted out with the overload. She might not have been pummeled by guns or missiles, but the Nemesis was no longer a functioning starship. Nor was it an easy ride – the pseudograv stuttered painfully, throwing people into the decks or into the air and back again as waves of unexpended gravitational waves ricocheted within the collapsium hull of the vessel and interfered. The power systems throbbed with the strain and relays blew all over the ship. By the time the pilot was able to regain control and stop the ship from spinning like the huge shiny ball it resembled, most systems were on emergency power. And their pursuers were already changing course to intercept them.
 

 “They’re coming about, Sire!” Mr. Roupe called out. “All four of them! They’re serious!”
 

 “So am I! Armor up, everyone – but don’t seal your helmets just yet,” Lucas declared, a grim smile on his face as he began putting on his space armor. “Whatever missiles we have left, target and fire. Get them closer. I want them angry, and still wanting to board us to take me alive.” He glanced at the damage board. “A pity the viewscreen is out, or I could taunt that officious boob into asking for single combat. That would work with a Sword Worlder, at least. That’d buy us some time.”
 

 “Sire, we’ve popped some bulkheads,” Lafe Vannan, the recently-promoted engineer was calling through the intercom. “We’re starting to leak. I’ve locked down the reactors, so the Dillinghams have time to reset, but it’s going to take weeks to get her spaceworthy again. She’s done for,” he said, mournfully.
 

 “Agreed,” Lucas sighed into the microphone, regretfully.
 

He looked around at the interior of the ship. For ten years, he’d spent more time here than anywhere else. More than Trask House, more than Rivington, even, he’d come to call the decks and bulkheads of this ship home. She had been the instrument of his vengeance, his path to a life among the stars, and his means of employment. He wasn’t the kind of man who often anthropomorphized his equipment, but there was no denying that this ship was alive, in every meaningful way to Lucas. Or at least, she had been, until he’d sacrificed her to see his baby daughter and beautiful wife again.
 

“You’ve done splendidly,” He said quietly, patting the dead console in front of him. “Just give us a little more time, if you can.” Then he turned to address the bridge crew, most of whom were now in space armor. “All hands!” he called out loudly, “Abandon ship. Leave your stations and evacuate to the aft pinnaces. Let’s move, gentlemen. We have maybe eight minutes before those ships get within missile range, and twenty before they force a boarding. I wouldn’t suggest you stay here to see the show.”
 

 The entire crew evacuated to two of the four pinnaces, as planned – the fourth had been sent back to Tanith already with a message, and the third was still somewhat damaged by the battle over Amateratsu. Equipped with their own hyperdrives, each of the 200 foot long, tadpole-shaped ships could make limited travel through hyperspace. In theory, they could travel just as far as a larger ship. In practice, the limiting factor wasn’t the Dillinghams; it was the inability for a ship that size to maintain food, water, and power supply to life-support as efficiently as a much larger ship like the Nemesis. There were no carniculture vats or hydroponic gardens aboard, just a few storage lockers stuffed with rations. Any trip over five hundred hours would dicey, without resupply. Luckily, their destination was a mere forty-five light-years away – just under two days. And luckily the smaller Dillinghams on the pinnaces had been powered-down and unaffected by the emergency kick-back maneuver.
 

 Lucas, his bridge crew, Lt. Delio and the rest of his Golden Hand bodyguards went to one of the little ships, placing most of the less experienced crew in another under Lafe Vannan’s command. That was over seventy men per ship. As each ship was large enough to hold fifty crew comfortably, they weren’t overly crowded. As the enemy fleet slowed their approach to begin a hostile boarding procedure on the wounded Nemesis, the two pinnaces launched from the stern of the ship and immediately began to make for the far edges of the solar system at top speed. 
 

 “I hate to abandon her like this,” Lucas murmured, as he watched the Nemesis fall away in the viewscreen as they launched. The pinnace’s cockpit was cramped after the spacious gallery of the Nemesis’ bridge. “It seems ignoble.”
 

 “Don’t worry, Sire,” Delio assured him, “It’s better than seeing her destroyed and us along with it. We’ll be back for her.”
 

 “Unless they tow her back as a prize or destroy her out of spite,” he sighed. “How close are the Atonians now?”
 

 “About three minutes from firing range, Sire,” the young man replied, confidently, “and our hyperdrive is active, course laid in.”
 

 “And the three prize ships on the planet?”
 

 “They launched about six minutes ago,” Ensign Roupe, the young Signals-and-Detection officer who requested to stay with his Prince, called out. In the tiny cockpit of the pinnace he almost seemed big enough for the task. “They’re taking an obtuse course, behind the planet from the Atonian fleet – they should be able to break atmosphere and get into hyperspace without being intercepted, now.” 
 

 “Good,” Lucas sighed, leaning back in the command chair. That had been the whole point of this exercise – to distract the Atonian fleet away from noticing the three helpless ships on the ground, and give their skeleton crews a chance to lift and make orbit without being molested. “Set course and prepare to jump. And now that we have a working telecom screen, let’s call our old friend Captain Hayes. Can they see we’ve launched, yet?”
 

 “No, Sire, they’re eclipsed on the other side of the Nemesis.” So the old girl was protecting him, one last time. No detection equipment could read through collapsium. As it was, they’d be bouncing the telecom signal around it to reach the Atonians. Lucas punched in the combination himself, and in moments the irate face of Captain Hayes was on screen.
 

 “Trask!” the Atonian spat.
 

“Sorry, Captain, I had to switch screens,” Lucas said. “Took a little damage after that stunt. But it accomplished the job.”
 

“You’re in a pinnace!” the man said, accusingly.
 

“I can see that the Atonian Navy has high standards of observation for their commanders,” Lucas mocked. “Although they apparently don’t place a premium on intelligence.”
 

“Damn you, Trask!” the man swore, “This doesn’t change anything. You’ll still be taken into custody!”
 

“Not today, and not by you,” Lucas boasted. “We’ll be in hyperspace long before you’re in missile range. And I’d be careful about boarding my ship – we left some very nasty surprises behind!”
 

“To blazes with your ship – it’s you we want!” Hayes said, defiantly. “And it’s only a matter of time.”
 

“But what I can’t understand is why?” Lucas said, without thinking. “Sure, I blockaded a port – but that’s got to be the least of my crimes against the galaxy.”
 

“It has nothing to do with that,” conceded Hayes. “That was just an expedient charge. While I don’t pretend to understand the thoughts of the Council, I’ve heard rumors. You’re a menace, Trask. You’re dangerous, and you’re much too close to civilization for comfort. The Atonian Council has decided that you and your little tin-pot empire need to go, and removing you from play is the easiest way to ensure its demise.”
 

“The League of Civilized Worlds isn’t an empire,” Lucas declared, flatly. “It’s a voluntary regional alliance. One that will survive my death, I have no doubt.”
 

“Well, we may be able to test that theory sooner than you think,” Hayes said, menacingly. 
 

“Not today,” Lucas repeated, apologetically. “I have an urgent appointment elsewhere. Good luck, though, Captain Hayes. Mr. Pierce, if you will do the honors?” A moment later the pinnace faded from reality as it tumbled into hyperspace.
 

They weren’t headed directly for Tanith – not yet. With as much Atonian activity in the region as there was, Lucas had a duty to warn his allies before making for home. The other pinnace was headed back to Amateratsu, to warn the forces there, while Lucas had set his ship’s course for Beowulf, the other strong partner in the alliance. 
 

For two days the men dealt with the over-crowded conditions with as much grace as possible—sleeping in shifts, crowding into the tiny ‘recreation lounge’, and launching the ubiquitous eternal card game that ran on every ship in the galaxy during hyperspace. Lucas mostly kept to his closet-sized “stateroom” and composed messages to his subordinates and discussed the situation with Lt. Delio and Lt. Jameson, two of the four Golden Hand guards who had remained with him. Both were cautiously optimistic about their chances of arriving home, but both were clearly disturbed by the sudden and aggressive appearance of so many ‘civilized’ warships in Tanith’s neighborhood.
 

“I don’t like it one bit, Sire,” Jameson confided. “What did he mean, ‘dangerous’?”
 

“I agree – you could have laid waste to Shamash,” nodded Delio, the evening before they arrived at Beowulf. “Two, maybe three nukes, and you could have ruled that planet. But you showed admirable restraint.”
 

“Perhaps, gentlemen, that’s why they want me so badly,” reasoned Lucas. “Consider: had I merely devastated the planet, then they could have chalked it up to one more nasty Space Viking raid, even used it in propaganda. After all, that’s a long way from our usual raiding grounds. 
 

“But I didn’t. I very clearly was after one thing, and by the time I left Shamash nearly everyone on the planet knew what that one thing was. And why. And that had to attract the attention of the other Great Powers. Why was Aton so interested in undermining my rule on Tanith by sponsoring an insurgency, through proxies?”
 

“To undermine Marduk’s new-found strength,” Jameson answered, immediately. “They saw how you suddenly appeared out of the ether with a battle fleet and rescued the Mardukan monarchy. More, you inspired Prince-Regent Simon to suspend Parliament and take direct control of the government. This means that all of their sneaky lobbyists and spies suddenly didn’t have access anymore.”
 

“You know, Sire, I often wonder if Aton wasn’t complicit in the rise of Zaspar Makann,” Delio mentioned thoughtfully, naming the would-be usurper who had used parliamentary tricks, thuggery and election fraud to force his way into power. “There were hints that they were at least friendly to the idea of a Makann regime.”
 

“Friendly? Makann’s party apparatus was a carbon copy of the Aton Planetary Nationalist Party,” agreed Lucas. “There’s already been the suggestion that they aided and encouraged Makann. I think they wanted a puppet regime on Marduk, which would let them essentially double the size of their trade empire overnight.” Marduk, of all the civilized Great Powers who split up the ruins of the Old Federation, had the smallest sphere of influence. Known as the Sick Man of the Old Federation, its once-magnificent trade empire was greatly reduced, and the recent internal troubles had reduced it further. “It would make sense: with Marduk out of the way, Isis already in alignment with them, and Baldur willing – nay, begging – to be bribed into an alliance, that would just leave Odin and maybe a few of the smaller alliances to challenge them. And in a few years, Odin would get worn down, or end up capitulating, and Aton would be the hub of a new galactic empire.”
 

“Interesting speculation, Sire,” nodded Delio. “And it wouldn’t be the first time that sort of thing happened. Look how Napoleon created his pre-Atomic empire: half blunt force, brilliantly deployed, and half behind-the-scenes skullduggery. Napoleon hid behind the rhetoric of anti-aristocratic republicanism, too,” he added.
 

“Yet it didn’t stop him from claiming the title of Emperor,” noted Jameson.

 

“Exactly. Aton is scheming to increase its power base, and when Tanith interfered in that, we became a threat,” Lucas concluded.

 

“But why didn’t they just go bomb Tanith? Why invest in the expense of using an entire fleet to search and capture you?”

 

“Because they think I’m the ‘essential man’,” Lucas shrugged. “Look at it that way: Valerie’s throne is barely warm, she’s an outsider, and the rest of the high nobles are bloodthirsty Space Vikings. You take my influence away, and they figure that in twenty years Tanith will look more like Hoth or Nergal. A Space Viking port planet that doesn’t care a bit about anything but raiding.”
 

“You would think that would be the last thing that they would want,” Jameson said, shaking his head.
 

“Hoth and Nergal don’t interfere in the affairs of the Great Powers,” Delio pointed out. “They can be tolerated. Encouraged, even, as an excuse for maintaining a robust military. But Hoth and Nergal are just base planets. They aren’t trying to civilize anyone, even themselves. Tanith has arisen out of nowhere, and pushed two decivilized worlds into positions of power – not to mention created a strong regional power where there just wasn’t one a decade ago. That must scare the Atonians.”
 

“I don’t know,” sighed Lucas. “There’s still far too much we don’t know. And being at war with Gram, and nearly so with Xochitl, somehow I think we’re going to be too busy to get to the bottom of this any time soon.”
 

The pinnace finally erupted into existence at a pre-designated entry point into Beowulf’s solar system, out in the Oort cloud. The moment they were clear, they signaled the Beowulfers by radio of their arrival, and requested a set of coordinates for microjumps that would keep them clear of the system’s robust defenses.
 

The Beowulfers were justly afraid of Space Viking raids, in large part due to Lucas, himself. It was among the first of Tanith’s neighboring planets that he’d raided when he’d first come out to the Old Federation. That had been a hard-fought battle with plenty of damage inflicted on both sides – unlike so many worlds in the Old Federation, Beowulf had retained or regained most of its technology and civilization, barring only star travel. That had included nuclear weapons – indeed, the rich uranium deposits on the world had made allowed them to develop and maintain all sorts of advanced technologies that depended on good radioactives. Several of those nukes had landed near to the Nemesis during that battle, a decade ago.
 

Now the Beowulfers were firm allies of the Princedom he ruled, once Lucas had made certain that they didn’t hold any grudges for the initial battle. He had gifted them with the designs for Dillingham hyperdrives, and provided the first fifty pounds of gadolinium needed to build the thing. The result had been the first two-thousand foot Beowulf ship, Viking’s Gift. Not everyone had been thrilled to see a potentially valuable raiding target increase its ability to defend itself, but Lucas hadn’t regretted the decision: the Beowulfers were valiant space fighters, and they excelled at nuclear weaponry.
 

But the paranoia inspired by his raid lingered. Among its fruits were the complex Beowulf defenses against surprise incursions into their system. That included a full range of sensors and detection equipment, heavily guarded routes and inspection stations, regular normal-space patrols of outlying planets in the system . . . and a huge atomic minefield in orbital approach to the planet. Hundreds of fifteen and twenty kiloton devices floated around the world ready to entrap any ship with the temerity to challenge their defenses.
 

In the Nemesis, Lucas might have risked the damage to deliver his urgent message. In a pinnace, however, a twenty-kiloton nuke could possibly destroy the ship outright. Lucas elected to stick to the defense protocols he’d been given. If that meant waiting twenty minutes while the radio waves traveled to Beowulf and another twenty for them to return with instructions, he’d just have to wait.
 

That didn’t keep him from transmitting the warning about the Atonians to Beowulfers. The League needed to know about the danger, and he’d prepared a coded briefing for their government that he did not hesitate to send.
 

Something odd happened in the middle of the transmission, however. The young Signals-and-Detection officer, Ensign Roupe, reported the problem.
 

“Sire, something is jamming our signal!”

 

“What is it?” Lucas asked, curiously, as he peered at the display over Roupe’s shoulder.

 

“I think . . . Sire, I think that we’re being shadowed by another ship! Yes, I’m sure of it!”

 

“Get a visual, now!” Lucas ordered, suddenly concerned. A Beowulf vessel would have identified themselves by now. Unfortunately, the suite of detection gear on the pinnace was far inferior to that on the Nemesis, and it took a lot of searching before a signature could be found – a mere thousand miles away!
 

“Great Ghu!” bellowed Lucas, “they must have been waiting here for us! Do we have a visual, yet?”
 

“On screen, Sire!” Roupe said, his voice nearly cracking. The viewscreen displayed a highly-magnified image of the usual spherical shaped space ship – but this one was clearly not a Sword World built craft. The ships built on the Sword Worlds had a distinctive style, being the descendants of old System States Alliance craft. A number of clues – the way the equatorial gunports were built, the landing legs, and the detection grid on the exterior hull – all were descended from Old Federation designs. 
 

“Any insignia yet?” Lucas asked, anxiously. “How big is she?”
 

“A cruiser, Sire, a thousand footer,” Roupe said, tensely, as he tried to access the other directional sensors. “I can’t be sure, but if I had to guess I’d say it was Atonian.”
 

“Hayes wasn’t kidding about them wanting me, was he?” Lucas sighed. “How close? Can we fire on them?”

 

“We can try, sir, but . . . if they launched missiles now . . .”

 

“I see,” nodded Lucas. “Any sign of help from Beowulf?”

 

“There’s a patrol ship at the outer planet,” the normal-space pilot said, “but its sixteen hours away, without hyperspace!”

 

“What’s the soonest they could get here? If they got our hail?” Lucas asked.

 

“About an hour, if they plot a microjump,” the answer came, a few moments later. “But Sire, it doesn’t look –wait! Hail coming through, Sire, the old Federation merchant code, with a screen combination and an order to surrender or be destroyed. Their gunports are open,” he added.
 

Lucas waited a few moments, thinking urgently of how he could possibly escape this time. His ship wasn’t nearly as fast as the cruiser, and help was still too far away. And his armament was depleted.
 

“Send out a Sword World impulse coded transmission to Beowulf,” he said, at last, as every eye on the bridge was on him. “Mark our position and compliment, and tell them that we’ve been captured by the Atonian Navy – and that there are Atonian patrol ships all over the place out here. Have them pass on word to Tanith for us.”
 

“Sire, that message won’t get there—”
 

“I know, Son,” Lucas said, tiredly. “At the speed of light, they won’t get it for almost an hour. That ship will be on us in moments. They’re going to board us, we’re going to surrender, if they don’t shoot us out of hand, and we will be prisoners. We’ll be long gone and they won’t be able to do anything about it. They won’t be able to rescue us. They need to know that their defenses are being probed, and this will tell them. And this way we all live to fight another day, perhaps. But if you’ve got a better idea, I’d like to hear it.”
 

“No, Sire!” the young man swallowed.
 

“Then open a screen to the cruiser,” he sighed. “Let’s go ahead and get the surrender over with, shall we?”
 



 
 




 



 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Two:
 

Winter in Rivington
 



 
 

 Winter had finally come to Rivington, but in Valerie’s heart it had been winter for three weeks already. 
 

She sat on the high balcony of Trask House, wrapped in a luxurious Imhotep fur, watching the light snowfall dust the statues and shrubs and flagstones of the courtyard below in the afternoon sun. She should have been here holding her daughter, Elaine, with her husband by her side, laughing as the little girl tried to understand the subtleties of snowflakes.
 

 But that wasn’t happening. A vengeful madman had kidnapped her baby – and tried to kidnap Valerie, herself – in an effort to force her husband, the Prince, to essentially hand the planet over to a king who had never even been to the planet. Now her two-month old baby – three months, now! – was lost somewhere amongst the stars. 
 

And here she sat. Waiting. 
 

 She tried to be philosophical about it. Every resource of the Realm was busy hunting down that vile little imp, Garvan Spasso, wherever he might try to shelter across the galaxy. At least the parts close enough for her to reach. It was possible that Spasso had returned to the far Sword Worlds, over 3000 light-years away, but it wasn’t thought likely. Spasso had enemies in the Sword Worlds, now, since he had disgraced himself on a mission for his master, Omfray I, the King of Gram, by not capturing Tanith the first time he’d tried it. 
 

 Of course that mission had been a rude and ham-handed attempt at extorting the entire Princely Realm of Tanith to pay off Omfray’s considerable debts. But Lucas had split from his homeworld before Omfray had even come to power, and he was not about to capitulate to a foreign king when he had worked so hard to build civilization here. 
 

 Tanith had endured at least four or five centuries of neobarbarism after it lost touch with the rest of the Old Federation. leaving the distant colony to fend for itself. Local troubles, plague, war, invasion, or mere steady decline, no one really knew why or how Tanith had gone from a contragravity-using, starfaring people to the brutal reality of Iron Age living, but they had. Until the Space Vikings came here, it had been much like ancient Europe or China or India on Terra during the Middle-ages. 
 

 First Otto Harkaman had come. A tall, burly giant of a man, Harkaman had come to Tanith fifteen years ago in his ship, the Corisande, from Durendal in the Sword Worlds. He’d loved the place: low population, beautiful, lush landscape, as much like ancient Terra as a human being could ask for. Best, the ruins of the Old Federation cities were intact, if largely abandoned. When he was hired to establish an Old Federation raiding base for the Sword World, Gram, he had immediately thought of the fertile jewel of Tanith.
 

 Harkaman had come here with her husband, less than a year after Lucas had been critically wounded – and his bride of less than an hour slain – by an insane jilted suitor, the infamous Andray Dunnan. Dunnan hadn’t restricted his madness to shooting up weddings – after that piece of infamy, he and his thugs stole a spaceship and fled into the wilderness of the Old Federation to become Space Vikings, themselves. Since Lucas was hunting Dunnan, at the time, he had traded his family’s hereditary lands on Gram for a brand-new warship. Only you could chase a man for six lifetimes through Old Federation space and never meet him. Lucas needed a good place to intercept him, instead. Under Harkaman’s guidance, Tanith seemed ideal.
 

 When they arrived, however, there were two other Space Viking raiders from the Sword Worlds here, albeit weak and petty examples: Boake Valkanhayn and Garvan Spasso. They had attempted to use Lucas’ interest in the world to gain position. Lucas obliged them, taking them into service and halting their brutal exploitation of the natives. 
 

Valkanhayn became a loyal warrior and a valued councilor, as Lucas transformed the ruined city of Rivington into a habitable base. And not just a base – instead of rudely exploiting the planet, which was standard operating procedure for most Space Viking raiding bases, Lucas had made a conscious effort to grow his holdings by developing them, improving the lot of his new subjects and encouraging them to prosper. 
 

And not just his own subjects: Lucas had introduced key pieces of technology to the worlds he raided, until they had begun to return to standards of living and a level of civilization not enjoyed since the fall of the Old Federation. Better, he had influenced hundreds of Space Vikings under his command to take a similar, more enlightened approach. 
 

But not Garvan Spasso. Spasso had no allegiance to civilization or any other ideal than his own fortune and power. Spasso had jumped at the chance to leave his ship behind, leave Tanith, and return to the Sword Worlds, where his ambitions and his willingness to do the dirty work of his betters – not to mention his natural treachery – gave him greater and greater position as time marched on.
 


Blast it, Lucas, Valerie thought in despair. Why didn’t you shoot him down like the rabid animal he was?
 

 Spasso’s adaptability and obsequiousness allowed him the ear of the King of Gram, Angus, who had made Lucas the ruling Prince of Tanith. 
 

But under the influence of Spasso and other wicked counselors (plus, it was whispered, a healthy dose of congenital madness) Angus ran his new planetary kingdom into the ground. His enemies gathered strength from off-world and plotted against him. His friends and councilors – Spasso included – betrayed him when the political winds shifted. Disgusted at the king’s behavior after he’d divorced his wife of thirty years and married a barely-noble trollop a third his age, Lucas had finally declared independence from Gram, pronouncing that Gram and Tanith had separate destinies.
 

 And there it should have ended.
 

 But the internecine dynastic squabbles of the Sword Worlds never ended. Angus lost the faith and support of his subjects, and was invaded by an exiled political opponent, Omfray of Glaspyth. Omfray had gone into debt with the King of Haulteclere, which was another Sword World, and the Prince of Xochitl, which was a Space Viking raiding base, to secure a fleet and overthrow bad king Angus. Then bad king Omfray decided that leaning on Gram’s former colony would be the most expedient way to get Viktor of Xochitl’s ships and armies off of Gram. And he had sent his trusted councilor, Garvan Spasso, who had been instrumental in the invasion of Gram, in a brand-new ship to try to enforce that desire.
 


Spasso. Any man of honor would have completed his duty, accepted his failure, and been willing to go home and face the consequences of failure. But not Spasso. He was too ambitious to fail. If Lucas would not bend his knee to the likes of Omfray with a polite request, then Spasso had other means to accomplish his task. He arranged an assassination attempt on Lucas and Valerie and the Lord Marshal – the old space dog Harkaman – by arranging to have a servant throw an anti-armor grenade at them at a party. Had not a young man, a soldier of the Royal Army named Sam Gatworth, thrown himself on the grenade and sacrificed his life for them, Spasso might have actually succeeded.
 

 But he didn’t. The Trasks were spared – and seriously angry. They captured Spasso, his men, and the ship he came in and was tried for attempted regicide. He cagily invoked an old Sword World legal code that allowed him trial by combat, figuring that he had a better shot with the uncertainty of a pistol barrage than he did with a firing squad. Instead Lucas chose swords as weapons for the judicial duel, and selected a champion – a local neobarbarian lord whose wife Spasso had molested many years before – and who had grown up with a sword in his hand. 
 

 Spasso had fought desperately, but he was no match for Lord Noam, Baron of Bentfork. Bentfork cleaved Spasso’s right arm off and claimed it as a trophy. Lucas confiscated Spasso’s shiny new ship and sent Spasso back to Gram in one of its pinnaces, in disgrace.
 

 And there it should have ended.
 

 But while Lucas had moved on to better things, such as securing the Realm and improving the lot of its people, Spasso was stripped of his titles and imprisoned. Not even a rat like Spasso is without friends – or at least allies. He secured his release and the use of a ship, and had returned to the Old Federation, vowing revenge on the man who had dashed his ambitions. 
 

Lucas Trask. Her husband.
 

 Lucas had been called away by war, a surprise attack on an important ally, the planet Amateratsu. A brand new fleet from Gram had attacked the world, and while the newly-recivilized world was able to mount a valiant defense on her own, only the arrival of the fleet from Tanith kept Amateratsu from being far more seriously injured. As it was, a shipment of the supremely rare and precious mineral, gadolinium, was stolen. Amateratsu was one of the few planets where the mineral was found, and it was essential for the construction of Dillingham hyperdrive engines, the machines that allowed space ships to move faster than the speed of light. That made it a strategically valuable asset to the small League of Civilized worlds, one worthy of a vigorous defense. It would have been a serious blow to the new alliance to lose it.
 

 Lucas fought ferociously on behalf of his friends – he always did. Just as he had fought to rescue her own homeworld, Marduk, when it teetered on the edge of collapse. But while Lucas and a good portion of the fleet were away from Tanith, Garvan Spasso had hired mercenaries and planned an operation of his own. The target was the Royal Family – her, and her baby daughter, Elaine. Spasso had only barely missed capturing Valerie, thanks to her insistence on returning to battle instead of fleeing to safety. 
 

But he’d gotten Elaine. Only two months since she was brought into the universe, and now she was in the hands of rough strangers. Only a supreme amount of control had kept Valerie from going mad over that fact. Elaine was lost.
 

 Now Lucas was missing, too, six days overdue and no word. His ship, the Nemesis, had been recovered and towed back home, but the pinnace he had escaped in had been found, empty, in the outer limits of Beowulf’s system. Lucas had been captured – by someone. Likely it was a stray Gram ship or one of Xochitl’s enterprising raiders who took advantage of Lucas’ predicament to cash in on a ransom. Just as they were awaiting the promised contact from Spasso, via the Space Viking base planet, Hoth. Concerning Elaine’s ransom.
 

Now Valerie’s brave men were scouring every habitable planet within close range, and publicizing the impressive reward that Tanith had offered for the princesses’ safe return, the head of Garvan Spasso, or preferably both. And all she could do was sit here, sipping coffee – liberally laced with Lyran spirits – and watching snowflakes. 
 

Alone.
 

 “Highness?” her middle-aged native maid, Lishia, called from the doorway. “Highness? Screen call from the War Office. Admiral Harkaman, Highness.”
 

 “I’ll take it in my study,” Valerie said, anxiously. She had a dozen or so of these calls a day, from various departments. Each time she hoped and prayed it would be news about Elaine, or Lucas, but each time it was yet another meaningless update or minor decision that only an acting head-of-state could make. It was insanely frustrating to deal with such mundanities while her whole heart ached, but she persevered, for the good of the Realm she’d sworn to protect. It was all she could do. She shed her furs as she entered the pleasantly warm room, and brought up the call on the screen in the study. The weary bearded face and distraught eyes of Duke Otto, Admiral Harkaman, Warlord of the Realm stared back at her.
 

 “Admiral? News?”
 

 “Yes, Highness,” the old man said, apologetically. The strain of the job – particularly Princess Elaine’s abduction – had streaked his red-brown beard with gray noticeably, especially in the last few weeks. “Although not the kind we want, perhaps. A Gilgamesher freighter just emerged from hyperspace, fifty-five hours out of Harnham Freeport on Vitharr. There are two Space Viking ships there, but not two of ours.” While most Space Viking ships were independent operators, often a ship would “look to” a particular adopted port to call home. There were a dozen or so who had loosely aligned themselves with Tanith and enjoyed the amenities available here. 
 

Harkaman looked pained, which was a troubling thing on one of the strongest men she knew. “They’re sporting blazons associated with Viktor of Xochitl. The Cariocole and the Arkady’s Revenge.”
 

 “They’re Viktor’s men?” she asked, her heart sinking. Viktor of Xochitl was another Space Viking prince, like Lucas, who had established a base at the decivilized world of Xochitl. He was a kinsman of King Konrad of Haulteclere, one of the most powerful of the distant Sword Worlds, who had used Viktor to back Omfray’s invasion of Gram – Lucas’ homeworld in the Sword Worlds. Viktor was allied with Omfray, and King Konrad was master to them both.
 

 It could get confusing, these Sword World allegiances. They were nothing at all like the staid, institutionalized nobility and constitutional monarchy of her native Marduk. The great houses of the Sword Worlds feuded constantly, and the alliances and allegiances and obligations and secret agreements between a house like Konrad’s of Haulteclere and his vassals was the sort of thing about the Sword Worlds that would give even Nicolo Machiavelli headaches. Tanith’s present civilization was based on the neo-feudal system that was the standard government among the great houses of the Sword Worlds. It was also practiced, in a much less formal manner, among the Sword World base planets in the Old Federation, the known Space Viking base worlds.
 

 And none of them were particularly well-disposed to Tanith right now. 
 

 “They’re independents,” Harkaman conceded, “but they favor Viktor in most things, and if he asked them to go forth and attack Tanith ships or trade worlds, they’d do it. They’re loyal. And good. Arkady Vindoss is one of the best raiders running. Good man. Just . . . on the wrong side. And they weren’t raiding, either. Not that they’d get much from Vitharr, but they’re just parked in high orbit . . . waiting.”
 

 “This doesn’t bode well, Admiral,” Valerie said, shaking her head. “Was there any word of Spasso?”
 

 “No other ships came in while they were there, Highness, from what the Gilgamesher said.” He said the word with a trace of sneer. Most Space Vikings looked down on the pacifistic sect of radical monotheists who plied the spacelanes, trading. Yet Lucas had tended to cultivate a relationship with the strange folk, and it had paid off repeatedly. He had even extended to them a request for an ambassador, something almost unheard of. Only big, stable, civilized worlds like Marduk or Isis or Baldur would usually deign to magnanimously recognize the Gilgameshers. Other worlds barely tolerated them, even while the greedily bought and grudgingly sold to the sharp-dealing traders. 
 

 She was trusting in Lucas’ trust in them, but she accepted the report as factual. “I see. Is that all, Admiral?”
 

 “Not quite, Highness,” he said, deferentially. “The regularly scheduled liner from Beowulf came in, as well, with a military attaché from the government at Hrothgar City. He reported to me immediately. There’s a thousand-foot ship playing cat-and-mouse with the Beowulf Planetary Defense Force, out amongst their outer planets. Right around where they found Lucas’ abandoned pinnace from the Nemesis. They can’t identify it, yet, but I’d bet money that it’s another of Viktor’s ships. Or one of Gram’s.”
 

 “I thought we had all of Gram’s ships here, Admiral?” she jested, humorlessly. Harkaman laughed politely. 
 

 “It would seem like it, wouldn’t it?” he said, a rare smile on his face. “That was a fine gift Lucas gave us before he . . . went on holiday. And that has to stick in Omfray’s craw: five brand-new ships, several years worth of labor and investment, five fresh-from-school crews – and they’re all gone, now. Four in our pocket, one destroyed. Now all future members of the Royal Navy of Tanith fleet – just as soon as we find good people to staff them.” 
 

 Not only had Lucas prevailed over Omfray of Gram’s fleet in the skies of Amateratsu, he had tracked the beaten Sword Worlders and their stolen gadolinium to where the Gram ships had agreed to rendezvous, on a neobarb planet known as Shamash. The green crews and commanders, thinking they were safe, foolishly neglected proper detection protocols, so Lucas was able to sneak up on them and captured three of them on the ground without firing a shot. 
 

It was an undeniably bold and daring raid, one that was already spreading around the Space Viking planets. And it deprived one of their enemies, Omfray of Gram, of a fleet he’d spent years building and paying for. Lucas had sent the prisoners taken ahead to Tanith aboard the Moon Goddess – including one very annoying Captain Harrelsan. Valerie had sat in on his interrogation herself. If that was the best that Gram had to offer, she wasn’t nearly as worried anymore about the prospects of invasion.
 

“But unfortunately there are more where they came from. From what Alvyn’s friends have told him, Omfray has several more on the way towards completion.” Alvyn Karffard had once been Harkaman’s executive officer aboard his old ship, the original Corisande, and then again when he was commanding the Nemesis for Lucas. Now he operated as Tanith’s unofficial spymaster and intelligence chief, using his lifetime of Space Viking and Sword World contacts – his many “friends” – to ferret out information valuable to the Realm. 
 

Retirement from space seemed to suit him well, especially in his new role. Karffard’s ability as a multi-talented organizer and strategist had served the Realm well. The old Space Viking was also getting fatter by the day, though no one would think of offending his dignity by telling him so.
 

 “Perhaps he’ll furnish our whole fleet then. Very well, Admiral, thank you for passing that along.”
 

 “My pleasure, Highness,” he said, bowing his head before switching off the screen.
 

 Valerie sighed. She hated to see Harkaman so formal and reserved. Deferential, even. That was the face of a beaten man, and that was wrong. Otto was supposed to be a larger-than-life figure, as imposing as a thunder cloud, as subtle as an atomic bomb, an inspiration for all of Tanith. For all of his vitality and strength, he was impotent make this better, for all of the ships and guns and men he commanded. To see him haunted by her grief over the kidnapping made the entire episode that much worse. Another debt she owed to Garvan Spasso.
 

 At least they had learned a few things about Spasso in the aftermath of his deceitful attack, she reminded herself as she refilled her coffee at the serving robot. The few mercenary prisoners they had captured (a motley mix of third-rate Space Vikings, armed merchants and neobarb triggermen from Vitharr, Mertha, Melkor, and places even worse off) had revealed a few tantalizing bits of information about the one-armed man who’d hired them. Not enough to track him, yet, but some revealing details nonetheless.
 

 He was working with several partners, for one, including a beautiful young Sword World woman who they all simultaneously lusted for and feared. He was using an old Sword World 300 foot courier ship, a commercial job that had been refitted with some basic weaponry. He had a base – somewhere – in Old Federation space. And it had to be close, from the time and distances involved in the attack. Within a hundred light-years of Tanith – a hundred and fifty, outside.
 

 Unfortunately, there were nineteen inhabited worlds within the former volume, and twenty-eight in the latter. That was more worlds than Tanith had ships. If she started with the closest and visited each in turn, in an ever-expanding spiral, it would be quite possible for her to stumble across her daughter while she was going through adolescence. So they had to figure out which planet he was hiding on, and that depended a lot on what allies, friends and mercenaries he was working with. 
 

They had discarded Xochitl, right off the bat: Prince Viktor was known to personally loathe Spasso just like everyone else who’d met him, for one thing. It was well-known that Spasso had been banned from his port back when he had been a meager Space Viking captain of the Lamia. And while Viktor didn’t like his professional competitor, he wasn’t stupid enough to goad Tanith that blatantly – not unless he wanted a hellraid from the fleet.
 

Of course, just because Viktor didn’t like him didn’t mean that he didn’t have allies among the other powerful Space Vikings who used Xochitl as a home port. But the distances were too long to make it Spasso’s base. The problem was he had a lot of other ties and connections from half a lifetime spent raiding and trading in the Old Federation that were unknown. The things they didn’t know about Garvan Spasso could fill volumes. Karffard was working on that, she knew, but she was growing impatient and desperate for some lead – any lead.
 

 Matters were more complicated by ships from Xochitl and Gram who had been making their presence known around Tanith’s neighborhood. And the sudden interest of the powerful civilized world of Aton, whose ships had chased Lucas from Shamash. Dispersing the fleet to search for Spasso would make Tanith vulnerable at a critical time. But if Viktor’s men – and the Atonians, for that matter –skulking around made finding out where he’d taken her daughter that much trickier, that made Valerie that much more determined. She was assuming that there was now an undeclared war going on between Tanith and Gram, and there were open hostilities now between Tanith and the powerful ‘civilized’ world of Aton. One or the other of them was responsible for Lucas’ disappearance from his pinnace in Beowulf’s system. The Beowulfers said it was an Aton ship, but there was no hard evidence that it was. It didn’t make sense for Aton to be after Lucas – and sending a small fleet out in search of him just seemed ludicrous. But they had, apparently. Now she was waiting for some word – from them or Lucas or Xochitl or even Spasso – and that made her feel impotant and powerless.
 

Not a great time to be conducting a multi-planet missing-persons investigation.
 

 But that didn’t mean she would stop. Far from it. She had deployed the majority of the Royal Family’s cadre of multi-purpose bodyguards, the Golden Hand, to various worlds in the vicinity, to gain information and ferret out any valuable clues. Most had left in pinnaces or commercial transport, or had hitched a lift with a friendly merchantman or outbound Space Viking. She knew the new elite corps, less than a half a year old, was beside itself in grief for its failure to protect baby Elaine. Even though Captain Hortega had sacrificed his own life in the effort to defend her, the fanatically-dedicated unit had devoted itself to rescuing Elaine with a grim determination that bordered on fatalism. But if there was anyone who could do it, it was those determined young men – they were motivated.
 

 She was about to fix herself a real drink, without the coffee, when one of the black-and-gold clad Golden Hand guards approached with a message that the Prime Minister’s aircar was arriving, unscheduled. She had a fresh serving robot sent up from the kitchen and prepared to meet Lucas’ cousin, Nikkolay Trask, as graciously as possible. Grace was difficult to come by, she realized, when you were completely emotionally numb inside, a gale of frost coating her heart until she almost couldn’t breathe.
 

 “Your Highness,” Lucas’ cousin and family lawyer said, bowing sharply. Shorter than her husband by a good three inches, there was nevertheless a strong family resemblance. Strong jaw. Intense eyes. A commanding presence. Good looking, these Trask men. And Nikkolay had the added benefit of being a genuinely nice fellow, for a lawyer and a politician. Lucas had needed someone he could trust to administer the Realm, and he’d been blessed with a capable and dedicated vassal in his cousin Nick. He ran the day-to-day administration of the planet, and did a marvelous job. But he, too, always looked distraught these days. His own son was only a few months older than Elaine and he felt her loss sharply.
 

 He wasn’t alone, either. He had Alvyn Karffard in tow – Duke Alvyn Karffard, she reminded herself. Lucas had raised him to the peerage for his valuable service to the Realm, and his stake in the Tanith Adventure had made him wealthy enough that he’d retired from shipboard life to Rivington, and took service in the government. While his official portfolio read “Minister of Cultural, Security, and Educational Affairs”, in reality he was Tanith’s head of intelligence. As such, he was about the most unlikely-looking spymaster she could think of. Of course, anyone who mistook his jovial attitude for a lack of intelligence or craftiness – or outright ruthlessness – would soon regret the assumption.
 

 “To what do I owe the pleasure, gentlemen?” she asked, finally pouring that drink. “Join me?”
 

 They looked at her, an expression of concern. “Don’t worry,” she sighed. “It’s not like I’m breastfeeding. In fact, my milk is drying up. It’s been three weeks,” she added, pouring them each three finger's worth. “And I’ve been up since before dawn.” That inspired an exchange of worried looks between the two nobles. 
 

 “We’re sorry, Highness,” Nick said, taking the drink gingerly. It was still early for him. And it was still early in his career, she reminded himself. Valerie had been around career administrators when she worked for the Mardukan royal family as a governess. As good and wholesome as Nick was, in five years he’d be sneaking a flask before lunch. She found his reluctance to indulge so early just adorable. “We just wanted to stop in and have a word, if you have a moment.”
 

 “Please,” she said, indicating that they should sit in front of the fireplace. “I’m always free to speak to my ministers. What is need of my attention?”
 

 Again, the concerned look between them. Something was up.
 

 “Highness,” Alvyn Karffard began, in his slow, plodding, friendly and utterly disarming way, “you said you wanted to be kept informed of any new developments. Well, my friends and I have been hard at work trying to recreate Spasso’s career, see if we could find anything useful.” 
 

Karffard’s “friends” were a motley group of independent Space Vikings, merchantmen, freetraders, bandits, hooligans, mercenaries, and other disreputable characters he’d made the acquaintance of over a long career in space. 
 

“Excellent, anything you can come up with will be helpful!” she said, nodding approvingly as the men took a seat at the sofa, opposite her. Somewhere, she knew the key to getting Elaine back was buried in Spasso’s miserable life story.
 

“It’s a lot like trying to retrace the steps of a rabid dog,” Karffard said, apologetically, as he removed a single sheet of paper from his coat. “But this is what we know:
 

 “Garvan Spasso left the Sword Worlds – and we’re still not sure which one he spawned on – about twenty years ago, as a junior officer on the Long Tom, that was Tom Brandwyn’s ship, out of Morglay. He did two years on that ship, rose to Quartermaster’s Mate, and then got kicked off at Jagganath for being drunk on duty. He stayed there a year, waiting for a new berth, and got picked up as second astrogator on the Orion’s Belt, a tiny, thousand-foot raider out of Joyeuse. Captained by Baron Idalgo. A real pirate, sadistic and depraved, and just the role-model Spasso was looking for.
 

 “He stayed with Idalgo for three years, until his ship was damaged in a raid on Loki – idiot, going after the Lokians – and he limped into Mertha. His Dillinghams failed, and stranded her. And there she – and Spasso – stayed for three years while Idalgo arranged to get his ship fixed.
 

 “Those were an eventful three years for Spasso. You have to understand, there’s not so much a base on Mertha as a couple of towns that are aware that the sky isn’t just a big black bowl with holes in it where the lower sorts of Space Viking can make port, rest, resupply, and do a little trading. They have some agriculture, and they know how to brew and never lost gunpowder. But the whole small planet is no prize – very rocky, infested with hill tribes who seem to live on rocks, with no major assets or important luxury goods to export. This makes it a great place to skulk around and plan skullduggery. If you need a couple of gun-hands who aren’t too picky about who they’re shooting or what you feed them, Merthans are ideal. Most would be happy to cut a throat for the promise of a bottle of booze or something shiny. There are at least twenty large gangs of them, and some will hire out their entire armies for the right price. Spasso actually fell in with a group of out-and-out bandits, for a while, half-breeds and half-civilized neobarbs, real cutthroats, a gang known as the Devil’s Henchmen.”
 

 “How . . . colorful,” Valerie said, distastefully.
 

 “Oh, they were a real nice gang of thugs. All of the worst parts of being a Space Viking combined with the worst parts of being a mercenary neobarb: slaving, pimping, murder, you name it. Mertha’s not a nice place. 
 

“So Spasso spends three years there, gets in cozy with the gang, and then gets a chance to space out again on the Fair Lady, out of Durendal. Captain Blackie Jones, a half-breed with a stolen ship. Baron Idalgo may have been a sadist, but Jones was ambitiously sadistic. He takes Spasso on as astrogator after he shot his last one, and the two were together almost five years. Over a dozen raids, but each one getting more and more ambitious. 
 

“Finally, the Fair Lady takes one hit too many over Set, and Spasso disappears for another few years. We think he may have made it back to Mertha, actually, and spent six months there or so before catching a ride back to Hoth. We catch up with him again a few years later, as the chief astrogator on the Lamia, under Captain Blythe, who has a ‘mysterious accident’ during a raid on Agni, and afterwards somehow Spasso ends up in command. And that’s also when he starts being a real chicken-thief.”
 

 “Fascinating, Duke,” Valerie said, without obvious interest. “But what does it suggest to you?”
 

 “Well, Highness,” Karffard sighed, “it suggests to me that Spasso has a strong tie to one place in this vicinity. That’s the gang on Mertha. He’d feel safer there than anywhere. It’s only sixty-eight light-years away, so that puts him well within range of both Tanith and Hoth, where he said he’d leave word about his demands. There are probably a dozen different mountain strongholds he could be holed up in, a neobarb army around him, feeling invincible and invisible. He’d be able to get someone to take care of the baby there pretty easily, too. Honestly, it’s the best guess I’ve got,” he confessed, sincerely.
 

 “He would feel he was able to trust people, there,” she admitted. “Have we sent any scouts out that way?”
 

 “Not scouts, per se,” Nikkolay spoke up. “But the Gunloggi was going to stop in there and trade a little before they returned from Vitharr. They’ll probably stop here first in a few hundred hours. If they’re on schedule.” The Gunloggi was the newest ship of a Tanith-allied planet, Beowulf. Beowulf was one of the local “neobarbarian” worlds that Lucas had assisted back to the stars. They’d already had a pretty high level of technology, and Lucas gave them the last little bit they needed to rejoin stellar civilization, and they were grateful to Tanith for that. Plus, they were adept at the mad science of nuclear weaponeering, and fierce space fighters. Handy friends to have. But too slow.
 

 “I don’t want to wait that long, gentlemen,” she decided. “Dispatch a Golden Hand squad in a pinnace – use the Golden Hand itself, if you have to,” she said, referring to the fifteen-hundred foot Tanith-built raider the royal guards had co-opted for their own use, with the Realm’s tacit permission. “But I want that whole planet scouted and reconnoitered. If there’s even a hint of Spasso having visited, I want to know about it.”
 

 “At once, Highness,” Karffard nodded. “I’ll send them with one of my friends, however, I think. Something as bright and shiny as a newly-built pinnace from Tanith will attract more attention than we want.”
 

 “I trust your judgment,” she declared, quietly, as she lit a cigarette. “And thank you, both. I know this has been driving us all, and I feel a great deal of gratitude towards you gentlemen for your dedication. I really don’t say that as often as I should. “
 

 “It’s our pleasure, Highness,” Nick assured her. “There is something else. From the Sword Worlds, this time.” He looked back at Karffard for elaboration.
 

 “A coded message from another one of my friends,” he explained, “I won’t describe the circuitous route by which it came, but it originated on Morglay, about thirty-two hundred hours ago.”
 

 “Why, that means its four months old!” she said, thoughtfully.
 

 “That’s actually pretty recent, considering the distance involved,” Nikkolay pointed out.
 

 “The gist of the report is that Morglay and Joyeuse are both beginning to build ships. And they both have considerable resources. Now, this might not mean much to you, Highness, but I consider that significant. One possibility is that there’s about to be war amongst the great houses of the Sword Worlds. That would likely be a good thing for Tanith, actually, since many of the Space Vikings have direct ties to one great house or another, and would be recalled for duty in a war like that. Or at least willing to sell their services as mercenaries at lavish prices.”
 

 “One possibility? And by the tone of your voice, one you don’t think is likely, I take it.”
 

 “No, as much as I hate to say it, I don’t think that Konrad and his cronies would try to consolidate rule of the Sword Worlds under one house. As close together as the Sword Worlds are to each other, that is widely seen as a potentially disastrous move by all concerned. And since most of the royal houses are firmly entrenched in their thrones, none of them is likely to give up power lightly.”
 

 “So what is the more likely possibility?” she asked, her heart sinking.
 

 “There’s been a lot of talk lately in the Sword Worlds about just how vulnerable the Old Federation is to attack,” Nick supplied. “The fact that the Space Vikings seem to roam around, unimpeded, is convincing many back home that it wouldn’t take much to invade.”
 

 “Invade – whom?” she asked, startled.
 

 “Invade – everyone,” Karffard sighed. “It’s a fool’s dream, I know, but it’s a politically popular dream in the Sword Worlds. Blame it on our ancestors, who fought and lost a bitter war in the Old Federation, but there’s always been the idea that the Sword Worlds have a natural right to rule, especially over our ancestral enemies. It’s stupid and foolish – but it distracts the masses from the corrupt politics going on around them.”
 

 “But . . . but they couldn’t really do that, could they?” Valerie asked, surprised and confused.
 

 “Could they?” Alvyn Karffard asked, rhetorically, gesturing flamboyantly with his hands. “Of course not, they’d get bogged down before they got to the heart of the Old Federation. They don’t have an organizational structure or political will to seriously conquer. Would they try? That, my Princess, is a different story. 
 

“Between them all, the navies of the Sword Worlds have maybe eighty regular warships between them. Between those and the scores of independent Space Vikings they would enlist in the effort, they could make up a credible invasion force. And the report from Morglay seems to indicate that some, particularly Konrad of Haulteclere, are speaking more and more openly about the manifest destiny of the Sword Worlds, the legacy of the System States Alliance, and the need for a civilizing influence among the neobarbarians of the Old Federation, the divine right to rule, you name it, he’s screaming about it. He’s hauling out all of the old chestnuts.”
 

 “That’s . . . Great Satan, Alvyn,” she exploded, “that’s insane!”
 

 “That’s not insane, Val,” Nick said, apologetically. “It’s just far-fetched. I mean, the Sword Worlds can build all the ships they want, but it takes men on the ground to conquer. They just don’t have the population. It’s madness! Look, we’re going to continue looking into this, Highness, and we’re going to try to see behind the public blustering and political posturing and determine what the real motives of Konrad and Viktor might be . . . but I don’t have to tell you that an invasion of the Old Federation would probably be a very bad thing for Tanith.”
 

 “Or Marduk!” she exclaimed. She still found it hard placing her loyalties on Tanith, exclusively, any more than Lucas or Nick found it hard to forget the allegiances and sense of patriotism they’d learned on Gram. But a full-scale invasion . . . that would be bad for everyone. 
 

She knew how hard the Sword World folk could fight. She had witnessed it herself, when Lucas and his friends had swooped in to rescue her homeworld after her people foolishly elected a regicidal, power-crazed madman. The fighting had been brutal, not like the almost- gentlemanly combat employed between the civilized worlds. Parts of the Mardukan Affair had been real bloody street fighting with guns and knives and swords. 
 

She remembered Space Vikings plowing their way through the enemy-held city of Drepplin, demolishing the units of the rebel People’s Watchmen and looting their strongholds with business-like efficiency. To think of tens-of-thousands of such deadly soldiers in hundreds of such well-armed ships unleashed across the galaxy at once made her shiver involuntarily. 
 

“Yes, gentlemen, please look into this. There might even be a connection between Gram and Xochitl’s beef with Tanith.”
 

 “It is being explored already, Highness,” Karffard agreed as the two men rose and bowed. 
 

 “One last thing,” she said, as her cold blue eyes narrowed. “Our . . . emissary from the Wizard. Has he given us any useful information?” On the same day that Spasso stole her daughter, a mysterious man appeared in Rivington, off of a Gilgamesher ship, declaring himself a representative of the enigmatic interstellar figure known as “the Wizard”. Since a man sent by the Wizard, Sam Gatworth, had sacrificed himself to save her and Lucas from Spasso’s first assassination attempt, she was willing to give the man the benefit of the doubt. But she was not in a mood to be trusting of anyone these days, least of all someone who refused any closer scrutiny.
 

 “He is with Duke Harkaman, Highness,” Nick answered. “On the Corisande, where Otto can keep an eye on him. And yes, he has provided at least some useful intelligence. The existence of a spy for at least one of the ‘civilized’ powers, right here on Tanith. He was hazy on details, but did provide some convincing evidence. I can get you the file, if you like.”
 

 “No need. What about anything about Spasso? Does he know anything?” she asked, her voice tinted with desperation.
 

 “No, Highness,” admitted Karffard, quietly. “Though he had plenty to say about the Great Powers of the Old Federation. Apparently the Wizard’s crystal ball doesn’t extend to Spasso. He did venture an opinion that Spasso was probably acting without the consent or endorsement of anyone in the Sword Worlds. I happen to agree, but that is no proof of his trustworthiness.”
 

 “Thank you,” she said, hoarsely. “You both have been a continuous source of comfort and guidance, gentlemen. You have the thanks of both me and the Realm.”
 

 “Take care, Val,” Nick finally sighed, as he was about to withdraw. “Lucas will find his way home. We Trasks are as tough as collapsium,” he reminded her.
 “I’m more worried about the baby,” she confided. “Of course. I might even fly out to your place tomorrow and spend some time with my baby cousin, if Cecelia is game. I miss my baby-time!” she said, trying to sound cheerful, and failing.
 

 “She’d love nothing more,” he promised, giving her a kinsmanly embrace. “Perhaps you can take the baby out in the snow – he’d love that.”
 

 She waited until their aircar lifted and sped off through the storm before she let herself cry. But then she couldn’t stop, her tears falling like snowflakes.
 



 
 




 



 



 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Three:
 

The Trials Of Lucas Task
 



 
 



 
 

 “Lucas Trask,” the low, gravelly voice pronounced from the shadows. “Self-styled Sovereign Prince of Tanith. Former leader of the pirate colony inhabiting said planet.”
 

 “I think ‘former’ is a little premature, don’t you agree?” Lucas asked, peering fruitlessly into the gloom. His jacket had been roughly removed before he’d been thrown into a solitary little cell for a day or so, and his shirt was half-way unbuttoned. His hands were bound behind him, bright lights shining in his face. As interrogations went, it was almost comically quaint. “And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?” 
 

 “Me? Why, I’m your interrogator,” the man said, with a low chuckle. “I am the one who is asking the questions.”
 

 “And . . . you’re afraid of telling me your name? Because you fear any potential future retribution for this illegal and immoral act? Or are you attempting to create some sort of psychological suspense that you can leverage into fear, and thus break me down? Really, sir, that’s just insulting.”
 

 There was another chuckle, this one a little more genuine. “Very well, Trask. I suppose it won’t matter in the end. I am Wilhelm Blackmar, the Political Officer for this ship. My rank is unimportant, save that I outrank the Captain, if I need to. What’s most important is that I am the Planetary Republic of Aton’s representative, the agent of the Planetary Nationalist Party of Aton that will bring you to justice.”
 

 “Justice,” Lucas laughed bitterly. “You almost said that with a straight face. Come now, Mr. Blackmar, let’s be candid. After all, your government doesn’t send a fleet to capture ‘pirates’ far beyond your sphere of influence without an ulterior motive. Dressing up your gamesmanship with ‘justice’ cheapens the word. Show your face and let’s speak plainly.”
 

 “So be it, then, Trask,” Blackmar said, emerging from the darkness. He was a small man, but strongly built. Clean shaven, short hair, sharp nose and chin, and a thinning patch of gray hair, neatly cut, perfectly complimented the charcoal-gray service uniform he wore. “Since I doubt you’d succumb easily to simple interrogation techniques, we can begin with a casual conversation. Candor? That’s a dying art form, on my world. But I think I can manage. You are correct, of course, it wasn’t a sense of ‘justice’ that sent a squadron to capture you. You have made some enemies, apparently. Powerful enemies. Why, I don’t know.”
 

 “But you suspect,” Lucas said, cautiously. “I’d be very interested in what a man like you suspects would get powerful people on Aton angry enough with a man like me to spend money on a fleet to capture me. Kill me, I could understand, perhaps,” he conceded.
 

 “Mere speculation,” Blackmar dismissed. “Unprofessional of me. But if I was to speculate, I would have to say that you have upset the plans of many, many people, Trask.”
 

 “Just playing my role in the universe,” Lucas shrugged, as he thought furiously. “Political officer” was likely Atonian code for “secret police”; from the man’s age, bearing and manner Lucas felt that he was likely a career field agent, one whose ambitions were tempered by his caution, not his lack of competence. 
 

If he had persisted in the hot-lights-faceless-voices routine, then Lucas would have pegged him as a loyal party tool, someone to be endured, not engaged with. The revelation that his captor was willing to speak calmly to him, instead of – or at least before – torturing him told him that the man could think independently. While that made him more pleasant and reasonable, it also made him more dangerous and unpredictable. 
 

 “As are we all,” Blackmar said, sympathetically. “Your real crimes, Trask, the ones who brought a fleet to find you, revolve around your sudden and unforeseen relief of Marduk, and the re-establishment of the Mardukan monarchy. No one saw that possibility,” he admitted. 
 

 “Wait – Aton was involved in the Marduk Affair?” Lucas asked, surprised.
 

 “Oh, I’d hate to get a reputation for telling secrets,” Blackmar chuckled, “but considering where you are headed, I think it’s safe enough. Yes, Aton was involved. Or a faction of the Party was involved. Did you know that there are four competing intelligence and security agencies on Aton, Trask? Four. Four bureaus of spies, assassins, and secret agents, all working to keep the people of Aton safe, and secure our place in the future of the galaxy. I work for one of the two the public knows about. And while my office was not involved, to my knowledge, it’s commonly understood that one of my colleagues in another agency was. It was he, I heard, who introduced Andray Dunnan to Zaspar Makann.”
 

 “Great Satan!” Lucas exploded. “Why?”
 

 “Because of all of the so-called ‘great civilized powers’, Trask, Marduk is by far the most rotten and ripe to fall,” Blackmar said, leaning in over the table until he was just inches from Lucas’ nose. “It’s been a hair’s bredth away from decivilization for a century or more. It stands to reason that if it does fall, then Aton is perfectly positioned to assume its role and prerogatives – and most of its trading empire. Not to mention gain some strength in a leadership role amongst the other Great Powers. 
 

“Again, this is speculation, but it’s been long understood in certain circles that a revolution on Marduk would be good for Aton. Indeed, using your sworn foe as a foil was an elegant idea: not only was the regime transformed and the government destabilized, but the involvement of a cruelly oppressive – and undeniably insane – Space Viking leader like Andray Dunnan? That was inspired. I don’t know who was in charge of planning that operation, but I have a lot of professional respect for that man.” He sighed and drummed his fingers on the table before he spoke again.
 

 “But then you went and gummed it all up, didn’t you Trask?”
 

 “I like a lot of attention,” Lucas shrugged.
 

“See, if Marduk had succumbed to the regicidal lunatics for six months or a year, letting political divisiveness gnaw at the strength of the Mardukan military, then a perfect little crisis would have been staged to goad them into a war . . . and then Marduk could be conquered and transformed from a moldy old monarchy to a bright, energetic democracy—”
 

 “Authoritarian dictatorship, you mean,” Lucas corrected. “I’ve read a lot about Aton.”
 

 Blackmar shrugged. “Our people vote. They vote for who we tell them they can pick from, but they vote, so we’re a democracy. But my point was, Trask, that the operation was well on its way – and then a twenty-ship fleet falls out of hyperspace and restores the monarchy. Not just restores it, but hands it over to a young, vibrant, visionary prince who isn’t in a position to be bribed, blackmailed, or bullied the way the former monarch was. Oh, no, Prince Simon Bentrik learned a trick or two from his Space Viking allies, Trask. From you in particular. He emerged from the Marduk Affair stronger and more independent than ever. And that, Trask, is what I suspect irritated a number of people in my Party.”
 

 “But why would Aton want to undermine Marduk?”
 

 “Historical reasons, mostly – we were a Mardukan colony, remember. There are always all sorts of important issues between a colony world and the mother world. Surely you have a few on your own.” Lucas considered the current state of war between Tanith and Gram, and further the problems that still entangled Gram to Haulteclere well over a hundred and fifty years after colonization. That was reasonable enough. “But I suspect that there are more practical issues, as well. Such as the domination of the Mardukan merchant fleet in certain corners of the galaxy, certain choice monopolies on trade planets, the usual meat and drink of the Great Powers. But the big reason is political. Aton has been decrying the Space Viking menace for over a hundred years now, ever since that fateful raid that brought our people together. 
 

 “But then Marduk went and made friends with a Space Viking colony – and not just made friends, but made a military and trading ally. And that’s a problem, Trask. Because – and this time, I’m not speculating – I do know that a great deal of Aton’s Central Bureau’s planning is based on fighting Space Vikings, not trading with them.”
 

 “Fighting them? We tend to stay away from planets as civilized as Aton. Well, we do after Havilgar raided Aton. There’s lower hanging fruit out there.”
 

 “You still don’t understand,” Blackmar sighed, as he dragged a folding chair out of the gloom and sat to face Lucas. It was a lot easier communicating at eye-level, and Lucas suspected that Blackmar didn’t mind giving up whatever slight psychological advantages he’d have by remaining standing. “The Central Bureau’s policy about Space Vikings has almost nothing to do with the potential danger that Space Vikings pose to Aton. Aton will fight Space Vikings not because they’re a threat to Aton, but because they are a threat to the civilizations of the Old Federation.”
 

 Lucas snorted. “What ‘Old Federation’? There is no Old Federation, any more, just a bunch of squabbling so-called civilizations jockeying for power and control over the poorer planets.”
 

 “At the moment,” Blackmar conceded. “But consider what might happen to those ‘squabbling civilizations’ if, say, a large existential threat appeared? Like the squabbling nations of Aton did, after our Space Viking horror—?”
 

 “The civilized worlds would band together,” Lucas nodded. “At least theoretically. And once you had them together, you could assume control.”
 

 “There are elements within the Party that feel the time is ripe for Aton to spread its influence more broadly, and more efficiently order the old civilizations,” Blackmar explained, diplomatically. “The time is ripe to re-assemble a new Federation, if the political will is there. Aton,” he chuckled, “is just supplying the political will.”
 

 “By sabotaging Marduk?”
 

 “By absorbing Marduk,” Blackmar corrected. “At least, that was the plan. But that’s not going to happen now, thanks to you. Another way will have to be found – and it will be. Too many people have planned for too many years for it not to be. And it would be glorious, Trask: imagine a grand alliance of worlds, united under a common security banner, promoting peace and prosperity across the galaxy—”
 

 “And utterly controlled by Aton,” finished Lucas, disapprovingly.
 

 “Someone has to lead,” Blackmar shrugged. “And someone with a devotion to supporting the institutions of the State, not merely the people holding the titles and enjoying the prerogatives of power. There will have to be some changes along the way. We need to do away with all of this silly aristocracy nonsense – it’s a genuine tool of oppression. It also makes it difficult to enact true policy reforms. And the royalty – what an utter waste of time!”
 

 “Hey! That’s my day job that you’re talking about!” Lucas complained, good-naturedly.
 

“Your night job will be forbidden, too. No more Space Vikings. The new Federation will have a total monopoly on the tools of war, of course, especially nuclear weapons. Can’t have independent armed factions skulking around, can we? Eventually, of course. For now, we need all the Space Vikings we can get, making as much trouble as they can.”
 

 “That’s why that Aton ship only pretended to shoot up Viktor’s, on Jotun!” Lucas realized. “You’re trying to exaggerate the threat of the Space Vikings, so that you can scare the civilized worlds into banding together!”
 

 “Just one more bit of evidence,” Blackmar mused. “I assure you, your own fleet did more than we did to push the civilized powers towards an alliance. You messed with the balance of power, and that got a lot of people’s attention. Most figured you’d fade back into the frontier after you took what you wanted. But then you had the temerity to show up at the conference on Volund and propose that League idea of yours – yes, I do read the diplomatic briefings, Trask, even if no one else does. Not much else to do in hyperspace.”
 

 “Then you know my idea of the League of Civilized Worlds is similar to your own idea of a new Federation,” Lucas pointed out, amiably. “Shouldn’t that make us allies?”
 

 “And let the dreaded Space Viking menace we’ve spent a century building up turn into a simple diplomatic exercise? I’m afraid not, Trask. That wouldn’t suit Aton’s purposes at all. Nor would we allow such near-barbarians as the Sword Worlders into our alliance without extensive re-education. No, a new Federation will only appear on the forge of war, Trask, and that’s the objective. Consider how the first Federation came about, or the United Nations of ancient history? We need the Space Vikings as opposition, to craft a more secure alliance.”
 

 “That’s madness,” fumed Lucas. “Inspired madness, I admit, but to purposefully provoke a war with Tanith to get a dozen worlds riled up?”
 

 “War with Tanith?” scoffed the man, politely. “No, Trask, that’s not what this move is about. We could care less about that distant dust mote, or its pathetic fleet. I assure you, Tanith is no danger to the might of Aton. You were taken into custody in part as punishment for your role in the Marduk Affair, and in part as a favor for . . . another party.”
 

 “Who?” demanded Lucas. 
 

 “That’s not a secret I have to tell you, I’m afraid. Not that it would matter if I did.” Was it the Wizard? Lucas wondered. That enigmatic figure had dogged him for over a year now, and it still wasn’t clear if he was friend or foe. Had the Wizard arranged for his capture?
 

 “I suggest you consider releasing me and my men, then,” Lucas said, confidently. “Because otherwise Tanith is going to be very much on Aton’s mind, I assure you.”
 

Blackmar smiled indulgently. “Let me tell you what is going to happen to you, Trask. You will be taken to a secret Atonian base, where you will be tried for your crimes in a scrupulously fair and recorded show-trial, at which you will be found guilty. Now, if you cooperate and sign a full confession, then you will be taken to comfortable quarters where you will await some future diplomatic functionary’s decision of what to do with you. Your men will be assigned to a re-education facility on a reasonably comfortable military base. 
 

“Conversely, you’ll refuse to confess, you’ll get belligerent and vocal, and we’ll use the footage as anti-Space Viking propaganda. And then you will be sent to a kind of Never-Never Land, a quiet little planet that no one has ever heard of – call it Planet X – where Aton puts its embarrassments, and you’ll spend the rest of your life there in hard labor with your fellows, until you die or Aton has further use for you.”
 

“You’re forgetting a third possibility,” Lucas said, casually.

 

“I am? And what would that be?”

 

“That my men and I will escape, kill every Atonian on this ship, and then use it to bomb Aton until it glows in the dark.”

 

“I’ve processed hundreds of prisoners, political and otherwise. You, Trask,” Blackmar chuckled, “you are going to be one of my favorites, I can tell already.”
 



 
 

* * *
 



 
 

He didn’t know how long he was confined to that tiny cell, but it had to have been at least two hundred hours before he was visited again, this time to be transferred to another, larger Atonian ship. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it hadn’t been for the incessant droning of the viewscreen in his cell that played nothing but Atonian propaganda films in an endless loop. 
 

The Political Officer on the new ship was much less chatty than Blackmar, however, and apart from demanding some pieces of useless information (“how many men do the Space Vikings command? How many ships? When are they planning on invading?”) the interrogator asked nothing of consequence. He was relentless in his questioning, however, as if he feared he was being observed and would be penalized for a lack of conviction.
 

They didn’t quite torture Lucas – Aton was ‘civilized’, after all – but they did strive to keep him uncomfortable and on-edge. Lucas personally found the efforts annoying, but little else. He’d developed Harkaman’s technique for catching lighting-quick cat-naps while on watch, being able to snap awake focused and attentive no matter how long – or little – you’d slept, so the Atonian efforts to deprive him of sleep were futile. The climate in his room was always a little too hot or a little too chilly, but nothing he couldn’t handle. Even the food, while unappetizing, wasn’t particularly bad.
 

After three hundred hours in that ship, Lucas was transferred again, this time to a planetary base on an uninhabitable planet: a bubble-city overlooking a broad gray airless plain under a brilliantly starry sky. He could catch just a glimpse of it as he was being repatriated with his men and led at gunpoint into a contragravity bus.
 

Wherever the secret base was, it was busy: the huge circular spaceport had five different ships, from five-hundred feet up to a massive three-thousand foot battleship, docked around its edges. There was a gleam in the distance off of other large collapsium hulls, and he counted at least six or seven more large ones in the distance before they disappeared behind a jagged ridge as they descended. He got to view quite a bit out side of the window of the pressurized cabin of a contragravity bus as they transferred him and the rest of the Nemesis’ crew to a new holding cell. They were issued light gray, non-descript cover-alls with a number stenciled on the back, as well as a pair of paper slippers and a small bag of basic toiletries, when they arrived at the prison. 
 

It was the most escape-proof holding cell Lucas had ever seen. It was merely a big pressurized collapsium dome with an airlock on one side, tethered to the larger complex by air and power lines. Try to escape, and the twenty feet of vacuum between the cell and the complex would make it difficult. 
 

The lorry locked on to the airlock, and a brace of Atonian guards in armor used shock-sticks to herd the prisoners into the cell. It was a stark place, a large empty room with limited lighting, sanitary facilities on one side, a kitchen on the other, and a big space in the center piled with sleeping bags and towels. 
 

“Welcome to your new home,” one of the guards snorted, brutishly. “We have any problems with any of you, all we do is press a button and everyone’s breathing vacuum. Understand?”
 

“Perfectly,” Lt. Delio said, cheerfully. “Honestly, this isn’t so bad. You should have seen our training camp. Compared to Valiant, this is nearly homey.”
 

“Shaddup!” the guard spat, pushing his electrified baton into Delio’s kidneys. After the man stopped spasming he sighed. 
 

“So much for ‘civilized’ folk,” the Golden Hand officer said, lightly, as the airlock clanged behind him. “I’ve been treated better by neobarbarians.”
 

Lucas looked around the room, at all of the men under his command who now shared his fate, and he felt a wave of regret wash over him. He was responsible for these men, and it took everything he had to refrain from bursting out with an apology. These were his men, after all. They had sworn an oath to protect him. But they also needed to feel some sense of hope. “Head count, Mr. Delio,” Lucas ordered.
 

“At once, Sire,” the officer said, gracefully. He made the rounds, patting men on the back and making a casual inspection before he returned. “We have twenty-six here, Sire, including two Golden Hand, myself and Mr. Jameson. The others must be in another pod.” There were seventy-six Tanith men who’d been captured with their pinnace.
 

“Very good, Mr. Delio. Well, gentlemen, we seem to have taken an unexpected excursion,” he said, addressing them for the first time since the capture. “But in doing so, we have an opportunity to learn what’s on the mind of our enemies. All I can ask is that we find a way to survive all of this, to be able to bring word back to Tanith and warn the Realm.” He went on to explain the reasoning behind his capture he’d been able to ferret out of Blackmar, along with some conclusions of his own. “It’s clear that Aton wants to force the issue of a new Federation,” he finished. “And they’re willing to use the Space Viking threat – real or imagined – as a boogeyman to frighten the other worlds into line. Which makes Tanith a big fat target, if they get organized. So our first priority is to bring this news home, understood? Now, any questions?”
 

“Where are we, Sire?” one of the young ensigns, Mr. Roupe, asked.
 

“Good question,” admitted Lucas. “Any guesses?”
 

“It’s a Type F star,” one of the men – the astrogator, Mr. Pierce, he remembered – offered. “A low F, maybe F3 or F4. This means there’s probably not an inhabited planet around.” It was incredibly rare for a planet with the proper chemical proportions to form life – at least life compatible with Terro-Human biochemistry – around such an exotic star. “If I could get the spectral signature, and access to a star chart, I might be able to figure it out.”
 

“Gravity’s almost normal – a bit light,” another crewman offered. “Probably .85 g, or thereabouts.”
 

“Well, it would also have to be within 500 light-years of Beowulf,” pointed out one of the Golden Hand. “Considering that’s about how far away we should be right now. And on the Aton side of Beowulf, of course.”
 

“It’s obvious that this is a secret Atonian base,” agreed Lucas. “One that we’re not expected to tell anyone about. Now, I have it on good information what will happen in the near future,” he began, and then described the incipient trial and condemnation he was supposed to be facing, according to Blackmar.
 

“I’m going to stand mute, and claim diplomatic immunity as a head-of-state,” Lucas shared. “I won’t give them the satisfaction of a confession, or of me screaming into the audiovisual cameras. Now, that means we’ll likely be sent away to ‘Planet X’, but I think that’s actually our best bet for escape.”
 

“Sire,” asked one of the other Golden Hand guards, Dolf Jameson. “Why all the funny business with the show-trial? Why not just pop the airlock and have an end to us all?”
 

“My guess?” Lucas offered, “I think it’s a lot easier to turn a live prince into a dead one than vice versa. The fact is, to the Atonians we may still be useful, at some future point. As ransom, as hostages, to lead behind their chariots in a victory parade, who knows? But that doesn’t mean that they won’t kill us, just that it would be imprudent to. That’s a distinction we’ll want to remember.”
 

“Do you think they’re listening in on us?” asked another crewman.
 

“I know I would,” admitted Lucas. “So let’s be careful about our conversations. No sharing Duke Harkaman’s secret starberry jam recipe, or the giant planet-killing superweapon we’ve been hiding in Valkanhayn’s liquor cabinet, all right?”
 

The discussion went on for a few hours while everyone got caught up on what had happened to everyone else in the course of the voyage. Apparently there were a few attempts at beating information out of them, but lackluster attempts at best that did little to convince the Tanith men that the Atonians were even very competent at the art of interrogation. Even the greenest crew-men were unfazed by the treatment, and the Golden Hand guards had endured worse from their instructors during their first week of training. If this was Aton’s attempt to frighten the Sword Worlders with their power and might, it was failing.
 

Frightening them with bueracracy, on the other hand, was well within their power. Each man was required to fill out dozens of forms for processing, some with questions about their origins and education that the men were unwilling to divulge. But it gave Lucas and his staff some insights into what kind of foe had captured them. The Atonians weren’t ruthless, they weren’t blood thirsty, they weren’t evil, per se. In fact, the entire process seemed to be designed to dehumanize the prisoners and reduce the Atonian secret police into a faceless, impersonal force whose only language was paperwork.
 

Dinner proved to be more emergency rations from the cut-down robochef in the kitchen area. The men bedded down as needed, the invariable light making it impossible to determine the proper time of day. Of course every bit of jewelry, clothing, and technology had been confiscated from them. But Space Vikings will find a way to gamble when they’re bored, and the crew of the Nemesis was no exception: someone had smuggled a pair of dice in somehow, and a lively game began.
 

The accommodations were rough, but not harsh. The worst part was the tamper-proof viewscreens installed around the cell, which played Atonian propaganda clips constantly. At first they were mildly interesting, and then just annoying, and the men quickly learned to tune out the noise altogether. But after watching yet another cycle of How Timely Reporting Of Suspected Troublemakers Protects You And The Party and Your Duties As A Citizen and The Perils Of Fanatical Religious Cults and Progressive Taxation Means More For All!, a much more interesting piece came on: one featuring Prince Lucas. The Space Viking pirate king Lucas, according to the piece.
 

“Your Highness!” one of his men called to him, anxiously, when they realized it concerned Tanith. “It’s one about you!”
 

The men gathered around the screen eagerly to watch the program. It showed some aerial views of Tanith, and of Rivington, taken during one of the city’s powerful summer night-time thunderstorms. The shots included plenty of views of ruined buildings, and focused on the small camp of itinerant workers who had taken up residence in the Slags. Raggedly clothed peasants looked fearfully at the spaceport in the distance, where lightning reflected off of the collapsium of the ships’ hulls and cast the whole scene in a sinister light. The children were obviously frightened of the lightning storm, but the way the footage had been edited it appeared as if they were in fear of the ships. An overly dramatic announcer provided the voiceover:
 

Attention, People of Aton! The Party’s brave operatives have risked life and limb in pursuit of your freedom and security to bring you this exclusive footage of the outlaw Space Viking base known as Tanith! This once-rustic culture has been transformed by the arrival of the despotic warlord, Lucas Trask, into a virtual slave colony where the people are forced to serve their Sword World masters.
 

The scene shifted to what Lucas recognized as TanithNews footage of the aftermath of Spasso’s failed assassination attempt, with Royal Army of Tanith troopers shouting and running around pointing submachine guns and carbines at people at Harkaman House as they searched for the assassin. The announcer told a different story.
 

This self-styled “prince” enforces his brutal rule with elite, heavily-armed thugs, who don’t hesitate to use force and intimidation on the simple neobarbarians of Tanith. They’re forced to work building palaces and war machines for their cruel master. Worse, this arrogant oppressor isn’t content with merely dominating his slave-realm, he insists his subjects mindlessly worship him!
 

The scene cut away to an exterior view of the Trask shrine at Tradetown, mobbed by natives seeking entrance. There was a security detail of Royal Army troopers attempting to keep peace in conjunction with Baron Bentfork’s local troops, but the angles and the lighting and editing made it seem as if the guards were forcing the people into the temple. Then the interior was shown, the giant statues of he and Valerie made to look like horrific, domineering idols. The camera lingered over the gold-plated severed arm of Garvan Spasso, decorating a place in the center of temple. 
 

Even his grisly trophies are hauled out so that the people are forced to adore them. Not content with raiding unfortunate neobarbarian worlds for loot, recently the Space Viking overlord unsuccessfully attempted to raid Marduk, itself, in an ill-conceived attempt to overthrow the admittedly corrupt and antiquated monarchy. Working with fellow Space Viking madman, Andray Dunnan, and local political demagogue Zaspar Makann, Trask was barely stopped before he achieved his sinister goal. 

 

That got Lucas’ attention – and his ire. He stared at the viewscreen, his men watching both his face and the screen, while his anger grew. For anyone, anywhere, to connect his name with that of Dunnan was grounds for violence. He seethed as he watched some file footage from the Marduk Affair, his men patrolling outside of the Royal Palace, the street battles with the People’s Watchmen, and plenty of quick ship-to-ship footage from the battle in orbit. 
 

When finally cornered in the Royal Palace, he turned on his own allies, executed Dunnan personally, and retreated after his people caused considerable damage to the working-class city of Drepplin. But Trask did not depart this bastion of the Old Federation empty-handed: he took with him one of the noble Mardukan ladies he fancied from the royal court, forcibly marrying her and coercing her into his violent ideology.
 

The picture showed a view of his stunningly beautiful wife, still on Marduk, and for a few seconds Lucas nearly forgave them their temerity about Dunnan for allowing him a precious glimpse of his beloved. Then he recalled why he was not with her right that moment, and his heart vitrified. He would make these so-called ‘civilized’ savages pay. 
 

Not content with robbing the civilized worlds of their beauty, Trask went on to force his new bride to roam the galaxy, raiding brothels and seraglios for nubile beauties to add to his increasingly growing harem. 

 

More footage of Valerie, this time bringing home the Tanith natives that had been illegally sold as off-world slaves. The women coming off the ship did look frightened and dazed, but considering the ordeal that they’d endured, he couldn’t blame them. Valerie herself looked a little dazed, but she’d been six months pregnant at the time, and he knew that she’d had a hard time sleeping at all. That made Lucas burn that much hotter: to insinuate that he would force Valerie to do anything was brazen enough a lie, but to turn her mission of mercy into something sordid really pushed the limits of propriety. 
 

So rapacious is this warlord that Trask has been disowned even by the brutal militaristic Sword World regimes. The so-called Prince is considered an outlaw and a rebel by his former masters, who themselves are widely known for their cruel exploitation. His audacity is so great that he intruded on the recent gathering of peaceful civilizations at Volund, brazenly suggesting that the civilized worlds of the galaxy bend their collective knee and join his so-called ‘League of Civilized Worlds’, a code-name for imperial conquest. 

 

The screen view changed to a couple of unflattering clips of him at receptions on Volund. One with one of the Atonian ambassadors – Tallbridge, he thought he remembered. The angles chosen cast Lucas in a menacing light, and his actions as he spoke to the Atonian seemed to indicated that Lucas was making demands and threats. Lucas recalled the occasion: he had been describing the life of a Traskon bisonoid rancher on Gram with the man, who had said he raised mutated gowas. He’d discussed nothing more sinister than livestock castration. Then the scene switched back to more space ship battles, some he’d never seen before, some from the Battle of Amateratsu he’d fought so recently. It finished with some footage of the capture of his pinnace off of Beowulf.
 

But fear not, citizens of Aton! You and the other civilized worlds are being constantly guarded by the brave men and women of the Atonian Planetary Defense Force! News has just arrived of the capture of the outlaw pirate in a daring raid by the APDFS Concorde, deep in enemy territory! Outraged by Trask’s recent illegal and deadly blockade of a world protected by the recent Volund Treaty, the APDF and party officials prepared a complex, multi-world operation called SicSemperTyrannis, in which the outlaw Space Viking was forced from hiding and captured! The infamous Trask and some of his band of cutthroats were taken into custody after a brisk battle in orbit above one of his conquered worlds, and it is our proud duty to report he is now in Atonian hands! 

 

They showed footage of the Atonian ship firing a shot across the bow of his crippled pinnace, the star of Beowulf behind them in the distance. Then it switched to a shot of his men being led off in manacles, himself glaring stoically as he was pushed forward by one of the Atonian troopers. 
 

He will be fairly tried for his crimes and, if found guilty, will receive re-education and rehabilitation, if the unbiased and merciful courts decline to prosecute for his execution. It’s also possible that he possesses vital intelligence concerning any future Space Viking invasion plans. But rest assured, citizens! Your Party continues to protect and serve you from the likes of Trask, even as you sleep!
 

The scene faded with a patriotic fanfare, probably the planetary national anthem of Aton, and then started up with another showing of The Plight Of The NeoBarbarian.
 

“Cutthroats?” Lt. Jameson, the Golden Hand guard standing behind him said, offended. “I haven’t cut a throat in a month!”
 

“They dare,” Lucas said, ignoring the jibe – Jameson was a funny fellow, but he wasn’t in the mood to laugh. “They dare speak my name and Dunnan’s in the same breath. They dare treat my wife like that!” The cell got silent, as the prince’s rage became contagious. 
 

“Actually, Sire,” Delio said quietly, “if you don’t mind me saying, this was a well-done piece of propaganda. Anyone uninformed of the reality of the situation—”
 

“Yes, I know,” Lucas admitted, angrily, “they’re going to see me as a vicious, lawless invader. The truth doesn’t matter to these people. That bit about the temple – I know it may sound like an idle threat, gentlemen, but at some point in the future, I will make the citizens and Party of Aton pay for this . . . this slander,” he pronounced, darkly. “You see, they’re setting us up as a strawman for their own people. An existential threat their ruling party can exploit to manipulate the masses.”
 

“But that does suggest their motives, does it not?” Delio countered. “From what we know now, the Atonians seem to have been pushing and pushing the idea of a Space Viking threat as a reason to build up their forces and manipulate the other powers into some sort of alliance they can control. Even if they have to manufacture the threat. That twisting of the Marduk Affair was skillfully done: they not only discredited Tanith’s part in it, but they linked the whole thing to a general Space Viking conspiracy to invade the Old Federation. And it was quite persuasive.”
 

“That brings me no comfort, Lieutenant,” Lucas said, darkly.
 

“Oh, understandably, Sire,” Delio quickly agreed. “However, it does tell us what kind of people who we are dealing with. People who don’t hesitate to bend and twist the truth. This means that they actively control the public’s perception of reality. That’s not the kind of power that can be fought with infantry divisions and fission bombs, Sire. And you can bet that this will be rebroadcast across the civilized worlds. Even the people on Marduk who know how much Tanith helped them have to admit that Dunnan’s fleet of Space Vikings more than lived up to the stereotype Aton has been spreading.”
 

“Which helps alienate our only ally among the civilized powers,” nodded Lucas. 
 

“There’s ample historical precedent for it,” admitted Delio. “And from the feel I get from the Atonian regime – all that ‘Party’ nonsense, and their overbearing bureaucracy – that leads me to believe that this is likely a common policy strategy, Sire. Undermine from within, like the Germans did with the French over the Dreyfus Affair in pre-Atomic history on Terra. Control the flow of information to the masses so tightly that there is no room for argument about exactly what constitutes a fact – that’s textbook Communist Party doctrine of the old Soviet and Chinese empires, right around Year 0. Watching some of these other films, it’s been fascinating. Aton pitches itself as a liberal socialist utopia, a completely egalitarian meritocracy, but it’s clear that it’s little more than an authoritarian dictatorship in a civilized package.”
 

“So how do we fight them?” Lucas inquired, curiously. Once again, he was intrigued by the young officer’s perspective, and something familiar about him tugged at the corner of Lucas’ mind.
 

“Well, fighting against a bureaucracy is a lot harder than fighting a society with a strong central leadership, like a monarchy. The problem with bureaucracies is that they’re institutions, and that means that they’re impersonal as well as difficult to persuade. That’s a good thing and a bad thing, I suppose. But I’m getting the feeling that Tanith – and Your Highness – are just a colorful bit of fluff to whoever is running Aton’s policies. There is a much deeper game going on here.”
 

“That’s what worries me,” Lucas nodded. “I’m insulted and annoyed right now, Mr. Delio. The kind of annoyed that could end with an orbital bombardment. And yet the Atonians seem to act as if I’m powerless to do something like that.”
 

“I think it’s more likely they’re trying to goad you into doing something like that, Sire. Assuming we’re released again, of course. Again, the problem with bureaucracies, particularly autocratic bureaucracies: you could nuke the entire capital of Aton back to the stone-age and it would merely confirm in everyone’s mind the truth behind the newscasts. An attack like that would serve their interests admirably. The other civilized worlds would start to agree that something has to be done, and Aton would be more than willing to use that as a pretext for assuming wider control.”
 

“So your counsel is don’t nuke them?” Lucas asked, surprised.

 

“That is for His Highness to decide,” Delio bowed, graciously. “But nuking them doesn’t automatically make the problem go away.”

 

“Point taken, Lieutenant,” Lucas sighed. “But right now, I think it would make me feel better. A lot better.”

 



 
 

* * *
 



 
 

The first court appearances began the next day, and lasted a week, as far as anyone could tell. One by one the men were hauled back to the main complex by Atonian combat troops, placed in front of a masked judicial panel, charged with crimes, forced to plead without legal counsel, without access to their consulate, and then condemned to pro forma life terms at “a designated interplanetary Atonian re-education facility.”
 

The whole episode resembled a well-scripted comic opera. As planned, Lucas didn’t attempt to grandstand or object at any point during the proceedings, and he instructed his men to do likewise. Even after another Political Officer appeared and pleaded, wheedled, and attempted to bribe Lucas into confessing his crimes, he wasn’t tempted in the slightest to betray his world, his family, and his men to enjoy a life of quiet reflection while his planet – and his wife and baby – were bartered about in some nasty galactic political game. The most he was willing to do was stare balefully at the camera and utter the cryptic line: “Tell the Baroness I’ll dance with her at the sandcastle. That’s a promise.” A simple message to his wife, but one that would baffle the Atonian codebreakers who no doubt were having conniptions trying to determine what sinister message he was really communicating. And nearly useless as anti-Space Viking propaganda. But he hoped that somehow it would find Valerie’s ears.
 

Their tenure at the mystery planet was short. After the mock trial, only a hundred and fifty hours or so after the Tanith men were brought to the secret Atonian base, they were once again herded into a spaceship (a decrepit old thousand-foot freighter) and placed into cells, albeit all on the same deck this time so that they could talk to each other. They had virtually no interaction with the guards or crew, no idea where they were going or how long it would take to get there, or what would happen when the did arrive. And for entertainment, they had only the ubiquitous Atonian propaganda screens.
 

“I have to confess, Sire,” Lt. Delio whispered one restless lights-out-period, when most of the other men were asleep. “I’m getting more and more concerned with every hour that passes. What exactly did your source tell you about this mysterious prison, ‘Planet X’?”
 

“It’s the secret prison camp for Aton’s pipsqueak empire,” Lucas explained. The interrogators had tried to cower him by making ‘Planet X’ as miserable-sounding as possible. “It’s a kind of backwater gulag. They send all of their troublesome undesirables there. Organized crime figures, political prisoners, disavowed enemy agents, drug and slave peddlers, captured insurgents from their rebellious client worlds, intransigent ethnic populations who don’t like the Party...”
 

“Ah. A cess-pit, then, where Aton sends everything it wishes to forget about.”

 

“Essentially. Hard labor, rough conditions, remote location.”

 

“And Your Highness thought this was preferable to a cozy little apartment somewhere?”

 

“I enjoy a brisk and robust lifestyle,” Lucas pointed out, grinning into the darkness. 

 

“Your Highness is wise,” Lt. Delio conceded with a chuckle. “And I’m certain you feel that the likelihood of escaping from . . . ahem, ‘Planet X’ is better?”
 

“I’m counting on it,” the prince nodded in the gloom. “My biggest question is about the men. Do you think they can stay together, stay fit, and survive?”
 

“The Golden Hand? Absolutely,” the young man said fervently of his blood-brothers. “And the rest of the crew, even the young ones, they’re made of stout stuff, Sire. And I’ll do what I can to keep them secure.”
 

“Good. Because we are going to find a way out, Mr. Delio. We’re going to find a way off that planet. And we will find a way back home. You have the sacred promise of your sovereign prince on that one.”
 

“I have every faith in you, Sire,” Delio assured him. “It’s the rest of the universe which continues to disappoint me.”
 

“Mr. Delio, I know just how you feel,” Prince Lucas sighed.
 

The hours stretched on and on, as the light-years rolled by. The monotony was nearly unbearable some days, and even the best efforts to keep up spirits on the prison ship were hard to keep up as time dragged. But several weeks after they boarded, at long last a guard announced that they had made planetfall at their new home: the godforsaken prison world known only as ‘Planet X’.
 



 
 




 



 

 



 



 
 

Chapter Four:
 

The Wizard’s Lackey
 

 



 

 Otto Harkaman looked at himself in the reflection of the console and frowned. It wasn’t a pleasant look, and he could understand why his subordinates avoided it at all costs. But it wasn’t the practiced unpleasantness that got his attention. It was the feeble old man he saw staring back.
 


You had five ships, the reflection seemed to mock him. Thousands of men. Hundreds of contragravity vehicles. Two score years of experience. And you still couldn’t keep a one-armed thug from running off with the heir to the Realm.
 

 Otto Harkaman was a troubled man. He took the abduction of little Princess Elaine personally. It was on his watch that Garvan Spasso – Ghu curse his name! – had infiltrated an entire team of twenty mercenaries into Rivington, where they plotted an executed a daring raid. It was an unexpected and surprise attack. While his men had fought and died courageously, in the end the security of the Royal Family was his responsibility. And he had failed.
 

 He could barely face the distraught Princess. Valerie was like his own daughter, a bright, beautiful woman who had come to Tanith from Marduk, one of the most advanced human civilizations, and had survived. More, she’d prospered, and grown into her role as a ruler as much as she had a wife to his best friend. 
 

And every time he looked into those deep blue eyes, once filled with love but now emptied by grief, his heart wanted to break.
 

 In the face of such emotion he had retreated to orbit, running the defenses of the world from the bridge of his ship, the Corisande II. He had many good tactical reasons for doing so: he was able to move to intercept any incoming traffic and block any outgoing traffic, he was able to contact the defensive stations at Rivington and the moonbase with equal ease, and he was in an active defensive posture – plenty of good reasons to be in orbit. Not having to look his sworn sovereign in the eye after his failure was one he’d rather not admit to.
 

 He tore his eyes away from his damnable reflection and forced himself to stare once again at the display screen overview of Tanith’s defenses. The moonbase glowed in green at the top, nine separate missile launch facilities scattered over the face of the satellite. The habitable portion of the base itself had a deep bomb shelter with independent power, probably the most hardened facility in the system. There was also a platoon of marines stationed there; men trained in vacuum combat who could defend the station against all but the most aggressive invasions. It would take a lot of violence to knock that base down. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t be done.
 

 The next layer of defense was the outlying picket ships. Three ship’s pinnaces, two-hundred feet long hyperdrive-capable teardrops armed with dozens of missiles, patrolled the translunar orbits around the world. In case of serious attack, the pinnaces would likely be the first real response to an aggressor. They also had a lot more space to cover. 
 

 Next was the cis-lunar high orbit, where Traffic Control placed most incoming and outgoing commercial ships until space was found at the Rivington spaceport for them. There were always a few independent Space Viking ships, Gilgameshers, and merchantmen hovering around up there, on their way in or out of the system. Right now there were five, including the Fireball, Durendal. The Damnthing, with the good Roger-fan-Morvill Esthersan in command of the formidable Space Viking raider. The Gilgamesh freighter Prosperity. The independent Old Federation merchantman Aces High. And the first ship of Beowulf’s new merchant fleet, the Weregild, a pretty two-thousand footer that had come here the same time they’d brought the wreck of the Nemesis in from Shamash.
 

 The Nemesis. She was in the next orbit down, the official Royal Navy orbit. She was only a few miles out from the likewise-damaged King Omfray, which was in the middle of repairs and re-commissioning. A few hundred miles from the little control station that the Gorram Yards used to do such work, the Lamia was on permanent station. Deprived of her Dillinghams she was no more a star-faring ship, but she was still highly maneuverable and had four times the armament she’d boasted when he and Lucas first brought the Nemesis into Tanith the first time. The Lamia was where the command for orbital defenses was usually vested. She was also the Royal Navy’s permanent training facility, and de facto Naval Academy.
 

 Further back in orbit he could see the Star of Tanith, the Princess Valerie, the Golden Hand and the Moon Goddess, four all new fifteen-hundred footers recently returned from errands to the near-by worlds to search for Princess Elaine. They were fast and well-armed. Better, perhaps, than Valkanhayn’s Space Scourge, currently out on assignment. Beyond them was the Queen Flavia, the Gram-built two-thousand foot raider whose captain had foresworn his allegiance to Gram and offered his sword to Lucas after the late King Angus divorced the noble woman the ship was named for. Lucas had insisted on keeping the name out of respect for the lady, who was now living on one of the other Sword Worlds in comfortable exile. 
 

The Beowulf ship Gunloggi was also in that privileged orbit, just arrived. The Beowulfers were feeling very contrite about losing Lucas so close to their homeworld, and they’d volunteered one of their ships for semi-permanent duty on Tanith in contrition. While Harkaman didn’t blame the Beowulfers one bit for not being able to bend the rules of physics to get to Lucas in time, he didn’t mind the extra help. He’d gone on a few raids with the Gunloggi last year, and he was impressed with how well the ship had fought. He was glad to have her. 
 

In fact, that was a sizable fleet to bust through, if someone wanted to land on Tanith. Between the fire of the warships in low orbit and the constant hammering from the moon of Tanith, you’d have to be willing to pay a pretty big butcher’s bill to get down to the soil of the world. 
 

And in doing so, you’d also have to prove pretty nimble. New anti-aircraft and strategic missiles were now planted all around Rivington. There were heavy artillery emplacements, huge anti-ship 200mm guns throwing collapsium-plated shells half-way to orbit, scattered all across the plains. And the city itself was reasonably well-armed, now, too. 
 

Of course he had his own two-thousand foot Corisande, as doughty a ship as any in the fleet. And Otto Harkaman was no average commander. He was responsible for the deaths of millions over his long career. But right now, he’d rather take on a space-born onslaught of invaders than face his distraught sovereign. 
 

Yes, Tanith could be taken. It could be destroyed. But it couldn’t be done easily. And that was about the best he could manage, now.
 

His reverie was broken by the arrival of Stan Dawes, the mysterious emissary from the shadowy figure known as “the Wizard”. A neatly, if plainly-dressed man, he seemed to have a very keen grasp of Tanith’s situation. He said that he came from somewhere in the Old Federation, but that was as much personal information as he’d reveal. Harkaman had threatened to put the man under a veridicator and intense interrogation, but Dawes had calmly mentioned that he had three different ways to suicide before they’d get the electrodes hooked up, and that had been the end of that. There was not a doubt in Harkaman’s mind that the man would prove as good as his word. One doesn’t discuss one’s own suicide that calmly unless one was committed, utterly, to one’s cause.
 

He claimed to be a kinsman of Sam Gatworth, the young soldier who had sacrificed himself to protect the Royal Family at his home that fateful day. While he couldn’t prove it, the affectionate way he had gazed at the belongings in Sam’s possession at the time of his death told Harkaman that there was at least an element of truth to the statement. He had been granted conditional parole after he had not only claimed to be sent from the Wizard, but said had valuable information for Tanith concerning her enemies.
 

That had been true. With his help and advice, they had discovered a regular clandestine courier operating out of a merchantman that made a regular trip between Tanith and Gimli, one of the Mardukan possessions. Only the courier was not one of Marduk’s intelligence agents. They had followed him enough to figure out that he worked for one of the other powers – likely Aton or Isis – but the spy on Tanith he was ferrying information for had yet to be identified.
 

Dawes also claimed to know an awful lot about the plans that a consortium of civilized worlds, led by Aton, had for Tanith in general, and for Prince Lucas in particular. That had been the final thing that had convinced the Tanith government of his sincerity, when the dreadful report from Beowulf had come. Prince Lucas had escaped the trap on Shamash, but had fallen into one set at Beowulf, and had been taken by a ship of unknown origins that had been skulking around the fringes of Beowulf’s solar system. It wasn’t clear exactly who had captured him, and Harkaman was betting on Gram’s new Navy (what was left of it) or maybe an enterprising Space Viking who looked to Viktor of Xochitl. But Dawes was certain it was one of the civilized powers, far from home, and he was leaning towards Aton.
 

If true, that would prove an oversight on Aton’s part. While his whereabouts were currently unknown, the moment that Princess Elaine’s fate had been settled, Harkaman was prepared to send every ship and man under his command to Aton and show them what a real Space Viking raid was like. He took the theft of his prince very seriously.
 

“Good morning, Admiral,” Dawes said, cheerfully. “Do you have a few moments?”
 

“Just waiting for another shoe to drop,” Harkaman admitted. Despite Dawes’ mysterious origin, the man was friendly and intelligent, and seemed genuinely well-disposed towards Tanith. And he made you want to confide in him. But Harkaman resisted – there was still so much they didn’t know about him or his master. “Until some of our ships get back, there’s not much else to do.”
 

“Then let’s discuss the big picture today, shall we?” Dawes asked, as he settled into a nearby empty chair. It was the sensitive guns-and-missiles station, but it was secured.
 

“The big picture?” Harkaman asked, intrigued. “How big a picture? Shall we start with the First Federation, or something more recent?” He enjoyed debating history and policy with the knowledgeable man. He was one of the few who could match Harkaman’s knowledge of the past.
 

“Let’s limit it to the players in the current game,” Dawes decided. “At least on the Old Federation side.”
 

Harkaman, eager for the distraction of abstract thought, as opposed to sobbing mothers and missing children, signaled for a serving robot to dispense beverages. He chose some of that excellent coffee, and lit his pipe, while Dawes ordered Heaven-tea and cigarettes at the “chatter chair” nearby his command console. “So which of the civilized devils shall we begin with?”
 

“Let’s start with the devil you know: Marduk,” Dawes began. “One of the oldest of the old civilizations, and one of the earliest colonies of Terra. Standard constitutional monarchy, descended from the British Royal Family after they relocated to New Zealand after WWIII on Terra—”
 

“Don’t forget the Falkland branch,” reminded Harkaman. He, himself, had some Falkland British nobility in his ancestry, if his father had been truthful.
 

“Ah, yes, the Argentinean Brits. From global conquest to sheep farming in one generation. In any case, the present Mardukan government is directly descended from the pro forma monarchy that the Mardukan Colonization Company established, largely with Anzac British Royal Family money. First planetary monarchy established in the Old Federation. Small but important noble class. Currently that’s about a hundred and twenty aristocratic families, a smaller group of royal houses, and a big, ungainly Parliament that’s currently suspended. The military officer corps is heavily derived from the aristocracy, and is the only thing currently holding Prince Simon on the throne. Commoners make up enlisted personnel or soldiers. There continues to be a lot of anti-Space Viking agitation, and as popular as Simon is, that isn’t going away.”
 

“We have plenty more room for more political prisoners,” Harkaman pointed out. “At least they know how to fly a contragrav jeep. I don’t trust half my neobarbs to do that much.”
 

“Well, Marduk has been considered the Sick Man of the Old Federation for about three generations,” Dawes nodded. “Sixteen trade planets, an important recent alliance with Ishtar, and a Royal Navy frantically trying to rebuild itself before it gets in any more fights. The royal house has grown weaker and weaker, the military has gotten more political . . . to be honest, until this Marduk Affair, the Wizard expected to see the planet fall to one of the other players and become a dependant.”
 

Harkaman winced. Marduk was a grand old world, filled with history and civilization. And he’d gotten quite close to some of the expatriate Mardukans who had taken Tanith’s colors. Good people, intelligent, vibrant. But he couldn’t disagree with the assessment that Marduk was largely living on past glories. 
 

“Then we have Odin, one of the true powerhouses of the Old Federation,” Dawes continued. “Odin has the most expansive and ambitious of the trading empires, encompassing twenty-two planets who are either directly dependent or closely allied. And twice that number of worlds that are friendly to Odin. Some are pretty impressive powers in their own right, like Zarathustra, and Ra, too. Some of them are pretty vital, too, like Uller and Nifflheim – yes, the hell planet, Admiral. It’s actually quite a lucrative property, but I wouldn’t encourage a raid there. For the most part Odin leaves the other powers alone, unless they sense a real weakness that can add to what they have without risking more. But when the do commit, it’s a powerful force.
 

“The King of Odin, Vilhelm, is part of a strongly-entrenched royal family that is further supported not just by the nobility, but by their premiere military as well. Odin has over sixty ships above five-hundred feet in its fleet. They have no real imperial ambitions, but neither do they have compunctions about acting in their perceived interest. Right now they see the Space Vikings as a potential menace, but since few of their worlds have had problems, they have largely stayed neutral in the debate. There is even a small minority who are vocal in support of the civilizing influence of your people, Admiral.”
 

“Quite gracious of them,” chuckled Harkaman.
 

“Isn’t it? Odin and Marduk have often allied together, and occasionally warred with each other, but they generally respect their places in the galaxy and don’t interfere. Friendly rivals. 
 

“Baldur is another matter. Baldur is a fabulously rich world, beautiful, with a vibrant culture. Baldur has a low-key aristocracy that revolves around industrial and trading concerns – in fact, no sitting member of the aristocracy is allowed to serve in the military. The focus of the aristocracy is business, and the focus of the military is to keep the business community supporting the military, so there’s a surprisingly seamless overlap of interests holding Baldur’s civilization together.
 

“The Balduran fleet is concerned primarily with patrolling its eighteen trade planets and keeping shipping lanes open. They also are always scheming to pick up another one or two, if the opportunity arises. But that’s just the point: Baldur won’t hesitate to move on a valuable world if there is no one to stop them. They’re all about the business deal. Militarism is a means to an end, and that end is trade. They will ally with any of the other powers and have, but they will also break that alliance the moment it becomes disadvantageous for them. Right now Baldur is neutral on the question of Space Vikings. Few Balduran-allied worlds have been raided, and the ones who have are minor parts of their sphere of influence. Besides, a lot of Balduran merchants have profited from Space Vikings in various ways. Without a compelling reason to change, you can count on Baldur to keep the status quo.”
 

“Good to know,” Harkaman nodded.

 

“Then there is the Eternal Planetary Queendom of Isis. Are you familiar with that strange beast?”

 

“Not really,” Harkaman admitted. “Heard of it, yes, and even read a few short histories. But not much about recent history.”

 

“Isis is fascinating,” agreed Dawes. “One of the first twenty-five colony worlds, actually, and one of the more successful. They stayed loyal to the Federation until the bitter end, and after a very interesting civil war, eventually prohibited men from taking their largely ceremonial throne. Ceremonial back then: since that time, the Royal House of Isis has become a real ruling power. You can blame the influence of Freya, which is a strong ally of Isis. You know Freya?”
 

“The only non-Terran human population,” Harkaman answered. “Perfectly human people, on a planet where perfectly human people don’t grow naturally.”
 

“Yes, one of the Five Great Mysteries of the Galaxy,” agreed Dawes. “Freya is light-years away from Terra, yet when our ancestors arrived, the people there were human enough to interbreed with. And, by all accounts, absolutely perfect physical specimens.” 
 

They weren’t just perfect, they typified the Nordic features found among so many descendents of Scandinavian, Slavic, and Germanic peoples so closely that theories of pre-contact crossbreeding were rampant – despite any physical evidence to support the claim. The women were buxom, tall, blonde, and heart-breakingly beautiful. The men were tall, blonde, and achingly handsome. And they were just as intelligent as any other human being. Freya had enjoyed a culture locked into the medieval-renaissance level, before the humans from Terra had fallen out of the sky. Since their colonization, they had quickly civilized and become one of the great worlds of the Old Federation. Most of Isis’ ships, it was said, were built on Freya.
 

“Well, the Royal Family on Isis has four separate instances of intermarriage with Freyans, and they look and act like it. Haughty. Arrogant. Completely convinced of their own superiority, and utter certain of everyone else’s inferiority. They despise Odin, Baldur, and Marduk as traitors to the intellectual and moral inheritance of the Old Federation, and they see upstarts like Osiris and Aton as needing to defer to their superior wisdom and moral guidance. Unfortunately, they have thirteen trade planets in their network, plus another dozen who are loosely aligned with them, plus powerful allies like Freya and Eir, and a forty-ship fleet. And they don’t hesitate to act out of a sense of maternal noblesse oblige. Whether the locals wanted to be obliged or not.
 

“Then we have the venerable Ishtar. That’s a huge, bloated population of 8 billion, all packed onto a planet only a few hundred miles larger than Tanith. Ishtar has a trading ‘empire’ of sorts, with the four closest planets being economically dependent on them, but their navy, such as it is, is entirely defensive. The people there tend to be Buddhists or Hindus, and they also tend to be pacifists. Luckily, none of the other civilized worlds are willing to alienate her huge markets, so they all try to protect Ishtar.”
 

“What about Osiris?” Harkaman asked.
 

“Ah, the upstart world! It was actually decivilizing rapidly about two hundred years ago when a group of free-thinking colonists from Baldur and Ishtar swooped in and tried to save the natives. A few generations passed and they’d managed to start building their own ships. Then in the aftermath of the Three Powers war, they were able to land forces on Gefion, overwhelm the garrison Isis left there, and they’ve been on a slow but steady course of expansion ever since. They’re still in the early stages – only eight trade worlds to their name – but they’re big enough so that none of the other powers is going to molest them lightly. They’ve traditionally backed whomever Ishtar favored, and right now they’re fairly neutral about Space Vikings. But they’ve been listening more and more to—”
 

“Aton,” Harkaman finished. “I’m starting to not like Aton.”
 

“You have good company,” agreed the mysterious man. “Aton was originally a Mardukan colony, about five centuries ago. Idealists and explorers first, of course, and then the usual mix of hardy pioneers and frontier entrepreneurs. But after about a century, Marduk started using Aton as a dumping ground for political dissidents – particularly the anti-Monarchist parties. A few generations of this, and Aton was generally anti-aristocratic, with a lot of extreme ideas about democracy and egalitarianism. It was like a collapsing laboratory of political theory, and during a particularly nasty war, Aton declared independence from Marduk, predictably. And then the planetary government just as predictably splintered into rival regional powers. 
 

“That’s where they were when your Prince Havilgar of Haulteclere got the idea to raid Aton. Six ships went in, and started systematically raiding the larger cities, irrespective of their national identities. They were looting merrily, in fine Space Viking style, when the various political groups found common cause and responded . . . vigorously.”
 

“That was an important battle,” agreed Harkaman. “That taught us that raiding civilized worlds was expensive. And lethal.”
 

“That was one result. Another was that the ruling parties of Aton were able to reforge their various political identities into one national identity, using their combined opposition to the Space Viking menace as a common cultural myth. That, and the technological knowledge gained by captured Sword World equipment, gave them a strong incentive to re-launch their civilization.”
 

“Glad we could help,” Harkaman murmured, sarcastically. “That battle had other effects, too, namely which royal house ended up with the throne of Haulteclere. “ He rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “Considering our problems in the Sword Worlds, right now, I can’t help wishing Havilgar had escaped.”
 

“So the Wizard mentioned,” Dawes agreed. “Which is why he arranged for that photoprint.”
 

“That’s right!” Harkaman declared. “The day Valerie went into labor! Someone gave Lucas a photoprint of Prince Havilgar’s ship, the Iron Crown. Only it was in front of buildings that were built within the last fifty years.”
 

“Yes, that was a very interesting photo,” Dawes nodded, steepling his fingers in front of his chin. “Because according to both Atonian and Haultecleran accounts, the Iron Crown was destroyed in the western desert of Aton, with three fifteen-megaton nuclear devices. When it came to the Wizard’s attention, he began an investigation. It’s still ongoing, but it’s clear that the Battle of Aton didn’t happen the way either versions of history say it did. Or they left something important out. While the Wizard hasn’t discovered much, yet, he does know that the ship has been removed from that location, within the last decade or so. But why, where, and who . . . well, he has his suspicions, but . . .” he shrugged.
 

“We have some people looking into that as well,” Harkaman said, carefully. “I’ll be certain to alert you if we discover anything of interest.”
 

 “If you think it’s harmless enough to pass on,” corrected Dawes. “Please, Admiral, I understand your position,” he said, before Harkaman could object. “You have the national security of Tanith to consider, and I respect that. I don’t blame you for being careful with providing sensitive information to unknown strangers who appear out of the wilderness. But don’t worry – the Wizard will find out whatever you know, anyway, eventually. He always does.”
 

 Harkaman suppressed a shiver. “That’s not the sort of admission that inspires trust in a new relationship,” he pointed out, refilling his coffee. 
 

 “It’s candid,” Dawes countered. “I don’t like to lie, in general. But when I have to, I’m very good at it. Don’t worry yourself about it, Admiral, you can apply as much security to your secrets as you like. It won’t matter. The Wizard will eventually find out.”
 

 “I’ll take your word for it,” sighed the old captain. “But I’d also say that having a man like that as a friend would be a good thing to have.”
 

 “It often is,” Dawes agreed. “It’s also dangerous.”
 

 “I’m starting to see that. So tell me, Mr. Dawes: is the Wizard a friend of Tanith? Or merely an interested party?”
 

 “A fair question,” Dawes considered, sipping his tea. “And quite subject to interpretation. But in my opinion, the two are not mutually exclusive. Let’s say that for now the interests of Tanith and the Wizard coincide. Beyond that, the Wizard is inclined to view Tanith in a friendly light. Thanks in large part to the honor you did his friend and agent, Sam Gatworth.”
 

 “That was a noble thing the boy did,” Harkaman nodded, filling his pipe. “Any honor we did him was well deserved. I would have been in that blast, too, so I feel particularly touched. Her Highness has agreed to allow you to transport the body at your convenience. Until then, it’s safe in a place of honor.”
 

 “I didn’t know Sam well,” Dawes admitted. “We worked in different . . . areas. But he is a cousin of mine, of some degree, so I do feel obligated to bring him home. The Wizard heard about your inquiries about his family on Fenris, though, and was touched. Which is why he ordered the unprecedented step of contacting you directly.” An exhaustive search had been made to identify just where and who were Sam Gatworth’s next-of-kin, and they had been able to trace him back to Fenris, where Lucas had enquired about the deceased hero.
 

 “But you said our interests coincide,” Harkaman reminded him. “What interests do Tanith and your . . . the Wizard share?”
 

 “Aton. Haulteclere. And war,” Dawes said, after searching his tea cup for the right words. “The Wizard has reason to believe that war is coming. War on a scale not seen in the galaxy since the System States War, half a thousand years ago. War that might very well lead to the eventual extinction of humanity. That, Admiral, is why the Wizard has an interest in Tanith. It’s the focus, right now, of opposing forces. That, more than anything else, is why he sent me.”
 

 “I find that less than comforting,” Harkaman admitted, troubled.
 

 “This makes me confident I’ve come to the right place, and what’s more, at the right time. Tell me, Admiral, what would you say if I could offer Tanith a far more advanced type of defensive weaponry than you enjoy right now?”
 

 “Such as . . . ?” Harkaman asked, suspiciously.
 

 “Well, every Wizard should have a Dragon,” Mr. Dawes began, smiling, as he took a notebook out and began sketching.
 



 
 

 * * * 

 

 




 

 On a high bluff overlooking a squalid hovel of a fortress, two Golden Hand guards were hidden, surveying the scene below. Their tiny ship, a lighter large enough for just the two of them and minimal supplies, was hidden two miles away in a canyon. They’d embarked from their host’s ship during its gradual descent into Mertha’s gravity well, and continued on their own while the merchantman found the right mountain village to land in, on the other continent. 
 

But Duke Alvyn’s information suggested that this side of Mertha might have a deeper connection with Spasso. So the two Golden Hand agents donned native-style dress and had trudged across the forbidding landscape for half the night to reach this vantage point. While that was not as arduous as it sounds – the local night lasting only six hours – there had been plenty of opportunities to get themselves both killed along the way. 
 

 Lt. Karvall peered through the binoculars at the scene below. It was technically a ‘castle’: the misshapen pile of rocks was roughly square in shape, three stories tall with adjoining sections of two stories on three sides. There was a large outer bailey, twenty feet tall, all of undressed local stone. The outer wall was adorned with iron spikes upon which stood a number of skulls in various states of decomposition, and men clad in a combination of modern combat armor and neobarbarian furs prowled around the un-crenellated tops of the wall and the buildings, a wide variety of mismatched weapons in their hands.
 

 “I count sixteen, seventeen, eighteen on guard duty at that fortress,” he dictated to his associate, Lt. Bentfork, who made a notation on the pad. “Small arms, a few grenades – oops! There’s a rocket launcher there . . . and a recoilless rifle there,” he said, as he scanned the compound. “Three aircars in the courtyard. Only one looks like a Sword World car, or at least one I recognize,” he amended. “None are marked.”
 

 “So is there a baby inside, or not?” Bentfork asked, anxiously.
 

 “Well more than likely,” admitted Karvall. “The question is, is it the right baby. There are at least three, four hundred people in there. Chances are that there are a few families, and a few babies. I don’t want to call in the whole fleet unless we’re sure that it is the right baby.”
 

 “A sound plan,” Bentfork agreed, gravely. The young Tanith soldier felt an additional bit of pressure about this abduction and rescue. To the recivilizing neobarbarians, the Royal Family was held in a kind of religious awe. Bentfork’s father, the former king – and now baron – of Tradetown, back on Tanith, had even erected a temple – no, it was a shrine, Karvall reminded himself – in honor of the Trasks. Recovering the baby Princess Elaine was a holy mission to the young man, not just a matter of deep personal honor. “Shall we deploy the snooper?”
 

 “Let’s get it ready,” agreed Karvall, pulling the small black case out of his back pack. “It will be dark shortly, and we have a better shot at getting this through undetected then. Or at least there should be fewer people awake. I suppose. How the Nifflheim do people manage to live a proper life on a world where it’s night time again every twelve hours?”
 

 “Does that look like a proper life to you?” Bentfork asked, as he took over the observation duties. “There’s a girl no more than fifteen getting beaten by a soldier in the courtyard. It looks like she dropped a basket. Now they’re – he’s – uh, this place is awful,” he said, sadly, unwilling to describe the scene further. 
 

 “Not only awful, but crawling with unfriendlies,” reminded Karvall as he opened the snooper’s case. Inside was a sphere no more than ten inches across, painted a matte black that seemed to drink in the light around it. There were various small apertures across the face of the sphere where optical scanners, infrared, sonar, and other detection devices were housed. The whole tiny remote lifted on its own contragravity unit, and was as silent as a cloud when activated. It was a very advanced, very sophisticated piece of technology. The Mardukan Navy had been quite liberal with such expensive toys in gratitude, and the Golden Hand were all trained in their use. 
 

“There must be a thousand, two thousand of them in the valley,” Karvall pointed out. “And then those two other fortresses to the east and south have to have at least another few thousand.”
 

 “So why come here? To the smallest one?” Bentfork asked, as he continued to view the stronghold.
 

 “It’s the only one with space behind it for a ship to land,” reasoned Karvall. “If they have Princess Elaine here, then they’ll want to be close enough to a space ship to make a getaway. The troops are to slow down a ground assault. And there’s virtually no contragravity or electromagnetic discharge in evidence, normally. From orbit, if you didn’t know better, this would look just like another neobarb castle. If you can call that thing a castle. I mean, it makes the craphole you grew up in look like a palace!”
 

 “The ‘craphole’ I grew up in was a palace, remember?” Bentfork reminded him. “My father was king. My brothers and I were raised as princes.”
 

 “Sorry,” Karvall said, activating the probe and watching it float into the air. “I was speaking metaphorically. I’ve seen where you grew up. It’s nice. Indoor plumbing would be nicer,” he added, “but your father’s palace is lovely.”
 

 “Thank you,” Bentfork said, a little mollified. “It beats the hell out of the barracks.”
 

 “Or the Cave,” Karvall agreed, referring to the secret cavern complex that was the Golden Hand’s headquarters. “All right, this little guy is ready to deploy. What say we get a snack while we wait for the sun to go down?”
 

 The two broke out emergency rations and canteens of water, and Bentfork had thoughtfully included a flask of the rotgut the natives on Tanith thought was liquor. It was cut with a strong-tasting herb that made every sip a struggle, but the effect was pleasant enough after it got into your system. When dusk came – quickly – the people in the compound did, indeed, bed down for the brief night. 
 

 Karvall piloted the probe over the treetops and the crumbling stone wall, safely twenty feet above the heads of the sentries. The sphere moved silently, barely making a breeze as it passed, and soon it was beaming back a host of images and data.
 

 “Let’s start at the top,” Karvall suggested as he brought the probe to hover above a topmost window. “Traditionally captive princesses are held in towers – normally by wickedly evil queens – so that’s where we’ll begin.”
 

 “There’s a folktale in Tradetown about a princess of the grassland nomads who was kept in a basket in a rivertree grove for nine days,” Bentfork remarked. “Three Tradetown knights found her. She, uh, convinced them each to let her go.”
 

 “How?” Karvall asked, absently. “Looks like we have a guard at the top of the stairs – good sign. A newer weapon, too, a shiny new carbine. Ugly fellow. So how did she convince the knights to free her?”
 

 Bentfork went on to describe, in graphic detail, the various sensual treats and the inevitable naughty favors the mythical princess committed to free herself. Karvall found himself blushing as his friend finished the story.
 

 “That . . . was inventive,” he said, his mouth dry. “Looks like there are two more guards in the hallway. At least they share the same tailor. And barber. Actually, it looks like they ate the barber. Wait! Shh! I hear . . .” he said, ceasing to make any sound, even breathe, as he listened to the headphones. He thought he heard a sound, a thin, high-pitched sound. It might be a baby . . . it might be some unknown local nocturnal fauna who just sounded like a baby. He fiddled with the controls until the screen showed him the approximate location the noise came from. 
 

 “Blast!” he swore. “There’s a door in the way, and another guard. I’m just glad this doesn’t have an olfactory sensor. But if I back it out,” he said, twisting the knobs carefully, “and hold my tongue just right . . . there, let’s see if there’s a southern window that peeks into that chamber.”
 

 “What did you hear?” Bentfork demanded.
 

 “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Karvall soothed. “There are curtains in the way, or some sort of textile. A tapestry, maybe . . . but . . . ah, there, there’s a little space between—”
 

 He stopped speaking so suddenly, and his facial expression changed so dramatically, that Bentfork immediately became concerned.
 

 “What? What is it?” he asked, tugging on Karvall’s shoulder. “Did you find her? Did you find the Princess? Is she alive? What did you find?”
 

 Karvall swallowed, slowly, and made himself inhale and exhale a few times, as his comrade became insistent. 
 

 “Would you believe,” he asked, in a far lighter tone than his expression conveyed, “a wickedly evil queen?”
 

 “What?”
 

 There in the remote viewscreen was the unmistakable figure of a woman – a young, shapely woman. She stood about five foot, three inches, and had a cascade of dark, wavy brown hair down her back. 
 

 Even in the scant light – the interior was lit by a single electric light and a few smoky oil lamps – Karvall recognized her. He’d seen her often enough, in newscasts, state addresses, and twice in person. She was only a few years older than himself, and undeniably beautiful. Even in the rough, rustic garb she wore now, as she paced back and forth across the room, she was physically lovely.
 

 “That, my friend, is Queen Evita, former monarch of the Planetary Kingdom of Gram,” he whispered. “She used her charms to seduce sad old King Angus, and got him to divorce Queen Flavia – she’s the one the ship is named after. She’s a promiscuous whore, and she used the king and the government of Gram as her personal toy.”
 

 “I take it you aren’t friends,” Bentfork asked, lightly.
 

 “Not as such,” agreed Karvall, gravely. “In fact, Duke Angus’ troops, with some of Viktor of Xochitl’s thugs, raided my girlfriend’s family’s estate and shot her in the head and the stomach when they resisted. She was only fifteen at the time. It’s one of the things that made me follow Prince Lucas into space. After what happened to my cousin Elaine . . . well, I could relate to him on a more personal level after that. And now, to see her here. . wait, wait . . . okay, I see a cradle! If I can get just a little more definition . . . got it! Take the photoprints now! Five or six shots, while she’s not blocking the angle!”
 

 Bentfork hurried to take the pictures remotely, somewhat blurry, poorly contrasted photos of a lump that looked like a three-month old baby wrapped in a white blanket, sleeping peacefully. The resolution was too low for him to determine whether it was Princess Elaine, beyond all doubt . . . but he took a few more of the former Queen Evita of Gram, who obligingly turned in her pacing at just the right moment so that there was no mistaking her identity in the photo. Then Karvall sighed, moved the probe up to the rooftop, and turned off the screen.
 

 “I’m 99% sure that the baby is Princess Elaine,” he said. “And I’m 100% certain that’s Queen Evita. I never thought kidnapping was her style, but then there are all sorts of things people didn’t know about her before she came to the throne,” he admitted. “This one shouldn’t surprise me.”
 

 “What is she doing here?” Bentfork asked, as he gathered up the evidence.
 

 “She’s obviously been exiled from Gram – Omfray’s wife made sure of that, no doubt. He’s not the sort to let anyone with a rival claim hang around too long, and she’s not the type to let her husband’s head be turned by a pretty set of legs. Besides, he’s too indebted to his in-laws to chance a dalliance. So she left, or was sent away, or something. And apparently she fell in with Spasso – ironic, since he’s widely credited with being responsible for her late husband’s assassination.”
 

 “Lovely people, you Sword Worlders,” Bentfork murmured, shaking his head. 
 

 “We’re just people,” Karvall shrugged. “With the same heroes and villains as anyone else. Unfortunately, we tend to inflict our villains on other people. I want you to get this evidence back to the lighter, head back to the pinnace, and then take word of this instantly back to Admiral Harkaman.”
 

 Bentfork looked troubled. “And what about you?”
 

 “I’m going to stay here and continue to scout the area,” Karvall decided. “For a couple of days at least. I’ll take all the notes I can, and leave them in a rock cairn where we parked the lighter.”
 

 “Alexi?” Bentfork asked, cautiously, abandoning the niceties of rank and title. “What are you planning?”
 

 “Just as I said,” Karvall shrugged, nonchalantly. “I’m going to get as accurate a map of the compound as possible, and get exact numbers on the guards and defenses. And then,” he said, just as casually, “I’m going to get myself captured.”
 

 “What?” Bentfork asked, surprised.
 

 “I’m going to let them take me prisoner, I think. I’ll think of some subterfuge – she can’t know that I’m sworn to Prince Trask and Tanith, now. The last time I saw her, she was being led away in chains. Don’t worry,” he assured his skeptical friend, “I won’t do anything to endanger the princess, you have my word. But this is a golden opportunity to get someone inside. Look, leave me all the rations and the maps and survival gear, okay? You can pilot back to orbit easily enough, and our host ship will be happy to speed you back to Tanith, once he knows he’s getting paid so much to do it.”
 

 “I don’t know,” Bentfork frowned. “I’ve never flown solo before,” he admitted.
 

 “It’s just like your training,” Karvall insisted. “The ship does most of the work. And all you have to do is get to orbit and make the rendezvous. You can manage it, believe me.”
 

“What about you?” Bentfork asked, not looking convinced. “I’m just going to leave you here on a rock with a million neobarbs with nothing but a couple of carbines and a knife?”
 

Karvall flashed him a small, quick grin. “I’ll be fine. Believe me. The Princess is our primary concern, and we have a lot better chance at rescuing her if we have a man on the inside. Trust me: I have a plan. I think I know just how to talk my way through those thugs. You just come back with a couple of ships and a platoon of Golden Hand, and we’ll be back in Rivington in time for the Winter Ball.”
 




 



 



 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Five:
 

The Rescue Of Princess Elaine
 



 
 

 Valerie was sweating profusely as she drove her fist into the air, ostensibly at the mid-section of the soldier in front of her. It seemed like such a primal, basic, couldn’t-possibly-miss shot – and then the man lightly deflected the blow by doing no more than tapping her wrist a little. That threw the shot off-target and Valerie off-balance just long enough so that he could turn the tap into a tug. Then Valerie was suddenly flat on her back, staring up at the ceiling of the private gymnasium.
 

 “You over-extended your blow while you were out of balance,” the man explained as he helped her up. “If your feet aren’t firmly placed, then you can’t get the leverage to land a proper strike. And if you do it right in front of a free hand that can deflect it, then you’ve as much as handed the bout to your opponent.”
 

 “Excellent advice,” Valerie admitted, as she took her position again. “Let’s try it one more time.”
 

 She had been doing this daily for the last five days. After wallowing in self-pity, despair, and volcanic rage, she had finally pulled herself back into the land of the living. Lucas was still gone. Elaine was still a captive. Valerie had no idea when or how either of them would eventually resurface, but until then she needed to be strong, and make Tanith strong. Because she could imagine a day where that strength would be needed, and she wanted to be prepared.
 

 So she had Colonel Festersan send over his top hand-to-hand combat instructor for private lessons, and they spent two hours in the gym every day on the various ways to fight without weapons. She also had begun practicing with pistol, carbine, and submachine gun at a range she’d had created off of the west wing – it had originally been a sculpture garden of dubious art, but it served admirably as a wide open space where she could perfect her aim. 
 

 Today she was working through some more advanced techniques, and Captain Edmonsan was adept at gently showing her how to strike and disable a man without offending either her feminine sensibilities or her royal dignity – mostly by ignoring the fact she had either, and treating her like any other recruit. 
 

 This time she waited until Edmonsan twisted by before she dropped to one knee, drew back her right hand, and pounded it into his muscular thigh.
 

 “Well done!” he howled. “Hard enough so that I almost felt it!”
 

 “Two inches to the left and you would have,” she agreed.
 

 “Which is exactly where you should have struck – though I’m grateful you restrained yourself. Again?”
 

 She was about to agree when the door to the room opened, admitting Lady Ashley, still in a sling, and Countess Dorothy, the Royal Physician, Minister of Health, and best doctor on the planet. She’d also become a close friend, over the course of Valerie’s pregnancy. She was still monitoring her post-partum condition, but Valerie knew that the exams were more of an excuse to determine her mental and emotional state. 
 

 “I think we’re finished for the day, Captain,” she said, bowing respectfully. “Same time tomorrow, please.”
 

 “As you wish, Highness,” he said, bowing deeply. “And you’re impressing me with your progress.”
 

 Valerie wiped the sweat from her face with a towel as the beefy officer strutted past the two women with a respectful nod.
 

 “Great Ghu, did you see those . . . that . . . arms, shoulders, back, legs . . .” Ashley said, reverently. “My goodness, you grow them . . . firm on Tanith!” Her pretty eyes were wide with appreciation. 
 

 “Our biggest export,” Valerie grudgingly agreed. “Big, strong, manly men.” She couldn’t help but think of Lucas. Though he was no muscular giant like the good Captain, he was as well-formed as anyone, and had a handsome face to boot. Not that she cared that much what he looked like – he’d won her over with his compassion and grace as much as anything. She missed him desperately, and worried about him incessantly, and she often felt guilty that she was so focused on Elaine when her father was just as missing. But she knew he could take care of himself. 
 

At least, that’s what she kept telling herself. 
 

 “That’s what got me to sign the recruitment slip,” murmured Countess Dorothy with a snort. She was easily twenty years Valerie’s senior, but she had the earthy outlook of a young woman, combined with the experience and perspective of a middle-aged professional. “Back home on Marduk, you couldn’t find a man who looked like that who didn’t already have a boyfriend.”
 

 “Tell me about it,” Ashley declared expressively. “Five bookish, spineless bores for every decent man. I had more poetry read to me in college . . . here they can barely read anything other than a battle order, and it’s so, so —”
 

 “Refreshing?” offered Dorothy, cocking an eyebrow.
 

 “Yeah,” Ashley agreed, with a giggle.
 

 “If you two are done acting like lust-struck schoolgirls,” Valerie frowned, “we can get on with this.” She sat down on the massage table at the edge of the gym and waited while Countess Dorothy set up her portable scanners – and inevitably exchanged looks with Ashley. Valerie rolled her eyes. “I can appreciate a good man as much as the next girl, but my good man is not here right now, if you recall.”
 

 “Sorry, Highness,” Ashley said, guiltily biting her lip.
 

 “Relax, Val,” Dorothy said, dismissively, as she glanced at the monitor. “Your blood pressure is spiking a bit. Okay, good, good, and good. Any pain?”
 

 “Just from falling on my arse half the morning,” she admitted. “The good Captain doesn’t pull punches.”
 

 “You’ll get used to it,” Dorothy nodded. “My first two weeks of basic training for the Navy, I was bruised head to toe. Of course, I didn’t have the luxury of a personal trainer and a nice soft padded mat . . .”
 

 “Yes, I’m such a hedonist,” Valerie said, dryly.
 

 “But Captain Biceps looked pleased,” she continued. “Apparently you’re turning into quite the street fighter.”
 

 “I just want to be in shape for when we catch up to Spasso,” the princess said, quietly. “I might decide to personally beat him to death. I want to be prepared.”
 

 “And here I thought you were trying to fit into your gown for the Winter Ball,” Ashley said, rolling her eyes. “I couldn’t believe you didn’t cancel it, under the circumstances.”
 

 “I can’t,” Valerie said with a sigh. “Life in Rivington has to go on. Besides, it’s a benefit for the new hospital. Can’t disappoint my Minister of Health.”
 

 “Your Minister of Health is done with you,” Dorothy declared. “You’re healthy as one of those big ugly bisonoids the Gram people are always talking about.”
 

 “My milk has dried up,” Valerie said, quietly. “Almost completely.”
 

 “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Dorothy assured her with a matronly pat as she put her equipment away, “I can give you a hormone shot that will have you lactating again in no time once we get the baby back. I—”
 

 “Excuse me, Highness,” came the discreet voice of her maid, Lishia, at the doorway. “War Office on the screen, Admiral Harkaman. There is news,” she said, simply, but with just enough urgency to compel Valerie to action.
 

 Valerie sprinted across the mat and into the next room, an amusement room that she had barely used, but which had the closest viewscreen available. The bearded face of Harkaman was on the screen, his hair looking even grayer than usual. But there was a look of excitement in his eyes and a twist to his lips that made her heart race.
 

 “We’ve found her!” he said, his eyes gleaming triumphantly. Valerie’s heart skipped a beat, as Dorothy and Ashley crowded in behind her. Harkaman’s eyes opened a little wider in surprise, and he nodded respectfully to the others. “Lady Ashley . . . Countess.”
 

“Your report, Admiral?” Valerie prompted him.
 

“One of Alvyn’s ‘friends’ arrived just moments ago, with one of the Golden Hand: Bentfork’s son, Nogal. Apparently Karffard’s guess about Spasso paid off: the recon team reports a 99% certainty that Princess Elaine is being held in a neobarb fortress on Mertha,” he reported, gleefully. “We even got a blurry photoprint image,” he said, holding it up.
 

 It was a baby, no doubt about that. You could barely distinguish the eyes, nose and mouth, from the grainy picture. But for some reason – call it maternal instinct – Valerie knew without a doubt that it was Elaine. She’d know that baby from any other in the universe. Suddenly her frustration and anger welled up, replacing the sorrow that had haunted her for weeks, and transforming it into adamant resolve. Harkaman continued, “Not enough for a positive identification by itself, but according to the recon team the baby in the picture was in the same room as this woman,” he said, holding up a second photoprint to the screen.
 

 “I don’t know her,” Valerie said, shaking her head. 
 

 “Pretty, though,” Countess Dorothy admitted.
 

 “She looks mean,” Lady Ashley said, wrinkling up her nose.
 

 “She is,” confirmed Harkaman. “And there’s no reason why you would know, I suppose. Luckily, our scouts on the ground recognized her. One even stayed behind: Alexi Karvall. He’s the one who figured out who she is. Her Majesty Evita Ward, former Queen of Gram. Angus’ second wife. Widow, now. It appears that she’s been tasked with taking care of Princess Elaine.”
 

 “And she’s been working with Spasso?” Valerie declared, excitedly.
 

 “We believe it’s too much of a coincidence not to pursue,” Harkaman nodded. “The timing is right. From what Alvyn said, we know she fled Gram about the same time he did. Your orders, Highness?”
 

 “Admiral Harkaman,” Valerie said, her eyes narrowing, her nostrils flaring as she squared her shoulders, “Prepare the fleet for immediate deployment. Leave sufficient force behind to secure the planet, but every other ship we can spare should be armed, loaded, and ready to depart by this time tomorrow. Have your people draw up a battle plan that ensures the safe return of my daughter. I’ll expect a progress report in six hours.”
 

 “As you command, Highness!” Harkaman said, with more energy than the old man had shown in weeks. Indeed, he had a visceral growl to his voice that almost made Valerie shiver.
 

 “Oh, and Admiral?” the Countess added, as he reached to switch off, “You are long overdue for your physical. Do I have to come up to the Corisande to do it?”
 

 Harkaman frowned. “Is that really necessary?”
 

 The countess shrugged. “I can mention it to Her Highness,” she said, ignoring the fact that her sovereign was still sweating right next to her, “and she can order you. I’m simply trying to be nice about it.”
 

 “When we get back from Mertha,” he agreed, reluctantly. 
 

 “That will have to do, I suppose,” the Countess nodded. “Good hunting, Admiral.”
 

 Harkaman started to say something, then thought better of it and gruffly signed off.
 

 “Oh, my,” Ashley giggled. “He didn’t like that at all. I heard a rumor that he’s got a mistress somewhere in Rivington.”
 

 “Who would want an old coot like that?” Dorothy asked, annoyed. “With a bunch of strapping young fellows like Captain Biceps around?”
 

 “Oh, I don’t know,” Ashley said, amused, “Admiral Harkaman is quite distinguished. A real gentleman.”
 

 Valerie rolled her eyes but didn’t comment. Ashley had always been a little boy crazy, especially when they were in school together on Marduk. She couldn’t argue about her attraction to Harkaman, though. He was as manly a man as you could ask for, even if he was old enough to be Ashley’s –and Valerie’s! – grandfather. Still, if the Royal Nanny wanted to daydream about men, that was a harmless enough pastime, especially since she didn’t have much else to do since the abduction. She might seem a little flighty, but she was one of the best child development students Valerie had seen, outside of herself. She had been her top pick for a nanny. And only days into her tenure with darling little Elaine, she had been shot up by mercenaries who’d abducted the baby princess. 
 

 Four submachine gun bullets had hit her – yet she had refused to be shipped back to Marduk to recuperate . . . and find a new job. She seemed confident that little Elaine would be returned, and while Valerie suspected that part of her enthusiasm was designed to keep her optimistic, she also knew few other nannies could handle that kind of workplace violence and still stay on the job.
 

 “I’m going to pack,” Valerie said, as she led the two women back towards the residential part of the manor. “Doctor, I’d like you to accompany us to Mertha, if you can be spared.”
 

 “There’s nothing that can’t get done without me,” she assured. “I’ll be happy to come.”
 

 “You, too, Ashley, if you’re up to it. I don’t know what kind of—I don’t know what we’ll find,” she said, carefully, “but I want to be prepared for all contingencies.”
 

 “Why me?” Ashley asked, confused. “You want me to go on a rescue mission?”
 

 “Because you’re my friend, you’re my nanny, and I might need to trade your virtue to a rapacious neobarb warlord in order to get my daughter back,” Valerie said, with a straight face.
 

 Ashley’s eyes got wide and she paused in her stride. “As my Princess wishes,” she squeaked, mildly, and continued. 
 

 Valerie wanted to kick herself for that completely uncalled-for jibe. Ashley had tried to protect her daughter by throwing herself at a mercenary twice her size, and had been grievously wounded for it. And she was still wracked with guilt that she hadn’t been able to stop the attackers . . . even though five highly trained Golden Hand guardsmen, including their veteran Captain, had died trying the same thing.
 

 “Oh, don’t take me so seriously!” Valerie groaned. “We just had a break in the case, and I’m starting to feel a little like myself again. And I doubt your virtue would be enough, anyway.”
 

“What if you get there and Spasso isn’t willing to bargain?” Dorothy asked, quietly. “Or what if he demands your crown in exchange for Elaine?”
 

“I’m not going to Mertha to negotiate,” Valerie assured her. “I’m going to get my daughter. And when I finally catch up to Garvan Spasso, he’s going to wish his father and his mother had never agreed to a price. Damn him!”
 



 
 

* * *
 



 
 

 Lt. Karvall spent three local “days” in the bush, using the remote snooper every dark period, until he had not only compiled a detailed map of the compound’s interior, but he had actually begun to get to know the personal habits of some of the individuals who lived there. It was almost entertaining, watching these characters live their lives from a distance. Seeing their hopes, dreams, trials and ordeals played out in the setting of a remote, desolate hill fort. And what an intriguing cast it was.
 

The warlord, for instance, who was anticipating a big pay-off from his good friend Spasso – which he pronounced ‘Spazzo’ – and was even willing to cede his master suite at the top of the tower as a nursery to get it. His lieutenant, who was as obsequious and loyal to his master’s face as he was treacherous and disrespectful behind his back wanted to possess the beautiful off-world woman watching the baby in the worst way. The night watch captain, who began his duties with four shots of something clear and potent and ended them with an extended trip to the privy. The compound’s cook, a slave woman taken from her home so many years ago she had forgotten the name of the place, and who knew no other life than cooking the same vat of soup every day. 
 

 And then there was Evita. She was the highlight of Karvall’s entertainment.
 

Evita who hated the climate, the freakish day and night cycle, the smell of the natives, the food, the weather, the very air she breathed . . . and who hated the baby most of all. After listening to her non-stop complaining for two days, Karvall felt like he knew a lot more about her relationship to Spasso than he’d speculated about. For one thing, they were business partners, not lovers, though not for the lack of Spasso trying. For another, Evita was in permanent exile as a condition of her sentence –she would be condemned to death, should she ever return to Gram. And it was clear that she had some ambitions of her own outside kidnapping, and was merely playing along with Spasso until she could put her plans into action. What those were, exactly, Karvall couldn’t fathom from her irate outbursts at the natives who were entrusted with her care. But he inferred quite a bit from what she didn’t say, as well.
 

 She was nearly alone, here on Mertha. Spasso was not on the planet. He had detailed her and a few other trusted lackeys to keep the baby healthy while he negotiated, and kept his neobarbarian thugs around to watch them as much as protect them. Evita was not happy with that – at all. Observing her just a few hours with the infant convinced Karvall that there was not a maternal bone in her body. She cursed and screamed at the baby, forced a peasant woman to change and bathe her, and could barely stand feeding her from a bottle. 
 

The baby, for her part, didn’t seem to like her captor either, and the sound of Evita’s voice often made her cry. Karvall’s heart nearly broke after the former queen cut loose with a litany of cursing viler than any he had heard in a barracks. 
 

 After three (local) days, he compiled his report, made his recommendations, and then trudged back to the landing site to conceal most of his weapons, equipment and his notes in a rock cairn near to where the landing legs of the lighter had left their impression. He reviewed a few maps and notes he’d made in orbit, and then headed back towards the stronghold a different way than he’d come. 
 

 It was time to enact his planned infiltration of the enemy.
 

 He went to a spot where he knew the foot patrols around the encampment liked to linger, out of sight of the main castle. Every soldier knows those places where he can linger, relax, and perhaps even catch a quick nap without calling the attention of his superior officers, whether that soldier was an elite special forces commando from a highly civilized world, or a thuggish, illiterate barbarian whose technical knowledge did not extend beyond the ability to load, fire, and clean his weapon. The Merthan neobarbs were no different than anyone else. Karvall caught a sentry in a vulnerable moment, quickly broke his neck, and stripped him of his gear and his weapons before disposing of the body in a ravine.
 

 The man’s clothing was primitive and utilitarian, and it fit over his unadorned Sword World fatigues well enough. He had taken the time to remove and conceal his unit insignia and rank, of course, and after he pulled on the pungent leather-and-fur vest over it, he almost looked the part of a disreputable bandit. He’d kept his Sword World pistol, however, unwilling to rely on captured weapons. It was a serious weapon in good repair, and he was loath to abandon it.
 

 He continued south, along the ridge tops, being careful to stay out of sight of the other sentries, until he was able to come to the picket encampment at the mouth of the valley. He confidently shouldered the ancient carbine he’d stolen as he strode into camp like he lived there.
 

 He was shocked how long it took before anyone challenged him. These were some really lazy barbarians, he decided as he strode confidently past the pickets. Finally, as he came to a crude barricade of rough-hewn logs and stones, two big, black-bearded fellows in long leather coats carrying rifles with bayonets halted him, and questioned him in heavily-accented Lingua Terra. 
 

He explained, arrogantly, that he was in service to His Excellency Count Garvan Spasso, with an urgent message for Her Majesty, Queen Evita, formerly of Gram. 
 

 The neobarbs were reluctant to let him past – no doubt holding out for a bribe – but Karvall was firm. He insisted they screen Her Majesty for confirmation. Of course, they didn’t have any screens, or any other way save a runner to get a message two miles back up the valley, so they just let him pass. Lazy.
 

 The second and third checkpoints went similarly. By the fourth, he had it down to a science. Of course, the fourth sentry was where they started asking tougher questions.
 

 “Who zent you?” the big barbarian asked, brandishing a simple large-caliber revolver around like a baton. 
 

 “His Excellency, Garvan Spasso,” Karvall said, not having to feign exasperation too much. The man looked at him as if he had three heads. 
 

 “Zarbo has no notice!” the man finally declared. “Why no one give Zarbo warning?”
 

 “Probably because His Excellency has been a little busy,” Karvall shot back, angrily. “Who else but one of his men would know that Her Majesty was within? Eh? Along with . . . the little ‘package’,” he added, knowingly. “Do you really want me to report to His Excellency how you turned away his trusted messenger? I hear he can do things to a man with that new robotic arm, terrible things—”
 

 “All right! Zarbo let you through!” the man finally cried. “But you tell Spazzo how helpful Zarbo be, eh? This be good raiding time of year, and Zarbo’s men sit in camp, restless!”
 

 “Of course,” Karvall bowed. “I’ll make a point of ensuring you get exactly the reward you deserve, my friend.”
 

 The mercenary captain grunted and waved him through. One more checkpoint, where he had to get even more belligerent, and he was finally at the gate of the compound he had spent so long studying.
 

 “I’d like a word with the Queen,” he told the big warlord, Barsaro, when he was finally admitted to the interior. The man was suspicious at once, but then Karvall expected that. Barsaro was constantly suspicious of being betrayed, likely because his men were constantly plotting to betray him.
 

 “Queen? What Queen is this?” the grizzled old warrior asked in a deep, gravelly voice.
 

 “The Queen in the top room of the castle, my lord,” Karvall assured him. “His Excellency wished for me to check on her condition, the condition of the hostage, and inform him of any problems with your hospitality.”
 

 “You one of Spazzo’s men?”
 

 “I’ve been in service to His Excellency since before he lost his hand,” Karvall agreed. That was not, technically, a lie. “Indeed, I was present at the vile duel where he was so unjustly maimed. I took ship with him on the Seven Stars on its maiden voyage from gram,” he added, proudly – and truthfully. Of course, he had been sickened to learn that the man in command was the infamous Garvan Spasso at the time, but it had been a means to an end.
 

 “Very well,” sighed Barsaro, heavily. “Why you don’t land ship here?”
 

 “What?” Karvall asked, acting shocked. “And alert any potential observers to your location? What kind of fool do you take His Excellency for? All the care and planning that he put into keeping – the hostage – keeping her whereabouts a secret, and you think he’d send one of his most trusted people to her with a big flashing sign that says ‘here she is!’ to any spies about?”
 

 Barsaro snorted. “There are no spies here,” he said, confidently. “I know all my men by sight. All with me many seasons,” he assured.
 

 “Indeed? Well, then how come His Excellency told me, specifically, to beware your man Gomero? Your lieutenant? Word has come that he has sold you out already, Lord Barsaro.” That was untrue, of course, but not outside the realm of possibility. In the days he had monitored the compound, Gomero, the lieutenant, had proven his lack of loyalty to Karvall’s satisfaction. “It’s possible that you’ve been scouted already. There are mercenaries everywhere who would be happy to stick a knife in your back – or His Excellency’s – to claim the huge reward for his capture. You did know about the reward, didn’t you?”
 

 “Bah! No one ever pays reward, not to Barsaro!” he dismissed. “Spazzo told me of their tricks.”
 

 “They might not pay out to you,” agreed Karvall, reluctantly, “but that doesn’t mean they won’t pay out to others. Have your men search the area. Look for any signs of reconnaissance.” The warlord looked skeptical. “Do it!” Karvall ordered, letting his voice crack a bit in the process. “If this operation is compromised because you couldn’t control your own lieutenant—”
 

 “All right, all right, I do it,” Barsaro agreed. “But Spazzo is crazy – no one spy on us here. No one know Queen and baby is here—”
 

 “And don’t mention . . . ‘the package’!” Karvall insisted, scandalized. “I don’t care how many of your men already know, don’t mention it! Ever!”
 

 “You sword people all crazy,” the man condemned. “You go see Queen. No one else wants to.”
 

 “Just check the area,” Karvall reminded. “If your man is honest, then you won’t find anything. If he’s sold you out . . .” he said, letting the sentence trail off as he trudged up the narrow stone staircase.
 

 He knocked and waited a polite amount of time before opening the door. The former queen was reading a microbook and looking annoyed at the interruption, but since Karvall possessed the only clean-shaven face in the compound, she knew instantly he wasn’t a native.
 

 “Your Majesty,” Karvall said in his best obsequious voice, as he bowed as low as he could. The fact that he felt like vomiting instead of bowing helped. He loathed Evita, and everything she stood for. “I come on behalf of his Excellency, Count Garvan—”
 

 “Yes, fine, you’re yet another one of his lackeys,” she said, disgusted. “Unless you came to rescue me from this godforsaken mudball, I could care less!”
 

 “Patience, Majesty,” he crooned. “The plan is well in motion. I am Sir Bedford Karvall – perhaps His Excellency has seen fit to mention me to your Majesty?” he asked, expectantly.
 

 Evita looked at him blankly, her pretty face contorted in disgust. “No, you fawning twit, he didn’t. Nor would I care. I don’t care what kind of lickspittles he has to do his laundry; I just want him to live up to his part of the deal!”
 

 “Oh, he will, Majesty,” Karvall assured her. “You will get everything you deserve. You have Garvan Spasso’s word on it.” He crossed casually to the crib. “This is . . . she?”
 

 “Yes, the horrid little brat. I told your master that I was not the right choice to look after the wretched creature, but he insisted. Gave me some garbage about a princess of the blood requiring regal care, but I think he just wanted me out of his way!”
 

 “Your Majesty’s safety and comfort are of supreme importance to His Excellency,” Karvall agreed. “The moment that this affair is over, you will be restored, as agreed.” He didn’t actually have much idea what Spasso may have promised this fallen monarch, but he had a pretty solid guess as to what the terms might include. 
 

“Speaking of your safety,” he said, as he leaned in closer to inspect Princess Elaine – yes, she was the spitting image of her father, Prince Lucas, he could see, and had her mother’s distinctive sapphire-blue eyes, “word has come that someone – likely one of the filthy neobarbarians below – has gotten word to a smuggler or mercenary. I’m having the matter investigated now, but should the worst happen, Your Majesty should stick with me. I have a ship concealed not to far from here – we could be there in moments by aircar – and if any . . . unpleasantness should occur, we can slip away and be in orbit before the smoke clears.”
 

 Evita shook her pretty head. “That’s not what the plan was—”
 

 “The plan didn’t include the possibility of being assaulted by mercenaries in the midst of delicate negotiations!” Karvall exploded. “Do you have any idea how much the Prince of Tanith is willing to pay for that little girl? And Garvan Spasso’s head? Millions!”
 

 “I know,” she said, with a sigh. “Wait – millions? Bah! But it was supposed to be that ugly wench from Marduk who was supposed to be here, too! How am I going to be able to marry Lucas Trask and press my claim to the throne of Gram when he’s not a widower, yet? I could kill your master for that failure!”
 

 “Yes, well, His Excellency was improvising, using what crude tools he had. And the Tanith princess is most . . . unpredictable, believe me. You should have seen how she gloated the day my poor master lost his hand—”
 

 “Yes, I’m sure it was tragic,” Evita said, unsympathetically. “But leaving her alive like that seriously puts a kink in my plans! Mark my words, Lucas Trask is going to come back to Gram to take the throne away from Omfray the Pretender, and when he does, he will have the rightful Queen of Gram by his side! Once the people see us together . . .” she said, trailing off dreamily. “That is, once she’s dead, and I’m off of this miserable excuse for a planet!”
 

“His Excellency chose this site because it was remote and well-protected. If it is no longer well-protected . . . well, he has to look to his investment, doesn’t he? At the first sign of trouble with the natives, we take an aircar and retreat. No questions. No waiting for orders. We go . . . or we might not have another chance. His Excellency’s orders. Is that understood?”
 

“Yes, yes,” she said, annoyed. “I’ll be glad to go. But I don’t think you have anything to worry about. I’ve been living here for weeks – I think its weeks, it’s too hard to tell with this insane daylight cycle! And as long as Gomero is keeping the men in line, you have nothing to worry about. If Barsaro was actually in charge, then we’d all be doomed.”
 

Karvall paused as he watched some runners, carbines slung over their shoulders, come through the front gate, gesturing wildly. Apparently they’d discovered the cozy little pocket on the bluff, above, that he’d used to spy on the compound. He’d tried his best to leave enough evidence behind to make it look like there were several soldiers there for a long time.
 

“Yes,” he said, absently. “I suppose as long as Gomero has things under control here, there’s nothing to worry about at all.”
 

Ten minutes later the sound of a gunshot rang out across the compound, and within an hour word had come that Gomero had been executed for betraying his leader, though he denied it to his dying breath. Then Barsaro called for Karvall to come down and go with him by rattletrap aircar to examine the overlook. For a bonus Alexi took him to the site where the lighter had landed. He knelt down, put his fingers into the depressions left by the landing gear, and straightened with a sigh.
 

“The good news is that this ratty old lighter probably didn’t come from Tanith,” he said, authoritatively. “It’s an older model, probably made on the Sword Worlds, but over twenty years old. Two-seater. The men were veterans of reconnaissance,” he declared. “They had some advanced gear, but mostly took notes. He peered around the site as if he were studying it. “And I think . . . I might be wrong, but I think they killed a sentry. Probably discovered them, and force them to kill him. Are you missing any sentries?” he asked, trying to keep any interest from his voice.
 

“Duroto did not come back from duty several nights ago,” Barsaro admitted, suspiciously. “Perhaps he ran afoul of these mercenaries,” he sneered.
 

“Either that . . . or he was their contact,” Karvall pointed out. “How closely did this Duroto work with Gomero?”
 

“They barely knew each other!” dismissed Barsaro.
 

“Well, if you were a traitor about to kill your chief in his bed and take command of his troops, would you want to be seen frequently with your most trusted confederate?” Karvall pointed out. After he explained what some of the larger words meant, Barsaro nodded. 
 

“Spazzo has a good one in you,” he said, admiringly. “You see things for what they are.”
 

“Such a man as His Excellency constantly inspires,” Karvall insisted. What he inspired was nausea and wrath, mostly, but he was inspirational.
 

During his careful examination of the site, he scrupulously avoided calling attention to the cairn of rocks not twenty feet away. Since they were deferring to him as the expert, they didn’t ask questions. He leaned on the rattletrap and pretended to think out loud.
 

“Well, the closest planet to here that’s likely to have the kind of mercenaries for this sort of work is Vitharr,” he declared. “From my estimation, the lighter that was here departed no more than three days ago. Real days, not . . . local days. Figure a hundred hours in hyperspace, depending on their ship, another hundred hours to report and plan, another hundred hours to assemble any kind of force – enough to challenge your brave men, at least, that might take longer. Add in another fifty hours for general bickering, screw-ups, and such, then another hundred hours in hyperspace . . . my lord, I suggest that we have . . . carry the two . . . my lord, we have a full forty local days before we have to fear an attack.”
 

Karvall had been generous in his figuring, knowing he could expect help from Tanith in half that time. The Golden Hand, at least, would be able to send an advanced team. Enough for a rescue.
 

“Enough time for Spazzo to finish deal,” the rotund old warlord grunted. “Iz good. Men can relax. And I find out who else would dare betray Barsaro!”
 

“Excellent, my lord,” Karvall said, absently, scribbling a last few notes in the notepad he’d brought. He flipped it over with a nod of satisfaction, and then ripped out the next blank page. “If my lord will excuse me for the briefest of moments,” he said. “I think I need to duck back behind those rocks there and . . .” 
 

It took a few excruciating moments for him to communicate his apparent need, before the neobarbarian grunted and began lighting a local cigar. Whatever it was the Merthans smoked, it bore little resemblance to tobacco – it was far more unpleasantly pungent, and produced a kind of stupor.
 

Karvall quickly ducked behind the stone cairn and ducked, ripping off his page of last-minute instructions, stuffing it into the base of the cairn between two rocks, and then waited an appropriate amount of time before he stood and straightened his close.
 

“Ah, the rustic life,” he said, as he rejoined his hairy companions. “There’s really nothing finer.”
 

 




 

 * * *

 

 




 

 The next couple of days were busy for Karvall, although he did his best to appear bored. Indeed, he spent much of his time pretending to drink, which put him in proximity to Barsaro quite often. While he pantomimed his drinking, the warlord did his best to consume every drop in sight; to the point where Karvall was shocked the thick neobarb could still breathe. But it was one of these binges that led to Spasso’s barbaric ally revealing something about the man that Karvall wouldn’t have guessed.
 

 It was while Barsaro was expounding on Spasso’s good faith and trustworthiness that he decided to show Karvall his master’s “treasure”.
 

 “Of all people, Spazzo knows Barsaro keeps faith with his comrades,” he rumbled, as he got up from the table in his quarters where they’d been drinking. “Barsaro is good friend. Trusty. He keep Spazzo’s special secret treasure here,” he said, whispering loudly.
 

 “My master’s most precious possessions?” Karvall asked, feigning drunkenness. “Impossible!”
 

 “Iz true!” the man insisted. “I show you – come!” he said, as he waddled over to a trap door in the wooden floor. “This leads to my secret chamber,” he confided. The rotund old bandit could barely fit down the narrow stairs, but Karvall found it easy enough. At the bottom, there was a narrow tunnel that led into a rough-hewn chamber. Karvall didn’t want to look down and figure out what the debris he was crunching through might be – he focused on Barsaro, who was activating a cheap electric light.
 

 “See?” he asked, proudly, as he gestured towards the pile. “What finery . . . silks, gold, jewels . . . look at this magnificent weapon!” he said, triumphantly, as he lifted a deadly-looking .40 machine gun from the loot. It was not of Sword World manufacture, Karvall knew at once. It was a design descended from a classic light infantry support weapon used by the Federation during the System States War, centuries ago. The Sword World equivalent was a shorter, heavier weapon, usually, with a tripod, not a bipod. That immediately sparked his interest. 
 

He fawned over the deadly beauty with his drunken host, and then insisted on taking a picture of him to commemorate the occasion. In the fearsome photo the old coot brandished the weapon with grisly menace – giving him a perfect shot at the maker’s mark and serial number. 
 

While he had the camera out he made a quick sweep of the other loot. That’s when he discovered the real prize, a secure communication screen, with a small stack of microtapes and microbooks nearby. Again, not of Sword World manufacture. He had Barsaro pose with a particularly gaudy piece of silk wrapped around his head like a turban while he pocketed the microtapes. There were other items: espionage gear, explosives, and five thick stacks of banknotes, mostly Atonian sols, but also some Mardukan pounds and some Odin marks. While he wasn’t certain of all of the exchange rates into stellars, he was sure it was a considerable sum.
 

“Barsaro, old friend, my master does indeed have a trustworthy ally in you,” he praised the man after they’d returned to the surface. “I will be happy to praise you to him to the best of my ability. And your hospitality is the finest I’ve ever enjoyed.” 
 

“Barsaro hopes so,” the man said, tiredly, as he poured another drink into his great brass flagon. “It iz said the gods repay a man in the afterlife for what deeds he’s done in this one,” he grunted. “Barsaro iz good host. Maybe I get good place after I die, eh?”
 

“Oh, I hope it’s a very warm one,” Karvall assured him.
 

The warlord wasn’t the only one trying to get on his good side. He made as many visits to see the baby as he could manage without arousing suspicion. She was healthy enough, in his inexpert opinion, and two native women were always nearby to change her or feed her. But the third or fourth time he went up to Evita’s room, she finally confronted him.
 

“It isn’t just that baby you’re interested in, is it?” she said, accusingly.
 

“Your Majesty—?”
 

“Forget the royal baloney for a moment. I know what kind of affect I have on men,” she said, her voice softening. “I can understand how you find yourself—”
 

“Your Majesty is very attractive,” Karvall finally managed to get out. “But I could never deign to—”
 

She rolled her eyes. “I said, cut the royal baloney! Look, as far as I can tell, we’ve got at least another eight days – eight real days – before we hear from Garvan. That’s sixteen or so of these freakishly short ones. I’ve read every microbook here, I’ve played solitaire until my arm is about to fall off, and none of these savages can form a complete sentence or use a pronoun to save their life. I am bored, Sir Bedford. I demand you entertain me!” She shifted her hips and shoulders around until there was no doubt in Alexi’s mind just how the former queen wanted to be entertained.
 

“I—I – Your Majesty, I –” How could he explain that while she was physically attractive – even beautiful – that he found her so morally repugnant, not to mention inextricably connected to the regime that had seen Gram fall to ruin, that he had to restrain himself from choking her on the spot?
 

“Shhhh,” she said, fastening the only door out of the chamber. “Nobody needs to know. You’re a handsome one – too bad I didn’t spot you back on Gram. Believe me, I needed distraction, after tending to that sweaty old turd with the crown. Consider this . . . a special opportunity. Not every man can say that he has lain with a queen.”
 

“You make a compelling argument,” he said, quietly, nervously. He shot his eyes to the nearby cradle. He really didn’t see any way out of this without compromising his cover story.
 

“Oh, you can use it as an excuse, if you like. That would be perfect. You’re just coming up here to ‘check on the baby’, right?”
 

“Right,” Karvall conceded in a daze, as she undressed. “The care of the infant is of the utmost importance.”
 

“Then you are just doing your duty, aren’t you?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he conceded, as he drank in her naked charms. “The things one must do for the sake of duty.”
 

“Call me that again,” she said, breathlessly, as she took him into her arms. “I love it when I hear myself called ‘Your Majesty’ . . .”
 



 
 

 * * *

 

 




 

 At last, the sign he had been waiting for was spotted: a single column of smoke on the northern horizon, out past the jagged ridges of the nameless mountain chain. It provoked some curious looks from the Merthans, but little else. There were no human settlements in that area – indeed, it was a rocky wilderness too difficult to live on, according to the Merthans. That amazed Karvall – the Merthans seemed to grow rocks for a living. He merely noted it, and then quietly made certain that all of his preparations were in order.
 

 He made one last stop to check on the Princess, who was wide awake and cooed to him charmingly, her bright sapphire-blue eyes a perfect copy of her mother’s in miniature.
 

 “I wish you wouldn’t spend so much time doting over that thing,” Evita complained as she got undressed. “It’s bad enough that it has to be here in the first place. Shouldn’t I be the most interesting thing in the room?”
 


For one more day, you nasty little wench, Karvall thought to himself as he took off his own clothes. “Of course, Your Majesty.”
 




 



 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Six:
 

Welcome To Planet X
 



 
 

 “Welcome to your new home,” the grim-faced guard captain told the prisoners as they assembled in front of the airbus that had brought them here from the fortified spaceport. The wretched facility was on a rocky island out in the bay, connected to the mainland by a long causeway that had three separate checkpoints upon it. The ship they’d arrived on was still there, in the background, but once the airbus had thumped down in front of the camp’s headquarters complex, it might as well have been back on Tanith.
 

“Call it Planet X. You don’t need to know the real name of this planet, because it doesn’t exist,” the captain said, strutting down the uneven rows. Lucas had kept his men around him, of course, but there were over two hundred prisoners, total, who had been escorted off of the prison ship and into airbuses. “In fact, from this point forward, you don’t exist. As far as the outside world is concerned, at least.
 

“For whatever reason, you were all deemed too dangerous to keep around in civilized society. In the glorious Planetary National Republic of Aton there is no room for dangers such as you. So the Administrators, in their infinite wisdom, have found this . . . lovely little moon to put all the things which they wish to forget about. 
 

 “Let me tell you a little about your new home, Planet X. The local day is ten hours long. The gravity here is .81 Standard, due to this moon having such a dense core – so while you might feel strong now, in a few thousand hours your muscles will adapt and you will actually be weaker. We are on the one dry continent on the world, and I use the term ‘dry’ quite loosely: it rains nearly every day. There is only one starport, and only one ship which comes here, and that happens only every four thousand hours or so on a highly irregular schedule. 
 

“There is one town of natives, on the other side of the continent, and they are highly xenophobic and of a much lower socioeconomic order than you’re used to. They have no contragravity. They have no ships. It is four hundred miles to their town. Between here and there, there are toxic waste dumps. There are piles of radioactive slag. There are heaps of refuse and garbage too volatile to be consigned to mass energy conversion on a civilized world. There are biological contaminants here. The water is highly alkaline and barely drinkable. There are plenty of dangerous natural fauna – and flora. And then there are your fellow inmates. Any one of which can kill you. 
 

“As you can see,” he continued, gesturing to the long line of drab prefabricated huts behind him, “you have considerable freedom here. Indeed, we do little to structure your time. You may leave the camp at any time – at your own risk. But know that you will not be the first to do so. Some of the most vicious enemies of the Party have fled this camp, and linger now on the outskirts, out in the mud-flats, out in the swamps, and out in the hill country. They’ve been doing this for two generations, now, so I think you will find them nice and feral. And hungry. Some may have even mutated by now. 
 

 “If you don’t want to go hungry, or cold, then you merely need to submit your identification card at the Camp Headquarters Building, and after viewing a short re-educational program you will be issued rations. Or pure water. Or bedding. Or toiletries. One hour of viewing equals one full meal. You are, of course, welcome to grow your own food at your assigned quarters or gather it from the marshes. You will receive no help to do this – you are here to be re-educated and rehabilitated. You are encouraged to take advantage of the educational facilities at the headquarters building at any time. Doing so will increase your standard of living. It might even increase your chances of leaving Planet X alive. It has been done,” he conceded.
 

 “The Planetary Nationalist Party of Aton is alive and well on Planet X: a number of volunteers among the detainees have created a local branch which meets every ten days at the Headquarters Building. Membership and attendance earn you additional coupons for food and sundries. But membership is by no means mandatory: we want you to realize the advantages and purpose of Party membership without even a hint of coercion. 
 

 He looked around again, searching the faces of his new charges. “You may notice a distinct lack of guards in this camp. That is by design. All the guards are here to do is keep you from bothering the Headquarters Building and the spaceport. They do not keep order amongst the prisoners, except in the most extreme instances. If you attempt to molest the headquarters building, the spaceport, or any Atonian Rehabilitation Bureau’s personnel, non-lethal or lethal force may be used on you. Basic medical treatment is available in the headquarters building if needed, courtesy of the Planetary Nationalist Party of Aton, and free of charge. There is a small but popular library, too. Other than that . . . enjoy your time here on Planet X. It is the one thing which you now have in complete abundance.”
 

 The guard captain stomped off, without so much as a pause, while a small-boned functionary in charcoal gray fatigues began handing out “Welcome Kits”, which included a few basic toiletries, a few ration bars, a simple gray coverall, and a towel. Included in the packet was a room assignment. Each of the cabins could hold ten men, comfortably, and the bunks were assigned by name. Then the functionary left, too, and suddenly Lucas and his men were milling around, without supervision or restraint, for the first time since they’d been captured.
 

 “Gather the men,” he said quietly to Delio. “I want to address them.”
 

 “Of course, Highness,” he murmured, and began quietly directing his fellow Golden Hand guards to alert the rest of the men. A quick headcount revealed that all seventy-six who had been captured from the pinnace were accounted for.
 

 “Gentlemen,” Lucas said, just loud enough for everyone to hear him, “Let’s regroup a moment. We all made it here safely – wherever ‘here’ is – but I made a promise to you to get you all home safely, or die trying. For whatever reason, we’ve been sent here – and I don’t know where we are. I don’t know what direction home is in. I don’t know how we’re going to get there. And I don’t know when we’re going to be back. As you all know,” he said, picking out the faces of the men he’d gotten to know in the last few weeks, “I have a compelling reason to return: I have a beautiful wife and a beautiful daughter, and both of them need me. Some of you also have families. Some of you hope to have families, back home on Tanith. And that’s where you’ll have them. 
 

 “So here’s our plan: first, we get ourselves organized. I want to split into three groups – one to start the process of gaining rations, one to find and secure our lodging, and one to mingle with the rest of the population and discover the reality of the local politics. Someone is in charge out here, even if the guards are not. Lt. Delio will act as my executive officer, for now. He’ll lead the first team. Report anything unusual or even vaguely interesting to him or to one of the other Golden Hand. 
 

“We don’t know exactly what’s going to be useful yet, but we’ll figure it out. The important thing is we have to stay together, we have to stay strong, and we have to stay focused. We carry with us the pride of Tanith, and our own hope for survival – let’s ensure we live up to that pride, that hope. Now assemble into your teams and let’s begin.”
 

 There was a ragged cheer from the men, and then some muttering as the teams were chosen. Lucas noted that regardless of which teams were busy doing what, there were always at least two Golden Hand guards near to him at all times. 
 

 He joined the third team, the one investigating the camp’s inhabitants and layout. 
 

His fellow detainees were a depressed-looking lot, their hair long and their plain gray garments spattered with mud. There were over ten thousand of them in the camp, broken down in pie-shaped sections radiating out from the central headquarters building. Most were political dissidents, intellectuals or agitators who had crossed Aton’s authoritarian regime and had landed here for their troubles. A few were even taking the process of “re-education” seriously, and there were plenty of pro-Atonian residents who were blatantly trying to curry favor with the authorities by holding Party rallies and meetings and encouraging membership. 
 

 But there were many, many more who hated Aton, the Party, and all that it stood for. And some had been just too violent or too anti-social to live amongst the sterile confines of civilization. There was an ample gangster population, for instance, Lucas noticed: shifty-eyed men surrounded by overbearing thugs as they walked across the camp, other people moving out of their way.
 

 There was a ring around the headquarters building of small shanty shops, the “commercial district” of the camp, wherein just about anything could be purchased. A single avenue – actually, just a wide space between hemispheres of the camp – continued the commercial district all the way to the edge of the camp, where there was a rough little market set-up to trade vegetables and scavenged items. There were shops dedicated to gardening and microbooks, to clothing – all gray, Lucas noted – to shoes, a few small restaurants offering locally grown vegetables, a few bars selling homemade brews which tasted foul, and a few shops wherein the comfort of a man or woman could be rented by the half-hour, no questions asked. 
 

 Those last shops were the most frightening. About a third of the camp’s population was female, but the constant rain, mud, and rough conditions were brutal. As hard as the women tried to beautify themselves, the result was depressing and sad, not alluring in the slightest. 
 

 In just a few hours, Lucas was able to figure out that the more frightened of the wilderness a prisoner was, the closer they tried to get to the headquarters building and its illusion of security. Those who were antithetical to the Atonian regime tended to stay on the outskirts of the camp. And plenty of those on the outermost rim were willing to brave the dangers of the wilderness to bring back items for exchange.
 

 While wild-caught food was a hot commodity – although one bite of the slug-like white meat offered at one vendor turned Lucas’ stomach – the big draw was the scavenging. 
 

 “Yeah, Aton drops all their high-end garbage here,” a short, balding vendor explained to him, once he made it clear he was new in town. “Every big project that goes to pot but might be too embarrassing to just mass-convert gets sent here. Anything embarrassing. Wreckage. Trash. Wasted government funds on projects that don’t work. That sort of thing. The mudflats are one massive junkyard, so some of these fellas try to re-assemble the junk. That’s what I do, re-sell the junk.”
 

 And junk it was. The pile of rusty scraps on the vendor’s blanket was an eclectic mix of jerry-rigged electronics, simple machines inexpertly repaired, and even battered toys. Lucas poked through it with interest, though he didn’t see anything he or his men needed.
 

 That evening the three teams re-converged at Lucas’ quarters to exchange information and share a meal together. Lucas established that as a regular practice, as an exercise in keeping his men together in the face of the bitter despair that they were all starting to feel.
 

 “I know it looks bad right now, gentlemen. But I expect you to fulfill your sworn duties, and I will fulfill mine. There has got to be some way off of this rock, and if we have to build a space ship ourselves out of junk, mud and Party literature, we will find it.”
 

 “Wouldn’t it be easier just to take the one that brought us?” one man asked from the rear, Mr. Pierce, his voice dangerously close to whining. “Or the next one, seeing as how that one left already. I mean, we don’t even know where the Nifflheim we are!”
 

 “An excellent point, Mr. Pierce: thank you for volunteering to find out. We can table the issue of escape for the moment, however, until we have a better idea of what resources we have to work with. Mr. Delio, can you sum up the local political situation for us?”
 

 The young officer shrugged elegantly. “About what you would figure, Sire. Outside of the central Headquarters Complex, six or seven large blocs control the camp, proper, broken down by region. Typical prison power blocs: ethnic and political divisions, criminal organizations, plus some out-and-out thugs. Most are fairly well-organized mutual-protection-and-support groups that oversee social assistance, but each one has a militant component. The big ones surround the blasted Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party – sycophants who believe if they scream how devout they are to the Party, they might get to go home again – two criminal gangs exported from Aton in toto, it seems, something called the United Front for the Reformation of Aton, an organization known as the Planet X Cooperative, and the Atonian Royalists. That’s a little group of exiles sent here after the Party took total control fifty years ago or so and decided that being a King was not congruent with the Party’s egalitarian social policies. The King was a Mardukan puppet, by all accounts, but still . . . it seems rude.”
 

 “Yes, it’s shocking how poorly the Atonians treat royalty,” mused Lucas, with a smirk. That brought a welcome chuckle from the rest of them. “Anyone else?”
 

 “Those are the large groups, give or take, but there are plenty of smaller communities too. Monks from Nuit, neobarb insurgents from Sif, corporate criminals from Enlil, warlords from Bubastis, pirates, spies, and ne’er-do-wells of all sorts from across their fetid little empire. Some are dangerous, most just want to be left alone and go home.”
 

 “And does everyone play well together?” Lucas asked.
 

 “Actually, things are fairly civilized, considering. There’s sporadic fighting over territory, women, and supplies, but the local gangs have the situation pretty well in hand. Some of them go back to the camp’s founding. Some are more recent imports. There’s around a two-week waiting period considered customary before we’ll be expected to declare our loyalties . . . or decide to head for the swamps. Constant new arrivals either get assimilated or they get booted into the wilderness pretty quickly.”
 

 “Good, it sounds like a system we can work with. Mr. Jameson, how’s our food situation?”
 

 “Well, we learned an awful lot about why water conservation isn’t just important to Aton’s society and the Party, but how it could save the planet. Oh, and why aristocratic forms of government are inherently inferior, oppress the people, and are doomed to failure.”
 

 “I’ll be quite interested in seeing that one,” Lucas said, dryly. That got another chuckle out of the men. That was a good sign. Most of them were scared and depressed over their seemingly impossible plight. He needed to appear relaxed, calm, and in charge of the situation – and no matter what, don’t allow them to see just how much he shared their feelings.
 

 “Now, the first order of business is raising our standard of living a little. I don’t want a man here to go hungry or cold tonight, or any night hereafter. So we focus on building up whatever surplus we can, and ensure we won’t have to spend all of our time with our eyes glued to Aton’s propaganda screens. Once we manage that, and figure out where we are, we’ll take the next step and figure out how to get home. Remember, Tanith is counting on us. Dismissed.”
 

 As the men wandered off to their bunks, Lt. Delio and Lt. Barnes hung back to address him directly, as Lt. Jameson helped get the men to their assigned bunks in the prefab sheds.
 

 “Okay, Gentlemen, now tell me what you really think,” Lucas said quietly. They glanced at each other and nodded. 
 

 “Well, Sire, the Atonians in charge here aren’t any happier about the posting than we are – it’s a punishment, akin to banishment. That tiny settlement on the other side of the continent is the only other human habitation, and they don’t possess a spaceport. Or contragravity. They ship whatever it is they grow here to the camp a few times a year, and then it goes back with the prison ship,” Barnes supplied.
 

 “Further, the tribes surrounding the camp are, indeed, feral,” added Delio. “But not entirely unfriendly. They prowl the junkyards and slag heaps for things they can trade in camp. Descendants of prisoners, or neobarbs from other worlds trying to rebuild their lives. No raiding of the camp, from what I can tell. The tribes all have alliances with the power blocs inside the camp, so it seems like a pretty stable system. Oh, until recently: a band of new prisoners weren’t playing nicely and got kicked out of camp. They built a little fort in the wastelands and everyone else is afraid to go near there, now. They were insurgents on some Atonian trade world who got caught in a trap, then got sent here for ‘reeducation’. And they apparently don’t like anyone who isn’t them strongly enough to shoot them.”
 

 “They have guns?” Lucas asked, intrigued.
 

 “Crossbows,” Delio corrected, running his finger across his chin thoughtfully. “The weapon of choice of the scrapheap. And spears and knives and clubs, of course. Guns are rare here on . . . Planet X,” he continued with a smirk. “Not even the guards have much ammunition. The commandant is afraid of mutiny or an uprising – it’s happened a few times -- so they only have a few rounds each. The rest is stored in a cargo container in orbit, where one of the lighters at the spaceport can go fetch it if needed.”
 

 “Now that is interesting,” Lucas nodded. “Very interesting. Give the guards just enough rounds to keep the prisoners at bay, but not so many that they start feeling independent. We might be able to use that. Anything else? Potential allies, perhaps?”
 

 “Hard to tell, yet, Sire,” admitted Barnes. “Almost everyone here is from Aton or one of its dependents. With a few foreigners who got in the way mixed in. On the bright side, there might be a few Mardukans around. But that doesn’t mean that they’d necessarily be well-disposed to us. It looks like we’re the first Space Vikings to get sent here, and there’s no one particularly interested in being our friend just yet.”
 

 “Keep looking around,” Lucas ordered, tiredly. “See who’s got the most resources, the most man-power, and the most pull with the guards. If we’re going to get off this planet, we’re not going to be able to do it alone. If that means taking over the whole camp and starting an uprising, capturing a ship, and flying it to a friendly port, fine. But we’re going to need some allies before we can do much of anything.”
 

 The men from Tanith ended up acquiring one, sooner than Lucas expected. The next day, after sitting through an hour-long presentation on the Flaws Of The Old Federation And Why The Planetary Nationalist Party Is A Better Way and a lackluster pre-packed breakfast, he took a couple of his bodyguards back to the marketplace to see if the few personal possessions they’d manage to keep from being confiscated could be traded for something more helpful. They walked the long way around, discovering a corridor of tent stalls and booths that stretched from the headquarters building all the way out to the edge of camp. 
 

 Along the way they stopped and asked several people what planet they were on, receiving a wry laugh for their troubles at each stop. “Planet X” was the only name anyone, even the guards, knew the world by. It was a moon, fairly distant from the mud-colored Jovian world around which it orbited, and the star in the sky was unremarkable, likely a G2 or G3. No one seemed to recognize the stellar constellations, either. Which made escape that much more difficult. It was hard to plot a course to somewhere you knew unless you knew where you were to begin with.
 

 One of the vendors was a junk dealer who specialized in small consumer items that had been reclaimed from the trash piles. There were a few electric lights that had been rigged into makeshift hand torches, an electric razor, a couple of water heaters made from heating elements scavenged from other sources, but nothing looked particularly helpful to their cause.
 

 “You really want some good stuff? Go see Max,” the gruff little vendor assured him. “Young guy, just got in a few thousand hours ago. He started buying some stuff off of me, when he first came here. I like to help the new guys out, it’s good for business. Anyway, Max started buying stuff from me, fixing it, and then selling it. Fixes stuff better than anyone. I took to calling him Max the Tinker, and now he’s got a booth a few rows north. Tell him Jerry sent you,” he added.
 

 “You think that this Max might have something helpful, Sire?” Lt. Barnes, one of his escorts asked.
 

 “We have to explore all possibilities,” admitted Lucas. “I at least want to see what he has.”
 

 A few more rows over they found his shop and its owner, but the man was in the middle of a negotiation with another customer – if being held off the ground while a muscular giant screamed at you could be considered a negotiation.
 

 “I won’t pay that much!” the big man bellowed. “You give it to me for half price, or I’ll just take it!”
 

 “N-now, Mr. Flack, that’s not fair, is it?” the smaller man stammered as he struggled to get his feet to touch the ground. Flack, who had cut the sleeves off of his tunic to reveal large, muscular arms covered with tattoos of indeterminate origin, just grinned evilly and brought Max’s face to within centimeters of his own.
 

 “Fair? That’s not a word we use on Planet X, new boy!” he laughed. “Here I take what I want, and no one says otherwise. I want the music player, I get the music player. If I decide to pay you, then you’re grateful. If I decide not to pay you, then you’re grateful I let you live. Understand?”
 

 “Now, Mr. Flack—” Max struggled again, clutching at the powerful forearm that held him up. Then the young man twisted, and Lucas saw the flash of something shiny, maybe a knife, in Max’s hand. That was foolish, Lucas thought – unless you shoved it in the big man’s eye, a knife would likely just make him more angry.
 

 But it wasn’t a knife. There was a small buzzing sound and suddenly Flack let Max drop to the ground while he howled in rage and clutched at his arm.
 

 “You bastard!” he bellowed. “You shocked me!”
 

 “It’s just a little capacitor,” the tinker said, as he picked himself up. “Stings a little, but it’s harmless. I tried to tell you, I can’t—”
 

 “You’re a dead man!” the hulking prisoner roared as he put his head down, preparing to charge right through the young tinker.
 

 “Gentlemen, as entertaining as this is,” Lucas murmured, “I detest a bully.”
 

 “Understood, Sire,” Lt. Barnes said, glancing at his partner, Lt. Canara. They nodded to each other, and as Flack charged Barnes’ foot caught him delicately in one knee, sending him sprawling face-down in the mud, as Canara brought a booted foot down on the big man’s neck and applied enough pressure to keep him there. Flack tried to throw him off, but every time he tried to get leverage Barnes knocked his legs or arms out from under him. He finally managed to get his chin up to knee level, just in time to catch another kick to the face that left him unconscious.
 

 “Sorry about that,” Lucas said, nodding to the body. “I hated to tear you away from another customer . . .”
 

 “I appreciate the help,” Max the Tinker said, adjusting the multi-lensed glasses he wore. He was clad in the same gray tunic as everyone else, but he had added pockets all over the front and sides. “Of course, when he wakes up, he’s not going to be happy.”
 

 “I’m not concerned about him,” Lucas said. “I heard that you were the new fix-it guy around.”
 

 “That’s me,” Max admitted. “I buy a lot of old junk from the scavengers. Every now and then I can get something working. Want to see what I’ve got?”
 

 Most of it was consumer oriented stuff –microbook readers, old robotics parts, electric lights taken from their original fixtures and remade – but there were a few more curious items there, as well. One in particular attracted Lucas’ attention, instantly.
 

 “What’s this?” he asked, curious, as he held the piece up.
 

 “Something I got a few weeks ago,” Max supplied. “I think its part of a power converter, but it isn’t one like I’ve ever seen before.”
 

 “It looks similar to the ones we used back on Gram,” Barnes said, thoughtfully. “I’m not a technician, but I’ve seen the style before.”
 

 “Wait,” Max said, suddenly. “Did you say Gram? Isn’t that one of the Sword Worlds?”
 

 “Yes,” Lucas acknowledged. “Most of my men and I are from Gram. A long, long way from here. Nearly five thousand light-years.”
 

 The tinker whistled, long and low. “Wow. You guys are a long way from home. Uh, can I ask what brought you here to Planet X? Besides the obvious prison ship?”
 

 “My men and I were taken prisoner by the Atonians near our world – Tanith, we’ve left Gram behind – and secretly tried and convicted. I was found guilty of being a Space Viking, which follows, because I really am a Space Viking. Prince Lucas Trask, of Tanith,” he said, adding a bow.
 

 “Hiya, Luke, they call me Max the Tinker,” the man said, shaking Lucas’ hand without being the slightest impressed by Lucas’ title. “I sure am glad to meet you, though . . . tell me,” he said, conspiratorially, “you got any interest in not being here so much any more?”
 

 “You mean . . . escape?” Lucas asked, looking around to see if anyone could overhear.
 

 “Oh, you don’t gotta worry about that,” Max said, when he realized what Lucas was worried about. “Everyone here talks about escaping. It’s like the weather: it doesn’t change, everyone talks about it, and nobody ever does anything about it.”
 

 “Haven’t there been uprisings?”
 

 Max shrugged. “Sure. They even killed all the guards twice. But all Aton does is send in more troops, keeps the prisoners on half rations for a while, and soon things get back to normal, as best I can understand. Apparently they have an endless supply of screw-ups in their military. But that isn’t what I’m talking about. I’m talking about leaving, under our own power.”
 

Lucas looked a little skeptically amused. “You can flap your wings and fly?”

 

Max looked annoyed. “Look, Luke, I know I don’t look like much – but I know how to fix damned near any machine ever made, and I maybe got a way to get off Planet X . . . but only if I can get some help. Sword World help. And up to now, that’s been thin on the ground on Planet X. 
 

“But now the Atonians went and screwed up and sent me a Sword Worlder,” he said, chuckling to himself. “That’s just rich. Or the Fates being kind. Tell me, Luke, you a real Space Viking?”
 

“That’s why I’m here,” he nodded. “Me and my men. A little over seventy of us, what’s left of my crew. Why?”
 

“Seventy?” Max asked, surprised. “And they know how to fly a spaceship? Then I’m your new best friend, Luke. Look, meet me here tonight, after dark. We need to go out in the marshes and see some friends of mine.”
 

“His Highness shall not be accompanying anyone anywhere without a proper escort,” assured Lt. Barnes.” He said it in a friendly enough tone, but with just enough hardness to it to make Max prick up his ears. He glanced down to his formerly irate client, now unconscious in front of his booth. 
 

“Easy, fellas!” Max protested. “Don’t worry, I can take two more. In fact, be good to have someone with technical knowledge—”
 

“Shall I draw you a diagram of a Dillingham hyperdrive engine?” Barnes asked.
 

“I said, easy! Sure, sure, bring who ever you want, but no more than three. I can have you back before morning.”
 

“Too dangerous to travel with more than that after dark?” Lucas asked.
 

Max looked annoyed again. “Nah. The jeep only holds four.”
 

“Jeep? You have an air jeep?” Barnes asked, surprised.
 

“Kinda,” admitted Max. “I mean, I couldn’t very well walk everywhere, could I? My time is valuable, and so is shoe leather. So I cobbled together a couple of robots and a frame, and made an air jeep.” He shrugged like it wasn’t particularly impressive. “It’s rickety and it might fall out of the sky one day, but it gets me around. So just after dusk. Tonight.”
 



 
 

 * * *
 



 
 

Lucas chose Lt. Delio and Galen Sebastian, the engineer’s assistant who had come with them on the pinnace and had kept it limping along once Lafe had left with the rest of the crew back at Shamash. Delio had managed to arm himself with a serviceable dagger cunningly made from scrap, and had acquired one of the homemade crossbows he’d mentioned. Max was a little jumpy when the three men arrived at his stall.
 

“Yeah, might be a good time to be elsewhere, soon. Mr. Flack is not happy with my level of customer service and has complained to the local Enterprise Council, or whatever they’re calling his thug-squad these days.” Max threw back a heavily-patched tarpaulin to reveal a bare steel frame bedecked with various elements of a contragravity vehicle – only the very essential elements. There wasn’t much in the way of safety gear. 
 

“My own design,” Max said, proudly as the Tanith men looked on skeptically. “And parts of it even started off from real aircars, believe it or not. All right, Luke behind me, you two hanging onto the sides for dear life,” he said, as he settled into the pilot’s chair. Lucas slid in behind him, while his men clung on to the tail section of the unlikely vehicle.
 

“And away we go,” chuckled Max as the car floated into the air and began moving just slightly faster than a man could walk. “I didn’t say it would win any speed contests. But I can get it up to thirty miles an hour, with a tailwind. It beats slogging through the mud below, believe me.”
 

“So what brought such an enterprising fellow like you to this scenic wonderland?” Lucas asked, curious about his new ally.
 

“Wrong place at the wrong time, really,” Max admitted as he skimmed over the first large lagoon past the highlands of the camp. “I was an engineer of sorts on a tramp freighter – just a little five-hundred footer, nothing serious. I’ve been in ships as long as I remember – born on one, I think. Anyway, I was with the ship when we were making a, ahem, slightly irregular delivery, outside of regular channels.”
 

“Those Atonians,” Lucas chuckled, “always stiplers for paperwork.”
 

“Exactly. Well, we were dropping off a shipment of guns to an insurgency group on Sif, when we were surprised. Someone sold us out, and the Atonians caught the lot of us. The Captain managed to cut himself a deal, I guess, but me and the other crew didn’t rate that kind of treatment. So we went with the insurgents, and they went here, swept under the big ugly rug known as Planet X.”
 

“Any idea what the actual name of the world might be?”
 

“No idea,” Max admitted, as he gained a little altitude, enough to go over the squat-looking trees growing out of the water. “Nasty bit, down there, by the way. Unless you know which way to go, it gets uncomfortable. My biggest reason for building the jeep. The only thing I know about this place is that it was apparently originally settled by Baldur – at least, the settlement on the other side of the continent was Balduran, originally.”
 

“Interesting,” Lucas said. “That should help narrow it down. Any idea how many colonies Baldur produced?”
 

“Dozens, I’m afraid,” Max sighed. “Uh, oh, we’re getting close, but there’s a large, nocturnal aerial predator up ahead, two-o’clock, Luke. Mostly they’ll leave us alone, unless they decide we’re a threat or they’re just bored. They look like they have three heads, but only the one in the center is real. The other two are kind of complicated claws for pre-mastication, or something. Interesting design,” he commented.
 

“So . . . what do we do if these three-headed dragons take an interest?” Lucas asked. 
 

“I’ll try to out-fly them,” Max said, unconvincingly. “Or you can grab that thing down there by my knee – yeah, that one – and charge it up.”
 

“What the Nifflheim is this?” Lucas asked, perplexed by the ungainly machine. It looked somewhat like a weapon, but it was no ordinary gun.
 

“Oh, that – well, the Atonians won’t give me the form that lets me order a real gun for some reason, so I made my own. But instead of wasting time with powder and barrels and all that, I used some of the spare parts I had lying around. Activate it with the yellow button, and when it turns green you can take a shot.”
 

“What the hell does it shoot?”
 

“It’s a gauss gun – it’s a giant solenoid, basically, that shoots washers,” the tinker explained. “It takes about fifteen seconds for the capacitors to re-charge, but it’s pretty effective for about fifty feet. It will shoot a washer over four hundred miles an hour. That can sting. Took me two power cells, some germanium wire, and about three hours to scare up a frame and electronics.”
 

“And it works as well as a gun?”
 

“Oh, the muzzle velocity is anemic, compared to a firearm,” Max assured him. “That being said, it’ll still kill an unarmored man. Has, actually,” he added, reflectively.
 

“Neat trick,” Lucas nodded, as he brought the weapon to his shoulder using the crude stock.
 

“Aw, that’s nothing,” Max dismissed. “In fact, we’re coming up to what I hope will be my masterpiece. If I can make this work, I’ll be a bona fide genius, I will.”
 

“Matter transporter?” Lucas asked, only half-joking.
 

“Nah, something a lot more fun,” Max insisted. “Wait . . . if that big black blob comes any closer than a hundred yards, go ahead and shoot at it, will ya Luke?”
 

“Sure,” Lucas agreed, sighting the strange weapon into the darkness. “So what’s your masterpiece?”
 

“That,” Max said, pointing out to the mudflats past the last line of trees they were crossing. In the distance, dull planetlight poorly filtered through the overcast making it almost glint, was a silvery sphere. “That’s a hundred-year-old Space Viking space ship – that’s an antique! And if you can help me get it open, Luke, and I can work my magic, then you, me, your guys, my guys, we can all float away from this paradise and find someplace dry.”
 

“Your guys?” Lucas asked as they picked up speed over the mudflats.
 

“Yeah. Those insurgents I told you about? They didn’t like camp life. So I convinced them to camp out here. They’re occupying the ship, now, what parts they can reach. And it’s almost dinner time, too. Hope you like mud grubs – that’s about all they eat, now.”
 




 
 



 
 

 



 



 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Seven:
 

The Battle Of Mertha
 



 
 

 The next morning on Mertha dawned clear and cold, which wasn’t much of a surprise at this altitude, Karvall reasoned. He rose with the rest of the castle, and made certain that everything was in order. He ate a heartier-than-normal breakfast, charming the toothless old hag who served as cook out of an extra piece of sweet tuber, or whatever the thing was, and washed it down with the bitter beer-like beverage the locals drank. It was sour and thin, but at least the alcohol killed off any of the nasty germs he knew this planet was full of. He made one last sweep of the compound before he settled into his now-accustomed place on the roof of the structure. Waiting.
 

 He had started to get only a little impatient when things started to happen.
 

 It began with an explosion down at the far end of the valley, near the entrance he’d come through himself only a few hundred hours before. There were the expected screams and shouts and flurries of activity, he noted with satisfaction. It was followed by two more, in quick succession, and within seconds the entire valley was in an uproar. It was clear that the compound was under attack: small-arms fire filled the air, and shouts of dismay and anger started ringing out as more explosions – caused, Karvall knew, by a piece of advanced artillery – proved that someone was trying to damage the Merthans' pitiful fortress.
 

 “What the hell is going on?” the warlord Barsaro asked, groggily, as he stumbled out of his chamber, wrapped in a pink satin bathrobe he’d apparently acquired from off-world. 
 

 “How should I know?” Karvall asked, shrilly. “It’s your castle!”
 

 The man grunted at the inescapable logic of the remark, then pulled on his long leather coat over the robe and added a Space Viking combat helmet, the insignia of the original ship long worn away. “You stay here,” he ordered, gruffly. “Guard baby and she-devil. I go check it out – you said mercenaries wouldn’t be here yet!” the slovenly neobarb accused.
 

 “Who said this was them?” Karvall countered. “Go order your men – I’ll see to Her Majesty and the hostage!”
 

 “Good man,” Barsaro muttered as he tiredly lifted a combat rifle to his shoulder and stumbled outside.
 

 “Better than any who follow you,” Karvall assured him under his breath. Then he turned and took to the stairs. He drew his pistol and did his best to be breathless by the time he burst into Evita’s room.
 

 “Your Majesty!” he bellowed, waking the baby. “It’s time! There’s some sort of rebellion or something happening in the valley – there’s a mob headed here, I think, and they have heavy weapons, based on the sound of the reports. Are you packed?”
 

 “What?” Evita, half-naked and covered with a rough-looking blanket, rolled herself out of bed. “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded, pulling the furs tightly around her. 
 

 “Your Majesty, I warned you this might come to pass!” he shouted anxiously. “As well in hand as His Excellency has these barbarians, they get . . . excitable. Someone spread an unfounded rumor about you being a witch, and . . . well, its best that we go. Quickly. Take only what you can carry, and nothing you can’t bear to part with, but I urge you to travel lightly!”
 

 “All right! All right!” Evita said, wide-eyed, as she threw off her furs and began pulling on her clothes without regard to her regal modesty – something Karvall had yet to detect in the former monarch.
 

 “We have maybe five minutes,” he said. “I’ll prepare the babe—”
 

 “No! Leave the brat!” Evita commanded. “We’ll travel lighter without her, and she annoys me!”
 

 “Majesty, the babe is essential to His Excellency’s plan, may I remind you.”
 

 “Essential?” laughed the young noblewoman as she struggled with her shoes, “She’s just a reason to haul the fleet away from Tanith, you moron!” she dismissed as she threw a bag on the bed.
 

 That was new information. Karvall did his best to process it, without appearing surprised. That might arouse suspicion at a critical time.
 

 “Her Majesty is misinformed,” he said, haughtily. “That may be what His Excellency told you, but his orders to me were to bring the baby without fail . . . even if it meant leaving Your Majesty behind.”
 

 “How dare he!” she glared, stopping her preparations. Karvall tensed. A royal hissy-fit right now might just get them all killed. Thankfully, someone answered his prayers and set off a large barrage of artillery aimed at the first castle of the valley, and the echoes of the blast shook the rickety pile of stone they were in sufficiently to inspire Evita to move more quickly. Karvall narrowed his eyes. 
 

 “Your Majesty, I suggest you don’t make it too convenient for me to follow His Excellency’s orders to the letter.”
 

 “Oh, all right, bring the blasted brat!” she exploded, as she stuffed her jewelry and bauds into her bag. “I don’t care, just get me—“the air was rent with another explosion, this one closer. “Just get me the hell out of here!” she begged, tears in her eyes. She was drunk with exhaustion and frustration, far from home and at the mercy of forces she could not control. Karvall almost pitied her. 
 

Almost.
 

 Instead he handed her Princess Elaine and his pistol. “Guard her with your life,” he commanded. “And stay behind me until we get to the aircar.” He drew his captured carbine and levered a magazine into the chamber. “I’ll handle anything in front of us.” She nodded dumbly, holding the baby tightly to her as she began to realize how dire things appeared. Karvall took a last deep breath and then gave her a reassuring smile. “Not much longer, Majesty, and all of this will be but an unpleasant memory.”
 

 He started down the stairs and pushed through a group of servants who were eager to see what the commotion was about. They didn’t even remark about the Sword Worlders leaving the upstairs chamber, babe in arms. Indeed, Karvall wasn’t noticed by anyone until they reached the aircar. Unfortunately, the only guard too lazy to go see what was going on was still lounging at his station at the door of the car.
 

 “Open it up,” Karvall said in carefully-rehearsed local Merthan dialect.
 

 “Say who?”
 

 “Barsaro wants the babe moved to a safer place . . . and the woman,” he added, his eyes glancing meaningfully in Evita’s direction.
 

 “I got safe place for woman!” the man leered, making an obscene gesture and uttering a barking laugh.
 

 “And I don’t have time for playful banter,” Karvall decided, and shot the man in the knee. There was barely any notice in the courtyard of the compound: all attention was focused on the assault at the gate of the valley fortresses. Karvall pushed the screaming man out of the way with his foot and opened the door for Queen Evita, who looked very much like a terrified twenty-year-old, holding a baby and fleeing for her life, as opposed to a regal queen in exile strategically retreating.
 

 “We’ll be out of here in seconds,” he promised, as he closed the rickety door to the machine and started the engines. In just over a minute the ascent light came on, and Karvall was able to nudge the ancient car skyward. No bullets flashed in his direction, though he did see a few arms frantically waving. He didn’t feel a real sense of relief until they were well over the tower and headed east over the hills. He could see the battle below, and made a point of circling around to witness the assault he had planned for the Tanith forces. 
 

He was gratified to see that three large combat robots, remotely-controlled, were tearing through the crude fortifications and dealing havoc with machine guns, missiles, grenades, and flame throwers, while a few hundred yards away a squad of Royal Army of Tanith commandos were taking potshots at the fortress with a 70mm field gun.
 

 “Just like Kotoland,” he chuckled.
 

 “Kotoland? Is that where we’re going?” the Queen asked, anxiously. Surprisingly, Princess Elaine seemed to be displaying no discomfort from the ride, and even offered a giggle during the rapid ascent. She didn’t even seem to mind the pressurizing cabin. “I remember hearing Garvan talking about that, where he was going to land. Are we going to join the troops there?” she asked, worriedly.
 

 “Not just yet,” Karvall assured her. Meanwhile his brain was buzzing at the information Evita was letting drop so casually. So far he’d learned that Spasso had a fleet, that the abduction of the Princess had been a feint, and that there were troops to be expected at Katoland, on Tanith. 
 

Someone in Spasso’s organization really should have spoken to Evita about counterintelligence.
 

“First, we have to get to the ship. My pilot should be there, waiting for us.”
 

 “Well, hurry,” she said, as a large explosion went off behind them. “I’m starting to really not like Mertha.”
 

 “It’s really not that bad, once you adjust to the time,” Karvall reasoned.
 

 “Just get me off of this place. I hate it here,” she spat, sullenly.
 

 “Yes, Your Majesty . . . we’ll be at the ship in about ten minutes. Try to relax until then,” he soothed. After jumping a rocky mountain ridge and a huge wasteland of rocks spanning miles, Karvall finally came to the open country he’d chosen for his rendezvous. It wasn’t until he sighted the familiar teardrop shape of the shiny spaceship that he felt the last bit of tension he carried fall away from him. “There she is,” he pointed out. “And there’s my pilot. We’ll be out of here in no time.”
 

 ‘Good. I think this brat has . . . oh, no! Oh, dear God! What makes them smell so badly?” she wailed, miserably.
 

 Karvall stifled a chuckle as he settled the car down beside the front of the ship, a fifty-foot shuttle shaped like an elongated tadpole. Lt. Bentfork – in mufti, as instructed – slung his carbine and stubbed out his cigarette as they landed. He happily waited while Karvall gently handed him Princess Elaine, whose eyes were wide open and her mouth fixed in the kind of goofy smile only an adorable baby can manage.
 

 “There we go, Princess,” Bentfork sighed. “Safe and sound.”
 

 “Well?” came a demanding tone from inside the aircar, “is anyone going to help me out?”
 

 “Not particularly,” Karvall called, casually.
 

 “What? Is that supposed to be some kind of joke?” she wailed.
 

 “Not particularly. Well, no more than your ‘reign’ was a joke, Evita.”
 

 “What? What did you call me?” the irate ex-queen asked as she hauled herself clumsily out of the ancient aircar, nearly spilling herself on the rocky ground. “You shall address me by my proper title, Sir!” she said, her voice shrill, her chin quivering.
 

 “A gentleman would never use that kind of language in front of a baby,” Karvall said as he jumped off the strut and stretched out. “The show’s over, Queenie. You can get your lazy butt on the ship or stay here, your choice.”
 

 “How dare you!” she screamed in outrage. “You will treat me with the proper respect, or I shall report you to your master—” she said, stopping when she saw the blazon on the side of the shuttle. It was the big blue trapezoid-with-arms and a circular head, the sigil for Tanith. It had the Golden Hand’s sigil in the middle of the trapezoid, a severed golden hand holding a sword.
 

 “Who? His Royal Highness, Lucas Trask of Tanith?” Karvall asked. “Oh, I do hope so. He’d be most pleased to hear from you. A good number of your former subjects who are now expatriates on Tanith would adore hearing from you, ‘Your Majesty’. Some of them have families who your late husband had executed or beggared, to feed your desire for pretty clothes and jewels. Aye,” he said, his voice suddenly turning sinister, “only a lifetime of upbringing not to strike a woman has kept me from flattening you where you stand, you ignorant, self-aggrandizing manipulating witch!” 
 

He took Princess Elaine back from Bentfork and mounted the ramp to the shuttle while Evita stared at him in shocked silence. “Since I don’t have specific orders to kill you or capture you, Evita, I’ll give you this choice: you can either join us on the shuttle and face the mercy of Princess Valerie and Prince Lucas, or you may remain here on Mertha and take your chances. Take the aircar, go where you want, jump off a cliff, I don’t care.”
 

 “You . . . you . . . you used me!” she screamed, enraged. She suddenly remembered the pistol he’d given her, and with a violent shout she raised it and pulled the trigger several times in a row. The weapon only clicked impotently. Karvall rolled his eyes at her.
 

 “You didn’t think I’d trust you at my back with a loaded gun, did you?” he asked, scornfully. “I guess you’ve made your decision, then. And I have to admit, it wasn’t entirely . . . unpleasant,” he added. “But my mother thought you were wicked, my girlfriend thought you looked fat in the dress you wore at that drunken orgy you called a coronation, and no one on Gram ever liked you who hadn’t had you – which, I admit, might have been a short list.”
 

 “You will die for this!” she screamed defiantly.
 

 “You know how Lt. Karvall said he couldn’t hit a woman, since he was civilized and all that?” Bentfork asked, casually, after he prepared the ship for take-off.
 

 “Yes? Why?” Evita asked, suddenly wary.
 

 “Because I was born in a ‘mud hut’,” the Tanith native replied, dishonestly. “No one ever told me not to hit a girl if she deserved it.” And then he punched her full in the face, as hard as he would have done to a Space Viking twice her size in a spaceport brawl. 
 

Evita’s pretty nose exploded with blood and she screamed and fell to the ground, sobbing hysterically. “You’ll survive,” the young neobarb said, spitting next to her head. “If it was up to me, I’d put a bullet in you right now for your part in the stealing of this precious child. But Karvall’s right: we don’t have orders. So you can stay here and deal with whatever is left of Spasso when we get done with him.” He stalked up the ramp to the shuttle, leaving her weeping in the field.
 

 “Are you sure we shouldn’t take her?” Bentfork asked, concerned, as Karvall strapped Elaine into the specially-constructed safety seat. 
 

 “She’s a minor annoyance and whether she knew it or not, she served our purpose in getting Princess Elaine out of there. Besides, we’ve got bigger things to deal with,” he assured his comrade. “First, get us to the Princess Valerie as fast as possible. Have the ground assault recalled – we don’t have time for it now. Evita was sloppy and let slip a few things that . . . well, Her Highness is going to want to know about, almost as much as she wants her child back.”
 

 “Maximum thrust,” Bentfork agreed, and put the fast little ship through her paces. “So, how was Mertha?”
 

 “Miserable,” Karvall said, after a moment’s thought. “Absolutely and utterly miserable.”
 

 “Well, she looked pretty, at least before I messed up her face,” Bentfork said, nodding towards the ground behind them, where the aircar and its sobbing occupant were rapidly disappearing. “Did you two get . . . cozy?”
 

 “Only in the line of duty,” Karvall growled. “She’s the most miserable thing on Mertha. And now she doesn’t even have the wretched neobarbs to protect her. In fact,” he reasoned, “I think she’s going to need protection from them, once they find out what happened.”
 



 
 

* * *
 



 
 

 The reunion took place at the airlock of the Princess Valerie, which had been in a translunar orbit around the world . . . along with the Golden Hand, the Star of Tanith, the Corisande, and the Queen Flavia, to Karvall’s delight. He wished he could have told Evita that the ship bearing her predecessor’s name had come to find her. That would have been an irony he would have crossed light-years to enjoy seeing.
 

 Princess Valerie was in Karvall’s arms the moment the lock cycled, weeping uncontrollably as she held and rocked her baby. She wouldn’t speak or do anything for nearly ten minutes while she made certain that the Princess was real, that she wasn’t dreaming, and that the baby was unharmed. Countess Dorothy then grabbed the child away for a thorough physical, causing Princess Valerie to tremble anew at the parting.
 

 Karvall was impressed by the resolve she showed by turning away from her recently-recovered infant and addressing him. “Lieutenant, that was brilliant work down there,” she said, her eyes still moist and her voice heavy with emotion. “The Realm owes you a debt, as does House Trask.”
 

 “Your Highness,” Karvall said, bowing low, “I only did my duty, and discharged a little of the great debt my house owes yours. And I have to commend the quick-thinking and excellent support I received from Lt. Bentfork in the process,” he said, clapping his hand on his friend’s broad shoulders.
 

 “You both did admirably,” she agreed. “In fact . . . Duke Otto!”
 

 “Yes, Highness?” the old Admiral asked, startled. He’d been peering over Countess Dorothy’s shoulder while she played with the baby and took the child’s vitals. 
 

 “Your sword, Duke,” she requested formally. Harkaman understood at once, and drew the ceremonial blade with one smooth stroke before presenting it to his liege.
 

 “If you will assist, Your Grace?” she asked. Harkaman nodded, and held the hilt while she directed the motion of the blade. “Take a knee, gentlemen:
 

“I, Valerie, Sovereign Princess of the Realm of Tanith do by my hand on this day and on this hour, with the assistance of Sir Otto,” she said – whose assistance was required, as tradition dictated only a knight could make a knight, “do hereby dub thee Sir Alexi, of House Karvall, and Sir Nogal, of House Bentfork, for your bravery and dedication in defense of the Realm. Arise, noble knights. And be certain that this is but the first of the rewards you should have. After we invest the fortress below—”
 

 “Highness, forgive the interruption,” Karvall said, coolly. “We must forego a proper invasion, I’m afraid. We must make for Tanith with all speed, within the hour. While among the savages and Spasso’s cronies, I learned some valuable intelligence to the effect that Spasso was using the kidnapping as a ploy, to get Tanith to lower our defenses and disperse the fleet. He’s planning something, Highness, something involving a fleet and an armed landing.”
 

 “That can’t be good,” agreed Harkaman with a sigh. “I left the defenses in decent shape, but—”
 

 “Sir Alexi is correct, of course,” Princess Valerie said at once. “Admiral, inform the fleet to prepare for departure. We leave at once. But I dislike leaving a known snake-pit behind. Once our men are safely out of range, sterilize the area. Use at least a 20 kiloton device. I don’t want anyone to think we weren’t being serious.”
 

 “As you command, Princess,” Harkaman said, bowing. He stopped briefly to chat for a moment with Countess Dorothy where she was bathing the baby princess before beginning to bellow orders.
 

 “I’m serious, Alexi,” Valerie said, as she looked at her daughter playing gleefully with the soapy water in the little plastic basin, “as soon as we’re back home and at peace, I’ll find something more fitting to reward you with. I owe you – Lucas and I owe you – everything.”
 

 “It was my pleasure, Highness,” he assured her, touched. “I did the best I could to ensure she was properly cared for while I was there. She seemed well enough, or I would have taken action before now to see to her safety. 
 

“And I have additional information that may be of interest to Minister Karffard and his . . . ‘friends’. I was able to rifle through Spasso’s underwear drawer, so to speak, and found some intriguing items. But we can speak of this later, Highness, I know you want to spend some time with the Princess,” he said, fondly.
 

 “I do,” she agreed. “But I shall see to your comfort, first. Is there anything you need?”
 

 “Twelve straight hours of darkness, and no one referring to themselves in the third person? That, a meal and a shower, Highness, and I’ll be ready for duty.”
 

 “Then make it happen, Sir Alexi,” she smiled. “And be sure to be well-rested. If what you say is true, then Tanith may well need every brave fighting man we can put on the field.”
 

 “Why didn’t you tell her about Queen Evita?” Bentfork – Sir Nogal – chided his friend as they headed for their temporary ship-board quarters.
 

 “Because that would have caused delay, and we do need to get home quick. Spasso’s been planning something, and once again we’re on the wrong side of the initiative. No, Evita was lucky to make it off of Gram alive. If she gets off of Mertha alive, I’ll count her a true survivor. But mostly it wasn’t her fault – she’s not evil, just selfish, self-centered, a little wicked, mean, spiteful . . .”
 

 “And pretty,” reminded Nogal. 
 

 Karvall sighed, stopping in the middle of the corridor. “Yes, damn you, she was pretty. And after watching hairy potato-shaped locals day-after-too-short day, yes, she got to me a little. But I swear to you, as brother knights, I didn’t enjoy it any more than I absolutely had to for duty’s sake,” he pledged.
 

 “I’ll be certain to note that in my official report,” Sir Nogal agreed with a knowing grin. 
 

 “If you wouldn’t mind,” agreed Sir Alexi, with exaggerated loftiness. “I’d hate for it to be thought I did anything inappropriate.”
 



 
 

 * * *
 



 
 

 Two hours later they were in hyperspace, careening through unreality towards the distant Ertado’s Star, Tanith’s sun, sixty-odd hours away, leaving a mushroom cloud where there had been a castle behind them. Harkaman had turned over command of the Corisande temporarily to his new exec and joined the Princess on Princess Valerie to plot out some elementary strategy on the way.
 

 The plan was for the fleet to all appear out of hyperspace at checkpoint Lambda-5. That was near the orbit of the fifth planet of the system, a small rocky 4000 mile plutonic world that was caught between the twin Jovian worlds that dominated the planetary masses around Ertado’s Star. There was a detection array and an emergency beacon there, in case a ship became stranded nearby, but little else. From there they could assess the situation on Tanith remotely and figure their best response.
 

 Harkaman was certain that between the lunar base, the hardened fire control station on the Lamia, and the three other ships he’d left behind that Rivington was safe from all but the most robust assault. But that didn’t mean Spasso was going to assault directly – from what Sir Alexi had learned about his plans for Katoland, everyone was a little nervous. Harkaman convened three or four planning sessions to prepare for several contingencies, and drew up a surprisingly complete selection of strategies. By the time they’d popped back into reality around the fifth planet, they had several plans to choose from.
 

 Remote detection from the distant world revealed an ongoing space battle between two or three orbital ships, identities unknown. That was troublesome enough – but also encouraging. If the battle was still ongoing, then that meant that there were still defenders. 
 

Harkaman regrouped his command, selecting one of the prepared strategies they’d discussed. A pinnace was launched to go in first, both to scout and to lend immediate support. After a quick report – it should only take about ten light-minutes to relay the situation in orbit – then the Queen Flavia and the Corisande would microjump into the cis-lunar orbit and provide interdiction and assistance, while the smaller ships – the Golden Hand, the Star of Tanith, and the Princess Valerie – microjumped into an even lower orbit, to get assistance to the ground-based forces around Rivington. 
 

 Things went more-or-less according to plan, although there were some tense across the bridges of all of the Tanith ships until the pinnace’s signal was detected. Harkaman watched the news with the other commanders by screen.
 

 “Admiral, it looks like the Moon Goddess and the Gunloggi are still dueling with two other ships – one’s a thousand-footer with a weird two-headed snake blazon,” the brave young Golden Hand commando described from the cockpit of the pinnace. “Hold on, let me shoot at someone . . .”
 

 “That’s the Whadan’s Dilemma,” Harkaman nodded. “Captain Grutman. Nasty piece of work. Just Spasso’s speed.”
 

 “And the other ship, I can’t see the blazon,” the Golden Hand commando said, after he was done firing his guns at a passing target, ten minutes ago, “but the moonbase says it’s the Void Hunter, a fifteen-hundred foot raider out of Flamberge. Independent,” he added. “They’ve been here about twenty-eight hours, now. Oh, and the Lamia’s been sabotaged: we still have men aboard, but some of Spasso’s confederates are in control, and are launching attacks on the moonbase from there. There are also about six pinnaces of five hundred feet or less harassing everyone. 
 

“Things seem to be pretty even,” the scout concluded. “They already got one of our, pinnaces, and it looks like the Gunloggi took a bad hit. But there was another ship, too, that the Moon Goddess and the Lamia hit, before the Lamia was turned. And they shot up some of the repair yards. The Nemesis and that new Gram ship both got hit— more speed, now, Mr. Maysan!”
 

 “The Void Hunter is Bill Norkas’ ship,” Harkaman frowned. “Bill’s a drunk, but he’s no coward. He also doesn’t work on spec. Spasso had to pay him cash, if he wanted him on this raid. He’s notorious for that sort of thing.”
 

 “That’s not all, Admiral,” the Golden Hand pilot relayed without pausing – he was ten minutes away, too far for normal conversation, so he was relaying his report in a monologue, “the moonbase says they’re holding out fine, but the two Space Vikings are hiding out from them on the other side of the planet. The Moon Goddess and the Gunloggi are still fencing with them, but no one’s been able to land anything decisive. 
 

“ But that’s a distraction. Rivington is still holding out fine, but a thousand-footer landed southeast of town – Control says it’s the merchantman Voltlily – and landed troops who are now cutting north across country towards the city. Or at least they’re trying to. On their way down they took out one of the ground emplacements, and they shot at Camp Valiant and Tradetown, but they missed. I, uh, have my hands full now, but that’s the situation in orbit. Looking forward to seeing you. Soon. A whole lot,” the officer added wistfully as the screen lit up with the silent glare of explosions outside of the camera’s range.
 

 “Let’s stick with the plan,” Harkaman declared. “I’m transferring back to the Corisande. Flavia, you and Corisande will take out those two raiders, the rest of you concentrate on countering the Voltlily’s assault. Scratch that: Star of Tanith, you focus on eliminating the pinnaces; the other two ships can help out Rivington. If we don’t clear the skies, then winning on the ground won’t matter when they dump a hellburner on us,” he said, grimly. “Where’s that shuttle?” he asked, as he nearly ran from the command chair back towards his own better-armed and armored warship.
 

 The fleet winked out of existence and then back into it within only a few seconds, millions of miles closer to the sun and right on top of the planet. 
 

The two heavier craft immediately began to accelerate in normal space to bring aid to the Moon Goddess, which was circling around the wounded Gunloggi and keeping the two Space Vikings at bay with counter missiles – and not very many of them. They must have been battling for a while, then, Harkaman realized. 
 

A full day wasn’t as long as it seemed in space combat – when you’re crossing planetary distances and negotiating gravity wells and atmospheres, a “space battle” could include hours and hours of merely waiting for the right orbital position or distance from a planet’s atmosphere, followed by short, intense bursts of violence. Or it could be a kind of sustained cat-and-mouse game, one that stretched minutes into hours as ships competed for range.
 

 But the Battle of Tanith, while it had lingered as the two sides tested each other, had already gone on for over a solid day, and the attackers and defenders alike were running low on ammunition and other vital supplies. As soon as the Corisande came out of hyperspace, she dodged a half-hearted barrage of missiles from the Lamia and then started around the planet clockwise towards the other invaders. The Queen Flavia started around counterclockwise, spiraling in descent. It would still take an hour to come within range of the two ships harassing the Tanith defenders, but in the mean time both ships launched all their pinnaces to counter the foe.
 

 He took the time to find out who was in charge where: Malyn Stark, an old Space Viking hand Harkaman had known for years, was running the moonbase defenses – he was an old Guns-and-Missiles man, so he wasn’t too worried about that station. 
 

The situation on the Lamia was more pressing: a gang of saboteurs and mercenaries had taken over the fire control room and the bridge. Count Van Larch was leading a desperate deck-by-deck battle to regain control of the ship from the engine room. He was too busy to report in, but relayed the message that he thought he’d have the Lamia back in Tanith hands in another four or five hours. In the mean time, Otto could put his attention elsewhere.
 

 “Elsewhere” was Rivington. It took him nearly five minutes to get through to speak with Duke Paytrik, who was leading the Home Guard troops in defense of the city. He caught the man between dispatches, apparently, in a field command center. He was in full Home Guard combat armor, black with blue trim, but he’d laid aside his combat helmet and was sipping from a flask when he came to the screen. His carbine was still slung, ready at his side, and his belt knife had bloodstains on the hilt.
 

 “Otto!” he said, excitedly. “And in the nick of time.”
 

 “Paytrik, what happened?” Harkaman asked. 
 

 “About twenty hours after you spaced out,” the Home Minister, said, after taking a sip and a sigh, “a couple of merchant ships came in, one regularly-scheduled one from Beowulf with more missiles, one independent five-hundred footer. We didn’t think anything of it – the Beowulf transport had the proper security codes, and the merchant has been here twice already. In fact, he sold his cargo at a good price – mostly Agnian cob oil and some silver – and spaced back out again within twenty hours, ostensibly bound for Gimli.
 

 “Only he didn’t go to Gimli. He went to report to Spasso. Forty hours after he left, we detected the first emergences. We were hoping it was Lucas, of course, but . . . well, it wasn’t. It was five ships. Three Space Vikings and two armed merchantmen, and a half-dozen armed pinnaces. That’s when they took the Lamia, and the Lamia started shooting at the lunar base.”
 

 “Great Satan’s beard!” growled Harkaman. “What happened then?”
 

 “The Gunloggi had just come in, and they couldn’t have planned on that, but otherwise their timing was impeccable: the Relentless and the Curse of Cagn both spaced out of here just hours before, or we would have stopped them at the stratosphere. As it was, the Moon Goddess and Gunloggi kept them busy for about twelve hours while they tried to decelerate. But they couldn’t be everywhere at once. 
 

“There were three ships attacking, and even though we got one of them – I don’t know what the name was – the other two kept them busy. The two merchant ships got through. One landed south of here, one landed north, between Rivington and Tradetown. Troop carriers,” he explained. “They were ready for this. They knew they couldn’t land right in Rivington, thanks to all of the anti-aircraft defenses, so they put down outside of our secure zones and tried to move overland.”
 

 “You had a response ready, I take it?”
 

 The Duke grinned broadly. “You bet we did! From what I can tell, Spasso figured he’d stir up trouble for us with Motarka. Last time he was here, Motarka hated us, remember? Now he’s our best friend. They put about three thousand men in the field in Katoland, but only twenty-five hundred of those made it to Rivington. 
 

“Our civil defense program worked like a charm, especially when we spread word of an ounce of gold bounty for every invader shot. They had planned on starting a peasant uprising. Instead they got sniper fire in every village they stopped in. But they did have a lot of combat contragravity, and they were able to establish a beachhead south of town, near the ruined suburbs.” 
 

Like any contragravity-using civilization, the original settlers of Tanith had designed their capital city with ample room between buildings, and settlements. While the center of the city had been densely built to facilitate commerce and industry, most of the original residential sections had been in pockets of small, circular-shaped suburbs up in a fifty-mile radius around Rivington, proper. Five hundred years of decay had taken their toll, and most of the suburbs were merely crumbling ruins. But they would provide ample cover, Harkaman realized, especially if they were trying to invest the city.
 

 “They did the same thing from the north, with better results,” admitted Morland, taking another sip. “About thirty-five hundred mercenary infantry got through. By that time the enemy pinnaces were in the atmosphere, and they strafed the city to give their infantry cover. 
 

“And that’s not all: Spasso had some sort of fifth-columnists in the city. Strategically-important areas were struck with bombs or lighting raids – we lost a lot of people,” he said, sadly. “We took back the Planetary building, but on the north side of town Spasso’s people are holed up in the other big tower. They’ve got a swarm of contragravity around it, and they’re setting up artillery pieces. They already have air-tanks positioned to cover our missile sites. So I have foes on both sides of the city,” he counted on one hand, “a bunch of insurgents and saboteurs running around inside, and not enough combat contragravity to counter it.”
 

 “But on the bright side?” Harkaman prompted. If Morland didn’t think he was in control of the situation, he would have sensed it by now.
 

 “On the bright side I have six or seven thousand highly motivated Home Guard troops who are passionately defending their homeworld from a man that is widely believed to be a demon,” Morland chuckled. “My boys are motivated. And there’s a few thousand local farmboys with rifles and dreams of glory harassing them from all sides. Next time we’re in council and Valpry starts shooting off his mouth about arming the locals, remind me to remind him about this.”
 

 “What about the Royal Army?”
 

 “Nick gave operational control of them to Colonel Festersan,” he said. “I’ve got the southern front, here, and Festersan is attacking their stronghold in the tower now. But that’s not all of their troops. Pinnaces landed across the north, where we’ve been developing those little towns, and dropped off troops. They hold three or four of them now, outright, and the others are fighting pitched battles. And there’s also a couple of thousand infantry protecting Tradetown: Spasso sent a raiding party over there to shoot up the place from a distance, but they haven’t made any moves towards it. I think that they’re waiting for reinforcements.”
 

 “From where?” Harkaman asked, mystified. “Unless those warships can come down out of orbit . . .”
 

 “I think they pushed too fast and over-extended themselves,” Morland reasoned. “This is what, Spasso’s third time trying to attack Rivington?”
 

 “Ah, yes, have we heard from the esteemed Count Spasso?”
 

 “He set up a temporary telecast station at the ruined tower and has been broadcasting a taped message, urging the people of Tanith to rise up and overthrow their cruel overlords – that’s us, in case you haven’t been taking notes – and live a better, happier life under Uncle Garvan and his revered and lawful liege, Omfray of Gram. But I haven’t heard any sightings of him, personally. I’d guess he’s either on one of those ships or directing his side of the battle from some hole in the ground.”
 

 “Well if you find him,” Harkaman said, “Then take him alive. I have special plans for him.”
 

 “Will do, Admiral. Now, if you excuse me, I have a battle to run. Oh – did you find Princess Elaine?”
 

 “Safe and sound and in her mother’s arms,” Harkaman assured. 
 

 That made Morland grin even more broadly. “Best news I’ve had today! Wait until I tell the troops. Some of them will see it as a sign of divine favor.”
 

 “I’m not sure it isn’t,” confessed Harkaman. “Well, we’ll send you some help as soon as we get down, Pat. Take care.”
 

 The next person he tried to call was Nikkolay Trask, who was also in combat armor. He had a command center in the government section designed for just such emergencies, and Harkaman could see a couple of clerical robots and his aid, Sir Whatshisface, standing deferentially behind him. 
 

 “Nick!” Otto called. “How goes the battle?”
 

 “Better, now that the Warlord is here with the fleet,” the Prime Minister admitted. “It’s been a rough couple of days, Otto. This Spasso character is starting to seriously annoy me.”
 

 “Stand in line,” Harkaman said, gruffly, adding a description of their foe’s anatomical deficiencies, ancestry, and choice of intimate companions that had taken years of living in space around combat troopers to perfect. “But what’s your present situation?”
 

 “We’ve maintained hold over the city center,” Nikkolay said, sending him an image of a tactical map. “Most of my reserve forces are holding the spaceport complex – there’s no way I’m letting them get that! I’ve got two divisions of RATs here at the Planetary building, and mostly we’re trading pot shots with the northern tower and dueling with contragravity. We’ve lost two of the anti-aircraft guns on the top floors, and were running low on missiles, that’s the bad news. The good news is we just landed a squad of Golden Hand commandos in their tower, and we’re moving two companies around their flanks to cut them off from their ship. They’re attacking Tradetown, too, but not as aggressively – I think it’s more to pin us down. But if you can take care of their reinforcements in orbit, I’ll be able to keep things stable down here until you can land.”
 

 “Help is on the way, Prime Minister,” Harkaman promised. “And it won’t have to wait for me to mop up these two buckets.”
 

 As if summoned, the three smaller ships in the fleet winked back into existence much closer to the planet’s gravity well than the Corisande. The Star of Tanith began climbing to strike back at the enemy pinnaces, with the goal of trying to board the Lamia, while the other two vessels began a rapid descent towards Rivington, where a battle was already raging around the city. It was nearly dusk there, now, and there were several plumes of black smoke surrounding the city, but the metropolis itself seemed intact. The Princess Valerie and the Golden Hand immediately launched their pinnaces, which went to join the fight or proceed to other sensitive missions. 
 

Otto felt a surge of concern, knowing that Valerie had the baby with her, going into battle, but then again they weren’t directly engaging any enemy ships, and even if they did they were as well protected as anyone could be. It would take a lot to blow the sturdy Gram-built Princess Valerie out of the sky, and he knew the Golden Hand – whose crew included plenty of the devoted guardsmen – would sacrifice itself long before the Princess V would be in danger. He knew Countess Dorothy was aboard Valerie’s ship, too, and that made him feel more secure about the matter. In a number of ways.
 

“And it will please you to know,” Harkaman continued into the screen, after he’d informed the Prime Minister of the arrival of the fleet, “that your baby cousin is safe and sound. Completely clean extraction. And you have young Karvall to thank for that. Val knighted him on the spot.”
 

“Nobly done,” Nick said, approvingly. He looked instantly relieved. “And joyous news. I’ve got my wife and son hunkered down in a bunker, over in New Traskon, but I’ve been worried sick we’d never see little Elaine again. I’ll spread the news. If everyone else feels like I do, then Spasso’s men are about to get hit, hard!”
 

After he signed off, Harkaman had tactical issues to deal with for a while, and then he had a moment to catch his breath while the Corisande sped towards the other side of the world. There was little Harkaman could do about Rivington, Princess Valerie, or anything else but the battle before him now, he knew. And that was still easily an hour or so away. One of the hardest things about being a supreme military commander in the middle of a pitched battle was the desire to be in several critical places at once. It just wasn’t possible. 
 

 But he and the Queen Flavia would do their part. The Star Hunter and the Dilemma were his targets, and it was his job to worry about them, now. The rest of the battle would have to be won by those to whom the task fell. He only hoped that the price of such a battle would not become too dear.
 




 



 



 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Eight:
 

The Battle Of Tanith
 



 
 

 Valerie bit her lip as the ship which bore her name trembled when it hit the atmosphere. The first few moments of reentry were always a little rough, as the Abbots tried to counter the resistance the air put up against the ship, and the pseudogravs struggled to keep up with the changing field-state. But once they were well and truly inserted, the trembling subsided and the ship began to sink further and further into the warm blanket of air.
 

 Valerie had the pinnaces launched immediately. Two of them would assist in the air cover a number of contragravity ships were providing over the Planetary building, and the other two would go to Katoland, where the Voltlily squatted and oozed enemies. The pinnaces of the Golden Hand were headed right into the thick of battle, which seemed to be centered southeast of town beyond the spaceport, the guards’ warship behind them. 
 

 While she waited, she held Elaine in her lap. She’d spent most of the voyage back home getting re-acquainted with her baby girl. If the abduction had harmed the child in any way, it wasn’t apparent – she was the same bright-eyed, pretty little baby who had been stolen from her, albeit a couple of pounds heavier and a lot more alert and interested in the universe around her.
 

 She had no idea that she was in the middle of a battle to determine her future. She just liked all of the bright lights and interesting sounds.
 


What kind of mother brings a baby into the middle of a space battle? Valerie chastised herself. 
 


The kind who marries a handsome Space Viking Prince and agrees to share his throne and his fortunes, she answered herself with an internal sigh. Valerie had no regrets about her choice, she decided. She loved Lucas, loved Tanith, loved Elaine, and she loved the job she had gotten with the wedding ring. She had vowed in front of the universe on her wedding and coronation day that she would devote her life to seeing Tanith live and prosper. And once she’d made that commitment, she was determined to see it through. One battle at a time.
 

 Grimly she studied the first reports coming through her special command console. The situation around Rivington looked deadly, but stable. A line about two miles wide had developed between the invaders – they looked about three-thousand strong – and the defenders, who had a distinct numerical advantage on the ground. But the invaders had brought along a lot of combat contragravity, armored cavalry, and artillery, and the air around the city was filled with dogfights between combat cars and aircav mounts and even a few big cannon-weilding combat airboats. 
 

Smoke plumes rose from at least two dozen impact areas where the losers of the aerial fight had ended the battle, including two which poured from the upper floors of the Planetary Building – but that was a good sign, Valerie reminded herself as they approached the city. 
 

That meant that Tanith’s defenses were holding.
 

 
 

* * *
 



 
 

 Sir Alexi had volunteered for this mission: leading a strike team to try to disable the merchant ship Voltlily, where it had disgorged its troops in Katoland. Her Highness herself had directed that he take command of one of her pinnaces and wanted him to be certain to relieve Lord Motarka, if needed, as well as capture the merchantman intact if possible. His pinnace had nearly a hundred infantry crammed into it, and six aircav mounts had been stuffed into the small hold. The moment he was able to decelerate below Mach One, he prepared for a lightning-quick deployment. 
 

 He was fairly familiar with the country, thanks to the action he saw there last year, and he had done a few stints training its troops with the rest of the Golden Hand. Orbital images showed that the Voltlilly had landed on a wide plateau on the south side of the east-west running Alta Fresca range, just a few miles away from Ka-Motarka’s fortress. As he came within a few miles of the ship he called for enhanced views, discovering that the ship had set up machine gun emplacements and missile launchers to discourage visitors – as he learned when they lobbed one in his direction.
 

 “Hang on tight, fellows,” he called down to the over-cramped quarters on the deck below. “We’ll be making for House Motarka now – when we arrive, deploy as directed.” There was a welcome shout from belowdecks – it was getting stuffy down there.
 

 Sir Alexi had expected to see Motarka Castle occupied or burning, but it was peaceful, save for several additional guards and some recent aircar crash scars. A Royal Army of Tanith squad was on the roof, running an anti-aircraft missile battery. When they saw his colors they waved, cheerfully. It took a few moments to establish radio contact with their commander.
 

 “We’ve been here most of the day and only fired a few shots,” explained the corporal in charge, once he came to the receiver. “Duke Morland thought that they’d use this place as a base, but they by-passed us and went north, through the pass, towards Rivington.”
 

 “What about Lord Motarka?” Karvall asked, surprised.
 

 “Ol’ Mo?” chuckled the trooper, “he and his household weren’t content to stand here and hold a castle no one was trying to take. So he took about five hundred men and went to attack that ship.”
 

 “He what?” Sir Alexi asked, confused. “He’s got some infantry, but . . .”
 

 “Don’t sell the old man short,” the corporal said, almost apologetically. “He’s using the aircar the Realm gave him to set up snipers in the trees around the ship. They haven’t been able to go outside to take a whiz without one of his neobarbs making them duck!”
 

 “Good to know . . . where is the venerable commander now?”
 

 “About three klicks south of the ship, in an old well-house. Or at least, last time we looked. He’s directing the battle from there.”
 

 “Understood, corporal. Carry on. Oh, by the way – we got the princess back,” he added, casually. Karvall swore the cheer he heard was so loud he could have listened to it without the radio being on.
 

 It didn’t take long to find Ka-Motarka’s field headquarters, a small roughly-built springhouse of undressed stone and logs. The neobarb baron had parked his aircar behind it, and set up a small tent, and there were three other aircars parked there as well. Men on beasts or on foot came and went through the tent door, and alert locals stood sentry duty, eager for an opportunity to shoot their shiny new rifles. But it didn’t have the sloppiness that Karvall had become accustomed to in his time on Mertha. Apparently Ka-Motarka was made of sterner stuff than the late Barsaro. The tough old neobarb lord was directing the whole assault like an experienced campaigner. 
 

Sir Alexi did have to be careful, however, and made a point of flying by to display the blue trapezoid-and-circle blazon on the side of the pinnace, to keep from getting shot at, before he landed nearby and let his troops spill out into the field, but he felt gratified that his men were that eager to engage the enemy.
 

 He was challenged twice by sentries as he approached the tent, but a simple flash of his golden hand insignia was all the password he needed. He found Motarka in the tent, looking at a computer-drawn map of the hill above. There were two Home Guard troopers and a couple of old Space Vikings in battered combat armor also in attendance, one of whom was shy a leg below the knee.
 

 “Baron Motarka,” Karvall said, bowing formally by habit. “Princess Valerie sent me to help. I brought men and vehicles. What is our situation?”
 

 The warlord spoke haltingly in Lingua Terra, a language he was still learning, until one of the Home Guard troopers – a sergeant – spoke up.
 

 “It’s pretty basic, Sir,” he reported. “The ship is on that plateau, its five hundred feet above us, and they’ve got contragravity patrols to keep us pinned down if we try to go up the only path to it. They’re dug in, put up sandbags and temporary barriers to protect the entrance. I think the plan is that they’re the getaway if the troops don’t take Rivington, so they aren’t going anywhere. They’re just well defended, and they know it. 
 

“They have a couple of machine gun nests and a couple of small rocket launchers, so we can’t get anything big too close, except for a few snipers. Ol’ Zeke, here, he’s got a couple of men set up with mortars on the west side, and Lord Justin, here, has a 70mm gun that’s keeping them from bringing anything down. But they’re well covered, and the ship’s made of collapsium, so mortars don’t do much if we don’t hit the sensitive spots. So it’s a stalemate.”
 

 “Interesting,” Sir Alexi said, pursing his lips. Justin and Zeke, he remembered, were two combat veterans who had retired on Tanith, lured by the Home Ministry’s program of settlement. They both looked very enthusiastic about the prospect of attacking the Voltlily – apparently country life did not make up for the excitement of Space Viking life. 
 

“Well, we could just evacuate, stand off in the pinnace and hit them with missiles until they gave up or blew up. But where is the fun in that? I think we can take them. We just need to deploy our resources properly. Hmmm. Let me suggest . . .” he said, and then sketched out a plan. The others approved eagerly, although there was some question of who was going to bear the brunt of the defense. “It might get a little bloody, but then if we want that omelet on that bluff, we’re going to have to crack a few eggs to get it. So . . . two hours?”
 

 The little war council was very enthusiastic about the plan, since it involved a gallant head-on charge up the hill. They started with an artillery barrage from the mortars and the field piece, focusing on the hardened emplacements. They got lucky early on and killed the crew of the missile launcher, and apparently damaged the equipment, but the machinegun nests were cunningly made and hard to hit effectively. 
 

 Then the barrage ceased, and a few advanced parties scaled the slope up to the bluff to a position close enough to snipe at the machinegunners. They took potshots at the mercenaries for nearly half an hour, just keeping them on edge while they were taking ranges. While the enemies had their heads down, three of the air cavalry mounts that Sir Alexi had brought rose from the treeline and began to dogfight the ship’s defending mounts. Quad machineguns built into the little egg-shaped armored fliers hammered through the cool, moist air as the sun went down.
 

 Dusk was the signal for the infantry to attack. They didn’t need much encouragement. With the aircav mounts too busy to strafe them and the machinegunners too worried about snipers to make an effort, five hundred screaming neobarbarian warriors, armed with simple defense rifles or even matchlocks and swords, screamed shrill war-cries as they poured up the slope. A few fell, as the defenders were able to get off a burst in their direction, but the attackers made it more than half way up before they slowed to a stop and fired en-masse at the ship. The machinegunners above them finally got the nerve to try to suppress the advance, and several mercenaries surged to the barricades to take shots at the moth-eaten hordes below.
 

 Which is why they didn’t notice the pinnace lift from over the ridge behind them, and float nearly soundlessly over the vulnerable enemy ship. The other four aircav pods raced out to establish a perimeter, and Sir Alexi was able to get close enough to drop two hundred RAT troopers onto the top of the shining sphere from his cargo bay. From there it was a simple matter to repel down the sides or find a hatch open – and the lazy merchant crew had left plenty of those. There was some intense fighting as the Tanith troopers – and their local auxiliaries – swarmed over the Voltlily’s defenses. In some places the overwhelmed crew fought hand-to-hand, but the cause was lost. 
 

Before it was completely dark overhead, the ship was in Tanith hands.
 

 Later, Alexi escorted Captain Ho and two of his surviving crew back towards Rivington, the Voltlilly secure. He hated to leave such a good party – once the news of Princess Elaine’s recovery was announced, the whole barony seemed to erupt in a party – but there were duties he had to see to in town, where the battle still raged. And he was tired. And hungry. 
 

 But he was also back on Tanith, and it felt good. With a start, he realized the feeling. He was back on the world he now called home.
 



 
 

* * *
 

 Over the sunward face of the planet, another battle raged, as the invading Space Vikings were getting caught between the Gunloggi and the Moon Goddess, on the one side, and the Queen Flavia and the Corisande II on the other. While Harkaman certainly didn’t mind charging in, guns blazing, and destroying both ships out of hand, there were certain niceties that should be observed, even with your foes. Especially with your foes, he amended. He hailed the Dilemma, offering his ship’s identification and his screen combination by Sword World impulse code, and in a few moments his communication screen lit up. The man on the other side was sitting in a smallish, cramped-looking bridge on a decidedly older ship. He was somewhat portly, and wore a long curly unkempt beard over his shabby-looking, unbuttoned captain’s jacket.
 

 “Harkaman,” he grunted, with a nod. “Been a while.”
 

 “It has,” Otto agreed. “Nice spot you’ve gotten yourself into, Grutman.”
 

 “Yeah, well the brass was good,” the other captain admitted. “At the time,” he added. “Now, I’m thinking I should have asked for more.”
 

 “Why the devil are you working with an idiot like Spasso, Bill?” Otto asked. “You were never a lordly type, to be sure, but you were always an honest raider. Spasso isn’t fit to clean your toilets!”
 

 “Yeah, well, more to it than that, isn’t there?” the enemy captain said, as he manipulated his control board. “It’s not just Garvan, see. And Garvan’s not all bad, y’know. A bit rough around the edges—“
 

 “He kidnaps children, Bill,” Otto interrupted. “Even for Spasso, that’s low.”
 

 “Yeah, aye, he’s a crafty one. Wouldn’t leave him alone with my daughters.”
 

 “So here’s your chance to stop working for him. Face it, the battle is lost. You can’t hold out against us, four against two. And I have three more ships on the way. Spasso is a dead man. You’d do better to turn him over to me, collect the reward, and retire to some pleasure planet. As the Warlord of the Realm of Tanith, I summon you to surrender. If you do, we’ll let you go after a reasonable amount of time.” Even that was unlikely – Prince Lucas was probably not going to be well-disposed towards anyone who attacked Tanith. And the Princess was even less so.
 

 “Oh, Harky, you’re a bold one!” Grutman laughed, evilly. “A ‘reasonable amount of time’? I ain’t one for the institutional life, me. I’ve got obligations, you know. I took a job. Got to see it through.”
 

 “It had to be said, Grutman,” Harkaman sighed. “Guns-and-Missiles – load all three planetbusters!”
 

 “What!?” Grutman said, his face suddenly white. “Where’d you get pretties like that?”
 

 “Friends in high places,” Otto grunted back. “That’s one for you, one for the Hunter, and still one left over in case I miss. You know what they do to a ship, Bill. You can’t survive a hit from one of those, not and still have a ship worth flying.” Planetbusters were nuclear weapons in the 100 megaton range. Used on the surface of a planet, it was quiet possible to crack the mantle and start monstrous waves of magma tsunamis. Against a ship, even a collapsium-hulled ship, they were almost certain destruction. Compared to the usual 15 and 20 megaton nukes that were used in heavy combat, a planetbuster was a game-stopper.
 

 “Why, Otto?” Grutman whined. “You used to be a grand old raider yourself. Now you sold out and got a title and a fancy new ship . . . not like the old days,” he grumbled.
 

 “I found a man worth following,” Harkaman replied, with dignity. “And a cause worth fighting for.”
 

 “Bah!” dismissed the other captain. “There has to be a woman involved. Tell you what: what if I tell you Spasso ain’t aboard neither ship, he’s down below? In one of them little fingerlings,” he growled. “You can have him, too. He’s buggered up this whole operation. Was supposed to be a simple assault, let him grab power, then off for cocktails. You go after him, let me and mine go, we never come back here again.”
 

 Harkaman considered. “All right – on one other condition: you tell me who Spasso was working for.”
 

 “Wha--?”
 

 “He didn’t have the money to finance an attack like this on his own,” reasoned Harkaman. “You tell me who he was working with, and I’ll have my ships withdraw until you’re in hyperspace. Otherwise . . . well, there isn’t an otherwise. Not that doesn’t have you getting blown to Emceesquared.”
 

 “Fine, then,” the old Space Viking spat. “All I know is he was in communication with a Sword World gent, some fellow named Lord Bartee. Knew him through Xochitl, where he hired me.”
 

 “Xochitl? Are you in league with Viktor, then?”
 

 “I’m in league with the devil and my ownself, you should know that!” Grutman barked. “I’ve got no love for Viktor and even less for Spasso. But a man has debts, see? Some you can’t get out of. But Bartee was his bagman. All part of some big scheme, it was, but they didn’t let me in on the details,” he sounded a little hurt, as if he was offended that he wasn’t trusted. “But it was Bartee.”
 

 “Why would he want to bankroll Spasso against Tanith? It’s a fool’s errand!”
 

 “I’m just the muscle,” Grutman shrugged. “I thought Spasso was just offended about his hand, and wanted to make up to that new Gram king Viktor’s got in his back pocket. But I was paid well, in advance, and if Spasso’s cracked up, I’d just as soon leave with my whole ship, thank you much.”
 

 “A pleasure doing business with you, Grutman,” Otto nodded. “And I wouldn’t show up at Tanith again – the Trasks have long memories and access to nuclear weapons. Now if you want to cease fire and back away slowly, I’ll have my people do the same. Otherwise . . .”
 

 “I heard ya the first time,” the beaten Space Viking growled, as he began flipping switches on the command console. “Let me talk to the Void Hunter and we can all live to fight another day, eh?”
 

 “Exactly,” Harkaman said. “No reason we can’t all be reasonable about this.”
 

 
 

* * *
 

 
 

 Nobody knew where Garvan Spasso was.
 

 The early capture of the Voltlilly and the reinforcements from orbit gave the Tanith forces a powerful advantage over the mercenaries fighting from dug-in trenches around the old ruins to the south of town. Within minutes of arriving, their combat contragravity had been overwhelmed by RAT combat cars and a 100 foot gunboat that the Princess Valerie disgorged from her hold over the city. 
 

The mercenaries had hired on for a quick battle, not a slaughter – they surrendered completely before midnight, once their haggard commander was able to find a Tanith officer to surrender to. 
 

Their commander hadn’t seen Garvan Spasso since the beginning of the battle.
 

 The Golden Hand had attacked the second merchant ship, known as the Nottingham, where it was landed out in the plains. The grounded merchantman had been in the process of sending reinforcements to the ruined tower in Rivington, when the air convoy was caught out in the open by the defenders. The Hand landed two 10 kiloton conventional missiles on top of it, and then took the Nottingham with frightening speed after destroying or chasing away the combat cars hovering overhead. 
 

 Garvan Spasso was not on the Nottingham.
 

 He had been spotted early on in the fight, five hundred miles north of Rivington where a string of small towns hugging the northern forests had been invaded, many burned. Three survivors agreed that Spasso had come in on a pinnace and witnessed a few casual acts of brutality before praising his mercenary troops and moving on. But he was not there now. Militia and RAT troopers swept through the area repeatedly, cleaning up pockets of resistance, but his body was not among those recovered.
 

 Camp Valiant had suffered bombardment during the fight, but had sustained only light damage and virtually no casualties, as the troops had been moved en masse to Rivington for its defense. But a small skeleton staff had held off three combat cars full of mercs until a pinnace from the Princess Valerie swept in and blew them out of the sky. More bodies were dug out of the wreckage. 
 

Spasso was not among them.
 

 The party of three-hundred mobile infantry and assorted combat cars that had attacked Tradetown had started a few fires, but they had perversely given up softer targets for concentrating on attacking the Shrine of the Trasks. Not that they had much luck. The invaders never got within a hundred feet of the temple, so viciously did the local people defend it. Clearly Spasso was after his severed, gold-plated hand. 
 

The Golden Hand guards who stood watch at the shrine weren’t about to give it up, though. Five of them organized the city watch and the local militia to successfully defend the temple. By the time reinforcements came, they had the day well in-hand. 
 

Garvan Spasso had not, apparently, felt so compelled as to come for his hand himself.
 

 As the night wore on, scattered pockets of invaders were systematically engaged and eliminated around the city, and by dawn there was only one area not strictly under Tanith control, the abandoned northern tower.
 

 It was a massive three-dimensional maze covering hundreds of thousands of square feet per section, and it was still choked with debris and junk and the occasional patch of woodland that had grown on old landing stages. It made an ideal defensive structure, as the Royal Army commanders found out. Piles of rubble and collapsed beams made excellent sniper posts. It was easy to booby-trap with knives and explosives. There was cover everywhere, most of it was in perpetual darkness, and a squad could walk right by a man in the gloom if they weren’t careful.
 

 There were easily two or three thousand mercenaries in the tower, clumped together at various points, and another hundred or so scattered throughout the building to slow down any attackers with sniper fire. Clearing them away was difficult. It was painstaking work, clearing each section, and around every corner lurked a new threat.
 

 The Tanith men didn’t flinch from the task; emboldened by the return of their Princess and the fleet, they attacked the building with renewed vigor. The Golden Hand commandos took particular care in searching the ruin, searching intently for any sign of Garvan Spasso. 
 

Lt. Bentfork led one team, twenty Royal Army of Tanith troopers down from the Golden Hand. They’d come in fast in a combat troop carrier, arriving on a landing stage about fifty floors up and deploying within seconds. Bentfork had been tasked to destroy the rogue telecast station that Spasso’s people had set up to broadcast his impotent propaganda. It was widely hoped that Spasso would be found there. 
 

Even though dawn rained down on Rivington, the interior of the building was cavernous, and he had his troops move with as much caution as possible. A tripwire grenade ended one private’s life and informed them about the type of foe they faced; a sniper took two more as they plunged deeper into the building, and there was a gallant little firefight until a lucky shot stopped the sniper. They pressed on.
 

Bentfork knew they were getting closer to their target when they began encountering more concentrated groups of mercenaries clustered around heavier weapons. There were machine-gun emplacements set up in nests of debris, making any approach in force difficult. It didn’t take a .50 machine-gun long to clear a corridor. Bentfork sent a scout down another way, to see if they could find a useable flank, but a distant burst of rapid fire told him that the other routes to the exterior chamber that housed the rogue station were covered, too.
 

“There’s no way we can get up that way, Lieutenant,” one of his scouts reported with disgust. “And they’ve laid mines the last thirty feet or so, so we can’t even crawl up to throw grenades!”
 

“We need a rocket launcher!” one private suggested. Bentfork shook his head. 
 

“It would take too much time – we have a mission, and we have everything we need to accomplish it.” By the time he could radio for assistance, get to a landing stage where he could safely accept a rocket launcher, and find his way back here, Spasso’s men could die of old age. “I wonder if these guys are flat thinkers,” he wondered aloud.
 

“What?” one of the privates asked, confused. 
 

“Flatland,” Bentfork said. “We read it in school. It’s about—” he broke off, realizing that even though the man he addressed was from the Sword Worlds, he hadn’t had Bentfork’s education. He’d been among the very first to attend Prince Lucas’ special school in Rivington, coming there when he was only twelve. It had seemed an almost magical experience, taking a boy from the Iron Age and showing him the wonders of the Atomic Age. He was often amazed at the lack of interest or appreciation his Sword World counterparts demonstrated about the incredible civilization they were from. This man, for instance, had apparently slept through some elementary mathematics.
 

“I’m just wondering if they’ve considered all of the angles of attack,” he sighed. “Does anyone have any plastique?” Two of the men did, as it turned out, and gladly handed it over. Bentfork smiled. 
 

“Perfect! I’m guessing those mercs set up a perfect field of fire with lots of cover. But I’m also guessing that they’re only thinking of front, back, left and right. Corporal, take one of your men back to that stairwell we passed. Go down one floor and see if you can find your way to the exact location of that nest, only underneath. Then plant the plastique on the ceiling, back up, and blow it.”
 

“That’s bloody brilliant, Lieutenant!” the corporal said, admiringly, as he accepted the explosives. He chose a man and went off on his mission, while Bentfork prepared the other dozen to take advantage of the confusion to press an attack. It took about twenty-five minutes, longer than he’d expected for the team to achieve its mission, but then he got a call on his radio from the corporal, who warned him to be ready for action.
 

The explosion was deafening, but it was the dust that was the most debilitating. A lot of dust can accumulate in a ferrocrete structure over five hundred years, and the explosion put a great deal of it back into the air. Vision was obscured almost as thoroughly as if by a smoke bomb.
 

“Forward!” Bentfork called, drawing his sword, as his men all hacked and coughed their way into battle. They pressed forward carefully through the cloud of dust towards the machinegun nest. Along the way several smaller explosions occurred unexpectantly as falling debris triggered the anti-personnel mines that were left in front of them. The last few mines the soldiers discovered they gently slid into the large hole in the corridor where the machinegun used to be. They extended this same service to the severed body parts and corpses of the defenders.
 

The hole itself wasn’t too difficult to navigate, but once on the other side they were almost immediately beset by more defenders with submachine guns and pistols. Bentfork swore bitterly as the lively fire-fight went on through the dust and gloom, cursing Spasso for the man-made hell his actions had wrought in this ruin. While Bentfork knew, intellectually, that he was just a man, it was hard not to appreciate the apparently demonic nature of Spasso’s attacks. Two more of his men were wounded in the fight, until the defenders ran out of ammunition and were shot by his squad.
 

Two more brief engagements left two more mercenaries stretched out dead before they got to the telecast station. The chamber itself only had a single guard who went down under Bentfork’s sword before the man had a chance to raise his pistol.
 

“Surrender in the name of the Realm!” the guardsman bellowed as he burst into the chamber, sticking the point of his blade under the chin of the terrified operator while his men filled in behind him. The man nodded, speechless, his hands raised. The room was open to the sky on the southern wall, where Spasso’s men had erected an antenna by the simple expedient of unrolling it down the side of the building. Bentfork stopped the signal by the simple expedient of cutting the antenna from the rig with his sword. 
 

“Where is Garvan Spasso?” he demanded of the operator, his voice filled with menace.
 

“I don’t know! I swear!” the man pleaded. “I surrendered, remember?”
 

“I want Spasso,” Bentfork repeated, his nostril’s flaring as he got within inches of the man’s face. He did his best intimidating sneer. “My father cut off his right hand. I wanted to get the other one. It’s my life’s dream. I’d be happy to add yours to the family collection. Now, where is Garvan Spasso?”
 

“I swear to God, I don’t know!” the man, a Space Viking technician who had definitely seen happier times. His eyes were white with fear as he trembled before the large and angry officer. “He was here yesterday, when we first captured the place, but after we got set up he was off! I swear!”
 

“So where was he headed?” Bentfork demanded.
 

“Somewhere over in the Slags! In a combat car! Had to see someone, he said! But that was hours and hours ago!”
 

“Take him down to Military Intelligence and have him re-questioned under veridication,” he ordered his men as he returned his sword to its scabbard. He tagged his helmet radio and waited for a clear channel to Command. “Team Lambda reporting: telecast station has been neutralized on the fifty-fifth floor. No sign of Spasso, but he might have been here yesterday. Rumor has it he headed for the Slags.” He waited for an acknowledgement before he put the radio away and directed the men in mopping-up the remaining mercenaries on the floor. He was helped by the arrival of another squad, fresh from the Princess Valerie, and a RAT Major who was more than willing to take command of his men to continue mopping up Spasso’s mercenaries.
 

Bentfork left them behind and headed down three floors and a thousand feet west, where he came to a landing stage being used as an advanced staging area. Crates of grenades, submachine gun and rifle ammunition were stacked hurriedly to one side, alongside a pre-packed case of rations and a first-aid station where a half-dozen RAT troopers were being attended by a Royal Army medic and a couple of robodocs. There was a table where scanners and situation boards were set up, and a RAT Captain was questioning prisoners under the red and blue glow of an encephalographic veridicator. Bentfork wandered over and took a look at the situation board for a moment before he stood by patiently to wait for the Captain.
 

The man was clearly agitated as he sent his latest prisoner off to be processed. 
 

“Any luck? Finding Spasso?” Bentfork asked, hopefully.
 

“Nothing,” the man said, disgusted, as another bound mercenary was sullenly placed in the device at gunpoint. It looked like some mad artist’s conception of an ancient electric chair, except for the big glass globe that sat over the prisoner’s head. If it stayed blue, the man was telling the truth. If it turned red, his own thoughts betrayed the fact that he was lying. The coolest gangster in the galaxy, or the most serene monk in the depths of meditation couldn’t fool a veridicator. “Spasso was here, but no one’s seen him in hours. They were supposed to hold this building and shell the Planetary Building until reinforcements from the Nottingham arrived.”
 

“They’re going to be late,” Bentfork chuckled. 
 

“I heard. That’s why I’m so busy,” the Captain explained. “As soon as word got out, they started surrendering in droves. They all know about the reward. More than half of them would be happy to give up Spasso just to get off Tanith. But the slippery bastard just . . . disappeared.”
 

“One of my prisoners told me he headed out for the Slags – do we have anyone over there?”
 

“Funny you should mention that,” the captain mused. “Three of the men I’ve interrogated weren’t off-world mercs, they were Slagtown derelicts who signed on for this months ago. They didn’t know what they were doing at the time, but the money was good. Three weeks ago they started going off into the woods and being trained with weapons. Then when the Lamia was taken, they were the ones who started rioting in the downtown area, before they met up with Spasso’s men and took to the tower. But the fighting didn’t start in the Slags, so we don’t have any troops in that direction. Say,” the captain said, an idea dawning on him, “I guess that would be the perfect place to hide out during an invasion after it went south – the one place we don’t have troops looking for him!”
 

“He’s crafty, all right,” Bentfork said, irritated at the demon-spawn’s temerity. “He must have some kind of intelligence network on Tanith left over from his days working for the Prince,” he reasoned. “And he’s obviously getting help from somewhere. Not the King of Gram – he’d have better troops.”
 

The captain nodded in agreement, lighting his pipe as he prepared to question the next prisoner. “Half of these men are Merthan neobarb mercenaries, half are the kind of Space Viking you don’t like associated with the profession. Spasso’s kind, in other words. Their equipment is definitely bargain-basement stuff. Their combat contragravity was pretty battered up, too. But even an army of rabble costs money, much less the ships to get them here.”
 

“I’ll look into it,” Bentfork decided. “Now, is there any way I can ask you to call me an aircar? I want to head over to the Slags and see if I can’t find Spasso.”
 

The captain started to say something, then stopped. “You mudfoots really, really don’t like that guy, do you?”
 

“He burned a temple that has been in Tradetown for three hundred years. He killed hundreds when he came to my home. He raped my father’s wife,” Bentfork said, flatly. “She wasn’t my mother, but she was the next best thing. A beautiful woman. I remember when he took her, and how she cried, and how angry my father was. He vowed that day to see Spasso’s head on a pike, and I aim to keep that vow. I know it’s not the Sword World way to take multiple wives, but she’s my family, and he kept her in his chamber for days, treating her like the worst kind of slave. Then he tried to kill the Deliverer and the White Lady. And then kidnapped their child, a child some of my people regard as divine. That’s an offense to the gods, in any religion, and if I can watch Spasso’s body flayed alive before the eyes of the Trasks at the Tradetown shrine before throngs of cheering crowds, I shall see it as a tangible sign of divine justice in the universe. Yes, Captain, we mudfoots really, really don’t like that guy.”
 

“Let me call you a car, son,” the captain said, gently. Bentfork noted that he was clutching the hilt of his sword so tightly his knuckles were white. He forced himself to relax, but it was hard. He felt like he was on a hunt, and the prey was nearly in sight. If he could just catch Spasso, he knew, his family’s honor would be restored in full.
 

That was what drove him. He wanted the stain of Spasso removed from the universe, and Nogal Bentfork would not count himself truly a man until he saw the man’s head removed from his body with his own eyes. Preferably by his own hands.
 

 It only took ten minutes for a combat car to come by and pick him up, once called, and he was gratified to see it was loaded with four RAT troopers fresh from mopping up the southern front. 
 

“Are you gentlemen otherwise occupied?” he asked carefully, as he settled into the remaining seat. Despite his early life as a privileged neobarbarian noble, he still felt self-conscious when he found himself in command of ‘civilized’ Sword Worlders. True, much of the mystique surrounding the men from the stars had faded as he had lived and trained with them at Camp Valiant and environs, and gotten to know them as people, but there was still an imperceptible distance between the Sword Worlders and the “mudfoots” they served with. Particularly an officer of the Golden Hand. “Because I have a line on Garvan Spasso, and I need some back-up,” he explained. “Interested?”
 

 He faced a sea of wolfish grins. “We got to the front too late,” the corporal in charge confessed. “We haven’t so much as fired a shot. We’re at your command, Lieutenant!”
 

“All right. Driver, to the Slags. Does anyone know if there are any troops out there?”
 

 “Just the Rivington Police,” the driver said, derisively. “There was a riot or something, early on. But that was two days ago. They’re still patrolling, but most of them are on civil defense duty, enforcing curfew and preventing looting. Or that’s what I’ve heard.” 
 

It took them only moments to get to the Slags. Bentfork had the driver drop off he and his four men at what was arguably the nicest part of the itinerant camp, a cluster of huts and sheds that had been erected by the poorest of the poor. Then the driver went back aloft to patrol over the area, waiting for Bentfork’s signal to provide support.
 

 Lt. Bentfork sighed meaningfully as he looked around the ruin. Once this had been a tower every bit as splendid as the Planetary Building and it’s damaged, derelict twin he’d just come from. 
 

Then, during Tanith’s decivilization, someone had bombed the massive structure. It had thankfully fallen away from, not towards, the other two, spreading out a slightly-radioactive band of rubble that stretched out almost a mile from one side to the other. A few generations later the survivors of the city had begun picking it clean of structural steel and other artifacts to trade for food. Eventually it had been overtaken by the wilderness. There was still quite a lot of identifiable rubble, around, some of it towering nearly three stories high, and it was riddled with “natural” caves and tunnels. 
 

Now, a couple of centuries later, after Tanith’s rebirth, the vast field of ferrocrete rubble provided a home for those too lazy or drunk or hurt to work at Rivington’s busy commercial sector. 
 

 That meant that the Slags made the perfect nest for criminal activity. And the tiny little cluster of huts known as “Slagtown” he was walking through was the natural hub of such activity. Bentfork watched a few destitute, frightened-looking denizens scurrying around, looking with suspicion at the soldiers, and two Rivington cops – mudfoots, he figured – patrolled with older model submachine guns, and waved to him and his men. But there was little other activity.
 

 Bentfork stopped an old woman carrying a basket of laundry on her head, making her way down to the streamlet at the base of the rubble field. “Pardon, my lady,” he said, as politely as he could in Lingua Terra, “we’re on the business of the Realm. We’re looking for—”
 

 “Nah dalk da stermin tang, ey,” she said, waving her hand dismissively as she tried to hurry away. She was a native, obviously, and didn’t want to get involved with soldiers or other rough folk, and probably thought she could escape by pleading ignorance of Lingua Terra. 
 

Bentfork grinned despite himself and answered her in the same dialect, informing her that the demon Spasso might be about, and that he and the soldiers needed to find him before he escaped. That perked the old woman up a bit – apparently she’d originally hailed from one of the villages the crew of the Lamia had sacked, a decade before. She looked around at the empty – well, it was hardly a street, Bentfork decided, more like a promenade, though using such a fancy term for this place seemed ludicrous – before she lowered her voice and spoke.
 

 “I saw some mercenaries going into Tartar’s Place yesterday,” she confided in a whisper. “Guns. One was bald and had a dark hand.”
 

 “What is Tartar’s Place?” he asked, although he thought he remembered from the training that the Golden Hand had done here. It proved to be a kind of low-class aleroom where disreputables gathered to drink, plot, and hide from the authorities. It also proved to be only a few hundred yards northeast of them.
 

 Bentfork tossed a coin to the old woman for her trouble, and as she scurried away he detailed two of his men to circle around the flanks of Tartar’s as well as possible, and informed the combat car overhead of his plans. He received word back a moment later that Tartar’s had three guards outside, and a spotter on the roof.
 

 Bentfork’s heart sank. If they’d seen the combat car and gotten suspicious, then Spasso might be gone already. He radioed the driver and had him head back towards the city center before turning around and coming back, making it seem as if he’d left. That deprived him of back-up temporarily, but he wasn’t too concerned. That car could be back here in a flash. 
 

 Straightening his cloak and drawing his pistol, he led his remaining two men directly to the front door of the hovel. It was partially made up of cast-off prefabricated panels scavenged from the spaceport, and half rough wooden planks, built up against a pocket of rubble that provided two of the walls. The roof was mismatched local terra cotta tiles, inexpertly installed and wealthy with gaps. It was a sad, miserable place where sad, miserable men could go to hide from the world or plot against it.
 

The guards initially started to raise their weapons, until they saw the uniforms. Then they started to have second thoughts, particularly when the other two RAT troopers appeared out of the rubble and covered their flanks, and they raised their hands carefully away from their guns. Bentfork saw these were locals, too – security for the bar, not invading mercenaries. He’d almost started to doubt the old lady’s advice, when he heard yelling from inside. 
 

 Taking a deep breath, he kicked in the rough wooden door, sending it smashing through the room off of its hinges with his big black boot. It was dark as a cellar inside, with only a few electric lights scattered around the makeshift interior. There was a man behind a bar, his eyes wide and terrified, and his hands went up in the air the moment he saw the uniform. The other inhabitants – three disgusting-looking barflies – shuffled into a corner and whimpered.
 

 “Where is Spasso?” Bentfork demanded of the bartender, his pistol millimeters from the man’s nose. “I’m going to count to—”
 

 “Tunnel!” the man squeaked. “Back room! It’s under the mat! Don’t hurt me, Sir! I just—”
 

 “You!” he called to one of his men. “Watch them. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, start shooting them, ugliest first. Corporal, you’re with me!” He didn’t wait to see if they followed his orders; instead he plunged headfirst into the dark passageway the bartender had indicated.
 

 The passage wound its way chaotically through the rubble, where in places there were spaces large enough between the ancient wreckage to let tiny pinpricks of sun inside. The chamber where it ended was a typical back room to a dive: windowless, smoky, and private. It was also empty, though there was a well-used cot there that suggested the place’s usual use. Bentfork kicked aside the straw mat that decorated the rough floor and found a wooden cover. He pried it up and pulled the door away from the two-foot wide hole. Pulling a pocket torch from his belt, Bentfork examined the entrance.
 

 “You really think he’s down there, sir?” the corporal asked, doubtfully.
 

 “It’s the best intelligence we’ve got,” admitted Bentfork. “I’ll go first,” he suggested. “And sling that submachine gun – there isn’t going to be room down there, I think. Side-arms only.”
 

 He put the light between his teeth, took another deep breath, and lowered himself down into the hole. He descended about ten feet until he found himself standing in ankle-high water.
 

 “The old sewer,” he observed, as he covered the corporal’s descent. “That explains a lot. This would have been the only part of the building to survive the original blast intact.”
 

 “Nasty!” complained the corporal as his boots got wet.
 

 “Oh, don’t be such a baby,” chided Bentfork. “It’s just snow melt. It doesn’t even smell all that badly.”
 

 “Yes, Sir,” the corporal agreed, wisely keeping his opinions to himself.
 

 The tunnel led almost two-hundred yards northwest, until they were nearly back under Rivington proper. That’s when Bentfork spied the first guard: a rough-looking mercenary who looked more neobarbaric than any of Tradetown’s people. He had a large bushy beard, a longish coat festooned with ammunition belts, and a carbine leaned up against the wall. In fact, so did the mercenary, who apparently thought that guard duty was the perfect opportunity for a nap.
 

 Bentfork took advantage of his opportunity by slitting his throat in his sleep with his combat dagger, one hand clamped over the man’s mouth. While the corporal looked on, eyes wide with respect, Nogal waited until the man’s heart slowed and then stopped before he removed his hand. Then he wiped the blood off of the twelve-inch blade on the corpse’s coat before standing and nodding towards the door the man had been guarding.
 

 Unlike the door to Tartar’s, this was no homemade creation of wood. It was a stainless steel door, thick, part of the original construction of the building that was designed not to rust in this damp environment. Bentfork held his ear up to the smooth surface of the door and listened: he heard hissing, machinery, and some muted voices. There was a strong smell of chemicals in the air, emanating from the room. He looked up to the corporal and nodded as he returned his dagger to its sheath and drew his pistol. The corporal did likewise, and when Bentfork was ready he kicked at the big metal door with his now-soggy boot.
 

 It opened with a boom and a creak – and revealed five armed men wearing protective masks clustered around a table under one solitary electric light. The smell of chemicals was much thicker, and as the men scrambled around at the intrusion, Bentfork bellowed:
 

 “You are all under arrest in the name of the Princess and the Realm of Tanith!” He stuck the pistol in the face of the nearest man, who had been trying to draw his side-arm, and was gratified to see him raise his hands. The others tried to find cover in the surprisingly large room. All except one.
 

 The one he was hunting.
 

 “Garvan Spasso,” spat Bentfork, when he recognized the man through his mask. Spasso didn’t look afraid – he looked angry and determined. He wasn’t raising his hands. But he wasn’t reaching for a weapon. As much as he wanted to put a bullet into him the instant he saw him, Bentfork refrained – and saved his own life.
 

 “Put the gun down,” Spasso barked. “You know what’s in that vat over there? It’s an explosive. The whole air is filled with it. Thermoconcentrate fuel. Highly flammable. And that one’s ether. One spark – and that includes a muzzle flash – and we’re all burned to a crisp.” He leered evilly at the young officer. “Go ahead and shoot, if you don’t believe me, and we’ll both dine in Hell tonight.”
 

 The other men were nodding frantically – a couple were rough-clad neobarbs, like the guard outside had been, complete with beard and foul-smelling coat. The other three were dressed in Space Viking style, although they didn’t look the type to be pillaging any villages. More technicians.
 

 “All right,” Bentfork said, not willing to lower his weapon. “So why don’t I want to burn you to a crisp, Spasso?”
 

 “If you don’t value your own hide, that’s your business,” growled the villain through the mask, who still hadn’t put his hands in the air. “Ghu damn you, you’re one of those blasted Golden Hand troops, aren’t you?”
 

 “Oh, I’m more than that,” Bentfork said, handing his pistol to the corporal. “I’m Lord Nogal of Bentfork. My father is Noam, Baron of Bentfork. The former King of Tradetown. He’s the one—”
 

 “Yes, I’m familiar with the name!” Spasso snarled in anger, holding up his prosthetic. “See? Not a day goes by I don’t think of your father, boy. And to see you take my flesh and blood and turn it into some kind of demented regimental standard—”
 

 “You served as an excellent example of what happens when you try to assail Tanith,” Bentfork continued, drawing his dagger. “Believe me, your hand never had a better use than as a trophy.”
 

 “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Spasso said, his eyes narrowing to slits. “Seems to me that your mother found it useful enough!”
 

 It took everything Bentfork had to keep from grabbing his pistol back and shooting Spasso until his trigger finger got tired. The abuse of his father’s second wife was a supremely sore spot for the young man – though she wasn’t technically his mother, she was nearly as beloved. He still remembered the long days when she had been kidnapped by Spasso’s men and used as a hostage for his father’s good behavior – among less savory uses. As enraged as he was by the vile man’s comment, however, the Golden Hand did not allow those who could not keep their temper in extreme situations to bear their sigil. He gritted his teeth and kept to what was proper.
 

 “Garvan Spasso, I hereby place you under arrest for the abduction of the Heir to the Realm, Princess Elaine, and organizing an attack on the soil of the Realm. Place all of your weapons on that table and surrender.”
 

 “Hard to do that, y’see,” Spasso drawled. “When your dad went and butchered me, I wasn’t about to settle for just a hook. No style, there.” He held up his prosthetic again, and made a fist with it. Twenty centimeters of sharpened steel sprang out. “Can’t very well just toss it on the table, now, can I?”
 

 “I’d be just as happy if you chose to resist,” Bentfork assured him, adopting a knife-fighter’s pose.
 

 “It’ll be an honor to gut you and send your entrails back to your dad,” Spasso reasoned, dropping into a similar stance. “Maybe he can dunk them in bronze, for his collection!”
 

 “Cover me,” Bentfork ordered the corporal. “And them. If they make a run for it, shoot and don’t worry about the burns – we’re armored.” That wouldn’t protect them from a full explosion, of course, but the thick combat armor would be more protection than the coveralls the mercenaries wore.
 

 “I just wish I had a camera,” the corporal assured him. “Take him apart, sir!”
 

 The two men began edging around each other in the cramped space, careful not to overturn the table, on which were spread all manner of plans and equipment, or the vats of chemicals boiling around the edges. Bentfork didn’t know much chemistry, but he knew the bitter tang of volatiles. And just how hot thermoconcetrate fuel burned. It was what contragravity vehicles used to propel them at speeds higher than the contragrav motors could do on their own, and it didn’t take much to fire a jet. There was at least twenty gallons of it in one vat, alone. And only one drop of that stuff . . .
 

 Spasso lunged almost gracefully, far more at ease with a dagger than he had been against his father with a saber. After three or four passes, Bentfork began to realize that the evil little man seemed adept with the weapon – a weapon that couldn’t be dropped or disarmed. Twice he struck at Spasso’s arm, and both times his foot-long dagger clanked against the shell of the prosthetic – another serious disadvantage.
 

 But if the blade couldn’t be removed from Spasso’s hand, he realized that it also couldn’t turn. It was stuck protruding from his fist at the same angle, while Bentfork had a lot more range of motion available to him. He studied his opponent’s eyes for some clue to Spasso’s next move, and saw a blow telegraphed. He anticipated the lunge when it came and allowed it to miss his thigh, striking Spasso on the shoulder in return and using the smaller man’s momentum to force him past. He whirled as he did so, changing knife hands and slashing at Spasso’s opposite shoulder en passant from the rear. Mostly the blade only hit armor, but a grunt from his foe showed that he’d at least caused some pain.
 

 “You blasted neobarbs are all alike,” Spasso swore, darkly, as he struggled to breathe in the tainted air. “Big, dumb, and clumsy.” With that he made another rushed pass at Bentfork, his weapon catching him briefly in the ribs despite his armor, which was designed with bullets in mind, not blades.
 

 Bentfork paused to assess the damage and decided it wasn’t particularly important – just a nasty scratch. He crouched to prepare himself for the next pass, realizing that he had to end this soon or end up making a mistake. It was hard to breathe in here, and he’d already been in enough combat today to nearly exhaust his adrenaline supply.
 

 “First blood!” Spasso cackled. “I guess if we were being all civilized, the fight would be over?” he asked, referring to the terms of the duel under which he’d lost his hand to Baron Bentfork.
 

 “I’ve been cut worse shaving,” Bentfork responded with disdain.
 

 “You don’t look old enough to shave,” Spasso coughed. “But you’ll make a fine-looking corpse. Maybe,” he chuckled, evilly, as he suddenly upset one of the nearby bubbling vats. The air was suddenly even thicker with fumes, making everyone cough, and the floor was now wet with a highly caustic substance – Bentfork wasn’t sure just what. Indeed, the moment it reached his boots he could feel them start to get mushy under his feet. “There! Now when I leave your lifeless body lying face down in here, your precious Daddy can wail over how bad his boy looks!” With dismay, Bentfork realized that Spasso was wearing industrial boots that would protect him from the caustic spill.
 

 Bentfork realized he had to counter that damned knife, and quickly, or risk taking another laceration. And if he couldn’t remove it, he’d have to cover it. He glanced at the corporal, who while he was watching the fight was also intent on covering the other prisoners in between coughs, and nodded. The next pass, he had a plan.
 

 Spasso went for more of a binding move, this time, coming in close and wrapping a surprisingly strong left hand around Bentfork’s wrist, trying to pull it out of the way. That suited the officer’s purposes admirably, even if it exposed him to a strike. Spasso’s right hand came up and the built-in knife punctured the young man’s abdomen twice – but then Bentfork’s left hand, which had gathered up a fold of his cloak, was able to wrap the trailing edge of the garment around the hand to bind it into uselessness.
 

 It wasn’t a permanent fix, of course, but when the sickening sensation of having a knife in his guts was removed, the folds of the cloak effectively kept the hand from being further employed as a weapon. Spasso cursed loudly enough so that Bentfork could smell his foul, whisky-stained breath as he struggled to free himself. The villain pulled and pushed against the bigger opponent, and then he shifted positions and twisted away, sending Bentfork down on one knee in the middle of the caustic spill.
 

 “Getting tired, boy?” the villain laughed, his mask intact. 
 

 “No,” gasped Bentfork. “Just biding my time.”
 

 “For what? Reinforcements?” Spasso scoffed. “Let them come. You won’t last that long, without a mask. I’m almost done here, anyway.”
 

 “Don’t be so sure,” Bentfork choked out. He sprang at the man again, this time deflecting the flashing blade desperately with one arm while he clawed the black rubber protective mask from his enemy’s face. For one brief second they stared at each other from inches away, while they struggled to gain advantage. Then Spasso managed to push away and used a few wild slashes at Bentfork to keep the guardsman at bay.
 

 “Now we’re even,” Bentfork gasped. 
 

 “We were never even,” Spasso choked. “You and your family are no better than animals!”
 

 “Animals who know how to fight,” coughed Bentfork, reversing his knife in his right hand and spinning it aggressively. “Let’s finish this!”
 

 “Gladly!” barked his foe, and lunged.
 

 But while Bentfork was talking, he had gathered up his cloak in his left hand, behind his back. When he sprang at Spasso a moment later, feinting at the man’s stomach with his blade, he whirled the cloak around to try to recapture the deadly black prosthetic again in its folds. Spasso had twisted out of the way, however, and the angle Bentfork had attempted was all wrong. Instead of his right wrist, the end of the cloak whirled across Spasso’s face, neatly wrapping itself around his head from the back. Bentfork tried to adjust his attack, then, and let his opponent’s momentary distraction give him a chance to stand and prepare for another pass. 
 

 But Garvan Spasso was screaming in agony.
 

 The ends of the cloak had been trailing through the caustic chemical on the floor, so that nearly the entire hem was soaked in the stuff – soaked and decomposing rapidly, under the powerful corrosive. But when he’d whipped the end of it into Spasso’s face it had hit him squarely across the left eye and cheek. That was the eye Spasso was clawing at, now. Bentfork felt a sense of relief when he realized that the battle was almost won.
 

 The cloak was still entangled, despite Spasso’s frantic attempt to remove it. Bentfork gave a decisive tug and pulled the struggling foe to his knees, the chemicals splashing dangerously around them both. But that’s when the villain was finally able to free himself, his vicious blade shredding through the weakened fibers of the cloak, revealing a horrid burn on Spasso’s left cheek – a burn that included most of his left eye. Spasso never stopped screaming curses, but he seemed far less inclined to taunt than fight.
 

 “My eye! Ghu damn you to hell for eternity, you got my blasted eye! I can’t see!”
 he howled.
 

 Bentfork’s own eyes were watering fiercely in the toxic fumes, and he glanced longingly at Spasso’s discarded mask. “That’s what you get for mixing chemicals inside the city limits without a permit, Spasso,” he spat. “Let’s get you back to a nice clean cell, and we can have Countess Dorothy—” He gave up his arrest speech when Spasso clearly wasn’t listening. He was crawling around on the floor, trying to find a purchase to stand on, his own men recoiling from his scarred face and horrific cries.
 

 “Corporal, do you have any manacles?” Bentfork asked, as he put pressure on his bleeding abdominal wound with his left hand. “I think it would be best if he was chained when we brought him in.”
 

 “Why not just finish him off now, Sir?” the man suggested. “No one would say a thing. Hell, I’ll buy you a pint of Lyran spirits, just to watch!”
 

 “No, his justice belongs to the Princess, not me,” he said, coughing. “Besides, look at him,” he said, as Spasso continued to crawl like a beaten dog across the chamber, bumping into furniture. “There is no honor to be had in killing him like this.”
 

 “It’s not always about honor, Sir,” the corporal suggested. “I mean, its justice, pure and simp—hey!” he shouted, his eyes opening wide with alarm. Bentfork turned back behind him, in time to see Spasso complete a surprisingly spry somersault through the chemical spill and end up near the door. The corporal moved to intercept him, and got a vicious slash across his face for his trouble. Bentfork leapt, and pinned Spasso’s shoulder against the stainless steel door with one hand, his knife at Spasso’s throat.
 

 “You even blink,” he said, feeling disgusted when he saw the remains of Spasso’s left cheek and eye up close, fragments of his cloak still burning their way into his flesh. “You even blink, I will kill you.”
 

 “Calm down, boy,” Spasso soothed, his voice a raspy wheeze in the chemical fog. He held his prosthetic straight up, his knife disappearing into it’s housing with a click. “No more knife play. Viking’s honor,” he added, with a rye laugh.
 

 “Kill him, sir!” the wounded corporal urged. “Blazes! He’s opened up my cheek!”
 

 “Oh, no,” Bentfork said, his knife digging into Spasso’s skin. “Bring back the blade!” Obligingly Spasso made it spring out again. Bentfork carefully pressed the tip against the stainless steel door and applied leverage against it until it snapped clean off. Then he toed the broken blade out of the way. “All right, he’s toothless now,” he sighed. “Let’s get back to the surface—”
 

 “How about I go first?” Spasso asked gleefully, as the Golden Hand officer’s grip loosened. He raised the prosthetic again and Bentfork heard a click, then a pistol report, realizing tragically a moment too late that the switchblade wasn’t the only special item Spasso had built into his fake hand. Apparently there was a small caliber handgun built in as well. The bullet wasn’t aimed at him in particular, but the sparks from the shot instantly set the chemicals on fire, and the resulting explosion from the center of the room blew Bentfork against the far wall of the corridor.
 

 He woke an hour later, as medics pumped blood into him and tried to patch up his burns and wounds enough to transport him. The corporal wasn’t so lucky, and neither were the prisoners. All had been caught in the blast, and the suddenly super-heated air had destroyed their lungs before the flames engulfed their bodies. Bentfork was the only survivor. Bentfork and Spasso. By the time the medics got there, the dishonored count had fled through the maze of half-ruined tunnels, destination unknown.
 

 He was visited by Admiral Harkaman himself later that day in the hospital, once he was out of surgery. Bentfork went over the chase in excruciating detail, and made a point to mention the areas where he had made mistakes. Nogal was surprised that the Admiral didn’t seem concerned by them. Indeed, the man commended him for his bravery and initiative, and promoted him to Captain on the spot. 
 

 Bentfork appreciated the gesture, but he couldn’t help feel a sense of deep disappointment, and said so.
 

“Admiral, I had Spasso right there, literally in the palm of my hand, and the bastard got away!” he moaned.
 

“Of course, he’s left his left eye behind him,” Harkaman reminded him, “as well as the stink of failure. Don’t worry about it, son,” he soothed. “Spasso has a couple of decades worth of vile treachery to fall back on, and you’re a man of honor. I understand you might think of this as a failure, but I wouldn’t encourage it. He’s a slippery son-of-a-khoograh. Vengeful, too. And we did discover an unknown bunker of his, thanks to you and your quick thinking. If you hadn’t smoked him out, no telling how long he’d be skulking around down there, plotting mischief and ruin for Tanith. Those chemicals? They make cataclysmite.” Ounce for ounce, the explosive was far more powerful than other chemical explosives. It was used in construction and demolition, and of course had military applications, too. 
 

“But why was he down there in the first place?” Bentfork asked. Harkaman shrugged.
 

“There’s not much left to go on, but I’m guessing that he’d figured out he’d lost the battle, and he was working on ‘Plan B’. If he couldn’t take the throne by force, then he’d go back to chicanery and terrorism. There were enough reagents in that bunker to make bombs big enough to blow up the Planetary Building, and I think that was his plan. We found microbooks of floor plans for there, the spaceport, and a couple of prominent residences – my own included. The men with him were mercenaries, and two of them were demolitions experts. He could have had that bomb made and ready to go, right under our feet, and blown the thing while the Council was in session. After that, maybe he thought he could come to power in the chaos. Or maybe he had some more off-world confederates who could stage a second invasion. Either way, you stopped him before he could turn defeat into victory, and for that the Realm owes you a debt of gratitude.”
 

 That wasn’t much solace for Bentfork. Once the Admiral left, he made a silent vow to the gods as he recovered in the busy clinic, including Lucas and Valerie among them in the privacy of his thoughts, that he’d find Spasso again, wherever he was hiding, and kill him properly this time.
 

 His honor demanded it.
 




 



 



 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Nine:
 

Verwoerd’s Pledge
 



 
 

 “You can’t be serious,” Nikkolay Trask asked, three days after the fleet had returned and saved Tanith from an even longer, bloodier battle than they’d seen. “The Winter Ball can be postponed – rescheduled – cancelled, for all I care! We just survived a major battle—”
 

 “Which is why we need this all the more,” the Princess said, as she finished feeding little Elaine and handed her off to Lady Ashley for a proper burping. “My lords and ladies, we’ve been through a number of shocks and traumas over the past thousand hours or so. We’ve been through a lot as a Realm. We need to grieve, we need to bury our dead, we need to tend to our wounded . . . and we need to restore normalcy to the Realm.” 
 

She looked around the state conference room, which had come through the Battle of Rivington unscathed, at the beleaguered faces of her nobles and officers. Everyone had been doing double-duty since the battle struggling to recover quickly. Valerie had hated pulling the entire Council of the Realm together for this, but three days after the last shot was fired was as long as some matters could afford to wait. 
 

 “But . . . a fancy ball?” Baron Gorram, the shipwright asked, confused. “Pardon me, Highness, but that just seems a little frivolous at a time like this.”
 

 “It would be, if we made light of it,” she agreed. “But that’s not what I intend. Remember, this ball was to benefit Space Vikings and their families who were killed or wounded in the line of duty in service to the Realm. It’s to help fund the construction of the new hospital and a few orphanages. It’s a noble enough goal – and right now thanks to Spasso we have plenty of new members of that unfortunate club. 
 

“Originally Lucas and I were to hold a small court, pass out some rewards, maybe knight a few people, and that’s it. That was before. Now, I have a whole bunch of people to publicly thank and reward for their heroic service. People who were willing to die for me, my baby, my family, and this planet. It may seem frivolous, Baron Gorram, but I assure you it’s not. By holding the ball, even in an abbreviated form, we establish how important it is to recognize such courage and dedication. It’s good for morale. And right now, my lords and ladies, Tanith needs all the dedication that we can muster.”
 

 “About that, I won’t argue,” Paytrik Morland, the Home Minister, agreed tiredly. He had yet to sleep since the end of the Battle of Tanith. “Don’t get me wrong, Highness, the people are thrilled with the news of Elaine’s return. But the fact that Spasso got away, as well as two warships—”
 

 “Duke Paytrik, as you know I support Admiral Harkaman’s decision, on the field of combat, to deal with the enemy without placing his ship or his men in danger. In doing so the Warlord not only avoided further causalities and wasted resources, he also learned some valuable intelligence. While it’s true that it didn’t lead to securing Spasso, I found it helpful enough nonetheless. I will hear no more recriminations about the Warlord’s actions on this matter, is that understood? Duke Otto remains a trusted and valued counselor of the Realm.” There: she’d mentioned him as Admiral, Warlord, and Duke in one breath. That should remind them all just how important Harkaman was to her and the Realm. There had been some mutterings about the two Space Vikings getting away that she didn’t like, and hopefully this would put a stop to that.
 

 Harkaman shrugged his massive shoulders. “I made a judgment call. And I might have been wrong . . . but I figured the most important thing was to get them out of the system and repair the Realm.”
 

 “I understand your reasoning. I just hate to leave enemies at large, is all,” the Home Minister grumbled. “It’s untidy.”
 

 “Neither do I,” agreed Valerie. “But it was expedient, and at the time it was the best idea to drive them away. From what the Warlord says, these Space Vikings were pre-paid mercenaries, not fanatically-devoted troops.”
 

 “Far from it,” Morland conceded. “Only about half of the mercenary infantry were even properly trained, at that. Of course, that half gave me more than half of the battle, though.”
 

 “They were an army of dogs,” condemned Colonel Festersan with a sneer of contempt. “Merthan hillmen. Poorly trained, poorly equipped, and woefully uninformed. Undisciplined. Poorly led. Nifflheim, our militia were better trained, if not better equipped, than those rabble!”
 

 “For an army of dogs, they sure did a lot of damage,” the Prime Minister pointed out with a depressed sigh, gesturing out the wide armorglass window where columns of smoking debris still lined the horizon. Rivington still had a half-dozen smoldering piles where structures had caught fire during the battle or where debris was being burned. “We lost over twenty-five hundred troopers, and twice number that of civilians, and reports are still coming in. Countess Dorothy says that the field hospital is packed, still, even though she’s discharged most of the walking wounded. There were seventeen – no, nineteen refurbished buildings that were damaged or destroyed in the attack. This building was hit repeatedly. There was plenty of ship damage, worst of all the Gunloggi. And we’re repairing her at the Realm’s expense.”
 

 “Spasso knew just where to hit us,” Valpry said, glumly.
 

 “Spasso threw the dice – again – and got his head handed to him,” Harkaman countered. “His whole operation went to hell on him. Look at it from his perspective: he had this elaborate plan to lure us away by kidnapping the Princess. He took a chance that we wouldn’t leave much in the way of defense behind, and in truth I probably could have spared another ship for home guard—”
 

 “If there is any blame to be laid, it is at my feet,” Valerie declared. “It was I who ordered the Warlord to dispatch every available ship to Mertha.”
 

 Harkaman chuckled, seemingly untouched by the criticism. “Highness, that’s just the point: We were waiting on Spasso’s ransom demands from Hoth. Spasso’s local observers were waiting for us to get that message and go to wherever it was Spasso had planned on sending us, probably a wild giraffe-bird chase on some other forgotten world hundreds of light-years away, to keep us busy. That would have given his scheme plenty of time to work – if he could have gotten reinforcements down from orbit before we got back, he might have actually won, and been in a position of power before we could make our way back.
 

“But then our brave Golden Hand agents, with Duke Karffard’s help, discovered that Elaine was on Mertha,” he explained to the council. “When we got confirmation of that, and Her Highness deployed the fleet, Spasso’s agents probably thought that we’d gotten the news from Hoth and began their operation too soon. And when we got word about the assault – again, thanks to Sir Alexi of the Golden Hand – we were able to rush back here and intervene far before Spasso’s plot was ripe. We caught him off-guard. That and a much better-armed and enthusiastic backwoods militia than he had counted on scuttled his plans.”
 

“I take back all of my objections about arming the neobarbarian subjects,” Duke Valpry said, graciously. “Clearly, I’ve underestimated them – and the loyalty they bear to the Royal Family,” he added, inspiring a few chuckles around the room. 
 

In fact, the cult of the Trasks had been doing brisk business since the second return of Spasso. By now nearly every village on the continent was familiar with the story of the wicked Garvan Spasso, the god-like intervention of Prince Lucas and the special divine favor apparently accorded their blue-eyed princess. 
 

That was in large part thanks to Baron Bentfork, who was making sure the legend was spread – and who was seeing the lines at his shrine stretch across the city. As a result, when Spasso’s men had tried to raid Tradetown, not only had they found a much more vigorous defense than they had expected, their attempt to recover his lost arm from the Shrine of the Trasks had turned into a bloodbath. Women and children had joined in the chaotic mob that had ignored the submachine guns of the invaders and literally ripped them to shreds after overwhelming their combat cars by sheer numbers. The causalities had been profound – nearly three-hundred civilians had died in front of the shrine – but between the ferocity of the mob and the steadfast defense of the Tradetown guards and the Golden Hand officers standing vigil, not one of Spasso’s men had darkened the doorstep of the shrine.
 

“We were lucky,” Valerie admitted. “And well-prepared. And Spasso was unlucky, and ill-prepared. But that does not preclude another attack, for which I want to be better prepared. We know Spasso escaped, and we know he has confederates – although many less, now that his safe-house on Mertha has a pleasant radioactive glow. 
 

“But Spasso is a snake, and losing an eye on top of a hand on Tanith, not to mention his reputation, his titles and his position, is only going to make him more dangerous. I expect him to strike at us again and again until we end him as a threat. As of now, the reward for Spasso’s head is doubled. And I want a thorough post-mortem of the attacks, and an analysis of improvements we can make to our defenses. Twice now Spasso has been able to get through our defensive grid and land. Twice he’s managed to get away without us intercepting him. We need to mend our fences, my lords and ladies, if we want to keep this rabid beast away.”
 

There were murmurs of agreement and support around the room. She had been afraid that the battle had sapped the resolve or at least the enthusiasm of the nobility for their service to the Realm. She was encouraged to see that, on the contrary, after having fought for the colony the nobles were even more dedicated to it and its success.
 

“So the Winter Ball will continue, as planned, at concourse of the Spaceport three days hence. The regular ship from Marduk should be making port just before that, so I’m anticipating a few extra guests – namely the new Mardukan Military attaché. And I am hoping against hope that my husband will be joining us, too,” she said, her heart skipping a beat. 
 

Other matters – Elaine’s kidnapping and the abortive attack – had kept attention from Lucas’ plight. But she knew he was out there among the stars, somewhere, trying to get back to her. She could hardly stand the waiting and the worrying, but she put it out of her mind – if she gave herself the time to do so, she’d start catching up on her regrets and end up wallowing in self-pity, and that was an indulgence the Realm just couldn’t afford right now. Until she knew otherwise, Lucas was just ‘overdue’, likely dodging Viktor’s ships in some unlikely game of cat-and-mouse until he could make it home again. Indeed, she refused to entertain any other possibility.
 

But she could tell everyone else missed him too – his firm, calm, confident leadership, his ability to keep his followers’ loyalty to him strong enough to keep them from fighting among themselves, his decisiveness – she knew that she was a poor replacement for her gallant Prince. She was a retired elementary-school teacher with a new baby trying to run a planet and – apparently – a war. 
 

As much as she didn’t feel up to the task, however, she knew she had to keep herself together if the Realm was to survive. She would have to sit here and wait until Lucas surfaced again, and rule in his stead while he was gone. 
 

There was a lot more to the meeting – repairs and reconstruction had to be discussed in mind-numbing detail, along with costs. There had been heavy damage to the Gunloggi and the Moon Goddess, and the Lamia had take a couple of expensive hits. The empty Nemesis and the yet-to-be-re-commissioned King Omfray had been damaged, before the invaders realized that they weren’t fighting back. And the moonbase had taken a couple of shots that had set back mining production by a few hundred hours. However, Duke Lothar Ffayle, the Finance Minister of the Realm, was surprisingly optimistic about the prospect. 
 

“Well, the cost in men and wreckage was significant,” he admitted. “But thanks to the way the battle played out, it actually won’t cost that much out-of-pocket. We have two new merchant ships, you see,” he said, smiling. “Two proven thousand-footers, each worth a considerable sum. Now that they’ve been confiscated, we can sell them at auction and make enough to offset the costs of ship repairs.”
 

“Or that could be the basis for a new merchant fleet,” Duke Rathmore, the Commerce Minister, said, agreeably. He was also a large stockholder in Tanith Transport & Import, Ltd., the commercial firm that ran cargo between Beowulf, Amateratsu, Tanith and Khepra. Currently the three little five-hundred foot packets that made the round trip once ever two-hundred hours were profitable enterprises, but Rathmore had been agitating for bigger ships and more ports of call for two years, now. “With a couple of caravels like that, we could start making regular runs a lot further afield. “
 

“His Grace is welcome to bid upon them at auction,” Ffayle said, stiffly. “The Realm needs the coin.”
 

“The Realm needs good investments,” Valerie decided. “And this looks like one. We make as much money in trade as we do by raiding, these days. If the Realm was to be a silent partner in a merchant fleet –”
 

“That’s unusual,” Lothar Ffayle said, frowning. “Ordinarily, a kingdom acts to protect independent merchants and taxes their goods at market in recompense. It’s up to private enterprise to supply the ships and do the business.”
 

“In the Sword Worlds, perhaps,” Nick interjected. “But I know that isn’t always the case in Old Federation worlds. Baldur’s merchant fleet is crown-sponsored, and gets a full quarter of the profits off the top of every deal made on honey-rum. Aton’s merchant fleet is government-controlled. Don’t ask me how much of the take ends up with the Planetary Nationalist Party, but you can guess it’s a lot.”
 

“It just feels . . . unseemly, somehow,” Duke Valpry said with an uncomfortable sigh. “How much does the Realm stand to gain through a simple sale, Minister?”
 

“A couple of million stellars apiece,” Lothar admitted. “Maybe more, depending on what’s left in them.”
 

“Precious little,” answered Morland. “How much profit does a merchantman clear in a year? On average?”
 

“A couple of million stellars,” Lothar sighed. “Depending on the captain, the crew, and the merchandise. But in the meantime we’d have to pay for cleaning them out, getting them ready for space, and paying for the crew until she ships start to turn a profit. I see what you’re getting at,” sighed the bank manager. “But operating expenses on a merchantman—“
 

“Are not nearly as expensive as those of a warship,” finished Harkaman. “Plus, it would make an outstanding training program for crew and officers. Tanith Transport keeps complaining that we keep stealing their most experienced crewmen for raiding duty, so maybe this will mollify them. If we’re going to get all those new Gram ships crewed up in a timely manner that kind of program is going to be invaluable. We suddenly have a bumper crop of new spaceships, but we can’t man most of them. And we need to rotate out our more experienced officers to cover the ships we have already. So new crews are going to be important all the way around. We saw what happened when Gram put a green crew into brand-new ships. I’d rather not repeat their mistake after we’ve taken advantage of it. I move that the Realm take half interest in each ship and then begin our own merchant fleet. Such as it is,” he admitted.
 

“Agreed,” sighed Valerie. “It might seem more trouble than it’s worth, right now, but I’d rather have the ships as continually productive elements of the Realm, not merely get a one-time pay-out. And new crews will be very important. Minister Ffayle, do you believe that some private investors might be lured into a partnership with the Realm in this enterprise?”
 

“If the ships are sound, the trade routes selected with care, and an experienced captain and crew can be found for them, I’m sure that there are plenty of ambitious investors who would consider it,” he admitted. “And if the endeavor is protected from too much taxation. . .” he shrugged. 
 

“How about a one-year suspension of taxes on profits from the enterprise? And protections and guarantees from the Realm in case of loss?”
 

“That would make it quite attractive, Highness,” Ffayle said, reluctantly. 
 

“Count House Trask in for twenty percent,” Nikkolay said, drumming his fingers. “Have to look towards my retirement.”
 

“You don’t get to retire,” Valerie snickered, despite herself. “Sorry, Nick, you’re in as long as Lucas is. Probably longer, if an assassin gets lucky. But make it twenty-five percent. Once it’s known that the Prime Minister and the Prince are partners in the firm that will draw out some more investors. Make it happen,” ordered Valerie. 
 

“On to the next piece of business: I’ve already signed the death-warrants from Captain Ho and his command crew, since we warned him what would happen if he returned to Tanith and he chose to ignore it. I want their executions filmed and well-publicized. In fact, I want a copy going out with every ship that leaves port. I want it well known what happens to those who disregard Tanith’s sovereignty, not to mention anyone who conspires with Garvan Spasso. Execution will take place right after the Golden Hand are done interrogating the crew – if there’s anything left of them to execute. Any objections? Good,” she said, flipping the portfolio closed. “Then I’ll dismiss this emergency meeting of the Privy Council, and thank you all for attending. And I expect to see each and every one of you shining splendidly at the Winter Ball,” she added, which caused a ripple of grins and chuckles. 
 

“Except the Warlord, the Prime Minister, the Home Minister, the Foreign Minister, and the Minister of Everything Else,” she added. “If you gentlemen don’t mind staying behind for a moment . . . ?”
 

She nodded to the Golden Hand guards to close and seal the room, and then waited patiently while they swept the room for electronic bugs. When they assured her that no one was listening she relaxed a little.
 

“All right, gentlemen, if you don’t mind, I’d like to bring in Mr. Dawes, and gain his insights in the aftermath of the attack. He’s proven valuable on other fronts, and I expect his perspective might be illuminating. Any objection?” Everyone shook their heads, and she nodded to the guard, who admitted Stan Dawes, still dressed like a freetrader. He executed a perfunctory bow and took a seat at the table. Valerie cleared her throat again. “So what do we know about the attack, now?”
 

“Spasso used the abduction to lure our forces away, then attacked with insufficient force to overwhelm our defenses immediately, as he had planned,” Harkaman supplied, steepling his fingers in front of his beard. “He brought in three mercenary Space Vikings and two armed merchantmen. We came back too soon and dashed his chances, so he snuck off to hide in a hole, tried to make one more attempt at disrupting our government, and then fled in pain and humiliation even worse than last time.”
 

“Concisely put,” admitted Valerie. “But he didn’t put all of this together on his own. He has to have backers. I need to know who would give that space rat money to steal my baby. Any leads on that?”
 

“Surprisingly . . . yes,” Harkaman said, glancing at the rest of the ministers uneasily. “The name that Grutman gave me to let him go, Bartee. I gave it to Alvyn, to see what hits he could get on it . . .”
 

“. . . and apparently my friends have met the man,” the rotund spymaster rumbled. “Lord Emil Bartee, close advisor to Prince Viktor,” he said, summoning a clerical robot to display a screen with the man’s face. 
 

The picture was from some court function, a processional in which a grim-looking Viktor was being trailed by his henchmen on the way to the ornately gaudy throne. Karffard drew a circle around the man’s face with his finger on the screen. He was older, thin, slightly balding and sported a sharply-cut little goatee and mustache that made him look quite dashing. 
 

“That’s him: Emil Bartee. I did some digging, and come to find out he’s been on Xochitl for nearly fifteen years, quietly advising Viktor in ‘current affairs’. He doesn’t have an official title, but he’s made several trips to Haulteclere on Viktor’s behalf, and actually a couple of trips into the Old Federation, too. He’s kind of mysterious, apparently – always keeps out of trouble, no clear vices that we can see yet, no real enemies on Xochitl. He’s sort of Viktor’s troubleshooter. Which means he might be on Gram, now, for all we know. ”
 

“So where did he come from?” asked Nikkolay.
 

“That’s an interesting question,” Karffard said. “I have some pretty extensive resources, believe it or not. But with all of them at play, we haven’t been able to track down which Sword World Bartee hails from. The obvious choice is Haulteclere, but I haven’t been able to find one scrap of data with his name attached there, so either he’s using a nomme d’guerre, or we’ve picked the wrong planet. 
 

“The problem is, he’s not appeared on any of the other simple searches of the Sword Worlds, so that favors him using a forged identity. And there’s not a lot of idle gossip about him, which I find strange in and of itself. It’s also been whispered that he’s one of Konrad of Haulteclere’s bastard sons, sent to keep an eye on Viktor, but I don’t see it. He doesn’t look anything like Konrad, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. But.”
 

“But?” Valerie asked, as expected. Karffard’s flair for the dramatic took a little getting used to.
 

“But, thanks to the quick-thinking of Sir Alexi Karvall, we were able to loot some of Spasso’s intelligence from his own secret base on Mertha. Karvall managed to bring us a bunch of microbooks and photoprints of Spasso’s lair, before you nuked it, and among them were a few very interesting items. He was definitely being directed by someone, codenamed Puppetmaster – he has a flair for the dramatic, apparently,” he said, ironically. “And he was being paid well for this attempt. I’d lay odds that this mysterious Puppetmaster is actually Emil Bartee, although I can’t prove it yet.”
 

“It would make sense,” Morland agreed. “If he’s Viktor’s lackey, then paying Spasso to make a harassing run at us is a cheap way to keep us from meddling with Gram. Or Xochitl.”
 

“Doesn’t he realize that if we haven’t bombed Xochitl or Gram by now, we’re not going to?” Valpry said, rolling his eyes. 
 

“He’s not taking chances,” shrugged Karffard. “Like I said, this was a lot cheaper than fighting us directly. Kept us off-balance for months.”
 

“There’s more to it than that,” Nikkolay said, shaking his head. “Viktor’s not stupid – antagonizing us when he knows we could cause him problems is a dumb idea. Especially if he knows we’ve captured about half of Gram’s new fleet. It’s not in his interest to poke at us, especially with something as malodorous as Spasso.”
 

“Of course there’s more to it,” the newcomer, Dawes, said. “A lot more to it. More than you’ve even imagined.”
 

“That’s a rather enigmatic thing to say,” Valerie observed, dryly.
 

“The Wizard has a lot better picture of this than I do,” he admitted. “But I do think I can be of some help. For one thing, you won’t find any record of Lord Emil Bartee in the Sword Worlds. Because he’s not from the Sword Worlds.”
 

“What?” Harkaman asked, mystified. 
 

“That’s right,” Dawes nodded. “He’s not one of yours. He’s an agent of one of the civilized powers. Which one is open to speculation, of course, but if I was a betting man, I’d bet on Aton.”
 

“There was Atonian currency with the microbooks on Mertha,” recalled Karffard. “I saw it in the pictures.”

 

“There was also Mardukan and other currency,” pointed out Harkaman. “That’s not conclusive.”

 

“Aton does seem determined to meddle in our affairs,” agreed Morland. “Remember those rifles in Katoland?”

 

“But why?” asked Valerie. “What possible threat do we pose to Aton? They’re hundreds of light-years away!”

 

“Like I said,” Dawes said, twisting around in his chair, “you don’t have the whole story. Nor a clear idea of how the Atonians are thinking. Think of it in another way: who benefits by having you and Prince Lucas on the throne?”
 

“Apart from Tanith?” Valerie asked in surprise. “Um, well, maybe Marduk?”
 

“Yes, of course Marduk,” agreed Dawes. “But don’t stop there. Who else benefits?”
 

 “Space Vikings looking for decent repairs at reasonable prices? Amateratsu and Beowulf? Khepra? Do you think Khepra is behind this, Mr. Dawes?” she asked, starting to get a little irritated with the man. He’d been helpful, she couldn’t deny that, but he was rarely helpful in a forthcoming manner.
 

“No, of course not. But Khepra does benefit from a Trask dynasty. And that’s part of the issue. Consider this: if this Spasso character had succeeded, what would have happened?”
 

“After he slit every throat of every loyal Tanith soldier and space man?” Harkaman asked. “Well, he’d oppress the peasants, live like a king, and let anyone who came through here do anything they wanted, as long as the price was right.”
 

“Exactly,” confirmed Dawes. “Unfortunate but true. He’d let anyone – that is, any Space Viking – raid any planet they wanted. That would include the members of the local League of Civilized Worlds – love that name, by the way – Marduk, and Marduk’s colonies, many of which are within proximity of Tanith’s sphere of influence. 
 

“Which would mean Marduk would have to spend more time patrolling her colonies and trading partners in fear of a close raiding base. Now, Marduk’s military hasn’t been robust for over a century, but if you Space Vikings hadn’t come along, and Prince Trask in particular, then Marduk would be decivilizing now, even as we speak. So if they had to suddenly pull their military out of planetary defense operations to patrol their trade planets, they’d be vulnerable to a real invasion.”
 

The thought of Marduk, her homeworld, being invaded at all made Valerie’s skin prickle. The recent troubles with the home-grown demagogue Zaspar Makann had brought her world to the brink of ruin, before Tanith – and her husband – stepped in. It was still in delicate condition almost three years after the dramatic Battle of Marduk. One of the advantages of the treaty between the two worlds now was not only did Tanith ships not raid Mardukan trade worlds, they warned off other Space Vikings, a luxury none of the other civilized worlds enjoyed. 
 

“So who gains if Tanith is no longer strong and independent?” Dawes continued. “Gram, for one, especially if your King Omfray can re-assert his authority here. And Prince Viktor would lose an enemy and competitor, so he has a vested interest as well. And if Marduk suddenly had to re-assess her military commitments to her trade empire, I think you’d find that the other civilized worlds would be quick to take advantage of that.”
 

“They’d really try to overthrow a government just to improve their balance of trade?” Duke Morland asked, confused and shocked. 
 

“You obviously aren’t very familiar with politics in the Old Federation,” Valerie said, sourly. “The Great Powers do this sort of thing all the time. Baldur has been funding a back-woods rebellion on Fyorgan for years – they make Fyorgan Shine, there, and it’s rare and very popular, especially on Ishtar. Isis administers the colony as a dependent, and they have a monopoly on Shine sales. So whenever there’s an uprising that disrupts the supply, then sales of Baldur Honey-Rum to Ishtar rise – and with eight billion people, that’s a lot of cocktails. A couple of thousand sols worth of guns and military advisors leads to millions in increased sales. 
 

“Of course, they don’t want the rebels to win out-right, so they only give them enough to be a nuisance, not enough to actually prevail. Which means a long, slow, bloody civil war . . . and higher quarterly profits. And since nearly everyone in the government has a stake in one part of Honey-Rum production or another, nobody minds. Nobody on Baldur, anyway.”
 

 “And they call us barbaric,” muttered Morland, disgusted.
 

“That sort of thing has happened in the Old Federation for centuries,” dismissed Valerie. “I heard about it constantly when I worked for the Mardukan Royal Family. Even we did it: a little explosion here, a little assassination there, and the political situation changes just enough so that somebody’s margins get thicker. I understand the tactics; I just want to be certain of the perpetrator before we take action. One doesn’t engage in war with one of the Great Powers without knowing for damn sure that it’s the right Great Power.”
 

There was silence in the room as the small council tried to absorb that. 

 

“So we’re going to war with one of the Great Powers?” Valpry finally managed. 

 

“As soon as we find the right one,” Valerie agreed, smoothly, “yes.” 

 

“Don’t we have a war going on already?” he said, with a trace of whine in his voice. “I just want to keep track.”

 

“We are, technically, at war with Gram,” Nikkolay said, ticking off his fingers. “We are in an unfriendly state of relations with Xochitl, which is a whisper away from war. And we are apparently on the bad side of Haulteclere, who has an interest in both Gram and Xochitl. And we have a private little war with Garvan Spasso.”
 

“So what’s one more war?” Valerie asked, defiantly. “Someone is holding Spasso’s leash, and that appears to be . . . Bartee? Bartee. And someone has to be holding Bartee’s leash, and according to Mr. Dawes, that person is not in the Sword Worlds. As soon as we trace that leash back . . .”
 

“Well, this might help,” Karffard said, putting a second microtape into the clerical robot. “This was on another microtape Sir Alexi recovered. A bit of our ancient history.” He inserted the tape into the clerical robot and played it. The picture proved to be a very old audiovisual recording.
 

The man in the center of the camera was standing in front of a banner that hadn’t been seen in centuries, wearing a uniform that hadn’t been worn in at least that long: the black-and-green banner of the System States Alliance, and the uniform of one of her military staff officers. The man was unfamiliar to Valerie, but most of the rest of the room recognized him, and the context of the recording. Karffard saw her confusion and paused the recording to explain. 
 

“This is Field Marshal Piet Verwoerd, the last senior-ranking commander of the System States Alliance. This address was given on the eve of the Great Migration from Abigor, nearly five hundred years ago. It’s a famous address – to anyone in the Sword Worlds. It’s full of hope and inspiration and defiance, and it’s dutifully played every Founder’s Day to teach our children where we come from. Verwoerd’s son, Marius, was the first King of Excalibur, and the Royal Family is still referred to as the ‘Verwoerd Line”. 
 

“That’s fascinating,” Valerie said, shaking her head, “but how does this matter?”
 

“Most of the speech is designed to raise the spirits of the ten-thousand soldiers and spacemen who refused the Federation’s offer of surrender,” Karffard explained. “They weren’t being pressed by military advances yet – Abigor was pretty distant from the worst of the fighting – but the writing was on the wall: the System States Alliance was over, and the Federation had won after the Pandemonium Campaign. They were defeated. So Verwoerd gave this speech after they decided to flee into obscurity, rather than bow to the Federation.”
 

“The Federation treated the System States worlds that surrendered with dignity and respect!” Valerie countered. Mardukans saw themselves as inheritors of the moral compass of the Old Federation – indeed, all of the Great Powers did – and the idea that the grand old organization that was their common root was less than fair made her bristle. The people of Marduk, Odin, Baldur, Isis, Ishtar and Aton saw the age of the defunct Federation as a golden one. “That was part of the problem, why the Interstellar wars started: some thought that the Federation wasn’t oppressive to the System States Alliance enough!”
 

“Ancient history,” dismissed Karffard. “And most of the speech is grandiose, patriotic garbage. But this part isn’t usually broadcast with the rest, since it’s less timely.” He activated the tape again.
 

“ . . . We shall not bow our heads to this colossus who has bombed our worlds into slag or slaughtered our young men so cavalierly!” the man declared. “We shall instead seek a new world, far from here, past the furthest explorations of Man, a world that we can call our own without any other as our master! And then, and then, my comrades, we shall rebuild the System States. We shall grow strong. And in one generation or two, or six or a dozen, one great day some descendant of ours will lead our reborn armies back into the domain of our ancient enemy, where we will, with God’s blessing, conquer the conquerors once and for all! This is my pledge, my comrades, this is my promise: follow me into the void and your children shall be masters of the entire galaxy! This I vow: one day, one great and glorious day, the Black and Green banner will fly over all the worlds, over the capital of Terra, herself! Our dead shall be avenged! Our wounded shall be healed! And our sacred honor, so ruthlessly torn from us by the callous hands of Foxx Travis and his minions shall be restored on that grand and glorious day!”
 

There was cheering and applause in the background, but there the tape ended.
 

“So . . . why was Spasso interested in this?” Valerie asked, confused. “It seems a little academic for his tastes, from what I understand.”
 

The Wizard’s lackey seemed to understand. “It’s propaganda,” he declared. “Pure and simple, like those horrible movies Aton makes everyone on their world watch all the time.”
 

“Verwoerd was trying to lead a beaten people to a brighter future,” Harkaman agreed. “All that silliness about invading the Federation was just smoke and mirrors to keep them all on board. Vengeance is a powerful motivator – just as Prince Lucas, sometime, when he gets back. You have to understand, at the end of the System States war, a lot of people on Abigor and Mephistopheles and those other worlds wanted to keep fighting to the last man, even after a dozen years of slaughter. They wanted to make the Federation pay dearly for every square inch of soil.”
 

“So why didn’t they?” asked Valerie, who was largely ignorant of this piece of ancient history. 
 

“Verwoerd and what was left with the Command Council knew that was slow suicide. And he sat there on Abigor with a bunch of bright young military cadets, a bunch of old seasoned special operations units told off for rear-guard duty, a couple of combat divisions, ten ships and two shipyards. And a whole lot of politicians who had already been tried and condemned to death for treason by the Federation en abstentia. And the Federation fleet was less than six months away. Abigor would have resisted for about a month, and then been utterly conquered – if Foxx Travis hadn’t just ordered the whole world nuked from orbit, like he did with Ashmodai. It was a losing proposition. 
 

“He had to harness that rage and shame of defeat and turn it into something positive to get everyone to leave. Promising that someday their children would invade the Federation and bring it to its knees – it was pipe dream, a romantic notion, not a serious policy plan.”
 

“But that doesn’t mean that it didn’t have a lot of traction in the Sword Worlds,” Nikkolay pointed out. “As recently as the founding of Flamberge, there was still a vocal minority who thought that was a productive long-term strategy for us. Call it loser’s remorse, if you will, but there’s always been a sense of destiny amongst the Sword Worlds that one day we’d come back to the Federation as conquerors. Perhaps that’s why we became Space Vikings so readily. For three hundred years our culture cowered in fear at the edge of known space, waiting for the day when the big ugly Federation would show up and demand we submit. When we found the Federation in ruins . . .” he shrugged.
 

“That’s . . . really quite disturbing,” Valerie admitted. “It sounds like the entire Sword World culture has a deep sense of paranoia coupled with profound self-esteem problems.”
 

Morland chuckled. “If you wanted to psychiatrically diagnose us, then yes. You’ve captured our essence admirably, Highness. Culturally speaking we feel we have something to prove because we are descended from rebels on the losing side of a war. That’s not fundamentally a negative thing, but when you add in star ships and nuclear weapons, I suppose it does make us a bit of a theoretical existential threat. 
 

“But it’s all nonsense. No one back in the Sword Worlds seriously thinks that we could conquer the Old Federation. No one with the sense to pour pee out of a boot,” he added, disparagingly.
 

“Well, that exempts a great deal of the Sword World ruling class,” rumbled Karffard. “Verwoerd’s Pledge has been kicked around as rallying cry for strong, decisive action for centuries. There are even secret societies dedicated to it – the Black & Green Bones Society at the University of Excalibur, for instance – nearly every royal son or daughter is invited to join. There’s even a bounty for the man who can bring back Foxx Travis’ skull. But its all ancient history – no one takes the idea seriously, no matter how solemn they are about their rituals.”
 

“I heard there was nude wrestling,” joked Valpry. “That’s why Father sent me to school on Joyeuse. Didn’t want me around a bad element.”
 

“The fact remains, someone is using Verwoerd’s Pledge as a stick to drive . . . something,” Karffard said. “Just because reasonable people don’t take it seriously doesn’t mean that it’s not a serious threat. Those prisoners from Gram Prince Lucas captured, for instance. Their Capt. Harrelsan was quite adamant about how inevitable a real Sword World invasion is, and how Tanith needs to be on the right side of it. Perfectly reasonable man . . . who feels the pull of Verwoerd’s Pledge devoutly. And he is not alone. My friends have told me about a rising tide of such rhetoric back home.”
 

“With a lot of it being slung from Haulteclere, I’m guessing,” Harkaman pointed out. Karffard nodded. 
 

“King Konrad is mostly focusing on appearing regal and royal and above reproach. But he’s building ships. His allies and henchmen on Excalibur, Joyeuse, Durendal, Morglay, and now Gram are also building ships. His vassal Viktor is building ships. The other Sword Worlds are building ships, too – not because they’re planning an invasion, but they don’t like the idea of one Sword World monarch building up such a strong power base unchallenged. In my estimation – and this is just a guess, mind you, but an informed guess – inside three years, the Sword Worlds could muster a fleet of eighty warships a thousand feet or above. That’s not counting the two-hundred odd Space Vikings already in the Federation. That, Highness, is a tangible sign that someone is taking Verwoerd’s Pledge seriously.”
 

“It’s said that Crown Prince Havilgar’s original intention in raiding Aton a century ago was to establish a central base from which to conquer the Federation,” Harkaman added. “He was a member of that Black & Green Bones fraternity, if I recall correctly. When he got killed, that set their plans back, I suppose, which is why all of the subsequent Space Viking bases are much further away from the center of the Federation. Tanith is among the deepest, and we’re brand-new. But the first ones – Aditya, Jagannath, Nergal, they’re all within a thousand light-years of the Sword Worlds.”
 

“This is fascinating,” Mr. Dawes said, nodding thoughtfully. “I’m very unfamiliar with the Sword Worlds, but this makes a lot of sense. It also suggests a connection to the Old Federation. Highness, could I request a star chart on the screen, please?”
 

When the large screen at the far end of the conference room was activated and the map called up, the mysterious man from the Old Federation studied it a moment, fingering his beardless chin as he did so. 
 

“Take a look,” he said, finally. “Here are the Sword Worlds, way over here – two thousand light-years beyond the furthest Old Federation planet. Your ancestors chose well, if they wanted to escape detection. Over here, on this side of the map, is the center of the Old Federation – what’s left of Terra, Odin, Marduk, Baldur, Isis, the lot of the civilized worlds. Oh, there are some civilized outliers – Freya, over here, for instance, and Gilgamesh here, but basically you have the Great Powers here, and the Sword Worlders here. Now,” he said, moving to the Sword World side of the big screen, “if I wanted to invade the Old Federation, each of those powers is going to have to be challenged. They each have significant spheres of influence and military power beyond their home systems – their various trading empires and alliances – and none of them are going to roll over and die without a hellacious fight. So . . .” 
 

Dawes picked up a light pen and began marking up the image. “If you want to counter Odin’s sphere of influence, then the best route to do so is likely here: through Braggi, through Agni, to Odin’s naval base on Zarathustra, and finally here, to the heart of Odin’s territory. The most efficient way to plan an attack on Odin means you need to a forward base for supply and repair and personnel, somewhere in this region,” he said, making a wide circle with his hands.
 

“That’s where Aditya is!” Harkaman frowned. “Morglay took that world a century ago, and then mostly abandoned it. Not close enough to good raiding territory, I guess. There’s still some kind of base there, though.”
 

“Right,” Dawes agreed. “And if you were going to counter Isis’ powerful fleet and dug-in military, then the best route would be to go through here: Irminsul, to Lakshmi, to Fafnir, they’d have to defeat the fleet at Freya, but then they’d be at Isis’ doorstep. Best place for an advanced staging area would be . . . in this area,” he said, pointing.
 

“That’s Hoth,” Nick Trask said, his mouth open. “The Everrards’ base.”
 

“Exactly. See where I’m going with this? You want to counter Baldur, you have to go through here from the Sword Worlds: Chermosh, Rimmon, all the way across this void to Veles, then skirt along here to take out their big moon base at Ziva, and then you’re in downtown Baldur. Best place to launch an attack on that route begins . . . here.”
 

“That’s Nergal,” Karffard agreed. “Not much of a base, though,” he admitted. “But that would explain why a consortium of investors from Curtana and Tizona started upgrading the facilities there a few years ago.”
 

“Now the big ones,” Dawes continued. “Aton: you can’t ask for a better invasion route than this: Nuit, Jotun, Enlil, and then you’re right there at Aton. And the best place to start that trip is right there at Xochitl with your old pal Prince Viktor. And then there’s Marduk. Best path to Marduk is right through there, Ganpat, Gimli, Lugaluru, Gylfi, Loki, and boom, there’s Marduk. And the best place to launch a full-scale invasion of Marduk is . . . right here.”


 He was pointing at Tanith.
 

“That explains . . . a lot,” Valerie sighed, heavily. “You can’t very well invade the Old Federation and not invade Marduk. We’d – they’d feel left out,” she corrected herself. “Only, Lucas came here and ended up befriending Marduk, not attacking it. And that went counter to . . . someone’s plans.”
 

“Right,” Karffard agreed, pursing his lips in thought. “Does anyone recall who it was that Angus of Wardshaven said suggested establishing a profitable Space Viking base?”
 

“I was working for Lionel of Northport as his guard captain at the time,” Morland said, shaking his head. 
 

“I remember, actually,” Duke Valpry said, his eyes narrowing as he recalled the thought. “It was after Angus returned from a business trip. Trying to find new markets for Wardshaven. Oh, he was looking at building a planetary throne even then, but he didn’t have much idea about how to go about it without getting into a shooting war with every other great house on Gram. But he met with some other businessmen on that trip – to Flamberge, it was, I believe. One of them suggested the original idea, and even recommended Otto as captain of the expedition. You know who would know more about that trip? Hugh Rathmore. He was on it.”
 

“Where is the esteemed Duke?” Valerie asked, surprised. She should have recognized that Rathmore was not present. It was too quiet.
 

“He’s about to board the Star of Tanith for a trip to Beowulf to negotiate for more missiles – we’re running low, thanks to Spasso – and some prototypes of that atomic minefield of theirs,” Harkaman said with a grunt. “After Spasso’s attack, I’m giving building one for Tanith some serious consideration. I think we can still catch him, though . . .”
 

They did. It only took four or five minutes to track down the Minister of Commerce and former Wardshaven politician. He was at the spaceport about to board the shuttle to dock with the ship, already in orbit. Rathmore had been using the Star of Tanith more and more to further the goals of the Commerce Ministry, but Valerie couldn’t complain about his results. Business was booming. Arms, in particular.
 

“Yes, Highness?” he asked, looking slightly annoyed.
 

“Duke Rathmore, I know this sounds like a strange question,” Valerie began with a deep breath, “but it might just be very important. Were you with Angus of Wardshaven on a trip to . . . was it Joyeuse? Flamberge? Flamberge – sorry, I still get the Sword Worlds mixed up sometimes – were you with Angus when he made a trip to Flamberge, about . . . well, I guess it would be over thirteen, fourteen years ago?”
 

Rathmore looked surprised at the question, and rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, yes, I was – one of my first jobs for the House of Ward was acting as an aide on that trip. That mostly meant arranging for drinks and dancing girls for the negotiators, but . . . why?”
 

“Do you happen to remember the genesis of the Tanith Adventure arising out of that trip?” Karffard asked.
 

“Yes, actually, that’s exactly where the whole thing began, in a restaurant in Renaud, on Flamberge. We were dining with three groups of aristocrats and businessmen, one from Flamberge and one from . . . Haulteclere, I think. What? What?” he demanded, as the faces on small council changed.
 

“Think back, very carefully,” Karffard said. “Try to remember who, in particular, brought up the subject of Tanith, in particular. And who recommended Harkaman as a captain.”
 

“Oh, that was one of the Haultecleran businessman, if I remember correctly,” Rathmore said with a huff. “It’s been a long time but . . . yes, it was some sort of importer from Haulteclere. Barry, maybe? Bart? Had a mustache and a funny accent . . . liked Gram pear-brandy a lot, I remember . . .”
 

“Bartee, perhaps?” suggested Karffard. 
 

“That’s it!” Rathmore snapped. “Bartee! I do remember now, because everyone was joking with Angus about making himself king, back before anyone thought he might actually do it. He said that the Wardlands were too poor to consider such a thing. Bartee shot back that King Konrad – he’d just come to the throne, remember, and everyone was trying to get a handle on him – that Konrad was making money in tribute hand-over-fist, thanks to his cousin Viktor’s base on Xochitl. He started throwing around some very big numbers. That’s when Angus’ eyes kind of glazed over. All we had to do was finance and build a ship – one decent ship – and we there was a world for the taking. That’s when he mentioned Harkaman’s availability, and his familiarity with this planet.”
 

“So Bartee suggested it, and then . . . ?”
 

“Well, Angus didn’t think that the Wardlands could afford to build even one ship, at the time. He loved the idea, don’t mistake me, but Ffayle’s dad was screaming about the costs and how frivolous it was, and how it was a risky scheme. Bartee said he could probably come up with some loan guarantees through Haulteclere, at least some seed financing, in return for mutual use of facilities and other fairly innocuous considerations. That would be enough to get the landing legs of the Enterprise built – that was Andray Dunnan’s ship, or the one he stole, at least, Highness,” he explained.
 

“I’m familiar with it,” she murmured. “So Bartee suggested Angus build a ship and then a base and start cashing in on the ruins of the Old Federation, and even put up some seed money? And that would be enough to set him up as monarch?” she asked, incredulously. “And all he wanted was trading rights?”
 

“Actually, that’s pretty much how it worked out,” Rathmore pointed out. “Except that Dunnan shot up Trask’s wedding and stole the Enterprise, Trask traded Traskon for the Nemesis, and took Tanith instead of Angus. If Angus had owned the Nemesis . . . well, things would have worked out a lot differently. As it was, we had to call on those original loan guarantees after the Enterprise was stolen. No one anticipated that. But they were pretty generous about it, if I recall. We paid them back, of course, as soon as the Tanith Adventure was solvent again.”
 

“Thank you, Duke Hugh,” Valerie said, graciously. “You’ve been most helpful. Good luck on your trip – and please extend my regards to President Pinrose, if you would.”
 

“My pleasure, Highness,” Rathmore said, formally bowing to the screen, before cutting it off.
 

“There you have it,” Dawes said, disgustedly. “Who puts Angus up to a base on Tanith? Bartee. Who convinces Viktor that invading Gram is in his best interest? Who funds Spasso’s attempts to take over Tanith? Bartee. He’s behaving with all of the ruthlessness of a Sword World aristocrat—”
 

“And all of the guile and sophistication of an Old Federation great power,” finished Valerie. “And now we know why. Someone in the Federation is trying to create the proper conditions for a Sword World invasion. This Bartee . . . he doesn’t like the Great Powers very much. He’s got to be the one behind this. And apparently behind Spasso’s latest putsch. But its all part of a vendetta against the Old Federation . . . from the Old Federation.”
 

There was silence in the room as they all tried to comprehend an idea of that magnitude. 
 

“That’s . . . that’s just crazy!” Harkaman finally managed. “That’s crazier than Andray Dunnan thinking he could take over Marduk!”
 

“Which he very nearly did,” reminded Valerie, quietly. “Gentlemen, every time I think we understand our position, it keeps getting murkier. Every time we think we know who our enemies are, it turns out that there are other hands holding their strings. I want to make it a priority to discover just whom among the Great Powers is behind this . . . this plot. And I’m starting to think,” she added as she stared at the star map’s twinkling lights, “that it isn’t just our own world at stake here.”
 




 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 Chapter Ten:
 


The Winter Ball
 



 
 

The Grand Concourse of Rivington’s spaceport had been originally designed as the bustling hub of commerce and transportation of a bright, up-and-coming world. It had grand vaulted ceilings that rose a hundred feet in the air, and before Tanith’s fall into barbarism there had been chandeliers and statuary tastefully decorating the concourse.
 

Then there had been centuries of neglect and decay. The chandeliers were long gone by the time the first Space Vikings landed. The statues had been destroyed or carted off to serve as idols in shrines and temples. The stately paneling had been ripped out or destroyed by fire. All that had been left had been debris and refuse, and plenty of wild creatures who found the ferrocrete shell a snug residence.
 

But after Lucas and his men had restored her, the Grand Concourse was once again grand. It had served as a public meeting place during Tanith’s early years, one of the few indoor spaces large enough to address a thousand or more men at once. While the wooden paneling was long gone, artisans had replaced it with colorful mosaics, including one reproducing the beautiful work at the Trask Shrine. 
 

There were displays of artwork by schoolchildren and masterpieces looted from other worlds. There were buffet tables and serving robots stocked with delicacies from Tanith, Khepra, Beowulf, Amateratsu, Marduk, and the Sword Worlds, including a freshly-slaughtered Gram Bisonoid, cooked in the traditional style. The robobartenders were stocked with expensive Lyran Spirits, Gram Pear-Brandy, Morglayan bourbon, and even some locally-made liquors. The floor was strewn with tropical flowers imported from Cavendard, the little settlement in the southern hemisphere, now grown to a population of over four thousand in the half a year it had been reclaimed.
 

And by the night of the Winter Ball, the chandeliers were back: commissioned by Baron Basil Gorram, and designed by Stan Dawes, there were three elaborate structures of crystal and light the size of combat cars floating overhead on their own contragravity devices, designed to move and undulate according to random patterns. The result was utterly breathtaking.
 

A stage had been erected along with a massive viewscreen. In front of it were set two thrones, with Lucas’ crown placed on the seat of his. Valerie hated running court herself, but it couldn’t be helped. Lucas was still missing, and she could not bring herself to consider the possibility that he might not be coming home. Not yet. She couldn’t do that to herself or Elaine, or the people of Tanith. 
 

Rivington was blessed with relatively mild weather that night, and by the time her aircar arrived at the spaceport, the Grand Concourse was already packed with fur-clad aristocrats, businessmen, and the diplomatic corps, plus hundreds of wounded Space Vikings for whom this ball was a benefit. There were also hundreds of children present, the orphans of those who had lost their fathers on distant worlds. To them this was merely the grandest party they’d ever seen, after days of fighting and combat spent huddled in bomb shelters. They’d already mostly forgotten about the attack, Valerie realized. The resiliency of the child’s mind never ceased to amaze her.
 

“Highness,” Sir Alexi, her chosen bodyguard for the evening, said as they were descending to the landing stage designated for their use. “Message coming in from Minister Karffard.”
 

“I’m almost down,” she grumbled, adjusting the pesky Shawl of State on her shoulders, “can’t it wait five more minutes?”
 

Sir Alexi paused as he relayed Her Highnesses’ request into his helmet radio. His eyes opened wide. “Highness, he says it concerns Prince Lucas!”
 

“What? Well put him through! Instantly!” she demanded. Her heart quickened – would this be good news? Or the worst news of her life? Valerie wasn’t sure which would be more emotionally powerful, but she had silently been gnawing at herself with worry over poor lost Lucas, and she had to know if she was a widow . . . or just waiting.
 

Karffard’s increasingly broadening face filled the tiny viewscreen. He was in some office, she saw, although the screen was so small – and the Minster of Everything was so large – she couldn’t tell which one.
 

“Duke Alvyn. You have news of my husband?”
 

“Highness, as you know the Duchess of Wensley from Marduk via Gimli made its scheduled stop in Rivington this morning,” he began. “More political exiles, of course, and plenty of cargo from your homeworld. But also word from our . . . friends in the Mardukan military in the form of the new Military Attaché. They forwarded this tape to me. I think you need to see it at once.”
 

“Go ahead, Minister. I’m watching,” she said, uneasily.
 

Ten minutes later there were tears in her eyes – tears of rage. “They dare!” she said, hoarsely. “Very well, Minister. We’ve just arrived at the spaceport for the Ball – can you join us shortly?”
 

“I’ll be there as soon as I change,” the rotund spymaster sighed. “I’m not a great dancer, though, you should be warned.”
 

“Somehow I think by the end of the night that dancing will be the last thing on anyone’s mind,” she said, grimly.
 

As this function was Countess Dorothy’s personal project, she found one of the Minister of Health’s aides waiting patiently for her to exit the aircar. She was a young, high-energy medic in a formal Mardukan gown, holding a clipboard and trailed by a shiny clerical robot bearing the caduceus-and-trapezoid arms of the Royal Health Service.
 

“Highness, thank you so much for coming!” the woman began with affected enthusiasm as she executed a low bow. “We’re delighted that—”
 

“Stop,” Valerie ordered. “What’s your name?”
 

“If Your Highness pleases, I’m Senior Surgical Technician Cindy Calderon,” she explained blushing. “I’m in charge of ensuring you make it to each point on your agenda, this evening, beginning with the opening ceremonies and—”
 

“Well, Senior Surgical Tech Cindy Calderon, I’m in charge of running a planet at the moment, and due to urgent matters of state your agenda is now worthless. I need a conference room, secure, with secure screen access and room for at least six or seven. And I need it in five minutes. For a war council meeting.”
 

“But, Your Highness,” the girl nearly sputtered, blushing. “If you will please take a look at the—”
 

“Sir Alexi,” she ordered, “take this nice young lady and help her do as I require, please.”
 

Alexi Karvall, at least, knew who his boss was, and it wasn’t a clipboard. He firmly took the pretty young functionary by the elbow and began leading her away, much to her confusion. 
 

“This way, Mademoiselle Calderon,” he insisted, gently. “The Princess has given us a command – all we need do now is follow it. Is that not simplicity, itself?”
 

“I beg your pardon, Sir Alexi,” the girl said, still confused, “I thought she’d start by judging the children’s –”
 

“Mademoiselle, that is a lovely gown,” Valerie heard the adept young knight say firmly. “It would be a shame to ruin it if I had to shoot you through the leg to secure what is required within the brief time allotted. I’ve done it before. The Princess made a request for a conference room in five minutes, one of which has already expired. I don’t plan on admitting failure . . .” he said, as he nearly dragged her away.
 

Valerie smiled despite herself. Karvall was quite persuasive, she knew, and extremely handsome besides. If that over-eager young twit didn’t have the wit to realize an opportunity to get to know a handsome young knight in the Royal Guards, she didn’t need to be working for Tanith.
 

“My Princess,” Otto Harkaman boomed, meeting her at the stage a moment later, Countess Dorothy right after him, along with two Royal Navy troopers in dress uniform. “What a splendid dress! You look like the Queen of Winter, herself!”
 

Valerie looked down at the custom-made dress. Lady Ashley, who was in charge of Princess Elaine tonight, had picked it out from a microbook and had it fabricated to her dimensions, and it was beautifully stitched. It was made of some unbelievably-soft material, in shimmering white punctuated with sapphires at the collar and wrists, and ran from her throat to her heels, cut to fit her waist – now almost recovered from pregnancy, thanks to her daily work-outs with her hand-to-hand instructor. It was designed to display her feminine charms elegantly but forcefully. A beautiful sapphire necklace, a gift from Nikkolay and Cecelia, sparkled brilliantly, and her blue-and-white Shawl of State was stretched across her shoulders. Over that she wore a voluminous white fur, and the entire thing was topped with her silver-and-sapphire crown.
 

It was noteworthy that despite her elegant attire, she had not dressed without arming herself. Her silver dress dagger was worn openly, on her left hip, and on her right was her argentium-plated side-arm. She rarely appeared in public without it anymore. Not that she expected to be in a fire-fight, but she realized that carrying it not only made people take her more seriously, it also reminded them that the Realm was at war. She had almost not worn them this evening, since it was a time of celebration and reverie coinciding with the local Winter Solstice – a big holiday for the Tanith natives, apparently. But she wanted to send a message to her people, that even in the midst of celebration that Tanith needed to be girded for battle.
 

An odd thing for a former elementary-school teacher to promote, she realized. But if she had had any misgivings about wearing her dagger and pistol, the audiovisual message from Marduk had cured it. 
 

“Thank you Duke. Lovely evening you’ve put together tonight, Countess,” she added, as the Royal Physician curtsied. She wore a stunning gown of Tanith blue, one cut like a Sword World gown, Valerie noted, but with cleavage that would scandalize any of the conservative notions of propriety the Sword Worlders held. She’d even adopted the pesky Sword World custom of wearing a shawl at formal occasions. That was one fashion Valerie devoutly wished would fall out of style.
 

“Thank you, Highness,” she said, smiling. “It’s a welcome relief after three days buried in wounded. Thank Ghu the emergency medical bays are on the other side of the spaceport, or the whole event would smell of disinfectants and . . . other hospital smells,” she continued, realizing that a formal ball wasn’t quite the place to expound on just how disturbing a field hospital was. 
 

“Well, I hate to tell you this, but I had to commandeer your aide for a moment,” Valerie explained. “Minister Karffard just received important news. I want to meet quickly before the ball with my principal advisors to prepare a response. Karffard tells me he can keep Paul Koreff from running it as a news story for a few more hours, but not much more.”
 

“Oh, Paul would pull a story for you if you want him to,” Harkaman said, defending his old Signals-and-Detection officer. “Since he went off to become Tanith’s media magnate, I haven’t seen him much, but I can’t imagine he’d refuse a request from an old shipmate . . .”
 

“That’s not the issue, Duke,” explained Valerie. “This story will get out. It’s not secure. All Karffard has done is buy us a little time to get in front of it and try to control the situation. Ah, here comes Sir Alexi and Miss Calderon now.”
 

“Your Highness,” the young knight bowed again. “Your Grace,” he said, to Otto, and then “Your Excellency,” to Countess Dorothy. “With your permission, we’ve located a suitable venue for a brief, secure meeting. If you will follow me and the mademoiselle . . .” 
 

 He snapped and silently directed four other Golden Hand guards to fall in around them as they made their way through the crowd that had gathered to see her arrive. Harkaman’s Royal Navy guards followed behind. 
 

Sir Alexi surveyed the crowd and smiled charmingly. “We’ll begin in just a moment, my friends!” Alexi called to them. “Urgent matters of state, I assure you! Her Highness will be out to enjoy the ball shortly!” That spawned a chorus of groans, but Valerie barely heard them. She was still focused on the news from Marduk.
 

The room found by Alexi was none other than Lucas’ own office, his old one from his earliest days on Tanith. It had been locked and sealed years ago, but a Golden Hand guard had unlimited access, and it had taken only moments to reactivate the office screen, turn on the clerical robots, and even start a pot of coffee. Harkaman looked around the room with surprise, remembering many old days when he and Lucas would sit here, sip brandy, smoke cigars, and discuss the future of their new world. He patted an overstuffed chair fondly. “Got this out of one of the finer hotels in Eglonsby, during that first raid,” he sighed. 
 

“Do you have an emotional attachment to all of your loot?” Countess Dorothy asked, surprised. 
 

“Some of it,” Otto admitted. “You should come by Harkaman House some time and see my collection.”
 

“Sure, as soon as all of the wounded get up and walk home on their own,” scoffed the doctor tiredly. “Do you know how many causalities I’m taking care of right now? I was in the operating room for two days solid. And there’s a four-day waiting period for a real robodoc, and for anything surgical, well, we’re a little backed up.”
 

“Well, sometime after that then,” he said, dismissively. “So, Highness, what’s the news?”
 

“We’re waiting for Duke Karffard, Mr. Dawes, the Prime Minister, and Duke Valpry,” she said, ticking off the names. “I think that’s all,” she added, hesitantly. Sir Alexi escorted them all into the old office as they arrived, and played host to his superiors while overseeing the security detail that guarded them. When Karffard finally arrived, the last of them to do so, he apologized as he puffed and huffed over to a chair, his formal attire still not quite fastened up. 
 

“Sorry about that, Highness,” he said, pouring himself a drink. “Had to check with a friend of mine before I came. Business,” he said, unhappily. “So, let’s all see the damned thing together, shall we?” He took a sip of his drink and then called up the message on the screen.
 

Ten minutes later, the entire room was seething with anger.
 

“This is war!” Harkaman shouted. “I swear by my ancestors going back a thousand years, if—”
 

“Admiral!” Valerie said, cutting him short. “I’m as angry as you are, but the fact is the clock is ticking. We have to prepare a response to this – some kind of response to this – and it has to be here and now. Tomorrow might be too late. I’m not going to appear weak to my people after all they have been through, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let them get away with this! So what do we do?”
 

“I say we go in with nukes, the whole fleet!” Harkaman said, hotly. “They couldn’t take out all of us before—”
 

“That’s impractical for a number of reasons, most of which you could already guess,” Valerie said, impatiently. “We wanted to know who was behind this vendetta, and now we know. The issue at hand is how we respond, at least in theory. I need policy advice, and I need it now. Prime Minister?”
 

“It’s war,” Nikkolay Trask said, hoarsely. “It’s unavoidable now. But how do you win a war against a foe so large? I mean, it would only take—”
 

“Exactly,” Valerie said. “Which is why I’m soliciting advice. Countess Dorothy? Any thoughts?”
 

“I’ve only been around you people for a few years,” she said, uneasily. “But I’m starting to know how you think, which disturbs me a little. In any case, you Sword Worlders seem to have a habit of charging gallantly into battle, hammering at anything around you, and then picking up the pieces. Maybe that was good enough back home fighting against each other, or raiding a low-technology planet, but in the Old Federation, among the Powers, that sort of thing just isn’t going to work.”
 

“So what do we do?” Nikkolay asked, despairingly. “This is just what we need,” he added in a grumble.
 

“We go to war,” Valerie said, simply. “I mean, they have my husband. They have our Prince. I sincerely doubt they’ll just hand him back.”
 

“What if they threaten to execute him?” asked Alvyn Karffard, concerned.
 

“No one is more worried about that than I am,” Valerie assured him. “But that’s not something the Atonians would do lightly. They might threaten to execute him, but there’s a distinct dislike of capital punishment among the civilized worlds. Exile, imprisonment, banishment, yes . . . but their own people wouldn’t be happy if they just started shooting prisoners.”
 

“So how do we wage war on Aton?” asked Harkaman.
 

“Not by a frontal assault,” Countess Dorothy pointed out. “The defense grid around Aton is brutal. They had a skirmish with Baldur a few decades ago – Baldur lost. In a big way.”
 

 “What is the status of the Dragon, Mr. Dawes?” Valerie asked, referring to the new weapon system that the Wizard’s envoy had given them. “Would it be ready in time for conflict?”
 

 “The prototype is being tested on the moonbase,” admitted the quiet man. “Initial tests are encouraging. But don’t forget that the design is hundreds of years old, and there are reasons the Federation didn’t deploy it. Expense, for one.”
 

 “It didn’t hurt that they didn’t really need it,” pointed out Karffard. “The System States Alliance had one ship for every five the Federation Navy did.”
 

 “Be that as it may, if we can fine-tune the design and wrap up testing this week, we should be able to go into production within the month. We could have at least a few Dragons deployed by the time the Atonians bothered to show up. 
 

 “Apropos to that,” he continued, “I think you have some time. From Aton’s point of view, Tanith is a minor annoyance, not a grave threat. If they had wanted to nuke the planet in a major attack, they could have done that as easily as they captured your prince – easier, actually. I believe that they took him to destabilize the regime and force a change at the top. And demonstrate to their people that they’re doing something about the Space Viking Menace. Either that or they’re trying to goad you into attack Aton head-on – which would be suicide. The Countess is right about their defensive capabilities, but if anything she’s understating them. The Wizard has better intelligence on them and from what I’ve read Aton is as well defended as any planet in the galaxy. So I would counsel a less-direct approach, if you want your Prince back.”
 

 “Negotiations?” Dorothy asked.
 

 “Out of the question!” Harkaman barked. “We don’t negotiate with treacherous kidnappers!”
 

 “If it means Lucas’ safe return,” began Alvyn, “I don’t see—”
 

 “Even trying to open negotiations is going to take months, and the actual discussions could go on years,” pointed out Dawes. “Tanith just isn’t that important to them. As to whether or not Aton would even consider releasing the prince, I don’t think it’s likely.”
 

 “And our allies would see negotiations so quickly as a sign of weakness,” Harkaman pointed out. “And so would our enemies.”
 

 “Tanith is a Space Viking world,” Valerie declared, thoughtfully. “We don’t haggle over the lives of our sovereigns like a Gilgamesher over a fine rug. We are fighters. We may not have Aton’s numbers, but then there are advantages of fighting a far superior foe – small ones, but perhaps ones we can exploit. So I’m soliciting suggestions: just how should we proceed in prosecuting this unexpected war, and how do we present it to the people?”
 

They discussed the matter heatedly for twenty minutes, but actually had managed to hammer out a reasonable strategy before they adjourned to the Ball. Not one that would satisfy everyone, once they heard the news, but one which could be presented as an effective and thorough response to the crisis. They practiced the nuances of the policy for a few more minutes, trying to predetermine questions and prepare to present a unified response. Finally, half an hour after she’d landed, Princess Valerie’s War was beginning to take shape.
 

As the others were led back to the Concourse, where the music told them the festivities were already underway, Valerie paused a moment and looked at the long, blank blackboard that had once held the details of Lucas’ hunt for Andray Dunnan. 
 

She thought about the ten long years her husband had spent here, staring at that board, trying to out-think the homicidal madman he was hunting while he dealt with the pain of his grief. The countless hours obsessed with the chase, the agonizing delays between good information, the hopelessness of it all. He had almost succumbed to despair several times during those dark days, he’d told her in their most intimate moments. Sometimes the board seemed to taunt him, Lucas had revealed, and sometimes it had seemed to offer false hope. But it had gotten him through, too, being a visible sign of his progress towards getting Dunnan. Now it was empty, a testament to his achievement and his dedication by its very blankness. The lack of words communicated volumes, if you understood how to read it.
 

Blackboards were such basic things, she realized, but even after a thousand years it was hard to improve on them. She went to the center of the board, picked up a piece of chalk, and wrote in big letters, I MISS YOU LUCAS!!! – VAL, before she turned off the lights and allowed herself to be escorted back to the ball.
 

She was surprised to find a frazzled-looking Mademoiselle Calderon nearby, still holding her clipboard, waiting for the Princess to resume the planned festivities. She brightened and pasted on her fake smile as she saw her party approach. 
 

She was cute, Valerie decided, one of those over-eager functionaries who found themselves prospering in the wake of more experienced people, but she was also young and pretty and seemed very, very invested in how well the evening turned out because it would reflect prominently on her career. Valerie could appreciate that – a decade ago, she’d been that girl. It was how she’d managed to get her job with the Royal Family on Marduk. But she’d also missed so much by devoting her life to her work, she realized now.
 

“Your Highness, I’m so terribly sorry about the delay, but if you’ll come this way we can start the judging—” Calderon began, a hint of whine in her voice.
 

“Change of plans, Cindy,” Valerie interrupted, briskly. “Attend me, will you?”
 

“Of course, Your Highness!” the girl said, eyes wide. 
 

“I know this event is important to you, and you’ve planned all sorts of festivities, but I’m afraid that it’s about to be ruined for you. We just endured a battle, and we’re about to endure a whole lot more, and while this event is exactly what we need right now, it’s also not going to be as much fun in about fifteen minutes. Are you a loyal subject of the Realm, Cindy?” she asked, evenly. Part of the art of dealing with lower-level organizers like Cindy was changing the subject rapidly and often to keep them too confused to ask irrelevant questions. Calderon took the bait.
 

“Why, yes, of course, Your Highness! I swore fealty with the medical staff, even though Countess Dorothy said that it was completely voluntary! I love Tanith, Highness, and I’m loyal!”
 

“Good,” Val smiled, faintly. “Then be a good and loyal subject for me tonight. Let me see your list . . . okay, Duchess Cecelia can be roped into the judging, tell her I said to do it and I’ll owe her one. The grand presentation you can cancel – there’s other business to discuss – but I will do a brief court, the awards and investitures, and then I’ll follow with . . . well, you’ll see. And I’m going to need viewscreens, lots of viewscreens, scattered around the room in about ten minutes. A big one behind the thrones, if you can manage it. I’ve also sent for more cameras from Sir Paul Koreff, so please make sure they’re set up the moment they arrive – I want a good, clear recording of this. Oh, and the after party? Cancel it. No, don’t cancel it, see if Lady Chaveth will preside on my behalf – she’d love the chance, I’m certain. I’m going to be busy. Now, get all of that done in the next ten minutes, and report back to me.”
 

“Yes, Highness – um, what should I tell everyone?”
 

“That there has been an unanticipated change in the planned schedule, at the request of Her Highness. That’ll shut up anyone who’ll give you any problems. Actually . . . Sir Alexi!”
 

“Yes, Highness!” the handsome young knight said at once.
 

“Go with Mademoiselle Calderon and ensure that she has no difficulties enacting my instructions. I want to walk on stage in fifteen minutes. Lt. Perez can attend me in your absence.”
 

Once again, Karvall led the sputtering woman away, while Valerie smiled. She remembered what it was like to be that young and that subject to the whims of superior authority. Then her smile faded. Wait until she was old enough to be that superior authority – and still be just as subject to the whims of fate.
 

She enjoyed a drink and a chat with a few people in the area prepared for her entrance, seeing Baron Bentfork’s third wife, who was in town visiting his heroic son in the hospital, for instance, and Duke Rathmore’s wife who was apparently excited to be at a social function without her slightly boorish politician husband around for a change – she was already well in her cups. In just under ten minutes, however, Cindy and Sir Alexi came back to her, breathless, as workmen started setting up viewscreens around the room.
 

“The big one will only take a few minutes,” she said, huffing and puffing, her cheeks red under her carefully-applied make-up. “We’re bringing in the big board used for arrivals and departures. It’s on its own contragravity, so it should be ready in – there it is,” she said, as the big screen was carefully floated in. “We’ll be ready to begin in just . . . just a few . . . few minutes.”
 

“Sir Alexi, be a dear and get this poor woman a drink, will you?”
 

“At once, Highness!” he said, chuckling under his breath. He was back with a glass of wine within a minute and a half, and Valerie made sure that Cindy drank half of that before she continued. “Now, Cindy, I’m about to address this crowd, and then it’s going to be chaos. But it’s clear you’ve done a wonderful job organizing this event, and deserve a reward.”
 

“Highness?” the girl asked in a daze.
 

“See this man here? This is Sir Alexi Karvall. You should know that name. He nearly single handedly rescued Princess Elaine from Garvan Spasso’s minions. I knighted him on the spot for his effort, but he’s been working nearly non-stop since then. Mademoiselle, it is my command that you and he spend the evening drinking and dancing and having a good time. I expect to see you out on the floor, smiling, relaxing, and enjoying each others company. In fact, I want you to ensure that this brave young soldier has the best evening he’s ever had, as a token of thanks for his outstanding service to the Realm. May I count on you for that service, dear?”
 

Cindy was flabbergasted, looking back and forth from Valerie to Sir Alexi’s face in confusion. “Highness?” she finally squeaked, “Me? Why, there are plenty of beautiful women here tonight, and I’m hardly the type to be able to—”
 

“Are you married?” Valerie asked. “Engaged?”
 

“No, Highness, I’m a career woman, I hope to—”
 

“Then you have no other reason to decline, my dear. Sir Alexi, after the address, you may take the next forty-eight hours off as liberty. Indeed, I command it.”
 

“As Your Highness commands,” he said, trying desperately not to laugh at how his Princess had just steamrolled the poor girl into a date with him. “I would be honored to be your escort for the evening, Mademoiselle,” he declared, extending his elbow to her. 
 

“But . . . why . . . I’m . . . oh, dear, I . . .”
 

“Be a good girl, finish your drink,” Valerie said, encouraging her. “I think you’ll need another shortly.” She saw one of the other event functionaries, a young man wearing an earpiece, try to get Cindy’s attention to let her know to let the Princess know that all was in readiness. Valerie took a few moments to send for her attendants for court and get them organized, and then she proceeded to the stage.
 

Nikkolay went first, looking splendid in his green-and-tawny cloak, holding the large Sword of State in front of him while his wife – fully recovered from her pregnancy, now and looking radiantly healthy in an emerald-green dress – escorting him to the stage where the thrones were set up. Next was the Warlord, his ornately braided blue dress uniform covered by a dashing black cloak. Harkaman wore both a pistol and a dress dagger, but he hefted the massive bronze double-headed axe that Lucas had presented to him as a badge of office like a toy. He was escorted by Countess Dorothy, who looked a little uncomfortable next to the giant Harkaman. The two exchanged a glance – only for an instant – but Valerie was attentive enough to realize that there was something between two of her ministers. She found that very interesting. 
 

Next went Duke Valpry and Duke Morland, side by side, each bearing a staff of their office, before Valerie herself arrived, unescorted save eight Golden Hand guards around her, bearing pikes as well as submachine guns, pistols, and swords. The Golden Hand uniforms parroted the black Royal Army of Tanith uniform, save their corps used gold for piping and trim and as the lining for their cloaks. Each one wore a highly-polished dress helmet made out of actual combat helmets, lightly plated in gold.
 

Valerie made her way to the throne, first stopping to bow before Lucas’ empty throne, but she did not sit. She waited for the music to fade away before she pulled the discreet microphone to her lips and waited for the crowd to be quiet enough for her to speak.
 

“My lords and ladies,” she began. “My loyal subjects, distinguished guests, my noble warriors, children of Tanith, all: we gather here tonight on the eve of the Solstice to honor those who have lost limb or life in the service of the Realm. Unfortunately, there are a lot more of you today than last week, thanks to Garvan Spasso’s vile attack,” she said, and then had to wait for the booing and hissing to subside. “Thanks to your incredible efforts the attack on our world was defeated, and the Heir to the Realm was rescued. It was a long, hard fight, and we lost many, many brave men in the defense of the Realm; but we also taught the galaxy a lesson: when you assail Tanith, you risk losing more than a hand!”
 

There was a wild burst of applause at that line, which gratified her. She waited for it to subside before she continued. “I wish that Spasso was the worst danger Tanith has to fear, but he is not. Indeed, today we are functionally at war with the so-called King Omfray of Gram.” More boos and hissing – Tanith had become the chosen port of exile for Omfray’s detractors, and had been since its founding. His recent rise to the throne had only increased the number of exiles, self-imposed and otherwise, who had sought sanctuary on Tanith’s soil. 
 

“We do not fear Omfray’s designs: indeed, we should thank him. He keeps supplying us the finest of his ships for our fleet!” That caused another wild burst of applause and laughter. The tale of how Lucas took nearly every ship sent to raid Amateratsu was even now being rendered in mosaic on the Trask Shrine in Tradetown. And it was certainly being told in the salons of the Sword Worlds, where Omfray’s reign would not fare well.
 

“We do not fear Omfray, we do not fear Spasso, we do not even fear Viktor of Xochitl. While we are not technically at war with our sister Space Viking realm, it’s clear that our interests run counter, and I fear violence with his minions before too long.” More murmuring than hissing and booing, this time. Viktor was not the villain that Omfray or Spasso was; indeed, many of the Space Vikings gathered here had made port at Xochitl between raids.
 

“But my lords and ladies, my loyal subjects, and my distinguished guests, there is a cause to fear. Only a few hours ago a ship put in from Marduk, by way of Gimli, and it brought tidings of our Prince.” The murmuring went up in intensity immediately. Prince Lucas was sorely missed, obviously. By her most of all.
 

“I think it would be best to show it, rather than tell it, so I’ve erected this screen so that you may all watch, and draw your own conclusions.” That sparked a lot of interested chatter, and she turned around to face the gigantic screen behind her, as the technician caused the microtape to play the news clip and the lights from the enormous floating chandeliers went down.
 

Attention, People of Aton! the clip began, with a high-toned male voice providing a voiceover to the background of an incessantly beeping attention signal. The Party’s brave operatives have risked life and limb in pursuit of your freedom and security to bring you this exclusive footage of the outlaw Space Viking base known as Tanith! This once-rustic culture has been transformed by the arrival of the despotic warlord, Lucas Trask, into a virtual slave colony where the people are forced to serve their Sword World masters.
 

This self-styled “prince” enforces his brutal rule with elite, heavily-armed thugs, who don’t hesitate to use force and intimidation on the simple neobarbarians of Tanith. They’re forced to work building palaces and war machines for their cruel master. Worse, this arrogant oppressor isn’t content with merely dominating his realm; he insists his subjects mindlessly worship him!
 

The scene showed the exterior view of Tradetown, outside the Trask shrine as it was being mobbed by natives seeking entrance. There were Royal Army troopers and Baron Bentfork’s local troops, and it looked like they were forcing the people into the temple against their will. Then the interior was shown, the giant statues of the Trasks looking menacing, not comforting, from the angle. Garvan Spasso’s gruesome gold-plated forearm figured prominently. 
 

Even his grisly trophies are hauled out so that the people are forced to adore them. Not content with raiding unfortunate neobarbarian worlds for loot, recently the Space Viking overlord unsuccessfully attempted to raid Marduk, itself, in an ill-conceived attempt to overthrow the admittedly corrupt and antiquated monarchy. Working with fellow Space Viking madman, Andray Dunnan, and local political demagogue Zaspar Makann, Trask was barely stopped before he achieved his sinister goal. 

 

Valerie was surprised by the bitter outcry from the audience as Lucas was mentioned in the same breath as that madman Dunnan – she hadn’t realized just how personally her subjects took that insult. She watched the people seethe as they watched re-hashed file footage from the Marduk Affair. Space Vikings patrolling outside of the Royal Palace. The hard-fought street battles with the People’s Watchmen. The pillaging of Drepplin. And plenty of blurry ship-to-ship footage from the space battle.
 

When finally cornered in the Royal Palace, he turned on his own allies, executed Dunnan at close range, and retreated after his people caused considerable damage to the working-class city of Drepplin. But Trask did not depart this bastion of the Old Federation empty-handed: he took with him one of the noble Mardukan ladies he fancied from the royal court, forcibly marrying her and coercing her into his violent ideology.
 

Valerie hardened her heart at this – the very idea that she had been anything other than willing to marry Lucas was an insult! Anyone who knew them – and in a society as small as Tanith’s, nearly everyone did – knew how much in love they were with each other. The natural gallantry of the Sword World culture came to the fore and she heard deep cries of “shame! Shame!” from her people over the soundtrack. 
 

Not content with robbing the civilized worlds of their beauty, Trask went on to force his new bride to roam the galaxy, raiding brothels and seraglios for nubile beauties to add to his increasingly growing harem. 

 

If Lucas’ description as an ally to Dunnan had caused anger, the footage of Valerie bringing home the Tanith natives that had been illegally sold as off-world slaves inspired pure rage. Since there were several of the survivors in the audience, there were also several isolated outbursts as individuals took violent exception to the charge. Valerie looked at herself -- a little dazed, of course, after what amounted to her first solo Space Viking raid – but what really bothered her was her shape. She’d been six months pregnant at the time, and sleep had been infrequent, but she couldn’t get over how absolutely huge the camera made her look. That alone was worth going to war with the Atonians, in her book. No one should be flaunted on screen in front of a dozen worlds when she’s six months pregnant. She turned back towards the audience to gauge their reaction. There were tears and looks of appalled outrage. Good.
 

So rapacious is this warlord that Trask has been disowned even by the brutal militaristic Sword World regimes. The so-called Prince is considered an outlaw and a rebel by his former masters, who themselves are widely known for their cruel exploitation. His audacity is so great that he intruded on the recent gathering of peaceful civilizations at Volund, brazenly suggesting that the civilized worlds of the galaxy bend their collective knee and join his so-called ‘League of Civilized Worlds’, a code-name for imperial conquest. 

 

The screen view changed to a couple of unflattering clips of Lucas at diplomatic receptions on Volund last year. In one shot he was with one of the Atonian ambassadors, looking menacing, and the way he gesticulated as he spoke made him seem even more threatening. Then the scene switched back to more space ship battles involving Tanith ships, taken from TanithNews’ own archives, she figured. 
 

But how it ended provoked the most outrage of all. 
 

But fear not, citizens of Aton! You and the other civilized worlds are being constantly guarded by the brave men and women of the Atonian Planetary Defense Force! News has just arrived of the capture of the outlaw pirate in a daring raid by the ADFS Concorde, deep in enemy territory! Outraged by Trask’s recent illegal and deadly blockade of a world protected by the recent Volund Treaty, the APDF and party officials prepared a complex, multi-world operation called SicSemperTyrannis, in which the outlaw Space Viking was forced from hiding and captured! The infamous Trask and some of his band of cutthroats were taken into custody after a brisk battle in orbit above one of his conquered worlds, and it is our proud duty to report he is now in Atonian hands! 

 

They showed footage of the Atonian ship, a thousand foot cruiser, firing on an obviously helpless pinnace at the far edge of Beowulf’s system. Then it switched to a shot of captured Tanith space men being led off in manacles, Lucas glaring stoically as he was pushed forward by one of the Atonian troopers. 
 

The Party is pleased to report that after being fairly tried for his crimes before a Special Party Tribunal, the bandit Trask was mercifully sentenced to receive re-education and rehabilitation at a state-of-the-art offworld facility. Once his atavistic and violent tendencies are treated by a crack staff of Atonian behavioral scientists, it is possible that even this tyrant may someday be a productive member of society! His half-understood ravings at his trial bear witness to his madness, possibly caused by radiation or congenital effects: Let’s listen, to when he’s asked if he has anything to say, any comment, or any defense for his manifold crimes! Is he remorseful? Is he repentant? Let’s find out!
 

 Prince Lucas looked out from the screen, weeks worth of beard having accumulated on his chin, and he was strongly defiant. The producers had used tricks of the light to make him look dangerous, and it was clear that the bags under his eyes were due to exhaustion, but the gleam in his eyes – intended to convey menace to the Atonian audience – were signs of his fierce determination, as anyone who knew Lucas was aware. His hands were bound in manacles before him, but he stood, proud and un-stooped, in his prisoner’s garb as a microphone was shoved into his face.
 

“Any comment, Lucas Trask?” asked the eager reporter. “Anything at all? Is there anything you want to say to the rest of the galaxy?”
 

Lucas thought for a moment, and smiled, then looked directly into the camera: 
 

“Tell the Baroness I’ll dance with her at the sandcastle. That’s a promise.”
 

Hearing his voice, even by audiovisual tape, made Valerie’s heart ache. The message was even worse. She could feel the promise, the edge, the danger in his voice, but the words were directly for her, and no one else. 
 

What do the crazed ravings of this mad Space Viking warlord mean? Who is this mysterious ‘Baroness’? What diabolical device is a ‘sandcastle’? And what double meaning does ‘dance’ possess? Truly, this is a dangerous, unpredictable man, fellow citizens! But fear not! He is now safely on his way to a facility where he and his demented band can be properly cared for – far away from civilized folk. 

 

But is the Space Viking menace abated? Not even close – there are hundreds of these marauding ships brazenly raping the planets of the Old Federation, and the sinister Sword Worlds are behind them! Trask is just the first of these lawless tyrants to intrude on our peaceful space – he wont be the last!
 It’s possible that Trask even possesses vital intelligence concerning a future Space Viking invasion! But rest assured, citizens! Your Party continues to protect you from the likes of Trask, even as you sleep!
 

The shot panned back, showing Lucas and his men – she recognized Lt. Delio, and a few others – being led aboard an Atonian ship, their heads held high, proud and defiant. As the image faded and the lights came back up, the entire space port seemed to shake with the rumble of fury that the assembled felt. Someone started a chant, at the back of the crowd, and it spread through the crowd like wildfire:
 

“WAR! WAR! WAR! WAR!” the people demanded. Valerie was caught a little off-guard at the intensity of the response – these people were really angry! She let the chanting gather strength and fill the entire room, as she paced back and forth in front of the thrones, looking intently into the audience. Then she raised her hand, and in a few moments the noise died down enough for her to be heard over the PA system.
 

“This is . . . unbearable. The Planetary Republic of Aton has illegally kidnapped a foreign head-of-state on his own territory, put him before a kangaroo court, and then imprisoned him indefinitely on a whim. People of Tanith, will you bear this insult?” she asked, her voice breaking as she asked.
 

“NO! WAR!” they shouted.
 

“Not only was Lucas and the rest of his gallant crew kidnapped illegally, the Atonians then had the gall to charge him with crimes, crimes committed in pursuit of some foreign power who was illegally trading rifles for the beautiful women of Tanith – a power widely believed by the Realm’s intelligence agencies to be Aton, itself! When Lucas traced those rifles – that deliberate interference in Tanith’s affairs -- back to its source last year, the line ran straight to Aton. They meddled in our affairs first! My dear husband was, in my opinion, far too lenient on the Atonians at the time. But he is a merciful man, and a wise monarch.
 

“I, people of Tanith, am feeling far less merciful,” she said, letting her pent-up emotions come roaring out. “In the last few months I’ve had bombs thrown at me, explosions in my home, my residence invaded, my child abducted, my city ravaged, my dear friends attacked, and my husband kidnapped. And anyone who labors under the idea that I somehow fetched Prince Lucas a harem back from the stars obviously doesn’t know how much he loves me, and I him.” There were a few laughs to soften the tension in the room.
 

“Indeed, when you heard his ‘mad ravings’ from that mockery of a courtroom, I will let you in on a little State Secret: that sandcastle he mentioned was a special hideaway he built for us as a winter palace on a tropical island as an anniversary present.” At her cue, a picture of the quaint little bungalow appeared. It did, indeed, look exactly like a sandcastle. “In fact, he not only built me the house, he made the dinky little island it was on a ‘barony’, and made me the ‘baroness’. Officially, I’m Baroness Valerie of Valeria, and that’s our special little place. It’s our place to escape to, when we need peace and quiet and less grenades being thrown at us. And yes, we danced there,” she continued, tears in her eyes. “Pregnant and looking big as a spaceship, my darling husband danced with me on the beach and called me beautiful – and that, my friends, that sentiment is what they are calling ‘mad raving’!”
 

There was an audible increase in volume – and she noticed several women weeping. She discovered that she was one of them. She didn’t dab the tears away – they were honestly made, and she wanted them seen.
 

“So the Atonians dare to steal away our prince – this ‘tyrant’, as they have imagined him! They expect the people of Tanith to dry up and blow away without him! They expect us to be picked bare by Viktor or Omfray! They figure that once Lucas is safely locked away, they won’t have to worry about the people of Tanith any more! 
 

“Well, my friends, my subjects, my noble warriors, while I am not from the Sword Worlds,” she said, crossing the stage to where Nikkolay was standing, and took the heavy Sword of State by the hilt, “I want the people of Aton to know this ‘civilized’ princess can wield a sword!” She thrust the blade into the air – thankful she’d been working out as much as she had, lest it come clanging right back down again – and the crowd burst into wild cheers. 
 

“And while I was not born a Space Viking, I want the people of Aton to know that I am proud sovereign of a fell and valiant people. We are a small planet, compared to Aton. But that does not make us less dangerous. It does not make us easier to push around. Garvan Spasso learned the price of meddling in our affairs – should we spare the Atonians the same treatment?”
 

“WAR! WAR! WAR!” came the chant.
 

She handed the sword back to Nikkolay, who looked stunned at her performance – and he had helped plan it. “My lords and ladies and gentle guests and loyal subjects, tonight, the night of the Solstice, I make this my vow in front of you all: we shall show the Atonians the fury of the men of Tanith! Do they fear Space Vikings? Is their poor little world still suffering from a self-confidence problem after over a century? Did Havilgar the Hapless of Haulteclere scare them into paranoia? I swear to you, my people, we shall give the Atonians a real reason to fear Space Vikings! For I, Sovereign Princess Valerie Trask, by my hand and with my whole heart, do this night declare on behalf of the Realm war on Aton and all of its allies and provinces, until Lucas Trask sits once more on that throne!”
 

The air was thick with the noise of the approval, and Valerie let it wash over her in one intoxicating wave after another. As it settled, she took a seat on her vacant throne, and waited for the cameras to catch up with her. 
 

“Now, we are a deadly people, but we are not a numerous one. We cannot hope to fight Aton directly, as they would wish. Nor are we so proud as to think that we could prevail against them, gathered in their strength. So we shall prosecute this war carefully, with much deliberation. And we shall employ every ally we can. Since I cannot in good conscience send our fleet away from Tanith and leave her defenseless, we shall engage our friends to help us fight. 
 

“To this end, the Princely Realm of Tanith will be henceforth offering Letters of Marque and Reprise to any and all Space Viking ships who wish them. Under these letters, these ships may act as privateers, raiding Atonian commerce, capturing Atonian merchant ships, disrupting Atonian trade. For every Atonian ship confirmed destroyed, a bounty of 50,000 stellars will be paid to the captain and crew. For ever Atonian ship captured as a prize, a bounty of 100,000 stellars will be paid, and the Realm will purchase the ship and cargo at fair price. And any ship bearing our Letter shall find safe haven at our port, their crews free to enjoy our hospitality, and their damage from those battles repaired at the expense of the Realm.
 

“I will prevail on Prince Simon of Marduk, my long-time friend and a friend to the Realm, to protest to the Atonian rabble in the strongest possible terms,” she continued. “I do not ask our Mardukan allies to go to war with us, as that would be imposing our debt on our good friends. But I now call on all of those Mardukans who are in sympathy with us today to agitate on our behalf. Let the people of Aton know that their despicable actions are not the mark of a civilized world. Prince Lucas has been a great friend to Marduk, despite the outrageous lies of the Atonians, and I call upon all good Mardukans of conscience to support us morally in this, our time of struggle.
 

“But that is not all, my people,” she continued. “I am ordering the Warlord to dispatch the Golden Hand, the Star of Tanith, and the Queen Flavia to haunt the systems of the Atonian trade worlds. Wherever their vile sunburst is found, our men will be there to shoot at it. We shall deprive them of their resources and force them to venture into the void to find us – but they will discover that the fury of Tanith is such that they will beg us to return our prince! Are you with me, my people?”
 

“WAR! WAR! WAR!” the chant continued.
 

“Then war it shall be,” she pronounced, with an air of finality. She waited again until the noise subsided, then looked directly into the camera. “Until he dances with the baroness at the sandcastle, until he holds his baby girl once again in his arms, until Prince Lucas is back ruling beside me, the galaxy shall run red with Atonian blood!”
 

“Dear God,” she heard Morland mutter to Harkaman behind her, “what have we gotten ourselves into?”
 



 
 




 




 

 



 



 
 

Chapter Eleven:
 


The Iron Crown
 



 They’re really quite nice fellows, actually,” Max confided to Lucas as he and his men climbed down off of the makeshift air jeep.  There were easily twenty men surrounding them, crossbows, bows, spears and knives pointed in their direction.  “Easy, my friends!  It’s me, your friend Max!  And I have guests!  Where’s the Sergeant-on-duty?” he demanded.
 

 The neobarbarians seemed to relax when they heard Max’s voice, but they were never entirely off of their guard.  Indeed, the little camp under the eaves of the spaceship’s landing legs boasted patrols, a watchtower, of sorts, on top of one of the legs and reached by rope; there were sentries at the perimeter peering intently into the darkness, and a brace of well-muscled savages guarding the entrance to the artificial cave which Max led them to.  
 

 An even larger man met them there.  Shirtless, his well-tanned skin was bristling with muscles.  He bore tattoos on his arms and chest, some familiar designs, some wholly novel, and his hair was cut down to the scalp, save for a lock in the back that grew so long it reached his shoulders.  He grinned when he saw Max, and snapped a military salute as smart as any Royal Army of Tanith soldier
 

 “Welcome, Max!” the man boomed, grinning broadly but hesitantly.  “You bring guests, I hear?”
 

 “Three, Captain Carundun.  This is Luke Trask, Armand Delio, and Galen Sebastian.  Friends of mine from camp who might be able to open this can,” he said, gesturing up to the ship above them.  He paused, and then looked back at his new friends curiously.  “It is a Sword World ship, isn’t it?  Either that or a really well-preserved System States Alliance vessel. I mean, I just figured--”


 

 “Oh, yes, definitely a Sword World design,” Delio assured him.  “This is an older model, of course, based on the Joyeuse military designs of the early expansion period.  Those designs were all System States Alliance originals, of course.  The ancestor of this ship was the Werewolf-class destroyer. 
 

 “Built for heavy combat, but not a lot of cargo space, compared to some.  And not terribly fast, either, if I recall, in normal space.  On Tanith we use a slightly different design, preferring the Zombie-class battleship derivative.  More cargo room, slightly lighter armor, and significantly more agile.”
 

 “The man knows his ships,” Max said, reverently.  “All right, smart-guy, now the million-sol question: how can you get past the security locks?  Because when they dropped this poor thing off here, they sealed her up tight.  I’m not exactly a novice when it comes to getting into places I’m not supposed to be,” he said, nonchalantly, “but I’ve tried every code and sequence I know, stuff going back to the third century, AE, and I’m flummoxed.  Every old Federation code, the trading guild codes, the piece-of-crap stuff the Atonians use, and nothing,” he said, taking his spectacles off in exasperation.  “The good Captain and his men were good enough to move a mountain of mud out of the way to get to the access hatch, but then there’s just this screen and I . . .” he trailed off in frustration.
 

 “Let me take a look,” Lt. Delio volunteered.  “I know a thing or two about Sword World codes. Mr. Sebastian and I will be happy to investigate, if someone will be good enough to lead the way?”
 

 “Here, take this,” Max said, handing the Golden Hand officer one of his home-made electric torches.  “It’s at the very nadir of the ship. It’s dark down there.”  Delio nodded and followed one of the savages Captain Carundun detailed to lead the way. The Captain, a man in his fifties with a body of a man in his thirties and adorned like the legendary Sistine Chapel, was keen to stay and get to know his guest. And like so many neobarbarians, his culture had very specific guidance about the importance of hospitality. Lucas had encountered a similar primitive welcome frequently on Tanith, and occasionally on Khepra and other low-technology worlds. He knew how important tribal peoples took such things, and took more care with etiquette than he had at the Volund Conference. After all, at the meeting of civilized diplomats, it had been highly unlikely that one of his hosts would suddenly impale him on spear point for missing a cue.
 

 But that didn’t stop him from asking the most obvious of questions.
 

 “So what’s in the name of all that is holy is a Sword World ship doing here?” Lucas asked, curious.  “Wherever ‘here’ might be?”
    
 “The short answer? It came from Aton. This is where Aton puts stuff it wants to forget about,” Max shrugged.  “Their own private gulag of inconvenient garbage.  Did you know that there are members of the original Atonian royal family living here, in exile, after forty years?  And about a thousand members of the old Atonian aristocracy and oligarchs who didn’t agree with the Party after they took power?  No chance of some long-lost heir coming forth and claiming the ceremonial throne, now is there?  Not when no one knows who he is.  In another generation, he won’t even know who he is, if you understand me.”
 

 “But that doesn’t explain about the Sword World ship,” Lucas pointed out.
 

 “Bad memories?” he shrugged again, as he led Lucas to a small area under the ship’s filthy hull that had been outfitted as a kind of social area by the Sifians.  “Their collection got too large? It’s stuffed with the corpses of former Party officials and their concubines? I dunno.  No idea. And don’t care. As long as she works.  I mean, I’ve crawled around every bit of her outtards, and she seems intact apart from some minor combat damage.  But there’s no telling what’s inside her collapsium hide.  She’s sealed up tighter than a proctor’s daughter!”
 

 Lucas had no idea what that meant, but assumed it was a superlative.
 

 “I’m almost as curious about our hosts,” Lucas said, realizing he wasn’t going to learn anything new until Lt. Delio made his report. “Your men seem very alert in their duties,” he began, addressing Captain Carundun directly with a nod of his head. Praising the puissance of a tribe’s warriors was a fundamental bit of diplomacy. It worked on commanders of tribal savages and spacegoing generals alike.
 

 “You honor me with your notice,” the savage nodded, enthusiastically. “Though they were not all originally under my command, we have set aside our regimental differences and agreed to cooperate against the Hated Atonians.” Lucas could hear the capital letters. 
 

 “You have fought against them long?” Lucas asked, surprised. He couldn’t imagine a tribal people holding out against a civilized military force with contragravity and automatic weapons. 
 

 “Let me tell you about the Sifians,” Max chuckled, as he led Lucas and the Captain over to the fire, where a number of unidentifiable things on sticks were roasting over a bead of coals.  “Because if I let the Captain there try to do it, you’ll hear a month full of oral traditions that, while highly entertaining,” he assured Captain Carundun, hands outstretched, “are nonetheless not as instructive as they might be. Believe me, I sat through it, and I can summarize without all of the intriguing tales of ancestors and mythical beings and such. With your permission, Cap?”
 

 The chieftain sighed, rolled his eyes, but nodded as he grabbed a skewer.
 

 “Sifians. Tough people.  Sif is a small world, way out past Odin’s backyard.  Used to look to Odin, too, until Aton took it away from them a few wars back.  It’s not much to look at -- better than this place by far, but not a huge amount of land, and much of it isn’t worth living on.  But it’s near to a couple of other stars with habitable worlds, so the Old Federation went and put a military base there in the 400s to look after some of the other colonies in the neighborhood.
 

 “When the System States War happened, Sif became a regional training center for the Federation Marines, as well as the Army.  After the War ended, the Army base was given over to the civilians, but the Marines were left there, guarding a strategic reserve of uranium ore in one of the crappier parts of the planet.  Rough territory, desert mountains, barely arable. Made a great training base, though.
 

 “Then funny thing happens: Federation falls apart.  Most of the Army combat troops are reassigned to more pressing duties than guarding a pile of rocks no one was interested in at the time, anyway.  But the Marine training center is left intact.  A couple of thousand Federation Marines, in a big empty Army barracks out in the middle of nowhere.  Eventually the ships stop coming with supplies. And then they just stopped coming.
 

 “So then the Marines start recruiting locally, keeping up the pretense that they’re a real military unit.  Even help out the civvies on the other continent, every now and then, for a few decades.  But even though they could have owned the joint if they wanted to, they stick to the Marine code and don’t interfere. They keep to their crappy lands and de-evolve into a tribal hunter-gatherer culture, as the rest of the planet de-evolves into a more agricultural culture.  
 

 “But the Marines persist in being Marines.  They still train.  They still drill.  In fact, without any real foes or missions except guarding the uranium, that’s about all they do, from birth. They turn it into a big cultural thing, and before you know it they’re the deadliest warriors on the planet.   Other Sifians leave them alone.  All they demand is occasional tribute -- sorry, ‘recruits’ from the other villages.   And they still help out the civvies from time to time, even when they’re at the Neolithic level.
 

 “A couple of centuries pass, and then Odin re-establishes contact.  They try to explain that there is no Federation out there any more, but the Marines don’t care.  They have their sacred Orders, sent from on high by the holy Command, and until the proper codes are given, they won’t stand relieved.  Of course, no one remembers what the codes were, even the savages, but that’s their religion now.
 

 “Odin found them amusing and even recruited some of them for their armed forces -- they’re wicked good fighters,” Max assured him.  “Don’t matter what, just like the legendary Federation Marines of old, they can kill a man with a toothpick and a smile.  Odin mostly left ‘em alone to, outside of a couple of anthropologists. 
 

 “But then Aton got hold of Sif, and things started to go bad.  The Atonians wanted the uranium, see, and that violated the sacred Orders.  Atonians didn’t care about the sacred Orders, they had their sacred Party, and so they tried to push the Sifian Marines off of their land.  Big mistake.  Even with primitive weapons, the Marines had four hundred years to prepare defenses.  Aton got its lunch eaten; one unit after another disappeared in Marineland, never to be seen again. See, the Atonians think it’s just another native insurgency. What they don’t understand is that these blokes have been waiting around for four centuries, just waiting for someone to come along and give them a good fight.”
 

 “Sound like good men,” Lucas nodded.  
 

 “As soldiers go, they’re ideal.  They’ve been fighting the Atonians for over twenty years now.  They used primitive weapons at first, like the ones they have now, and the Atonians lost expedition after expedition in their lands.  That was bad enough. But now they’re starting to get some advanced weapons.  They have . . . benefactors who obviously don’t like Aton, who want to make sure the Sifians get a chance to fight for their planet.  That’s where me and my former employer came in.  He ran three, four trips a year to Sif, and it was usually a milk run.  But not this time.  And when they grabbed Carundun and his men at the rendezvous point, they got me, too. “
 

 “I bear my friend Max no blame,” Carundun assured Lucas. “The Hated Atonians were constantly sending their machines into my camps to overhear our Orders.”
 

 “It just as easily could have been the fault of Captain Hubert,” demurred Max. “Water under the bridge, old man.”
 

 “You don’t look the type to give up without a fight,” Lucas observed.  Indeed, the men around him moved like jungle predators, and their eyes seemed to see everything.  They held their primitive arms with the ease of long practice, as if the spears and crossbows were extensions of their own limbs. 

 



 “Sleep gas,” Max nodded, chewing some of the . . . whatever it was.  “As it was, they killed General Hadaiffala, Colonel Ansalada, and about a score of others when they swooped in and we were all staggering around because of the gas. If they hadn’t been betrayed, the Marines would be fighting until the end of time.”

 



 “Intriguing,” Lucas nodded.  “I bet if they learned how to use advanced weapons--”


 “Oh, they know how,” Max chuckled as he offered Lucas a skewer.  Whatever the slug-like knot was on the end of the stick, it glistened as the fat popped in the heat of the coals.  The aroma was not unappetizing, and Lucas realized that the Atonian rations he’d eaten hours before were a distant memory. 

 

 “Captured weapons?” Lucas asked, grudgingly taking a skewer. It didn’t take a man long to teach himself how to fire a semi-automatic rifle or pistol. Keeping it maintained and loaded, however, took a little more sophistication. He’d run into that problem during the militia training on Tanith.


 

 “Oh, no, they know it before they get their first knife,” Max explained, as Lucas took the first eventful bite of the white meat-like substance. “Before they lost microbooks and electricity completely, some Sifian Marine genius with some foresight engraved most of the drill manuals and technical manuals on sacred cavern walls.    Diagrams and all.  There’s miles of it.  There are some Sifian marines who have never seen a B21 Infantry Rifle, but could strip it and clean it without a problem, and consider it a sacred honor to have done so.  You put a gun in their hands, they can use it.  Guns, knives, wire, rocks, anything.  They start training, boys and girls, from the time they’re four. They learn unarmed combat, stealth, pretty much the entire Old Federation Marine Corps training program, like you know nursery rhymes. And they know it cold before they reach maturity.”


 

 “If they fight the Atonians, that makes them friends in my book,” Lucas decided.  

 



 “We fight them,” the Captain said with a wolfish grin. “They can take us to this . . . place, but we will return. No power can stop the Marines from achieving their objective,” he said, as if it were a fact of the universe.

 



 “So how did they end up out here, under this thing?” Lucas asked as he chewed. It wasn’t too bad, actually, if you focused on the char from the fire and ignored the . . . well, call it flavor.

 



 “When we got here, they didn’t get along with . . . well, with anyone, really,” Max explained. “But they were too dangerous to keep in camp because, well, eventually one of the gangs would have to slaughter them, and most of them are pretty decent cribbage players, believe it or not.  

 



 “So when I found out about this place from one of the other merchants, I convinced them to move here.  They have a smart little camp now, you should see it in daylight.  I try to keep them supplied from camp, and they scavenge a little, and provide the occasional bit of muscle in town if I need it.  They know how to brew, too,” Max added, as he helped himself to a large clear bottle of indeterminate origin.  He took a long pull and handed it to Lucas.  It was a little odd -- almost oily -- but the brew had real alcohol in it.  The first he’d had in a while.  

 



 “So how many of these Sifian Marine tribes are there?” he asked, when he recovered.  

 



 “Five or six divisions.  About eight, ten thousand.  They live on the most marginal land on Sif, and will until they get an order to stand down from a headquarters that ceased to exist five hundred years ago.  But they’re good people.  You won’t find more honest neobarbs.”

 



 Lucas started to wonder aloud how they’d like a more substantial home on Tanith -- there were whole continents with almost no human inhabitants, not to mention several deserted archipelagos -- when they were interrupted by Lt. Delio, who was wiping his hands on a rag and smiling.

 



 “Pardon me, Sire, but there’s something you should see,” he said, as Lucas handed him the bottle.     To his credit, Delio didn’t react to the taste, although the face that he did make seemed damnedly familiar.

 



 “Did you run into the same null code response I did?” Max asked, amused.  “I’ve tried for weeks now--”

 



 “No, actually, I got in quite easily,” Delio replied.  Max nearly fell over.

 



 “What in Satan’s name?” Max exclaimed.  “I’ve tried the most sophisticated algorithms and cryptological programming I--”

 



 “It wouldn’t have done you any good,” Delio replied, a thin smile on his face.  “The code mechanism used on this ship is standard Sword World Impulse code military spec, which means that it and its systems were derived from System States Alliance craft.  What did you do when it prompted you for the date?”

 



 “I, uh, put in the date,” Max said, confused. 

 



 “And did you put it in according to the Terran Standard system?”

 



 “Well, why wouldn’t I? Or does it want it anno domini?” the technician asked, scornfully.

 



 “Official Sword World military systems use a different dating system. Instead of beginning the year at 0, with Enrico Fermi launching the first nuclear plant on Terra, it uses a different starting reference point. The date of Founder’s Day of the System States Alliance.  It’s a state holiday in most of the Sword Worlds, but that’s not something you would know. And if you don’t put in the correct date, then the rest of the security protocol will just cycle you through a lot of nonsense.”  If Lucas wasn’t positive his stalwart young officer was too much of a gentleman to do so, he might have detected a trace of gloating in his tone.

 



 “Son of a bitch,” Max swore, shaking his head.  “I’ve been running loops all this time?”

 



 “Don’t feel bad.  It was designed specifically to out-smart Federation personnel.  But there wasn’t any further encryption beyond the basics, so whoever sealed it likely planned on returning.”

 



 “That is interesting,” Lucas murmured.  

 



 “Sire, that was not the important thing to which I wanted to alert you.  Just inside the hatch, I found this,” he said, handing a small object to Lucas.  He took it and turned it to better see in the dim light.  

 It was a spacesuit oxygen bottle tag, the kind that was standard for inventory and maintenance.  It was faded, yellowed, and the ink was almost illegible.  But he could make out the date.  More importantly, he could make out the great color seal of the industrial barony that made the bottle, was the sigil of the ship it belonged to: a red phoenix in profile, surrounded by yellow flame, the arms of the ruling house of Haulteclere.  Within the breast of the phoenix was a sword impaling a black stylized crown.

 




PROPERTY RNH IRON CROWN, the tag read under the seal.

 



 “Oh, my,” Lucas said, his eyes wide. 

 



 



 * * *

 



 



 The interior of the ship was pitch black, of course, and the air was stale.  Max provided several pocket torches from his many pockets, and the neobarbarian captain came with a few of his men, spears and crossbows at the ready.  It didn’t take Max long to find a proper emergency torch near the airlock, its atomic power cell still active after more than a hundred years.  

 



 “She’s beautiful,” Max breathed as they walked through the ornately-decorated airlock deployment room, splashing lights on everything.  There were stylized phoenixes and elaborate gold-plated vines decorating the control consoles, much different from the more utilitarian style of modern ships.  The decorations were showing their age, the gilt cracked and the paint faded, but there was no denying the opulent majesty of the ship’s interior. Even the access panels were ornately styled. 

 



 “Are all Space Viking ships like this?” Max asked, in awe. “I’ve been on a lot of boats, but never one this fancy!”

 



 “My Nemesis is a lot more Spartan,” Lucas agreed.  “Was,” he corrected, sadly.

 



 “The Iron Crown was built during the late Haultecleran Baroque period,” explained Lt. Delio, as he caressed the graceful curve of a phoenix’s neck, entwined around a door.  “There was a certain sense of lavishness in the detail, in ships of the period. In addition, this was the royal flagship of His Highness, Prince Havilgar, and the Haulteclerans have always been known for their sense of excess. Back then being a ‘Space Viking’ was a novelty profession for well-to-do aristocracy, high adventure for the elite, not merely a heavily-armed procurement scheme.  His Highness would have no less than a flying pleasure palace, girded for war. But you’re right,” he added, approvingly.  “She is a lovely ship.”

 



 They continued crawling through the empty corridors, unable to explore large parts of the ship whose access was through powered doors.  The first item on Max’s agenda, therefore, became how to turn the electricity on.  He left Lucas and the others exploring the lower decks while he searched for almost two hours.  When he finally found them again, trying to manually unseal an armory door, the engineer was elated.

 



 “First, the good news,” he explained, excitedly as he removed a flask from his coat. “I found a mass-energy converter, one of the main auxiliary ones, but I can re-route it to supply main power.  Limited, of course - we won’t fly away on that.  But enough to give us lights, maybe ventilation.”

 



 “We’ve made a find ourselves,” Lucas said, proudly.  “Most of the ship’s armament is intact, we think, at least the launchers and guns seem to be in place.  Most of the combat contragravity is gone, but there are still a few pieces left.  A couple of combat cars and a half-dozen air cavalry mounts.  A few lorries.  Maybe more.  No telling if any of it still works--”

 



 “If it ever worked once, I can make it work again,” Max assured him, as he took a sip from his flask.  “Any contragrav lifters lying about?”

 



 “Yes, why?”

 



 “We need to start bringing up some mass to feed that converter, so we can get some lights on and see what we’re working with.  I suggest we use mud.  It’s messy, it’s not particularly efficient, but we have a gracious plenty.  And if I can get the Marines to haul up about half a ton of it, I can have power to the ship by morning.”

 



 While Captain Carundun was perplexed about why Max needed mud, and in such abundant quantities, he also trusted the eccentric little man enough to humor him. Before long his men were loading the heaps of sticky sludge that surrounded the ship into coffin-sized contragrav lifters and winding their way through the bowels of the abandoned ship. 

 



 As the half-naked Marines worked at Max’s direction, Lucas continued to explore the combat staging area of the ship. This was where the large combat airships had been berthed, a hundred feet long and bearing double 50mm auto cannons or missile launchers. Six-man combat cars bristling with machineguns and missiles. Recon craft, perimeter patrol vehicles, armored lorries for bringing ammunition forward and for hauling loot back to the ship. The big bays were picked clean, mostly deserted of their former cargo, but the bare remnants that remained, on Planet X, were invaluable.

 



 The combat car, in particular, he was pleased to find.  Not only did it seem fully intact -- hopefully sparing him another hell-ride through the mudflats of Planet X in Max’s homemade jalopy -- it also had a small armory within that hadn’t been stripped with the rest of the ship.  Inside were two submachine guns, ten carbines, ammunition, and a locker full of pistols and combat grenades.

 



 “I admit, I felt naked until just now,” Lucas sighed as he strapped on a pistol belt.  The leather was faded and cracked, but it held.  He drew the gun and checked the chamber and the magazine.  “I bet there are more of these around, too.”

 



 “Careful, Sire,” Lt. Delio murmured, as he strapped on a gun belt of his own, drew and checked the magazine before returning the gun to its holster.  “It’s possible these kind folk won’t want to share their booty.”

 



 “We got them in,” reasoned Lucas, “and they’ll need our help getting her out.  If that’s even possible.”

 



 “Even if she never flies again, she’s already given us some treasures,” remarked the young officer, patting his new pistol.  “And if young Max can get power running to her, again, then I’ll be ecstatic.  A hot shower . . .” he mused.  The mud from the nearly constant rain got everywhere, and the tepid public showers in the camp were inadequate, at best.

 



 “There’s no telling what else we’ll find,” agreed Lucas.  “But I think the biggest question remains . . . why is she here in the first place?”

 



 “If you mean ‘here’ as in ‘on Planet X’, she hasn’t been here long,” Lt. Delio suggested.  “There’s not enough wild growth around her, for one thing.  Saplings, yes, but no older growth. She was moved here within the last decade, I’d guess, and likely under her own power.  Which I find encouraging -- if she got here, then she can probably leave here.  If you mean, ‘why is a ship whose destruction is a historical fact -- and not a minor one, at that -- yet exist, and more, in such good condition’ then, Sire, I confess I haven’t a clue.”

 



 “Perhaps we’ll find out,” hoped the Prince, as he continued searching the car for treasures – and finding one almost immediately.  “Ah!  Hundred year-old cigarettes!  Care to join me?”

 



 Delio looked skeptically at the sealed pack Lucas had pulled out of the combat car’s pilot’s chair.  When Lucas didn’t hesitate to open the pack and light one, the young Lieutenant did likewise.  

 



 “I couldn’t very well allow my Prince to chance such dangers alone,” he reasoned aloud.  Both coughed harshly, but after a second drag they got used to the ancient tobacco.  It had been weeks since they’d had any tobacco, or liquor, or real coffee, or any other comforts commonly enjoyed by a spaceman. As bad as the ancient, crumbling weed they smoked was, it was still a luxury.

 



 “But back to the mysterious Iron Crown. At the very least, this suggests that Crown Prince Havilgar did not, in fact, have his ship destroyed on Aton when he made that raid a hundred and thirty years ago.”  

 



 It was commonly known Sword World history that Prince Havilgar of Haulteclere had made a grand raid against the civilized world with a magnificent fleet of six warships.  Only two had survived the attack. One of them had been commanded by Havilgar’s cousin, Morgan of Rolandale, who had gone back to his homeworld and dutifully reported to the distraught king that his only son and heir to the throne had perished with his ship in a fireball of atomics in the desert wastes of far Aton.  The kind died of grief and old-age soon after – though it was widely suspected that he had some help in that regard. Then Morgan had taken advantage of the succession crisis by putting his son on the throne and then fighting bitterly to keep him there.  The present king of Haulteclere, Konrad, was a direct ancestor of Morgan.  

 



 “Historically, it would have been in character for Morgan to have lied about it,” Lt. Delio agreed.  “As ruthless ambition goes, Morgan had enough to keep his son on the throne through a bloody civil war.”

 



 “But this ship doesn’t look like it’s been destroyed -- or even damaged more than a little light combat.  From all accounts the Battle of Aton was fierce, sixteen days of fighting across nine continents.  And I can’t imagine Prince Havilgar going outside for a stroll in the middle of it and locking himself out of his ship. Or Morgan forgetting a little matter like the survival of his liege.”

 



 “Which suggests that he was not, in fact, killed on Aton,” concluded Lt. Delio.  “More, it begins to smell of treachery.”

 Lucas nodded.  “Reek, you mean. It wouldn’t be the first time a distant claimant to the throne used a battlefield accident to get ahead in line -- or even make a push for big chair himself, if he’s crazy enough to want it.  And Aton is over four thousand light-years from Haulteclere.  Hard to send someone out to check the facts.”

 



 “And if Morgan’s men were all loyal to him, or didn’t know the specifics of Havilgar’s fate, then it would be difficult to suggest anything else but the official report happened.  And without a suggestion of impropriety, there would be no reason to veridicate any of them.”

 



 “I wonder if anyone tried?” Lucas mused, allowing the acrid smoke to trickle out of his nostrils.

 



 “Alas, we have exhausted my knowledge of the succession crisis in Haulteclere, Sire,” Lt. Delia admitted.  “But I think a prolonged study of the event might prove valuable in light of this new information. Perhaps we can find some historical precedent for comparison. Say, King John’s take-over of the throne of England from Richard the Lion Hearted, during the Crusades.” 

 



 That was the sort of comment that Lucas missed from Otto Harkaman, he realized. Indeed, he felt a little bereft of his advisors, now that he was on his own. Karffard’s wily insights, Morland’s strong and stoic demeanor, Nick’s candid observations, Valkanhayn’s abrupt pronouncements, even Valpry’s somewhat obsequious advice. But he missed Harkaman’s insights most of all.

 



 Not nearly as much as he missed Valerie, he knew – but he had a new appreciation for just how much he depended on good advice from competent people. He certainly could use it now, especially with the dizzying fact of a three-thousand foot battleship that wasn’t supposed to exist being mired at the arse-end of the galaxy.

 



 “But what I can’t understand is what role it’s playing in current events?” Lucas sighed, as he reclined in the pilot’s chair.  “This antique seems to be the root of the connection between Aton and Haulteclere.  Aton tried to hide the ship on Planet X.  The Wizard felt it was important enough to smuggle a photoprint of it to me -- how ironic that I’m depending on that same ship to rescue me now.  And clearly it hints at something sinister in Haultecleran history.  But it’s just that, history.  If Morgan left Havilgar stranded on Aton for some reason, who here-and-now is going to damn him for it? It would be just as effective to damn King John, this many centuries after the fact.”

 



 “There are still too many questions we don’t have answers to, Sire,” agreed Lt. Delio, “But I’m hopeful we’ll find a few on this ship.  Assuming we can resurrect her from this junkyard,” he said, skeptically.  As if to answer him, the lights in the bay outside of the combat car came on.

 



 “I’m feeling better and better about that, myself, Lieutenant,” Lucas said, stubbing out his cigarette in the pilot’s ashtray as he rose.  “Let’s go see what the Tinker has been able to determine about our chances of going home.  And let’s see if we can find a more comfortable spot to do that in.”



 
 



 
 

 *         *        *


 


 

 “The verdict is in. We can get her to fly again,” Max explained to everyone, six hours later.  

 



 They had gathered in the Officers’ Mess, an ornate and dusty dining room complete with a grand, highly polished wooden bar at once end.  While the power on the robobartender had long bled away, Max was able to at least open the cover and retrieve the contents.  Now the Tanith men and the Sifian Marines were all enjoying almost two-hundred year old Haultecleran bourbon, which almost made up for the lamentable state of the tobacco.  

 



 “But it isn’t going to be easy,” Max continued, when the cheering died down. “The good news is that the Dillingham hyperdrives are intact and operable, and so are the Abbot lift-and-drive engines.  Which means that if we can get the ship pressurized, stocked, and many of the subsidiary systems operational, we can take her out of here.  That’s the good news.

 



 “The bad news is manifold,” he said, with a flamboyant wave of his hand.  “Topping the list is power: if I can get the Abbots working again, there’s just enough power to get us into orbit, out where we could get into hyperspace and on our merry way, and probably enough to get us back safely on the planet -- but not much more.  And that’s nothing compared to the power consumption of a Dillingham.”

 



 “What about the mass-energy converters?” Captain Carundun asked. He and three or four of his men, including the highly respected shaman known as ‘the Gunny’, Hercamur, whose wild tattoos were by far the most elaborate and distracting of all of the Sifians.  “Can we not draw power from them? After all of that mud?”

 



 Max sighed.  “Look, Cap, MECs are great for powering little things, like contragrav lifts and air circulation and lights. We could even bypass some systems and get the big one in Engineering to feed power to the Abbots.  But you’re not going to be able to enter hyperspace on a couple of tons of mud.”

 



 “You see, the way an MEC works, you put matter in the hopper and the field tears apart the matter one sub-atomic particle at a time and converts it into electrons. The denser a substance, the more time it takes, and the more power you can get out of it. Mud is basically water and silica, and that’s great, for what it is. But it goes through a converter like a Gilgamesher at a bargain sale, and just doesn’t have the density necessary to provide more than a few decawatts of power.

 



 “For that, we use high-density, heavy elements.”

 



 “Gold?” the shaman asked, confused.

 



 “Oh, much heavier,” assured the Tinker. “And you can’t use collapsium, because at that density the field just labors and chews on it without much success until the unit powers down. That’s one reason why power cells for a space ship are plated in collapsium: at that level, instead of placing mass into a MEC field hopper, the ship builds the field inside the power unit until every atom of normal matter is gone, leaving the collapsium shell intact.

 



 “It takes a lot of juice to alter reality.  That’s why ships are designed to use plutonium or uranium to power the main systems. Plutonium and Uranium are beautifully massive, and have other advantages, too. Ounce-for-ounce, they’re the best fuels for a ship’s MEC. Otherwise, we could load every interior space of this ship with gumbo mud, and we still wouldn’t have enough juice to keep the Dillingham hyperspatial effect active for any length of time, much less for an interstellar voyage. 

 



 “So we need plutonium,” he declared.  “There’s a tiny bit of it left in the ship, thankfully, but it will go quickly. Even if we didn’t have to power the Abbots to lift this hulk, from the minuscule stocks left in reserve, we could create and maintain a hyperspatial field for maybe twenty, twenty five hours. Less, actually,” he admitted. “The Dillinghams are intact, but they’ve been torn down and put back together without a couple of key parts. Which means we don’t have near the efficiencies of a regular ship. And until I can scrounge up some parts for that, even if we had the radioactives, our top hyperspatial pseudo-speed is going to be less than half of a standard ship, and that’s a best-case scenario.

 



 “Which brings us to our other problem: I have no idea where we are.  Which means I can’t even get an approximate starting location for the astrogation computer, assuming it still works.  We could be in the middle of a dense cluster of stars, and be at another habitable world in a matter of hours . . . or we could be hundreds of light-years from the nearest livable planet.  That, my friends, constitutes a problem.”

 



 “Then we have two problems that need to be solved,” Lucas suggested.  “I’m willing to put my men at your disposal, Max, if we can agree that once this old girl is spaceworthy, I’ll command her.”

 



 That brought the Sifian marines to their feet.  “No one commands the Marines, save their lawfully appointed commander!” their Captain said, menacingly.  Lucas was suddenly aware of just how out-numbered he and his men were -- and there’s no telling which side Max would join if it came to blows.  And these were neobarbarians -- fanatical neobarbarians, at that, well steeped in a culture of violence.  Perhaps a little diplomacy was in order.  He did his best to remember some of the artful mannerisms of Duke Valpry, the Minister of Foreign Affairs.  

 



 “Captain,” Lucas began, gently, “I understand that I am not your lawfully appointed commander.  I would never dream of usurping your command.  But I ask you: are you capable of flying a space ship?  A star ship?  I have no doubt that you are a brave and capable leader of men -- the fact that your unit has remained intact and armed even in exile is testament to that.  But this is a space ship, and it has a million different systems that all have to function perfectly for us to even take flight, much less cross the void between stars.”

 



 “Say what you mean,” growled the tattooed barbarian.

 



 “Clearly stated: I propose that your men and mine work together to get this ship spaceworthy and provisioned, if that is humanly possible.  Once we lift, however, I would expect you and your men to behave the same way any infantry unit would aboard any troop transport.  Surely you have protocols for that?”

 



 “We do,” the Gunny agreed, solemnly.  “Section Ten twenty-two, Uniform Code of Federation Military Conduct and General Orders, During transport aboard a military or qualified civilian transport, it is required that for the duration of said transport that the commanding officer respect, defer to and obey the lawful commands of the commander of the vessel in question as if the commander was one rank higher than the senior-most officer aboard for the duration of the journey.  So say the Regs,” he finished with a note of finality.

 



 “We go by the Regs,” every man present said in unison.  Captain Carundun uncrossed his arms, nodded in agreement, and returned to his seat.

 



 “Continue,” he said, cautiously.  Now that there was a ritual allowance available, he was interested in what Lucas had to say.

 



 “We get the Iron Crown running and get back to civilized parts, hopefully all the way back to my world of Tanith, where I have many resources.  I’ll ensure that you return home to Sif, and if it’s in my power I’ll give you whatever arms I can to continue your struggle against our mutual enemies.  Now, I know you don’t know me and my men, but we honor our bargains.  I cannot make the ship fly without your help.  You cannot do so without mine.  We both hate the Atonians.  Simple agreement: fly with us, fight with us as allies, and I will get you home.  Tell me, do you have a family?”

 



 Captain Carundun nodded, gravely.  “My wife.  Six children.”

 



 “I just had a baby girl only a few hundred hours before I left my world.  I’ve barely held her.  She’s over six months old now.  My wife is going mad with worry.  I want to see my family more than anything, and I blame the Atonians for taking that away from me.  If there is a way to get home, I will find it.  And if I can do that, I can take you gentlemen with me.  I’ll treat you fairly, and I’ll listen to your counsel.  

 



 “But I need you to work with us, so that we can all get home.  And,” he added, slyly, “if we can kick the Atonians in the jewels a couple of times along the way, I figure that’s just something they owe us.  If you don’t like the way I treat you and your men, you’re free to walk away at any time.  I won’t stop you -- I don’t think me and all of my men could stop you, if you’re as good soldiers as Max says you are.”

 



 Carundun considered.  “I must discuss this with my men,” he said, uneasily as he rose – and the rest of the Sifians followed suit.  “But I think it’s a good idea.”  From the way he said it, Lucas could tell he was sending a message to the rest of his men.  “Besides,” he laughed as they withdrew, “if we didn’t like you, we’d just slit your throats.”

 



 “What an amusing culture,” Lt. Delio said under his breath as the marines shuffled out.  “Do you think they’ll go for it?”

 



 “It’s their only realistic shot at getting off of this rock,” Max reasoned.  “Even they know that.  Of course, what they don’t know is all the things that could go wrong, even assuming we can get her airborne again.  This is gonna be a scissors-and-tape job, Luke, chewing-gum and string, duct tape and glue, coat hangers and--”

 



 “I get the picture,” Lucas said, stopping him.  “What about you, Max?  You with us on this?”

 



 “While I love to be a big fish in a small pond,” he said, as he poured himself another drink, “this pond is just too gosh darn small for me.  I was born in the stars, fellas, I can’t end up here.  You seem like a savvy guy, Luke -- you handled ol’ Carundun and the Gunny there beautifully.  Your men know about ships, and they look pretty strongly to you . . . and you hate the Atonians, which makes you a fellow traveler.  And that whole speech about your wife and kid was pretty convincing.  So . . . yeah, I’m in.  

 “But I get a title: Chief Engineer.  And when I tell you something is a problem, you listen to me.  And you get me back into civilized space again.  Promise me that, and I’ll fix the ship and knit you a caftan in my spare time.”

 



 “You won’t have any,” Lucas chuckled.  “Getting this ship airborne again is going to be a herculean task.”

 



 “You have no idea what you’re saying, and you are entirely understating the problem,” agreed Max.  “But you do have me, and that’s worth a lot.  But I can only work on one problem at a time.  You figure out where we are, I’ll get us to where we’re going.  Shake on it.”

 



 Lucas did.  He was starting to really like Max.  “Oh, looks like deliberations are over,” he said, as the Marines filed back into the room.  “Did we get the job?”

 



 Captain Carundun stood proudly in front of him, flanked by a grinning Gunny.  “It has been decided: the unit will cooperate with the repair of the ship, and put ourselves under your command for the duration of the journey, as per the Regs—

 



 “We live by the Regs!”

 



 “In order to return to base and await further orders,” the Marine captain continued.  “Providing that you agree to be declared an Authorized Allied Service Personnel, Military Class, according to Section Twenty-One Eighty One of the Regs--, 

 



 “We live by the Regs!”

 



 “--so that we can seal the agreement.  It’s just a matter of paperwork,” he said, dismissively.

 



 “Well, then I’d be happy to,” Lucas nodded, enthusiastically.  “If it means your men and mine can work together.  I’d be honored.”

 



 “I will make the necessary preparations,” the big man nodded, grinning toothily.  “It will barely hurt.”

 



 “What did he mean by that?” Lucas asked, uneasily.

 



 “My thoughts exactly, Sire,” Lt. Delio agreed.  “That did seem a little strange.”

 



 Max the Tinker, on the other hand, could barely contain his laughter.  “I can’t believe you agreed to that!  That’s icing on the cake: if you wanted to get on Carundun’s good side, you just did it!”

 



 “What are you laughing about?” Lt. Delio asked. 

 



 “Oh, that’s right, you don’t know.  See that massive eagle-like creature tattooed on the back of that corporal there?” he asked, pointing to a brawny specimen of Sifian manhood.

 



 “Yes, that must have taken hours,” Lucas nodded.  “It’s very impressive.”

 



 “Yeah,” Max chortled.  “Painful as hell, too, but he earned it. That’s his ‘paperwork’.”

 



 “What?” Lucas asked, his eyes wide.

 



 “They call their tattoos ‘paperwork’.  Once they lost the ability to record their culture, they started putting their service record, rank, performance evaluations, the whole thing on their bodies, as tattoos.  It’s a very elaborate symbolic system, but an effective one.  And it can’t get lost.  There’s a big purification ritual, too.  And chanting.  Lots of chanting.  It goes on for hours for a big promotion.”

 



 “His Highness?” Lt. Delio asked, his eyes bulging. “Just agreed to get tattooed?”

 



 “That’s exactly what just happened,” agreed Max, unable to stop laughing.  “Oh, this is going to be fun to watch!”

 



 Lucas swallowed nervously, then sighed and relaxed.  It was only a little pain, after all, and it would seal the deal with the Marines.  It was the least he could do towards the unlikely idea that they could get the Iron Crown operational again. If he had to get his whole body tattooed to get home, that would be a small enough price to pay to see Valerie and Elaine again.

 



 After all, he reasoned.  How much could it really hurt?



 
 

 * * *
 

 



 

 The next morning, Lucas sent Delio back into camp with Max in his rattletrap while he and Mr. Sebastian did their best to take inventory of what was still left on the massive, cavernous ship.  That was difficult, when half the power doors wouldn’t open and had to be pried apart in sections.  

 



 Whatever had happened to her since her capture, the Iron Crown had been stripped of a lot of major equipment.  Not all of it, he noted, just certain select pieces: mass energy converters, viewscreens, weapons systems, and other items.  In places whole sections of the bulkheads had been removed and replaced inexpertly.  

 



 “It looks like someone was taking samples of the ship,” observed the young engineer.  

 



 “That’s it, they were reverse engineering,” Lucas said, snapping his fingers.  “Seeing what technological improvements the Sword Worlds had developed.  The question is, did they leave enough of her intact to get her running again?”

 



 “Sire, I believe so,” Ensign Sebastian said, hesitantly.  “We may have to close off significant portions of the ship to conserve energy to life support . . . but if she can be pressurized, I think max is right, we have a pretty good chance.”

 



 They made several intriguing discoveries during their explorations.  

 



 There were four more contragravity vehicles left intact, besides the combat car Lucas had found: an air lorry, two jeeps, and a half-dozen air cavalry mounts.  They also found a nearly complete infantry armory along one of the lower staging areas, a section that had sustained damage to the point of the door to the room not being able to be opened without an atomic torch – one of which Sebastian had found in a machine-shop. It took half an hour to cut through the armored bulkhead around the door, but the result was worth the effort: rows of carbines, battle rifles, submachine guns, and light infantry support weapons, covered with a sheen of protective cosmoline, remained untouched, as well as a goodly amount of ammunition.  Enough to arm all the Tanith men, the Sifian marines, and still have plenty left over. Lucas was ecstatic about that.

 



 The major weapons systems were also more or less intact.  Nine of the twelve great 90mm ship-to-ship guns around the equator of the Iron Crown were still there -- two had been destroyed in combat and one had been removed from the bay entirely.  There were only a few shells apiece for each gun, they saw to their dismay.  But one of the four missile bays was almost completely intact, racks of century-old conventional rockets, anti-missile missiles, and ground bombardment ordinance remained. She was nowhere near the battleship she once was, but the old girl did still have some fight left in her.

 



 The hydroponics bays and carniculture vats were intact, but the culture medium was long spoilt and the plants long dead. Lucas was sure they could get some kind of garden growing, but he had yet to encounter any flesh on Planet X he cared to replicate in a bioreactor. Wherever they ended up going, they would have to lay in enough rations to make the trip without recourse to fresh meat and vegetables. Water was easy enough – and the filtration system on the ship might even get the oily taste out of it, he hoped. 

 



 And showers. Hot showers. That alone was reason enough to restore the Iron Crown. While plumbing was at the low end of the priority list, it was a comparatively simple system. One he looked forward to enjoying.

 



 The enlisted men’s crew quarters and the barracks for the ground fighters were Spartan, but there were locked chests at the foot of almost every bunk, the worldly possessions of the long-dead Haultecleran soldiers and spacemen who’d made the fateful voyage to Aton. The ship had carried almost two thousand ground-fighters aboard when she’d arrived at Aton. Most of their gear was still here. Lucas knew that there might be valuable items in them – Space Vikings collected the darnedest things on raiding voyages – but he was loathe to disturb them unless he had to. It was too much like robbing the dead. That wouldn’t stop him, if it became necessary – nothing in the galaxy would stop him from returning to Valerie and Elaine – but he preferred to let them lie.

 



 He was less-restrained in the officer quarters, but then so were the officers who had lived there. The cabins were opulent by comparison to the more business-like Nemesis or Corisande, with plenty of extravagant decoration (much of it looted) and extraneous décor. And by the time he explored the senior officers’ quarters, including the Captain’s cabin and the suite used by Prince Havilgar, he was in awe of how much wasted mass they’d included.

 



 But there were some disturbing signs in Havilgar’s cabin. It had a shabby look to it, unlike other areas of the ship, despite its ostentation. Lucas looked around very carefully, and saw unmistakable signs that the place had been lived in . . . for a while. Little things, like the enamel basin of the gold-plated sink in the bathroom that was loose and cracked. A broken mirror that had been painstaking glued back together. A well-worn deck of cards, a well-used microbook reader . . . the whole suite felt more like a cell, and less like a flying palace. 

 



 “Seal this room,” he commanded Sebastian. “I don’t want anyone else in or out of it. There might be evidence here – of what, I don’t know. But I don’t want it disturbed.”

 



 The Captain’s cabin was only slightly less well-appointed, but it had apparently been put to other use after the Captain had died on Aton. Someone had converted it into a large office, and nearby staterooms also looked as if they had been used more for administrative than residential purposes. There were piles of microbooks and notebooks around, too, some neatly bound and labeled, some scattered haphazardly around a work area. 

 



 A nearby security station clearly had the look of a guard room, down to a severely scratched table, scuff marks, and piles of dirty dishes in the sink. 

 



 “There’s a story here, all right,” Lucas said, when he and Sebastian stopped to smoke a ridiculously bad cigarette. “Someone was imprisoned in the royal suite. Someone else kept them there. I want to know exactly who and exactly why.”

 



 “Perhaps we’ll find some clue on the bridge, Highness?” the young officer suggested. “Security tapes, log books – there must be some record of what went on.”

 



 “Excellent point – if they weren’t removed. And I believe with the lifts out we’re going to have to go through the main officer’s mess to get there. That should be amusing.”

 



 It was too much to hope that the Iron Crown would yield much in the way of provisions, of course – even the most well-preserved items would have likely been unpalatable, if not inedible. But other items, like the excellent distilled spirits they’d found, might still be consumable. They were surprised to find that while almost all of the original provisions were gone, a large section of storage had been stocked with Atonian military rations, only a few decades out of date. They weren’t too much worse than the food served in Camp, Lucas decided. He didn’t fancy a long trip existing on them, but it was a small price to pay for getting off of Planet X.

 



 The bridge did, indeed, yield some fascinating information directly, in the form of a skeletal corpse stretched out in the throne-like command chair. It was still dressed; its bony fingers still bore a readable signet ring. It only took Lucas a glance to see that it was the sigil of the royal house of Haulteclere.

 



 “His Royal Highness, Crown Prince Havilgar of Haulteclere,” Lucas pronounced, reverently.

 



 “Shot in the back of the head, Highness,” Sebastian noted. “See? Military caliber bullet, too – went right through his cheekbone, didn’t stop at all.”

 



 “Not exactly the noble death in battle his House portrayed,” Lucas noted, wryly. “I’m guessing that’s who was imprisoned in that suite.”

 



 “If he was there, Highness, where did the rest of his crew go?” wondered Sebastian.

 “Good question. Probably shipped off to someplace just like Planet X, or died in a nameless prison on Aton, or were executed as war criminals,” speculated the Prince. “Poor bastards.”

 



 “So the Atonians captured him, and Duke Morgan lied about it. And got everyone else on the two ships that came back to lie about it.”

 



 “That seems like quite a stretch,” Lucas observed. “That had to have been three or four thousand men. Can you imagine any way to keep a secret among four thousand men? Keep it so that not a whisper of it got out?”

 



 “Are you sure it didn’t, Highness?” the officer proposed. “Consider, what would happen if someone did start spreading the rumor that Havilgar was still alive on Aton? When there are that many men – dangerous men, sworn to Morgan – who would disagree?”

 



 “You have a point,” admitted Lucas. “And that was the start of a nasty dynastic war. Hard to keep your facts straight when rival houses are shooting at each other. Ah, there will be time enough to re-hash this in the future. Let’s see if any of these control boards work, shall we?”

 



 The controls were largely the same as on any Sword World ship, arrayed around the perimeter of the bridge in stations dedicated to different functions. There was an inner ring of controls, as well, which controlled the weapons systems and communications of the vessel. The captain’s chair faced those directly, with the command chair with their skeletal host grinning down from on high.

 



 Some of the boards were intact and functional – the engineering controls, for instance, that managed the ship’s interior power, lights, pseudograv, air recycling and other vital ship’s functions were thankfully untouched. The weapons stations, however, had been thoroughly disassembled. The Iron Crown couldn’t launch a slingshot from the bridge, the way things stood. Both the normal space pilot’s station and the hyperspatial astrogation station had been taken apart, but put back together again. Lucas hoped they still worked – or that Max the Tinker could repair them.

 



 “Highness!” Ensign Sebastian called to him, as he was inspecting the signals and communication station, “I think I found security footage! And log entries!”

 



 “Seal them,” Lucas ordered. “We’ll study them later. And let’s find a camera somewhere and record this, before we have to start tearing it apart to restore it. Somehow I don’t think ol’ Havilgar up there is going to want to stick around to watch, nor would I feel comfortable with him doing so. But I want to record him exactly as we found him.”

 



 “Why, Highness?” asked the confused engineer. 

 



 “Because I’m starting to suspect that he’s the key to Aton’s animosity towards Tanith – and all Space Vikings. And if that’s the case, then I want to be able to have as much evidence as possible to prove it, should it become necessary.” He stared at the empty eyesockets, one exploded grotesquely outward, of the fallen monarch. “In fact, it may well prove more important that he returns to the Tanith than I do!”

 



 






 



 



 



 



 Chapter Twelve:

 



 Jailbreak!

 



 Max returned to the Iron Crown camp just before dusk, with three more Tanith spacemen Lt. Delio had selected from the crew, somewhat terrified by the treetop-clipping ride in Max’s jalopy aircar. 

 



 All three men had technical expertise, and after being introduced to the Sifians and admitted to the ship, they eagerly fell to making repairs on the ancient ship. The first thing they got to work on was the contragravity vehicles, under Lucas’ direction. The sooner they could retire Max’s homemade flying machine, the better, in Lucas’ opinion. And having a working aircar would dramatically speed up the process of scavenging parts from the other wrecks and piles of debris that dotted the mudflats.

 



 For his part, Max began work on the Abbot lift-and-drive mechanism. Without it, the Dillingham hyperdrives wouldn’t matter. It took the Abbots to be able to move the incredibly massive ship even an inch, much less get her into orbit. 

 



 Lt. Delio had sent a report explaining how he had organized the men: they would begin pulling out of the camp slowly, in threes and fours, while a small group would remain behind to act as spies and procurers. Of course the fact that there was a potentially-working space ship a few miles away was kept secret – not hard to do, as it turned out. The Space Vikings had been so poorly portrayed on the ubiquitous “re-education films” that it was rare that the rest of the camp would voluntarily interact with the Tanith men. Lt. Delio had made a deal with Max to tend his shop in the camp – they’d need some way of bartering some selected loot from the Iron Crown into things like parts and supplies, and the Tinker’s shop was ideal for that. 

 



 The Sifians, for their part, were unhelpful in terms of repairing the ship. They were willing to engage in nearly any kind of physical activity for the effort, but outside of some very basic mechanical knowledge the workings of a space craft might as well have been magic to the neobarbarians. Without a basic understanding of physics, chemistry, and electricity, they were useless in conducting repairs. 

 



 What they were ideal for, however, was security. After Max arrived with the second load of Space Vikings, Lucas took the time to distribute some of the infantry weapons he’d discovered to the Sifians. After breaking them down and showing them how they were not that different from the Old Federation-derived firearms they’d had experience with, the marines proved adept at being able to field-strip, clean, and re-assemble the weapons after being shown only once. 

 



 The distribution of weapons had another unintended effect: apparently, there was some religious ritual involved with the practice. When a Sifian commander gave a gun to one of his men on their homeworld, it had mystical significance, binding that man to the commander like a spiritual oath of loyalty. Each of the marines accepted the guns – carbines, for the most part – with the utmost solemnity and each insisted on making a speech invoking his ancestors, his service record, and the holy Regs before he sat down. He made certain the holy Gunny shaman had a pistol and a submachine gun. To Captain Carundun, Lucas not only gave him a carbine and a pistol, but one of the ornate swords he’d found in the officer’s quarters

 



 “Among my people,” he explained as solemnly as possible, “the sword is a great symbol of our strength and honor – we are known as the Sword Worlds, and our planets are named for mystical blades from Terra’s ancient history. When a noble gives a sword to a vassal, it’s a pledge of protection, duty, and honor. To turn a sword against the one from whom it was given is considered a great dishonor. I ask that you remember this, Captain.”

 



 To his surprise the neobarb chieftain understood implicitly. “Treat with us honorably, Prince Lucas, and we shall not dishonor you!” he assured. “I accept this token in temporary service, until your pledge to return us home is fulfilled.” And that was the end of the matter – after that, Carundun was as attentive and as loyal to Lucas as old Noam of Tradetown. Of course, the three gallons of liquor he distributed that evening in celebration probably helped.

 



 That was the great thing about working with neobarbarians, Lucas reflected later, as he had one of the Tanith crewmen tend his aching shoulder, his fresh tattoo still extremely tender to the touch: they had very unsophisticated ideas about most things. Unlike civilized folk, their personal universes usually came down to very basic, simple rules. Once you understood that, and recognized the particular cultural peccadilloes their tribe, clan, or nation subscribed to, relations with them usually went pretty smoothly. 

 



 To everyone’s surprise, the contragravity lorry was the first vehicle to be made operational, though its power cell was down to twenty percent. The thirty foot long flying platform, with the enclosed control cabin at the front, was designed for hauling loot in from the battlefield, and the sidewalls of the open bed were tall enough to keep anyone from falling out. That simplified transferring the bulk of the Tanith men to the ship. The next night, Max flew his contraption back to camp, had the Tanith men steal away to the edge of camp, and then the air-lorry was able to pick them up in bulk.

 



 That’s when the repair work began in earnest. While it was true that the skeleton crew who had escaped with him on the pinnace of the Nemesis had been largely junior-grade officers and inexperienced crewmen, they had all graduated from Tanith’s training program. They had all served at least one or two rotations on the Lamia, Tanith’s permanent guard ship in orbit. They were familiar enough with ship’s systems so that the least trained of them were able to help track down broken circuits, repair leaking pipes, restore simple controls, and run mass-energy converters or power tools as needed. 

 



 Having Lt. Delio back was helpful, too. “You know when we lift, I’m going to need a ship’s executive officer,” Lucas reminded him. “That’s you. And looking at the pool of talent I have available, you’re also going to have to double as guns-and-missiles officer. That is, if we can actually fire guns and missiles. The controls are dismantled.”

 



 “Having seen what young Max can do, Sire, I’m hopeful,” Lt. Delio admitted. “But we have yet to settle the question of where we are. We can’t very well punch ‘Planet X’ into the computer and expect to figure that out. I’ve taken some astronomical observations on the few nights it isn’t overcast, but I haven’t recognized anything helpful. We’re a small moon revolving around a medium-sized mud-colored Jovian world which in turn revolves around a weak G4 sun. Hardly remarkable.”

 



 “We’ll figure it out,” Lucas assured him. “If we can get into orbit, maybe we can take some better readings, and track it down from there.” Once you located Galactic Center, and identified a few stable pulsars, after all, plotting a ship’s location wasn’t too difficult.

 



 Then Lucas told him about finding the late – very late – Prince Havilgar on the bridge, and the evidence that he’d been held captive aboard his own ship for an extended period of time. The two of them took great care of photographing every inch of the scene before they had the body respectfully removed to its former quarters. Lucas not only didn’t want the Royal Suite disturbed, he had no desire to sleep there himself. The captain’s quarters served him just as well – and even it was far more opulent than his stateroom on the Nemesis. 

 



 Lt. Delio helped him sort and organize the wealth of information included there, too, at least well enough to be gone through later at their leisure. But even a preliminary review showed that the Atonians had, indeed, held Havilgar captive on the ship for years – exactly how long was unknown, but it was at least a decade – before someone put a bullet in him. There were also extensive notes on the various systems of the Iron Crown and how they differed from Atonian ships – references that proved helpful for Max as he put the ship back together again.

 



 Once all of the sensitive information was cleared from the bridge and sealed in the Royal Suite, Lucas turned to the task of provisioning the ship. 

 



 Within days the water purification systems were running again, and the local environment had ample supply, so that clean, untainted water was available for drinking and bathing. The Sifians looked skeptical at the joy the Tanith men took in bathing – the neobarbs cleansed themselves quarterly, whether they needed it or not – but apart from the fine liquor and cruddy tobacco, it was easily the most luxury they’d experienced in thousands of hours. Once the tanks were full, the self-automating system ensured that there was a lavish supply for all.

 



 Food was another matter. While a number of local plants had been cultivated by the residents of the camp, none of it was particularly healthful, nutritious or palatable. There were mutated potatoes, a common staple of colonial life valued for their hardiness and ability to adapt to a number of climates, but the limited sunlight kept the spuds feeble-looking and small. There were Lokian serrea tubers, which grew slightly better, but they had a bitter taste and not much in the way of nutritional value. There were three or four native animals that were edible and one that was particularly tasty, if you didn’t think about what part of the beast you were eating, so Lucas detailed a Sifian hunting party to go in search of the creatures on a daily basis. It also gave them an opportunity to practice with their carbines, although they viewed hunting with guns with general disdain. Firearms were for fighting – the Sifian who couldn’t stalk his prey and slaughter them by hand didn’t deserve his first Private’s chevron tattoo.

 



 But as prolific hunters as they were, there was a lot of crew to be fed on a spaceship. Over seventy Tanith men, twenty-six Sifians, and Max made almost a hundred people to feed three meals a day. And at least a few hundred hours worth of food would have to be procured and stored, assuming the Iron Crown would fly again. After discarding almost all of the inedible rations aboard the ship, Lucas realized he’d have to find a better way to supply food for his people. A week after he’d left it, he and one the Golden Hand guards, Lt. Jameson, returned to the prison camp in the middle of the night. After checking in with the two Tanith men watching Max’s booth, they wandered towards the center of the camp, to the commercial center. 

 



 “So how do we go about ordering enough provisions for a hundred people for an extended space journey from someone without rousing suspicion, Lieutenant?” Lucas asked, conversationally.

 



 “Perhaps claim that you’re planning a safari in the mudflats, Sire?” the man suggested, doubtfully.

 



 “Perhaps,” Lucas said, considering the matter. “Or perhaps we’re having a party. I suppose it doesn’t matter if we’re consistent. But where to begin?”

 



 “Maybe that place, Sire?” Jameson asked, pointing towards a busy prefabricated building bearing a large, hand-painted sign:

 




Uncle Ivan’s Café Royal – “Meals Fit For A King – Prepared By A King!”

 



 Under the sign was an ornate sigil, bearing a Mardukan dragon in front of a solar disc, surmounted by an elaborate-looking crown.


 

 “That’s the Royal House of Aton, in exile, Sire,” Jameson explained. “Related to the Mardukan royals – distant cousins, I think. I’m dating a woman from Marduk just now,” he explained, “and I got interested in Mardukan history and culture.”


 

 “Fascinating,” admitted Lucas. “Tell me.”


 

 “Well, Sire, apparently a century or so after Marduk colonized Aton, they tried to re-establish order by installing one of the cadet branches of the Royal House as planetary monarchs of Aton. Of course, things started to decivilized there right after that, and a number of provinces rebelled and formed their own governments. The Royal House maintained control of the capital and most of the continent it was on – forgot the name, sorry, sir – but precious little else. When Havilgar invaded, one of his ships devastated the city. The Royal Family rallied the people and were instrumental in forging an alliance with the rebels to overcome the evil Space Vikings,” he said with a grin. 


 

 “But then after the battle, the Royal Family was left out of the constitutional process almost entirely, and became merely symbolic – and then only for their home territory. After the Planetary Nationalist Party took over the post-raid ruling coalition about forty years ago, they put them under house arrest for a few decades, and then they disappeared entirely. I guess they’ve been living here ever since.”


 

 “That’s astonishing,” Lucas nodded. “And quite convenient for us.”


 

 “How so, Sire?” the officer asked, confused.


 

 “We’re going to need more assistance to get off this rock,” he explained. “Who else is a more natural ally than a deposed Royal Family living in exile? And one that owns a restaurant, at that? When we need food? Let’s go have lunch, shall we?”


 

 The roughshod café was bustling with people too proud or too busy to put up with an hour-long re-educational movie for the privilege of eating third-rate rations. The smells were enticing enough – Lucas found his mouth watering for the first time since he’d come to Planet X – and it only took a few moments for a couple of seats to open up at one of the long, crude tables in the place. Lucas and Jameson sat down, and in a few moments a middle-aged woman appeared with two glasses of tap water.

 “You fellas must be new in camp,” she said, smiling. “I’m Erna. Welcome. Today His Majesty has prepared a mattock-horn filet on a bed of crushed averelle, with a side of tubers and some lightly sautéed vegetables. We take coupons or trade,” she finished.


 

 “We’ll take two,” Lucas said. “And is His Majesty actually cooking?”


 

 “Every day for fifteen years,” she assured him. “He’s my brother, Ivan,” she confided with a chuckle.


 

 “And he’s really the heir to the Atonian throne?”


 

 “That’s what his papers say,” she assured. “I still make sure he washes his hands first, though.” 

 



 She took their order back to the kitchen and reappeared a few moments later with two ancient cracked plates, piled high with food. Lucas dug in with determination – it was easily the first decent meal as he’d had in a while, and he thought he even detected the slight flavor of garlic in the tubers – a dramatic improvement.

 



 When they had finished and pushed their plates away, fully satisfied, Erna returned to see if she could get them anything else. 


 

 “Please extend my compliments to His Majesty. From one planetary monarch to another, he’s an outstanding chef.”


 

 “Oh! You’re a king, too?” she asked, casually, as if it happened every day.


 

 “Nearly. I am Sovereign Prince Lucas Trask, the Space Viking Prince of Tanith,” he said with a cordial bow. “At your service. This is my bodyguard, Lt. Jameson. From the Sword Worlds, originally, until we ran afoul of the Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party.”


 

 “A lot of that going around,” she nodded sympathetically. “Glad to meet you, Your Highness. Now, how are you going to pay for your meal?”


 

 “You said you accept barter?” Lucas asked.


 

 “If it’s worth anything,” she warned. “If you only got junk in your pocket, leave it and hit the door. We won’t welcome you back.”


 

 “How about this?” Lucas asked, taking a small bundle out of his tunic. He’d stocked up on a few innocuous trade goods from the Iron Crown to bring to camp, mostly items that couldn’t be identified with a ship like buttons, salt, and blank notebook paper. But he’d also brought a few more high-end items with more relative value to the people of the camp. Erna took the package skeptically and partially unwrapped it – until her eyes went wide. Inside was a 10mm pistol and two cartridges full of rounds, the brass still gleaming with the sheen of protective cosmoline.


 

 “That . . . that should about cover it,” she said, quietly, hurriedly covering the weapon and tucking it into her generous apron. “Does it work? It’s fine if it doesn’t, it’s still worth a pretty penny, but—”

 “I fired a full magazine through it myself,” Lucas assured. “It works perfectly. Thirty rounds included.”


 

 “I’d say you’ve covered your lunch . . . and another twenty meals with it!” she declared, fervently. “Where in Nifflheim did you find such a thing?”


 

 “That’s a Tanith state secret,” Lucas grinned. “But if His Majesty has a moment, I’d love to discuss a proposition he might find much to his interest.”


 

 “As long as it don’t involve riling up the other gangs, Love,” she cautioned. “We got enemies here, we do. Not everyone is well-disposed to royalty.”


 

 “Understood,” Lucas agreed. She continued eyeing them as she withdrew into the kitchen.


 

 “Sire, are you sure it’s wise to deal with these people like this?” Jameson asked, doubtfully. “Not to second-guess your judgment, but counterintelligence doctrine dictates—”


 

 “It’s not as bad as you might think,” Lucas said in a low tone of voice. “They’re political prisoners too, don’t forget – people who Aton wants forgotten here on Planet X. Now, they wouldn’t have done that if they didn’t have some sort of following on their homeworld that the Party considered a threat to the regime. Which means Aton doesn’t want them in public. Which means we probably do want them in public.”


 

 “Sire, you’re proposing . . .?” Jameson asked, his eyes wide with realization.


 

 “Well, it’s a big ship,” Lucas shrugged. “Fully stocked, she can take over a thousand people. We have less than a hundred. Plenty of room for a few political prisoners that Aton would find . . . inconvenient to suddenly turn up in public.”


 

 “I see your point, Sire,” Jameson nodded. 


 

 About that time the Chef King came out of the back, wiping his hands on a grubby-looking towel. Lucas was momentarily taken aback – King Ian, once you removed the grease and the shabby gray tunic and two or three decades of age, looked remarkably like his late friend, King Mikhail of Marduk.

 



 “Goodman Mikhail” as he liked to be known, informally, had been a friend before his unfortunate death. Lucas had a tremendous amount of affection for the old monarch, despite his lack of willingness to enforce his rule against the rising tide of Zaspar Makann’s People’s Revolutionary Party. He had been a dear and sweet man, but not a king up to the challenges of his time. He’d paid the price for it too – after becoming addicted to mind control drugs Makann forced upon him, his mind had slipped into senility, and he’d died almost immediately after being restored to his throne. 

 



 King Ian was a good deal more robust than the aging King Mikhail, however. He was stocky, and had broad shoulders and muscular arms, carrying himself more like a prizefighter than a king. He settled into the seat opposite Lucas’ and eyed him cautiously.


 

 “Erna said you paid for your meal . . . in lead?” he said, slyly. “And that you’re a prince?”


 

 “Of Tanith,” Lucas agreed. “Lucas Trask, of the House of Trask, Your Majesty.”


 

 Ian dismissed the title with a wave of his hand. “ ‘His Majesty’ was my grandfather,” he explained. “Last crowned king of Aton, or at least the last little bit that remained loyal before those Planetary Nationalist bastards took over for good,” he said, sourly. “My grandpa, the royal family, and about a thousand loyal nobles were exiled here when I was only five. Since my dad died a couple of years ago, I just keep the name ‘King Ivan’, even though it really gets to the Party puppets here. Good advertising,” he added with a shrug. 


 

 “Do you ever dream about going back to Aton to rule?” Lucas asked, casually.


 

 “I dream about being anywhere other than this open sewer that I’ve been forced to call my home, yeah,” Ivan nodded. “But there’s some arses I won’t kiss to get it. Anyone with a Party membership card, for instance.”


 

 “Upon that we agree,” Lucas nodded. “I’m working on a way to get out. Out and off this moon. I’m thinking that if you’re interested, you could be a part of it.”


 

 Ivan eyed him suspiciously. “I don’t suffer fools—”


 

 “Either do I,” Lucas interrupted. “Look, I have a baby girl and a beautiful wife Ghu only knows how many light-years away, and a realm in peril. I will get off of this world if I have to build a space ship from scratch out of mud and spare parts, if I have to. Turns out that might not be necessary. If it isn’t, I’m looking for a few good interested parties who might like to come along. Very discreet, trustworthy interested parties.”


 

 Lucas could tell from the look in the man’s eye that he desperately wanted to believe in such an impossible thing, but a lifetime of bitter disappointment had made him wary. “You sound determined enough,” he admitted, finally. “But you’re new in town. You don’t know how many times Party agents have tried to trick us. Tests of loyalty – or disloyalty – they call it. To see if we’ve been ‘rehabilitated’ yet. And to try to get any names of people still on Aton who might be a security threat. Like I remember anyone on Aton after forty years!”


 

 “So how many in your family?” Lucas asked. “That is, how many would you be willing to take with you, if you had a theoretical ticket off Planet X?”


 

 That made Ivan think, and he rubbed the two-day growth of beard on his chin while he did so. “Me, Erna, my daughter Melanie, my son Valto, my nieces, my younger brother Vlad, his wife and two kids . . . plus, say, a dozen or so ‘retainers’. That is, their parents were my parents’ retainers, and they’ve kind of stuck with us over the years.”


 

 “Any of them have any practical skills?” Lt. Delio asked.


 

 “A few. Cooking, of course – we all grew up in this place. But Vlad’s good with tools, and Valto hasn’t met a street fight he didn’t love – kid’s a scrapper,” he added proudly. “Melanie is smart as a whip, wants to study mathematics – she just doesn’t want to have to listen to that Party bilge for the privilege.”


 

 “Well think about it,” Lucas said, quietly. “But don’t mention it to anyone yet. And if you’re serious about wanting to go, I can prove my veracity. Just meet us at the first patch of dry ground north of the camp tonight after dusk – bring protection if you want – and by tomorrow morning you’ll have a better idea of what we’re proposing.”


 

 “I don’t just wander off into the swamp with strangers, fella,” Ivan said, cautiously. “Princes or not.”


 

 “I’ll be happy to leave one of my men as hostage,” Lucas offered. 


 

 “Well . . . not like I was doing anything more productive tonight than peel tubers,” he finally agreed. “You prove this to me, Lucas, and we’ll talk.”


 

 “That’s all I ask,” Lucas assured. 


 

 That night Lucas stopped back by the restaurant just after closing, with Lt. Delio and Jameson in tow. Jameson wasn’t too enthusiastic about being used as a hostage – until he met Princess Melanie, the pretty young daughter of Ivan, who was closing up for the night. Then he volunteered to help so eagerly Ivan started to have second thoughts.


 

 “He’ll be a perfect gentleman,” Lucas assured the uncrowned king.


 

 “It ain’t him I’m worried about,” Ivan grumbled as he tucked his new pistol into his belt behind his back. “That girl is almost twenty, and she’s got a real eye for the fellas. Makes a man worry, a daughter does,” he admitted. 


 

 “Don’t tell me that,” Lucas declared. “My daughter isn’t even six months old yet – I won’t have to worry about that for years!”


 

 “Might as well get started now,” Ivan confided. “It doesn’t get any easier. Just be sure the boys know you’re handy with a firearm, and you won’t have any problems.”


 

 “Firearm?” Lucas chuckled. “I’m handy with a fleet of nuclear armed warships. It’s going to take an exceptional lad to overcome that.”


 

 “They’ll find a way,” Ivan said, discouragingly. “Or she will. C’mon, let’s go.”


 

 Under the dim light of the dirt-colored crescent of the big Jovian world peeking through the overcast the three of them trudged through the two hundred yards of mudflats to the semi-dry island. It was a mere hummock maybe four feet higher than the mud flats that surrounded the camp for miles around, but it was overgrown with lush native vegetation and had room at the center to land a car. While they waited, Ivan discussed the vagaries camp life and was proved very interested in events in the galaxy beyond. 


 

 He was aware of the Sword Worlds and Space Vikings of course – they played a prominent role in the Atonian modern history he’d been brought up with – but he didn’t seem as cowed by the Tanith men as some of his Atonian peers had been. Indeed, for a short order cook, His Majesty Ivan of Aton, by way of Planet X, seemed extraordinarily self-assured. It was a pity he was in exile – he was the kind of man you wanted on the throne, Lucas thought approvingly after getting to know the man a little.

 



 “So just what are we waiting for?” Ivan finally said. 


 

 “I hear it coming now,” Lt. Delio said. “Running a little late tonight.”


 

 “Is that an aircar?” Ivan asked. “You guys really stole an aircar? Or is that Max’s death-machine”


 

 “I’m not above it,” Lucas admitted. “But that one is ours. Ours now. We didn’t steal it from the guards.” The big air lorry softly landed in the clearing they’d made in the middle of the rise, and while King Ivan watched in astonishment, five Tanith men, got off, greeted Prince Lucas deferentially, and then headed back to camp where they would work on their various errands. Lucas and Lt. Delio helped the stocky cook into the back of the lorry and then signaled for the driver to take off.


 

 “And I thought the pistol was amazing!” Ivan said, shaking his head. “Where did you cobble this thing together? How? It isn’t like any aircar I remember!”


 

 “All in good time, Your Majesty,” Lt. Delio smiled as the car slipped almost silently through the constant drizzle. In a few moments the shiny dome of the three-thousand foot sphere came into view. 


 

 “Oh, those junkers,” Ivan said, shaking his head, discouraged. “Yeah, I know all about those ships. Pure garbage, from what I hear. Six or seven old tubs too broken down to salvage. They put ‘em here, ‘cause the collapsium won’t go through a mass energy converter.”


 

 “Actually the one we’re headed for is quite intact,” Lucas replied. “Well, mostly. She’s the old Space Viking ship Iron Crown. She was reported destroyed in the great Atonian raid, but by some chance she escaped. So did her commander, Crown Prince Havilgar. For a while, at least. We found his corpse executed within.”


 

 “Yeah, I had a few ancestors who fought against them. So why hide the thing here?” Ivan asked, confused. “Not that Planet X isn’t a good place to hide something.”


 

 “Good question,” Lt. Delio agreed. “However, we’re far more concerned with how to get her off this world at the moment. And we’re making good progress, too. We plan to have her ready to lift in about another two, three hundred hours.”


 

 “You’re serious?” Ivan asked astonished. “A real ship? Who’s going to pilot her?” he demanded.

 

 “Actually, most of my men are accomplished space men,” Lucas supplied. “A good seventy of them, a good crew, well versed with how to fly a ship. Especially a Sword World ship, which she is. We’ve also got a short platoon of crack neobarb infantry, a ship’s engineer, and . . . well, actually, nearly all we’re missing . . . is a ship’s cook. Someone who can help provision her, and, when she’s in flight, feed us.”

 



 Ivan’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “I see. And that’s where we come in?”


 

 “Actually, yes, we are indeed short a cook, Your Majesty,” Lt. Delio admitted. “The robochefs still operate, but we don’t have the standard stocks they require, at least not yet. While most of the ship should be ready to go soon, provisioning her with enough food to last the journey is problematic. And we figured you’d be in a much better position to secure those supplies than we are.”


 

 “Convince me she’ll fly, and promise me you’ll get me and mine off of this sorry world, and I’m in,” the un-reigning monarch grunted, cautiously. 


 

 After the lorry landed, he was a bit taken aback by the number of extremely well-built, half-naked tattooed savages bearing automatic weapons, but once he was introduced to Captain Carundun as an extraplanetary head-of-state, the neobarbarians were cordial, even though they didn’t see his “paperwork”. 

 



 Grinning good-naturedly at the man’s confusion, Lucas escorted him through the remnants of the savage camp under the landing legs and into the now well-lit interior of the Iron Crown. A quick lift to the bridge, where Max and three of his crewmen were repairing or replacing – or in some cases building from scratch – the control circuitry required to manage basic functions aboard the ship, and King Ivan became much more impressed.

 

 “You’ve got Maxie working on this?” Ivan asked, incredulously. “Allright, Trask, your capital just went up. Max is the only decent technician in camp. Tore a microray rig out of an old robochef for me, installed it into the kitchen like it was right from the factory.”


 

 “This is a little more complicated than that, Your Majesty,” Max chuckled, dropping his tools to shake the stocky chef’s hand. “Ivan, great to see you. So, Luke, you want to bring this ape along, too?”


 

 “And his whole family, if they’ll come. We need a cook, don’t we? And a provisioner?”


 

 “Most of the robochefs that are intact lack basic staples,” Lt. Delio agreed. “Could you find a way to procure enough supplies for an entire crew of a hundred or so for . . . say, twenty days?”


 

 “That’s being generous,” Max said, shaking his head. “We don’t have much more than twenty hours of power for the Dillinghams.”


 

 “For now,” Lucas said. “That’s assuming you can get her to fly,” he added, a bit of challenge to his voice.


 

     “She’ll fly,” Max agreed, wiping his hands on a filthy rag.  “Not gracefully, at least until we can get her Abbots tuned, but she’ll get us to orbit.  And at least twenty-two hours of hyperspace, at a smidge under a half light-year an hour.”




 “That’s the best you can do?” Lucas asked, dismayed.  



    “Without a fresh power supply and a lifter full of shiny new parts, yes,” Max said, defensively.  “We need plutonium, Luke.  I told you, that’s the only way.”



  “Isn’t there some out at the spaceport?” King Ivan asked, rubbing his bristly chin.  



   “If we want to brave their guns with a short crew and almost no ammunition,” Lucas pointed out.  “But it is a possibility. What about that settlement on the other side of the island?”




 “The natives?” Ivan snorted.  “They don’t have any plutonium.  They barely have electricity.  It’s just a cluster of huts around a warehouse and clinic, in the middle of about nine aquaculture lagoons.  I went out there a few years ago, to see if the mollusks were any good to eat.  They ain’t,” he added.  “Just pearl machines.”




 That niggled at Lucas’ subconscious for some reason.   There was something important about that, he knew.  



    “Ivan,” he asked, cautiously.  “You didn’t by chance ask the natives what world we’re on, did you?  They can’t call it ‘Planet X’.”



     “Uh . . . Myra?  Mira?  Something like that?  Could barely understand them,” he admitted.  “They speak Lingua Terra, but its pidgin, Balduran so half their words are derived from French. But you can communicate with them just enough to trade, if you have anything they want for their pearls.  Pretty things, but the only thing worth a damn on the whole planet.”




     “It’s not a planet,” Lucas reminded him.  “It’s a moon.  In fact, gentlemen, now I think I know which moon.”



    “What?” Max asked, confused.  “You suddenly just know where we are?”



    “I’m sure of it.”  Lucas could hear his wife’s voice as clear as if it were yesterday, and not at a busy meeting over a year ago.  Ludmilla grows pearls.  Some kind of aquaculture.  That’s why the Atonians want to protect it. 




    “ ‘Mira’ is a degeneration of ‘Milla, which is short for ‘Ludmilla’ -- a small moon that Aton recently put on a list of protected planets.  I was at the Volund conference where they proposed it, and I’d never heard of it,” he explained.  “Later, my wife mentioned she’d heard of it.”



    “Ludmilla,” Max repeated, “But this can’t be the entirety of civilization on Ludmilla,” he complained.  “A prison camp and a village of pearl divers?”



    “Why not?” Lucas proposed.  “It’s . . . a port, of sorts.”



    “Oh, it’s habitable, but it isn’t colonizable,” Max disagreed.  “At least not under Old Federation rules, which they would have followed if they were going to hang a real name on it like that.  And Federation colonial rules stated that a planet could not be considered viable for colonization unless at least five percent or more of its surface was dry land.  That was considered enough land to sustain a human population in perpetuity -- don’t ask me how they came up with that figure.”



    “So?” Ivan demanded.



    “So . . . I’ve been all around this island.  It’s only seventy miles long at most, and not more than thirty wide.  That’s tiny.  But it can’t be the only land here, or it wouldn’t have been colonized.”
    

 “But they did, so . . . there’s another island on the horizon is what you’re saying?” Lucas asked, intrigued.



    “Probably on the antipodes,” suggested Lt. Delio.  “The whole world isn’t more than four thousand miles wide.  Another big island or continent would give you the needed land area to proceed with colonization.”



    “And if it was the antipodes, out of sight of the horizon,” Lucas agreed, “then it would make a dandy prison.  Call it ‘Planet X’ and pretend the other side of the world doesn’t exist.  Why even bother trying to escape if no one believes there’s anyplace to escape to?”



    “But have a base close enough by to help out if there’s a real insurrection,” nodded Max.  “Clever.”



    “And the folks on the other side . . . well, why would they come here?” asked Ivan.



    “Exactly,” agreed Max. “But if there’s civilization, that means a civilian spaceport.  Which means plutonium.  And other things we need.  Getting them presents a problem.”



    “I don’t see how,” Lucas said.  



    “Well, we don’t happen to have a lot of cash on hand at the moment,” Max complained.  Lucas clapped the young man on the shoulder.  



    “Max,” he chuckled, “here’s an old Space Viking saying: when you have a heavily armed space ship, you don’t need cash.”


 

 “But . . . it’s not heavily armed,” Max observed.  “You barely have enough ammunition to load the few working guns you have left.  And almost no missiles.”



    “When there’s a Space Viking ship looming over your city, threatening to nuke you to ashes, are you really going to stop and question their veracity?” Lucas proposed.

 



 Max considered.  “I see your point,” he conceded.  “So we’re to be pirates, eh?”



    “Space Vikings,” Lucas corrected.



    “There’s a difference?”



    “Pirates loot ships.  Space Vikings loot worlds. More profit in it.”



    “I never appreciated the distinction before,” Max admitted.  “All right, we’ll be Space Vikings.  You think we can bluff our way into plutonium?”



    “If you think you can figure out a decent place to go once we get it,” Lucas replied.

 “Point taken,” the Tinker admitted. “But let’s figure out where we are, exactly, first.  Let’s take a look at a few charts . . .” he said, pulling up the astrogation computer display he’d recently repaired.



    “Let’s see, if we’re on Ludmilla . . . oh, Ghu, that’s a long way out!  Great place for a prison, though, you have to admit.  The good news, gents, is that with our current engines and power, we can make it anyplace within ten light-years . . . and we have a winner.  A planet called Kumarbi.”

 



 “Never heard of it,” admitted Lucas.

 



 “Me, neither,” agreed Ivan.

 



 “That’s because it’s almost as big of a flyspeck as Planet X,” explained Max, wryly, as he studied the display. “But it fits. Ludmilla, according to this chart, is around the same type of Jovian world we’re orbiting, under the same class sun. So I’d say your guess was fairly astute, Luke. 

 



 “Which means that Kumarbi is a little over eleven light-years away, or just maybe barely within range, if we’re lucky. According to this, it was settled at the same time as this gem, but is a proper planet with some sort of population on it. More importantly, I have heard of it before, sort of. I believe that there’s a Gilgamesher outpost there.” Max looked up from the chart with a sigh. “And that about exhausts my knowledge of Kumarbi.”

 



 “For all we know there’s an Atonian naval base there,” Ivan said, discouraged.

 



 “What we do know is that it’s not Planet X,” Lucas countered. “And perhaps you’ve enjoyed your exile here, Your Majesty, but I’ve got a baby girl to get home to. Kumarbi could be crawling with Party officials and Atonian thugs, and I’d still welcome it. So tell me, Max, if we know where we are now, how far away is Tanith?” It was a question he was desperate to know – and desperately afraid to hear the answer to.

 



 “Tanith?” Max asked, rubbing his chin again, “Let’s see . . . as the hawkmoth flies . . . we’re about thirty-three hundred light-years away. But more a more likely route back, quickest way . . . closer to thirty-eight hundred light years. If you don’t mind crossing through a big chunk of Atonian-claimed space. But there’s no way the I.C is going to make it back there in her present state, not in one jump.”

 



 “Fine. If we make it to Kumarbi, what’s the next leg of the journey?”

 



 “If we make it to Kumarbi,” he said, as if the question was open to doubt, “and we get decently re-supplied, then the next destination would likely be seventy light-years past that, a planet called Danu. I don’t know anything about Danu, except that Baldur claims it as part of their empire. Past Danu, it’s sixty-one light-years to Nix, or sixty-nine light-years to Ninlil. I’d recommend Ninlil.”

 



 “Why?”



 “Because it’s a technically neutral port, for one thing, established by the Baldur-Odin Treaty fifty years ago. For another, there’s a large Gilgamesh trading colony there, which means we could find some basic spare parts, if necessary.”

 



 “What about Nix?”

 



 “It’s controlled by Isis, small world, just beginning to recivilize – they’re at the early industrial stage, right now.”

 



 “Baldur is ambivalent about Space Vikings,” Lt. Delio pointed out. “Isis is not. They don’t like us.”

 



 “Which is why Ninlil is our best bet, I think. And because it’s just a hop, skip and a jump of fifty-five light-years to Uller.”

 



 “What’s so important about Uller?” asked Ivan. “Apart from the opals?”

 



 “Uller is a treaty-protected colony of Odin,” explained Max. “But it has special trading rights with all of the other major powers, too – that was at the Uller Company’s insistence, so that the colony wouldn’t be forced to direct all the opal trade through one monopoly. Odin still gets the best rate, but any ship can put into port on Uller and trade. Which means there might be ships from all over, there.”

 



 “Including Marduk,” agreed Lucas, excitedly. “And if we can make it back to Mardukan territory, we can request assistance from their government. And I happen to be on extremely good terms with Prince Regent Simon Bentrik. He was at my wedding.”

 



 “That’s pre-supposing an awful lot going right,” Max said, pessimistically. “Getting aloft. Getting supplied. Shooting our way out of here. Getting into orbit. Getting into hyperspace. Getting to Kumarbi. Getting past Kumarbi.”

 



 “And the sun not going nova tomorrow, thank you very much,” Lucas added with a roll of his eyes. “Come on, Max: what else do you have to do that’s more pressing?”

 



 “I’m just pointing out that it’s going to be ridiculously hard, is all,” the engineer said, irritated. “It’s all very easy to sit in the command chair and say – ‘let’s go here!’ and twist that big honking handle, but Luke, there’s a lot that’s goes on below for that to work.”

 



 “So it’s a challenge,” Lucas encouraged. “How many other engineers do you know who’ve brought a junked Sword Worlds ship back from the dead?”

 



 “None,” admitted, the tech, as he led them all to the Captain’s Lounge, a small office-and-waiting room off of the main bridge. He plopped into an over-stuffed office chair at the big conference table and helped himself to a drink from the decanter. “But that doesn’t mean I relish the task. And want to risk my life on the result.”

 



 “I’ve ridden in your aircar,” Lucas reminded him. “If you can make that junkpile fly . . .”

 



 “Hyperspace is different,” Max said, shaking his head as he sipped the Haultecleran bourbon. Lt. Delio poured rounds for the rest of them. “Hyperspace you can’t fool around with. It is reality itself you’re bending. That takes power and control, Luke, power and control. Right now we got a tiny bit of power and not much more control. We throw her into nothingness without a good way to get out again . . . well, it’s going to be a long trip if we aren’t careful. Eternal.”

 There was a lot of truth to that. Every year ships were lost in hyperspace, due to a hundred things that could go wrong. Even if the best-case scenario happened and your ship got dumped back into reality, it was often into the voids between stars, trapped by the limits of the speed of light and doomed to lifetimes of flight in normal space before you got to any star. “I don’t care, Max: you’ll find a way.”

 



 “Glad you’re so confident,” he said, ruefully.

 



 “I am,” Lucas agreed. “Look, what were the chances I’d end up here? After the Wizard sent me a photoprint of this very ship? And me and my men being the only ones on this side of the galaxy who knew how to open her up?”

 



 “Look, you’ve been lucky, I know,” Max agreed. “I just want to be sure you know what we’re risking here.”

 



 “I know what we’re risking by staying,” Ivan said, visibly appreciating the fine whiskey in his glass. “I saw my father go from being a strong, capable leader of men to being reduced to working in a restaurant his loyal retainers put together, and dying a bitter, useless old man. My wife was beaten down by how depressing this place was, and she couldn’t take it and died. Leaving me and my family here to rot. Now that I’ve got a chance to get off this rock, I’ve got to take it. So I don’t care if we end up on Nifflheim, just get us off Planet X!”

 



 “Wait, did you say ‘the Wizard’?” Max asked, instantly curious.

 



 “Yes, some figure who uses that name has been advising His Highness and the Realm for the last year,” Lt. Delio answered, smoothly. “Among the intelligence he – or she – provided to us was a photoprint of this very ship, taken in front of a city on Ludmilla.”

 



 “So they didn’t move her off of Ludmilla, they just put her in the sky long enough to make it to scenic Planet X,” nodded Lucas. “If you lived ‘on Ludmilla’, you saw her take off into the sky and assumed that she went into orbit. Then they put her down here in this mudflat, and . . . she’s gone. Only now she’s coming back. If this rock isn’t more than four thousand miles across, then getting back to the other side shouldn’t be any big deal, should it?”

 



 “Take us about five hours in atmosphere, at top speeds,” nodded Max.

 



 “So, how long would it take a relief force to get from the Ludmilla side to the Planet X side?”

 



 “About the same – a little more time, probably, since they’ll have to organize it. And stop off at orbit to grab the ammunition,” Max added, rolling his eyes. “Not that they’ll find it there, probably.”

 



 It was Lucas’ turn to look confused. “Why?”

 



 “Because we’re going to steal it, first,” explained Max, tossing back the last dregs of his drink. “One of the overlooked items in the hold? The captain’s gig. A four-man lighter that will take us to orbit, without having to lift the whole ship. Still has enough juice for three, four trips. The way I see it, one of you hot-shot Space Vikings can go up, snag all the Atonian ammunition, and be back down here before we attack. Then when we do go in . . . their cupboard is bear. Ours is full. They’ll have to call in reinforcements from Ludmilla.”

 



 “And we’ll be on our way to Ludmilla – now unguarded – as the security forces from there are still trying to restore order in the camp,” Lucas nodded, excitedly. “I like the way you think, Max!”

 



 “My mother always said, if you’re going to be a garbage man, try to be the best garbage man in the galaxy,” Max quoted. “So I guess I’m going to be a temporary Space Viking. Might as well try to be the best one in the galaxy.”

 



 “Gentlemen,” Lucas nodded, appreciatively, “it looks like we’re going to have a jailbreak!


 







 



 



 



 



 Chapter Thirteen:

 



 Escape From Planet X!


 

 



 



The next few weeks flew by as the crew worked with new purpose. Having a spaceship that could theoretically get them off of the prison planet was one thing – knowing that they had a route back to civilization drove the crew in their duties as they steadily brought one system after another back from the dead.
 

First the Abbots, primed by power from the auxiliary mass energy converters, came online, providing enough lift to bring the pads of the landing legs above the surface of the mudflats and keep them there. That disrupted the Sifian camp between them, but most of the Marines had already transferred their meager possessions to the ground crew quarters aboard the Iron Crown. 
 

The nightly trips to camp continued, with the help of King Ivan, who had wholeheartedly thrown his support behind the escape plan. He assisted in gathering supplies through the auspices of his restaurant, sending several bags and parcels back to the ship every evening. Most of it was locally grown, potatoes and leeks and tubers and such, but he was able to secure a few hundred pounds of real wheat flour, thanks to a guard with a gambling problem and access to the camp quartermaster. He also sent four crates of live chickens, laying hens and a rooster.
 

“I hope everyone likes pancakes,” he said, as he personally escorted the precious flour into the hold. “Because with what I’ve got in stock, now, that’s going to be a staple of the menu. Luckily, those yellow berries are in season, and they’ll freeze well.” 
 

“We’ll pick up more supplies when we raid Ludmilla, proper,” promised Lucas. “In the meantime, have you given thought about which other expatriates would be helpful to bring along?”
 

“Yeah, actually. I got a list of about forty or fifty. Starting with half a dozen Buddhist monks; the Abbot of Renpo encouraged a rebellion on Nuit, and the Party had he and his council snatched and stashed here on Planet X. There’s the leadership of the rival Atonian Christian Democratic Party – they’re a bunch of nuts, if you ask me, and they espouse some pretty radical combinations of politics and religion, but they’re very popular in some rural parts of Aton. 
 

“There are three or four reliable spies who’ve been caught – decent guys, actually. They have a weekly card game I sit in on every now and then. And they’d be loaded with good intelligence on Aton. There’s the Radical Populist Party, about a dozen folks with more anger than sense, but they’re popular with the young folks, so I hear. And finally there’s a bunch of college professors and teachers who didn’t pass the political examinations, and whose views were found so anti-Party as to require ‘reeducation’. Oh, a family of freetraders who got nabbed for smuggling something embarrassing – really good people, them. And a couple of solid criminals, career organized crime figures who crossed someone in the Party and ended up here.”
 

“That’s quite a mix,” nodded Lucas. “If you can feed them, and you think they’ll obey my commands, I wouldn’t mind extending them the invitation. Do this,” he suggested. “Don’t tell them what’s happening – I don’t want to break security. But give them a clue that something might happen soon, and they should have a bag packed. And that Aton security should probably not find out about it.”
 

“Shouldn’t be too hard,” the chef grunted. “They’ll just figure it’s another uprising. Happens every decade or so. And most of ‘em trust me all right. Especially the crooks.”
 

Other preparations were made, as well. Lt. Delio broke out the Captain’s Gig, once it’s launching hatch was clear of the mud flats, and after a few days of repair and reconditioning, he and Lt. Jameson took it into orbit long enough to establish the existence of the other side of Planet X – a big green continent that dwarfed their tiny island, with a few glowing lights indicating cities. While in orbit they collected the unmanned cargo pod loaded with the Atonians' ammunition. Most of it was standard 10 mm pistol rounds, plus some 8mm rifle rounds that didn’t fit any of the Sword World carbines, chambered for 7mm. Still, it had trade value – and the pistol ammunition filled submachine guns, as well.
 

A week later, Lt. Jameson took one of the ancient air-jeeps across the ocean in a harrowing 1500 mile journey, until he was able to come ashore on Ludmilla’s main continent in darkness. After hiding the jeep and stealing some clothes and cash from an unsuspecting resident, Jameson proceeded to spend a week scouting the three largest cities on the continent for security information, supply depots, and potential sources of good looting. 
 

The local government, he reported, was a sleepy institution that parroted the Party line but largely left the citizenry to go about its business with a minimum of interference. The spaceport, such as it was, was unsuitable for any serious repair work, but the stacks of huge plutonium cartridges designed to run Dillingham hyperdrives was in evidence – that would give the Iron Crown a lot more range. And the Central Aquaculture Byproduct Repository, the secure facility where Ludmilla’s unique cone-shaped crysto-luminescent pearls were stored, was well-guarded but lightly secured.
 

Most importantly, the feeble military base on the main continent was definitely junior varsity grade: less than a brigade, with only a single air-tank and a squadron of combat cars. Most of the troops were militia more used to flood and crowd control than combat. If the camp commandant of Planet X called for help, he wouldn’t get much. Jameson loaded up on delicacies while he was spying – particularly cigarettes and food – and made the return trip without incident.
 

Lucas, for his part, tried to keep the repairs ongoing and the supplies organized, as well as figuring out how to deploy his limited manpower to fill all the vacant but essential jobs a three-thousand foot space ship requires to operate. 
 

The table of organization had himself at the top as Captain, Max as Engineer, Lt. Delio as Executive officer, and then filled in the bridge jobs with the generally inexperienced crew of the Nemesis. That still left several jobs open, he noted, but the inclusion of the Atonian royal family helped: he assigned some of them duties as stewards and storekeepers, as well as listing King Ivan as ship’s cook, but there were still plenty of blank spaces on his list. Medical officer. Quartermaster. Various administrative jobs that kept day-to-day life humming along while you were hyperspace. Lucas did as much as he could until he realized that he just didn’t have any more qualified people. He’d have to wait until the rest of the passengers boarded to determine where they might work out best.
 

There was one detail he oversaw personally. 
 

He wasn’t content flying the Iron Crown under Prince Havilgar’s blazon, a simple iron crown transfixed by a sword. Lucas had two of his men find some paint in the stores and create a large, ghastly-white skull under the crown. It was enough like his own blazon on the Nemesis to identify him, and it was different enough from Havilgar’s livery to distinguish the ship and keep it from being recognized. Lt. Delio wasn’t satisfied with the name, either.
 

“She isn’t exactly the old Iron Crown anymore,” he pointed out. “Unless you want to appear to be the Ghost Of Prince Havilgar, come back from the grave to avenge his murder.”
 

“That’s a very interesting idea,” Lucas nodded, thoughtfully. “Maybe we will use that, at some point. But you’re right. She’s not the same ship who came here. She needs a new name. I wouldn’t feel right calling her the Nemesis II, though.”
 

“ ‘HMS Bounty’, perhaps?” Delio suggested, amused.
 

“We didn’t mutiny,” Lucas reminded, “we restored her from a junk heap.”
 

“Well, it will take a very long time to get back home, Your Highness,” sighed the young officer. “Indeed it suggests another ancient sailor who was far from home and wife, and undertook a long journey to get back. Odysseus.”
 

“That’s got a good ring to it,” Lucas agreed. “Let’s call her the Odyssey. And hope it doesn’t take me ten years to get home.”
 

At last the fateful day came when all the many checklists were filled, the storage lockers were packed, the chargeable cells were charged, and every other thing they could think of was ready for the Odyssey to launch. That was when Lucas began planning the raid that would both cover and supply their exit from Planet X.
 

Leaving the prison world without demonstrating their feelings for the Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party was just impolite, Lucas declared. He convened his staff, such as it was, and presented his battle plan.
 

“I think appearing over the camp in the middle of the night is probably our best bet, for obvious reasons,” he explained. “For one thing, it will scare the devil out of the commandant – how could a ship suddenly appear when the detection equipment didn’t register any emergences from hyperspace? And who expects a Space Viking raid this far from the Sword Worlds? 
 

“Then there’s the prospect of getting blown up – always helps clarify the thinking. So if we appear, make some demands, blow open the headquarters building—”
 

“And destroy those awful audiovisual propaganda screens,” Lt. Delio added, quietly.
 

“—then we should be able to load up any additional supplies and passengers we need before we go. And I plan to leave things a big mess – I know we don’t have a lot of spare weapons, but what we can spare I’d like to turn over to the prisoners. That should be enough to get the commandant screaming for help from the rest of Ludmilla.”
 

“Which we take advantage of,” Max agreed, “by moving across the ocean to the main continent while the security forces move towards the camp around the moon from the other direction. Then we descend on Ludmilla, proper.”
 

“And give them a taste of a real Space Viking raid,” nodded Lucas. “Minimum damage, maximum looting potential. We’ll hit three cities – the space port complex first, of course, so that we can take on plutonium and spare parts and other supplies, and then we move up the coast to hit the pearl depositories, first, and then the military base. By the time the word reaches Planet X that Ludmilla is under attack and they head back, I want to be in orbit.”
 

“And on to scenic Kumarbi and points west,” Max said, with satisfaction. 
 

Lucas ordered two days of rest and celebration, once Max proclaimed the Dillinghams were ready. The last of the potent homemade liquor was drunk, and the last few personal items were stowed. A message went out to King Ivan to prepare his list and get his family ready for his dramatic departure.
 

It was time to leave Planet X.
 



 
 

* * *




 

    Lt. Delio sat in the command chair of the Odyssey, a mile in the air, overlooking the fetid swamp that had been his home for four months, now.  As he looked out over the stunted jungle, the scattered wildlife, and the incessant rains, he realized that he had not the slightest bit of attachment to the place.  Planet X -- Ludmilla -- could safely rot out here at the edge of colonized space for the rest of eternity without the young officer thinking about it ever again, and that didn’t trouble the young man at all.  The sooner they left, the better.  
 

And today was the day they would leave.  The sun was just now sinking down beyond the overcast horizon, and the gloom was starting to spread.  As soon as darkness had fallen, then the assault teams would get into position.  Prince Lucas was leading them himself, with Royal Navy men running the contragravity, the Sifian marines acting as eager triggermen.  As soon as Lucas gave the signal, then the Odyssey would move into place over the headquarters building at the camp.  Then the real fun would begin.
 

The bridge seemed sparse, where it wasn’t cluttered.  Only the signals-and-detection officer, the guns-and-missiles officer, and the normal space pilot, and an engineer were at their positions, although the weapons station was a nightmare of jerry-rigged circuitry and improvised controls.  Luckily -- or unluckily, depending upon how one chose to look at it, there really weren’t very many guns or missiles to control.  Indeed, for this mission the fire controls were wired to a single 90mm ship’s gun at the equator, filled with five precious shells -- a third of the total armament.  
 

They had also set up a 50mm heavy infantry support gun on one of the open decks, if they needed crowd control, and a rack of anti-missile missiles converted for ground use, if they needed to blow something up.  But the focus of his mission wasn’t destruction: the Odyssey was here primarily to provide sufficient intimidation.
 

“Mark the signal, Commander,” Ensign Roupe reported solemnly.  “His Highness says he’s in position and ready to move on your mark.”  Delio was still unused to the title -- but Prince Lucas had insisted that his exec be field-promoted to Commander, under the circumstances, to keep there from being any issue with his orders.  
 

Delio was gratified by the promotion, but didn’t see it as necessary.  But then again Prince Lucas was, he had observed, incredibly loyal to his subordinates and rewarded them lavishly when they performed as expected.   For the umteenth time Delio was thankful he had refrained from acknowledging his true parentage or name -- the last thing he wanted to do was influence His Highness’ opinion of him.
 

 He had been worried about Lucas, ever since they’d arrived on ‘Planet X’.  He had seen how heavily their predicament weighed on the sovereign, and how much the Prince blamed himself for their unlawful imprisonment.  Despite how much he desperately missed his wife and child -- and propriety prohibited him from ever revealing the times in which he had caught his Prince with tears in his eyes – Lucas had maintained strict control around his subordinates as he had overseen the repairs. Always in good spirits and jovial in public, Delio was one of the few who had seen Lucas wandering the corridors of the great empty ship in the middle of the night, restlessly pacing with a furrowed brow.
 

 “Acknowledge,” Delio ordered.  “Pilot: move us into position over the headquarters building, please.  Half speed.”
 

 “Arriving at the HQ building in four minutes, Commander,” the pilot reported dutifully as he activated the controls.  The gloomy jungle outside began to move as the ship shifted positions. There was the slightest surge against the decks as she lumbered forward. Delio relaxed, realizing that he had felt tensed and anxious for weeks, now. It had taken getting a ship’s steel under his feet to make him feel right.
 

“Guns-and-missiles,” he said, solemnly, “target the main communication tower of the camp. Fire the moment you have a clear shot. And do be frugal with ammunition, Mr. Seely!” he reminded.
 

“Aye, Sir!” young Ensign Seely said, eagerly. He had practiced at the patchwork controls for hours, after Max had given him a meticulous lesson in how they now worked. Just like the rest of the mostly inexperienced former crew of the Nemesis, Seely had just enough knowledge to know what he was doing, but not much in the way of experience. In this case it served them well – a more experienced officer might have difficulty making the transition from a standard weapons control board to the . . . Delio thought that the panel had began life as an industrial washing machine control panel. 
 

 That reminded him – better see how things were going belowdecks. He picked up the phone and punched in a direct line to the Engine Room. 
 

 “How are we looking, Max?” he asked, curious. “Anything falling off the ship yet?”
 

 “We’re in the air – what more do you want?” the Tinker answered, sounding a little frustrated. “The reactors are doing fine, but we’re not putting much strain on them yet. The Abbots are doing well, actually. Now leave me alone and let me pay attention to my gauges, will you?” the engineer demanded, testily.
 

 “Thank you, Max,” Delio said into the dead connection. He smirked. Despite the Tinker’s testy attitude and utter lack of formality – he had yet to address Prince Lucas by an honorific, Delio noted – he liked the man. His competence and his ability to focus his attention on both the details at hand and the larger picture indicated an enviable intelligence. While the man was in no way a gentleman, Delio also found his facility with underworld connections and his generally likable attitude both positive advantages to this desperate gamble. Indeed, he didn’t see how the Tanith men could possibly escape without him.
 

 “In range in thirty seconds, commander,” the pilot reported. 
 

 “Fire at will, Mr. Seely,” Delio ordered calmly.
 

 Grinning, the young ensign targeted the squat communication and surveillance tower at the base of the antenna and fired the remote trigger to the 90mm gun somewhere below them. The viewscreen showed a spectacular night-time explosion that continued to burn, casting the orderly rows of shacks and huts into an eerie dancing glow. That was the signal to the assault teams.
 

 While the Odyssey hovered menacingly over the central compound, the contragravity vehicles landed in the main “square” area in front of it. The air lorry touched down, disgorging twenty Sifian marines, armed with automatic weapons and a definite plan. Prince Lucas himself was in the single combat car, Lt. Jameson piloting, as he directed the battle. And two aircav pods, piloted by experienced Tanith men, were flying a perimeter around the scene, while the other four waited as reserves.
 

 “Prisoners of Planet X,” Lucas addressed the camp through the battlefield-rated public address system in the aircar, “this is a Space Viking raid! Cooperate fully with the armed men making their way through the camp and no one will be harmed. And if His Majesty and his party will please assemble in the designated area with their luggage, we will be ready to depart shortly!”
 

 Delio smiled – His Highness had a lilt to his voice that had been so-far absent in the grim circumstances of their imprisonment. Prince Lucas was finally able to strike back at his enemies, albeit in a small way. Over the pickup he could hear the occasional pistol shot or hammer of submachine gun fire as the slow-witted chose to interfere in the tasks of the tattooed Sifians. Delio continued to be amazed at the proficiency at moving stealthily the neobarbs had – if he didn’t know to be looking for them, it’s unlikely that he would ever have noticed them in the viewscreens.
 

 The guards began responding to the sudden attack, all according to plan. Most of them were borderline incompetent, the only kind of screw-up who got assigned to a post like Planet X, but they had the sense to recognize the report of gunfire and grab their own weapons. The portly guard captain established a riot perimeter around the front of the headquarters building, a clearly useless gesture in the face of a three-thousand foot warship hanging overhead.
 

 “Can we shed a little more light on that spot?” Commander Delio asked, pointing to where the guards were congregating, their rifles waving around wildly. “I’d like to see who we’re shooting at.” Obligingly, one of the spotlights from the bottom of the ship was focused on the defenders, a dozen and a half strong, who were still trying to get out their riot shields when one of the pods took advantage of the light and strafed them all to the ground.
 

 “Ready Phase Two, Odyssey!” Prince Lucas communicated over the radio when the gunfire died down. “Open her up!”
 

 “Yes, Sire!” Delio agreed. “All right, Mr. Seely, let’s see if you can use that 50mm gun to open up the storerooms . . . without destroying them, please.”
 

 The feat was accomplished with little trouble – the 50mm field gun fired four times, and the ferrocrete supports along the south wall of the compound were reduced to rubble and dust in seconds, laying the stockpile of pre-packaged rations and supplies for the camp open. The air lorry backed up to the gaping hole even as masonry was still falling down, and King Ivan’s family and friends began looting the stores for a list of supplies.
 

 They had to be careful – they didn’t want the prisoners on Planet X to starve, so they left more than half of the food. Twice guards tried to overcome the looting parties, but thanks to the quick action of the Sifian Marines, the operation proceeded without much interruption.
 

 A small squad of the tattooed savages had infiltrated the compound proper and dragged the camp commandant outside – from the bathtub, apparently, since he was wrapped in a towel and soaking wet. Luckily, Prince Lucas had ordered audiovisual recordings of the entire raid, for propaganda purposes, and there was a camera in the combat car that relayed the entire discussion back to Delio.
 

 “Commandant,” Lucas began, pacing in front of the lights from the ship and the combat car as his men covered the guards with machine guns. “I’ve been a guest at your facility for four months, now. And not once have you invited me to dinner. I’m hurt,” Lucas said. 
 

He looked splendid, having raided the noble staterooms for wardrobe for the occasion. He was wearing a century-old ancestor of the Space Viking braided coat, only it came down past his fingertips, was single-breasted, and was in a rust-colored tone that, frankly, was not the best color on His Highness under natural light. But the dress dagger and the pistol at his side were all the accessories he needed as he lectured his ‘host’.
 

 “I . . . what is the meaning of this?” the commandant asked, confused.
 

 “This,” explained Lucas “is a jailbreak. And a raid. And most likely the capstone to a truly abysmal career, Commandant – yours,” he added with emphasis. 
 

 “You . . . you can’t do this!” the man clamored. “Where’d you get the guns? Where did you get the ship?” he demanded, mystified. “Are the Baldurans helping you?”
 

 “I have to admit, I expected worse treatment in an Atonian prison camp,” Lucas said, mostly ignoring the man’s words. “Mostly it was just miserable and depressing. But that doesn’t mean I enjoyed it, and I’m fairly certain my wife and kid aren’t pleased, so I’m going to save them the trouble of crossing the galaxy to rescue me and rescue myself. My men and I will be departing before dawn, and we’ll begin making war on Aton – a war Aton began, I might add – as soon as possible. You can count yourself the first prisoner of war for Tanith, commandant.”
 

 “I shall do nothing of the kind—!” the man began angrily, taking a step forward in his towel. That got a menacing reaction from the Sifians, so he slunk back. “Save you and your men some real punishment and lay down your arms,” he urged. “I can’t promise much, but I can put in a good word for you—”
 

 “At my next show-trial?” Lucas asked, pointedly. “No, Commandant, I’m done with Atonian notions of justice and social order. I’m leaving, and I’m not leaving under good circumstances. I might,” he added, “be persuaded to leave you more alive than dead if I can borrow whatever plutonium you have up at that sad excuse for a spaceport.” He nodded into the darkness beyond the ferrocrete compound, towards the long artificial causeway that led to the island landing pad where prisoners were delivered.
 

 “Plutonium?” the man asked, surprised. 
 

 “As much as you can spare,” agreed Lucas. “Actually, the lot of it,” he added, drawing his dress dagger and fingering it idly. Delio was pleased – His Highness knew how to intimidate a man. Drawing the pistol would have implied a deadly threat. The knife could be deadly, on the other hand, or it could just be . . . painful. And fear of pain was as strong a motivator as fear or death.
 

 “There . . . there isn’t much,” the old man admitted, visibly shaking. “We just keep a few capsules on hand in case of emergencies—”
 

 “I’d say this constitutes an emergency, wouldn’t you?” Lucas asked. The commandant nodded. “Good. Then after we get our plutonium – and anything else we take a fancy to – we’ll be leaving you and the rest of your men in the care of the good citizens of the camp – I’m sure they’d love an opportunity to repay you for your hospitality, too. In the meantime, they’ll have free access to rations because,” he said, with a dramatic amount of relish, “I’ve ordered my men to destroy every single viewscreen capable of displaying your insipid propaganda!” A ragged cheer arose from the crowd that had been gathering behind the lines of Sifians – the prisoners were gleeful, mostly, at seeing the despised commandant taken to task so boldly.
 

 “And the rest of you,” Lucas called out to them at large, “you remember that today Prince Lucas Trask of Tanith had the opportunity to blindly lash out at his enemies, when they least expected it – and that on this day, Prince Lucas Trask of Tanith has chosen to show mercy! I do not want this man harmed after we are gone – is that understood? He has been deceived and abused by the Atonian Planetary Nationalists as you have, even if he has chosen to continue to wear the uniform and obey their orders. 
 

“But I want him to deliver a message to his masters: you cannot stop Lucas Trask,” he declared. “You cannot stop the men of Tanith! You cannot stop us, but more importantly, you cannot defend yourselves: for we will strike at you from unseen places and unknown directions, when you least expect it, until I am satisfied that Aton poses no further threat to my world. So today I show mercy,” he repeated. “Tomorrow . . . Aton will not be as lucky!”
 

 After the cameras were off and the theatrics were toned down, the business of loading up the ship began. The air-lorry made five trips, between food and passengers, and then another one with the emergency power cartridges stored at the deserted spaceport. Max gleefully confiscated a few other useful tools, as well, but the power cartridges were the important thing.
 

 “I’m feeling a lot better about crossing that ocean, now,” he admitted over the phone to Commander Delio once the equipment was safely stowed aboard. “We only pulled three small cartridges, pinnace-sized things, but they’ll get us there and up to orbit. The Dillinghams, on the other hand, need an order of magnitude more power. We need real ship-movers, Armand.” Max seemed pathologically averse to referring to people other than by their titles or last names. Indeed, he seemed to be on a first-name basis with the entire universe.
 

 “We’ll get them on the Ludmilla side,” he promised. “Everyone back aboard?”
 

 “I just got the ‘all clear’ signal,” agreed Max. “Luke’s back on board, so are all the contragravity. Took on just over eighty passengers,” he added. “I’ve got them settling down in a staging bay, where Luke’s gonna talk to them. So we can leave here any old time,” he added.
 

 “I’ll make preparations to do so at once,” Delio promised. “If you see His Highness down there, please tell him I but await his command.”
 

 It wasn’t a real Space Viking raid, of course, he reflected after he signed off – the goal hadn’t been riches, but escape, survival and revenge. The camp prisoners were now in charge of the place, and when reinforcements showed up from Ludmilla proper to restore order, they’d be facing more of a revolution than a riot. 
 

 Putting Planet X back together again was going to take a long time, a lot of money, and a whole lot of hard work. And, Delio noted as he watched the naked commandant hang his head in despair, the “king’s men” responsible for doing it were having a very bad day.
 

* * *
 

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” Lucas began, as he surveyed the crowd sitting haphazardly all over the vehicle bay. “My lords and ladies, monks, kings, queens, spies and rogues – all of you: welcome. Welcome to the Odyssey. My men and I, with some very courageous help, have succeeded in putting this old wreck back together as a means of escaping this prison. You were selected because you were either good friends of King Ivan, who is busy taking inventory in the kitchens, or you were deemed anti-Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party enough to be a gigantic pain-in-the-neck to them if you were at liberty.
 

 “I’ll let you in on a secret: I encourage you to cause as much grief as possible for Aton. But while you are aboard my ship, you shall keep the grief to a minimum. I am captain here, as well as a sovereign prince on my own world. But my crown doesn’t matter – here all that matters is that I am captain, and I will tolerate nothing that impedes my progress back home.
 

 “Now,” he continued, pacing again, “I understand that the majority of you had no idea that you would be trying to escape today. That was unfortunately necessary to screen our efforts from the guards. But now that you are free of that hell-hole, you may continue to voyage with us – all the way back to my homeworld, if you desire – or you can get off at our next stop.”
 

 “Where is our next stop?” someone asked, meekly.
 

 “Ludmilla,” Lucas answered. “It’s actually not even off-world. You’ve been on the tiny moon of Ludmilla the whole time. The nice parts are on the other side of it, however: that’s where we’re heading now. Ludmilla is still Atonian territory, however, so it would be dangerous for anyone to get off there and remain free. However, if you decide you like it here that much, I won’t stop you.”
 

 “What are we going to do in Ludmilla?” someone else asked, hesitantly.
 

 “We’re going to raid,” Lucas insisted. “I am a Space Viking, by trade, when I’m not ruling my world. This is a Space Viking ship – and a very famous one to Atonian history. But we need supplies, we need power, we need food, and we’re going to need things we can trade for spare parts. So we’re going to raid Ludmilla.”
 

 “That’s barbaric!” came an educated-sounding voice from the front of the crowd. Probably one of the university professors, or a political dissident. “That’s an unprovoked act of war—”
 

 “So was ceasing a sitting head-of-state and kidnapping him and his men without legal recourse,” Lucas interrupted. “So a state of war already exists between my planet and Aton. Therefore this is neither unprovoked, nor is it illegal. It is well within the laws of war to raid the enemy for materiel on the battlefield. 
 

“And yes, while we are raiding Ludmilla, people will die, things will get destroyed, and some will lose their worldly possessions. Unlike some of my colleagues, however, I prefer to keep the violence to a minimum. Since we have limited ammunition and resources, we’re going to be very selective about what we hit and how. But let’s have no more talk about ‘unprovoked acts of war’ – I’m at war with Aton, folks. I’m going to act like it. If you have moral objections to that, I’ll set you out at the next stop to take them to the local authorities. Now, are there any questions?”
 

 Way too many, he saw, from the number of hands that went up. He stifled a sigh and pointed to one of the other factions he’d brought aboard – the freetrader family Max had insisted they bring. 
 

 “Yes, Captain, me and mine have some experience as shiphands, before the blasted Atonians took away our vessel. Might be we could be some help in an old girl such as this,” the man drawled – older, solid, a shock of gray hair that put him probably in his sixties. He had a rough-and-tumble air and a good-natured arrogance about him that many freetraders cultivated.
 

 “Thank you,” Lucas acknowledged. “In fact, while I have most essential posts covered on this ship, the fact is that when she’s fully crewed she takes about a thousand, and I don’t have a tithe of that. Worse, most of my crewmen were inexperienced when they flew with me. So I want any and all of you to volunteer whatever skills you have – I guess we need a ship’s steward, would you like that job mister . . . ?”
 

 “O’Roarke,” the man supplied. “Thompson O’Roarke, late of the May Queen. It’d be a pleasure, Your—Captain,” the man assured him. 
 

 “I’ll provide you with whatever you need to get started,” Lucas said, gratefully. “And I’ll discuss what else you and your family can do for us soon. But if you could at least figure out who knows what and where they might be placed for shipboard duties, I’d be appreciative. Any other questions?”
 

 “Where are we going?” came a child’s voice.
 

 “Tanith, eventually – that’s well over three thousand light years from here. But long before that we should be crossing paths with some Mardukan ships. Tanith is on very good terms with Marduk, so I’d expect that they’d help us. It’s possible that you could be headed for Marduk – which while it lacks Planet X’s innate charms, is still quite a quaint little world,” he added with a chuckle.
 

 “Where are we going . . . next?” someone else asked.
 

 “That’s classified, for the moment,” Lucas decided. “For security reasons. I’ll reveal that once we’ve made it to hyperspace. Sorry, I don’t want any argument – or any word about our itinerary leaking to the Atonians. Yes?”
 

 “This old thing sure seems shaky!” a young woman commented, glancing around nervously. “Are you sure she’s going to make it?”
 

 “Max the Tinker assures me that, with sufficient power, there’s no reason at all why the Odyssey can’t make it through hyperspace perfectly fine. I understand your concern – but trust me when I say I’ve taken ships a lot more wounded than this one through hyperspace. She’s built as a warship, so she’s very sturdy.” He hoped he sounded far more confident than he actually was. That was a large part of being a successful commander, he’d realized long ago: the ability to lie convincingly.
 

 There were half a dozen more questions related to housekeeping issues – where will we sleep? What time is lunch? – but Lucas was able to dispense with the majority of them in short order. He covered a list of ship’s rules, mostly common-sense stuff, and discussed each rule beyond the point of misunderstanding. He introduced everyone to his command staff, and instructed them on the necessity of obedience. He also showed them on a viewscreen map what sections of the ship were off-limits, and which were freely available to them. Then he left Lt. Jameson to help organize the group while he went up to the bridge.
 

 To his surprise, not only was Commander Delio seated comfortably in the command chair, Max was flopped down in another console, his leg hanging over one arm of the chair nonchalantly, and the pilot and signals-and-detection officer were still manning their consoles.
 

 “Good morning, Sire,” Delio said as he rose to vacate the seat. “I trust your address to the rabble went well?”
 

 “Well enough,” grunted Lucas as he took the seat. “There’s going to be a couple of troublemakers, of course. But I think I made myself understood. And I even had a couple of volunteers – that old freetrader captain, for one.”
 

 “Cap’n O’Roarke?” Max asked surprised. “You should feel honored. His people don’t consider what just about anyone else does to be really spacefaring.”
 

 “I would assume that if one is faring in space,” Lucas said, rolling his eyes, “then that would qualify as—”
 

 “I don’t think you understand, Luke,” Max said, lazily. “The O’Roarkes are one of the Traveler Families.”
 

 “The who?” Lucas asked, curious. He’d never heard of such.
 

 “They aren’t real active on the Sword World end of things, I guess,” Max admitted, “but they are kind of famous at this end. The Travelers are a culture that dates from the earliest days of the Federation – just after the second Federation was formed, four ships bearing nine families launched from Terra. Lot of that going around back then, I guess. But these nine families didn’t want to colonize – they wanted to trade. In a generation there were fifteen families, thanks to intermarriage, and there were seven ships. And so on. A couple of centuries later, there are tens of thousands of them.”
 

 “Family business, then?” Lucas proposed.
 

 “More like a cult – like the Gilgameshers, I guess, without the funny clothes and bad haircuts. The Travelers have been plying remote trade routes since the very beginning. They’ll form a company if it helps with the local paperwork, but truthfully they’re a law unto themselves. Smart planets don’t mess with them.”
 

 “Aton messed with them,” Delio pointed out.
 

 “Smart planets don’t mess with them,” Max repeated, sourly. “Look, in the heart of the Old Federation, around the Great Powers, there’s plenty of commercial shipping firms keeping things running – wouldn’t want the gentry on Isis to not get their Baldur Honey-Rum, now, would you? The margins are high, the routes are safe, and the risks are low.
 

 “The Travelers, on the other hand, they hug the twilight. On this side of the galaxy, at least, they keep what little trade there is between worlds going. In some places they’ve actually helped rekindle some civilization, or at least brought vital resources to long-lost settlements. They know more about the frontier worlds and what lies beyond than anyone. They have about fifty or so little ships, rarely over a thousand feet, and they’ve been known to be on the dark side of the law a time or two, but they’re very good people. They have strict customs about hospitality and obligation. And they see things that most people don’t notice. Even a few of the major intelligence agencies rely on Travelers, the way that they rely on Gilgameshers in some places.”
 

 “So why did this family get nabbed by the Atonians?” Lucas asked.
 

 “Wrong place, wrong time,” Max shrugged. “Much the same story as myself. They were bringing merchandise to people who wanted it and could pay for it, merchandise that just so happened to be on some obscure list of prohibited trade items from the Atonian Commerce Department. They lost their ship, too, which for a Traveler is like losing your mother.”
 

 “They sound like they might be useful,” nodded Lucas.
 

 “Oh, hell yes!” Max agreed enthusiastically. “They know languages and dialects and codes, they know who buys what and when, they know how to fly a ship and they know their way around a spaceport like your tongue knows the back of your teeth. But they don’t bow and scrape to anyone, they’d rather run than fight, and rather trade than run. And Ghu help you if you touch their daughters,” he added, emphatically. It sounded to Lucas as if the Tinker had some personal experience with that. Perhaps he could get him to talk about it sometime over drinks. It sounded interesting, from a cultural perspective – and damn entertaining, too, most likely.
 

 “Well, see if any of them could make decent assistant engineers or deck officers,” grunted Lucas. “I’m sure you and Sebastian need the help. And if they prove helpful, when we get back to Tanith I’ll give them a ship. If I have any left,” he added, ruefully. If Tanith was still there, he thought, anxiously.
 

 “Of course, Sire,” Delio nodded. “Max, what about any of the other . . . supercargo? Anyone know anything useful?”
 

 “I’ll check into it,” the engineer said lazily. “Probably once we get into hyperspace, where I can relax. Wow, I can’t believe how much I’m enjoying flying again! Four months as an earthworm was long enough!”
 

 “You enjoy canned air, bottled water, and no way out that much, Max?” asked Delio, amused. 
 

 “Beats soggy air, oily water and a long, lingering retirement trading junk,” agreed Max. “I’m not an ambitious man, but I’m sure my mum had higher hopes for me than that. Besides, that’s they way I’ve lived all my life.” He yawned, broadly and suddenly, and the weariness became more apparent on his face. “Look, wake me up when we get to Ludmilla, okay? And make sure the raiding parties take my list of supplies. She’ll stay in the air, at this point, and if she doesn’t there’s bugger-all I could do about it. Max is going to take a long, long nap,” he sighed, contently sinking into the chair. He was asleep.
 

 “Let him lie,” Lucas said, quietly. “He’s earned it. He’s performed a miracle.”
 

 “At least the prologue of one,” agreed Delio. “Let’s see if we actually make it to Kumarbi, then I’ll start believing in miracles, Sire.”
 



 
 




 



 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Fourteen:
 

War And Roses
 



 
 

 It was spring in Rivington, and the air was filled with pollen and the scent of war. She could smell it on the wind.
 

 Valerie walked through the gardens of Trask House after lunch, appreciating the strange and interesting flowers – everything from lusciously red Terran Roses to bright yellow Hornbuds from Gram to an odd cluster of white lily-like blossoms native to Tanith that were breathtakingly beautiful. It was as if the whole planet was alive and singing with newfound hope. 
 

 It seemed such a bitter contrast to Valerie’s heart that she could almost not bear the irony. She felt like taking a pair of clippers to the whole garden, leaving the taunting hope of the beautiful flowers littering the stone walkways like the heads of fallen foes. She wouldn’t, of course – the staff worked tirelessly to transform the palace into a place of serene beauty, occasionally brushing stateliness, and she was loathe to do anything to molest their good work. And in truth, Valerie’s spring saw her far more hopeful than her winter had been.
 

 She had her daughter back, praise whatever divinity was in charge of such things. Tanith was intact, if a bit battered. The plans of her enemies were in tatters, their schemes against the Realm having failed. Her people were solidly behind her, even though she was a relative newcomer among them. 
 

 Yet none of it seemed worthwhile without Lucas by her side.
 

 And it wasn’t just for issues of statecraft that she pined for him. Little Elaine was growing so quickly, and Lucas was missing it. Already the giggly little baby had learned to crawl, and could pull herself upright, and was as proud of herself for the accomplishment as if she’d invented the wheel. She was a terribly funny, bright little baby, perpetually cheerful and blessed with near-perfect health. Every day was a new adventure in getting to know the new person, experiencing the simplest joys of life through her eyes. It was a special, magical time.
 

 And Lucas was missing it.
 

 As much as she loved her daughter, she could not shake the feelings of anxiety and hopelessness she felt, knowing that Lucas was locked away in some godforsaken hole while she stood here, enjoying the sunshine and the flowers and the warm breeze from the South. What horrors did he have to endure at the hands of the Atonians? What torments? What were those bastards doing to her husband?
 

 The Atonians weren’t saying much on the subject, according to the Mardukan Naval Intelligence office which dispatched reports to Tanith as a courtesy and information exchange. Valerie read every report, scanning in vain for signs of Lucas. And Marduk had an extensive penetration of the Atonian party apparatus – idealistic totalitarianism and corruption going hand-in-hand, thankfully. 
 

But the workings of the Party’s secret internal police, whom had apparently taken charge of Lucas and the other Tanith men, remained beyond even Marduk’s scrutiny. The Atonian Bureau of Internal Security was a virtual government-within-a-government, from what Marduk could tell her about it. They had their own secret police force, a huge number of spies, both foreign and domestic, trained assassins, death squads, secret prisons, and even their own private naval force and secret bases. Protected by the haze of a vast and inefficient bureaucracy, the BIS was the inner core of Aton’s foreign policy and clandestine affairs. 
 

And they were apparently impregnable to infiltration – the Mardukans had been trying for years. Every time an agent got close, Aton had discovered the treachery and had begun seeding the infiltrators with false information, until they were useless assets. At most, some modest gossip from known informants and the occasional lucky microphone had been able to provide at least a hint of the workings of the BIS, and Marduk had expended every resource to try to find out what had happened to her husband behind the wall of BIS shadows. There wasn’t much: Lucas had been tried in a secret court in a secret location by secret judges, and was now in some secret prison. There wasn’t even any guarantee that he was on Aton. 
 

 But once the news of Tanith’s declaration of war had reached the civilized worlds via Marduk, things had begun to change. For one thing Prince Regent Simon of Marduk had sent a personal audiovisual message to President Luiz of Aton demanding Lucas’ release on a number of grounds. The Atonians had politely declined. That was as far as Marduk was willing to go for Tanith, for now, but it had caused the break-down of some sensitive trade negotiations between the two small empires, and the cancellation of a diplomatic conference. 
 

 None of the other civilized worlds had joined Marduk in pressing for Lucas’ release, of course – it was considered a minor matter, a squabble between a Great Power and an upstart regional warlord, unworthy of their official attention – although they watched it unfold with interest. Such squabbles between the Great Powers and their vassals, allies, and dependencies happened all the time. 
 

Aton refused to dignify Tanith’s declaration with a response, merely re-stating that Trask was a criminal and had been prosecuted as such. Valerie’s impassioned declaration, recorded by TanithNews and exported by audiovisual tape, had gotten modest approval on Marduk, where the Trasks enjoyed a certain celebrity. It had also scandalized the more conservative strata of Mardukan society, who saw her dramatic gesture as proof of how Space Viking culture could ruin a nice, well-brought-up civilized girl. But while the conservative aristocracy might have been scandalized, they genuinely loathed the anti-aristocratic and decidedly authoritarian Atonians, so the effect hadn’t been totally impotent.
 

 There were limits to which Marduk would go for Tanith. Valerie understood that – she wasn’t asking Prince Regent Simon to fight her wars for her. 
 

 She had a fleet for that. And that’s what they were doing.
 

 After the Winter Ball Declaration – widely reported as the most elegantly dressed declaration of war in history – the Royal Fleet had gone into action. While leaving half of the ships at home to shore up a strong defense, Valerie directed the rest to raid exclusively Atonian-allied trade worlds, as many as could be reached in a short time. The Atonian fleet was not to be engaged directly unless unavoidable – the goal was to stir up trouble in the Atonian hinterlands, and encourage them to disperse their fleet.
 

 The first results were already coming back in – Duke Otto had raided Jotun exhaustively, pressing the Atonian-allied government of the barely-industrial world to cough up as much portable wealth as possible under pain of destruction. He went on to raid two other worlds that were friendly with Aton, traded shots with a thousand-foot Atonian Navy patrol ship, and came back for more ammunition. 
 

Boake Valkanhayn had gone out with the Space Scourge and the Queen Flavia, raiding four Atonian-allied trade worlds in rapid succession. The final one had been trouble: just as they were leaving Nuit, two thousand-foot cruisers and a three-thousand foot destroyer of the Atonian Navy came out of hyperspace hot on their trail. The ships fought a furious ship-to-ship action that had, unfortunately, claimed the Queen Flavia in a nuclear ball of fire. Valkanhayn had retreated in good order after that, but not before destroying one of the cruisers and critically wounding the other. 
 

 Then there was the Golden Hand and the Moon Goddess. Valerie had dispatched the ships, complete with five-hundred ground fighters and a full arsenal of nuclear weapons each, on a mission under the command of Sir Alexi Karvall. They were to go deep behind enemy lines and cause as much mischief for the Atonians as possible from unexpected quarters. Alvyn Karffard had outfitted a full espionage section for the trip, the details of which she wasn’t privy to. As long as they hurt the Atonians. She hadn’t given them more explicit instructions – the Golden Hand were becoming adept at creatively improvising, and she felt that any further direction might hamper their ability to construct mayhem. She trusted their judgment on that.
 

But she had given them an over-riding order: they were to do everything in their power to locate Lucas Trask, and, if possible, rescue him from the Atonians. That was precisely the type of mission the Golden Hand was built to do, and the corps, now numbering over a hundred and fifty with this most recent class, was fanatically devoted to doing just that. 
 

 The privateer program had gotten off to a bold start – six Space Vikings had asked for letters of Marque and Reprise almost immediately, including friends of the Realm like Roger fan-Morvill Estersan and Captain Phillipe, but after that the interested parties had trickled to one or two a month. Space Vikings didn’t need permission to engage in piracy, generally, and raiding was a far more lucrative prospect, usually, but there were also several captains who had found Tanith to be as close to a home port as they had and they didn’t mind helping out the Realm. 
 

All of the Space Viking colonies attracted that kind of trade, eventually, Alvyn Karffard had explained to her one night: Viktor had his own coterie of independents who saw Xochitl as a second home, as did the Everrards on Hoth and the others. Tanith’s “pet” independent Space Vikings liked the world enough – or hated Viktor enough – to support the Realm even if they were not bound to it by oath or contract. And the program had already brought victories: two thousand-foot Atonian merchant craft had been brought in as prizes since the first letters had been granted. They were now being stripped and refurbished at the spaceport for inclusion in the Tanith Merchant Marine Fleet.
 

Valerie looked southeast, toward the spaceport and beyond it to the shipyards, where the prizes seemed to cower in the shadow of the three-thousand foot bulk of the former Royal Navy of Gram ship, Titanothere. It was nearing completion as the newest (and largest) Royal Navy of Tanith commissioned ship, and would be known as the Adventure. She had yet to pick a commander for the ship, but that was pressing. Valerie wanted the brand-new battleship out amongst the stars, smashing Atonians as quickly as possible. 
 

Her sister-ship, the former King Omfray, was still in orbit, slated to in for repairs and re-commissioning herself as soon as there was room at the yards. She would be eventually re-christened the Defender Of The Realm. She’d taken a beating from Tanith, but she was still sound and spaceworthy. Once she was fitted with the new Dragons, she would become the backbone of Tanith’s orbital defense, augmenting the Lamia’s capabilities dramatically. 
 

Beyond the Adventure was the two-thousand foot sphere of the Nemesis, receiving some final repairs from its brutal duel with Atonians and the Gram fleet over Amateratsu. When she was finished she would be put in parallel orbit with the Lamia and serve as a defensive ship. Valerie wouldn’t let anyone but Lucas take her out on a real raid. That was Lucas’ ship.
 

Then there were the other captured Gram ships, still docked at the moonbase, empty and awaiting new crews. They were undamaged, fully-armed, and ready to be commissioned, but the ugly fact was that they just didn’t have the people to put at the controls. Beowulf and Amateratsu were both beginning official space training programs for their people, and had sent scores of eager recruits who sought adventure and regular pay in the service of Tanith, but it took time and resources to train that many green crews from scratch. It would be another six months before the smaller ships would be ready.
 

In the meantime, the Adventure would go out with a slapped-together crew and make a maiden raid to steal some chickens, just to break her in. She would be the largest ship of the Tanith fleet until the Defender was ready, and the most impressive – losing her had been a grievous blow to Gram’s King Omfray. The tale of how Lucas had defeated and then captured nearly Gram’s entire navy had been spread far and wide amongst the Space Viking worlds, and he was becoming a laughingstock. It was unlikely that he’d risk such a bold move again, Valerie hoped. She didn’t need any more sniggling attacks from the Sword Worlds until she had dealt with Aton. 
 

Some nights Valerie had fantasies about taking the entire fleet to bomb Aton. She saw herself clothed in white on the bridge of her flagship, holding her child up to a viewscreen to watch as millions of Atonians were being incinerated below, punished for the crime of supporting the regime who had deprived her of her husband. She usually felt horrendously guilty about such dreams when she woke up.
 

Usually.
 

Valerie sighed as she completed her circuit around the garden. It was supposed to calm her nerves and distract her, but the walk had brought her scant joy, and only reminded her of the weight she bore on her shoulders while Lucas was gone. But the moment she set foot back into the palace, she resolved to leave the moping and self-pity in the garden. She had a planet to run. And a war to conduct.
 

Apropos to that, the War Council was meeting here this morning for breakfast as they discussed the over-all strategic situation and planned future operations. They’d been doing this weekly since the Winter Ball, and nearly all formality had been dispensed with as they ground their way through detail after detail.
 

She changed into something more presentable and ordered her breakfast through her maid – fresh fruit and a high-protein yoghurt, with a decadent side of buttered toast – while Lady Ashley brought Elaine in for some quick mommy-time as Valerie prepared. The baby was thrilled to see mommy, of course, and Valerie spent some time tickling her with a make-up brush before her mid-morning nap, which made her giggle ferociously. 
 

Ashley looked enormously pleased with herself – she’d been seeing someone, Valerie knew, although she hadn’t mentioned anyone by name. Probably a guard, Valerie had guessed – it was hard not to notice the number of extremely attentive, extremely polite, extremely well-built young men around Trask House. And Ashley had certainly noticed. She was glad her friend was having fun, even though it made her wistful about her own husband. Finally, she was as presentable as she was going to get, and Elaine was yawning. Valerie kissed her and promised a mid-afternoon play time, too . . . “just as soon as Mommy is done running the war!” she said, in a baby voice.
 

It only took a few moments to shift gears back to head-of-state as her guards escorted her down to the Blue Room, where the counselors waited. Harkaman, of course, and Nikkolay, as well as Valpry, Morland, and Rathmore. Lothar Ffayle was there, too, looking surprisingly chipper – usually the Minister of the Exchequer looked anxious and preoccupied, so that was a good sign. And Baron Basil Gorram had been invited, since the shipyards’ capacity figured prominently in the discussion.
 

“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, without additional ceremony as the two Golden Hand guards took positions by the door. “What’s on our agenda for today?”
 

“A number of things, Highness,” Nikkolay said, opening up his clerical robot and transferring files to the viewscreen. “At the top of the list, Highness, is a request made for protection by the Council of Khepra,” he said with a sigh. “They want a permanent defense based there.”
 

“Khepra,” Valerie sighed, examining the request on the screen. It was politely worded and signed by nine different hands. “They know we’re at war?”
 

“There is a small telecast station at Shatnerville,” Valpry pointed out. “Lovely little town. It’s one of the four or five cities that we trade with there, now. They get news through TanithNews, every fortnight or so, on the regularly scheduled line. They saw what happened to Amateratsu,” he added, ruefully. “They’re scared.”
 

“But Gram attacked Amateratsu purely for gadolinium,” argued Valerie. “Khepra doesn’t have any. It should be in no danger.”
 

“Begging Her Highness’ pardon,” Baron Rathmore broke in, “but is that entirely true? Look, certainly gadolinium was Omfray’s motivation for the raid, that and a tragic sense of over-confidence. But the fact that the Amateratsuans are our allies was a factor, too. Now that we have stronger defenses there and at Beowulf, then . . . doesn’t that make Khepra the easiest member of the League to hurt?”
 

That was, she had to admit, utterly sound logic. Khepra was a close neighbor of Tanith, only 30 light years or so away. You could go there for a long weekend, if you had a ship and a flair for the extravagant. Khepra even resembled Tanith in a lot of important ways: extremely Earth-like, for one thing, with a large landmass and a completely Terro-Human compatible planetary biosphere. Technologically speaking, they had been only slightly cruder than the Tanith natives, before the Space Vikings came, and some regions were actually more sophisticated. 
 

The tragic raid that had bloodied her husband in his murderous trade had born sweeter fruit. With Tanith’s help, the major regional powers had been convinced to at least meet in a regular council to discuss the affairs of the planet. And that had eventually led to Khepra being informally united under a Council of most of the territorial rulers. They’d made the largest city, Durham, the nominal capital – it was where the crude landing pad the locals insisted on calling a “spaceport” was located – and met quarterly or at need to discus what limited planetary affairs that needed it.
 

But since Khepra had accepted the protection of the three senior members of the League of Civilized Worlds, there had been a long, steady era of prosperity on the low-technology world that had benefited all. Durham was abuzz with imported contragravity vehicles, and there were a few hundred Space Vikings and entrepreneurs who had set up shop there to trade. The danger that Tanith was in from her multiple foes was not unknown, at least in some circles. While the peasantry maintained their blissful ignorance, the ruling class had seen the news and was worried.
 

“The problem is that they have no firm leadership,” explained Harkaman. “I’ve stopped back by there several times, spent a few thousand hours there, all told, and the locals all do a great job managing their own little kingdoms – but not one of those petty kings is going to recognize another one of them as their superior. So there’s not much in the way of coordination. Or military preparedness. Unless you count pike drills,” he added, dryly. “Truth is, most of Khepra isn’t any better defended than it was when we raided it ten years ago.”
 

“Any one of our enemies might decide to attack Khepra, simply because they happen to be in our neighborhood,” agreed Nick. “What scares me is that one of them may decide that an advanced base only thirty light-years away from us would be handy.”
 

“So we need to defend Khepra,” sighed Valerie. “All right, what’s the best way to do that?”
 

“The best way would be to impose a planetary monarch on them,” suggested Alvyn Karffard. “Not to dominate them, necessarily, but to act as a kind of advocate and guide. Someone who had a vested interest in protecting Khepra. We need another Lucas Trask for Khepra,” he suggested.
 

“We can’t find the Lucas Trask we have now,” Valpry said, sourly. “I, for one, have no interest in the position. I have no desire to leave my hard-won luxury for the privilege of ruling a bunch of iron-age neobarbs! And I believe the rest of you have jobs, too?”
 

“Resourcing that kind of expansion would be problematic,” Lothar Ffayle said, diplomatically. “If it’s to be a meaningful development, that is.” Meaning: We can’t pay for that. Well, that was his job to say.
 

“In the short term,” Harkaman continued, “we could permanently base a ship there. That might be a good use for that thousand-footer Gram so kindly donated to us.”
 

“If we could crew it,” nodded Valerie. “Although a thousand-footer would provide just enough resistance to keep a single ship at bay, or at least rough it up, if anyone attacked in force it wouldn’t do much. Say,” she said, thoughtfully, “what if we stationed the Nemesis there, in orbit with a skeleton crew for a while, send a few pinnaces to help out, while we think of a better solution?”
 

“The Nemesis is the first ship fully deployed with the Dragons. If we can add some combat trainers for ground troops, and maybe some anti-ship batteries on the ground, that might help,” added Rathmore, helpfully. “If the local lords can agree on just who runs them and who gets the trained men.”
 

“We’re going to have to,” agreed Valerie, her heart sinking. More money. “Nick’s right: as costly as a real defense of Khepra might be, having one of our enemies take it over wouldn’t be good for either Khepra or Tanith. It’s a stopgap measure, but it’s going to have to serve. And that puts the Nemesis just over a day away from us, at need. And closer to Amateratsu.”
 

“I’ll handle the details,” Harkaman nodded, making a note.
 

“On to the next item,” Nick continued, “namely, our raid on Jotun. We apparently ruffled some feathers, thanks to how thoroughly the Warlord shook down the locals. The Atonians are livid, at least those who do business with Jotun. According to the Tanith Desk at Mardukan Naval Intelligence, a faction within their Party apparatus is pushing for a far more . . . active war with Tanith. Another faction, who appears to be stronger, seems content to let us prey on the colonies and trade worlds and keep their central core protected from us. But they are very publicly investing in the construction of more ships to patrol the ‘Greater Atonian Prosperity Collective’, as they call their empire. They’re touting it as a jobs program, too, to justify the expense.”
 

“More ships,” Harkaman said, shaking his head disapprovingly. “Doesn’t the Atonian Navy already have plenty?”
 

“Over forty, if Jane’s Fighting Ships is reliable,” agreed Morland. “That’s forty over a thousand feet, in the main Atonian Navy. Not counting the special Planetary Nationalist Party ships they use for covert operations. We have less than a dozen.”
 

“We also have a much smaller empire to protect,” Valerie pointed out. “We’re never going to conquer them by force – I just want to force them to release Lucas.”
 

“Well, we’re getting their attention, at least,” grumbled Nick. “But I don’t know if that will shake Lucas loose from them.”
 

“I don’t think asking ‘pretty please’ would have much effect, either,” Valerie countered. “I’m certainly not going to bend my knee to them to get him back.”
 

“Nor should you,” advised Karffard. “This is a low-level conflict right now, and as long as it stays such then Aton isn’t going to make a concerted effort to take Tanith. Capitulating – especially when they have not issued any demands or terms – would be pointless.”
 

“But the Jotun raid was just the beginning,” Nick continued. “We’ve hit them on nine of their trade worlds, everything from standard chicken-stealing raids to laying waste to entire regions. And the attacks against their shipping are starting to bear fruit, of sorts. The last ship that the Damnthing took was headed to a base of theirs on Bubastis. A new base,” he added. “It was full of supplies and ammunition, and they aren’t going to be happy about not getting it. It’s a long way between Aton and Bubastis.”
 

“So if they have an undersupplied base on Bubastis,” Morland reasoned, “why aren’t we attacking it?”
 

“They only put it there last year,” explained Nikkolay, “after they funded a revolution to overthrow the warrior aristocracy. Classic neobarbarian city-states and warring kingdoms. Aton landed an expeditionary unit there as a garrison and to ‘keep the peace’. And dominate the new political council in charge, I’m sure. They arrested local opposition leaders and took them off-world, and are ruling through proxy, now, at least the urbanized districts. If the base is unsupplied, that might be a good place for the Golden Hand or the Moon Goddess to raid.”
 

“Is there anything else worth getting on Bubastis?” Valpry asked, with interest.
 

“Luxury goods,” shrugged Rathmore. “They make this kind of buttery liquor. And great tobacco. There’s some interesting local fauna, and some unique flora that they export. There’s a Gilgamesher colony there, too, if I’m not mistaken.”
 

“I wonder if the former warrior-aristocracy is still around and fighting to get their positions back? Or the monastics who ran the government before?” wondered Harkaman aloud, fingering his beard characteristically. “It wouldn’t take much to lend them some support. What say we see if we can turn it to our advantage?”
 

“Going after an Atonian military base directly?” Valpry asked, skeptically. “Is that wise?”
 

“A third-rate base on a colony world, without hope of reinforcements?” Harkaman scoffed. “Militarily speaking, that’s low-hanging fruit. But once we took the base, what would we do?”
 

“Leave,” suggested Valerie. “Leave and make it that much harder for Aton to maintain their empire. We don’t need another world that far away. I don’t want it. But that doesn’t mean I want Aton to have it. If their men are low on ammunition and supplies, it might be a way to gain some prisoners, maybe enough to exchange for Lucas.”
 

“We already have prisoners,” complained Morland. “Those merchant ships our flag-bearers are capturing? Each one had a couple of hundred paying passengers on them, and their crews. Right now they’re being put up in the Royal Navy corner of the spaceport, but that’s a temporary situation. I meant to add it to the regular agenda, even, but since we’re discussing it . . . what exactly should we do with them?”
 

“Legally speaking, they’re Prisoners of War,” Nikkolay explained. “That means that they can’t be mistreated or forced to labor, they have to be decently fed, provided medical care, and given adequate shelter.”
 

“Who are these people, anyway?” Valerie asked.
 

“Mostly Atonian businessmen, traders, or people with family on other worlds,” supplied Morland. “They’re all very anxious about getting back to civilization, and all terrified of what we might do with them.”
 

“And they’re all Atonians?”
 

“Oh, goodness no, Highness,” Morland admitted. “Only a minority, actually. Most are from other worlds, using the most convenient transport to their destinations.”
 

“All right, here’s what we do: evaluate each of them individually, and do what you can to verify their credentials. Anyone from Marduk or their colonies, send to the embassy for repatriation. Anyone from Odin, Baldur, or one of the other non-aligned civilized worlds gets a hearing, and if they can convince you that they aren’t affiliated, let’s see if we can get them going again. But anyone from Aton . . . or Isis, for that matter,” she said, remembering what that horrible woman ambassador had said about Lucas, “I want you to establish a permanent POW camp somewhere. Not too rough, but not too comfortable. Someplace secure and out of the way – away from Rivington. And not at Cavendard, either – we still have some sort of spy amongst the Mardukan exiles, there, no need to add more vipers to the stew.”
 

“Actually, Highness,” Rathmore said, an amused smile on his face, “do you remember the fief which I had the honor to be granted with my title?”
 

“Duke of Restin, if I recall correctly,” Valerie remembered.
 

“Yes, Highness. On the map it’s the entire east coast of Beta Continent. Rolling hills and forests and just loaded with game, fish, and untrusting neobarbs. Apparently Restin was good farming territory, back during the Federation era. Well, I’ve begun establishing a settlement there, at the site of the largest town within my demesne, Restinburg. Just a modest little castle left over from the former warlord in the area, but I’ve got twenty or thirty men guarding it, and it’s not completely barbaric. But it is . . . safely free of modern conveniences. If we put them up there, they’d be safe, out of the way—”
 

“And you could rope them into improving your holdings?” Valerie completed, amused. 
 

“They might be persuaded to teach the locals a thing or two about civilization,” Hugh Rathmore conceded with a smile. “And I might be able to pick their brains about the state of commerce among the Great Powers. Which would further the capacities of the Ministry of Commerce,” he added.
 

 “All right, Duke. If you’ll take them, feed them, and guard them, you can have them. Civilians only, however. Military prisoners . . . wouldn’t that fall to the Home Ministry?”
 

“It does,” Duke Paytrik sighed. “And we already have basic facilities, thanks to the prisoners from Gram. But that’s getting a little overcrowded now.”
 

“So don’t you have a Duchy in need of some skilled labor, too?” asked Valerie.
 

“I do,” admitted the Duke. “About two million square miles of the northern Gamma continent – the region is called Morlanda, now,” he said, a little defensively. “I have a hunting lodge there, and plan on building a manor as soon as . . . well, as soon as I have the time. The largest town is only six thousand people, though. I’m sure some skilled labor improving the countryside wouldn’t hurt.”
 

“You can do that with military POWs,” reminded Nick. “As long as it isn’t dangerous and you give them adequate rest, food, medicine and shelter.”
 

“I’ll put them under a couple of squads of Home Guards,” reasoned Morland, “and get them to start developing the town.”
 

“What did you name the town?” Rathmore asked, sotto vocce.
 

“ ‘Paytriksburg’,” the Home Minister said, defensively. “Yes, I have an ego, all right?”
 

“Fine,” Valerie said, ignoring the comments, “Civilian prisoners will go to the Ministry of Commerce, military prisoners to the Home Ministry. And we’re still taking an average of a hundred or so political prisoners from Marduk every few months.”
 

“The bright side is that the germanium mines are booming,” added Rathmore. “Really high quality ore, too. Cavendard’s population is about to break the five-thousand mark, and there’s even a real restaurant there, too. And Baroness Ellis has declared that she wants to open up a resort area, too, on the coast.”
 

“While I’m sure that’s important, let’s get back to the war,. On to the next item,” Nikkolay continued, tiredly. “Status update on Garvan Spasso. Duke of Hamsley?”
 

That was Alvyn Karffard, and if he was considering building anything in his holding on the other side of the Gamma continent, he hadn’t made a move to do so. It was still as wild and pristine as it had been when civilization was reborn on the world. The big man cleared his throat noisily as he activated the clerical robot he’d arrived with, his fat fingers tapping away at the controls.
 

“From what the Golden Hand reports, there is a 99% chance that Spasso fled Tanith through some means unknown – but based on his past actions, it’s likely he had a pinnace stashed somewhere he could reach easily, and fled off-world as soon as he could. Exhaustive searches of both the Slags and the abandoned tower building haven’t turned him up, although it did roust a lot of derelicts and petty criminals. And in the process we’ve discovered all sorts of unpleasant things about life underground in Rivington, including four other labs or storage facilities Spasso had in the ancient sewer system. Some of them date back to before he went to Gram, apparently, so I think it’s safe to say that Spasso had bee scheming from the very beginning. 
 

“Now we’ve sealed off all of those hideouts, but there’s always the possibility that there are some we didn’t find – believe me, those tunnels seem to go on forever. The important thing, however, is that we have plenty of prisoners eager to tell us everything about their former boss, and they all agree that Spasso would have high-tailed it out of Tanith the moment he could. And they’re all interested in qualifying for the reward, apart from a few Merthan mercenaries who consider him some kind of blood-brother. The Rivington Police have snitches and spies all over the poorer parts of town, and there’s a special detachment of Golden Hand who are searching, as well, but I think it’s safe to say he fled. In addition to a few, uh, Ministry of Everything Else agents who were willing to wager money on the matter.”
 

Alvyn Karffard’s network of spies was extensive, but to this point had been mostly passive. Finding a wealth of talent in those candidates to the Golden Hand who had washed out of the incredibly difficult training, Karffard had established a small but highly dedicated crew of intelligence agents to augment his intelligence-gathering resources. They worked out of the offices of the Ministry of Education and Cultural Affairs, over at the Planetary Building, and each of them had perfectly innocuous-sounding desk jobs. But when Karffard needed to know something sensitive, he dispatched one of his trusted team. They had taken no nickname, no unit insignia, nor any other overt recognition that anyone could see, but outside of the Golden Hand, they were the most capable people on the planet for espionage and intelligence.
 

“So our best estimation is that Spasso has fled. Where, is unknown – I’d say Mertha, perhaps, since it is close, or perhaps Xochitl. But I don’t think he tarried on Tanith a moment longer than necessary.”
 

“You seem very certain about that, Duke,” Valerie said, warily, her eyes narrowing to slits.
 

Karffard bowed from the waist – a difficult maneuver for the portly man. “I might be utterly wrong, Highness, but I am not uncertain.”
 

“Very well,” Valerie said, with a sigh. “I’m going to take your word for it. Spasso would have to be insane to want to be within a parsec of me, anyway. He’s ruthless, ambitious, and calculating, but he hasn’t proven insane.
 

“But that does bring me to another issue,” she said, calling up a diagram on her clerical robot and displaying it on the common screen. “Spasso’s most recent attempt has revealed a number of flaws in our defenses, my lords, most of which we’ve discussed at length. But one which has not been addressed to my satisfaction is the issue of the ruined northern tower. Spasso was able to successfully infiltrate it and use it as a post against us.” 
 

A three-dimensional image of the structure floated into view, slowly rotating on the screen. There were heads nodding, all around. No one had seen that coming, and they should have. “Now we’ve all put that tower in the back of our minds, figuring that we’d restore it after we ran out of space at the Planetary Building. I suggest we don’t wait that long.”
 

She took a glance outside the window as the council studied the diagram, and saw the roses staring back at her. Sanguine little blasts of red, against neatly ordered green lines of the rest of the garden. Of all of the flowers arrayed there, the roses seemed to throb with hope. Perhaps, Valerie thought as she prepared to propose the biggest and most ambitious project in Tanith’s recent history, there was a little hope left in her heart, just little red splashes against a green sea of despair. 
 

And on that hope, she had pinned the future of the entire world. 
 




 



 

 



 

 



 

 Chapter Fifteen: 
 

 The Marvels Of Mr. Dawes
 



 
 

“What I propose,” she continued, when the others had studied the drawing to their satisfaction, “is that we transform the structure of the ruined tower into a hardened, well-defended fortification. It would house the War Ministry, Planetary Defense, and any other military-associated functions within. We would reconstruct the upper stories as defensive platforms, adding heavy air defense guns, anti-ballistic missile systems, combat contragravity launch sites . . . you get the idea.”
 

She looked out at a line of shocked, startled, and intrigued faces. Nikkolay was the first to speak.
 

“That’s . . . quite an ambitious plan, Highness,” he conceded. “And it has some merit, at first glance. Something needs to be done with the building, or we risk a repeat of Spasso’s use of it. And it did prove remarkably tough to attack. But this . . .”
 

“I think it has a lot of merit,” Harkaman said, decisively bringing his fist down on the table. “If we transferred a lot of the administrative functions of the spaceport barracks there, then we could use that space for commercial purposes. With all the new merchant traffic, things are starting to get crowded out there. And we’ve needed a better command headquarters for ages, now. Combining both in one place might be handy.”
 

“Put a military target in the middle of a populated area?” Rathmore asked, troubled. “That seems begging for casualties, Highness.”
 

“But Rivington would be a target regardless of how many military targets there were,” argued Valerie, firmly. “The spaceport’s here, the commercial area, the shipyard, the Planetary Building . . . having a strong defense here isn’t going to make Rivington more tempting, it will make it more daunting to attack.”
 

“Could the structure be hardened?” asked Ffayle, interested. “It’s half a millennia old . . .”
 

“Indeed it could,” Valerie said, chewing her lip with satisfaction as she keyed the next diagram. It was the tower transformed, augmented with structural supports and brilliantly shiny. “We add lateral supports, additional foundation supports . . . and we plate the exterior in collapsium. Independent air, power, and water. A massive spaceship, in other words, just one that’s permanently grounded. There’s something like it on Odin, actually, the military building known as Speartip – that’s their supreme military headquarters. The architecture would be different, of course, and it would be expensive . . . but once we finished it, it could take a fifty megaton strike without falling.”
 

“That is ambitious, Princess,” Morland said, thoughtfully. “I think it’s brilliant. If we were attacked, the attackers would ignore the civilian population to focus on the fortress. I like it. I expect a generous area from which to run the Home Guard, of course,” he said, not-so-subtly naming his price for his support. “But I like it.”
 

“Can we afford it?” asked Basil Gorram. “I mean, that’s a lot of collapsium!”
 

“Not as much as you might think – about the same as a three-thousand footer,” Valerie answered casually. “And no engines or Dillinghams to put in. Just twice as much armament. Including some modified Dragons.”
 

“Our Princess seems to have all the answers,” Karffard said, suspiciously. “Have you been studying military architecture in your spare time, Highness?”
 

“Wife, mother, schoolteacher, sovereign, and military engineer?” Valerie said, with a quick smile. “No, Duke, you’re absolutely correct. I can’t claim credit for the idea. Mr. Dawes is responsible for it. He made the suggestion, and when I expressed an interest he produced a remarkably complete set of plans for me. Including cost estimates. It turns out this will cost as much as building a new two-thousand foot ship . . . but I think the defensive advantage it gives us makes it well-worth the cost.”
 

“I’d actually appreciate seeing an investment in our defense that didn’t fly away,” admitted Duke Lothar. “And I think it would be also a tremendous advantage to have a strong, visible sign of Tanith’s strength constantly on the horizon. It would help keep our government bond prices up. Besides, it would be an ideal secure environment for the Bank of Tanith.”
 

“And the Royal Family,” Valerie confessed. “In case of all-out attack, it would be the most secure shelter on the planet.”
 

“Let’s build the monster,” the Warlord said, enthusiastically, pounding the table. “I think it’s a grand idea!”
 

“Getting the work crews for it will be the hardest thing,” Morland said, sourly. “We’re already creating labor shortages with all the reconstruction work from the attack, and the work at the Planetary Building and the spaceport, and . . .”
 

“We’ll get the crews,” Nikkolay dismissed. “It will keep the economy going, for one thing. Basil, will we have the spare capacity at the collapsium mill?”
 

Gorram shrugged. “Capacity? Sure. We’ve actually scaled back a little, since we haven’t begun any new projects since we completed those merchantmen. And the plant on the moon is almost idle. After we get the last shipment bound for Beowulf done, it will free. But you said this Dawes character came up with the idea? The man the Wizard sent?” he asked, skeptically.
 

“Yes, Baron Gorram. Mr. Dawes has proven himself an invaluable counselor over the past several months,” Valerie agreed, patiently.
 

“He still won’t submit to verdication, will he?” the shipbuilder asked. “I trust your judgment, Highness, but how can we know we can trust Dawes?”
 

“He hasn’t done anything to make us mistrust him – save for being mysterious,” Karffard admitted after clearing his throat. “And in certain trades, being mysterious is a good thing. The intelligence he’s brought us has been helpful. And he gave us the designs for the Dragon – you saw the visuals, Baron, you saw what it can do. This idea is a good one – doubtless we may have thought of it ourselves, but he brought it to our attention. I can’t see how it runs against our interests in the slightest. If you can, I’d love to hear your reasoning.”
 

“I’m just skeptical of people who show up out of nowhere and start handing out presents,” he said, crossing his arms. “Sure, he might be that dead kid’s long-lost uncle or whatever, but he’s had pretty complete access to some pretty sensitive areas. I’m just wondering if he’s a security risk, is all.”
 

“Your caution does you credit, Baron,” Valerie said carefully. “And I confess I don’t have anything but my own personal judgment to convince you. But if Mr. Dawes – or the Wizard – intends us any harm, I haven’t been able to detect it. And as we seem to be beset by enemies, I think we cannot look too closely at those who call themselves our friends. Mr. Dawes and his patron are mysterious, and their interests are unknown . . . but if they include protecting Tanith, for whatever reason, I’m going to welcome them.”
 

“I just think we need to be careful, is all,” grumbled Gorram. “No disrespect intended, Highness.”
 

“Understood. And I appreciate your candor, Baron. I’ll have copies of his proposed plans sent to each of your offices for inspection, but I would like work to begin on this at once. But that brings me to another piece of business, also brought to my attention by Mr. Dawes. I felt it worthy enough an idea to bring it to the Council.” She tagged another control on the clerical robot and the image of the building was replaced by a star chart of the Old Federation, the central core dominated by the Great Powers. Each territory was marked in a different color, and other symbols indicated their relation to each other, politically.
 

“Aton has established itself as our enemy,” she began. “Marduk is our friend. But we have made almost no attempt at cultivating relationships with the other Great Powers. If Tanith is to survive, then relying on Marduk alone for support amongst the Great Powers is unlikely to be sufficient.”
 

“Begging your pardon, Highness,” Valpry said, smoothly, “but we have made overtures to each of the civilized empires. Marduk, alone, was willing to extend us official recognition.”
 

“But you yourself pointed out that there are more varied relationships between states than just being recognized. Even if Odin, for instance, or Baldur refuse to officially recognize us, then that doesn’t mean that we cannot encourage friendly relations.”
 

“Just what are you proposing, Highness?” Nikkolay asked, cautiously.

 

“I would like to send a few ‘good will’ missions to the other Great Powers, specifically Odin, Baldur, Ishtar, and Osiris.”

 

“Why not Isis?” Rathmore asked, curious.

 

“Because they don’t like us to start with,” she said, ticking off the points on her fingers, “they’re morally opposed to Space Viking raids, they’re arrogantly convinced of their own superiority, and they see Space Vikings as the descendents of traitors to the Old Federation. Also, they have a lot of business interests with Aton, and that’s the most pressing point. Aton has been cultivating an alliance with Isis for decades, now. Trying to make friends with them would be futile.”
 

“Then why not extend an olive branch to their enemies, then?” proposed Morland. “Isis has plenty of frontier conflicts among its dependencies, doesn’t it?”
 

“Plenty,” agreed Valerie. “They have a love-hate relationship with Freya, where most of their ships are built. They have a half-dozen insurgencies and at least one full-blown civil war. But the Royal Family is solidly in power, and as vicious about keeping it as I was about getting ‘Lainey back. 
 

“So we skip Isis – but maybe we do make some overtures to their internal enemies. But I would like friendly visits to all of the civilized worlds. Not necessarily military ships – we don’t want to frighten them. We can use the merchant fleet, maybe. Ostensibly we’ll be establishing trading relationships and exchanging cultural items of interest. But the real goal of these missions will be to discover and contact – unofficially – those within the governments who might be influenced to look upon Tanith favorably.”
 

“That would also be a perfect cover to infiltrate a couple of spies,” Karffard said, nodding sagely. “Unofficial ambassadors, if you like. It would take someone with an intelligence background to be able to figure out who’s the power behind the various thrones.”
 

“It would be nice to develop more markets,” Rathmore agreed, hesitantly. “Trading with the Sword Worlds is getting more and more difficult. We’re mostly sending our merchandise through Morglay, now, thanks to Omfray and Konrad. Trade with Marduk has been great, but if we could get some good contacts with Baldur or Odin, we could really make some money.” As Minister of Trade Rathmore had an interest in such things – as a major stockholder in most of the commercial firms in Rivington, he’d also have a personal interest in seeing that kind of boom in trade. 
 

“Wouldn’t that seem pretty obvious, though?” Morland asked. “If I was going to expect a spy from another state to infiltrate my planet, that’s exactly how I’d expect someone to send one.”
 

“There are spies,” Karffard explained, reasonably, “and then there are spies. I’m not expecting these agents to perform assassinations or other covert work. I’m expecting them to observe, gather intelligence, and report back. And, if the occasion warrants, make contact with a foreign power through a back channel. Which means that you want that government to know who your spy is.”
 

“But . . . but isn’t the whole point of spying to keep the spy a secret?” Lothar Ffayle asked, confused.
 

“There’s secret,” Karffard said, in the same reasonable tone, “and then there is secret. Building a secret terror weapon that can tip the balance of power in a conflict is only useful, for instance, if the other side knows that you have it, what it can do to them, and that you’re willing to use it. So ‘secret’ is a relative thing. In this instance, our ‘secret’ spies have to be known, at least unofficially, by the governments they’re spying on. They, themselves, will be spied upon by counterintelligence agents. That’s an additional point of contact. The important thing is to have them in place, where they can act at a future critical time.”
 

“Like what kind of future critical time?” Ffayle asked. 
 

“If we knew the nature of the crisis they’d be needed for, we probably wouldn’t need to send them in the first place,” Karffard pointed out. “These are . . . pre-positioned potential assets. A kind of shadow diplomacy.”
 

“This really is how the civilized worlds do things,” Valerie assured the ministers. “On Marduk, during my time with the Royal Family, there were all sorts of . . . interesting people who came by to visit them, unofficially. ‘Back Door Ambassadors’, they were known as. King Mikhail, it was widely known, had a Freyan hairdresser who only came by the palace a few times a year. She was his unofficial conduit of information to and from the Freyan opposition. She couldn’t have any official standing, of course, since Freya is part of the Atonian sphere of influence, but that didn’t stop her from being the practical ambassador – representative,” she corrected.
 

“Precisely,” Valpry said, nodding enthusiastically. “Diplomacy makes so much out of official recognition in part because so much gets done unofficially, for extremely good reasons. And sometimes having an un-official representative can actually be more helpful than having an official one. If a particular ambassador has lunch with me at House Valpry, that’s an official visit and communication, no matter how casual the setting. If that same ambassador recommends a particular restaurant with a particular cabaret with a particular musician from his world, then usually that musician is a way to conduct diplomacy un-officially. And usually far more frankly.”
 

“All of this is far too confusing for me to follow,” complained Baron Gorram. “Is this the kind of thing you guys talk about all the time?”
 

“Essentially,” agreed Rathmore, with a sigh. “Don’t you think this is a lot more fun than building space ships?”
 

“No,” the Baron said, without hesitation. “Look, I skip most of these meetings because, let’s face it, I’m a ship builder, and I don’t usually have a whole lot to add to these ivory tower discussions. You want ships, I’ll build any kind of ship you want. As long as my people get paid and we’re working, and there aren’t any bombs falling, well, I’ve got a shipyard, and it’s a great one. 
 

“But I’ll tell you: there are a lot of people building ships right now. I hear it from my suppliers, back in the Sword Worlds, and I hear it from my agents on Marduk. Gadolinium is trading at three times what it did two years ago. Some parts I’ve had to get from the Gilgameshers – the Gilgameshers! I can fabricate quite a lot here, of course, but sometimes the part you need to make a part – well, I digress,” he said, realizing that he’d started to wander from his topic. “Anyway, everyone and their grandmother are building ships right now.”
 

“We’re aware of the increase in production, Baron,” nodded Valerie. Where was the man going with this? She’d only conversed with Gorram a few dozen times, and encountered him in social situations. He was Gram born, from a proud ship-building tradition. His father had supported King Angus, in no small part because of the work it brought to the Gorram Yards at Wardshaven, on Gram. 
 

But Valerie also knew that he was even more inordinately proud of the vast ship-building complex that he’d put together beyond the spaceport. The Gorram Yards of Tanith were easily twice the size of his late father’s on Gram, she’d been informed. Basil’s yard employed more than ten thousand people, directly, if you included all of the orbital crews, and many, many more depended on the trade from the Yards. In fact there was a bustling little residential suburb, Gorramton, twenty miles beyond the yards, part of the two-hundred square mile tract the Realm had granted Gorram as part of his industrial barony. 
 

She knew his story, of course, how he’d taken a crumbling ruin of a shipyard and brought it back to life with only three hundred men he’d done everything but kidnap to get to Tanith. How he’d slept at the Yard for six months while the legs and skeleton for the Corisande II, the first ship he’d built himself from scratch in the shipyard he’d built from scratch, and how he’d cried tears of joy the day it launched. He was a man who loved his trade and did it well. He was also vital to the fledgling economy of Tanith. 
 

That made him a very powerful man, whether he realized it or not. Gorram didn’t have a reputation for being ambitious – a little abrasive and arrogant, maybe, but that was often a benefit when you ran an industrial barony. If the tough steel workers and shipfitters didn’t respect you, it was hard to stay on schedule, she imagined. Valerie made the decision to listen to what Gorram had to say, very carefully. “Can I ask what point you were making, Baron?” she asked, mildly.
 

“Just this: those aren’t freighters everyone’s building, you can bet on that. They’re warships. And the only reason people build warships is to go to war.” He said it as if his point should be obvious, but it still escaped the Princess. 
 

“Baron, Tanith has enemies, as you well know. Our building ships to defend ourself against them is vital. You of all people should know that.”
 

“I do, Highness. We got enemies. Viktor and Spasso . . . and Aton, apparently, though why is beyond me. So we have to have ships. I understand that. I came out here to build Space Viking ships, and that’s what I’m doing. What I don’t understand is . . . what is everyone else’s excuse?”
 

“I’m . . . I’m afraid I don’t get your point, Baron,” Valerie admitted. 
 

“My point is that we’re building ships because we’re in danger. Marduk’s building ships because half of their fleet got shot up by the other half. But why is Baldur building ships? Or Odin? Or Freya? My Mardukan people say that it’s everywhere. My Sword World people say it’s everywhere. Hoth’s going full blast, so is my Dad’s yard at Wardshaven. And that’s one of seven on Gram, when it used to be one of three. Quernbiter’s got a shipyard now, and Curtana’s got two – Curtana!” he sneered. “Ten years ago they didn’t have one. Now you can’t hire an experienced shipfitter for love or money anywhere. I mean, I’m glad we’ve got plenty of work but . . . Highness, I’m not an idiot. That’s a lot of ships. A lot of guns and missiles. They’re going to be going somewhere. They’re going to be fighting someone. I don’t know who, but I figured someone aught to know. What’s going on?”
 

At last, Valerie understood. Gorram wasn’t attempting to exercise a power play or flex his economic muscle. The man wasn’t ambitious – he was scared. 
 

“I share your concern, Baron,” she said gently, with a sigh. “We haven’t discussed it publicly, because we’ve been preoccupied by matters of defense. For one thing, we didn’t want to alarm anyone unnecessarily about vague threats in the future.”
 

“I get that,” he agreed. “But I’m on the inside, aren’t I? I’m not exactly ‘public’. I need to know what’s happening, because the scenarios I see in my head from all of this activity are keeping me up at night!”
 

“I understand, now, Baron,” Valerie nodded. “And the fact is, we don’t have many clear answers. But we do understand a few things, and that might put your knowledge into perspective. Lieutenant, could you call for Mr. Dawes, please?”
 

“Dawes?” Gorram asked, sourly. “The Wizard’s guy?”
 

“He’s incredibly well-informed about the political situation in the galaxy,” Harkaman said, encouragingly. “Whether or not we can truly trust him, he’s a wealth of knowledge about just this sort of thing, especially how it pertains to the Old Federation planets. And he’s extremely well-read on ancient Terran history, too,” he added, approvingly. Harkaman was a well-known student of ancient history, and often used historical examples as analogs for current events. 
 

“Fine,” Gorram sighed. “I guess if you guys are listening to him, I should too. That doesn’t mean I trust him,” he added, guardedly.
 

In a moment the placid-looking Mr. Dawes arrived, dressed in his customary brown and tan outfit, looking more like a third mate on a commercial merchantman than an emissary from a mysterious underworld figure. He bowed politely to the princess and the assembled nobility, then stood at ease and waited. 
 

“Is there something I can do for the Realm today, Highness?”
 

“Baron Gorram, who is not often in our counsels, has noted that there is a strong increase in ship construction throughout the galaxy, at the moment, and he’s concerned about the future. I’ve tried to reassure him that the situation is something that we’re aware of, but he was still skeptical. Despite his distrust of you and your master, I’d like for you to explain to him why we don’t need to concern ourselves overmuch with this development,” she said, taking a seat and awaiting the Wizard’s minion’s explanation.
 

To her surprise, Dawes looked very sympathetically at Baron Gorram. “So what’s your specific concern, Excellency?”
 

“Everybody’s building ships, and I’m concerned that if there are a lot of warships around, someone is going to use them. I know we got our own problems, out here in the frontier, but . . . well, back on Gram there was a saying: ‘when a titanothere and a razorclaw get into a fight, no matter which one wins your lawn is going to be ruined’. I’m worried that we’re the lawn,” he said, plainly.
 

“My lord, you have every right to be worried,” Dawes nodded. “The fact is both the Sword Worlds and the Great Powers of the Old Federation are arming. Partially in response to the need to protect and defend their trade empires from each other and common banditry, and partially because when everyone else in your neighborhood is armed, only a fool doesn’t arm himself. There are fools aplenty in the Old Federation, but they rarely end up leading Great Powers.
 

“The Wizard is well aware of this,” Dawes stated, gravely. “Indeed, it’s one reason why I was dispatched here as his emissary. As we’ve established, Tanith is integral to any plan of invasion from the Sword Worlds – which seems unavoidable, at this point. Oh, it will be five or six years before any serious invasion is ready, but forces in the Sword Worlds are definitely pushing in that direction. As far as the Old Federation build-up, that’s been ongoing for the last 40 years, in places. Only Marduk, Ishtar, and Osiris haven’t increased their forces above their historical levels, but they’re all building ships now.”
 

“So there will be war,” Gorram said, hoarsely. “A really big war.”
 

“That’s correct,” Dawes said, nodding. “Not only a really big war, but a really messy war. The Old Federation worlds are strongly divided. The Sword Worlds and the Space Vikings are becoming more united. And it is the Wizard’s theory,” he continued, intently, “that the entire matter has been orchestrated.”
 

“By whom?” Harkaman asked. “Who would possibly want war on that scale? If the Sword Worlds invaded the Old Federation in earnest, it would make the last two hundred years of Space Viking raids look like a boisterous child’s birthday party!”
 

“It would be interstellar war on a grand scale,” agreed Dawes. “Violence of a scope not seen since the System States war. This, my lords, is what the Wizard fears. And thanks to his work, the architects of this travesty are mostly known. But that doesn’t mean the Wizard could stop this. Nor does he believe that it will be an entirely negative thing.”
 

“For shipyards, sure,” Gorram grumbled. “I’m making money hand-over-fist. So are the munitions companies. And the steel mills. But for everyone else . . .”
 

“You asked ‘whom’,” Dawes said, after composing his thoughts. “That’s an important question, but the bigger question is ‘why’. I fear I reveal too much about the Wizard’s motivations, so pardon me for being vague, but the answer to that question is both simple and complex. The simple answer is easy to relate: this war is being planned because in its aftermath there will be but one dominant military power remaining, and that power intends to establish a galaxy-wide empire. Or at least attempt to.”
 

There was silence in the room for several moments as everyone struggled to appreciate the statement. Dawes continued, slowly and with confidence, “That’s the end-game for either side. Or any side. Devastate the opponent, and then move in to control of whatever is left in the aftermath. If there’s anything left. With no opposition remaining, it makes it much easier to establish an empire. And Tanith, and about two hundred other Terro-human inhabited worlds, are right in the middle of it. We are, as you say Your Excellency, the lawn about to get ruined.”
 

“You say ‘we’,” observed Karffard. “I’m assuming that means that the Wizard is based somewhere within that zone.”
 

“The ways of the Wizard are mysterious and unknowable . . . by design,” Dawes said with a chuckle. “But yes, the bulk of his interests lie within the Old Federation. If interstellar war comes here, then the Wizard will be involved. Because everyone else will be involved, too.”
 

“So, now that you’ve made it so I won’t be able to sleep at night for the rest of my life,” Gorram continued, discouraged, “why is this Wizard so concerned with us? If this thing is inevitable – and I’m not disagreeing, you just can’t build that many ships without using them – then isn’t it futile to try to protect one tiny little world from it? Wouldn’t it be a better use of resources to try to stop the war before it begins?”
 

“It’s not so much a matter of stopping it, as choosing the winner,” Dawes said. “And that is very much up in the air at the moment. It will be half a decade before the first serious attacks will begin, more than likely, but the Wizard already knows who is most likely to win the conflict. So consider the Wizard’s interest in Tanith as part of a multi-world effort to determine the outcome. I can assure you,” he continued, “that the Wizard’s plans, at present, include doing everything possible to uphold and protect the current regime on Tanith. Hence the Dragons, for example, and the intelligence assistance we’ve provided you. That would follow even if you dragged me from this room and put a bullet in my head.”
 

“But why?” Gorram repeated.
 

“Because if the Sword Worlds get unimpeded access to the Tanith base, then the likelihood of a Sword World-run empire goes up . . . significantly.”
 

“Would that be such a bad thing?” asked Valpry, the most pro-Sword World politically among them. “The Sword Worlds have enjoyed a high state of civilization for over five centuries, now. We’re a sophisticated and advanced culture, with very clear ideas about humanitarianism. Why would a Sword World empire automatically be an undesirable outcome?” he finished, defensively.
 

“It might not be,” conceded Dawes. “It all depends upon who is running it – and who their advisors are. But after examining the political patterns implicit in Sword World style neo-feudalism, it’s my conclusion – and this is my work, not the Wizard’s – that the result of such an empire would be a strong, centralized rule that would quickly – say, in a couple of centuries – be torn apart by just the kind of dynastic in-fighting you’re seeing in the Sword Worlds now. A Sword World Empire would be glorious . . . for about two centuries. After that the Sword Worlders would acculturate themselves to their conquered, lose prestige and eventually power, and one by one they would be overthrown or lapse into decadent decivilization. Then the galaxy enjoys another round of interstellar war and decivilization, and we regress back into the dark age we’re just now emerging from.”
 

“Like the Manchus in Ancient China,” Harkaman observed. “They rode out of central Asia in hordes and conquered the mightiest civilization of their time, but in just a few centuries they were a protected elite, nearly held hostage by their own retainers. It took Europe about two days to carve up the Manchurian Empire.”
 

“So are things any better if the civilized worlds repel the Sword Worlds?” asked Valerie, hopefully.
 

“That depends entirely upon which of the Old Federation powers comes out on top. Right now that honor is divided between Odin and Aton, but it’s possible for any of the Great Powers to steal the day. If Odin was able to defeat the Sword World invasion and maintain military supremacy, then the Wizard isn’t too worried about the empire it will command. If Aton is the victor . . . well, it’s a well-established policy in the Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party to re-establish the Old Federation with Aton as the capital – and ruler. And in that case, the resulting Empire – whether you call it a ‘federation’ or not, it’s still an empire – would likely last a little more than a Space Viking empire, but the descent into chaos and decivilization would happen much quicker, last longer, and have a more devastating effect. Baldur has an outside-chance of being the victor, if Odin and Aton are devastated in the war.”
 

“What about Marduk? What happens if Marduk is the one left standing at the end of the fight?”
 

“That is an unlikely scenario, Highness,” Dawes said, diplomatically. “Not to disparage your homeworld, but Marduk has been the Sick Man of the Old Federation for four generations. If it wasn’t for Tanith’s strength and Prince Lucas’ decisive action at the Battle of Marduk, then the planet and all of its dependencies would be part of Aton’s commercial empire right now. Even if Tanith and Marduk combined military forces, and took on as many Space Vikings as would enlist, then the resulting navy would still be dwarfed by Odin or Aton. And if Aton and Isis formally ally, as my master fears, then Marduk’s strength becomes far less noteworthy. No, Highness,” he summarized, “it would take a remarkable chain of events to put Marduk at the center of the future Empire.”
 

“You talk as if the establishment of this Empire is a good thing,” Nikkolay Trask said. “From what I’ve seen, trying to rule planets from afar is just pointless. Or extremely hard to do well. How is an Empire going to do us any good?”
 

“That depends upon what ideals the Empire is founded,” countered Harkaman. “If it’s Sword World vainglory, then yes, the Empire might not be a good thing for everyone. If it’s Atonian ambition and social control, then that’s not a good thing, either.”
 

“What would Odin’s ideals be?” asked Morland. “I’m not being facetious; I just don’t know much about Odin.”
 

“Odin has traditionally ruled its commercial empire with a ‘hands-off’ policy,” explained Valerie, who was very familiar with the Odin government and culture. Frequent rivals, perpetual opponents, and occasional enemies, Marduk and Odin were two of the oldest and most successful colonies of Terra, and had a lot in common. 
 

Both were large planets settled very early on in the Federation period, and both were even better-suited for human habitation than post-Atomic Terra had been. Both Royal Houses were descended from ancient monarchies on Terra, Marduk’s from the Anzac Line of the British Royal House; Odin’s Royal Family was directly descended from the ancient Japanese Emperors on Earth, among others. The two had even intermarried at various points across history. Part of the reason why Odin and Marduk treated each other so collegially even when they were enemies was their similar approach in administering their empires. “Local affairs are allowed to be dealt with locally – Odin only directly controls five or six other worlds. The rest are left alone, as long as they pay tribute and obey Odin’s laws.”
 

“Regulation, that’s the key to the future empire,” Dawes agreed. “If Odin wins – or even Baldur – then one could expect a relatively hands-off approach to governance. Mostly regulating matters of interstellar trade. That would lead to greater trade and increased civilization.
 

“But if Aton wins, their ideals include a broad egalitarianism, a socialist-utopianism that places the individual as the least important aspect of society, a prohibition on individuals gaining power or authority outside of the Party, and direct and complete control of their dependencies. Not to mention some truly wild ideals about social responsibility. 
 

“Consider an Atonian New Federation, for a moment: on Tanith, that would mean no private ownership of anything, state control of all resources, and state regulation of everything from defense policy to the kind of toothpaste your children use. And no private ownership of weapons. The citizen, on Aton, is utterly dependent upon the state for defense.”
 

“That does sound ghastly,” Nikkolay agreed, grimly. “So the Wizard thinks this can be prevented by protecting Tanith?”
 

“More that a strategy that includes protecting Tanith is more likely to influence the course of events during and after the war,” he corrected. “And that denying Tanith as a base to the Sword Worlds is a major part of that strategy.”
 

“Well, the Dragons you brought us, those went a long way towards protection,” agreed Harkaman. “The first prototypes are being installed on the Lamia, now. And the Corisande is scheduled, next. I can’t wait to see them in action.”
 

“Beyond the Dragons, and the design for the tower,” Dawes said, thoughtfully, “there is one other gift to Tanith that the Wizard thinks might help.” He took a microbook from his belt and put it into Alvyn Karffard’s clerical robot. In moments, schematics began to float across the screen. “Tanith has a problem: while you have a robust fleet, much of it is required here, to defend your Realm and guard the high-orbital approaches.
 

“Now, I’ve been studying the orbital minefields the Beowulfers use to discourage unfriendly Space Vikings – it’s a crude but effective idea, and reduces the number of ships needed to adequately cover the world. In fact, a lot of civilized worlds use a similar system to cover difficult-to-defend orbital vectors. But I’ve re-designed them. 
 

“Instead of being mere proximity mines, exploding when a ship gets too close, by augmenting the system just a little with some classy robotics engineering and independent Abbot lift-and-drives, you can throw a far more complete net over the world. An unfriendly ship not only has to navigate the atomics in the minefield, but the orbits of the mines themselves will be constantly changing according to an algorithm controlled by the Lamia, or from a command center on the ground. A ship comes in, and suddenly as many as five or six mines that don’t recognize the transponder signal start chasing the ship until it’s eliminated. And the others can be re-tasked almost instantly to converge on the foe, long before he enters the atmosphere.”
 

“That’s impressive,” nodded Harkaman. “How many mines would it take to guard all of our approach vectors?”
 

“Fifty or sixty for each hemisphere,” Dawes admitted. “That leaves you just the equatorial region left to actively patrol. I designed the system with thirty-megaton bombs in mind, but you could go higher if you want more punch. And they aren’t cheap. But the circuitry is fairly simple, and the programming, while sophisticated, isn’t beyond your capabilities. And the whole thing would cost you about half of what a new thousand-foot warship would cost, although you’ll have to invest in a few mine-tenders for maintenance and repair. My lords and my Princess,” he said, as the proposed network appeared on the screen, covering most of the world with a dancing grid of sparks, “I give you the Atomic Veil of Tanith.”
 

“This is doable,” nodded Harkaman. “We can get the atomics from Beowulf, and leverage the cost with the exchange in technology to upgrade their own minefields!”
 

“I like it,” agreed Morland. “Anything to keep my troops running all over the place looking for Spasso again.”
 

“It is some classy engineering,” admitted Baron Gorram, after he had studied the schematics carefully. “And it leaves a zone a few hundred miles wide around the equator for construction and repairs.”
 

“Most importantly,” added Valerie, “it would reduce the number of ships we’d need to keep on hand for defense. Which would allow us to conduct a far more robust military policy. Really take the battle to our enemies.”
 

“Like a neobarb town’s city walls,” agreed Harkaman. “Short range defense, but it gives you the security to conduct an aggressive foreign policy with your fleet. Let’s build this one, too!”
 

“You’ve given us much to discuss and think about, Mr. Dawes. You have the gratitude of the Realm,” Valerie said, when it was clear there were no more questions. She had intended it as a gentle dismissal, but Dawes continued.
 

“Highness, if the Realm is indeed that grateful, then I beg a favor: I’ve been here over six months now, and my mission to return poor Sam Gatworth’s body to his kin is still pending. I’ve done what I can to shore up your defenses and let you know what is going on in the greater galaxy, and hopefully proven myself a friend. But I’ve about exhausted my resources in that regard. It’s time I returned to my master and briefed him on the affairs of your world, with your permission.”
 

That took them all by surprise. Dawes had been a constantly-helpful and nearly always reasonable voice in these councils, and despite Gorram’s misgivings he was trusted by most of them. But Valerie had no compelling reason to keep him here.
 

“Very well, Mr. Dawes. I give you leave to depart, with Gatworth’s body. It is my earnest hope you will return to Tanith after consulting with the Wizard and advise us further, if that is possible.”
 

“That would please me very much, Highness,” Dawes agreed. “You’ve shown me great hospitality, and I have a genuine affection for the people of Tanith.”
 

“Shall I arrange for a pinnace to relay you home?” Harkaman asked. It was an innocuous enough question, but the intent was clear: the Warlord was challenging the Wizard’s man to reveal his master’s location, in a friendly sort of way. If a Tanith ship took Dawes home, he could be tracked.
 

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, smiling faintly. “I’ve already arranged transport on the next Gilgamesh freighter scheduled to land here. It will take me two or three – or six – transfers, but I should be able to make it home in good time. But thank you for your kind offer,” he added, a twinkle in his eye that meant he knew exactly why the offer was extended.
 

“Then we wish you well, Mr. Dawes. Give our regards to the Wizard, and our thanks. And if you happen to run across a handsome Space Viking Prince out there, somewhere, would you mind sending him home?”
 




 



 



 
 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Sixteen:
 

Uneasy Allies
 



 
 

 His Grace, Otto, Duke Harkaman, Minister of War and the Warlord of the Realm, heaved a titanic yawn and scratched his beard, inadvertently causing him to look up and see the setting of the sun – Ertado’s Star – over the distant hills to the west. 
 

He was shocked – he’d come into his office to clear up a few items of paperwork just after lunch, and it was already nearly eight o’clock. With a start he remembered a very important engagement that was decidedly not on his calendar, and he closed the clerical robot with a snap and pushed away the mountainous pile of actual paper that covered his desk. It was amazing how much bureaucracy was involved at running a military operation – even after his small but efficient cadre of administrators had screened out the elements that were not absolutely essential for him to see or make policy on. But there was nothing there that couldn’t wait another day.
 

 Of course, his attitude towards such things contributed heavily to the size of the pile. He hadn’t actually been in his office for weeks, as he had helped oversee the clean-up from Spasso’s invasion and then to strengthening the defenses of the planet against a potential surprise attack from Aton – or Gram, or Xochitl, or whichever other enemies might decide to attack. 
 

 But it was time to tend to his own maintenance-and-repair. He wasn’t a young man, anymore, and his bones and joints were telling him that his claims to middle-age were growing weak. But he still felt vital enough, as he stretched his old muscles and stood. There were some things that could still arouse his energy.
 

 He was about to call his guard and summon an aircar when his door opened and three men walked in. Anyone else would have instantly aroused his ire for disturbing him, but Dukes Valpry and Rathmore, and Baron Gorram were Peers, in fact if not name. Harkaman sat back down, after giving them a perfunctory bow.
 

 “What can I do for you gentlemen, today?” he asked.
 

 “We hope you don’t mind, Otto,” Rathmore said, taking a seat in one of the exquisite red-leather chairs in front of Harkaman’s desk. “We were hoping to catch you before you left. We,” he said, using his eyes to include Gorram and Valpry, who remained standing, “wanted to discuss something with you. Something about the security of the Realm.”
 

 “If this concerns your ministries—“ Otto began. He was the last person they needed to talk to about budget matters, for instance.
 

 “No, this is from us as Peers of the Realm, not Ministers of the Realm,” Valpry assured him. “We are . . . anxious, Otto. It’s been six months since Lucas was captured. Four since we declared war on one of the biggest civilized powers in the Old Federation. We’ve fought off attacks on our planet. Now we’re told that there’s a major interstellar war on the horizon.”
 

 “Of all of this, I am aware,” sighed Otto. “And I share your anxiety. However, in my opinion, we’ve managed to do pretty well for ourselves, all things considered.”
 

 “We’ve gotten lucky,” Gorram said, hesitantly. “Don’t get me wrong, Otto, your men fight like swamptigers – they put Spasso’s thugs to rights. And apart from losing the Flavia, and almost losing the Nemesis, we’ve managed to skirt disaster in space. But . . . we’re concerned.”
 

 “Obviously,” Harkaman said, dryly. “I understand that. But what I don’t understand is what, precisely, has concerned you so much as to bring you here, when we saw each other earlier today in council.”
 

 “It’s the Princess,” Hugh Rathmore finally admitted. “Look, she’s a sweet girl, pretty, and smart, too. I rolled my eyes when she spent a million stellars to rescue a thousand whores, but that turned out for the better. I was impressed at how she handled the Merthan affair, and dealt with the aftermath of Spasso’s raid. She really rallied the troops – that was good work.
 

 “But I can’t help but think that we’ve been far too entangled in the affairs of the Great Powers,” the politician continued. “First the whole Mardukan Affair – and that was before her time, I understand. But since then . . . well, we’re at war with Aton, for Ghu’s sake! What the hell do we have to do with Aton?”
 

 Harkaman blinked. “And you’re blaming Valerie for that?”
 

 “No, no, I’m not blaming anyone but Aton,” Rathmore assured. “But . . . declaring war? I miss Lucas as much as anyone – and God knows I want him back. Right now more than ever. But he’s been gone for six months, and if they haven’t executed him yet, it won’t be too much longer. Even if they don’t, damn it, Otto, I’m just not sure that the girl has what it takes to get us through this!”
 

 “She’s very sweet, and surprisingly tough,” Valpry admitted. “She has the diplomatic corps wrapped around her little finger, thank goodness. She’s certainly strengthened our position vis-à-vis Marduk. But . . . she’s a foreigner, Otto. We’re Sword World bred. There’s some resentment building up,” he said, ominously. Of course, Valpry’s flamboyance amplified his feelings to the point of drama, but Harkaman took it to heart.
 

 “I like her, don’t get me wrong,” Gorram said, taking up the argument. “And she hasn’t screwed anything up . . . yet. But I know I’d feel more secure if Lucas – or someone – was around to . . . mitigate her. She’s a lovely girl, and beautiful as a summer’s day, but . . .”
 

 Harkaman cleared his throat. “That ‘lovely girl’, gentlemen, is your sworn sovereign,” he reminded the nobles. “I tell you that to remind you of your duty, first and foremost.”
 

 “Hey, we’re not talking sedition or rebellion here,” Rathmore said, his voice getting louder. “We’re the Peerage, damn it! Our duty is to the security and prosperity of the Realm, first and foremost! We’re bringing our concerns to you, Otto, not training armies in private!”
 

 “Understood,” Harkaman said. “But it needed to be said. I was there and witnessed each of you take a knee and swear – on your honor – to support the Realm and its sovereigns, with your lives, your fortunes, and your whole hearts, without reservation. She’s not Angus I.”
 

 “And we aim to make damn sure it stays that way, is all,” Gorram said, flatly. “That’s why we’re here. We’re concerned. We’re anxious. We’re looking to the leading noble of the Realm for guidance and reassurance. So get with the guiding and reassuring!”
 

 Harkaman sighed expressively. “So let’s take a look at ‘this lovely girl’. We may have acquired her by marriage, but she has proven time and time again that she is a wise and capable monarch. I’ll confess that I had misgivings myself, at first, and only the fact that Lucas was around made me feel better. To be frank, I was worried that her ‘civilized’ upbringing and unfamiliarity with the Sword Worlds would handicap her – this isn’t a Mardukan suburb. This is a frontier world. And then she got pregnant, and had the stress of being a new mother. But Lucas was around. And then he left. And Spasso attacked, that first time. 
 

 “I honestly expected her to retreat to her palace and sob hysterically, after Princes Elaine was kidnapped. But the first time she had to make a life-or-death decision, what did she do? Instead of fleeing to safety, she turned that damn combat car around, grabbed a gun, and slapped a combat helmet on her head! She charged back into the battle, and in doing so she prevented herself from being captured. Not only that, she had the troops moving within the hour – decisively, resolutely.
 

 “You weren’t there on Mertha when we moved in, but she ordered the destruction of that neobarb fortress like she was swatting a fly – because she learned that it was a ruse to lure the fleet away, and she didn’t want to spare a moment from rushing to the planet’s defense. Then she tirelessly worked to repair the aftermath, maintain our relations with our allies, and all under the threat of assassination and attack by Spasso. 
 

 “And then, when her husband was captured, did she go to the Atonians on her hands and knees, willing to make any concession? Did she even attempt to negotiate? No, gentlemen, this ‘lovely girl’ stood in front of her people and rallied them to war. Not just rallied them, but compelled them – and laid out a plan of attack that was both effective – I hope – and within the capabilities of the Realm. She didn’t whine, she didn’t cry, she didn’t concede a damn thing – she fought. Intelligently, wisely, this ‘lovely girl’ stood there with collapsium in her spine and spat in the face of the most powerful political power she’s ever known.
 

 “So before you go deciding that maybe you don’t think she’s up to the task, my noble lords,” he said, finishing on a sardonic note, “keep in mind that this ‘lovely girl’ has been put to the test again and again, and she has demonstrated her ability to lead and her willingness to accept counsel. Now I can name a dozen monarchs and heads-of-state off the top of my head who didn’t posses either one of those characteristics, and their realms suffered accordingly. So tell me, gentlemen: how is the Realm suffering? Rathmore, how’s the stock market?”
 

 “Booming,” he conceded. “It started to decline a little after the war declaration on Aton, but since then . . . well, people are optimistic. The trading companies associated with the merchant fleet are particularly bullish.”
 

 “And Valpry? Apart from the planets we’re at war with, how are our diplomatic relationships?”
 

 “We still have strong alliances with Amateratsu, Beowulf, and Marduk,” he agreed. “About half of the Sword Worlds still like us. And the Gilgameshers.”
 

 “Yes, because Prince Lucas – and Princess Valerie – made a concerted effort to go against the usual disdain for the traders and grant them diplomatic recognition, like any other civilized world. Tell me, has that policy been an advantage to the Realm, in your professional opinion?”
 

 Valpry rolled his eyes expressively. “You know it has, Otto.”
 

 “You’re damn right it has! And Basil: you’re constructing more ships than your father ever dreamed of, and better ships, too. You have twice as many men working for you, and I know what your stock prices are like. Do you have any real complaints?”
 

 “Well, I was worried that things would slow down after those new Gram ships were captured,” he conceded, “and I hate to keep people idle. But with this new construction project on the tower, plus building tenders for the mine field, I’ll be able to keep them busy until we get more orders. And yes, our stock price is up,” he said, grudgingly. “According to Ffayle, Gorram Yards is the single most valuable company on Tanith.”
 

 “Which makes you a very rich man doing what you love to do,” Harkaman reproved. “So, all three of you, despite your anxieties, can’t point to any particular issue with Her Highnesses’ rule. Just wanted to make that clear.
 

“Now, I miss Lucas as much as any of you, but until the time that he’s recaptured, your sworn liege is Princess Valerie. Who, I might add, has the full and complete support of the combined Armed Forces of Tanith, namely me. Your concerns are well-noted, gentlemen, but I’m telling you that they’re misplaced. We’ve got a better monarch than we probably deserve, and while we might all die in battle because of her, I’d say the chances of any of us dying peacefully in bed at the end of a long and eventful life are pretty scarce under any circumstances. So quit your bitching about problems we don’t have and do your damn jobs, and she’ll do hers. Is that understood?” he added, sternly.
 

 “Yes, Otto,” Valpry sighed.
 

 “Fine, if you’re still sold on her, I am,” grumbled Gorram.
 

 “I still prefer Lucas,” Rathmore said, grudgingly, “but you do make some compelling points, Your Grace.”
 

 “Fine. Now, if you will all excuse me, I’m late for an important meeting in the Government Section,” he sighed. “Go home, have a cocktail, see your wives, and try to relax.”
 

 He walked the men to the contragrav lift, where he left them in better spirits, if not entirely convinced. Harkaman waited for the next lift with his guards discretely behind him, thinking furiously about the conversation. It had unsettled him, to a certain extent, in part because it had been a long time in coming, and in part because the issue had taken so long to arise.
 

 The bulk of the civilized population of Tanith was either directly imported from the Sword Worlds – mostly Gram – or had grown up on one of the other Space Viking colonies. A small but significant percentage was made up by expatriate Mardukans from the Old Federation. The two cultures, while similar in many ways, were miles apart in others. Having a bunch of seasoned nobility bossed around by a Sword Worlder was one thing – but on the Sword Worlds, the female nobility were consorts, there to make babies and raise heirs. They rarely took power themselves – with notable exceptions. 
 

 In the Old Federation, and on Marduk in particular, there was a much more egalitarian approach to leadership. Women could and did rise to positions of power and authority without challenging the social basis of authority. Isis, in fact, had enjoyed a female-run dynasty for over three centuries, he knew, and Aton’s ruthlessly egalitarian society made almost no distinction between the genders. But put a nice civilized girl like Valerie in charge of a bunch of testosterone-poisoned old Sword Worlders, and there were bound to be problems.
 

 Harkaman felt fortunate that it had taken this long for even a grudging ‘loyal opposition’ to form. He noted that Nikkolay Trask and Paytrik Morland hadn’t been among the cabal, nor had Lothar Ffayle or Alvyn Karffard – presumably the Home Minister, the Finance Minister and the Minister of Everything Else didn’t feel Valerie’s rule was headed in the wrong direction. 
 

 But perhaps he should make some discrete inquiries amongst the other members of the Great Council to determine which way the wind was blowing. He’d managed to stomp out a potential brushfire today, he knew, but it only took one or two powerful nobles with a grudge to mess up the politics of an entire planet. 
 

 To that end, he hurried to his next meeting. The lift took him up five floors and over half of the length of the Planetary Building before depositing him and his guards in the Royal Section.
 

 The place was deserted, for the most part, except for the armed RAT guards who were constantly on duty. Harkaman knew that the Golden Hand swept the security of the floor daily, after the assassination attempts, but since Lucas had been captured, almost all of the official functions of the Realm had been held elsewhere. Indeed, there were still signs of the dramatic shoot-out almost six months before, in which Spasso’s minions had successfully kidnapped Princess Elaine and had almost kidnapped Princess Valerie – were still being repaired. 
 

 That was, ostensibly, why he was here: to determine how much further the security of the section could be strengthened before it was brought back into full use. He’d been checking on the work for weeks, now, and it was almost complete. He left his guards at the secure checkpoint with the Royal Army troopers stationed there, and went within the Royal Apartment.
 

 She was waiting there in the living room area, already, a drink in her hand and another poured for him. She wore a long white diaphanous gown that concealed her form only technically. 
 

 “You’re late,” she said, bluntly.
 

 “I had unexpected visitors,” Otto sighed, as he sat at the little table and gratefully accepted the drink. “Visitors with rank too high for me to reschedule. Visitors who are feeling a little . . . iffy about Her Highness.”
 

 “Hmmm,” his mistress said, her eyes narrowing. “Is that so? And what did the Warlord have to say to that, I wonder?” she asked, her voice a purr – with an edge.
 

 “I reminded them of their duty,” Harkaman said. “And I reminded them that we could do a lot worse.”
 

 “I can’t argue with that reasoning,” she said, tossing back half of her drink. “But what caused such a revolt?”
 

 “ ‘Revolt’ is putting too fine a point on it,” Otto disagreed, as he kicked off his boots and stretched his toes among the plush carpet of the room. “It was just a small, unofficial conference between the leading nobles about the state of the Realm. Not even seditious—”
 

 “I’m not so certain that Mardukan society would agree,” she countered. “There have been plenty of times when that sort of thing would have been considered treason, or at least in very bad taste.”
 

 “In the Sword Worlds, that’s the job of the upper nobility,” Harkaman reminded, sipping his drink. “If the planet looks like it’s going in the wrong direction, the great nobles are the ones who act. Of course, they can’t really do anything without the support of their bannermen and vassals. But if things get too bad, they have the power to change their monarch.”
 

 “But not the authority?” his companion asked, curious.
 

 “Officially? No,” Harkaman admitted. “Officially, they’re bound to the planetary monarch. But when things go wrong, like they did with Angus, then if the great houses of a world depose the sitting monarch, that’s considered a legitimate use of power. Hell, that’s the way that the Devineys became the ruling dynasty of Morglay: they were just the Dukes of Devineyland for a century, until they came to power after the old royal house was overthrown because of poor management. Can’t say the Devineys have done much better,” he added. “Morglay has always been a mess.”
 

 “Wouldn’t having a constitutional monarchy be a better idea?” his mistress asked, as she refreshed their drinks. “No room for dynastic issues, if succession was clearly spelled out.”
 

 “You’re thinking like a Mardukan,” Harkaman dismissed. “Until recently, the Mardukan monarchy didn’t rule as much as reign. On Marduk, the power was in the hands of the Navy and the Government, not the nobility or the monarchy. The nobility was there as hereditary wealth, a pool of talent for high-level jobs, and as a civic acknowledgement of good works. They weren’t there to wield power. Pre-Makann, of course, Prince Regent Simon is a different story. 
 

“But on the Sword Worlds, the power is in the hands of the great nobles, and a monarch’s power is greatly dependent upon his relations with those nobles. So, if our sovereigns really did go crazy and we overthrew them – theoretically, of course – then the whole issue of succession wouldn’t be the most pressing thing. The issue of who held actual power would be.”
 

 “And that’s the noble house with the most men and guns?”
 

 “And tanks, combat cars, or ships,” agreed Harkaman. “Or the one best able to deploy them to effect. Everyone is armed. The small landholders, the yeomen, the petty nobility and knights and barons, they all attend mandatory militia training, and those who excel usually end up taking service in the lord’s guard. When the need arises – and it had better be a pretty potent need, to call out the troops and take them away from their jobs – then they go into service under their lord’s banner, and under his lord’s. Unless he’s rebelling against his lord, in which case the local baron has to make an uncomfortable choice. Which keeps the number of messy rebellions low. In theory.”
 

 “On Marduk,” his mistress said, as she reseated herself alluringly in front of him and handed him a second cocktail, “the nobility are prohibited from forming private armies. The government maintains a monopoly on violence, not the nobility. To be honest, most of them couldn’t form a cocktail party without professional help.”
 

 “And in the Sword Worlds that’s the only kind of armies there are. This idea of a standing planetary army is novel, to us. A Sword World king who tried to build one would be shut down quickly by his great nobles, and they damned sure wouldn’t consent to pay for it. But here, it’s necessary, considering that most of us ‘great nobles’ have lands that we’ve never spent the night in, yet. Much less a trained militia to draw troops from. I’m a Duke with no vassals,” he said, shrugging in mock sadness.
 

 “Oh, you poor thing,” she said, with mock sympathy. “Do you think these . . . visitors of yours would ever go further?”
 

 “They’re just anxious and blowing off steam,” Harkaman dismissed. “Good, loyal men, all of them. They’re just concerned.”
 

 “I’ll take you at your word, Duke,” his mistress said, after a pause. “I began this . . . thing we have because of the strong, decisive judgment you demonstrate. It’s quite attractive,” she said, setting down her drink and leaning forward.
 

 “I thought you did it because you were bored and lonely,” he countered with a knowing smile. “Surely that’s the only reason a woman such as you would ever dally with an old wreck like me?”
 

 “The only reason?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Oh, not at all. I’m sure you’re just dripping with admirers.”
 

 “A military man finds such entanglements . . . distracting,” he breathed as she came closer. “I prefer to keep my affairs more clandestine.”
 

 “Lucky for me,” the woman said with a smile. “What would people say? A scandal in the royal court?”
 

 “Tanith’s a frontier world,” he reminded her as she crawled on top of his great frame. “There’s not much in the way of social propriety to offend.”
 

 “Still,” she countered, “a scandal involving the highest reaches of the Realm . . .”
 

 “Which is why we keep meeting this way,” he murmured as he kissed her. “And all of the other odd places we’ve met. “
 

 “I’m half expecting you to start resorting to disguises,” she giggled, girlishly. “I imagine you with a dashing eye patch . . .” she said, kissing his eye. The big man sighed and relaxed into the couch and into her embrace. 
 

 “For you, I’d wear one,” he chuckled. “What ever possessed me to get involved in something like this? With someone like you?”
 

 “I thought you were bored and lonely,” she quipped. “Honestly, Otto, the sneaking around, the avoiding suspicion at all costs . . . it adds something to what is already an exciting affair. Thank you for that. It helps with all the pressure. And work is always a lot of pressure.”
 

 “I couldn’t agree more,” he sighed again. “I’m a solitary man by nature. It’s been a long time since I found someone worth . . .”
 

 “All right, enough sentimental romantic garbage, mister!” she said, abruptly. “I’m yours, already! You can stop impressing me with how much you adore me! I’ve been looking forward to this all damn day! So out of that uniform, mister, and march into that bedroom!” she commanded, pointing.
 

 He laughed and quickly stood, sweeping her up in the process. Harkaman was proud of the fact that he did so without visible effort, and very aware of how much effort it took to conceal the cascade of twinges running down his spine. She wanted strong and decisive? Gods, she was beautiful enough to warrant it, no matter how much his body complained. He took five bold and decisive steps into the royal bedroom, where he was about to gently hurl her squealing form on the bed, when he stopped.
 

 That was, technically, Lucas Trask’s bed. His friend. His sworn liege. His captain. His prince.
 

 “What’s wrong?” she asked, noting his hesitation.
 

 “It just feels . . . odd, somehow. To be using Lucas’ bed. For this.”
 

 “Otto Harkaman, I know for a fact that Lucas has only slept in that bed a handful of times, the last one the night his daughter was born. I, of all people, should know that,” she said, dryly. “Enough with the Sword World sentimentality! More Mardukan decadence! I want to be entertained!” she cried, lustily. Harkaman grinned, and tossed her onto the huge, elegantly made-up bed, where she rolled and squealed. He began removing his jacket while he watched his beautiful mistress watch him. 
 

 “Well I do genuinely feel bad about one thing, regarding Lucas,” he said, with a small grin. “I’m about to occupy the most valuable part of his Realm!”
 



 
 

 * * *





 

 Sir Nogal of Bentfork stiffly took a seat at the bar of the Galaxy Club, the high-end eatery favored by off-duty officers, the nobility, and corporate executives in the Entertainment Section of the Planetary building. It was fairly exclusive, exceedingly expensive, and almost indecently tasteful. Nogal didn’t care a lionmouse’s tail about that, however: to him, it was merely the nearest place to get a stiff drink after his first painful day back at duty.
 

 Countess Dorothy’s medical team had pronounced him on the mend and ready for “light duty”. For Nogal, that ended up meaning conducting interviews with prospective candidates into the next Golden Hand class. 
 

 Interviews. It sounded like ‘light duty’. But his skin was still fragile where the grafts had replaced the damaged tissue, and sitting for any length of time was uncomfortable. Not that he let it show – he was disciplined, after all, and had been conditioned to be able to endure great pain and suffering, if the need arose. Sitting through six interviews with bright young men who thought they had what it took to become a Golden Hand nearly counted. A man wanted a drink of something potent after a day like that – and the facing prospect of more to come. It would be another few weeks before he was cleared for standard duty. 
 

 As he sipped his Gram pear-brandy – which he’d become fond of over the last few months for its bright, sweet flavor – he noticed that he wasn’t the only one at the bar. Six seats down sat the plain, unassuming figure of Mr. Dawes, the emissary from the mysterious Wizard, who was sipping a Lyran whisky as he made notes in a notebook. Nogal hadn’t had an opportunity to speak to the man outside of strict security matters since he’d arrived. The young officer summoned the human bartender and bought a drink for the quiet, unassuming man.
 

 “To Sir Sam!” he said, raising his glass in toast when the bartender brought the drink and explained its origin. “It’s said you’re his kinsman?”
 

 Dawes smiled quietly and nodded. “I am,” he agreed. “Distant, but related. I’ll actually be leaving in a few weeks and taking his body home.”
 

 “And where might that be?” Nogal asked, conversationally.
 

 “Someplace distant and hidden,” Dawes said with a chuckle. “I’ll be taking the next Gilgamesh freighter that comes in and is headed in the right direction. They’ll see me to where I need to go. But excellent attempt, Sir Nogal.”
 

 “You know my name?” Nogal asked in surprise.
 

 “I’ve taken a lot of notes on Tanith,” the stranger confessed. “The Wizard will want a complete report, of course. Among them are the names and positions of important people within the Realm, yours and your father’s among them.” He glanced back at his notebook for a moment, and then looked up suddenly. “You’re a native of this world, correct? I’m curious about something, then: do you see the process of recivilization as a good thing, all together, for the common people of Tanith?”
 

 “Us ‘mudfoots’, you mean?” he asked, sourly using the derisive term some Space Vikings used for natives – and which had become his nickname back during Golden Hand training. “It has its points. I lost two sisters and a brother in childbirth, and almost lost my mother, before the Space Vikings came. My younger sister-mother is pregnant again, and she’ll probably get to keep that baby, thanks to civilized medicine.”
 

 “So it’s been a good thing?”
 

 Sir Nogal shrugged. “Yes and no. I guess it depends on where you are in Tanith society. My father is no longer the most powerful man in the land. I won’t inherit the most powerful kingdom in the world, just a prosperous barony with a tourist trap in the middle. So maybe it would have been better –for me – if they hadn’t come. But then again my father has a Prince to appeal to now in troubled times. Getting across the continent in minutes, advanced firearms, plenty of food and work for all . . . of course this has been a good thing for Tanith,” he declared. “If the Space Vikings hadn’t come, I’d be a spoiled noble’s son looking forward to the day I’d come to the throne of Tradetown. Now I’m a knight and an officer in an elite military unit, and inheriting that dreary old town is the last thing on my mind.”
 

 “Interesting,” Dawes nodded. “I’ll add that to my report. Thank you, Sir Nogal, you’ve been very helpful.” 
 

 “My pleasure,” the young knight said automatically, and finished his drink. “And thank you, my lord, for your service to the Realm.”
 

 “Oh, I just make a few suggestions, when I see the need,” the Wizard’s representative dismissed. “It’s quite easy to do that, when it’s not your own planet. Your own service to the Realm has been more spectacular, I must say. Outstanding work with Spasso,” he said, raising his drink in toast. “You stopped him from doing something truly terrible. The chemicals he was mixing would have turned into—”
 

 “Cataclysmite,” Nogal said, his voice low. “I know. One of the most powerful non-nuclear explosives known to man.”
 

 “And he would have used it to blow out the foundations of the Planetary Building,” continued Dawes, “which would have set civilization on Tanith back decades. Until you stopped him.”
 

 “I let him get away,” Nogal said, guiltily, in what was almost a moan. “I had him, right there in my hands . . .”
 

 “Don’t let it bother you, son,” Dawes said, reassuringly. “You haven’t seen the last of him. You’ll get another chance to finish him off. I’m not actually a Wizard myself, but some things you can see without a crystal ball.”
 

 “I still feel like I failed,” Nogal said, sulkily. “My House, my father, and my Prince.”
 

 “Don’t look at it that way, Sir Nogal,” Dawes said. “Blaming yourself when you performed so gallantly is unworthy of you, sir. Think of it like this: you began this war as a mere pawn in the game. You took Spasso’s space and were advanced to Knight. And a Knight is a far more powerful piece than a pawn. A game-winning piece, potentially.”
 

 Nogal nodded – he understood chess. The game, at least, had survived Tanith’s centuries-long fall from civilization, and he’d played it as a boy with his tutors constantly. “And a knight can move in unconventional ways,” he added, feeling a little better. The man was right: self-pity and recriminations had no place in the Golden Hand.
 

 “That’s the spirit,” Dawes said, agreeably. “You’re just a few moves into the game. Give it time. Your chance to stick a dagger in Spasso is coming. He’s a nasty piece of work. To be honest, you’re lucky to have come away from the encounter alive.” Dawes shook his head. “The infamous Count Spasso. I’ve studied him as exhaustively as I can, from here. Quite the rogue – and he has some important connections to the halls of power, in some small way. In my opinion, he’s going to continue to be important, unless one of his own cut-throats puts a knife in him. Yes, Sir Nogal, you can count on seeing Count Spasso again.” 
 

 “So, Mr. Dawes, I’m curious,” Nogal said, after he recovered himself. “I know that this Wizard you serve has a special interest in Tanith, and I have some idea of why.” He wouldn’t elaborate – he’d overheard plenty of discussion about the matter during his long shifts guarding the Royal Family, but propriety and security would not allow him to discuss the details. “But I would like to know just how committed he is to our survival? And what resources he can bring to us in this time of need?”
 

 “You know,” Dawes said, thoughtfully, “I wish I knew. I know that it’s vital to his interests for Tanith to stay out of Sword World hands, however. And Atonian hands, for that matter. So whatever it takes to make that happen, the Wizard will be committed to it. As to what resources he can lend . . . well, that will be up to him. 
 

“But as vital strategic points go, in the grand scheme of things Tanith is pretty important. I’m going to recommend that he make it a top priority. I can tell you that he’s been very impressed how Prince Lucas has been running the Realm, and that’s always a good thing. That was . . . unanticipated. In fact, Prince Lucas has become the largest unknown factor in all of this. And I think I can use that to persuade the Wizard to continue lending you further assistance. Intelligence, if nothing else.”
 

 “Thanks,” Nogal grunted. “And any word of Spasso, you send it along, won’t you?”
 

 “Oh, yes,” Dawes agreed. “Count Spasso. Another unknown factor that has had an unanticipated effect. As a result, I’ve studied him as exhaustively as I can, from here. In my opinion, he’s going to continue to be important. You can count on seeing him again, as I’ve said.”
 

 “Do you think he’ll continue his vendetta against us?”
 

 “Absolutely,” Dawes agreed. “He’s as vindictive and ambitious a villain as you could ask for. And that kind of villainy has a market, unfortunately. As Viktor continues to build his little empire from Xochitl, and tries to incite the Sword Worlds, you can count on a man of Spasso’s talents and experience to find a patron in his orbit.”
 

 “Then I will have to hunt him down before he becomes a problem,” Nogal said, with an air of resolve. “After I heal, of course,” he added, reluctantly.
 

 “Good hunting,” Dawes said. “And having seen you Golden Hand in action, I have every confidence that you will find him. And may whatever gods he prays to have mercy on his soul when you do.”
 

 
 

 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 

 
 




 



 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Seventeen: 
 

Tanith Goes To War
 



 
 

 Sir Boake, Count Valkanhayn, Captain of the Space Scourge smiled as the ship faded into view as it came out of hyperspace. The coordinates and schedule that Mardukan Naval Intelligence had provided – unofficially, of course – were as accurate as he could have asked for. The merchantman was only three thousand miles away, well within the range of the Space Scourge’s missiles.
 

 She was only a thousand-foot merchant ship, the Belvoir, six hundred hours out of Aton by way of Enlil, making a regularly-scheduled run to this far corner of Aton’s trading empire. Below the big blue-green orb of Nuit bobbed. 
 

 He hadn’t wanted to come back to Nuit – he’d been here only a few thousand hours ago, when he’d watched the Queen Flavia and fifteen hundred crew incinerated by an Atonian patrol ship. But Nuit was the closest of Aton’s treaty worlds to Tanith, so it figured prominently in the smoldering war between the civilized power and the upstart Space Viking planet. 
 

 The skies had been clear above Nuit when they’d arrived – there weren’t any Atonian ships lurking around. If there had been, then they would have faced not just Valkanhayn’s ship, but the Golden Hand and the Moon Goddess. Both ships had departed for other assignments when it was clear their assistance wasn’t needed. After all, Valkanhayn wasn’t here to raid. He’d done that before the Flavia had been destroyed, looting Nuit’s coffers until his holds bulged. The Atonian-backed local government had screamed bloody murder, but considering they’d been running an anti-insurgency campaign against local opposition – and running it pretty brutally, considering the number of prisoners that Valkanhayn had liberated from its prisons on that raid – he didn’t feel sorry for them one bit. 
 

The Nuitians were generally a peaceful, pastoral people, cultivating a type of wool-analog from a native nomadic herbivore. They practiced a form of Buddhism called Vajrayana, whatever that was, and enjoyed a modest level of civilization before Aton had decided that they were a good candidate for exploitation. The modest theocracy that had ruled the planet for centuries was overthrown by local revolutionaries backed by Atonian soldiers and automatic weapons – the monks didn’t have a chance. Now the Nuitian Planetary Unity Party claimed to control the world for their Atonian masters.
 

Of course, that meant that they were utterly dependent upon Aton for supplies and support, too. That’s why the Space Scourge had returned, to interrupt that vital artery. And that’s why he transmitted his screen code to the Belvoir using the Old Federation Universal Merchant Access Code, instead of Sword World Impulse Code. And in moments, the ashen face of the Belvior’s captain came into view.
 

“Captain Hollister of the SS Belvoir, out of Aton,” the man said, uneasily, as he drank in the sight of Valkanhayn’s bridge. “Oh, God, did we get here in the middle of a Space Viking raid?” he asked, horrified. He wore the same gray tunic that every functionary in Atonian space seemed to wear, four tiny dots on his shoulder and a golden Atonian sunburst pin on his breast. But there were coffee stains on the front of the tunic. He even wore the silly little gray cap they favored.
 

“Not at all, not at all,” Valkanhayn reassured him. “We’re not out here to raid the planet Captain – it was raided recently, and there’s not much left, I’m afraid.”
 

“Oh, thank God!” he said, visibly relieved. “And you are . . . ?”
 

“Count Valkanhayn, of the Royal Navy of Tanith, commanding the Space Scourge,” he said, affably. 
 

“Tanith . . . Tanith . . .” the captain said, searching his memory. “Where have I heard . . . ?” Then his eyes widened even more. “Isn’t that where that Space Viking prince . . . was . . . ?”
 

“Illegally captured, tried, and imprisoned from?” Valkanhayn said, finishing the sentence with a wicked grin. “Why, yes it is, Captain Hollister. Which means that my Realm and your sniveling little empire are at war. Which makes this communication, technically, a call for your surrender.”
 

“My . . . but you said you weren’t raiding!” the other captain protested.
 

“I said I wasn’t raiding the planet,” Valkanhayn pointed out. “I’m not. I’m practicing piracy, if you want to be technical. Privateering, if you want to be precise. My government and yours are at war. I’m taking your ship, Captain. Stand down and prepare to be boarded.”
 

“I’ve . . . you can’t do that!” he said, in a panic. “I’ve got two platoons of Atonian army reinforcements aboard, a full compliment of passengers, supplies for the base, medicine—”
 

“Which will all be used by the rebels in the hills who are fighting your puppet regime,” Valkanhayn said, smiling. “Not the soldiers and civilians, of course – they’ll be headed to a nice POW camp on Tanith. As will you. If you don’t choose to get everyone on your ship blown to Emceesquare,” he added, with a hint of menace in his voice. And Valkanhayn could present plenty of menace – with his facial scar, his scruffy demeanor, and his gravel-like voice; he had the art of the threat down to a science. And he was still quite irate with the Atonians for the destruction of the Flavia. He’d had a couple score friends who were now radioactive vapor, thanks to the Atonians.
 

“I . . . I’ll have to inform the crew,” the captain said. “I . . . give me a moment, will you?”
 

“Take your time,” Valkanhayn said, “all five minutes of it. Any more, and I’ll start lobbing missiles across your bow, and perhaps that will crystallize your thought.”
 

“Just a minute,” urged the captain, leaving the screen. Valkanhayn looked over to his pilot, Lt. Com. Reedy Leath, a stout lad from Curtana who was adept at steering the mass of his ship around like it was a child’s toy aircar. “Reedy, you think he’s going to run?”
 

“He won’t have time to charge his Dillinghams for more than a microjump,” reasoned the pilot. “Not after coming out of hyperspace so soon. So yes, I think he’ll try to run.”
 

“Call the pinnaces in – let’s box him in to help him make up his mind.” Both of the Space Scourge’s pinnaces were deployed, the two-hundred foot craft having remained dormant and undetected in nearby orbits. It took only moments for the signals-and-detection officer to relay the order, and then the tactical board lit up as they moved into position around the merchantman. Captain Hollister got back on the screen mere seconds under the five-minute deadline. He looked anxious and defeated.
 

“Captain Valkanhayn, I’m giving you my surrender. But the army captain is giving me problems – he doesn’t think we should surrender without a fight.”
 

“He’d prefer to get the entire ship destroyed then?” Valkanhayn asked, casually. “Because I’m not about to risk my men if I don’t have to. Not over the likes of the Belvoir. Captain, I’d prefer to take your ship whole and intact, without a shot fired. But it suits my Princesses’ purpose just as well if I merely destroy you. I urge you,” he said, emphasizing the word, “to get those soldiers under control, or I’m afraid the consequences will be . . . unfortunate.”
 

 “I’m working on it!” the man nearly screamed – clearly, Capt. Hollister was out of his depth. “They said this would be a milk run! That Nuit had already been raided!”
 

 “And it has,” conceded Valkanhayn. “Now it’s being blockaded. That’s what happens when you steal our Prince. I guess you should have put in for combat pay. Too late for that now, I’m afraid. You have ten minutes to open your airlocks, or I fire my warning shot. After that, I’ll just start firing. That isn’t military-grade collapsium shielding on your ship by chance, is it? Because it doesn’t look like the Belvoir could stand more than a couple—”
 

 “I’m working on it!” Hollister repeated, and abruptly left the screen. Valkanhayn couldn’t contain his laughter – he didn’t envy the poor merchant captain’s position.
 

 It took another twenty minutes and a direct conversation with the Atonian army commander – a pugnacious infantry captain who finally had to grudgingly admit to surrender – but eventually both pinnaces docked with the ship while it was under the Space Scourge’s guns, and installed a prize crew.
 

 It took another eight hours to contact the rebels on the planet and arrange for both ships to put down in the extremely rugged hinterlands where they were based. Suspicious and trigger-happy, Valkanhayn himself had to go out and meet with him to convince the man that Tanith was merely giving the rebels a gift to fight their common enemy.
 

 The wizened old leader, a former monk in the previous government, finally understood that the crates of medical supplies and small arms that the Tanith men unloaded were his, without the need to trade or make any concessions. “Just poke a stick in the Atonians’ eye,” Valkanhayn encouraged him, “while we kick them in the hindparts!”
 

 After that the rebels insisted on a brief celebration, which included an enthusiastic burning of the Atonian flag and assorted Party memorabilia. Once they realized that they had allies – real allies – in their struggle, the air of hopelessness they carried seemed to dissipate. 
 

Valkanhayn added an additional presentation of arms, as well: the two-thousand light militia rifles that Aton had secretly traded to disaffected Tanith natives, in an effort to start an insurgency back home. It tickled Valkanhayn’s sense of irony that they’d now be used against the very government that had purchased them, and once some arch bueracrat traced the serial numbers, that should play hob with their bloated bureaucracy. But with the company’s worth of battlefield weapons, the rebels could equip thousands of new insurgents. And that didn’t count the loot from the Belvoir, originally intended to be shot at them: submachine guns, light infantry support weapons, combat rations, first aid supplies, even things like a crate of five-hundred boots – they all would be useful to the insurgents. 
 

But it was the guns that made the most dramatic impact. The natives had been fighting with single-shot muskets or captured pistols – some even held spears. From the way they held the new weapons, however, and the slipshod way they had their base defenses laid out, Valkanhayn realized that the Nuitian rebels were likely to get destroyed long before they inflicted any serious damage on their overlords. But they had plenty of fighting spirit, and Valkanhayn knew that in an insurgency, that could count as much as an extra aircav division.
 

 After discussing the matter with his senior officers, and asking for volunteers, he ordered twenty Royal Navy marines to stay behind as advisors, to teach the Nuitians how to fight and plan a successful strategy. Most of the marines were Tanith natives, themselves, so they had a better appreciation of the more primitive Nuitian society than the Sword Worlders – but every one of them was a graduate of Camp Valiant, which made them a crack shot and well-experienced in the art of dispensing mayhem. The brave lieutenant who commanded them promised that inside of two thousand hours he’d have a robust resistance force ready to attack the local puppet’s strongholds. 
 

 Less than twenty hours after she’d been taken by the Space Scourge, the Belvoir vanished back into hyperspace, on her way to Tanith, where she’d be re-commissioned as part of the new Tanith Space Merchant Fleet. Valkanhayn himself would pocket a healthy percentage of the sale of the ship to the fleet, and since he was a stockholder as well, the ship would continue to earn money for him. And he hadn’t fired a shot.
 

 Valkanhayn’s thoughts turned to Lucas as the Space Scourge climbed back out of Nuit’s gravity well. If it hadn’t been for Lucas Trask, Valkanhayn would never have been tempted to raid Nuit at all, ever – they were too civilized, too well armed to be considered a “chicken” planet that the old Space Scourge was capable of raiding -- at least the parts of the world with enough portable wealth worth stealing. But Lucas had changed all that. Thanks to his patronage, Valkanhayn’s ship had been thoroughly refurbished and refitted back at Wardshaven on Gram, and she was now as well-armed and as hardened as any civilized warship. 
 

 Valkanhayn himself was refurbished and refitted, too. Where once he’d all but accepted the prospect of dying violently, likely in poverty, unknown and unremembered, now he had a ship, a title, a position, rank, even lands – there was a County somewhere in central Gamma continent that was labeled “Valkanhayn”, a twisty strip of fertile river valley surrounded by forests. He’d seen pictures of it – it was pretty. And now thanks to Lucas Trask, he might have an opportunity to retire there someday. 
 

 But not now. He had a debt to pay to his missing Prince, and a blood debt he owed to the Atonians. Captain Horvelle of the Queen Flavia had been a good friend of his, and Lucas was a prince worthy of being followed. He would attack the Atonians until he was out of ammo and out of men, and keep attacking them until Lucas was returned and asked him to stop. It might be a long, bloody, dangerously violent quest, but he was committed to Lucas’ return. Besides, he rather enjoyed waging war, as opposed to raiding. The money might not be as good, but the entertainment was ideal. 
 

Valkanhayn quite fancied the idea of himself as a pirate. 
 

 He sighed contentedly as he ordered the course to the next target, Jotun, to be laid in. According to his intelligence, there should be another Atonian merchantman arriving there in just three hundred hours from some distant mining colony in the galactic hinterlands to trade with that world’s puppet government. 
 

Intelligence said that there wasn’t a regular Atonian Navy patrol ship based there, but Valkanhayn wasn’t taking any chances. He needed to capture as many of these ships as possible, as quickly as possible. Once the Atonians realized that the Tanith ships were aware of their scheduled flights they’d change the schedule or add naval protection or both, of course – but until then, Tanith would snipe at her boarders, raid her shipping, and steal the workhorse merchant ships for their own use. 
 

 And when Lucas was rescued, Valkanhayn told himself as the hyperspatial field built around the ship, he’d have to thank him all over again for the chance to serve. He hadn’t had this much fun in years.
 



 
 

 * * *
 



 
 

 The Golden Hand came into the solar system quietly, emerging from hyperspace far out in the Oort cloud where the chances of detection were remote. The G2 sun gleamed feebly in the distance, and only four planets – three terrestrial rocks and a pint-sized Jovian world – glinted in its dim light. The second planet of the system was the target, or, more accurately, the busy lunar base installed on the largest of its three moons was. 
 

 The planet, Nimue, had been raided last year by the Space Scourge and the Queen Flavia. The two ships had plundered the industrial zones on the planet itself, hauling away a huge amount of robotics and electronics from its factories. They’d dueled briefly with an Atonian cruiser before pulling out, but the battle had been inconclusive. The raid had severely irritated the Atonians, from what Mardukan Naval Intelligence revealed, and irritated them to the point where additional ground defenses for the planet were already en route. 
 

 But the planet wasn’t the Golden Hand’s target. Tanith’s council of war had spent weeks trying to plan out a mission that would hamper the Atonians, and after dissecting every piece of information available on the Old Federation empire – and then consulting with Mr. Dawes, who provided additional information only the Wizard could have known – a list of targets was generated from across Atonian space.
 

 The targets were selected not to inflict maximum casualties, or even destroy Aton’s means of production. Instead they were designed to put as many kinks in their commercial and military network as possible. To that end, the busy commercial spaceport on Dryad, the largest moon, was selected as a high-value target.
 

 Nimue had never lost the arts of civilization completely – during the hundred and fifty years it had suffered without contact with other planets after the Interstellar Wars it had muddled along, largely unscathed by the factional fighting that had torn apart the Old Federation. Baldur had re-contacted the world and reopened trade as it sought markets for its precious Honey-Rum. 
 

A century later Marduk, in its ascendancy, had claimed suzerainty over the world, and had helped it develop its technical industries. The skill of the Nimuans with electronic design and production made the world a highly strategic prize, one prosperous enough to keep Nimue from becoming a battleground. Odin won the trading rights to the world as a treaty concession a century after that, and most recently Aton had taken charge of the planet. According to Mardukan Naval Intelligence, they were already constructing a large military base on the second moon, Naiad. 
 

 Analysis indicated that this base would grow to be a strategic threat to Tanith within three years, if it was allowed to be constructed. And the commercial lunar base was a major port between Enlil, Aton, and Ishtar. Which made it an ideal target for the Golden Hand.
 

The attack was sudden, as the Golden Hand’s weapons ports were open and ready to fire the moment she re-emerged from hyperspace. Dispatching two of her four pinnaces in the Oort cloud, Captain Molina made four rapid microjumps before deploying the other two. They were detailed to destroy the crater-like construction site on the second moon, and within ten minutes of entering the planetary gravity well, five 20 kiloton nuclear missiles lanced silently across the void to turn the three thousand construction workers and their equipment into radioactive slag on Naiad, before turning to support their mother ship.
 

 The Golden Hand, meanwhile, made a high-speed pass over the busy port where five merchant ships in the process of loading or unloading were berthed. As her missile ports spewed a variety of nuclear and conventional ordinance, the equatorial cannons blazed away, strafing the sensitive infrastructure of tubes, cables, and life-support equipment exposed around the base with 90 mm collapsium-plated explosive shells.
 

 The base was taken utterly by surprise. The central hub, a dome of collapsium completely covering a small but prominent crater, was struck six times by nuclear strikes. While the dome itself survived the silent hell, the walls of the crater proved to be less sturdy. The dome de-pressurized, and as the Golden Hand passed by, a lucky 10-kiloton tactical nuke penetrated the breach and evaporated 250,000 human beings in an instant.
 

 Four of the five ships docked at the port were damaged to one extent or another. The only ship that was unscathed displayed the large blue-triangle-in-a-white-circle that the Gilgameshers used as both a religious symbol and a blazon on their ships. Tanith had always respected the Gilgameshers, and Captain Molina had taken great pains to make certain that the ship escaped unharmed.
 

 While the Golden Hand was wreaking havoc on the lunar bases, two planetary defense ships rose from the surface of Nimue to intercept – they would be too late, of course. But as they did so, the other two pinnaces microjumped to the other side of the planet. Eclipsed from the defenders by the bulk of the world, and appearing above one of the planet’s two oceans, the pinnaces were able to successfully descend low enough into the atmosphere to release several aircars safely below, before they climbed back into high orbit and hyperspaced out. 
 

 The aircars were the key to the whole operation. As much as Tanith wanted the lunar bases gone, the real goal was to insert teams of agents into the Atonian trading empire for later positioning. Golden Hand agents and Ministry of Everything Else operatives had studied for weeks to pass as their cover identities. The insertion into Nimue during the time of crisis gave them plausible enough stories to let them work their way into various parts of Atonian society. They could embed themselves amongst the refugees and make their way to their ultimate destinations in the confusion.
 

 Captain Molina released a pre-recorded message into the airwaves as the Golden Hand began preparations for departure, beaming it directly towards the planet. 
 

The audiovisual clip showed Her Highness sitting on her throne, next to Prince Lucas’ empty throne, looking absolutely gorgeous and incredibly deadly in her custom-made white combat armor, the imposing Sword of State she had so recently hefted defiantly in the air laid across her lap. She delivered a blistering ten-minute diatribe on the Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party, explained the reason for the attack, and assured all who saw that this was the price paid by those who would assail the Princely Realm of Tanith. Such attacks would continue, she promised, until Prince Lucas was restored to her. 
 

 The amount of electromagnetic disturbance in the ether made immediate receipt of the message difficult for the Nimuans – and they were responding to a severe crisis, anyway. But to ensure the message got through, the Golden Hand released a small satellite into high Nimuan orbit before it left, re-broadcasting the message on all frequencies in an endless loop. There it would sit until someone went and got it. And with a power cell the size of a coffee can powering the transmitter, the message could be expected to play, continuously, for three thousand, five hundred, and twenty five years. Designed as a permanent annoyance, the satellite also had a suite of electronics designed to “listen in” on local communication traffic, too – but the Nimuans wouldn’t know that until they actually took the time to send a ship to retrieve it.
 

 Rendezvousing with her pinnaces in the orbit of the Jovian world a mere ten hours after entering the system, the Golden Hand continued on to its next target, where it would repeat the process. They had done billions of sols in damage, crippled commercial shipping at a critical hub, and delivered a massive blow to the morale of the Nimuans, who had been attacked twice in a year because of their alliance with Aton.
 

 And damaging that may have been the most important success of them all.
 



 
 

 * * *
 



 
 

 The Moon Goddess did not go straight for an attack on Atonian worlds. Instead it jumped from Nuit to Osiris, five hundred hours away.
 

 The need for Tanith to have additional allies in the Old Federation was clear. Marduk had been an outstanding sponsor and surrogate, but due to its long history with Aton the amount that Marduk could do on Tanith’s behalf was limited. Odin was too proud to ally with tiny Tanith, and Isis considered Space Vikings to be the worst sort of neobarbarians. Baldur was too concerned about being on the winning side to actually take sides. Ishtar was aloof, concerned with its eight billion inhabitants first and foremost.
 

 That didn’t leave a lot of room for potential partners for Tanith, but there were several smaller power blocs who might be persuaded. Osiris was one of these.
 

 Dating from the second great phase of expansion in the Old Federation, Osiris was a warm, wet planet, the fourth of its G7 star, which despite its relatively small population had managed to maintain civilization relatively uninterrupted during the period of the Interstellar Wars. Internal political pressures had gotten the better of them, finally, just as the other Great Powers were beginning to forge their own empires, and Osiris was able to stave off the final plunge into decivilization thanks to the efforts of Ishtar and Baldur. The Osirian government had stabilized, finally, and when Ishtar withdrew her support to deal with her own troubles, Osiris was able to maintain and protect its affairs on its own.
 

 More, its association with the merchants of Baldur had helped Osiris become ambitious. At first buying cast-off and near-junked ships from its patrons, it began a local triangular trade route between Baldur, Osiris, and the local decivilized world of Jarilo. Jarilo produced a number of vegetable-based raw materials that had a lot of marketable value. 
 

From there, they expanded their trade alliance to other local worlds, and now they were building their own ships. They were considered upstarts by the other Great Powers, of course – their military fleet was smaller than Tanith’s. But they had made themselves rich through trade and they had a lot of influence in certain parts of the Old Federation. Most importantly, they seemed strongly distrustful of Aton, due to some Atonian interference in Osiran elections a generation before.
 

 The Osirians might not make ideal allies for Tanith, but they had potential. That’s why the Moon Goddess was there. Sir Alexi Karvall had been appointed Special Envoy to Osiris, in order to feel them out on the matter. After being challenged by two sleek thousand-foot patrol ships in translunar orbit, the Moon Goddess presented her diplomatic credentials and then waited patiently to be directed to a berth at the Memphis Spaceport.
 

 The city was quite impressive, Sir Alexi noted to himself as they descended. Built on the edge of an escarpment, the pyramid-shaped Government Building dominated the city, and was flanked by two gloriously cascading waterfalls. The rest of the city of four million people spread out in a rough circle below the building, and the spaceport was located just to the South. To the North were little circular towns and hanging suburbs that dotted the face of the escarpment. Everything hummed with an activity and a liveliness that Alexi hoped to see one day on Tanith.
 

 Since the arrival of the Moon Goddess was unanticipated, there was a scramble to find the proper and appropriate diplomat to officially meet and greet the Space Vikings. In the end, the Foreign Secretary and two aides greeted him at the airlock with a small welcoming ceremony. The three were dressed in the dark brown coats and neck cloths that seemed to be the uniform of officialdom on Osiris, and after presenting his credentials and extending an invitation for them to tour his ship, Sir Alexi was escorted to a well-appointed conference room for consultation.
 

 Secretary Muniz seemed cordial enough, as he listened to Alexi’s well-practiced introduction to the current crisis between Tanith and Aton, and his aides took copious notes. But Muniz did not seem to think that Osiris could either be much help or what doing so would do to advance the planet’s own interstellar ambitions.
 

 “Trade, Excellency,” Alexi explained. “I’ve brought just a small selection of recent good brought to Tanith by our ships. Coffee from Malebolge, spirits from Lyra, tobacco from ten different worlds, and more. Tanith is becoming a clearing house for luxury goods as well as more industrial concerns. When a Space Viking ship raids a world, there’s no telling just what it’s going to pick up. There are bazaars on Tanith who sell liquor from over fifty worlds,” he boasted.
 

 “Luxury goods are nice,” conceded Muniz. “But there are plenty of them out there, and a limited market. If we start selling your spirits, then sales of Honey-Rum go down, and we still trade extensively with Baldur. And the market is limited. We’re a prosperous world, Excellency, but we are not wealthy.” That wasn’t quite true – Osiris’ economy was ten times larger than Tanith’s.
 

 “What about military supplies?” Sir Alexi asked. “Tanith has a growing arms industry.”
 

 “We do get most of our military materiel from Baldur, still,” he agreed, “and to be honest, the Baldurans may be outstanding at trading and manufacturing comforts, but their military hardware leaves much to be desired.”
 

 “The Tanith foundries have just begun producing a newly-designed 180mm anti-ship gun,” Alexi said, pulling up a basic schematic on his clerical robot. “It’s called the Dragon. It’s based on an old System States design that was never produced.” The complete plans for it had never found their way out to the Sword Worlds during the evacuation from Abigor, but the uncanny Mr. Dawes had provided a complete set to the Realm, and then oversaw its construction and testing. “It’s twice as large as a standard ship’s gun, but the special shells it fires have more than three times the penetrative power. The chemical charge is augmented by an electric propulsion system, giving the gun a demonic muzzle velocity. Further, the shells themselves are not merely collapsium-plated; they’re actually cones of collapsium-plated steel wound into a tight spiral. The additional layers harden the shell and between that and the high velocity, a barrage from the Dragon can rip through a standard-grade hull like a knife through butter. These will be standard on all Royal Navy of Tanith ships, soon. We believe it will give them a distinct tactical advantage.”
 

 “I can see that,” murmured the Secretary. “It’s impressive. And you’d be willing to share this technology?”
 

“With our firm and loyal allies,” Karvall agreed. 
 

“To be honest, Osiris has always enjoyed a very robust defense posture. And our economic position makes attacking us . . . problematic for the Great Powers. As a government, we’ve invested heavily in key industries and securities on each of the Great Powers’ central worlds, and we’d be able to bring significant pressure to bear economically, should they choose to be so foolish,” he said, smugly.
 

 Sir Alexi stared at him a moment, and then added, thoughtfully, “and how much economic leverage to you possess over the Sword Worlds?”
 

 Secretary Molina couldn’t stifle his laugh, and apologized. “My dear Sir, the Sword Worlds are almost five thousand light-years away from us. And we’re more than capable of fending off the odd Space Viking who is foolish enough to test our defenses.”
 

 “What I’m suggesting is far beyond a mere raid,” Sir Alexi said, quietly. “As a token of good faith, my lady Princess Valerie has authorized me to share this information . . . provided that it can be kept confidential,” he added. When he got a firm nod, he continued. 
 

“Our intelligence indicates that there’s a substantial increase in ship construction in the Sword Worlds and at their bases in the Old Federation. Substantial,” he repeated, for emphasis. “Now there are only a dozen Sword Worlds, and only a few real Space Viking planets, but when I say ‘substantial’ . . . well, we’re expecting between forty and fifty ships to be completed in the next two years. Maybe sooner. And that’s on top of the eighty already in military service amongst the Sword Worlds. The Royal Navy of Excalibur has over a score of ships greater than a thousand feet – warships, Excellency. By our estimation, the Sword Worlds will have a fleet of two hundred ships within five years. There are about two hundred independent Space Viking ships already in Old Federation space,” he added, helpfully.
 

 “But why?” the man asked, puzzled. “They can’t possibly think—”
 

 “They can and they do, Excellency. There is a powerful faction growing in the Sword Worlds that is seriously pursuing the idea of invading the Old Federation, with the purpose of conquest. Believe me, I am from the Sword World’s myself,” he added, “and I shudder at the prospect.”
 

 “Then all of these dire warnings the Atonians and the Isisians have been making over the years?”
 

 “They have at least a germ of truth to them, Excellency,” nodded Alexi. “There’s still much we don’t know – but what I do know is that if the Sword Worlds combine their strength under one banner, then the rest of the galaxy should fear. We’re descended from those you brand traitors and rebels – the core of the System States military that refused to surrender,” he reminded the diplomat. “My people study war the way yours study commerce, Excellency. And we have five hundred years of paranoia and vengeance to work off of. If the Sword Worlds invade, Osiris will definitely be among their targets. And you cannot use economic leverage to stop, say, ten ships from descending on you all at once.”
 

 The Secretary looked pale. “Are you trying to frighten me, Excellency?” he asked, calmly.
 

 “That is my entire purpose,” agreed Alexi. “Mr. Secretary, whether or not you decide to ally or even recognize Tanith, we respect and admire your civilization enough to want to warn you about this very real possibility. I don’t expect an answer this minute,” he added, “but do take it up with your superiors. Tanith is out there, willing to be your friend. And, I think it goes without saying, if you should choose to ally yourselves with Aton, Tanith would not consider that a favorable development,” he said, not mentioning how Tanith’s displeasure might be expressed. The news reports with the multiple raids would be floating back to Osiris through third parties in another few hundred to a thousand hours. That should galvanize debate, in one way or another.
 

 “I . . . see,” Secretary Molina nodded. “As far as an alliance with Aton, I don’t see that in our future, at least. Not while this government is in power. We’re proud of our democracy, and when agitators began something called the Osirian Popular Front – which was little more than a front for Atonian intelligence agents and paymasters – began fielding candidates a few years ago, we squashed the movement – utterly. The involvement of Aton was exposed, and we all but broke off relations with them. You could say that there is substantial resentment among the people of Osiris over the incident.”
 

 “That’s a good thing to know,” Alexi said, with a nod. “I understand that you must put this before your policymakers before you can act, but tell me, Secretary, is there any other way in which you suspect Aton is encroaching on Osirian interests?”
 

 The older man made a sour face. “Well, there is the Ausklis matter . . .” he said, uneasily.
 

 “I’d love to hear you tell me about it,” Alexi said, charmingly.
 

 “Well, we used to have strong trade with a world called Ausklis, about seventy light-years away. It used to be a pretty nice world, before the Interstellar Wars. The remnants of the Old Federation were trying to keep Baldur and Marduk from breaking away, and they used Ausklis as an example – they nuked the five biggest cities. They didn’t kill everyone off, of course, but the survivors decivilized for a while, before Baldur brought them back about two centuries ago.
 

“Their primary export, besides the usual luxury goods, is molybdenum – that’s an important mineral. Place has mountains of the stuff, high quality, too. We used to import it raw and refine it, here, for use in industry. We had a good balance of trade going, too. But then Aton started aggressively courting the planet’s government, and about twenty years ago they had a revolution. Now there’s a puppet regime there, and they’ve stopped all direct trade. If we want molybdenum from Ausklis, we aren’t allowed to get it directly. According to some inane regulation it has to be transshipped to Aton first, for ‘processing’. And then they add a hefty tariff on it, too. 
 

“But what’s worse is what they’re doing to the people. The Ausklisians always had a very pleasant society, despite their hardships. But the Atonians have been systematically breaking down their traditional methods of governance and are trying to re-engineer the whole society. I can’t say the changes have been all bad – they’ve done a lot to improve the planet’s physical infrastructure, but they’re killing the social one. They even built a university there, a big one, to help keep Ausklis civilized – which is Atonian for ‘indoctrinated’. But they wont let our ships trade their anymore, and they have the beginnings of a naval base there. It hasn’t escaped the Osirian government’s notice that a major naval base within a hundred light-years of our world constitutes at least a theoretical threat.”
 

“And of course you can’t do anything directly about it,” agreed Alexi. “That would upset your delicate balance.”
 

“Exactly,” sighed the Secretary. “We can protest, but that doesn’t do much with Aton. We could go to war . . . but if Aton really wanted to ruin Osiris, they could. It’s like have a gingerbear sitting on your foot – how do you get it to move without getting yourself torn to pieces?”
 

“It occurs to me, Excellency,” Sir Alexi said, casually, “that Tanith is currently at war with Aton. As a matter of fact, at this very moment ships from Tanith are attacking multiple targets within their sphere of influence. My own ship will be returning to military duty immediately after the conclusion of this conference,” he added, “and we will be striking Atonian military targets.”
 

The Foreign Secretary stiffened. “The government of Osiris cannot condone any attack on Aton, with whom we have friendly relations,” he said, as if by rote.
 

“Nor would I want you to, Excellency,” soothed Sir Alexi. “I’m just informing you as to my government’s position and intentions . . . and wondering, purely as speculation, how Osiris would benefit if the Atonian presence on – Ausklis? On Ausklis was neutralized?”
 

“And trade re-opened?” the official asked, thoughtfully. “That would benefit us greatly,” he admitted.
 

“Then I suggest you send a ship to Ausklis about ten hours after my ship departs,” he advised. “A ship full of medicine and relief supplies. And maybe any former dissidents from Ausklis you trust to form a new government. Just as a precaution,” he added, with the smallest of grins.
 

“I . . . I believe I understand, Excellency,” the man nodded. “And might I say that while Osiris probably cannot extend full diplomatic recognition immediately,” he said, stressing the word, “due to the undue amount of attention that might attract, if we were in a better economic position, then extending our commercial reach as far as Tanith would be quite natural.”
 

“Exactly,” nodded Alexi. “No quid quo pros, of course. But a casual, under-the-table gentleman’s agreement?”
 

“Tell me, Sir Alexi,” sighed the diplomat, “are all Sword World diplomats so subtle, tenacious, and well-spoken?”
 

“I’ve been told I’m a bit of an aberration,” admitted the young knight with a laugh. 
 

“Thank God,” Secretary Molina smiled. “If I faced the prospect of an invasion of ships filled with the likes of you . . . well, I think I’d probably just go ahead and surrender now.”
 

  The next day Secretary Molina and a group of aides toured the Moon Goddess, where Sir Alexi had prepared a presentation featuring some of the trade items available at Tanith’s markets the potential advantages of a political alliance.  The Osirians were impressed, but tight-lipped about whether or not such an alliance was feasible.  That was sufficient, for the purposes of the mission: the goal had been to make the small empire aware of the possibilities.  




 

Fifty hours later, the Moon Goddess went into hyperspace and prepared for its first solo raid in the war.  Thanks to the Osirians, Sir Alexi had far more information on the target than Space Vikings normally get -- Osirian intelligence agencies had thick files on Ausklis, thick enough to convince Alexi that the world was far more important to the strategic interests of Osiris than they’d let on.  After reviewing the documents in hyperspace, Alexi could see why.  Molybdenum was certainly the biggest prize Ausklis had, but it was by no means the only one.  The world produced several kinds of rare earth minerals that were essential for any kind of sophisticated electronics or machinery.  




 

 With that in mind, Alexi and his staff spent hours developing a raiding plan that encompassed the maximum financial gain, the maximum military gain, and the maximum political gain without endangering his ship or his crew more than necessary. By the time the Moon Goddess emerged over Ausklis in the final microjump, his staff was well-prepared and his men were well drilled in their missions.




 

The 9600 mile blue-green planet’s single moon was unoccupied -- it was a mere 400 mile wide sliver of rock too far from Ausklis to make a good base.  But two normal-space 500 foot patrol ships were in orbit, guarding Aton’s claim to Ausklis.  Alexi wasn’t impressed -- he’d expected more.  Destroying those ships was the first step.  One was in high cis-lunar orbit, guarding the most likely space a ship would come out of hyperspace in.  The other was in a much lower, faster orbit, where it could control the entry into the planet’s atmosphere.




 

If both ships were allowed to engage the Moon Goddess together, they would be a challenge.  So the Moon Goddess viciously and suddenly attacked the high-orbit ship by surprise.  Launching two of her pinnaces after emerging behind the moon, the three ships sent a blistering salvo of missiles around the tiny rock towards the Atonian patrol when it made its closest approach to the satellite.  The crew of the vessel had four minutes in which to react.  A few anti-missile missiles were launched, but the devastating onslaught from the Space Vikings was decisive, and the nighttime sky of Ausklis lit up briefly with the flare of its demise.




 

The lower altitude ship broke orbit almost at once, and began climbing towards the site of the battle to investigate.  The two pinnaces emerged from behind the satellite and proceeded to engage the vessel, while the Moon Goddess stayed concealed.  Faced with two opponents -- and unknown dangers beyond -- the patrol ship began attacking prematurely, hurling rockets at the extreme limits of their range.  The Royal Navy men aboard the pinnaces were cooler heads -- they took turns slowly sniping at the ascending ship, luring it one way and then the other, always harassing but never quite engaging.




 

After two hours of the cat-and-mouse game, the Moon Goddess emerged, far out of the patrol ship’s range, and began a rapid descent into the atmosphere.  
 

There were two ways a ship could enter the atmosphere of a world -- gradually, allowing the Abbot Drives time to slow the ship using the planet’s own gravitational field as leverage -- or rapidly, depending on the planet’s atmosphere to provide enough resistance to brake the ship’s speed while the Abbots punched back against the gravity well.  The former method was preferred, because of the far smaller energy bill involved, but the latter method -- which could crash a ship, upon occasion -- had its tactical uses.  Sir Alexi had decided that the tactical advantages were worth the risk and expense of a hard descent.  Besides, it shaved almost four hours off of the descent time, and that time advantage could prove critical.




 

The method of descent had another side-effect: the heat from the air friction around the ship was enough to ignite, making the Moon Goddess resemble a blazing comet of doom in the skies of Ausklis.  In the three orbits it took to descend on the world, the ship would appear to be like a harbinger of peril to the people on the world below.




 

Sir Alexi launched the other two pinnaces half way down the descent, taking personal command of one.  The Moon Goddess herself, under Captain Molina, would continue towards the site of the Atonian naval base at the capital city.  The other pinnace departed for the site of the molybdenum refinery, where it would take over possession of the highest grade metals stockpiled there.




 

 Sir Alexi’s team, comprised of thirty stalwart ground-fighters and a compliment of combat contragravity, were on a more important mission.  As the Moon Goddess began to engage the anti-aircraft guns of the base half a world away, Alexi’s team landed just outside the rough circle in the forest that was the site of Aton’s educational outreach to the Ausklisians.  
 

Sir Alexi was going to raid the University.




 

It was mid-day in this part of the world, which meant that classes were in session.  The gleaming new ferrocrete buildings were filled with students and professors.  The entire complex held at least a thousand students, and their quizzical-looking faces stared up at him as the pinnace hovered over the center of the campus, flanked by combat cars and aircav mounts.
 
 

Sir Alexi descended in a command car, and as the square in front of an impressive-looking clock tower, and as his marines deployed around the area, menacing the cowed students with their carbines and submachine guns, Alexi demanded that the crowd produce a leader.  When no one in particular would step forward, Alexi ordered the clock tower destroyed with a missile from a combat car.




 

It didn’t take long after that for a pudgy little man to get pushed forward.




 

“I-I’m Carlo Cintovera, the Chancellor of this University,” he said, shaking visibly.  “W-what can I d-do for you g-gentlemen?” he asked, terrified.




 

“I am Sir Alexi Karvall, Captain of the Golden Hand, the royal guards of Tanith,” Alexi boomed in his most intimidating voice.  “The Princely Realm of Tanith is currently at war with the Planetary Republic of Aton,” he informed the man, and the crowd at large.




 

“Well, we’re on Ausklis,” the little administrator replied.  “You have the wrong planet.” From his voice, it was clear that that settled the matter, in his mind.
 

“This facility was funded and staffed by Aton, was it not?”




 

“Oh, yes, I’m Atonian myself!  Proud Party member,” he added, almost by rote.  “But we’re not military, here.  We’re an academic institution.  We’re civilians,” he stressed.




 

 “I understand that, Chancellor Cintovera,” Alexi said, coldly.  “And I do not make war on civilians.  However, I consider this university -- what’s the name?” he said, interrupting himself.




 

“Farrinrose University,” the Chancellor said, proudly.  “Originally it was Farrinrose Polytechnic, until Aton sent us a graduate-level humanities department.  Now we’re more than just training technicians.  We’re re-building a sophisticated civilization here, one bright young mind at a time.”




 

“Excellent,” Alexi said.  “Then Farrinrose University is now declared a Strategically Important Resource, and is therefore seize-able under the laws of war.”
 

“What?!” Chancellor Cintovera shrieked.  “You can’t possibly seize a university!”
 

“I think I can,” Sir Alexi assured.  “I want a complete staff roster and list of students in my hand in fifteen minutes.  Meanwhile, every single staff member -- and heck, any graduate student -- should go back to their quarters and pack their bags and gather any essential notes and books.  If you have any last-minute correspondence, you might want to finish that off, too.”
 

“You . . . you’re going to kidnap the entire faculty?” Cintovera said, aghast.
 

“I am accepting your surrender,” Sir Alexi corrected.  “You do wish to surrender, don’t you? Or are you willing to defend yourself?” he asked, unsnapping the holster on his sidearm.   The pudgy little man looked distressingly from Sir Alexi to his pistol to the ship overhead and the aircars buzzing around to the smoldering ruins of the clock tower in the main quadrangle.  . 
 

“YES!  Yes, we surrender!  Just don’t hurt anyone!” he wailed, unhappily.
 

“We don’t want to,” Alexi assured.  “So don’t give me a reason to.  If everyone cooperates, there won’t be a reason to.  So go get that list, then go get packed, because this entire institution is about to be relocated to Tanith for the duration.”  He looked around, and spotted a cluster of frightened-looking young women.  “You,” he said, addressing them.  “You don’t look old enough to be faculty, so you’ll probably be staying.  Go fetch a desk for me out here, and a pitcher of lemonade or juice or whatever you people drink.  This is going to take some time and it looks like a hot day.  Scoot!” he added for emphasis, and the young women scattered.
 

“No aircar will lift without my permission,” he called to the crowd at large.  “Or it gets shot down.  And don’t think you can escape through the forest -- my men are patrolling this entire installation, and they have orders to shoot anyone caught fleeing.”
 

While the majority of the assembled gasped angrily at such a casual mention of violence, not everyone was suitably cowed.  An aging woman with dark gray hair and spectacles boldly approached Sir Alexi, and even had the temerity to jab her bony finger into his chest.  
 

“You, sir, are nothing but a common thug!” she snarled.  “This is an illegal attack, and I won’t stand for it!”
 

“Madame, I am a soldier of the Princely Realm of Tanith, and my conduct has been in exact accordance with the commonly-accepted rules of war.  Our two planets are at war.  Now, I could have dropped a couple of tactical atomics on this place and be done with it, but considering what strong supporters of higher education my lieges are, I thought I would do them -- and you -- the courtesy of not evaporating every living soul in a square mile.  As a Strategically Important Resource, that would have been perfectly legal and acceptable.  Indeed,” he said, his eyes narrowing, “that’s likely what’s happening to the people around the new military base.  My ship is attacking it even now.  Of course, I could reconsider my decision . . .”
 

The woman paled.  “So what will become of us?”
 

“You will be treated humanely, as prisoners of war,” he assured her.  “We’ll voyage back to Tanith -- making a few stops in between -- where your ultimate disposition will depend on Her Highness, Princess Valerie, Sovereign Princess of Tanith -- and your own authoritarian and corrupt government, of course.”
 

“We -- we won’t be . . . ravished?” she asked, her eyes wide.
 

“Of course not, Madame,” he said, chuckling.  “You are prisoners of war and will be treated as such.  Just go back to your quarters and pack.”  She went away, and Alexi couldn’t quite tell if she was relieved or disappointed at the guarantee of her virtue.
 

It took five hours to organize the detainees on the quadrangle, but just as the Moon Goddess was finishing off the last of the Atonian resistance in the capital, Alexi had determined that two hundred and eighty of the University staff and their families were now prisoners of the Realm.  
 

He wasn’t positive that Her Highness would see his move in the same light he did.  It didn’t do much to harm Aton -- a back-woods university on a barely civilized world was hardly a strategic game-changer -- but it did bring almost three-hundred trained professionals back to Tanith, where they could serve out their POW terms teaching their subjects to Tanith students.          
 

He also had the library cleaned out, taking every precious volume and thousands of technical microbooks aboard the Moon Goddess when it finally came to retrieve the team and its academic booty.  That was to appease the Warlord, of course, who would want every historical work in the room.  And there were a couple of paintings in the tiny university museum, pieces on loan from Aton's public collection, that he figured Count Van Larch would fancy.  
 

It wasn’t gold and jewels, he reasoned.  But when it came to the game of civilization, a second-year grad student in physics was more valuable to Tanith than a room full of Zarathustra sunstones.
 




 



 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Eighteen:
 

Baroness Cragsdale
 



 
 

 The day was already starting to get warm in Rivington the morning that Mr. Dawes left Tanith. Clear skies and a balmy, fragrant breeze from over the grasslands presented an ideal send-off at the Royal Pavilion at the Spaceport (which was otherwise the VIP Travelers Lounge, when not required by the Realm), where Princess Valerie and a small group of senior officials and great nobles of Tanith gathered to bid the Wizard’s emissary good-bye. He had booked passage on the Gilgamesh freighter Valuestar, bound for Odin with a cargo of luxury goods. The body of Sir Sam Gatworth had been stowed within by an honor guard of Golden Hand troopers, resplendent in their black-and-gold dress cloaks. 
 

 After the brief ceremony, at which both Princess Valerie and Duke Otto felt compelled to say a few words, the party retired to the Royal Pavilion for a short reception.
 

 “I don’t know how Tanith can thank you for all of your assistance, Mr. Dawes,” the Princess said, after Alvyn Karffard led a brief toast. “You’ve provided us valuable intelligence and insight, and allowed us to see this conflict in a much wider context. I pray the Wizard returns you to us soon.”
 

 Dawes shrugged. “Hard to say, Highness, considering everything that’s going on. I’ve done what little I could do for you, and that’s little enough. I expect that the Wizard will indeed continue to support Tanith, if for no other reason than to keep it out of Sword World hands. No offense,” he said, cutting his eyes to Otto.
 

 “None taken,” the big duke shrugged. “I’d like just as well to keep it out of Old Federation hands. No offense.”
 

 “I think it’s in the proper hands, as it is,” Dawes nodded. “Truly, what you people have built here is remarkable. It’s just a start towards civilization, but it’s a remarkable start – and in just a decade, too! I intend to offer the opinion that Tanith and the current regime should be resolutely defended, when I’m debriefed. And, Wizard willing, I’ll be back in six months. Possibly with more help,” he added. 
 

 “And if you happen to hear any tale of Prince Lucas on your way,” Alvyn added, from the bar where his rotund mass yielded to inertia as he nursed his drink, “do pass that along to one of our mutual friends, won’t you?” 
 

The spymaster and the Wizard’s agent had spent much time conspiring how to keep the channels of communication open between clandestine quasi-criminal organization and rogue upstart Space Viking colony. In fact it had been easier to do than expected, as Tanith’s intelligence agency and the Wizard used certain sources and conduits of information in common in the Old Federation. Particularly through the Gilgameshers. The star-trading religious zealots were ideal for passing coded messages from one point to another with little fear of interception. And Tanith’s nearly unique relationship with them – extending to an official exchange of ambassadors – made the long-coated merchants more willing than usual to perform the service.
 

 “Of course,” nodded Dawes. “My only regret is that I did not get the opportunity to meet Prince Lucas myself. The Wizard has expressed a lot of interest in him, personally. And you will let us know if there’s any sign of an impending Sword World invasion? That might be helpful.”
 

 “You’ll be the first to know,” assured Valerie. The boarding klaxon sounded, and a cheerful female voice came over the intercom and announced final boarding for the Valuestar.
 

 “That’s my ship,” Dawes said, downing his last sip of Lyran spirits. “My dear friends of Tanith, let me leave you with one last piece of advice. You are a brave and valiant people, and you are in the middle of a contest between powers so vastly greater than your own that the chances that one of your foes will eventually come at you in strength is almost certain. 
 

“I therefore advise you to move cautiously, with great forethought and wisdom, before you act too strongly in your defense. The longer you can escape the direct notice of your enemies, the stronger you can grow. Build your strength, conserve your resources, and prepare for a struggle of a long duration. But, if the stars are in the right position, then you may just find yourselves counted amongst the great civilizations of the new age.”
 

 “There’s a new age?” Duke Morland asked. 
 

 “Of course, Paytrik,” Karffard said. “Don’t you pay attention to any of my drunken ramblings? Regardless of what happens in the next few months – or the next few years – things have definitely changed. The Space Vikings have finally managed to get the attention of the civilized worlds, and from that conflict – who knows? An era of brutal warfare, more than likely, and then a re-centralization of political power. After discussing the matter with my colleague with the crystal ball, over there, I’m convinced: one way or another, a new Empire will be born of this. Whether it’s the New Federation of the Atonians or a Sword World-run Star Empire, too many connections have been made between too many planets for humanity to sink back into oblivion.”
 

 Dawes nodded. “Exactly so. All that remains is to figure out who is going to win, and ensure that they have everyone’s best interest in mind. Or if they don’t . . . destroy them.”
 

 Dawes made one more bow before departing, and the rest of the court waited until the Gilgamesher was a dot in the sky before they began drifting back to their duties. Princess Valerie was about to board her aircar when one of her Golden Hand guards informed her than an unscheduled ship had just emerged from hyperspace, bearing a carefully-guarded pass code that indicated that a person of some importance was aboard, with a message of utmost importance. Her pulse quickened when the Guard also informed her that this ship – a five-hundred foot yacht – was from her homeworld of Marduk. Further, the code used indicated that absolute discretion was required, or that the information being sent was of the most sensitive importance. 
 

There could only be one thing that would make Mardukan Naval Intelligence use that code that she could think of: they had news of Lucas. Good news or bad news, she would not know until the courier arrived. As it would take at least six hours to descend from orbit, Valerie elected to return home rather than wait at the Spaceport. But it was a long six hours. 
 

 Valerie cleared her afternoon schedule, which hadn’t been particularly busy (playtime with baby Elaine and some domestic spending authorizations) and had the Blue Room of Trask House prepared for the messenger’s arrival. When the vessel finally did slip into a berth specially prepared for such sensitive missions, the diplomatic courier wasted no time in requesting and receiving an audience with Her Highness.
 

 Valerie summoned Duke Alvyn and Nikkolay Trask to hear the message, too. She would have included Otto and Paytrik, but they were already over on Beta continent for the next two days, investigating potential sites for a second naval base. She would brief them as soon as they returned.
 

 To her surprise, it wasn’t a discreet spy who emerged from the aircar bearing the Mardukan Diplomatic seal at Trask House – it was a kid she used to baby-sit.
 

 “VALERIE!” a teenaged girl squealed excitedly, breaking into a run towards the Princess and nearly getting herself shot by the hyper-alert Golden Hand guards – who were nearly shot by the Mardukan Palace Guards tending the teenaged princess. Luckily both units were quick to re-assess the situation and lower their weapons before a regicidal firefight broke out.
 

 “Oh my God, it’s Princess Myrna!” she gasped, and then accepted a full-contact hug at a dead run. After a heartfelt embrace she pulled her former charge out to arm’s length and visually inspected her. Valerie gasped again. “You’ve gotten so big!”
 

 “And you went and got pregnant!” Myrna accused. “I’ve been so excited about seeing the baby I’ve almost burst the whole way from Marduk!”
 

 “She’s down for a nap now,” confided Valerie, “but the moment she’s up, she’s all yours. So what in heavens are you doing here on Tanith, Myrna?” she asked, scoldingly.
 

 “Inside,” whispered the teenaged Princess conspiratorially. “It’s, um . . . sensitive.”
 

 Myrna had not come alone – her old tutor, Sir Thomas Kobbly, was with her as an “aide” (because the Princess was too old to have a “babysitter” any more). 
 

The venerable old Naval captain had been a part of the Royal Household for years – in fact, he and Valerie had organized an escape plot together that had managed to smuggle Princess Myrna offworld to Tanith during the Marduk Affair, after arming the rest of the servants at a remote hunting lodge and stealing a space ship. She greeted the gallant old knight affectionately, though he looked a little apologetic for his presence. He remained as tight-lipped about the purpose of the visit as Myrna was.
 

 “So, tell me this important message,” Valerie instructed, after the Princess has become re-acquainted with Karffard and Nikkolay. “It must be pretty vital if Prince Simon dispatched the heir to the throne to deliver it.”
 

 “He didn’t . . . exactly send me,” Myrna said, guiltily. “I, uh, discovered the message was headed out through Naval Intelligence channels, and I took the opportunity to ensure that it got here. I had to be sure, didn’t I?” she asked, defensively. “It concerns Prince Lucas, after all!” Valerie did a double-take at that last statement – Myrna had delivered it with the kind of fervor only a teenage girl in the depths of a crush could manage. And that was more than enough intensity to make her forget about the issue of harboring a fugitive monarch.
 

 “What about my husband?” Valerie asked, her levity forgotten.
 

 “We received some intelligence from one of our agents on Aton,” explained Myrna, seriously. “Things are pretty rotten there right now, because of that stinky ol’ Party of theirs, but those Atonians love a good bribe. It seems Prince Lucas has been sent to the Atonian prison planet. ‘Planet X’, they call it – it’s a secret prison where they send all of their political prisoners. They even sent their old king there!” she said, scandalized. “But we’re certain that Lucas was moved to Planet X over six months ago. Right after his so-called ‘trial’,” she added with disgust.”
 

 “That’s great news!” Nikkolay exclaimed. “So where’s ‘Planet X’?”
 

 “No one knows,” admitted Myrna, discouraged. “It’s one of their most closely held secrets. Only senior Party officials and highly-placed members of their secret police know its exact location. But we do know it’s on the other side of Federation space,” she added. “And from the two accounts we’ve gotten from people who’ve been there, it’s a pretty depressing place.”
 

 “Were all of his men sent, too, your Highness?” asked Karffard, politely.
 

 “Apparently so,” nodded the teen, gravely. “But that’s not all. The Atonians are positively squirming right now, thanks to your raids!” she said, triumphantly. “They’re screaming publicly about piracy and ‘rogue Space Viking regimes’, but privately they’re starting to get worried. Apparently they didn’t expect you to start raiding shipping – they figured that you’d try a direct attack on Aton. They were ready for that,” she added. “But you took ‘em by surprise when you started hauling in whole spaceships. And blowing up bases. They didn’t expect that at all!”
 

 “So, is it having an effect?” asked Nikkolay, hopefully. “Are they willing to give back Lucas?”
 

 “They . . . I . . . well, it’s complicated,” Myrna said, after struggling to come up with the words. “Uncle Simon and I had a sit-down with their so-called ambassador a few weeks ago. We still have diplomatic relations, of course, but just barely, and that might not survive for long. Apparently the Atonians were a lot more involved with the Makann fanatics who enslaved my grandfather than we thought. Anyway,” she continued, “I was in the meeting with him, being future head-of-state and all, and my gut feeling was that they’d consider it.”
 

 “That’s almost as good as a clear battlefield victory,” Nikkolay nodded, enthusiastically.
 

 “Well, kind of,” Myrna said, biting her lip. “When you guys captured the fourth or fifth ship, some of the commercial interests in their Party started screaming bloody murder, and demanded that the Party settle the matter. They wanted to give Lucas back in exchange for a truce. But . . . well, just before I left, we got another intercepted transmission, this one highly urgent, very hush-hush, senior Party eyes only, that sort of thing.” She paused, apparently for dramatic effect, and Valerie had to restrain herself from choking a girl she’d known since she was six years old to death.
 

 “And . . . ?” she asked, pointedly.
 

 “And . . . they can’t find him,” she revealed, dramatically.
 

 “WHAT?” Valerie shrieked.
 

 “I said, they can’t find him. He escaped.”
 

 “How the hell did he escape?” Karffard barked. “He escaped? From the toughest, most secret prison in Aton’s empire?”
 

 “Pretty much,” nodded Myrna, casually. “Escaped with all of his men. And blew up the prison pretty good too, before he left, from what the report said.”
 

 “But how did he leave?” begged Valerie.
 

 “That’s . . . kind of murky, right now,” Myrna admitted. “He apparently stole a space ship.”
 

 “How could Lucas steal a space ship?” Nikkolay asked, confused. “I mean, he had his men with him, and he’s a good captain, but . . .?”
 

 Myrna gave a shrug. “Who knows? But he’s not under the Atonians’ power any more. Only they can’t admit that, or they’ll look weak and stupid. Well, stupid-er. So they’re clinging to the story that they just won’t budge on returning Lucas, and hope that you guys will just go away or forget about him or something.”
 

 Valerie snorted. “Fat chance!”
 

 Myrna nodded, sympathetically. “That’s what I said,” she agreed. “Those words exactly, actually. There’s no way you’d let a—let Prince Lucas stay a prisoner. If you’re willing to go after a thousand common-born neobarb whores—”
 

 “Wait, you heard about that?” Valerie asked, aghast. Of course she had, she reminded herself mentally. Myrna was kept informed of important matters to the Kingdom she’d one day rule, and Marduk’s continuing interest in Tanith certainly counted.
 

 “Heard about it? Valerie, it was all over the Mardukan newscasts for weeks! You got named Woman of the Year in some places. The ‘Mardukan Space Viking Princess With A Heart Of Gold’. It beat the hell out of all of those ‘local girl makes good’ stories they ran about your wedding and coronation.”
 

 “Language, young lady!” Valerie snapped automatically, before she realized it. If she offended the soon-to-be-reigning monarch of over six billion people, she didn’t show it. 
 

 Indeed Myrna looked especially sheepish. “Sorry! I’ve been hanging around space men for too long.”
 

 “So,” Nick asked, drumming his fingers, “while I appreciate the speedy update on Lucas’ whereabouts, that still doesn’t answer the question of why you were the one to bring it.”
 

 “That’s . . . a loooong story,” she assured, making it perfectly clear that it was a long story she didn’t want to tell.
 

 “I find I have my evening free,” Karffard said, settling in eagerly. “This should be good.”
 

 “I, um, I kind of . . . took the yacht for a spin,” she said, twisting her hair with one hand. “Um, it was just supposed to be for a few days, of course—”
 

 “Just how does the most-protected person on Marduk manage to sneak off and take a space ship for a spin without her legal guardian knowing?” asked Valerie, pointedly.
 

 “Well, they’d never let Princess Myrna leave Mardukan space without at least a couple of cruisers for escort,” she admitted. “I mean, I can’t go to the beach without five hundred guards and retainers! And if I had tried to get aboard as ‘Princess Myrna’, they’d be on the screen to Prince Simon faster than hyperspace. So . . . I borrowed a trick from Daddy,” she said, referring to her late father, the Crown Prince. “I had Sir Thomas make the arrangements for ‘Baroness Cragsdale’. The nobility go for jaunts all the time,” she dismissed. “No one checks to see if they’re secretly Royalty. If a Baroness or a Count want to check out their family’s yacht, the port authorities just let ‘em, mostly. Or they get chewed out and re-assigned to some remote lunar base. And since I had the clearance codes from Mardukan Naval Intelligence—”
 

 “And just how did you come by those, young lady?” demanded Valerie.
 

 “Hey! I’m a future head-of-state! I have to know those codes!” she protested. “I get briefed on crap like that all the time.”
 

 “That explains how you did it,” reasoned Nikkolay, “but it doesn’t really cover why you did it.”
 

 “Oh,” Myrna said, guiltily. “That. Okay, um, have you ever heard of Lady Millicent’s Academy For Young Ladies?” she asked. “It’s a lot like Planet X, only without the glowing reputation for charm.”
 

 “Hey!” Valerie protested. “I went to Lady Millicent’s! It’s been the school of choice for the Mardukan aristocracy for over two hundred years! Every lady in the Royal Family goes there!”
 

 “I know!” Myrna said, rolling her eyes expressively. “Prince Simon pointed that out like a million times when he was trying to convince me to go! He and the whole court! They want me there for four years!” she said, pronouncing it as if were a prison sentence. “Steven doesn’t have to go – he’s a cadet at the Naval Academy, now! He gets some adventure to look forward to until we get married!” 
 

Count Steven Ravary was Myrna’s distant cousin, and also the son of Prince Regent Simon Bentrik. He was a year older than Myrna, but the two had known that they were to be wed since Myrna was twelve, in an effort to consolidate Simon’s hold on power in the aftermath of the Mardukan Affair. Myrna and Steven had both accepted the fact, and since they were childhood playmates they were generally well-disposed to the idea.
 

“You know what I have to look forward to? Four years of ‘how to throw a tea party’ and ‘how to hire the right servants’ and ‘History of the Kingdom and its Nobility’? I’d rather go to Planet X!” she said, defiantly. “When Prince Simon decided he was going to be unreasonable about it . . . well, I borrowed a trick from you, Valerie. I commandeered the ship and gave myself the mission. I mean, this is about Prince Lucas!” she said, ardently. “I couldn’t keep you waiting for a message like that! And I couldn’t very well let some miserable intelligence officer give you that kind of news!” she said, as if that had justified everything.
 

 “Don’t you dare blame this stunt on me, young lady!” Valerie reproved, heatedly. “I wasn’t trying to escape my responsibilities, I was embracing them! There’s a difference!”
 

 “I’m embracing mine, too!” the teen whined. “C’mon! I’m gonna run the whole planet in about five years! I’ve got people who can plan a tea party and tell me any applicable history I need to know!”
 

 “Running away from finishing school is not the same thing as embracing your responsibilities!”
 

 “It is too!” Myrna said, defiantly. “Look, I’ve only got maybe four, five years before they pin me down and make me wear that stupid, gaudy, heavy crown for the rest of my life! And I am not going to spend it learning how to arrange flowers and fold table linens!”
 

 “All right, all right, calm down,” Nikkolay said, reasonably. “Let us at least inform Prince Simon of your whereabouts – there’s been a rash of princess kidnappings in our neighborhood, in case you haven’t heard,” he said, dryly. “I’m sure he’s got half the fleet out looking for you by now!”
 

 “I left a note!” Myrna said, defensively. “I told him where I was going! I brought Sir Thomas along!” she added, looking to her aide for help. The old man looked both amused and uncomfortable.
 

 “Sir Thomas?” Valerie said, her eyebrows raised. “You allowed this, this truancy to happen?”
 

 The old knight cleared his throat. “Actually, Highness, I was about to inform His Royal Highness of our departure, when Her Royal Highness reminded me – in no uncertain terms – that I had taken an oath of fealty and loyalty to her House, not Prince Simon’s, and she compelled me to stay silent until we were able to get away.”
 

 “Your attention to your duty does you credit, Sir Thomas,” Valerie said, darkly. “But there is duty and then—”
 

 “Lady Val— sorry, Your Highness, have you ever tried to argue with a fourteen year-old girl?”
 

 Valerie blinked. Her training had been in early childhood development, not adolescent development. For a reason. “No, Sir Thomas, not since I was that age,” she admitted.
 

 “Well, Highness, I have five daughters, God bless them, and I raised them all to maturity. I’m no greenhorn when it comes to . . . willful and spirited children,” he said, smiling fondly at the blushing Princess Myrna. “But please believe my utmost sincerity when I say that I would rather charge an enemy gun emplacement with a feather duster and a bag of rocks than try to keep Her Highness from doing what she’s set her mind to.” While there was definitely a reproving tone to his voice, he could not also disguise the note of fatherly pride. “She gave me an order. I followed it.”
 

 “The damage has been done,” sighed Valerie. “And while I can’t approve of your methods, I certainly welcome you to enjoy our hospitality – Baroness Cragsdale.”
 

 “Thank you, Highness,” Myrna said, curtseying sarcastically. “Please don’t send me back to Lady Millicent’s! I’ll claim refugee status, if that helps! I want to stay here for a while and learn about, um, Space Viking culture. It would be an important element for putting my future reign into perspective,” she said, with exaggerated solemnity. 
 

 The adults in the room couldn’t help it – they all burst out laughing.
 

 “You may stay for a few hundred hours,” promised Valerie, “but then you have to go back and face your guardian’s wrath. Sorry, Myr, not even I can save you from that.”
 

 The teen shrugged. “I figured. I’m not worried. I’m gonna be the Queen someday – what’s he going to do?”
 

 “Clap you in irons?” suggested Nikkolay, gruffly. “Confine you to quarters? Internal exile?”
 

 “He wouldn’t dare!” Myrna said, almost shrieking.
 

 “Myrna, you know what you did was wrong,” Valerie said, firmly. “You have to face the music.”
 

 ‘Oh, I know!” she pouted. “But at least I got a holiday out of it.”
 

 Just then Lady Ashley arrived with the sleepy-eyed Princess Elaine, and the teenager insisted on rolling around on the floor to play with the nine-month old baby. Elaine, for her part, was enchanted with the lively and giggly teen, and started cackling manically and grabbing her hair and pulling. Valerie watched indulgently for a few moments before she excused herself to speak alone with Sir Thomas.
 

 “Is what she says accurate?” she asked, quietly, when they went out on the veranda for a cigarette.
 

 “Minus the hyperbole, yes,” the Mardukan knight agreed. “Things are pretty tense back home right now, Val—Your Highness.”
 

 “Please, Thomas, suspend the royalty when we’re in private. I’m still Valerie. Just a really, really worried Valerie with a crown, a throne, and a space fleet.”
 

 “If anything, Myrna downplayed just how much your raids have spooked the Atonian commercial interests,” the knight continued. “Your raiders have taken nine ships in the last four months. And hundreds of prisoners. If kidnapping your husband was supposed to keep Tanith quiet, or sucker you into making a foolish attack, it backfired in their faces. Now the Atonian corporations are screaming for guarded convoys, but the fact is that Aton’s expansion has left them with too few ships to cover both defensive work at home and convoy duty.”
 

 “Good,” Valerie said, as she leaned casually against the railing and lit her cigarette. “What do you think the chances are that they’ll attack here in force?”
 

 “Well, from what I saw in orbit, it would take a pretty sizable fleet to do it,” Sir Thomas said, approvingly. “Are all of those ships Space Vikings?” he asked, flashing his eyes skyward.
 

 Valerie chuckled. “Actually, most of those are Royal Navy of Tanith ships, now,” she corrected. “Just before my husband got himself kidnapped, he very brilliantly not only stopped an attack on Amateratsu – that’s one of our treaty allies in the League of Civilized Worlds which also happens to produce a whole lot of gadolinium – but he figured out where the losers headed when they got beaten, followed them there, and ended up capturing three ships on the ground in the process. Brand new, Sword World-built, too,” she added. “We’re just scrambling to find crews for them all, now.”
 

 “Impressive,” Sir Thomas nodded. “It looks like your ready to invade someplace.”
 

 “Tanith has plenty of enemies,” Valerie shrugged. “Aton, Gram, Xochitl, and those are just are classier ones. We’ve strengthened the moonbase, added more launch sites planetside, and armed the common people.”
 

 “And continued to build ships,” Sir Thomas added, gesturing to the distant Gorram Yards. 
 

 “Well, that’s probably going to stop, for a while,” she sighed. “We’ve got more ships now than men to run them. And now that we’ve got a bumper-crop of captured merchantmen, too, I’m afraid we’re probably going to have some slack capacity for a while.” 
 

 “Not necessarily,” Sir Thomas said. “I’ve been a lot more active in politics since our daring escape,” he grinned. “Hard not to be, with His Highness not certain whom he could trust. Prince Simon has wanted as many loyal men around him as possible, so I get to overhear an awful lot. You know the Malverton and lunar shipyards are going at full production now, as we try to rebuild the fleet. It’s a great jobs program, too,” he added. “And without a functioning parliament, there’s no one to start yelling about the expense. But it’s slow going. The first ship won’t be ready for another six months, and the others will take just as long.”
 

 “Well, we can loan you a ship or two if you need them,” Valerie said reluctantly, biting her lip.
 

 “Oh, no, we have enough to cover our defense obligations – but it occurs to me that if your yard is going to be idle, then I might be able to persuade His Highness to contract out some work. Since our yards are focusing on replacing our ships-of-the-line that were destroyed, they won’t be able to work on the smaller ships we want for at least two or three years – and we’ll need them sooner. So if your people can build to Mardukan specifications, it’s possible we can strike a deal for, say, six thousand-foot cruisers?”
 

 “That would keep Basil’s people eating for a couple of years,” she nodded. Then she cut her eyes at Sir Thomas slyly. “And, of course, if Tanith was building them, then they wouldn’t exactly be visible to every Atonian spy in Malverton, either, would they?”
 

 “Suddenly producing a fleet of brand-new cruisers out of nowhere would keep them off-balance, yes,” admitted the old knight with a smile. “It would at least upset some of their calculations.”
 

 “It’s also possible that we could do it cheaper here, too,” Valerie encouraged. “I know that the cost per ship for us seems a lot lower I recall Marduk building them for.”
 

 “Well, unionized labor, institutionalized procurement, and rampant corruption don’t help,”
 he grumbled good-naturedly. “In fact, they add almost a third to the cost of actually getting a ship built. These last few were low-bid contracts that went to consortiums, and ever division wants to soak the Crown for as much as they can get away with. So if we contracted that work out to you, then everyone wins. The unions on Marduk aren’t going to complain about what they don’t know about, and they’re members already have steady jobs for the next five years until the big ships are done, and if you can actually do it cheaper, then everyone wins. I’m not an official government representative—”
 

 “But you’ll put in a good word,” Valerie nodded, understanding his meaning. “Thanks, Thomas.”
 

 “So,” the older man said, clearing his throat a little, “how are you holding up, with that dashing young man gone?”
 

 Valerie felt her shoulders sag automatically. “Truthfully? Personally, I’m absolutely miserable. I try to keep myself occupied, and I’ve got plenty to do. I have my . . . amusements,” she assured him. “I work out a lot with my guards, for instance. I’m getting pretty deadly,” she said, proudly. “But then at night, I look up into the stars and know that he’s out there somewhere, probably fighting for his life, desperately trying to get back to me.”
 

 “What amazes me is that he was able to escape at all,” Sir Thomas said, admirably. “You don’t understand just how secret Planet X is. The Atonians have been using it as a storeroom for political dissidents and enemies of the state for forty years or more. In all that time, we haven’t been able to pin down an exact location. A pity – the former King of Aton was a distant cousin of Princess Myrna,” he added. “The whole Atonian Royal Family was ‘relocated’ to this ‘reeducation camp’ after the Party took power forty years ago, and they just . . . disappeared. Our agents have been grinding away at this constantly, but while the rank-and-file of the Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party is gloriously corrupt, the secret police and political section are not – they regularly screen themselves with veridicators to keep our lads out. But in all that time not once did we hear a whisper of escape. Now your husband manages to pull off not just an escape, but an entire prison break in less than a few months of arriving? Spectacular!”
 

 “Lucas likes to take an active hand in things,” Valerie chuckled. “You should have seen what he did to a local warlord last year when he started raising a ruckus.”
 

 “No doubt,” Sir Thomas agreed. “I will be frank: I was concerned when you accepted Prince Lucas’ proposal so quickly. Understandable, I suppose – we’d all just been through such a trying experience, I think we were all a little shell-shocked after the Battle of Marduk, and I didn’t have the heart to tell you my misgivings. But I see you here, now . . . Valerie, you seem in your element.”
 

 “Not without Lucas here,” Valerie said, unhappily. “I feel cheated! I had him for just over a year, and now he’s . . . out there.”
 

 “My point was I didn’t think you had it in you to be a ruling princess – or at least the type of ruling princess you’ve turned into.”
 

 “I’ve had to learn and grow into the job,” she admitted, stubbing out her cigarette butt in the ashtray. “And it hasn’t always been easy. Getting your daughter kidnapped and your husband captured is not the best way to learn to rule, but then again I don’t think there is a good way. You can thank his staff for that: the people Lucas put into place have been stalwart in their support.”
 

 “I hope so,” sighed Sir Thomas, as the headed back into the Blue Room, where the Prime Minister was playing peek-a-boo with the Heir, while the future monarch of one of the Great Powers tickled her chubby little feet to distract her. “I have to admit, if Lord Hennesey, our present Prime Minister, was caught on camera tickling babies, he’d be considered an undignified laughingstock!”
 

 “We do things differently on Tanith,” admitted Valerie, smiling as Alvyn Karffard finally capitulated to temptation and moved his bulky body to the carpet, to participate in the baby-baiting. “You peel away the gruff, violent Space Viking exterior, and it turns out the whole lot of them are just a bunch of old softies.”
 




 



 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Nineteen:
 

Assassin!
 



 
 

 Princess Myrna – as “Baroness Cragsdale” – spent the next few days as Valerie’s guest at Trask House, since it was considered the most secure building on the planet. Worried that the inevitable Atonian spies that still haunted Rivington would see her, Valerie convinced her to temporarily dye her hair and adopt a more casual style of dress when she inevitably wanted to go out in public and see the city, and all of the changes that had taken place in Rivington since her last visit. 
 

 It hadn’t been difficult to convince her to change her appearance – as a fourteen-year-old girl, changing her appearance was at the top of her priorities – but it had been difficult to keep her from wandering off on her own. To keep better tabs on her, Valerie imposed on her to accompany her and Princess Elaine (and entourage) to the opening of a new clinic in the industrial suburb of Gorramton. 
 

 The clinic was part of Countess Dorothy’s effort to extend basic health-care to as many of the local populations as possible. And while the clinics at the spaceport and the Government Section of the Planetary Building were only a few minutes away by air car, having a clinic proximate to where people actually lived was better, in the long run, than trying to ferry every sick person to a centralized location. In another year the real hospital complex would be open, but even when it was it would be reserved for serious cases.
 

 Valerie was a little perplexed by the Space Vikings’ attitude towards medicine. It was seen as necessary, of course – but only if you were sick or injured. The Sword Worlders did little about preventative medicine, apart from vaccines and some elementary nutrition. The Sword Worlders took far less concern over regular health maintenance than anyone did on Marduk, where periodic checkups by the Planetary Health Service were mandatory before you could qualify for public assistance. And while some considered the mandate an unnecessary intrusion into the personal rights of the Mardukan citizenry, the plain fact was that managing the healthcare of billions of people required a more organized approach than depending on each individual to take care of themselves. It was a matter of public health, not freedom.
 

 The Gorramton clinic was a new structure, partially pre-fabricated and partially built on site, a great sweeping dome that held room for a number of sub-clinics, a robotic laboratory, and even a small operating theater. There would be seven staff members here, as well as a dozen robodocs and an administrative center, health education center, and pharmacy. As part of the grand opening, Countess Dorothy herself would be conducting health screenings on one and all.
 

 Valerie made a little speech at the gathering, gave Countess Dorothy a very big introduction, and then after the official festivities were done, she and her party helped welcome people into the center with little gifts of fruit or candy. Typical, utterly-mundane monarch stuff. 
 

 Of course, compared to how her day usually went, with military briefings and diplomatic crises before breakfast, she found she didn’t mind smiling, waving, and talking to the common people about their concerns for a change. It was revitalizing, and it reminded her just who all of her efforts truly benefited when she was tempted to complain about her busy life.
 

 About two hours into the reception, she excused herself and found out where Dorothy was. She’d planned on snagging the Minister of Health for a smoke break behind the building, but the doctor was in the middle of an exam in the OB-GYN clinic. She was examining two young women – twins – about Myrna’s age when she interrupted.
 

 “Ready for a break, Dorothy?”
 

 “Oh! Your Highness!” the doctor said, looking up from her instruments in a bit of a daze. “As soon as I’m finished with this exam, yes, I’ll be quite ready. Enjoying your day away from militarism and mayhem?”
 

 “It’s a refreshing change,” the princess admitted. About then the two girls – lovely things, with long red-brown hair and deep brown eyes, and a dusky skin that told Valerie that they were natives, not Sword World immigrants—realized that they were in the presence of The White Lady of Tanith and it was all Dorothy could do to restrain them from prostrating themselves. Valerie calmed them herself, explaining in halting native dialect that she would be happy to meet the girls after they were done with the exam. That, alone, mollified them enough to sit still until the instruments were done with their work.
 

 “Thank you!” Dorothy said with a sigh. “Keeping girls that young from squirming is hard enough – with a demi-goddess in the room, it would have been impossible.” Valerie blushed at that, but didn’t comment. She was starting to get used to the semi-divine deference with which the natives treated her. The twins sat utterly still after that and just stared, their eyes growing bigger and bigger. “Tell me, though: do these young ladies look familiar?”
 

 “Should they?” Valerie asked, confused. 
 

 “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Dorothy murmured, mostly to herself. “Here, I have an idea . . . let’s run them through the medical databank. It’s possible that I’ve examined them before and just don’t remember, but there is something about them . . .”
 

 “Now that you mention it, they do seem familiar,” Valerie said, studying the two more closely. That made them nearly quiver with excitement, but she soothed them as she looked in their eyes. 
 

 “Their names are Dalla and Mitta,” Dorothy explained. “They’re around fifteen or sixteen – they don’t know exactly how old, not surprisingly. They grew up in a little village that used to be just outside the spaceport, until Spasso and Valkanhayn showed up. They fled south with the other refugees when they were girls. Now they’re back to work. Mother’s dead – no father that they remember. Their grandmother’s been raising them. Dalla, there, works at the snack bar of the transport station, and Mitta works as hostess in a local diner. A real diner, not a brothel,” Dorothy emphasized. “Believe it or not, both of these pretty girls are hymen intactae.”
 

 That was a departure for a Tanith girl. Most were married off right after menarche, if a more casual arrangement hadn’t been made first. 
 

 “And . . . here’s the results of the search,” Dorothy finished. Valerie watched as she read the screen, and then her eyes opened very, very wide. Without commenting, she shut down the screen and then shook her head as if to clear it. “You ladies . . . please go sit in the waiting room, but do not leave yet,” she said slowly in Lingua Terra, and then repeated it in native dialect until the two understood, nodded, and reluctantly left Valerie’s presence with a series of nervous bows. “C’mon,” Dorothy said, gruffly, “I suddenly find myself very much in need of a cigarette.”
 

 They proceeded to the rear of the OB-GYN clinic and found themselves on a little patio installed there for employee breaks. There were a few security guards patrolling around, of course – the Golden Hand had a half-dozen aircav mounts and three aircars constantly circling the clinic – but no one else. Dorothy heaved a titanic sigh as she lit two cigarettes and passed one to Valerie, who inhaled it gratefully.
 

 “Well,” Dorothy said, shaking her head slowly, “that was a revelation.”
 

 “What? Are they sick?” Valerie asked, alarmed.
 

 “Nope. Perfectly healthy. Healthy as kregg mares, actually. No diseases or infections. But I doubt they’ve hit their full-grown height. Considering how tall their father is, they’ve probably got a few inches left to go.”
 

 “Their . . . father? I thought you said their father wasn’t . . . well, he just wasn’t.”
 

 “Someone’s sperm had to fertilize that egg,” Dorothy said. “I’ve been a doctor for a long time, sweetie, but I haven’t seen a single case of immaculate conception yet. I had a hunch. I ran their genetic profile against the War Ministry’s database, on the off-chance that their father was a Space Viking. As usual, my hunch paid off.”
 

 “Oh, Great Ghu! Is he dead?”
 

 “Oh, not even close. Or at least, not as of his last physical. No, those two lovely young girls are – without a single doubt in my mind – the daughters of Duke Otto Harkaman, Warlord of the Realm and Admiral of the Fleet.”
 

 Valerie stared at her doctor in stunned silence. “Otto?” she finally blurted out. “Really? Otto?”
 

 “Yes. Really. Otto,” pronounced Dorothy, with a small grin. “I don’t know the man well, but he’s . . . he’s got a very distinctive genetic profile. And there’s a 99.999999% chance that he’s their biological father.”
 

 Valerie’s head was swimming. Otto? A father? “Surely they’re too old,” countered Valerie. “I mean, Space Vikings have only been on Tanith for a decade or so. Those girls are at least five or six years too old . . .”
 

 “You haven’t studied the Warlord’s service record,” Dorothy said, shaking her head. “I made a point of review all senior-level staff’s medical histories and that includes their service histories. If I recall correctly, long before Prince Lucas came here in the Nemesis, Otto was here in his first ship, was he not?”
 

 “The original Corisande,” Valerie nodded, excitedly. “Yes, that’s right! That’s when he got the idea that Tanith would make a good base planet in the first place!”
 

 “Well, when Harkaman took off for the stars, he left a little piece of himself behind,” grinned Dorothy. “Two of them.”
 

 “Oh, my,” Valerie said, her eyes even wider. “He can’t possibly know about them . . . can he?”
 

 “I doubt it,” Dorothy shrugged. “I mean, he was only here for a few hundred hours back then, if the logs can be trusted. From what I recall about the process, it takes considerably less time.”
 

 “So . . . are you going to tell him?”
 

 “Well, ethically speaking, that would technically violate the girls’ privacy, and there are eight hundred pages of Mardukan medical regulation that prohibits that sort of thing. Luckily for me, I’m in charge of medical regulation here. And those two sweet girls have never heard of medical ethics – and I doubt they really understand the idea of medical privacy. So yes, I’m going to go against thirty years of medical training and divulge this to His Grace. I’m just not quite certain how to, yet.”
 

 “Let me know if I can help,” Valerie agreed, smiling. “So Otto’s a daddy . . . now he and Lucas and Nick can all be in the club!”
 

 “It’s going to be an even bigger club,” Dorothy said. “Since I’m violating patient privacy anyway, it seems only fair that I inform my sovereign – under the rose, of course – that His Grace, the Duke of Morland and his wife are expecting, now.”
 

 “Paytrik, too?” Valerie said. “Oh, that’s wonderful! I forced him to take a few days off and take his wife to my private island, after the Winter Ball. I guess . . . well, I guess it worked.”
 

 “The Sandcastle Palace? Sounds like a lovely place,” agreed Dorothy, stubbing out her cigarette. “Let me think on the whole breaking-it-to-Harkaman thing, all right? I don’t know how he wants to handle it, and the last thing he needs with everything else on his shoulders is a scandal.”
 

 “You haven’t been around Sword Worlders very long,” Valerie remarked. “Bastardy isn’t a scandal in the Sword Worlds. It’s almost expected. A king or great noble who doesn’t have a couple of illegitimate kids around to act as triggerman or retainers or potential heirs if his legitimate ones don’t work out isn’t considered much of a man. There’s even a mechanism in place for recognizing the fact.”
 

 “And does this same lack of scandal apply to the women, too?” Dorothy asked, as she ushered her sovereign back into the clinic.
 

 “Oh, no. They’re pretty atavistic that way. A high-born woman who bore a bastard would be disowned, most likely. Of course, amongst the lower orders bearing a nobleman’s bastard is considered a step up, so . . .”
 

 “That’s what I figured,” Dorothy said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s go tell the girls that they have a daddy, shall we?”
 

 “You go ahead,” Valerie agreed, “I need to use the little princesses’ room.” She ducked into the bathroom, with a sigh as the Countess nodded and started rigorously scrubbing her hands.
 

 Valerie was washing her own hands after attending to her business, musing on the shocked look that Otto Harkaman’s face would undoubtedly wear at the revelation, when she heard the door open behind her. A young woman came in and smiled, then curtseyed once she realized who Valerie was, and headed for the far stall.
 

 That was almost refreshing, too, Valerie realized as she turned off the tap. It had been a long time since she’d been able to use the bathroom in a public place without a squad of Golden Hand standing outside the stall. It almost made her feel like a normal person.
 

 That feeling was suddenly shattered when, for no reason she could explain, she suddenly looked up into the mirror and saw the grim face of the other woman behind her, a ten-inch combat knife in her hand.
 

 Valerie didn’t think; her daily sessions with her unarmed combat instructor took over. She dropped to her left, suddenly, and swept her left leg back and around. It didn’t knock the assassin off of her feet, like Valerie had hoped, but it did send the woman off-balance into the stall door to her left.
 

 The attacker recovered quickly, and the grim mask of an expression she had been wearing was replaced by a determined look, garnished with anger and surprise. The knife, unfortunately, had not left her grip, and Valerie saw it flash as the assassin shifted it from one hand to the other. 
 

 Valerie’s own dress dagger was in her hand now, too – and while she knew that the complex was crawling with guards, the thick walls and doors of the lavatory were too thick for her shouts to be easily heard. She began backing towards the door, her own six-inch blade held competently in the knife-fighting stance she’d been taught. If she could just make it to the door . . . 
 

 The assassin didn’t give her the chance. The woman launched herself at Valerie, her blade flashing towards her face. Once again Valerie moved automatically, the conscious part of her brain partially locked in terror and adrenaline, partially stunned in wonderment over how smoothly her muscles were functioning without her direct control. She was able to successfully block the woman’s forearm as it descended with her left arm as she twisted behind her, driving her own blade into her midsection in the vicinity of the attacker’s right kidney. 
 

 Valerie felt sick as she felt the weapon enter the woman’s body, but the combat reflexes she’d been learning didn’t pay attention. Instead she forcibly pushed the assassin up against the back of the lavatory door hard enough to make a dull thud. Hopefully, the wound and the chance to escape would be sufficient opportunity to convince the woman that her attack had failed.
 

 She wasn’t that lucky – and the assassin wasn’t about to give up that easily. She ricocheted off of the door and spun, sending a roundhouse-kick towards Valerie’s jaw in the process. Valerie blocked it by reflex, though it threw her back against the sink, hard. She blocked the next swipe of the knife, too, but missed the backhand slash that the woman threw, and earned a shallow cut on the point of her chin for the mistake.
 

 The pain and blood helped steady Valerie’s resolve, and she began to be more aggressively, driving her knee into the attacker’s solar plexus when she rushed forward to attack again. That didn’t stop the charge – and the momentum pushed both of them back against the stall door once again. The back of the princess’ head smacked against the thin metal partition, dazing her a bit, but now the assassin was clenched with her and trying desperately to drive her knife through Valerie’s throat. Only her left hand, wrapped around the wrist of her foe, kept the wickedly gleaming blade at bay.
 

 But that didn’t keep her right hand from blindly stabbing with her dress dagger, over and over again, wherever she could find an opening on the smaller woman’s body. One of her strikes apparently hit home, however, because she felt the intense strength of the assassin suddenly start to fade. Valerie used the advantage instantly, shifting her weight and pushing against the stall with her leg. The leverage was enough to send the assassin sprawling, her left hand now clasped to her abdomen where there were several rapidly-expanding blood pools on her pristine white medical uniform.
 

 The assassin looked down at the blood – a whole lot of blood, she could see – and back up at the princess, her eyes wide with fear and surprise. 
 

 “Didn’t think I’d be much of a challenge, did you?” the princess gasped, as she flipped the dress dagger around to a more aggressive position.
 

 “You got lucky,” the other woman gasped.
 

 “I do that,” Valerie said. “Who sent you?”
 

 “Go to Nifflheim!”
 

 “That was your last chance to cooperate, Dead Woman,” Valerie said. Suddenly the anger she felt in the pit of her stomach surged up and took over her whole being. Calling for her guards didn’t even occur to her. Everything from the last year and a half that had conspired to take away her happy life flashed before her – the grenade-throwing assassin at Harkaman House, the hidden bomb that had been planted to kill her and her child in the birthing room in her own home, the attacks on Tanith, the abduction of her daughter, the capture and imprisonment of her husband, all welled up her spine in one mighty pillar of rage. Suddenly she wasn’t fighting for her life – she felt like an avenging angel facing a minor inconvenience.
 

 She delivered a kick to the assassin’s wrist that sent the knife sailing against the wall and clattering across the floor. Then she punched the woman full in the face, knocking her head against the back of the door. And then she hit her again. And again. And again. Only when the assassin was clearly unconscious did she pause . . . and then she hit her bloodied face one last time before she allowed her to slump to the floor.
 

 It took a little effort to push past her and get into the corridor, where she terrified a young orderly who was delivering fresh linens to one of the clinics.
 

 “Get help,” Valerie ordered her, hoarsely. “My guards, outside, quick!”
 

 There was an explosion of activity immediately afterwards as the attack became known. Valerie found herself slumped in a chair, the bloody dagger still in her hand, her white gown covered in a horrific amount of blood. But apart from the three-inch long laceration on her chin, she was unscathed. Golden Hand guards and Royal Army troopers and the local Gorramton police swarmed the building in moments.
 

 “Heal her,” she ordered Countess Dorothy, as the assassin was taken out of the lavatory on a litter, surrounded by Royal Army soldiers. “I want her alive and awake for interrogation.”
 

 “Highness?” Dorothy asked, doubtfully, her face pale.
 

 “I want her alive,” Valerie insisted, as a medical technician tended her chin. “I need to know who sent her. So patch her up, check her for any suicide devices, and then the Golden Hand are going to take a mind probe to her.”
 

 “Highness! A mind probe?” Dorothy asked, aghast. The devices could compel a subject to spill every deep dark secret in his or her soul to an interrogator. The down side was the cost: if used inexpertly there was a possibility that the subject could end up a mindless vegetable. Even in expert hands, the probability of catastrophic cognitive loss was dangerously high. Use of the machines was officially prescribed in most civilized worlds. Including Marduk.
 

 “Don’t give me any guff about how ‘inhumane’ it is,” Valerie replied. “Mardukan Naval Intelligence has been using them for centuries. Every other assassination attempt so far has been the predicate of an armed assault. I need to know who she works for and what their plan is, before we get a sky full of ships to contend with. She’s already earned herself a death sentence for assaulting me – if she’s a vegetable when she’s propped up before a firing squad, that won’t bother me one bit. Is that clear, Countess?”
 

 “Yes, my Princess,” Countess Dorothy said, grimly, nodding her head deferentially. “Get her to the operating room in Clinic Three right now, hook her up to the robodoc and start her on Ringers and plasma,” she ordered the attending medic. “I want at least three security guards in the room, and another squad on hand outside in case she wakes up. As soon as her vitals have stabilized, I’ll start.”
 

 As the assassin was being carried away, Dorothy dismissed the medtech who was tending Valerie’s chin and knelt to examine the wound.
 

 “It’s clean,” she pronounced. “Just barely got you. I should even be able to keep it from showing a visible scar. Are you otherwise hurt?”
 

 Valerie considered the pain in her head from the stall door, the bruise across her kidneys from the side of the sink, and the pain in her wrist and knees, but there wasn’t anything serious. She shook her head.
 

 “Are you okay, sweetie?” Dorothy asked, quietly. “I can give you a tranquilizer, if you like.”
 

 “I’m fine, I’m fine,” Valerie insisted. “Just . . . really irate right now. I just got attacked. In a bathroom. The one place my guards wouldn’t follow me.”
 

 “She must have been waiting weeks or months for the opportunity,” Dorothy observed, as she rose. “I’ll have her background checked out—”
 

 Just then, Princess Myrna pushed her way past the phalanx of guards that cluttered the hallway, shrieking at the sight of Valerie’s bloody gown. 
 

 “OHmygod, VALERIE!” she wailed, eyes wide as saucers. “Are you okay? They said . . . they said you were attacked!”
 

 “Assassin. I took care of it,” Valerie mumbled. “I’m fine. Just a scratch and a couple of bruises.”
 

 “They tried to whisk me back to Trask House, but I demanded I see you first,” she said, hurriedly. “Oh, God, there’s a lot of blood – none of it’s yours? You’re sure?”
 

 “It’s mostly hers,” Valerie conceded. “I just got a scratch. I’m fine, really, honey.” The last thing she needed was a hysterical teen on her hands, in the middle of a crisis. “Do me a favor, Myr, send someone to find the Golden Hand officer in charge and send him to me, okay?” she asked. There were Golden Hand troopers at all entrances, now, and at least three within sight, but she wanted the man in charge of the investigation, not a mere guard.
 

 “I’m on it!” the girl said, resolutely, and rushed off. Valerie flicked her eyes at a couple of guards, and they dutifully followed the foreign princess. No need to tempt fate with another assassination attempt. One a day was quite sufficient.
 

 Valerie was cleaning her dress dagger with a piece of surgical gauze when the man arrived, a few minutes later. Lt. Holden Barnes appeared, his cloak thrown back to reveal his black combat armor, his submachine gun near to hand. 
 

 “Highness, my apologies, we failed you—” he began, his face ashen.
 

 “Don’t worry about it, Lieutenant,” she dismissed. “We discovered a hole in our security, is all. We’ll fix it. I’m fine. What I want for you to do now is to contact the War Department and have the fleet put on high alert. Last time someone tried to kill me, they followed it up with an attack. I can’t help but be suspicious this time.”
 

 “Highness, I was just on screen with the Warlord,” he explained. “He was trying to contact you. It seems as if we’ve detected some unscheduled hyperspace emergences in distant planetary orbit, between the sixth and seventh planets. Not where we’ve directed incoming traffic. He’s already informed the Prime Minister.”
 

 Valerie stopped working and looked at him sharply. “Is it . . . is it Lucas?” she asked, in a whisper.
 

 “No, Highness, I’m afraid it isn’t. Or unlikely to be. Six emergences. They haven’t tried to communicate, but we’ve detected plenty of inter-ship communication between them – Sword World impulse code.”
 

 “Viktor of Xochitl?”
 

 “No, my princess, that’s not what the Warlord believes. Or at least not all. They haven’t positively identified any of them, but long-range observations suggest they bear signature design elements consistent with ships built on Gram.”
 

 “Gram?” she said, almost yelping. “Omfray’s coming at us again?” she asked, a note of dismay in her voice. “Very well, Lieutenant,” she said, finishing mopping the last drops from her blade. “Prepare my aircar. Notify Trask House that we’ll be coming in shortly. I want Princess Elaine and her entourage packed. Have the shelters in the Alta Fresca’s prepared for her arrival. Notify the Home Minister to mobilize his troops and alert the militia. Air raid sirens. All anti-aircraft and ground-to-air batteries on alert. And notify Sir Paul over at TanithNews to enact the Emergency Telecast Plan, number four. Have him send a camera crew to Trask House, and inform them of their arrival. Then detail a couple of Golden Hand to guard the prisoner, and when Countess Dorothy pronounces her well enough to proceed, I want you to drag her back to that secret cave of yours, hook her up to a mind probe, and wring her out like a dish towel. I want to know who she works for, how she got here, and if she has any confederates at large. Is that clear, Mr. Barnes?” To emphasize her point, she returned her argentium-plated dagger to its scabbard with a decisive click.
 

 “Yes, Highness!” the man said, snapping to attention and saluting.
 

 “I’ll be ready to leave here in five minutes. And Lieutenant?”
 

 “Yes, Highness?”
 

 “Could I possibly borrow your side-arm? I suddenly feel strangely naked, and I think I’d find it comforting.”
 

 Without another word, the trooper instantly took off his gun belt, taking only his radio out of the pocket, shortened it significantly to fit around Valerie’s waist, and then gingerly buckled it around his sovereign. Valerie drew the heavy military 10mm pistol, checked the load and the magazine, and returned it to its holster. She sighed and dismissed the man with a nod. 
 

 “So does that gun make you feel more secure?” Countess Dorothy asked, one eyebrow raised.
 

 “Strangely enough, yes,” Valerie admitted. 
 

 “It does look a little intimidating,” Dorothy conceded, nodding to the wide, ruggedly-constructed black belt and menacing holster. “Especially with the blood-soaked dress. And the fresh wound on your chin.”
 

 “Good,” Valerie said, her eyes narrowing. “That will probably translate well when I address the people back on camera in a few hours. I don’t even think I’ll change – maybe if people see the blood, they’ll take the attack seriously.” Outside, loud enough to be heard through the thick walls of the clinic, an air-raid klaxon began sounding. “Honestly, Dorothy? I’ve had about all I can stand of this nonsense. I’ve been in a fairly good humor about it, all things considered. But now . . . now I’m started to get mad.”
 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 




 



 



 
 



 
 

Chapter Twenty:
 

The Sacking Of Kumarbi
 

 
 

 

 

“What in heaven’s name are you doing to that poor robot?” Lucas asked, when he entered the cavernous machine shop near the Engineering section of the Odyssey that Max had claimed as his own private domain. On a metal workbench in the middle of the room was a highly-disassembled robot -- or perhaps more than one -- that the tinker was fussing with.
 

 “Oh, him? This is Igor,” he explained, as he put down his soldering iron. “Igor started life as one of the mechanical robots for the auxiliary reactors, only we don’t need those reactors because we’ve got most of the ship shut down. So I’m re-dedicating him. He’s going to be my new assistant.”
 

“You call it ‘him’?” Lucas asked, confused.
 

“Family tradition,” Max grinned, wiping the flux from his hands with a stained rag as he tossed his hair out of his eyes. “My dad always did it, at least. Come to think of it, so did my grand-dad. But I’ve always had an Igor. Built my first one when I was twelve. To help hold a pocket torch, carry my tools, run simple errands, and do repetitive tasks. Actually, I talk to Igor when I’m working -- I’ve even been talking to this thing, and he’s not even activated yet. 
 

“This one, this is Igor Mark Nine. He’s going to be special, too. You Sword Worlders have a knack for robotic design. None of that pesky gotta-look-like-a-man crap -- just pure functionality,” he said, admiringly. “Heck, most designs in the civilized worlds are basically just variations of massed-produced Old Federation technology. This fellow, though, he’s got some novel touches. Great power consumption, contragrav lift, and since he started out as a nuke robot, he’s got one heck of a sensor suite. Full remote capabilities, too. Need to add better manipulators, higher capacity processors, voice activation, recognition, and response . . . plus my personal bells and whistles. Once I’m done customizing him, he’ll be the best Igor yet -- which is saying a lot. I had a lot invested in Igor 8,” he said, wistfully.
 

“What happened to it? Him?” Lucas corrected.
 

“Took a bullet for me on Sif,” admitted Max. “Those Atonian dragoons were pretty trigger-happy when they captured us. If it hadn’t been for Igor, I’d have been left with the rest of the bodies.”
 

“Let’s hope this one serves you as well as number eight,” Lucas said, diplomatically. He knew some technicians got awfully anthropomorphic about the machinery they worked on. He didn’t mind humoring the man -- Max was the only reason they’d escaped from Planet X in the first place, and the only hope to keep the Odyssey flying. “So, exactly how long until we come out at Kumarbi?”
 

“Well,” sighed the tinker, tossing down the rag, “if everything holds together and my calculations are correct, we should be there in . . . another eighteen hours?”
 

“Great Ghu!” swore Lucas. “Men haven’t traveled the stars this slowly since the second century!”
 

“Hey, the amazing thing about a dancing Sheshan isn’t how gracefully it dances, but that it dances at all. Seriously, those guys don’t dance. Completely foreign to their culture. But we do travel through hyperspace, albeit slowly. Luckily, you Sword World chaps use a double-ring Dillingham drive, which means it’s harder to go in and out of hyperspace, but once you’re there, it takes less power to keep you there. So we should be able to make it to Kumarbi with about ten hours of power to spare. But that’s it: we don’t get more plutonium on Kumarbi, then that’s our new home.”
 

“We’ll get the plutonium,” assured Lucas. “Taking things away from people is my stock in trade, remember?”
 

“Keeping the ship flying is mine,” agreed Max. “So try not to get her banged to pieces, all right? She takes more than a few bumps, and whole systems could go off-line at a very inconvenient moment. The Odyssey is fragile, right now. At least until Uller. If we can get to Uller, we can all find rides home, I think. Well, most of us,” he added. There were a lot of Atonian prisoners who couldn’t go home again -- ever. Unless they wanted to face a firing squad.
 

“You get us to Uller, I’ll get everyone home. Or at least safe. If it is safe, back on Tanith,” he added, doubtfully.
 

“You did kind of get on the Atonian’s bad side,” agreed the tinker, pouring a glass of some of the pleasantly potent spirits they’d “liberated” in the sacking of Ludmilla into a crystal glass and handing it to Lucas before pouring another. “I mean, even the Sifians didn’t get as much propaganda time on the telecasts as you, Luke! Or the Holy Abbot of Nuit! And he’s . . . well, holy!”
 

“Tanith has greater strategic importance, and more political context,” soothed Lucas, sipping the liquor slowly. “They’re using my world as a foil to justify their own internal policies. And using me to appear to shape their foreign policies. I resent that.”
 

“Classic propaganda,” nodded Max. 
 

“The problem is, unlike the Sifians or the Bubastians or the Nuitians, my planet isn’t a sub-civilized dependency that Aton is trying to rule by proxy. We’re an independent -- fiercely independent -- colony of professional killers and robbers. My people . . . well, they’re likely to do something . . . rash.”
 

“Like steal an essential piece of evidence that Aton wants hidden and riding it off of their prison moon with most of their worst enemies?” Max pointed out. “And then raiding a peaceful colony for plunder? Or is that more ‘bold’ than ‘rash’?”
 

“It was desperate. And serendipitous. I want to see my wife and daughter so badly, I would have found another way, if I had to.”
 

“Well, someone in charge is smiling on you, then,” Max pointed out. “One fully-functional – okay, barely functional – spaceship and crew, ready to order. Now you can get home and figure out how you can win a war against Aton.”
 

“If I have a ‘back home’ left,” Lucas sighed. “I’m worried, Max. My wife, that’s kind of a problem. And my people. My senior staff are all seasoned Space Vikings -- well, most of them, at any rate. I can only imagine how they’re reacting to my capture right now.”
 

“Afraid they’ll start the war without you?”
 

“I’m afraid they’ll get finished with the war without me,” corrected Lucas. “And not in a way I’d like. If I know my people . . . Otto Harkaman is probably chomping at the bit to run off and attack one of the most stoutly-defended civilized worlds in the galaxy with a handful of ships, while my cousin Nick -- he’s the Prime Minister -- is searching for allies back in the Sword Worlds and pushing for a diplomatic solution. 
 

“Which means that they’re both at each other’s throats, and it’s never a good idea when your civil administration is at odds with your military. And poor Valerie’s right there in the middle of it, probably having to choose sides or forestall them both. And trying to raise the baby without me. I’d guess that Harkaman, that’s my admiral, is probably in charge, now, with a few of my other senior nobility, ruling in Valerie’s name. 
 

“That’s assuming that they haven’t all been assassinated, or invaded from the Sword Worlds, or Victor didn’t jus nuke the –” he stopped, realizing that he was saying far more about his thoughts to Max than he’d intended. But there was one final fear he felt obligated to articulate, as a conclusion. “At this point, it’s even possible that some of my senior nobles will move to have me declared dead and persuade Valerie to abdicate in Nick’s favor. She’d be safe, back on Marduk. Safer,” he amended.
 

“Brother, there ain’t no such thing,” Max sighed. “You might think so, but there’s always something out there that will get you. If it’s not atomic death from the sky, civil insurrection or economic disaster then it’s meteor impact, or native uprising, or some nasty plague. Don’t fool yourself, Luke. She’s just as safe on Tanith as she would be on Marduk. I’m certain,” he said, convincingly.
 

“You’re probably right,” Lucas conceded. “But I just hope she can keep a handle on the hot-heads in the cabinet. That is, if the whole place hasn’t been made a radioactive slagpile yet. Aton wouldn’t hesitate, I think. Not after our jailbreak.”
 

“There are almost seven hundred and fifty light-years between Aton and Tanith, and plenty of other stuff for the Atonians to worry about. Luke, they got you already. You’re the one that made them mad. Why would they keep messing with Tanith when you are – or were – a hostage?”
 

“Because my people don’t deal well with hostage-takers,” explained Lucas. “And I’m concerned that they might do something provocative as a grand, dramatic gesture of their loyalty. Just the kind of thing to get a couple of big three-thousand foot Atonian battleships in orbit. I hope to Ghu that they have enough sense to lay low and not attract any more attention. At least until I get back.”
 

“Relax, Luke,” the engineer said, encouragingly, as he refilled Lucas’ glass. “You’re in hyperspace. You know what happens when you don’t have a hobby in hyperspace? You go crazy. Seen it happen a billion times. Me, I fix stuff, build Igor, drink too much, and catch up on my reading. The Sifians, they’re down in the gymnasium five hours a day, running through training rituals and doing another two hours of pure calisthenics -- calisthenics as a religious rite, Luke, have you ever heard anything so perverse?”
 

“It’s hard to argue with the result,” Lucas pointed out. “Did you see how they performed on Ludmilla?”
 

“I was busy keeping the ship in the sky, remember?”
 

“They were the best ground crew I’ve ever seen in a raid,” Lucas admitted. “Twenty of them got more done in better order than a company of Sword Worlders. When they went into the pearl depository, they had it completely secured and utterly stripped in two hours -- and there were a lot of pearls in there! When I ordered them to attack the civilian constabulary post that was defending the town, and they sent in two privates -- two! – with carbines and pistols. There were over twenty-five defenders in that redoubt, Max. And the Colonel sent two. They came back without a scratch, like they did that sort of thing every day.”
 

 “Have you seen them in unarmed combat?” Max asked. “I had corporal Otega guarding me while those Ludmillians were loading up what little plutonium they had. One of them decides to take a swipe at me -- nothing I can’t handle,” he assured Lucas, as he tossed back his drink. “But this son-of-a-khoograh tries to whack me with a wrench -- and suddenly all five of them are on the ground, moaning quietly, and Otega is handing me back the wrench. Astonishing.”
 

“I think I’m going to start training with them,” Lucas resolved. “With as little crew as we have for such a lot of ship, we’re all going to have to wear several hats for the duration. Which means I’m probably going to end up going into combat -- and to be honest, Planet X didn’t really inspire me to exercise much.”
 

“Solid reasoning, Luke,” agreed Max. “You just go and sweat yourself stupid.”
 

“You know,” Lucas said, seriously, “you could stand to learn a thing or two about combat, yourself.”
 

“Me?” Max asked, scandalized. “I’m an idea man, Luke. I’ll leave the thuggery to brawny types like yourself. Besides, I can defend myself,” he reminded him, holding up a little silver cylinder. “Remember the first time we met? Just because I don’t look like I was carved out of basalt by God’s favorite sculptor doesn’t mean I can’t take care of myself. We little guys are sneaky,” he confided. 
 

“Well, at least tell me you can shoot,” Lucas said, hesitantly.
 

 “Luke, I don’t plan to leave this ship, if I can help it, until we’re someplace civilized again. But yes, I can shoot pretty decently. I’ve got a pistol around here somewhere.”
 

“Good. We’ve got to keep you safe -- you’re my ticket back home. I don’t think anyone else in Federation space could have gotten the ship resurrected the way you did.”
 

“Well, consider that even if I could have gotten in on my own -- which I still say I would have done, eventually -- and gotten her running, there’s no way I could have flown her away on my own. You came with a well-trained crew, at least most of one, and you’ve got the rest of the prisoners as well-organized as you could ask. 
 

“But I’m not the only essential man here, Luke. If it wasn’t for you, none of these idiots could have kept this ship running. Oh, they’re good folk, but prone to argue more than is good for them. You keep them in line and actually get them working like a crew -- that’s an undeniable miracle, right there. But then to inspire the loyalty of the Sifians? And the monks? And the spies? And I even think the Travelers are starting to like you. That’s telling. They don’t usually like anyone who isn’t a blood relative. You take Lucas Trask out of the equation, and the whole thing falls apart and no one goes home.”
 

 “I appreciate your confidence in my abilities, but we still face a lot of hurdles before we’re free. There’s still the matter of finding enough plutonium to get to the next destination. And food. What we took on at Ludmilla won’t last long, and it will be a thousand hours before the pitiful little hydroponics garden is producing.”
 

 “Details, details,” Max dismissed. “Say, I’m about done here -- I can barely see straight, I’m so tired -- but I’m too tired to sleep. Let’s go find a better bottle of booze and get obliterated.”
 

“I’ll have one more,” Lucas decided. “Then I’m done for the night. Delio has watch until six hundred. And if I recall correctly, the Sifians will start their pre-dawn training right about then.”
 

 As they were making their way up to the lounge, they encountered a small knot of the Atonian prisoners, a half-dozen of them, including the Nuitian High Lama and one of the political dissidents. He thought they were just passing by, until they stopped him.
 

 “Prince Lucas,” the smooth-talking opposition leader said, lightly. “We were wondering if we might trouble you for a moment.”
 

 Lucas stifled a sigh. “I’m unoccupied. What do you need?”
 

 “I’m Professor Erskyll, if you didn’t catch it before. I was a lawyer on Aton until I got involved in politics and landed in prison. Well, some of us were talking,” he said -- which immediately made Lucas wary -- “and while we certainly appreciate your timely rescue from Planet X, we heard that you were planning to attack Kumarbi, as well, when we get there.”
 

 Lucas blinked. “Well, yes, that was my plan.”
 

 “Well, we were talking,” Erskyll continued, “and while shooting up the prison was one thing, it occurs to us that Kumarbi is not, in fact, an Atonian dependency or colony world.”
 

 “I’m unaware of their local politics,” Lucas admitted, stiffly.

 

 “Exactly. And that being the case, a lot of us don’t feel right about you making war on a peaceful planet.”

 

 “You don’t,” Lucas said, unsure if he had heard properly.

 

 “No, we don’t,” the man assured. “We took a vote, and the consensus is that we should trade for what we need at Kumarbi, not simply take it. It’s uncivilized.”
 

 “Actually,” countered Max, before Lucas could respond, “it’s quite civilized. If you folks had been taking a look at what your so-called ‘civilized’ worlds have done on worlds like that, well, it makes a Space Viking raid look positively benign.”
 

 “We don’t see it that way,” the man said, stiffly. “There’s no objective beyond pure material gain. We don’t have any beef with the Kumarbi. And I’m sure they’d be willing to trade with us -- I’m sure they’re reasonable people.”
 

 “I see,” Lucas said, nodding, indulgently. “And if they are not?”
 

 “Don’t be ridiculous,” the man scoffed. “Why wouldn’t they be? We’ve done nothing to them. There’s no reason at all why we should just . . . attack them! And no reason why they wouldn’t trade fairly with us. Subjecting them to threats or loss of life or -- heaven’s forbid! -- nuclear attack, that’s uncalled for under the circumstances. That’s the consensus of opinion, after a fair vote, and we feel you should respect that.” He crossed his arms as he said it, clearly challenging Lucas to argue with him.
 

 “And just what do you propose we trade them for the amount of plutonium we need?” Lucas asked, amused, as he stopped Max from trying to intervene. “From what I understand, they don’t mine it themselves. Which means that their entire store is imported, at dear cost, to supply the very occasional merchant ship that might stop in. They aren’t going to give it up cheaply.”
 

 “Well, surely if we made them a fair offer, they’d take our humanitarian needs into account,” the man dismissed. 
 

 Lucas and Max both could not stop themselves from laughing at the man’s naiveté. “Mr. Erskyll, just how many planets have you been on?”
 

 “Why, just Aton, and Planet X,” he said, looking offended. “But I’ve read widely about native cultures--”
 

 “Then you don’t know squat!” Max howled. “Sure, they’ll sell us plutonium -- and the more they know we need it, the higher the price goes. Now, we’ve got a couple of hundred quality pearls we can throw at them, but honestly, even at fair market value that wouldn’t buy what we need. And if they know that, it isn’t going to go well with us.”
 

 “Humanitarianism, Mr. Erskyll,” Lucas said after regaining his composure, “is a privilege for the rich and civilized. It is not the usual philosophy employed on neobarbarian worlds. Quite the contrary. The fact is, there is nothing on this ship that could pay for that plutonium. Except, perhaps, the bounty that Aton would pay them for our heads. Now, if you’re offering to donate your head for the cause, I’d consider it,” he added, wryly. “But since I doubt that you’re quite that dedicated to public service . . .”
 

 “Now see here, sir!” the man said, angrily. “I don’t know where you came from, but in decent societies it behooves those in power to use their--”
 

 “Yes, it was your so-called ‘decent’ society that kidnapped me off the bridge of my own ship, in my own territory, after running me to ground,” Lucas said, suddenly taking an aggressive step towards the man. “Your ‘decent’ society put a price on my head.”
 

 “You cannot blame the actions of the current regime on the people they rule!” Mr. Erskyll responded, angrily. “The Atonian people are decent, hard-working people who have, unfortunately, been misled by a corrupt regime! That doesn’t mean that we abandon the basic principals of humanity the moment they no longer suit us!”
 

 “Mr. Erskyll,” Lucas continued, evenly, “This is a ship of war -- in particular, this is a Space Viking ship. Now I know you don’t have a problem with petty larceny, because I saw how gleefully you looted the shops on Ludmilla.”
 

 “That was mere reparations for our unjust captivity!” he said, testily, his nostrils flaring.
 

 “Regardless, you stole things that didn’t belong to you from people. You all did,” he said, including the others in his statement. Only the monk continued to look serene. The others looked guilty.
 

 “That was a matter of survival!” he insisted. “This--’
 

 “This is also a matter of survival, you idiot,” Max said, derisively. “The people of Kumarbi aren’t going to hand us the plutonium -- or anything else -- and we can’t buy it. Unless you can convince them to fork it over in exchange for a jaunty tune, we’re going to have to take it from them. In a ship fresh out of nukes, with a handful of missiles, and a couple of rounds for the big guns. We are barely in hyperspace and when we get to Kumarbi a single shot could, theoretically, knock us out of the air. You know what happens to a three-thousand foot ship when your Abbots go out while you’re in atmosphere? Let me give you a hint: that happened twenty years ago on Baldur, and you can still see the crater from orbit. Collapsium weighs a lot, Mr. Erskyll.”
 

 “There’s no reason for violence, Lucas,” he insisted, firmly. “Except in self-defense.”
 

 “That’s a lovely sentiment,” Lucas said, trying to restrain his more visceral urges, “but the fact is, Mr. Erskyll, we aren’t in a position to maintain such high ideals. We are escaping prisoners in an antique ship that’s being held together with tape and spit and good intentions. Our only hope of survival is obtaining that plutonium -- and whatever else of value which might prove useful in the days to come. 
 

 “Now as a rule, I deplore indiscriminate violence. I’d much rather use the threat of violence to get what I need, but ten years at this bloody trade has taught me that if you aren’t prepared to back up those threats and pull the trigger, then you aren’t going to live to die in bed of old age. Only a fool tries to rob a man with an unloaded gun.”
 

 “I’m sorry, but the consensus is that we do not use force, except as a last resort!” he said, firmly.

 

 “And you voted on this?” Lucas asked, mildly. 

 

 “Yes,” he agreed. 

 

 “And were my men -- or the Sifians -- included in this vote?”

 

 “They were on duty at the time, but we’d be happy to poll them and get their opinions,” agreed Mr. Erskyll. “It’s only fair.”

 

 “Let me tell you right now that no such polling will occur,” Lucas said. “Let me further tell you that your measure fails, for the lack of one vote – mine. “
 

 “This is not an autocracy, Sir!” Erskyll said, heatedly, as if he was in a formal academic debate. “I know what a sense of entitlement you aristocrats have. Just because you’re some kind of leader on your colony—”
 

 “I beg to differ,” Lucas said, just as firmly. “I am the captain of this vessel, regardless of what other titles I might hold. As such, I am the supreme sovereign of this ship. That law is as old as time. And as such, I will make the command decisions necessary to accomplish the mission -- namely, to get us all back to civilization safely. 
 

 “Now I have powerful reasons for doing this, and I don’t care how many votes and caucuses you take, I will enforce my command over this vessel however I have to. On a Sword World ship that sort of talk would get you summarily tossed out an airlock -- but I’m feeling merciful in celebration of our escape. And I’m trying to take your background and circumstances into account, and give you an opportunity to learn from this mistake.
 

 “But let me be absolutely clear, gentlemen: I will run this ship the way I see fit, without the benefit of your consensus. From time to time I may solicit your advice or counsel, at which time you may offer me your unfettered opinion without fear of retribution. But I, and I alone, command this vessel. And if I need to put you down on Kumarbi after we’re done with it to ensure the safety and security of the ship and the mission -- or simply because you annoy me overmuch -- then you can bet safe money I will not hesitate to do so.”
 

 He surveyed their shocked faces -- only the monk looked undisturbed. The rest had expressions ranging from disgust to shock to open terror. 
 

 “I am a Space Viking, gentlemen. This is what I do. I kill people and steal their things. While I am in command, this is a Space Viking ship. If what I do, or ask you to do, conflicts with your high moral code, then take some solace in the fact that I am giving you no other choice. If that means that you have to do some penance for it, fine. If that means you fall asleep every night hating my guts -- well, you join distinguished company then, I have a lot of enemies. 
 

 “But you will do as you are commanded on this ship, and you will do it to the best of your ability, regardless of your moral issues on the matter, or I will march you to the airlock at gunpoint myself. Is that perfectly clear?”
 

 Even as Mr. Erskyll’s eyes were still defiant, he gave a curt nod of agreement.
 

 



 

 “Thank you. There will be no more voting. This is not a democracy. If you want to conspire to overthrow the Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party and form a government-in-exile, be my guest. It seems that would be where your collective talents seem better suited. Plan whatever kind of elaborate democracy you want for your future home, I don’t care. But leave the present mission to me.”
 

 “That wouldn’t be a bad idea, actually,” one of the other political prisoners said, from the back of the crowd. “Between us, we have a better idea with what’s wrong with Aton than anyone.”
 

 “And with the hereditary King of Aton on your staff,” Lucas reminded them, “getting Marduk to sponsor a government-in-exile -- even unofficially -- would probably be easy.”
 

 “That’s true -- we’d need some sponsorship if we were to make any effective headway,” Erskyll agreed, reluctantly. “Fine, Lucas -- Captain -- we’ll let you handle the fighting. I admit, I am a bit out of my element, there. I was a lawyer, not a soldier.”
 

 “Don’t worry about it,” Lucas sighed. “My cousin’s a lawyer. I don’t want to destroy or kill more than I have to, but if I have to, I will. That moral decision is on my head. The future of Aton, that is on yours.”
 

 The group retreated back to the officer’s lounge they had appropriated as a caucus room, as Lucas and Max continued towards their own lounge. 
 

 “That was skillfully done,” Max said, admiringly. “I thought you might shoot them all on the spot.”
 

 “I had three good reasons for not doing it,” Lucas nodded. “First, they’re all idiots, but they’re idealistic, well-intentioned idiots. They have their role in the universe, same as I do, and they could even become useful idiots, in time. Shooting them for being idiots and questioning my authority would have been poor precedent. It’s bad command doctrine to respond that kind of issue so violently that it makes further relations with the supercargo difficult.
 

 “Secondly, they really do have the core of a formal resistance movement to the Atonian Planetary Nationalist Party. Most of them are solid dissidents to the regime who were removed from Atonian politics and exiled to Planet X because they were considered a threat to the Party. So having them all in one place, presenting a united front against the Party may give the Atonian people someone to rally around. Especially if they can talk King Ivan in to signing on, even as a figurehead. Then they really could get Mardukan sponsorship -- and that would discomfit my enemies.”
 

 “And what was your third reason?” Max prompted, as the arrived at the lift.
 

 “Oh. I left my pistol in my cabin,” Lucas admitted, sheepishly. “An oversight I will not repeat in the future.”
 

 



 

 * * *

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 It turned out that they had a long time to observe Kumarbi and plan an attack, because once the ship emerged from hyperspace two hundred-thousand miles away from the planet, there was insufficient power to make microjumps to get them closer. That meant almost four days of sublight travel using only the Abbots and inertia to draw the ship towards the world. Four standard days -- but the planet that grew larger hourly in the viewscreens made six complete rotations.
 

 Kumarbi was mostly a desert world. The only visible body of water from orbit was a sea about thrice the size of the Mediterranean, on old Terra, or half of the size of the Shattered Sea on Tanith. Arable land seemed confined to the proximity of the lonely sea, naturally, and along the rivers which fed it. 
 

 The vast majority of the human settlements were therefore clustered around the sea. The continent-sized region made a bright green fertile gash like a giant verdant lipstick print across the face of the world from the equator to near the pole, northeast to southwest, across the southern hemisphere of the world. Beyond that, save for dot-like oasis scattered around the globe, the world was comprised of sun baked white sands and rugged mountains.
 

 The largest city, according to the increasing amount of radio traffic they intercepted, was called Mishir, and it was at the western extreme of the sea. Situated on the northern side of a great bay across from the majestic cone of an extinct volcano, the city was a vast sprawl of whitewashed buildings cascading down a mountain ridge and spilling out to the limits of the land at a vast sea harbor.
 

 It was a lovely city, even from space. It was also the site of the planet’s only rudimentary spaceport, which occupied the upper level of the city, along with what were apparently government buildings and the palaces of local potentates. As such, it was the only place where refined plutonium stores might be kept.
 

 The problem, as the erstwhile Space Vikings soon realized, was that the off-world trade Mishir conducted had included at least some armament and munitions purchases: the harbor area was scattered with missile launch sites and heavy cannon emplacements, apparently built to protect the city from local pirates or trading rivals. 
 

 But it also provided a far more effective defensive screen for Mishir than anyone had counted on. The guns were unlikely to damage the ship itself, but they would make the life of the foraging crews hell. Worse, the city had at least some contragravity; some sort of ancient combat cars were used to patrol the waterfront and the coastline of the city-state. Between the guns and the aircars, any kind of aggressive looting would be extremely difficult.
 

 “We just don’t have the ammunition to destroy those guns,” Delio said, fingering his chin as he stared at the combat map of the city on the viewscreen. “There are at least thirty, forty positions. Even if we scored a direct hit with each shot, we’d run out of ammunition long before we ran out of targets that could present a threat.”
 

 “The aircars are incidental,” Russell Grimes, the ad hoc guns-and-missiles officer of the Odyssey said, tapping the screen with a burly forefinger. “There are only half a dozen of them, and if they get within range we can take them out with anti-missile missiles or the 50mm field guns. But those coastal defenses will chew us up, once we get outside of the ship.”
 

 “Could we try to destroy them with a covert operation?” asked King Ivan, who felt like sitting in on the discussion. “I mean, those Sifians look like they could do that sort of thing.”
 

 “A few, perhaps,” Lucas agreed. “But even the best covert combat teams couldn’t neutralize that many sites before they got themselves shot to pieces. We’d run out of Sifians first.”
 

 “The key,” Max said, pursing his lips, “is to take them all out at once. How would you ordinarily do that, Luke?”
 

 “Honestly? A subcrit explosion or two to cover the whole area. Wide area of effect, relatively low damage. At least, the hardened structures, where the loot usually is, are maintained. Everyone else gets flattened. Like a large-scale earthquake. Then my men go in and loot the aftermath. People are surprisingly less inclined to put up a fight for their valuables when their homes are burning or collapsed.”
 

 “That would be one way to do it,” agreed Max. “But we don’t have that sophisticated weaponry. Of course, I could jerry-rig up a really big bomb of some sort. Chemical explosion. But difficult to control.”
 

 “It still would only take care of the guns within the blast zone. At most you could plow a path about a mile wide. That defense line is at least three, three and a half. You’d be in range of those guns the whole time,” Grimes said, shaking his head.
 

 “And you’d have a fully defended citadel next to the spaceport to contend with,” Ivan pointed out. 
 

 “I’m not as worried about small arms fire,” Lucas murmured. “That citadel is one big interconnected complex. If we can land a boat there, then we can defend it long enough to load it.” He stared at the map a little longer, until his eyes got wide. “Gentlemen, I think I know how we’re going to do this. Let’s slow her down -- I want to arrive in the bay just after dusk.”
 

 “What’s your battle plan, Sire?” Delio asked, eagerly.
 

 “ ‘Let the waters and stones and the very sky itself be thy sword and armor,’ " he quoted, nodding towards the screen.
 

 “Marshal Buckston,” Delio nodded, naming the wily old System States commander who had masterminded the defense of the System States homeworlds in the last two years of the war. His talent for tactical improvisation in the face of superior forces was legendary in the Sword Worlds. Lt. Com. Delio studied the map a little more, and finally understood. “I see. Eureka – literally. I shall make the necessary preparations, Sire.”
 

 The makeshift raiding crews prepared in the launching bays as the Odyssey made its final approach over the endless desert of the parched world, towards its lonely sea as it succumbed to the terminator line between day and night. It was truly dark under Kumarbi’s moonless sky when the ship rose over the summit of the extinct volcano cone opposite its brightly lit shores. 
 

 Prince Lucas ordered the very base of the steep slope targeted with four precious anti-ship missiles. The explosions were spectacular, their light clearly visible from across the thirty five miles of water. The rock face collapsed from the force of the blast . . . sending several million tons of rock spilling into the deep side of the bay. It was spectacular to watch on the screen as hectares of solid rock and rubble spilled down the cliff face and into the water.
 

 The effect wasn’t immediately apparent, especially in the darkness. But in minutes the shockwave of millions of gallons of displaced water overwhelmed the coastal ramparts in a massive tidal wave. The waterfront was inundated by a wall of water forty feet high, sweeping away boats, fishing shacks, shops, and wharfs, as well as the missile and gun emplacements. The wall continued up to five hundred feet inland, destroying hundreds of poorly-built shacks in the way. 
 

 As the water receded, the shockwave reflected off the face of the port and back across the bay. Forty minutes later, as the rescue crews filled the streets and family members wandered in the moonless night looking for help or their lost loved ones, the second, less powerful wave struck. 
 

 The next several hours saw the citadel virtually emptied as the king or general or governor or whatever they called the local government deployed his forces. In all the chaos, virtually no one paid attention to the looming shape of the Odyssey approaching the higher ground of the citadel from the southeast. Lucas positioned the Odyssey carefully, so that it was over the central compound as the big red sun rose over the water to the east.
 

 The wave hadn’t destroyed every gun emplacement, of course. When it became clear to the natives that the horrible disaster had been purposefully staged, four or five of the surviving defense stations took shots at the ship, but their near-misses did little but destroy parts of the city untouched by the flooding. Civil defense had a major disaster on their hands – they had more important things to contend with than mere larceny.
 

 Lucas didn’t waste any time once he was in position, and insisted on leading the raiding team himself. Using the Sifian Marines to control a perimeter around the rudimentary spaceport, the former prisoners used contragravity scows to haul the keg-sized containers of ship-grade plutonium aboard. King Ivan led a second party, scouring the interior of the palace complex for portable wealth and essential supplies. Much of the food he discovered in the kitchen was foreign to him, but he commandeered a few cook-books and interrogated the palace’s chef to the point he was satisfied with the victuals he was able to get aboard.
 

 His party also happened across what appeared to be a strongly-built vault, whose musket-wielding guardians put up a tremendous fight before falling to a few well-aimed submachine gun bursts and a grenade. It took a Sifian corporal ten minutes and twenty-five grams of thermite to open the door, revealing a large store of gold, silver, platinum, and gemstones. There were also items impossible to identify, but which seemed precious to the Kumarbians, so Ivan ordered it looted.
 

 As the last of the supplies was being loaded aboard, the head of the palace guard -- having regrouped outside of the Sifian’s perimeter -- called for a truce. Lucas agreed for one unarmed man to approach his command post under guard and guaranteed his safety.
 

 The emissary, a darkly handsome man of middle-age, bearing a luxuriously bushy mustache, proved to be the captain of the palace guard of the Emir of Mishir -- who had been on holiday on his private yacht in the harbor. The man looked deeply troubled, but bravely faced his attackers, demanding answers.
 

 “Why have you done this to us?” he asked, after being searched thoroughly by Lt. Jameson and introduced to Lucas. His name was Captain Marcos Ironworker. 
 

 “You had something we wanted,” Lucas explained. “We had nothing to trade. So we had to take it.”
 

 “You are no better than common pirates!” he spat. Lucas nodded.
 

 “We are escaped prisoners, from a nearby world. We’re desperate, because we were wrongly imprisoned and we want to go home. You can blame the Planetary Nationalist Party of Aton for all of this,” he added, gesturing to the sprawling slums below, where fire now followed flood.
 

 “And you merely wanted supplies? Fuel? Do you have any idea how much damage you have caused? And the Emir, and his entire family – lost! For ten generations, His Grace, the Emir’s family has ruled over Mishir and the Western sea! Now who will lead us?”
 

 “Lead yourselves,” Lucas shrugged. “You’ll think of something. And I am truly sorry to have had to do this to you. My people make a trade of this sort of thing. Take heart in the fact that had I come to your world in my full strength, then the damage would have been ten times worse. Tell me, how many were killed, do you think?”
 

 “Hundreds,” Marcos spat. “Maybe thousands. We were fortunate that you did not strike during the day. By nightfall, most of the coastal slum residents are in bed, in the upper rooms of their homes. The sleeping quarters are built above flood stage. During the day, the streets would have been filled.”
 

 “Then count yourself doubly fortunate,” Lucas nodded. 
 

 “And doubly cursed!” Captain Ironworker spat, angrily. “For now we are open to attack by the Bituban rebels! The Navy was at sea, blockading Port Bituba in the Eastern sea, but once their commerce raiders know our guns are destroyed, they’ll be on us like piranha-birds on an abandoned infant!”
 

 “Just what does this Bituba province produce? How do they store their wealth?” Both were important questions.
 

 Marcos looked disgusted. “They are the descendants of savages from the utter wastes of the desert who invaded our homelands centuries ago. We subdued them, but two generations ago the eastern provinces rebelled. Bituba is the strongest of them, and our chief foe. They build their palaces on the back of their great stores of gold and their endless caravans of slaves – slaves who farm so cheaply our honest landsmen cannot compete! But gold . . . their savage kin trade it to them like coal, not knowing its value -- and then they use it to hire mercenaries and auxiliaries from around the Great Sea, and deny our rightful rule!” He seemed utterly scandalized by the whole situation. 
 

 “Gold, you say?”

 

 “Aye! They have a mountain of it, it is said, inside that accursed black temple of theirs!”

 

 “Temple?” Lucas asked, even more interested. There was almost always some good loot in a temple. “What kind of temple?”

 

 “Satanic, my lord,” the man said, gravely. “They worship He Who Is Not Named.”

 

 “And they’re led by a bishop of some kind?”

 

 “Overlord Lito, may Al curse his name forever!”

 

 “Al?”

 

 “The one true God, my lord. Surely you’ve heard of him.”

 

 “Hasn’t everyone?” Lucas shrugged. “Very well . . . how about I try to make up for my crime here a bit by helping you destroy your enemies and re-conquer the evil . . . Lito, Overlord Lito? And his minions in Port Bituba.”
 

 “And just what do you propose, my lord?” he asked, suspiciously, his eyes narrowing.
 

 “You said your navy was blockading them -- I’m guessing that they can’t get past their defenses any better than we could yours?”
 

 “Without employing that . . . unique strategy of yours, my lord? No, we’re not able to breach their coastal guns. And they dare not meet us on the open sea -- our navy is more than a match for theirs,” he boasted, proudly. 
 

 “So why don’t you attack them from the landward side?” Lucas asked, curiously.
 

 “It is well-guarded by their half-cultured kin, and their client states guard the only passes that could be used for such a maneuver. It would take weeks, and entail a large caravan by ground through rugged, waterless terrain to get any significant force at their flanks. We have sent a few airships into their rear, and have a few loyal agents there, but . . . “ he shrugged, dismissively.
 

 “What if I could put . . . how many troops do you have at your disposal?”
 

 “I command five-thousand infantry, and a thousand marines. I am now, apparently, also in charge of the city militia. That is another two thousand. Those who weren’t drowned,” he added, bitterly.
 

 “And how many would it take to invest Bituba, from the landward side? Enough to silence those coastal guns?”
 

 “Maybe . . . three thousand? Why? What do you propose?”
 

 “I want that gold,” Lucas declared. “If I can use you to lure his troops away from the temple, like I used the tsunami here, then we could get in and out without getting too shot up. I have room on board to take about two thousand men, infantry, mind you, a very short distance. If I landed you a few miles outside of the city, then you could attack, invade, what have you, and I could get the loot I want. Gold is always a solid value on the interstellar market. How much do you think we’re talking about?”
 

 “It could be high as twenty thousand ingots,” the man assured him, though he was still suspicious of Lucas. “Once they controlled the Eastern sea, they made many fortunes by breaking our trade monopolies.”
 

 “So will you consider my proposal? In return, I will leave one third of the gold behind. And I’ll help you communicate with your navy, to coordinate an attack. And then we’ll part friends. You’ll be a little poorer, but a lot more powerful.”
 

 Carlos gave Lucas a thoughtful appraisal before finally nodding. “If the Emir and his family is dead, then I am in command, I suppose. It is agreed. The cursed Bitubans won’t suspect anything, thinking we’re too preoccupied by the disaster to take action!”
 

 “By the end of the week, Captain,” Lucas assured, “you could be Emir of the entire lonely sea.”
 

 “As Al wills,” he said with religious conviction. “There are preparations to make,” he said, with a heavy sigh. “I will have my men stand down and begin to muster. We will not interfere with you further, I swear by Al!”
 

 When he’d been escorted away, Max stared at Lucas and shook his head. 
 

 “Now that was slick,” he said, admirably. “Not only did you get the fuel we needed, and a tidy sum in treasure, but you managed to talk the fellow you’re attacking into helping you attack someone else. Brilliant!”
 

 “Basic Space Viking doctrine,” Lucas said, watching as another load of some sort of oil was being loaded onto the lorry. “On a neobarbarian world lacking a central sovereignty, there’s always someone else out there you want to stick it to worse than you want to stick it to a Space Viking. And you probably know all about them -- especially where they keep their valuables. Learned that on Amateratsu. Huge haul, there.”
 

 “Well, we’ve got enough plutonium to range another sixty, seventy light-years, give or take, without the need to refuel. That puts us within range of Danu, even with our crappy engines. As long as we can get more plutonium at Danu, and – if Al wills it – some spare parts, we can continue on our merry way. And these . . . Satanists? They have gold? That should get us all the fuel we need.”
 

 “Satanists?” asked Delio, as he joined them from the bridge. “How intriguing!”
 

 “When these far-out bits of the Federation got settled, the best worlds went to the well-funded colonization and exploitation companies, of course,” Max explained. “But these marginal worlds attracted their share of settlers, too. Especially religious and ethnic minorities, as well as plenty of pie-in-the-sky utopian nuts. And just before the System States War, there was a flurry of theological activity among the Satanists – oh, what a colorful lot they were! The Satanic Monastic movement sent little spiritual colonies all over the place, each with a different dogma and set of principals.”
 

 “There were Satanists amongst our ancestors,” remembered Delio. “The famous Cordwainer missions had a Satanic astrogator named Stennerman. He named most of the Demonics.” The Demonics were a cluster of worlds at the other side of the Old Federation, within a few hundred light-years of each other: Ashmodai, Belphagor, Lucifer, Abigor, and others named for the ancient demons the Satanists considered gods. Or angels. Or projections of man’s inner life, depending on which doctrine was in ascendance.
 

 “Well, apparently one of those little dark monasteries was stuck out here at the arse-end of Kumarbi,” explained Max. “A few centuries without contact, and the monks become fathers of fierce desert tribes, or something like that. Happens all the time in the Old Federation – look at the Sifian Marines. Of course, due to their usually self-centered doctrines, they rarely come to power on these backwaters – but when they do, the result is usually . . . unfortunate.”
 

 “I could care less about their doctrine,” Lucas said, as he led his men back into the ship, “I just want their gold.”
 

 It took almost a full day for Captain Ironworker to gather his forces. He managed to send word to the Mishiri fleet by means of an intelligent aquatic animal that the locals had trained to carry messages through the water, which intrigued Lucas enough to warrant a demonstration. But by dawn of the second day after the Odyssey’s arrival, three thousand infantry and five hundred native artillery crews boarded the cavernous holds of the ship and spent six hours in flight as the Odyssey took them across the desert to the south and east, outside of Bituban sight.
 

 The deployment went smoothly, once Captain Ironworker chose the spot he wished to battle on, a small but wide hilltop just ten miles outside of the city, proper. It was in the heart of farm country – wine country, to be specific – and the whole region smelled luscious and fecund with the grapes. And while the Mishiri infantry were digging trenches and preparing scouting missions into the Bituban rear, Lucas authorized King Ivan and a few Tanith navy men to direct two squads of Marines to raid the cellars of the nearest winery.
 

 By dawn of the third day, the Mishiri gun emplacements were dug in, and began bombarding the town while thousands of infantry on captured draught-animals were brutally raiding the countryside and eliminating strategic targets. The Odyssey was nowhere to be seen – Lucas had ordered the ship out to the desert until the Bituban forces could be mobilized away from the city.
 

 It was a seemingly one-sided contest: the Mishiri were doing damage, but the Bitubans' slave army was five times their size. It mobilized just outside of the city wall, and was on the march by mid-day. Even armed with spears and bows, instead of the Mishiri’s more advanced muskets, they would have overwhelmed the Mishiri by sheer numbers. That is, until the Mishiri deployed two of their precious contragrav cars to drop firebombs on the slave army, sending the poorly-trained levies into a panic.
 

 “See how ‘reasonable’ these folks are?” Lucas asked Prof. Erskyll, whom he’d invited to the bridge for the occasion. “They wouldn’t have traded, not without coercion. And far from being humanitarians, Captain Ironworker jumped at the opportunity to smite his foes the first chance he got. Thousands are being burned to death down there. But it’s not my people doing it.”
 

 “It was your ship which brought the Mishiri here,” Erskyll said, uncomfortably. “If it wasn’t for us, this battle wouldn’t even be happening!”
 

 “Not this quickly, or this decisively,” Lucas conceded, “but it was going to happen. Two strong trade powers, one little ocean? They were destined to fight it out. And will continue to fight it out for centuries, until they get civilization going again. That’s simple competition, Mr. Erskyll. But by giving the Mishiri an advantage in this war, perhaps it can be ended more quickly and lead to a more stable, consolidated government . . . until the Bitubans revolt in a few decades. Ah, I see our cue,” he said, as the aircav scouts that had reconnoitered the city activated colored smoke flares indicating that the bulk of the military had left. “Time for us to rob a temple.”
 

 And what a temple it was: a huge truncated stepped pyramid of black stone loomed unpleasantly over the sprawling slums that straddled a large river. The topmost level was a large black temple complex that seemed to serve as fortress, palace, and bank for the Overlord of Bituba – who was personally leading his troops against the surprise attack. The pyramid was sacred, as was its semi-divine (semi-demonic?) theocrat, and most of the palace guards had joined their master on the field. 
 

 Therefore flying ten Marines and ten volunteers over in the air lorry made robbing the place as easy as landing. Five minutes and six shots gave the erstwhile Space Vikings complete control of the complex. And while the guards in the lower sections of the pyramid were alerted, two Marines with a light machine gun were able to hold off hundreds of sword-wielding Satanists at the narrow corridor that was the only way into or out of the palace complex.
 

 It took five hours to fully loot the place, and the final ingots were loaded long after the battle outside of the walls was won by the Mishiri. Lucas dispatched a jeep for Ironworker and a few of his aides, and flew him to the top of the pyramid.
 

 “Here’s your share,” Lucas said, gesturing to a massive pile of gold left in the vault. “One third of Bituba’s riches. We also saved you the trouble of looting their main temple – they had a statue of a demon in there made of solid gold. Ugly looking thing, too. But about twenty thousand ounces of gold.”
 

 “I shall not hinder you from taking such an unholy thing,” agreed Ironworker, solemnly. “Remove it from our world, and let it infest some other star. My men control the city now. And our day is won. Tomorrow our fleet will press theirs in the bay, and push them into their own coastal guns. By the day after that, I should control all of the seacoast. My thanks, Prince Lucas,” he said, with a touching bow.
 

 “Just business, Emir Ironworker,” nodded Lucas. “I could have just as easily landed here, first, and helped the Bitubans invade Mishiri.”
 

 “Al would not have permitted such a travesty!” Ironworker said, offended.
 

 “Al permits a great many things that human beings don’t like,” reminded Lucas. 
 

 “Of this, it is known,” agreed Ironworker. “Have you sufficient supply for your journey, Lord Lucas?” he asked, his subtle way of wondering when the Space Vikings were going to depart.
 

 “We’ve been concentrating on gold,” admitted Lucas, “but we do need further provision.”
 

 “Then all of the warehouses of Bituba are open to you! Take sheep, cows, tremorfowl, goats, gullfish, whatever you may wish! Take your pick of the most succulent slave girls, the sweetest wines, the tenderest daughters!”
 

 “Your hospitality is overwhelming, Emir,” Lucas said, smiling. It was clear that the new conqueror was eager to have his attackers-turned-benefactors gone – and was willing to part with whatever it took to ensure that.
 

 When the Odyssey finally took flight, there were over a million ounces of gold ingots in the hold, stamped with Bituba’s demonic sign, and plenty of food as well. King Ivan had been liberal in ransacking the bloated warehouses of Bituba. And there was enough plutonium to get them to their next stop, Danu, almost seventy light-years away. 
 

 “That was a lot more fun than I thought it would be,” Max said to Lucas, at the post-raid party they held after they entered hyperspace. “I figured a Space Viking raid would be bloodier than that.”
 

 “At least four or five thousand dead,” remarked King Ivan, sorrowfully. “All those slaves in Bituba . . . did you see what the Mishiri did? Just shoved huge vats of fuel oil and kerosene over them from their aircars, and let them catch fire. The slaves panicked and tried to bolt. They got caught between the Mishiri guns and their own masters.”
 

 “Fortunes of war,” Lucas said, with a sigh. “Our people barely killed anyone. After the tidal wave, I mean.”
 

 “I hope your happy, Captain Trask,” Mr. Erskyll said, in a defeated voice. “That was brutal, what you did to those people. It doesn’t matter if they’re neobarbs, you just set them back decades.”
 

 “On the contrary,” Lt. Com. Delio said, affably, “what we’ve done is consolidated power in the hands of one entity. And power is necessary if you’re going to forge something as difficult as a civilization.”
 

 “You think those people are any closer to civilization now than they were when we got here?” he asked, angrily.
 

 “Yes,” Delio answered, sitting down at the table, “Yes I do. See it this way: now that Emir Ironworker has uncontested control of the sea, then he has access to the resources of the entire region – resources he can trade off-planet for. The Gilgameshers get out here, sometimes, and so do the Atonians and freetraders. Now that Kumarbi is united under one man, the star traders will have to treat with him as such, instead of just one of competing factions.”
 

 “Sounds like a monopoly of off-world trade,” Erskyll said, sourly.
 

 “It sounds like an ideal situation for taxation,” corrected King Ivan. “If there’s enough trade to matter, that is.”
 

 “The Kumarbians have gold – they’ll have enough trade,” assured Lucas. “And with those kinds of resources behind his emirate, now, Ironworker can quit wasting his trade surplus on luxuries for the local aristocracy and buy the sorts of things that will actually help push his people up the ladder to real civilization. Power converters, communication screens, contragravity, advanced weaponry—”
 

 “Why in the galaxy would you waste valuable trade on weapons?” scoffed Erskyll. “When there are so much other, more valuable goods to spend your money on. Ignorant neobarb foolishness,” he said, disparagingly. “Think with your gonads, not your brain.”
 

 “Without weapons – and advanced weapons, at that – then the Emir won’t keep power. Without power, he has no authority. Without authority, there is no order. Without order, there is no civilization,” said the usually-quiet Abbot of Renpo. The monk didn’t drink anything but tea, but he had joined the rest of the crew in celebrating.
 

 “Your Holiness?” Erskyll asked, shocked. “You approve of this kind of violence?”
 

 “It is not for me to approve or disapprove,” corrected the old man, kindly. “I have sworn to do no harm to any living creature – yet I know my existence harms some creatures, be they microscopic, whether I wish to or not. Death is only tragic to those who remain attached to life. Those who perished today will be afforded endless opportunities to repeat their mistakes, until they finally take refuge in the doctrine.”
 

 “Mystical crap,” Erskyll muttered, darkly. “I can’t believe that we all were just complicit in a major war and a disaster. You have the blood of thousands on your hands, Trask!”
 

 “That’s ‘Captain Trask’,” Lucas reminded. “And the toll is closer to millions. My sins are my own, Erskyll. I don’t require your approval, I merely require your obedience.”
 

 “You’re all a bunch of savages,” the man mumbled, and left in a huff.
 

 “So tell me about Danu, Max,” Lucas sighed.
 

 “I don’t see why you don’t push that idiot out of an airlock,” the engineer said. “I’ve met his type over and over: highly-educated, self-loathing, and feels so guilty for his cushy upbringing that he wants to inflict his wisdom on the rest of the universe. He’s read a book, so he must be an expert,” he said, derisively.
 

 “I’m keeping him around,” explained Lucas, “because if he’s this irritating to us, then just think about how irritating he’ll be to the Atonians. Now, tell me about Danu, Max,” he repeated.
 

 “Danu?” Max asked, as if hearing for the first time. “Danu’s a strange place,” he admitted. “Settled before the War, of course, nice place. Bigger than Terra by almost a third, but low-density, so the gravity’s actually only a smidge over standard. Population of about fifty million, give or take, spread out over three continents. Decivilized over most of the planet, but the industrial region on the south-main continent never lost the good parts. Contacted by Baldur over three hundred years ago. Big time trade world, too. It’s got some really exotic flora and fauna. Organic gems, rare elements, the works.”
 

 “And they’ll accept gold in trade?” Delio asked.
 

 “Oh, mais ouis!” Max agreed, nodding enthusiastically. “Once the local potentate gets his cut.”
 

 “Which brings me to the politics: is this raid or trade?” Lucas asked.
 

 “Most definitely trade,” assured Max. “Danu is weird, but they aren’t helpless. Like I said, they’re a dependency of Baldur, and Baldur has a base there. Not a big one, but big enough to mess up our ship pretty easily.”
 

 “So what is the political situation on the ground?” Ivan asked.
 

 “Last time I heard, Dauphin Reynard was still in power,” O’Roarke, the leader of the Traveler family, spoke up. “He’s cruel and despotic – has those bloodgames all the time – but you can buy just about anything in Danuport. They aren’t what you would call picky about trade,” he assured them.
 

 “Dauphin? Royal title?” Ivan asked.
 

 “It used to be,” agreed Max, as he lit a cigarette and slouched in his chair. “A few generations ago, the Balduran royal family had a black sheep – that was Reynard I – youngest of seven children. There were rumors of madness, and Reynard compounded matters by marrying a close cousin. Reynard wasn’t quite right, you see, and he had a habit of . . . well, let’s just say he was a royal pain and a big embarrassment to the family. So in their infinite wisdom they told him off as Viceroy of Danu, which they’d been administering militarily for a century or so anyway. They packed him and his wife up and shipped them off and lived happily ever after.
 

 “On Baldur. On Danu, well, things didn’t go as well. Once he was out from under the Royal Family’s thumb, Reynard went crazy. The Baldurans didn’t care – as long as the money came in, they didn’t concern themselves with such insignificant details. But Reynard made Danu his personal playground, and so did his son, his grandson, and now his great, great-grandson, Reynard IV, Dauphin of Danu. He’s got his own private army and a couple of ships on top of the Balduran naval base. We try to raid Danu, and we’ll get slagged.”
 

 “Then we trade,” Lucas nodded. “I’m not opposed to that. Keeps the repair bill down.”
 

 “Of course, you could just go wagering,” offered O’Roarke with a grin, as he poured a titanic-sized cup of sour Kumarbian wine. “Danu’s national sport is gambling. There are casinos and such all over the place – especially around Danuport. I’ve known men who arrived at Danuport penniless beggars and left in private yachts.”
 

 “And many more who arrived in private yachts and left penniless beggars,” added Max. “Yes, the gaming houses of Danu are famed, but they’re also rigged. No future in it. And gods help you if you don’t have enough to pay your losses. On Danu, debt slavery is a noble tradition.”
 

 “Sounds like we need to be wary, then,” agreed Lucas. “I’m not one for games of chance.”
 

 “Wary is recommended,” O’Roarke nodded. “Danuport is a wild place. Travelers only go there if there’s cause.”
 

 Lucas found a chance a while later to find his executive officer, Lt. Comm. Delio, sitting alone at a table in the corner of the lounge, off-duty for once.
 

 “Sire,” he said, rising and bowing the moment he saw Lucas.
 

 “At ease, Mr. Delio,” Lucas said, gesturing for the young man to sit. “I just wanted to take a moment and commend you on your excellent service, on Planet X, on the Ludmilla raid, and at Kumarbi. Not to mention how well you’ve managed to organize the crew to run this scrapheap. Well done,” he said, nodding with approval. And, after a pause, he added, “Your father would be very proud of you.”
 

 Delio’s eyes opened wide. “My fath— Highness?” he asked, at a loss.
 

 “You can’t serve with a man day in, day out for six months without learning a lot about him. How he eats, how he sleeps, how he talks, and a million little mannerisms. I got that way with Otto Harkaman, when we were first starting out, raiding on the Nemesis. After a few thousand hours you start to know what a man’s going to say before he says it, and how he’ll respond in a given situation. Which is why I should have figured it out a long time ago. You must have your mother’s eyes, but there’s no doubt in my mind that you’re the fruit of Otto Harkaman’s loins.”
 

 “My mother was Lydia Delio, a minor noble on Durendal,” Delio confessed. “I was raised at my uncle’s estate, Sir Simeon Delio, at Rouen, in the south country. He had four sons and only so much of a legacy to leave them – I could have stayed on and become a foreman at his plantation, I suppose, but that life didn’t suit me, Sire. I knew of my father’s exploits – my mother told me stories of Space Vikings since the cradle. When word reached Durendal that Tanith had severed ties with Gram, and was building a world out in the Old Federation, the temptation to go seek my fortune there was just irresistible. I took ship to Tanith and enlisted in the Navy.”
 

 “Under your mother’s name,” observed Lucas. “Why didn’t you seek out your father at once, Armand? I know Otto pretty well, like I said, and the only reason I can think of that he wouldn’t help you is because he doesn’t know you’re his son.”
 

 “His Highness is no doubt correct,” Delio said, with a wry chuckle. “The Warlord is an honorable man. But a son – a bastard son – who shows up on his doorstep? I have no desire for his patronage or his wealth, Highness. I merely wish to demonstrate my worth through honorable service, and distinguish myself on my own merits, not borrow the fortunes of my famous father.”
 

 “If you do nothing else of note for the rest of your life, you have already managed that much, at least,” Lucas said, quietly. “And when – if Al wills it – we ever do get back home, Delio, you can count on a grateful prince rewarding his loyal retainer as richly as he deserves. A knighthood, a barony, and by the time we get back, perhaps even a county. And then you can announce yourself to your father as a peer and gentleman of the Realm, not a penniless bastard.”
 

 “Your Highness is gracious,” Delio said, bowing from the waist, his face cool and collected no matter what his heart might be doing. “I suppose I must therefore ensure that Your Highness returns safely, to protect my future fief? At last, the incentive I’ve been craving . . .” he joked. 
 

 “Well, there’s at least part of that promise I can pay out on right here and now. Mr. Roupe! Go fetch my sword! I feel like making a knight of it.”
 

 It was a quick but solemn ceremony, which was looked upon with great interest by the eclectic passengers and crew. The Sifians were particularly moved, and began chanting and quoting the Regs that were traditionally invoked at a commendation ceremony. When Lucas had dubbed him, the neobarbarian Marines picked the knight up bodily and took him away to the shrine near the training area that had become the Gunny’s unofficial office. There the wizened old shaman would conduct the proper “paperwork” signifying the commendation. Lucas hoped that the designated area for displaying Delio’s new rank wasn’t in anyplace tender.
 

 The rest of the crowd continued with drinking and celebrating, as their ship crawled slowly through hyperspace. But Lucas’ mind wasn’t on the next planet, as wondrous as it sounded. Or on Sir Armand’s relationship with his father. It was on Tanith, and Elaine, and most of all Valerie. A great wave of longing welled up in Lucas at that moment, and he found himself returning to his cabin a lot less drunk than he had planned on.
 

 He found himself at the viewscreen, pulling up a still photo he’d captured out of Aton’s horrid propaganda film – the photo of Valerie returning to Tanith from her mission of mercy. She was pregnant, tired, and confused, he could tell, but he was still Valerie: his wife, his lover, his partner. 
 

 “I’m coming, Val,” he promised the picture, touching her face on the screen. “Three thousand light-years away, and moving at a crawl, but I’m coming,” he vowed.
 



 
 




 EPILOGUE
 



 
 

 Her guards went into near-fits when she made the order, but Valerie insisted: before she returned to Trask House or the War Ministry to oversee the defense of the Realm against the latest attack, she wanted to make a stop. She didn’t care how dangerous it might be, or how untimely, but she insisted on detouring to Trade Town before she went to battle. Despite their objections the Golden Hand guards reluctantly turned the aircar towards Bentfork, and arrived only minutes later at supersonic speeds. Being a princess had its perquisites. 
 

 It was an unannounced visit, but Valerie wasn’t here for a reception. She had the car land in the square nearest the Shrine of the Trasks, and then had Lt. Barnes fetch the priestess who oversaw the shrine. When Valerie ordered it cleared of parishioners, she hesitated – but she was the White Lady of Tanith, after all. It was her shrine. The priestess reluctantly agreed to have the building cleared for her use, despite the throngs of pilgrims waiting to get in. Being a demi-goddess had its perquisites.
 

 Valerie was still in her blood-soaked gown, so the wild cheers the peasants gave her turned to dark mutterings and cries of concern, but Valerie waved half-heartedly, demonstrating that she wasn’t injured herself, and things settled down again. 
 

 “Come with me,” she ordered Barnes. “And bring my armor.”
 

 “Highness?” Barnes asked, surprised. “Is this wise? Two more emergences were just reported from Command, between the fifth and sixth planets. The first four have microjumped to translunar orbit – definitely ships from Gram – and they’re launching pinnaces. The largest is three-thousand feet and she bears the insignia of Omfray. We move to engage, but they could be here in hours!”
 

 “Is Princess Elaine secure?”
 

 “She is, Highness. In the Alta Fresca stronghold, Lady Ashley reports. Your Highness, I beg you!”
 

 “We’re seven minutes away from the War Ministry at top speed. Even if things go poorly, and the beasts from Gram evade our ships and land, it will take them hours. I won’t be returning to Trask House until this crisis is over, if we survive, and I’m not going to appear in front of the cameras looking like an accident victim. Coming here first will help inspire the common people, as well, and with invasion threatening, morale is going to be key to our defense. Trust me, Mr. Barnes, soon enough I’m going to be pacing back and forth in the War Ministry for hours while we wait for those ships to get closer. I think I have time for a moment’s contemplation before battle.”
 

 “Yes, Highness,” Barnes said, cowed. “What is the princess’ command?”
 

 “You heard me, Lieutenant,” she said, proceeding towards the blue dome. “Bring me my body armor. I’ll be waiting inside.”
 

 Walking proudly past hundreds of wildly cheering pilgrims, shouting “Princess Valerie!” and “The Realm!” and “The White Lady!” she did little to acknowledge the throng being kept at bay by Tradetown’s native guards. She gave the barest of nods, to assure the crowd that her bloody gown was not proof of injury, and that she was whole and hale.
 

 Valerie entered the dimly-lit shrine and stopped at the fountain in the center. Glancing briefly at the golden forearm displayed on the wall, between the two Golden Hand guards whose duty it was to stand their post here, she splashed water on her face, washing the last traces of blood from it. Her gown was ruined, though, not that she minded. Small price to pay for surviving her third – fourth? Fourth assassination attempt. 
 

 Barnes appeared a moment later, bearing the bag that contained her body armor from the aircar. She had a few sets, now, one at Trask House, one at her island compound that she had worn during her pregnancy, and a custom suit of space armor aboard the space ship that bore her name. All were state-of-the-art combat grade armor, proof against most bullets and a host of hostile environments, and they were all brightly enameled in white from boots to gloves to the compact white combat helmet bearing the circle-and-trapezoid of Tanith in blue. The arms of the planet were detailed on the breastplate, and the bag contained a white chemical-warfare mantle as well.
 

 “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said, as he set down the bag. “You are dismissed.”
 

 “Highness, you—”
 

 “Dismissed, lieutenant. All of you,” she added, nodding to the two motionless sentries. “Out. Your Princess commands it. Go.”
 

 “Yes, Highness,” Barnes said, reluctantly, looking around for any last-minute hidden dangers before he led the other two Golden Hand guards outside, and shut the door.
 

 Valerie unbuckled her borrowed side-arm and dropped the bloody gown in a satiny puddle at her feet – it was far too blood stained to inspire anything but horror, now – and then used the shrine’s fountain to rinse away as much of the blood that lingered on her skin as possible. There were no towels, of course, but she didn’t care. The water was cold and refreshing, irrespective of any divine powers it may have had. And she’d had a rough day.
 

 It took ten minutes to dress herself in the armor unassisted, but once she was done, it fit like a glove. It wasn’t military standard, of course, being fitted not only for a woman, but for herself, personally. And it was also nearly impervious to small-arms fire and shrapnel. When she was done, she was clad head to toe in shimmering white. Her reflection in the fountain didn’t even look much like the Valerie who’d entered the shrine. And even less like the young girl who had arrived here three years ago because Lucas Trask had dreamy eyes, a deep voice, and a very persuasive way of making a dreary, difficult job sound like a fairy-tale.
 

 This was no fairy-tale. Handsome princes existed, but so did evil villains. And faceless bureaucracies. And sinister criminal organizations. And ambitious, power-hungry men who saw worlds as pieces on a chess board, instead of the vessels of life they were. Somewhere, high overhead, there were ships full of men like that, men who wanted to use all that they had worked so hard for to their own purposes. Men more concerned with their own pride and duty and honor than the lives of the millions they threatened. This was no fairy-tale. This was a nightmare. 
 

 And one that had become twice as hard to bear without the comfort of having her husband by her side. 
 

 Before she left, she looked up at the gargantuan statue of Lucas, who was gazing across the shrine with steely eyes and a determined expression, offerings of flowers and produce and other tokens from pilgrims piled around his feet. So different than the actual expression he usually wore, but the artist had gotten the face right. She missed him, missed him desperately. And now he was lost to her, among the stars, half a galaxy away.
 

 “Lucas,” she said, hoarsely, addressing the statue. “I need you. We’re at war. There are more ships from Gram, Lucas, and Aton is still sniping at us, too. It’s only a matter of time before Xochitl and Haulteclere join the pile. We need you Lucas! Elaine is getting so big – she’ll be a full year in just a few months. She’s a happy, healthy baby, but she needs her daddy. I need her daddy, too. I miss you, Lucas. Come home,” she said. Then she smirked to herself. “Your Princess commands it!” she added lovingly and impudently to the same statue that so many revered with sacred awe. Being a wife had its perquisites.
 

 Then she strapped on the pistol, the wide black belt of which made a dramatic slash across her white-clad hips, then turned on her heel, and left to go deal with the latest invasion fleet. As much as she missed Lucas, wanted Lucas, needed Lucas, there was no escaping the fact that Lucas wasn’t going to appear out of thin air, no matter what mystical powers the natives ascribed to him. 
 

 She was alone, in this. It was her duty to protect Tanith from her foes. That’s what she had sworn on her wedding day, before her husband had slipped the crown on her head. And that’s what she intended to do, no matter how hard or how hopeless it might seem. Valerie took one last look at the strong, sculpted slab of stone that was her husband’s handsome face, looming majestically above her. She blew it a single kiss, then took a deep breath and threw open the doors to the sound of a roaring crowd, her heart filling with determination.
 

 She had a war to fight.
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 Slago’s was a second-rate dive on a third-rate world, the type of tavern favored by down-on-their-luck space men and barflies near destitution. It smelled of liquor and vomit and less-savory aromas. Bodies piled outside the door in the morning were not uncommon. It wasn’t the worst bar in town, by far, but it was indisputably amongst the most dismal.
 

 A prefabricated steel front building grafted onto the crumbling mud brick native structure, the peeling paint and the dust and grime conspired to knit a cloud of despair and regret over the bar, an atmosphere augmented by the woes of its patrons. 
 

 Slago’s served two kinds of fare, the rough native liquor the neobarbarian tribes around the spaceport made from some indigenous tuber and distilled in the heights of the nearby mountains, and imported off-world fare of decidedly inferior quality. Plenty of third mates and ship’s quartermasters were willing to sell a case or two of some other planet’s rot-gut, and when they were more interested in cash than questions, that booze ended up at Slago’s where it sold for four times price of the native firewater known as ghackwa.

 

 Garvan Spasso had been soaking up prodigious quantities of ghackwa for over a hundred hours, now, ever since his tiny 200-foot scout ship had limped into port. By that time his damaged left eye and his face had healed beyond the ability of the robodocs-for-hire here to repair it, even if he could have afforded the treatment. Chemical burns were notoriously difficult to treat in the first place, but when the infection had set in on the trip, he had spent two days raving mad, his hands bound by his crew to keep him from clawing at his throbbing, itching face in his delirium. 
 

 The fever had broken long before they’d made port, but even though the nerves on his face were dead to the touch, now, he felt a constant pain. And his eye -- the real pain hadn’t set in for a few days, as the caustic chemical had worked its way into his eyeball. What remained was a half-eaten orb that allowed him to see only a thoroughly distorted image, a dark and tattered veil. And it ached so badly now that the pain he’d felt when he’d lost his right hand seemed tame, by comparison.
 

 He had come to Jagannath because it was a nominally friendly port, and he still had some allies here. And he needed allies, badly. After his latest unsuccessful attempt at taking the throne of Tanith, he had lost nearly all of his assets. His most loyal Merthans, the ships he’d called in favors to secure, the weapons he’d bought at a dear price, all gone, now. He had his ship . . . and a small crew of villains too loyal or stupid to see him for the wreck he was . . . but that was all. He didn’t have enough in his pockets to pay the port fees that would allow him to escape to somewhere better or purchase the plutonium he’d need to get there. Wherever ‘there’ might be. In fact, within a couple of days the port authority would likely impound his ship, and then where would he be?
 

 The problem was, no one wanted to be Garvan Spasso’s friend any more. Not when they could be his capturer. The news of the increase in the price on his head had preceded him, thanks to a disappointing stop at Mertha that had delayed him. He had hoped to collect the emergency cache of money, weapons, and other valuables that his neobarb partners had been keeping in trust for him. But he found only a kilometer-sized radioactive crater where once his retainer’s castle had stood, a few dying survivors of the blast and a hysterically sobbing queen lingering near the edges, and no money to carry him through. He’d picked up the queen and the healthiest of the survivors, scavenged what supplies he could on Mertha, and made his way to a distant port where he’d hoped that no one had heard of Garvan Spasso in a while.
 

 Jaganath had been his last hope: his plan had been to put into the freeport under a false name, flying false colors, borrow or scrounge up enough money to buy fuel, ammunition, and supplies, maybe hire a couple of destitute scoundrels with no scruples and sound trigger-fingers, and get out of port before his reputation caught up with him. The scout ship he possessed was no warship, but it would be sufficient to shake down a couple of small villages, perhaps on Melkarth or Nergal or some other gods-forsaken world where they couldn’t argue with automatic weapons.
 


Chicken stealing. His mind was loathe to even form the words, but he couldn’t avoid it. Chicken stealing. That’s what he’d been reduced to, once again. After twelve years of struggle, he found himself in the same place he’d started: reduced to robbing the neobarbs for their shiny baubles. Only this time, he didn’t even have a crap boat like the Lamia. Or a decent crew. No self-respecting Space Viking would see his tiny ship and his sordid reputation as an asset, so teaming up wasn’t even an option. Not that he could even consider trying to trust his fellow Chicken Thieves. 
 

 A Gilgamesher had arrived three hundred hours before Spasso with news of his disasterous raid on Tanith, and with her she carried news that the price on his head had doubled. He hadn’t won any friends for kidnapping a baby, either – it had been a bold, audacious plan, and if it had worked the brat would have come to no harm and he would have had the throne. 
 

 Even low-rent scoundrels who skulked around the port like Three-Finger Willy Christchurch of the Tunnelsnake, Brownie Munroe of the Gadfly, and Mateo Shirlen of the Cold Victory, men he’d drunk and fought and whored with for years couldn’t ignore the bounty on his head. Jaganath was replete with chicken thieves of their caliber, men in ships under a thousand feet – not real Space Vikings, but scavengers who lived on the margins of the trade. He’d seen them at their usual haunt closer to the spaceport, the Black Crow Lounge, and gotten out before they recognized him. Half of the port would have gone mad, had they recognized Spasso or his ship, to claim all that money his enemies had put on his head. The other half would have quietly cheered as he was lead off in chains. To men like these, Garvan Spasso was worth far more dead than alive.
 

 So he sat here in Slago’s and drank the bitter native hooch, keeping out of the public eye, conserving what coin he had, and meditating on his regrets. 
 

 There were plenty, stretching back decades. He relived them all, every poor decision, every cautious victory, every magnificent triumph, every ignoble defeat. He relived them all, a long, tawdry life of ambition and disappointment. Sometimes the despair got to him so much he considered chewing on the barrel of his pistol and moving on to his next incarnation. But something wouldn’t let him. At least not until he’d drank up the last of his coin.
 

 Then one afternoon, a man sat down across the table from him. A well-dressed man, in the style of the Sword Worlds. The clothing was tasteful and understated, the dress dagger and pistol at his belt of high quality, but serviceable. His boots, alone, would have been worth everything Spasso carried on him, and he had a plain-looking mantle of expensive-looking brown cloth, embroidered at the hem and collar in black designs, intricately stitched. On his tunic he bore a small knight’s star of unfamiliar design. Yet despite his finery, he did not betray a sense of unease, as any man of means might by haunting a dive like Slago’s. That was intriguing. It also might mean he was a bounty hunter, despite his knighthood.
 

 “Count Spasso,” he said, respectfully, bowing as he approached. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Your Excellency. May I sit?”
 

 “I’m not Spasso,” Spasso grunted as he eyed the man nervously. He had a price on his head -- a high price -- and there were whole planets who would be eager to collect it. Unlike most men in his position, he hadn’t drawn his pistol and set it handily on the table when he’d arrived. Unlike most men, he had a six-shot .38 built into his prosthetic right hand that most people didn’t know about, making a pistol redundant. “Name is Vigneux. What do you want?” he asked, bluntly. “And who the Nifflheim are you?”
 

 “I am Sir Antony Stuart,” the man said, with a bow. “I wanted to pay my respects and express my sympathy over your recent disappointments. ‘Mr. Vigneux’.”
 

 “Which one?” Spasso scoffed. “My thirteenth name-day party? Failing my astrogation exam the first time? Rogering that poxy doxy on Hoth?”
 

 “Your plan to liberate the Realm of Tanith,” Sir Antony said, quietly. “It’s unfortunate that it failed . . . yet . . .”
 

 “Yet?” Spasso burst out, frustrated. “There is no yet. That was my final throw. I’m finished. I’d be tempted to turn my ownself in for the reward, if I had the courage.”
 

 “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Count,” Antony soothed. “You did remarkably well with very little resources. You managed to sneak an invasion force past a considerable defensive line. You landed troops on the ground. You nearly invested the city. If the Tanith fleet—”
 

 “Yes, I know, I know,” Spasso said, waving the words away with disgust. “If they hadn’t gotten back, I would have had a chance. Bloody neobarbs – he armed them! That idiot gave advanced weapons to a bunch of neobarbarian savages! They tore my people up, too. Disgraceful!” He sagged. “But here I am, blaming the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, when I should be blaming myself.”
 

 “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Excellency,” Sir Antony said, patting his prosthetic warmly. “You displayed a lot of talent, there. And you did some amazing work on Gram, too.”
 

 “Gram?” Spasso said, perking up. “Don’t speak to me about Gram. I’ve had it with bloody Gram. I’ve got the damned former Queen of Gram on my ship, now. Found her standing outside of a blast zone on Mertha, just bawling like a baby. Picked up a flux, too – puked the whole way here, from the radiation. In my bloody cabin, too. Place still stinks worse than this one. Don’t speak to me about Gram. Wish I’d never heard of the place.”
 

 “Count Spasso, what would you say if I told you that . . . certain parties are far more concerned with the initiative and daring you showed than its eventual failure?”
 

 “I’d say those certain parties were drinkin’ doubles,” Spasso said, gruffly.
 

 Sir Antony smiled indulgently. “There are those in positions of power who would make use of a man of your talents, Count Spasso. Who would pay handsomely for you to do . . . well, a number of things. Things you’ve displayed a profound talent for.”
 

 “Unseemly things, then,” Spasso said. “I don’t think you’re discussing my ability to dance.”
 

 “Just so,” agreed the knight. “A man like you – a captain, a count, a conqueror – a man can go far, if he has the right backing. And I represent someone who thinks we have just the right job for you.”
 

 “Is that so?” Spasso said, disbelieving. “Well, that ain’t the first ball of crap I’ve stepped over today, but it may well be the biggest!”
 

 “I assure you, Count, I’m completely serious. As a token of my good faith, I took the liberty of paying your port fees for you before I came here.”
 

 “You . . . what?”
 

 “Call and check in with the port authority, if you like. But you’re free to go.”
 

 “Why in nine hells would you do that?”
 

 “It would be difficult for you to get to your new position if you didn’t have a ship,” shrugged the knight. “I figured it would be more expedient if you didn’t have to deal with that.”
 

 “And the fact I don’t have two stellars to rub together . . .”
 

 “Exactly. I’ve paid for fuel, too. Enough to get you where you need to be. And you have a thousand-stellar credit at the port authority store, so you may draw provisions.”
 

 “So what sort of job is this?” he asked, carefully. “The kind where I get a big paycheck, and then you get an even bigger one for turning me over to Trask? Or I merely get my throat slit for a job well-done?”
 

 “Oh, hardly. We’re as upset by Trask as you – maybe more. It’s a pity you didn’t succeed, you would have made a far more agreeable ruler than Lucas Trask. But you may earn another shot at him, if you play your cards right. Not now, but eventually. In the meantime . . . well, are you familiar with Milton?”
 

 “Lars Milton, the first mate of the Kingmaker?” Spasso asked, confused. Lars was a decent fellow, though a bit dull, and well thought-of by most of his comrades. But if there were enough stellars in it, Spasso would be willing to kill him.
 

 “No, Count,” the knight smiled, indulgently. “The author of Paradise Lost.”
 

 “Ah. I think I read that once, a lifetime ago. Why?”

 

 “There’s a famous quote from it, one that Lucifer says. I think it applies here.”

 

 “And what would this burning piece of profound wisdom be, Sir Antony?” Spasso asked, rolling his eyes.

 

 “ ‘Tis better to reign in Hell than to serve in Heaven,’ “ the knight quoted. “That’s the sort of arrangement we’re speaking of.”
 

 Spasso eyed the man carefully, and weighing his options discovered he had none. It didn’t cost anything to listen.
 

 “Tell me more,” he sighed. “You’ve got my attention.” 
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