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 First.


 




 Because it needed to be done.


 




 Thanks to H. Beam Piper for a galaxy full of space-opera genius, 


 the best legacy of all.


 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 DEDICATION:


 




 To my very own beautiful, strong, blue-eyed Princess,


 




 Laurin.


 




 Every man should have one.






LONG LIVE PRINCE LUCAS!


 




 When Prince Lucas Trask of Tanith, Space Viking, put a bullet in the head of the man he’d crossed the galaxy to revenge himself on for slaying his bride moments after they’d wed, he figured that his eight-year ordeal was over. He could settle down, rule his frontier planet and his enterprising band of vicious Space Vikings, marry a beautiful noblewoman from a civilized world, and watch Tanith grow and prosper into his dotage.


 




 But Space Vikings don’t usually die in bed, and the galaxy seems to have plans for Prince Lucas. A flurry of assassination attempts, a stark summons from his homeworld’s vile new King, a foreign-funded native insurrection, a moody princess, and the rejection of his idea of a League of Civilized Worlds by the very civilized worlds he admired were problematic; discovering that he’s about to become a father is even more so. To top it all off, a mysterious figure known only as “The Wizard” is protecting him and advising him, for reasons unknown.


 




 Now he has to convince his motley band of aristocrats, warlords, entrepreneurs allies and exiles to come together to protect the nascent Planetary Realm he’s fought so hard to establish, as powerful forces array themselves against the . . . 


 





PRINCE OF TANITH
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Chapter One:


Breakfast With The Princess

 




 




 His Royal Highness, Sovereign Prince Lucas Trask looked out over the skyline of Rivington, capital (and only real) city of the Princely Realm of Tanith, where the looming mass of the Planetary Building produced a cloud of dust from the reconstruction work going on there. He was atop the uppermost balcony of Trask House, and heaved a deep breath of the cool spring air, smelling the abundantly fertile grasslands that surrounded the city with every breath. The view was spectacular from the upper balcony – one of his favorite things about his new palace. 


 




 Trask House. He never thought he’d have a home like this again. 


 




 He’d built a palace once before. He had spent months designing and building the original Traskon New House in his ancestral lands for his new bride Elaine, back on his homeworld of Gram a decade before.  That house he had never lived in, nor had he and his beloved ever consummated their love there.  She had been tragically killed on their wedding day by a depraved suitor, and Lucas himself had been near mortally wounded.  


 




 That first manor, with its stately architecture and glorious view of the tawny valley teeming with bisonoids under Gram’s perpetually cloudy skies, was now in the hands of some appointed manager in the wake of Gram’s bloody civil war.  Even the memory of it was sour in his mind. But that was a decade in the past and three-thousand light-years away. Tanith was his home, now, and he had a new bride.


 




  By contrast, this Trask House had none of the tasteful, well-designed elegance of the earlier home. It had been built by his loyal subject, supreme Admiral, and best friend Otto Harkaman and gifted to him upon the occasion of his wedding and coronation half a year before.  The place had originally been a museum, when Tanith had been first settled five hundred or so years before during the last gasps of the great Old Federation. 


 




 Then it had become a minor fortress of an iron-age neobarbarians warlord, after Tanith lost touch with the rest of the galaxy and de-civilized for reasons lost to history. And then it had been a slowly crumbling ruin, a home for rodents and predators who roamed free in the ruined city. Its delicate parts had decayed away long ago, leaving behind only the ferrocrete superstructure. 


 




 But with enough labor and money the gallant old heap had been brought back to – if not splendor, then at least a certain shabby livability that passed for splendor in this post-holocaustic world. As private residence on Tanith went, it was quite nice, if a little eclectic: he and his new bride had enjoyed furnishing it from the loot of a dozen worlds. Nothing quite matched, but the over-all effect was impressive.




  The cool spring breezes wafted the smell of waffles and coffee up from the spherical serving robot on the terrace below, and Lucas realized just how hungry he was.  Only twenty hours back home from the tedious conference on Volund, and his stomach was just now catching up with his sleep schedule as he readjusted to planetside life.  He strolled leisurely down the granite stairs from the balcony to the well-flagged courtyard, where his bride and a few attendants were milling around a simple but elegant garden table – locally made, he noted with pride.  They all rose when they caught sight of him.




  “Your Royal Highness,” said Princess Valerie Trask, né Alvarath, a flicker of a smirk on her face as she bobbed her head in token curtsey.  


 




 She was strikingly beautiful, jet-black hair and bright blue eyes that danced like sapphires in the light. Wrapped in a gorgeous white dressing gown, soft and thick against the springtime chill, she looked the part of a princess far more than he did a prince, to his mind. Of course the servants around her bowed far lower, as befitting their station, a gesture of respect he’d just as soon they did without.  Lucas was not a monarch who stood on a lot of needless ceremony.




  “My lady Princess,” he said, returning the bow with just a little more exaggeration.  That inspired a giggle, dimples, and a broad smile that made the sun pale in comparison. The Trasks gently mocked each other this way often, reminding each other constantly that the titles and positions they held were secondary to their marriage.  Or at least complementary. Lucas appreciated Valerie’s humor because he felt it kept him from taking himself or his title too seriously.  


 




 That happened to a lot of royalty, he’d observed, and the results were almost never positive.  After all, the sovereign of a planet was merely the chief of the great nobles, not a divinely-appointed monarch able to do no wrong, as some of the galaxy’s neobarbarians believed. To lose sight of that important fact was to take the first step towards ruling poorly, and Lucas was not the type of man to do that. 


 




 Once again he thanked Ghu, or whichever deity was listening today, that he’d found Valerie and convinced her to rule with him.  The raven-haired beauty, having been raised in the highly civilized, overly-officious culture of the Mardukan nobility, nevertheless had a very appealing earthiness to her that Lucas found both personally endearing and professionally advantageous.  That she saw herself as wife, first, and ruling sovereign princess, second, was telling to him – and one of the many reasons he had proposed they yoke their fortunes together.  That and the fact he was deeply in love with her, something he never thought he’d feel again after the tragedy of Elaine’s horrific death.


 




 “So what is on the agenda this morning, my sweet? Anything I should know before this meeting?” he asked as the robot deposited coffee at his elbow, already prepared to his specifications.  Tomic, a local boy who had been so well trained for service that Valerie had hired him away from his master, presented a plate laden with native fruits, smoked klegg bacon, and hen’s eggs scrambled with breen in front of him, and he began to eat.  The boy had learned his lessons well and withdrew slowly, reverently, just like any good servant, the livery of the royal house displayed prominently on his tunic. But his expression went beyond respect and into the reverent and worshipful.


 




 Lucas was having a hard time getting used to that, too: in the few years that he had been on Tanith, focusing on re-building the devastated planet nearly from scratch, he discovered he had somehow garnered a quasi-divine reputation among the natives. Thanks to the dramatic improvement in prosperity and civilization here around Rivington, as well as some obscure local mythology he didn’t even pretend to understand, some of his more primitive subjects saw his reign as a gift from the gods.  While it made Lucas uncomfortable, Valerie and his other counselors encouraged that kind of devotion in his people for political reasons – and that made Lucas even more uncomfortable, sometimes.  




  “Well, there are just a few minor matters that I reserved for your judgment while you were gone so long,” she said, as she went over the list her secretary had prepared for her.  “I handled most of the mundane issues, but there are some which are policy decisions only Sovereign Crown Prince Lucas may decide,” she chuckled. That meant issues that she did not want the responsibility for deciding – which made her a wise and capable monarch. And a superlative wife. Even if it put more pressure on him as Prince.


 




  “First, the embassy for Gilgamesh.  The original site we offered them, out by the spaceport, isn’t kosher with their fanatical deity for some reason.  I think it has more to do with how remote it is. They want a space closer to the commercial sector, preferably one large enough to accommodate . . . well, it looks like an entire compound.”




   “They’ll use it as a trading post as much as an embassy. That’s their way. Any suitable sites available?” he asked, putting down his coffee after a long, delicious sip.  


  “Yes, that’s not the problem.  There’s at least three or four old plantations or estates along that route that would probably be fine.  The problem is most of those have been claimed by senior naval officers.”




   “Really?  How did that happen?” he asked, confused, as he started into the waffle. 
   “Part of the Realm’s reward program,” she explained.  “You remember. We did that last year, right after we restructured the government?  About the time we got married?” she reminded him. “Expressions of gratitude and support for those who gave their all to the Realm, and all that?”




   “Oh, yeah,” Lucas agreed. “Sorry, I recall being a little . . . distracted at the time.” Now that she had mentioned it, he did remember something about an incentive and rewards program for the officer corps of the nascent Royal Navy of Tanith’s senior officers. He had just figured that they would prefer lands farther from what was becoming an increasingly busy city in an effort to enjoy the quiet rural life that Tanith had in abundance.  That was the bright side about re-establishing civilization here on Tanith: there was plenty of beautiful real-estate to go around to deserving retainers. And that was a cheap way to ensure their loyalty.




 “Since those lands were gifts from the Realm,” she went on, “and pretty much crumbling ruins when we granted them, anyway, most of those officers have made improvements on them.  We’d have to compensate them for that.  And some of them have gotten pretty attached to them.”




 “Well, they can get unattached, if it makes the Gilgamesher’s happy,” Lucas frowned.  “They’re too important a source of information, not to mention trade, to alienate them.  Offer a generous compensation on top of a choice of other lands.  How are we handling title issues, now, anyway?” he asked, as he sliced a fork through the golden-brown waffle. When Lucas had led the re-colonization of Tanith under the auspices of the commercial Tanith Adventure “property rights” as such had extended to how much a man could carry and whatever he could keep someone else from carrying off.  That had been fine, when Rivington had been a simple raiding base and the off-world population living here was under a few thousand. 


 




 But now Tanith was a sovereign Princedom, and as such things like who owned what – and who owed what taxes to the Realm – had become increasingly important.  Early on in the colonization Lucas had established an ad hoc administrative council but it had been largely concerned with matters of defense and development – not too far different than how a Space Viking ship was run.  Since Tanith had been under threat of attack during the time, it had made sense.  Better, it had worked, at least enough so that they hadn’t needed to fix it much. And since Lucas’ primary goal had been the death of the man who killed his first bride, he hadn’t let such details as administrative efficiency of his Realm concern him.


 




 But now the threat of Andray Dunnan was no more. The madman who had slain his first wife before they’d spent a single hour wed, who had driven him to trade his venerable old family barony for a spaceship of war and a crew of vicious Space Vikings, as he pursued Dunnan across the galaxy in revenge, had been dead almost two years.  Lucas had ended that chapter in his life – along with Dunnan’s life – with a 10mm pistol at point-blank range, in the ruins of the Royal Palace on Marduk.  It had ended a painful, eight-year long chapter of obsession and vengeance in his life. But as consumed as he had been, he hadn’t let the vengeance define him.


 




 Now that it was over, he was more concerned with rebuilding civilization here on Tanith than anything else, turning this abandoned backwater world, so lush and ripe with promise, into a shining beacon of a modern, progressive society.  Or at least a decent place to live for he and his wife. 


 




 When he’d proposed to Valerie, in the aftermath of the Battle of Marduk, Lucas presented the union as much as a joining of civilizations as a wedding of two people in love, and Valerie had found the appeal in the notion. 


 




 Tanith was a hybrid culture, after all, part slowly-recivilizing neobarbarian natives, part militaristic Sword World culture and part Old Federation civilization, specifically that of her native Marduk. After the Mardukan Affair, the grateful people of Marduk had laden Tanith with all sorts of aid and assistance – not to mention several thousand talented professionals who were willing to trade emigration from the crowded, well-developed cities of Marduk for the prospect of a meaningful life on the frontier. Valerie had helped organize that. She had departed her heavily-populated homeworld with nearly three thousand highly-trained technicians, artisans, and skilled workers who wanted to make their fortunes and seek a new life far away from the crowded cities of Marduk. The influx in the last two years had dramatically improved the quality of life and level of civilization on Tanith.


 




 She’d also brought a few hundred adventure-seeking aristocrats who wanted to see a Space Viking colony up close. Some of them were annoying and naïve, but most looked strongly to Valerie, and they were slowly becoming assets to the Realm. 


 




 But the Mardukans, for all of their valuable help, had high expectations of government that had produced problems of its own. Before, all Lucas had to worry about where the number of ships and men he needed to defend Tanith and make the occasional raid. But the Mardukans expected things like property rights and inheritance issues to be long-settled matters of law, not slap-dash policy dreamed up on the spot. Suddenly things like property rights, and inheritance laws, and taxation, and dispute settlement, zoning, and government regulation and public health were suddenly important.  


 




 That was just one more reason why he was ecstatic that he had married Valerie: she was an ideal administrator and an adept politician, two vital traits for a young ruling Princess. He wasn’t too proud to admit that she did a lot of his thinking for him on certain subjects.


 




 “I appointed that Morglayan, Sir Tomas Geraldo, as Realm Secretary of Properties under Duke Morland at the Home Office,” she reminded him.  “I had to offer him a barony and let him write his own rules – subject to His Highness’ approval, of course – but he started doing the job just after you left for Marduk last time.  Good man. He can find room, if we need to shift around someone.  We have plenty of space.” 


 




 In fact, empty real estate was the primary asset of the Realm. In ten years, the sphere of influence of civilization had been confined, with exceptions, to a five-hundred mile radius around Rivington. There were five other continents that had barely been touched by the Space Vikings. And Rivington itself still had plenty of room for expansion. Despite the thirty thousand people who lived in the city today, there was still far more vacant space than occupied space among the ruins – after all, when the city had been at its peak it had held at least two million people. It would be centuries before Tanith grew to fill that space. 


 




 “Just be sure you don’t have to disturb any more native settlements than necessary,” he warned. “The last thing I need is another shoot-out between so-called ‘squatters’ who’ve been living there for generations and a Space Viking with a shiny new deed. Public relations is starting to become important, especially with the natives.”


 




 Well over a third of the inhabitants of Rivington had been born on Tanith before Lucas had arrived, and had flocked to the reborn city for jobs and a better life. In the far-off villages from which they’d come life largely went on the way it had for the last several centuries, nearly untouched by high technology after ten years. Rivington, by comparison, was almost a magical place to the pre-literate culture.


 




 But that was starting to change, as the native Tanith people – probably around a million medieval neobarbarians, scattered in tribes and villages planet-wide – had begun to soak up and spread the technologies of the Sword Worlds among themselves. And then someday they would discover that the lands that had been theirs and their ancestors since the fall of the Old Federation were now suddenly the property of someone from another planet whose name they didn’t even know. That had happened a couple of times already, with bloody results.


 




 You had to be careful with that, lest you risk a nasty peasant uprising. The civilized new owners and the uncivilized natives had to learn to get along and cooperate, if Tanith was to prosper. It was a short-term problem -- eventually the people who were given those lands by the Realm would have to take residence and find a way to rule and lead those same natives. Sometimes it was hard to convince the Sword Worlders or their Mardukan counterparts that having neobarbarians on their new estates was a benefit, not a liability. And it would be harder still to convince someone that the Gilgameshers could make better use of an estate than they could.


 




 “Find a way to make it happen,” he agreed. “I don’t want to ruffle feathers among our people, but the Gilgameshers are too important a resource to snub now, especially after what they did to help us on Marduk.”




 “I agree,” Valerie sighed, “but some of those old Space Viking—I mean, ‘Royal Navy of Tanith’ officers purely hate the Gilgameshers and would swear white with black to spite them.”




 There was a lot of that kind of hate around – the people of Gilgamesh were civilized – that is, they used advanced technology like contragravity and hyperdrive engines, flew space ships and used viewscreen communications. But their planet had also adopted a theocratic radical monotheism and a host of spiritual rules that discouraged contact with the “unclean” – which was anyone who wasn’t a Gilgamesher.  


 




 It wasn’t as if they were warlike, far from it.  They were practically pacifists. Instead of raiding other worlds like the Space Vikings did, they traded – and they were adept at that, so much so that the term “Gilgamesher” had become synonymous with sharp dealing across a hundred worlds.  Space Vikings raided. Merchantmen traded. Gilgameshers haggled bitterly and went everywhere. 


 




 The result was a kind of mutual antipathy between regular commercial space traders, Space Vikings, and the Gilgameshers. But Lucas didn’t let that prejudice stand in the way of utilizing them as a valuable resource, and he had done everything possible to extend courtesies to the odd culture.




 “So don’t tell them why we’re taking it,” reasoned Lucas, “just inform them that the Realm has need, and let them find out after the fact.  Send the Gilgamesher ambassador a list of the ones we could manage and let him pick one out.  Then figure out which officer we bump.  If they give you any guff, let me know, and I’ll find some ways to persuade them.”  He grinned, letting her guess just what ways he would choose.  Lucas had a reputation as a very civilized Space Viking prince, but that didn’t mean he eschewed brutal methods when the need arose.  He ruled Tanith, not just reigned over it. He’d de-commission any man in his command who did not want to heed his wishes, but he’d find other ways to influence him, first.




 “As His Highness wishes,” she said, checking off the item on the list, “now I can blame you for the decision, which I very much appreciate. Next,” she continued, sipping her juice daintily, “there is the matter of opening up Cavendard.”




 “What’s Cavendard?” Lucas asked, his fork stopping half way to his mouth.




 “Why, it’s the second biggest city on Tanith,” she said in surprise.  “I’m surprised His Highness is unaware of such an important fact about his Realm.”




 “There’s a bucket of things I know about our realm against an ocean of things I don’t know,” Lucas commented, chewing thoughtfully.  “For instance, I’ve lived here ten years and haven’t even been to the ocean, yet.  Where is Cavendard?”




 “It’s on the Gamma continent,” she said, referring on a map she produced to a long, shoestring-like land that ran northeast-southwest, with a large bulge in its northeastern quarter.  “It’s in the tropical fertile basin, there, between the base of the mountain range and the jungle.  Records indicate that there were 300,000 people there, before the . . . whatever it was that crashed civilization here.  Now it is home to about a half dozen illiterate tribes who prowl the ruins for scavenging rights.”




 “And why do we want this jewel in the jungle again?” he asked.  “Isn’t there enough to do here in Rivington? And the northern towns?”




 “Lifetimes,” she agreed.  “But if all civilization is locked up here, then what happens when someone comes along and drops a hellburner on us, and turns us all to radioactive slag?  We need to spread civilization out some, if we want it to spread past the local area.  Keep it from being concentrated on one continent. Tanith is a big world.  We should take advantage of it.”




 “I agree,” Lucas murmured, not happy with the thought of his bride being incinerated from orbit.  “But how come that sounded suspiciously like a sales pitch?”




 “Because it’s basically the one I got from Lady Essen last night,” she admitted with an apologetic smirk.  “Am I that transparent?  Anyway, Lady Susan Essen – you hired her husband, Sir Dafyd, from Morglay, to oversee the lunar mines?  But Lady Essen isn’t content with a simple life of leisure in Rivington, enjoying the perks of her husband’s position. She feels the Realm has need of her,” Valerie said, emphasizing the word to the point of caricature. “She wants to form a development-and-exploitation firm to re-open Cavendard.”  




 “What are the pros?” Lucas asked, willing to consider it. Ambition was a precious commodity on a frontier world, and like fire or nuclear energy, it could be used to build or destroy. He wanted to encourage it, but he didn’t want to someday be facing down the very nobles he’d elevated due to their over-ambition. He remembered the woman vaguely, now, from some “official” function they’d thrown last year.  She and her husband had gotten on the wrong side of the royal court of Morglay, he recalled, and had chosen exile three-thousand light years away on barbaric Tanith rather than apologize or face the consequences.


 




 Luckily for Tanith, Lord Dafyd Essen was an adept mine administrator, and had the robotic mines, foundries and factories on Tanith’s single five-hundred mile iron-nickel moon running with superb efficiency.  Indeed, Lucas had already made a mental note to establish the lunar mines as an official industrial Barony as a reward at the next Princely court.  He’d figured that Essen’s wife would join him on the moon and support her husband that way, but apparently Lady Essen had ambitions of her own.  The Essens had brought a dozen or so retainers and henchmen from Morglay with them, he recalled, and while most of them were fairly superfluous, they seemed very loyal to the Essens and very supportive of his reign.  Just the sort of subjects he liked.




  “Well, the jungle has all sorts of interesting medicinal herbs and exotic fauna,” Valerie pointed out.  “Plus there’s an old germanium mine in the foothills.  Oh, and there’s a couple of gemstone mines, too, but we don’t really know what kind or how extensive.  But her big reason is the weather.  She hates the temperate climate at Rivington and wants someplace warm and sunny.  Cavendard is her choice.”




 “Cons?”




 “If it gets her and her Sword World cronies out of Rivington, I don’t see any,” Valerie said, making a face.  While she loved Lucas dearly, there were some dramatic cultural differences between Valerie’s ancient world of Marduk, and the less refined – but no less arrogant – culture of the Sword Worlds which Lucas was from. And that could be a problem, too. After the Mardukans and the Tanith natives, the nascent nobility and basic institutional culture of Tanith was made up in large part by expatriates from the Sword Worlds. 


 




 The Sword Worlds were a cluster of a dozen worlds beyond the edge of Old Federation space. They had been founded over five hundred years before – about the same time Tanith had been originally colonized – by 10,000 die-hard veterans of the System States Alliance, the great civil war that signaled the beginning of the end of the first great interstellar human culture, the 300-world strong Federation. Lucas’ ancestors had lost, but refused to surrender with their comrades. Instead they gathered at Abigor, the furthest planet out, and plunged into the unknown, uncharted galaxy in search of a safe, new world where they could live without their Federation foes even knowing they existed.


 




 The first world was named Excalibur, after King Arthur’s famous blade, and within two generations other colony worlds of Flamberge and Joyeuse had been formed, and further colonies in the decades after that. With a culture descended from the System States military – including a great deal of the Intelligence section, the Political section, and the military officer’s academy on Abigor – the Sword Worlds developed a culture and political system usually described as “neo-feudalism”. Unlike Marduk, where noble titles were institutional measures of respect and reward, in the Sword Worlds a noble was expected to rule his fief on behalf of his suzerain, pay taxes, provide troops, and control their own lands without outside help. The world Lucas had grown up on, Gram, was one of the more recently settled of the Sword Worlds.


 




 But the story didn’t end there. The Sword Worlds had built their own independent civilization in secret for almost four hundred years, when they finally began to tentatively return to the edges of Federation Space – only to find the government and civilization they had feared and fled from had long vanished.  The grand Federation was no more.


 




 What remained were abandoned colony worlds in various states of de-civilization, with a few bright jewels where the old Federation culture had survived its fall.  The vast majority of the old colonies had fallen to the oxcart-and-battle-axe stage of development. That made them highly vulnerable to exploitation by enterprising Sword Worlders. The neobarbarians, as the decivilized natives were termed, could rarely resist the advanced weapons of the Sword Worlds, and could not defend their valuable property. A generation after re-contact, the raiders – colorfully referred to as Space Vikings – were regularly journeying to the distant neobarb planets of the Old Federation and bringing home amazing amounts of loot and plunder to the Sword Worlds.  


 




 But death, destruction, and larceny weren’t the only things the Sword Worlds exported. The distance between the nearest Sword World and the nearest world of the Old Federation was still over 2000 light-years. At a rate of an hour a light-year, that was far too long a voyage to return home quickly. So after fifty years or so of raiding, Space Vikings began selecting planets in the Old Federation to transform into raiding bases, places they could put in between raids and repair their ship, replace their crews, and sell their loot without the long trip back to the Sword Worlds. 


 




 Local bases allowed for much greater penetration and higher profits. And the natives on those worlds quickly picked up high technologies and other hallmarks of a starfaring civilization. The side effect was the neobarbs in contact with Space Vikings on those worlds were slowly being dragged back into civilization. Located deep in Old Federation space, three-thousand light-years from Gram, that was what Tanith was originally intended to be. That and a platform from which he could hunt Andray Dunnan.


 




 But that had been ten years ago, and times and circumstances had changed. Dynastic troubles in the Sword Worlds, particularly on his native Gram, had convinced him to eschew most Sword World society in favor of beginning anew on Tanith.  The king who had supported the Tanith Adventure and used its success to put himself on the throne, Angus I, had gone crazy and gotten greedy about the colony. 


 




 That had forced Lucas to give up his title as Prince Viceroy and taken over Tanith in name, as well as in deed.  After all, Tanith was Lucas’ vision, once he recognized the potential the rich, lush world had. But what had begun as simple political expediency had transformed into a real attempt to re-establish the light of civilization in this once dark corner of the universe.


 




  Unfortunately, most of his most-talented technicians still came from the distant Sword Worlds, like Sir Dafyd’s experience with non-atmospheric mining. And with the technicians came spouses – many of whom had very “Sword World” ideas of how things should be run on Tanith.  And that often meant attitudes and elitism that often made it difficult for Sword World aristocracy to adjust well to Tanith and its limitations. Sir Dafyd was from Morglay, but Lady Essen was from Excalibur, he suddenly remembered. To Valerie, that wouldn’t make much difference.  In Lucas’ experience, folk from Excalibur, the oldest and most formal of the regal Sword Worlds, tended to be the highest-minded.  He suddenly had a lot more sympathy for his wife.


 




 “She’s a pleasant enough woman,” Valerie admitted, “but one would think that offering the new Princess that much advice on her new reign might be considered rude.  It’s like she thinks I’m a brainless teenager, or wasn’t raised properly, or something. So if we grant her this, she leaves what passes for Rivington night life.  And leaves me alone.”


 




 “Well, we’ll just have to get along without her, won’t we?” Lucas asked, sweetly.  “So what exactly does she want from us?”




 “Full charter to hold the territory in sovereign fief to the Realm; title as Duchess of Cavendard; suitable taxation to be split with the Crown; and official recognition of her appointments to local positions.  Plus, she wants security and support guarantees.  And a five-hundred man army contingent. She requested experienced troops.”




 Lucas winced.  That would hurt. Hiring out troops to other Space Vikings was becoming a serious source of revenue for the Realm.   There was a big garrison of them stationed in the city at a well-maintained old fortress-turned-barracks near the spaceport, and then a bigger one surrounding the new Camp Valiant, to the east. It had taken a decade to train or attract a cadre that skilled in the arts of destruction. Most were veterans of off-world raids, and proven fighters who were instrumental in bringing back loot and trade goods from unhappy natives.  


 




 It had been Duke Otto Harkaman’s idea to construct a large residential complex outside of the spaceport, where itinerant Space Viking veterans could feel comfortable living between terms of service on an independent ship. Most Space Viking mercenaries didn’t really have much place to call home, and Harkaman’s idea had been to give them one. Small residential units were available for rent or lease at low rates, and there were plenty of advanced amenities available for their use at the complex. And it had improved the local economy, too. Already there was a four-mile stretch of land on the mercenary complex side of the spaceport that was lined with pawn shops, brothels, taverns, and even some more refined amusements. 


 




 There were plenty of experienced soldiers available. But redeploying them to guard an old ruin wasn’t cost-effective. Since the Realm was paid a commission on every trooper hired through the Department of Auxiliaries in the Ministry of War, he was loathe to take so many men out of the pool at one time for what was likely to be light duty.  He’d have to find some compromise.




 “Okay, here’s what we do: have the charter prepared, but make her title and enfiefment conditional on her successfully re-establishing a viable city within one year, to my satisfaction.  She may take two hundred Home Office sepoy troops at the Realm’s expense for six months, and a platoon of Royal Army of Tanith men – we can rotate them through to get use to the territory – but no mercenaries. I can’t have her looting the barracks to keep real fighting men in garrison duty.  That’s bad policy.” He didn’t mind sparing the sepoy troops as much. Those were almost entirely native-born subjects who had been given basic infantry training, but hadn’t qualified for more advanced combat training yet. The Home Ministry, under Duke Paytrik Morland, was supposed to do that sort of thing anyway.




 “She isn’t going to like that,” Valerie warned.  “Those tribesmen are fierce, and she’s expecting resistance.”




 “So she’ll have to be diplomatic to the neobarbs,” Lucas shrugged.  “Or she gets a spear in the chest. No investment is entirely without risk. Why is that a problem?”




 “Good point.  Additional security and support?”




 “See if someone can scrounge up a couple of old combat-cars for her,” he decided.  “That and a few hundred soldiers should keep the tribes off their backs while they’re building a brighter future for Tanith.  Support?  Oh! She can siphon off some of the Mardukan prisoners – sorry, ‘exiles’ – that are lazing around Rivington. If we don’t watch them, they’re going to start agitating or something. We’ll make certain she’s added to the Royal Mails and the Royal Judiciary,” Lucas pronounced, “as soon as we have a Royal Mail and a Royal Judiciary.  And write into the charter that the future Barony of Cavendard is to be home of the . . . Royal Planetary Police Training Academy, the . . . Vann Larch Museum of Art, and site of the Prince’s Winter Palace. That should mollify her.”




 “Barony?” Valerie asked, doubtfully.  “She wanted a Duchy.”


 




 “We can always turn a barony into a duchy if we need to,” Lucas explained.  “We can’t demote a duchy to a barony.  If it doesn’t work and she irritates me, I’d like her to stay safely in the mid-nobility.” There was a lot more to this royal court stuff than he’d anticipated. Compared to the simple disposition of men in combat, dealing with the internal petty politics of a new aristocracy was a nightmare. He also couldn’t elevate a Sword Worlder so far, so quickly before he’d elevated a few of the very deserving Mardukan émigrés who were working so hard to make Rivington a better place. 




  “Good point,” she nodded thoughtfully, making a notation on her list.  “Next: there’s nearly an open rebellion in what used to be Kato Province, about five hundred klicks south, southeast of here.”


 




 “Kato?” Lucas asked, curious. He really should study a map of his Realm sometime soon. When he first came to Tanith, there hadn’t been much to go on. But over time, with some investigation into the planet’s history, the original names of the features he’d called home for a decade had been revived from old maps and place-names. Some of them were still being discovered. 


 




 “Kato’s that big peninsula you see when you’re heading to Rivington from standard orbit, just before the Alta Fresca range.  Most of it is coastal wilderness, with a few scattered fishing and farming villages, but the local kinglet is upset that Rivington is luring away all of his people, and he’s started raiding his neighbors and stirring up trouble beyond the grasslands. He’s conquered at least nine or ten little villages, and he’s making other allies and using us civilized folk as common danger to bring them together.  And he’s been threatening our local representatives. Nothing serious, so far, but they’ve taken a few pot-shots at aircars.”




  Lucas shrugged. He didn’t see the problem. They dealt with native issues like this all the time.  “So?  Send in a combat car with a case of grenades and a case of wine.  Tell him he can take the wine and be our loyal subject, or he can take the grenades and join his smelly old ancestors.”




  “It won’t be that simple,” Valerie said, biting her lip in worry.  “It seems that this budding empire-builder has at least some advanced weapons. Small arms, at least. In quantity.”




 “Great Ghu!” Lucas swore, nearly spilling his coffee.  “How the Nifflheim did that happen?” 




 “We don’t know,” Valerie confessed.  “But Otto put someone on it, he’s been investigating, and he’s ready to make a report.  I figured this was important. I had him flown here this morning, if you’re ready to hear it.”




 Lucas nodded.  “Bring him in.  Locals with flintlocks and pikes are one thing – what kind of modern weapons did they have? And how many? And where are they getting the ammunition? That’s what I want to know. Old Noam, the former king of Tradetown, has some Sword World weapons, but he’s our pet neobarbarian. If he’s been reselling to his country cousins . . .”


 




 Valerie touched a button on her cuff, and whispered into it, and in moments a young man about twenty-five approached the table, bowed low, and stood at attention. He was tall, six inches taller than Lucas, easily. He had handsome, square-cut features clean-shaven revealing a strong chin and an expressive mouth. He had a shock of red-brown hair, one curl of which hung rakishly over his left eye.  He was dressed in the dark blue jacket that had become the unofficial uniform of the Tanith Navy. That meant it looked just like the short, heavily-braided jackets every other Space Viking wore to formal occasions, except that it had a light blue lining, black piping, the Great Seal of the Realm patch on the shoulder, and the cloak-and-dagger insignia that Otto Harkaman had come up with in his spare time to represent Tanith’s fledgling Military Intelligence Service.  Otto, Lucas reflected, had an interesting sense of humor.


 




 “Your Highness,” Valerie said, indicating the man, gracefully, “this is Lt. Armand Delio, originally from – Flamberge?  Flamberge.  One of the soldiers-of-fortune who took our service,” she explained. “He was originally assigned to Naval Intelligence, but since we don’t have a domestic intelligence service yet Admiral Harkaman graciously loaned us his services. He’s been most helpful in this matter,” she nodded.


 




 Lucas nodded to the young man. “Begin your report, Lieutenant.”




 The young man nodded firmly back.  “Yes, Your Highnesses.  I’ve taken a lot of effort to learn the various local dialects of de-based Lingua Terra that are common to Tanith, and have even plied a trade as a pack trader between Tradetown and the big river communities down river for a few months last year, to get the feel of the culture.  So I infiltrated Kato province in that same guise.  




 “The king of that land is a neobarb warlord named Ka-Motarka, who had a good number of serfs run away from his lands in the last few years when we started hiring construction workers to clear the northern section of the city and refurbish the Planetary Building.  He started raiding his northern neighbors to make up the loss, and they complained.  We didn’t do anything about it, and so they went to war with him.




 “Local entanglements are considered local affairs, in general,” Lucas agreed. “I don’t like interfere if I can’t help it.”


 




 “Duke Morland, the Home Minister, agrees, Sire. He generally doesn’t get involved unless it starts disrupting operations.  But Ka-Motarka’s men found these new guns and started winning skirmishes about two years ago, and then started investing whole villages, a lot more quickly than the usual siege-and-investiture that happens in these little wars.  He’s tripled the amount of territory he controls in the last six months. Everything from the tip of the peninsula up to the jutlands where the mountains really begin, about three hundred miles of the coast, and a good seventy inside to the ridges.”


 




 “Enterprising,” Lucas said, impressed despite himself. 


 




 “Yes, Your Highness,” Delio agreed. “But when his people began shooting at our patrols, and a robotic detection station was destroyed, Duke Paytrik sent in a few troopers to investigate. They got fired upon, returned fire, and retreated, noting the new rifles.


 




 “That’s about the time we started hearing rumblings about us evil Space Vikings coming up to Tradetown from Katoland. Real vile stuff, causing religious issues with the Bentfork folk who see us in a more positive light. So I went undercover as a pack trader, carrying sundries, black powder, some metals, assorted trade goods and some luxuries, and infiltrated Kato.  The weapons are real, I got good pictures of several of Ka-Motarka’s tribesmen with them.  The good news is that they’re not the standard 8mm assault rifles our troopers use that we got from House of Vandervann on Joyeuse, or the copies we’re making here now.”




 “If that’s the good news – and it is,” Lucas admitted.  “What’s the bad news, Lieutenant?”




 “We have no idea where they came from,” he confessed. “They’re trade guns, simple 7mm semi-automatic light infantry rifles and basic eight-shot 10mm semi-automatic pistols.  Police grade, most likely. I wasn’t able to secure a sample – the locals are pretty protective of their new toys – but I was able to get some close visuals of about twenty specimens.  The serial numbers don’t match any in our records.”




 “A lot of tramp freighters came through here over the years,” Lucas pointed out, as he lit a cigarette. A waffle that good deserved a cigarette as applause.  “Any chance that they’re from some old trade deal before we got here?”




 The young officer shook his head.  It suddenly struck Lucas that the man seemed familiar, as if he’d seen him before. But this was the first time he’d ever met the young Sword Worlder – he would have remembered this striking young man. 


 




 There had been a lot of them coming in the last four or five years, younger sons of poorer nobles, mostly from Gram but also from all over the Sword Worlds: Flamberge, Haulteclere, Morglay, Joyeuse, Durendal, even more remote worlds like Tizona and Curtana and distant Quernbiter. Tanith had become the destination for a whole restless underclass of Sword World nobility looking for an escape from politics, a fresh start, or just adventure. Younger sons, ambitious bastards, soldiers-of-fortune and mercenaries had flocked to Tanith’s new banner. And thanks largely to Valerie’s appeal on Marduk, there was also a steady trickle of similar adventurous souls from around the Old Federation who were beginning to arrive in as well, lured by the promise and potential for opportunity here: retired military men, adventurous entrepreneurs, and the restless residue of a great but crumbling civilization.


 




 Tanith welcomed them all, inviting them to bring their experience and their enthusiasm – and especially their advanced technological knowledge – to the budding civilization they were rebuilding here in the Old Federation. He had met hundreds of them, now. But he definitely would have recalled this tall, well-spoken young man.


 




 “No, we don’t believe so, Your Highness.  We couldn’t identify the weapons by serial number, but the year of manufacture is stamped clearly on them.  The ones I saw were all made within the last three years.  It’s a common enough old design, probably detailed blueprints available on a score of worlds, but they aren’t old weapons.  And the brass on the ammunition was shiny. We checked around Rivington and Tradetown. The wood on the stocks is definitely not native. They didn’t originate there – they definitely had to come from off-world.”




 “So who the devil is selling weapons to my savages?” Lucas asked, irritated.




 “The investigation is ongoing,” Lt. Delio said, diplomatically.  “But there are at least a thousand such rifles in Katoland, now, maybe twice that many, almost all under control of this local warlord.  He’s got his neighbors in a tizzy, but if we go in, guns blazing, then the thousands of prisoners he’s captured will get caught in the middle. He’s demanding tribute from his neighbors in slaves, usually half the village.”  The way the lieutenant said it, he was not overtly suggesting that Prince Trask should handle the situation delicately – Military Intelligence lieutenants rarely got away with instructing monarchs on matters of policy – but he had put the matter in terms that made it clear what his recommendation was.




 “Exactly right,” sighed Lucas, approvingly.  “Very well, continue the investigation – I want to know where these weapons are coming from.  Not that I worry about Rivington’s safety – not with at least two or three warships orbiting overhead every thirty minutes or so and ten thousand infantry on the ground – but I don’t like a bully.  What’s your opinion of this Kamartock?”




 “Ka-Motarka, Your Highness,” Lt. Delio corrected, politely.  “He’s a ruthless neo-barbarian warlord who’s doing everything he can to enrich himself and his cronies at his neighbors’ expense.  He holds a fortress at the base of a strategic pass, it looks like it was someone’s fancy hunting lodge five hundred years ago – and he’s blatantly opportunistic.  About par for the course in terms of civility. He likes to hang his political prisoners from treetops . . . by their entrails.”  Princess Valerie winced, but didn’t blanch.  She was a Space Viking Princess now, after all. Lucas was proud of her – she had adapted admirably to her new world.




 “I especially don’t like brutal bullies,” Lucas sighed.  “Return to Kato, undercover, and continue the investigation.  See how close you can get to him. Figure out how and where those prisoners are being kept.  And try to get a sample of those rifles.  Once you identify the source of the guns, inform the Admiral and we’ll make a training exercise out of Ka-Motarka.  I’m sure our boys could use the target practice.”




 “As you command, Your Highness,” the young lieutenant bowed, and then again to Valerie, turned on his heel sharply and withdrew smartly.




 “Handsome fellow, wasn’t he?” Lucas teased his wife when he was gone.




 “Was he?” Valerie asked.  “I hadn’t noticed.”  She said it in a way that suggested she wasn’t being entirely truthful.




 Lucas shot her another smirk, which she returned with interest.  




 “So, what’s next on the agenda?”




 “Only two more things,” Valerie said, “and then we can go into town for your council meeting.  The first is considering drafting a planetary constitution: His Grace, Duke Rathmore has been on me about that every time I see him.  Apparently he finds the lack of actual laws to be a hindrance to business, and thinks a constitution establishing the monarchy, a parliamentary body, and all the bells and whistles of civilization would be just grand.  Something about the long-term stability of the Realm? Since he’s our Commerce and Trade Minister right now, you can probably see why he’s anxious about it.”




 “Of course,” Lucas nodded with a sigh. “Without a constitution, there’s only me . . . and you,” he conceded, “in terms of legitimate authority.  Without a parliament, a judiciary, and a bureaucracy, we’re no better than that petty warlord to the south. That doesn’t mean that I’m looking forward to it,” he grumbled, “and the last thing I want is a bunch of bureaucrats telling me what I can and can’t do—“




  “It really isn’t fair to Tanith’s future if we don’t,” Valerie said, sympathetically.  “I mean, if your goal is to build a lasting civilization here, then creating strong institutions is as vital as is creating strong military, a strong industry and a strong economy. It’s more about defining roles for administrative powers than it is limiting royal authority. And if you don’t like it,” she continued with a shrug, “you’re a Space Viking prince. It’s not like you have a high moral standard to live up to.”




 “You make a compelling argument,” Lucas admitted.  “All right, I’ll bring up crafting a constitution at the meeting this afternoon, or at least discuss it with Rathmore over drinks.  We can throw a few drafts around and see if anyone has a problem.  I just hate to see a perfectly decent world ruined by politics.”




 “Show me one that isn’t,” Valerie pointed out.




 “Touché.  Your last item?”




 “The search for the Royal Nanny, and the construction of the Royal Nursery,” she said, casually.  “We have several good possibilities, but I thought that in light of—”




 “BACK UP!” Lucas bellowed, surprising even himself by how loudly and quickly he reacted.  “What did you just say?”




 “The Royal Nanny?” Valerie repeated innocently, as if he’d been unconscious while she was speaking.  




 “Do we need a royal nanny?” Lucas asked, confused.  “I mean, when your little friends from back home visit, don’t they usually bring their own retainers?”




 When Lucas had first met Valerie, she had been Lady Valerie, the lady-companion and nanny for Crown Princess Melanie, an eight-year-old little girl.  In the troubles that had occurred afterwards, Valerie and a few other loyal retainers of Marduk’s royal family had fought their way out of the planet aboard a pleasure yacht, armed with hunting rifles, in the face of a brutal revolution and had come to Tanith as exiles.  Immediately after that, Lucas had led a twenty-ship armada to Marduk to re-claim the throne for his friends, the Mardukan royal family.  Since then Princess Melanie had been back to Tanith twice for visits, as had her betrothed, Count – no, Prince, now – Steven of Ravary, only two years her senior. Neither one of them were young enough anymore to require a nanny.




 “They do,” agreed Valerie, innocently. “And Steven’s almost fifteen, now – he’d resent the implication that he needed supervision. Possibly with firearms.”




 “So why--?”




 “Because someone’s got to watch your heir while I do your work for you,” Valerie said, simply.  




 Lucas just stared at her for several moments, the strange four-winged songbirds of Tanith warbling their odd combinations of notes through the cool spring air.  Everything seemed to slow down as his mind made its way through what she had said.




 “You mean . . . ?” he whispered.




 “Three months, now,” she nodded, her face breaking into a smile excitedly.  “I suspected, before you went to the treaty conference, and then confirmed it with the robomedic the day before you got back.  Not even Countess Dorothy knows about it yet. But I’m going to be a Royal Mommy, and you’re going to be a Royal Daddy.”




 “Um . . . Val, I . . . Oh, great Ghu, that’s wonderful news!” he bellowed, suddenly standing and nearly upsetting the table, grabbing his lithe young wife by the elbows, and swinging her around in a circle.  “A baby?  You’re going to have a baby?”




 “The hard parts.  That’s the general idea!” she said, beaming joyously.  “I almost burst, waiting to tell you – waiting for the right moment!”




 “Why didn’t you let me know at once?” he demanded, playfully.  “Why did you let me wait so long?”




  “Lucas, you’ve been off-world for almost a thousand hours – that’s weeks I’ve been sitting on this!  Now, what do you feel like doing right now, now that you know you’re going to be a daddy?”




 “What?  I want to get drunk, scream at the moon, screen everyone I know, and set off planetbusters in orbit like fireworks to inform the universe!”




 “Exactly,” she sighed as she settled into his arms and they stared out over the old fountains.  “And after you’ve been gone more than a month . . . well, let’s just say that I had higher priorities last night, and leave it at that, hmmm?”




 “Oh.  Oh!  OH!  Oh,” Lucas chuckled, as he realized what she meant.  As the Volund conference was Lucas’ first major diplomatic trip since their honeymoon, leaving her all alone to deal with affairs on Tanith while he represented Tanith at the treaty conference, they had shared a very passionate reunion the previous evening.  “Yes, I suppose I can see the compelling nature of your logic.”




 “Good prince,” she said, giggling and stroking his chin.  “Now that I’m sated, you can scream at the moon and do all that foolishness.  I’m just happy that you’re happy.”




 “Why wouldn’t I be?” he asked, smiling to himself.  “I just got the biggest promotion a man can get.  Planetary Sovereign Prince to Father.”








 


 





Chapter Two: 




The Council of Tanith





 There wasn’t much that separated Prince Lucas Trask from the rest of his more civilized subjects, but in the area of transportation he enjoyed a worthwhile perquisite: an absolutely gorgeous aircar to make the trip from rural Trask House to the Planetary Building in downtown Rivington.  




 It had been a gift from the Prince Regent of Marduk, Simon Bentrik, whom Lucas had helped rise to power after the old monarchy was nearly extinguished in revolution.  Based on a classic old design for a military command-and-reconnaissance aircar from the System States War, the needle-like vehicle was covered in shimmering collapsium, a substance so dense that a few square centimeters of it weighed several kilos. Ideal armor and shielding from radiation in a battle zone – and it looked splendid in the sunlight when they just tooled around Rivington.


 




 It was a sweet little car, proof against anything up to a direct nuclear strike, and fast as thought: Lucas had seen his driver take the pretty thing up over Mach 4 and had nearly lost his royal dignity and required a change of trousers after the speedy acceleration.  Lucas had had insisted the considerable weaponry to be maintained to the car, merely adding the Planetary Insignia – a trapezoid lozenge in blue, with two curved vertical lines hanging from the sides, and a circular moon symbol in the center (the symbol of the ancient Phoenician lunar goddess Tanith, from what the researchers said) surmounted by a white sword – to its markings.  


 




 Valerie didn’t exactly understand the armament, but she’d grown up on Marduk where political assassination was relatively rare.  He was a Space Viking Prince with more than his share of enemies, and he took every precaution to protect Valerie – and himself.  It was his duty to the Realm, after all.




 And now he had an even bigger reason to look to her security.  He couldn’t stop glancing at his bride as they boarded, now that he knew about the tiny passenger she carried, and a whole new wave of somber responsibilities and unabashed excitement came over him.  He made a mental note to assign her a permanent bodyguard. Not that Tanith really had any kind of trouble that way, but Lucas was feeling a healthy amount of paranoia as well as pride came with the prospect of fatherhood.


 




 Valerie was no fainting flower of femininity – she could handle herself as well as any combat recruit, despite her delicate features and mannerisms. But Tanith was more than seven-eighths wild and untamed country, and most of Rivington was light on law and order.  In truth, the vast majority of Prince Lucas’ subjects had no idea that he was their sovereign – or even that the world was round.  But here in the Rivington district, at least, Valerie should be safe.


 




 It was probably the conference that had put him on edge, he decided as the car lifted into the air. That had been the first time he’d been to a major interstellar diplomatic conference among the so-called “civilized worlds”. The Volund Conference had been called by Marduk’s Prince-Regent, his good friend Simon Bentrik, in the aftermath of that world’s near-collapse and restoration. 


 




 Tanith had been the invited guest of Marduk, much to the dismay of the other Great Powers, and its primary purpose had been to re-establish the fact that Marduk was in strong, capable hands and would not welcome interference from the other powers. Lucas realized that he was there largely to intimidate the other civilized worlds. He was Prince Simon’s pet Space Viking, after all, and he’d managed a dramatic military intervention in the affairs of one of the most powerful worlds in the galaxy, seemingly out of nowhere. He didn’t begrudge Simon’s blatant use of Tanith – he had been a good friend to both Lucas and his world, and Lucas welcomed the opportunity to see Old Federation diplomacy up close. 


 




 He was less enthusiastic about it, in hindsight. The delegations had all been filled with intelligence agents and spies, of course, and he’d been wined and dined by them all as they tried to feel out the new player in Marduk’s back pocket. Could he be bought? Could he be bribed? Just how powerful was he? What kind of planet was Tanith? Was he really a Space Viking? He’d been pressed to the limit to keep from revealing too much about his nascent world to these professional spies, and he’d like to think he’d done well. But there was no doubt that he was out of his element.


 




 He had his own motivations for going. He’d used the conference as an opportunity to float the idea of his League of Civilized Worlds to the delegates, a wide-ranging treaty that would include all of the civilized planets as members in a common body. Currently the League was a local affair, Tanith and a handful of local worlds who looked to each other for support and trade. But Lucas devoutly wanted to expand the organization to include many more advanced worlds.


 




 The idea was met with everything from wild enthusiasm – by a few of the independent worlds who were getting sick of the domination of the great powers – to open derision, as the ambassador from Isis had given him. Indeed, she had treated him as barely human, once she understood that yes, he was indeed a real Space Viking. She had even publicly insulted him by stating in conference of the perversity of a professional robber and killer advocating anything with the word “civilized” in it. 


 




 That had stung, but Lucas hadn’t responded. Men didn’t duel women on the Sword Worlds.


 




 His friend Prince Simon had been more encouraging. “Don’t worry, Lucas, just spread the idea around and let it lie fallow for a while. In a few years, they’ll come around and think it’s their own idea. Right now, they’re busy trying to see if Marduk is weak enough to detach some of our trading planets from us, and whether we’ve let the fox in the henhouse by allying with Tanith. That’s what this new treaty proposal is about. Once they realize that Marduk isn’t on life-support, they’ll relax and start being more reasonable then.”


 




 He’d tried to take that approach, but the attitude of some of the diplomatic community had been nearly unbearable. Odin’s proud delegation, the gleaming white-armored, spear-carrying Asgard Warriors surrounding their majestically-dressed royal representative. The businesslike group from Baldur, who insisted that they were more interested in fair trade and lofty ideals than anything political, but who nonetheless worked the room like a bunch of used contragravity salesmen. The haughty delegation from the Eternal Planetary Queendom of Isis, whose matronly ambassador was resolutely against anything associated with Space Vikings or the Sword Worlds. The matriarchal society counted itself as the only true moral heir to the fallen Federation, and saw the Sword Worlds as the descendents of rebels who retained the anti-Federation taint. 


 




 The large delegation from Aton was noteworthy: the plainly-dressed members of their Aton Planetary Nationalist Party were openly hostile to the idea of Space Vikings in particular – or any hereditary aristocratic non-egalitarian society in general – yet, their actual ambassador, Tallbridge, a career diplomat, had been a relatively decent fellow in person. He’d enjoyed brandy and cigars with the man when his nosy political officer had been called away. He’d made it clear that the position of the Party was unlikely to change in regard to the Sword Worlds. And he’d had exquisite taste in brandy.


 




 There were observing delegates, too, like the Nordic-looking and technically alien representatives from Freya, who were a strongly independent part of Isis’ trade empire; and the Gilgamesh ambassador, an envoy from bloated Ishtar, two observers from Osiris, a small delegation from Uller, not to mention a dozen or so trans-stellar corporate interests who had managed an invitation. Any time the great powers gathered, there were always going to be other interested parties skulking, like carrion birds over a battle.


 




 But none of them had taken his idea of the League of Civilized Worlds seriously. Indeed, Lucas was appalled at how much they didn’t actually do. The conference didn’t accomplish much beyond recognizing Simon as the new de facto head-of-state of Marduk and proposing an extended multilateral trade-treaty that had been overdue for a while. 


 




 Other than that it had been ten days of meetings and parties, with a tepid-sounding statement at the end praising themselves profusely for “keeping the lines of communication open”, and announcing the lackluster new treaty. Tanith was invited to participate, in a limited way, if they chose to sign and ratify the treaty, but whether or not that was in the best interests of the Realm was more a job for his Privy Council, which he had called in for a meeting today.




 The trip to the Planetary Building took only minutes. The young man assigned to them as a driver eager to show off the air car’s impressive skills in front of the royal family before he deposited them gently on the landing stage of the Planetary Building. Elapsed time to the top of the giant tower: less than four minutes.  


 




 That was almost a pity. The resurrected structure that dominated the Rivington skyline for centuries was once again a living piece of architecture, and a grand one at that. It deserved more than a casual fly-by to appreciate it. 


 




 It was inevitable that the Space Vikings would utilize the structure eventually. Since the aftermath of the Marduk Affair and subsequent influx of new settlers, the hustle and bustle of the growing colony had shifted from the busy spaceport complex where Lucas and the other Space Vikings had lived and worked for most of eight years, to a district better suited to conducting business and commerce. Even before the fleet had lifted out to Marduk the clean-up of downtown Rivington had begon, with an eye towards restoring the grand old ruins left over from the Old Federation days. Rivington had been a city built to last millennia, and there was much that could be salvaged after only half that time. The colony needed space, and the ancient ruin had plenty of potential – that’s why Otto Harkaman had first proposed it as a base to begin with.


 




 There were actually two megalithic buildings from Tanith’s past. Once living cities in themselves, towering over three hundred stories into the air, the great buildings had suffered neglect for centuries as Tanith had suffered through squalid de-civilization. Locals had considered the hulking relics on the skyline to be reputedly made by the gods or ancient wizards, depending upon which neobarb village you asked. 


 




 There had been three towers, originally, set in an equilateral triangle during the sunset of the Old Federation. One of the three was gone, an extended ruin of twisted steel and ferrocrete that pointed like an arrow towards the heart of Rivington. Some ancient missile had demolished it at its base, killing unknown thousands of people. The rubble field, picked clean of scrap metal long ago, had become a kind of shantytown of transient poor and destitute. If Rivington had a slum, it was the Slags, a tent city carved out of the rubble. It wasn’t nearly as large as most urban slums. There were too many jobs to be had in Rivington now for there to be much unemployment, thankfully. 


 




 One tower had been struck off two-thirds of the way up, although by what means was still unclear. While theoretically structurally sound, the damage to the top of the squat tower was significant, and could wait until Rivington needed the space. It continued to haunt the north side of town, empty and derelict. Someday it, too, would be reborn, after some extensive re-engineering.


 




 The final tower was more or less intact and structurally sound. And Tanith needed the space. Lucas had been appalled how much office space a government – even a fledgling government like Tanith’s – needed to conduct its affairs effectively. But the civilization which he had made his cause depended upon bureaucracy, ways for the Realm to measure and record and allocate and tax with some degree of accuracy, keep track of payrolls, advancements, zoning, contracts – everything needed an office and someone to staff it, it seemed. There had to be offices, and paper-pushers, and forms, and all the other aspects of civilization Lucas despised but understood were necessary. So he had directed the Planetary Building to be refurbished for that purpose when he returned from Marduk, though it was orders of magnitude larger than what was required at the moment.


 




 Within a few months of his decree the work had begun. Debris was cleared by an army of Tanith natives using shovels and contragravity scows. Detailed engineering surveys and critical structural reinforcements were made, and reconstruction of various sections had begun. Mass energy convertors had been installed, contragrav lifts were replaced in the long-empty shafts, ventilation and new transplast windows had been placed, wiring and plumbing were re-installed, along with a communication and security system. The goal was to re-establish the Planetary Building as the vertical city it had been designed to be. The first sections of the rebirthed building had been opened only weeks before his wedding and coronation.


 




 It couldn’t all be done at once, of course; luckily, with contragravity equipment the engineers weren’t required to complete a floor or section before proceeding to the next one. They had chosen three major areas of the tower and were expanding to fill the abandoned sections in between as needed.


 




 Already the lowest thirty floors had been given new life, mixing small retail shops selling goods from dozens of worlds, private offices and residential apartments. It was accessible by contragravity or by foot – although they were planning a quick monorail line from the spaceport to keep down air traffic from one to the other. 


 




 The forty-eighth through fifty-seventh floor had been converted into a small but popular entertainment complex, catering to the less-sordid needs of a Space Viking on liberty, and included three floors of upscale dining, drinking, and entertainment establishments suitable for the fledgling Tanith aristocratic culture. There was even a telecast station there, TanithNews, run by the retired signals-and-detection officer Sir Paul Koreff, providing daily news and entertainment for the capital city. 


 




 Just above that, where the building narrowed by a third on its ascent, were nine floors of office space that had become the de facto business district of the planet. 


 




 The Tanith Adventure corporate offices were there, as were the offices of a dozen new companies and industrial concerns: Rivington Universal Robots, Ltd.; Tanith-Amateratsu-Beowulf Spacelines, the firm that ran the regular shuttles between Tanith and her two closest allies; Essen Lunar Mining, well on its way to becoming one of Tanith’s first major industrial baronies; House of Andwick, founded two years ago by a family of gunsmiths from Joyeuse, and who now supplied a good part of the small-arms for the Royal Army; Gorram Shipyards took up an entire floor, of course – that was another incipient industrial barony. Another whole floor was devoted to flood of Mardukan entrepreneurs who had followed Valerie from her civilized homeworld after their state marriage, eager to bring the exotic wares from across the far-flung galaxy back to the jaded salons of Marduk. There was even a Rivington Stock Exchange, five years old and growing robustly. 


 




 The eightieth through ninety-first floors had been designated for governmental use, and was where they were destined for the overdue council meeting. The bottom of the section focused on more mundane matters – Department of Land Management, Department of Zoning (one small office), Department of Corrections, Department of Auxiliaries, the Rivington Police force and the Emergency Response offices. 


 




 Above that was the office for the spaceport administration, the Royal Army and Royal Navy offices, the Royal Exchequer office run by Lothar Ffayle, the Home Office run by Duke Paytrik, the Foreign Office run by Duke Valpry, the War Office, where Harkaman’s secretary sat and told everyone he wasn’t there, Rathmore’s Commerce and Trade Office -- and there were plenty of spaces for more. Eventually the government would move to the very top of the tower, once it was declared stable, but from the eternal swarm of construction equipment laboring day and night around the peak, that might take years to accomplish.


 




 Until then the Council Chamber was separated from easy access to the rest of the government section, and had become the unofficial Court of the Realm. The place had started life as one of the finer hotels in Rivington, before de-civilization. Now it was known as the Royal Section, four complete floors with its own landing stages, power converters, and defensive emplacements where Royal Army troopers were stationed with rockets and anti-aircraft guns. 


 




 The bottom part of the old hotel, the ballroom and adjoining facilities, was where he kept his throne when he didn’t need it elsewhere. That’s where his wedding and coronation ceremony had been. There was also half a floor of Royal Residence, a spacious apartment that he’d rarely slept in since Trask House was open. He remembered his cousin Nikkolay Trask, the Prime Minister, had an apartment there, too, and there were two entire guest suites for visiting dignitaries entitled to the honor. There were a few smaller galleries on the third floor of the complex, for more intimate meetings or the odd execution, but the Council of Tanith, made up of his closest ministers and advisors, was on the ninety-first floor. 


 




 It had been Lucas’ cousin, and the Trask family lawyer Nikkolay Trask – pardon, His Grace, Duke Nikkolay of New Traskon, Prime Minister of and Heir to the Realm and – who had insisted on developing a space where the upper nobility and close advisors could meet, discuss issues and debate policy in a secure environment, and do so without outside scrutiny – and with liberal access to a robobartender. 


 




 Of course it was his prerogative to choose the center of his government, such as it was, wherever he wanted it.  And Lucas had to admit he’d done an outstanding job for a man who hadn’t really been in government before. So he, like Lucas, ended up making things up as he went along. Tanith was ideal for on-the-job training.


 




 Between them they had instituted periodic, if irregular, council meetings after his official coronation. Mindful of the quick degeneration of his former liege, King Angus I of Gram after he came to power, Lucas had insisted that the Privy Council meetings be kept with a minimum of formality and a focus on business, and completely closed to the press. Candor and plain-speaking were encouraged. Lucas was a practical man, and if he couldn’t trust what his closest people were saying, or they became fearful of giving him their earnest advice, then he risked everything he had built and all those who came to depend upon it. These weren’t merely his government or his court; these were his most trusted friends. Without them, he could not rule.




 He had a gaudy, richly-appointed office here, too, with a desk the size of a Gram titanothere and a grand view of the spaceport. Since his honeymoon he had rarely been there except for a few official meetings with off-worlders.  It was more ornate than his working office, but then again it was the office of a planetary monarch, not merely a Space Viking captain.  


 




 Instead he used one of the many rooms at Trask House for real work and dealt with his affairs there, or his stateroom on the Nemesis.  He also had his old office out at the spaceport, which hadn’t been touched since the fateful day after the Battle of Marduk, when he had erased every bit of the Big Board he had used to track Andray Dunnan for half a decade. That part of his life was over, now. He’d locked the office door he had started fresh. He hadn’t been back since.


 




 There was a small party gathered at the stage ready to greet them: Prime Minister Nikkolay Trask himself, looking very important in the long green-and-gold coat – reminiscent of the colors of their ancestral home, Traskon, back on Gram –


 that he had adopted as the Prime Minister’s official outfit. With him was an honor guard of nine black-clad Royal Army of Tanith infantry, their automatic carbines held in salute to their sovereign.  His cousin smiled broadly and waved in a most unofficial manner.




    “Nick, glad to see you! And glad to be back home again!” Lucas said, pounding his cousin on the back after he returned the soldiers’ salute.  “Can’t wait to get this treaty stuff out of the way.  I’ve got some news,” he said, cryptically.




    “You won’t be the only one,” his cousin assured him, wearing his poker face.  After Nikkolay had been appointed the regent of the family’s ancestral lands on Gram, Traskon, Lucas hadn’t thought he’d see much of his only cousin.  But Duke Angus – sorry, King Angus – had turned the estate over to his second wife’s father during the waning days of his reign, and Nick had come to his cousin like a beggar.




 But not for long – one thing Lucas had learned in his brief tenure as monarch was how difficult it was to run a major operation like a base – much less a major city and entire planet and a growing trade empire – without adequate people. Nick was more than adequate.  He was politically adept, he was an outstanding administrator, and he was a lawyer by trade. His status as heir apparent, being his next closest blood relative, was barely a factor.  Lucas had jumped at the chance to draft his cousin into his reign, without fear of any unseemly ambition coming between the two.  


 




 It was an ideal match, in fact: Nick actually enjoyed the minutia of running a planet, but didn’t envy the ultimate responsibility of making policy.  That, and his deep loyalty to his cousin, made him the perfect Prime Minister.




  Lucas surveyed his cousin with concern.  “Problems?”




 Nick nodded.  “We’ll discuss it in Council, but the long and short of it is that we received a special envoy last night, three hours after you landed, who wants to informally address the council.”




    “Who?”




     Nikkolay smiled tiredly.  “If His Royal Highness will allow his humble Prime Minister to conduct the business of the Realm as he sees fit . . . ?”




 Lucas chuckled and nodded.  That’s why he liked Nick: while it seemed everyone in nine cubic light-years was sycophantically fawning on him these days, Nicky had known him since they were kids.  No matter how many pointy hats and ostentatious titles Lucas piled on his head, he’d always be Nicky’s little cousin who’d conspired to drop water balloons on the chief servant’s head at New Years, in his mind.  You just couldn’t buy that kind of trusted counsel with mountains of gold.




   “All right, we’ll play it your way, Prime Minister.  Lead on,” he said, waving.  The two men waited for Princess Valerie to daintily dismount the air car before Lucas escorted her into the building.  


 




 Inside Nikkolay’s aide de camp, the young Sir Homer Malynda, was waiting at the control station with a clerical robot and another brace of armed guardsmen.  He bowed to Their Highnesses and inquired as to their needs before handing a sheaf of papers to his boss.  




     “The rest of the Council is within, my Lords,” he announced, “and is waiting at the pleasure of Their Royal Highnesses.”




     “And our . . . other guest?” Lucas asked, hoping the aide would spill his identity inadvertently. He should have known better – Homer was as loyal to the Realm as any soldier, but he was more loyal to Nick.




     “I have him in the Yellow Room, Your Highness,” Malynda confided.  “When you’re ready, call, and I’ll bring him in.”




     “Good show, Homer,” the Prime Minister assured.  “I’ve got this from here – why don’t you go attend to that other matter we were discussing?”




     “At once, Prime Minister,” Malynda said, bowing and then disappearing like a shadow. 




     “Sorry about that,” Nick apologized.  “Business.  Let’s get started, then,” he sighed, pushing the heavy wooden doors to the conference room open.




     Lucas stopped the herald from formally announcing him and Valerie – these were mostly old friends, they knew who he was.  And after weeks of diplomatic ceremonies at the conference, he was done with such fripperies.  He escorted Valerie to her seat at the head of the table and took his own beside her.  Most of the others waited a respectful moment before joining them in the Council Room. 


 




 It had once been a spacious conference room, then the abode of an aerial predator with a two-meter wingspan. Now it was the ritziest room on the planet.  A massive wooden table, a richly-carved antique stolen from a cathedral on Mot, the arms of Tanith enameled into the surface, had become the irregular hub of power for the nascent civilization. The floors were strewn with exotic furs, tapestries and trophies plundered from neo-barbarian fortresses on a dozen worlds lined the room, and a magnificent contragrav floating globe of Tanith, her little moon in tow, floated above the table.


 




 This is where the business got done, officially and sometimes unofficially. 


 




 Lucas glanced around and mentally took attendance as he seated his wife and the others went to their big chairs, stopping only to refill their drinks at the robobartender. More than half of them had been with him on the Nemesis the first time she fell out of the sky on Tanith. Now, a decade older and presumably wiser, they were undoubtedly more rank-heavy. At his coronation Lucas had made sure to reward his friends handsomely for their good work here, and since paying them what they were worth would bankrupt the Realm, he had been liberal with titles of high nobility and large land-grants. 


 




 At the foot of the table was Home Minister Paytrik Morland.   Duke Paytrik had been one of the original gentleman-adventurers who had come with Lucas on the Tanith Adventure out from Gram, a simple knight with political ambitions back home and a talent for leading men in battle.  He and Baron –now Duke and Commerce & Trade – Hugh Rathmore, who sat near to him, had been instrumental in first negotiating the deal between Trask and the two itinerant Space Vikings who had tried to claim the planet ahead of them, and then in the establishment of the rudiments of government and civilized administration for the new realm.  


 




 Even though he had advocated heavily for Lucas to intervene in the affairs of Gram once Duke Angus went crazy, he had maintained his loyalty to Trask in the end and had given up dabbling with Sword World realpolitiks. Lucas had rewarded him – if that was the word – with the post of Home Minister of Tanith, as well as with a vellum scroll that had promoted him from Baron to Duke, and a theoretical fief on the lush southern end of the continent.  Morland had yet to visit his new lands, nor inform the inhabitants of their new overlordship, but he didn’t seem to be in a hurry; he was having too much fun running the internal affairs of the Realm, which included a several-thousand man sepoy army which he commanded.




  Next to him was the Fleet Admiral of the Royal Navy of Tanith and supreme military commander of all armed forces, Duke Otto Harkaman.  A professional Space Viking of legendary status, he was as adept at shrewd politics as he was military theory or space command, though he didn’t always see eye-to-eye with Lucas on grand strategy. 


 




 Lucas could certainly forgive that, considering the wealth of talent he had in the man.  Harkaman studied history as a hobby, mostly Ancient Terran history, but he loved using the ancient wars and revolutions of humanity’s cradle world as examples of predictive history.  Lucas had grown to trust Otto not just with his life, but with his Realm.  After his wife had been killed on Gram that fateful day, and Lucas had hired him to command the Nemesis, he had been as close a friend as Lucas had.


 




 He was personally huge, physically dominating any room he was in. Today he wore a long black cloak with a silver chain over his heavily braided dark blue captain’s jacket.  His dark red-brown hair was seeded with gray, now, as was his square-cut beard. He had assumed his new duties as chief of Tanith’s military with the same presence of command that he had employed when running his own ship, the Corisande II. He was as proud of that ship as he was anything else he’d seen on Tanith. It was the first vessel produced at the Tanith shipyard by Basil Gorram, and Harkaman used it as much as a Space Viking raider as a flagship of a civilized space navy.  He was recently returned from a short raid-and-trade mission himself.




 Next to him was Count Boake Valkanhayn, another Space Viking-turned-military officer, but whose scarred face made him seem much more the former than the latter.  Originally his ship, the Space Scourge, had been a chicken-stealing boat, hitting low-technology planets like Melkarth and Set, where the local weapons were no match for industrialized warfare – and where there was very little of value worth the price of stealing it.  He and another chicken-thief had teamed up to lay claim to Tanith in anticipation of the original Tanith Adventure, hoping to capitalize on their nuisance value.  


 




 Instead, Lucas had taken Boake and his ship into service.  The opportunity had transformed the once-slovenly captain into a real Space Viking again, and his gratitude had been expressed in a deep loyalty to Trask and the Realm.  Now the heavily-refitted Space Scourge was one of the choice assignments in Tanith’s tiny fleet, and by far the most active in terms of raiding.  While Valkanhayn didn’t have a ministry-level post, his noble title permitted him attendance to the Council by courtesy.  In truth, Lucas would have had him there regardless – he admired the man’s character and advice, and often found his caustic attitude amusing.  




 Lothar Ffayle – now Duke of Hamsly, wherever on Tanith’s map that was – the Royal Exchequer and president of the Bank of Tanith was in attendance, since the Treaty of Volund included significant clauses concerning exchange rates and such.  He, too, had been one of the original gentleman-adventurers, and when King Angus I of Gram started becoming drunk with the power and prestige of the monarchy, Ffayle had moved most of the Bank of Gram’s assets three thousand light-years away to Tanith.  


 




 Now he handled nearly all the Princedom’s financial dealings, loans, and taxes.  There were thankfully few of the last – the proceeds from ship repairs and tariffs on re-sold loot from other Space Vikings who utilized Tanith’s generous port had been more than enough to sustain the fleet and the administration, thus far.  Add to that the wealth that the Tanith fleet brought in from raiding and trading, and Tanith was now almost comfortably in the black. But then the Star of Tanith and the two new fifteen-hundred footers the Realm had ordered from the shipyards were terribly expensive, too – taxation was inevitably going to come to Tanith.




 Countess Dorothy Deban, a middle-aged woman whom Valerie had recruited from Marduk, was there in her capacity as the Minister of Health and Royal Physician. The Realm had decided early on that the people of Tanith – or at least those in Rivington and environs – deserved the most advanced medical care possible – the injury rate from raiding being particularly high.  


 




 Countess Dorothy was the answer to that need. She was a veteran trauma surgeon who had gladly relocated her clinic to Tanith for the opportunity to oversee the health of the colonial realm, not to mention a dramatic reduction in paperwork.  Over three hundred medical technicians and skilled medical robotics programmers had come with her, lured by the adventure and the high pay, and she’d imported the most advanced robomedics available.


 




 Lucas had given her the ancient site of the Rivington General Hospital, although it would be years before it was ready for patients – another project that needed to be done yesterday. Until then, she worked out of the spaceport clinic and oversaw her administrative duties from a small office in the clinic of the Government section. Countess Dorothy, for her part, was also keen on exploring Tanith’s expansive countryside for medicines which might have a market in the more civilized worlds. When she wasn’t otherwise occupied, she toured the far-flung regions of the Realm administering medicine to the natives and taking notes about local remedies.


 




  When she had first arrived, Lucas was unsure if she’d be able to adapt to the rigors of frontier life, and he’d had misgivings about entrusting a Mardukan with such an important post. He’d seen the kind of officiousness that so many administrative people on Marduk seemed to carry like Space Vikings carried side arms, and that was something he didn’t need. 


 




 But his fears had been misplaced. Countess Dorothy, an earthy, popular character, had a loyal following of her own on Tanith beyond her medical staff in the short time she’d been here. The senior physician had made the transition admirably and with little complaint. More, she had since become a trusted advisor and a fixture at these meetings, bringing insight and occasional wit to the table along with her medical and scientific expertise. Lucas had only met with her in depth a few times since her appointment, and while she presented a stoic, even severe professional demeanor when it came to practicing medicine and administering her ministery, socially she was quite warm – especially after a few cocktails.  He genuinely liked her – she seemed to enjoy the challenge of frontier medicine. 




 Duke Alvyn Karffard, Harkaman’s former executive officer aboard his various commands, had finally accepted a graceful retirement in the service of the Realm as Minister of Education, Security and Cultural Affairs, as broad a ministerial portfolio as one could name.  Considering the broadening that the Duke was enjoying on his person, that was fitting. Since his retirement from active duty and his advancement to the peerage, he had become far more sedentary and had put on a good twenty kilos. 


 




 He jovially referred to himself as “Minister Of Everything Else”, and he wasn’t far wrong.  In the nascent days of the Princedom, there were a thousand things to do and only one of everyone, but Karffard always seemed up to the task.  An effective ship’s exec possesses the skills to manage almost any complicated endeavor, and Karffard had been one of the best. He had revealed his secret to Lucas early on: “All a good administrator has to do is set policy, hire the right people, and then make sure the job gets done. Three simple things, and it covers ninety percent of everything you’ll need.” In the last year he had become Lucas’ main troubleshooter when he wasn’t delegating his other duties to worthy subordinates – which he did with gay abandon.  


 




 But that masked his real job. Karffard had a keen eye for personnel talent, and among his many duties had been staffing the tiny intelligence unit that had become necessary after the Battle of Marduk.  He proved adept at the subtle art of gathering information and analyzing it on behalf of the Realm, and a lifetime among the stars under various commands had given him a breadth of experience – and a number of “friends” – that had proven vital to the interests of the Realm. 


 




 It hadn’t surprised Lucas much to discover that the wily old Space Viking had developed a de facto spy network across the Sword Worlds and throughout the lowest haunts of Space Viking base planets in Old Federation space. What had surprised him was how astute his “friends” could be, and how valuable that information had been at times.  Lucas’ already healthy respect for the man had grown significantly as he revealed his hidden talent as a spymaster.


 




 There were others in the room – Baron Vann Larch, Col. Festersan, Baron Essen, Baron Basil Gorram, and five or six more nobles from Marduk who still mostly looked uncomfortable around their Sword World counterparts, but those were the major advisors. And while they would wait for him forever to start, he didn’t like to waste the time of the people who were actually running his planet. 




 “All right, let’s get to business, my lords and ladies,” Lucas began with a sigh as he opened his notes. “Here is the Treaty of Volund, as negotiated by the parties,” Lucas said, as the clerical robot distributed thick copies of the document.  “Of course it won’t go into effect until it is ratified by the various governments of the principals – which we are not – but it has some important provisions that concern the Realm that I thought should be brought to the attention of the Council.”  




 “Like this list of world’s we’re supposed to avoid raiding?” Valkanhayn asked, scornfully, as he leafed through the summary report.  “I’ve put down on half of these at one point or another. Great Ghu, there are dozens of worlds on this list!”




 “We already don’t raid our allies’ trading partners,” Morland reminded him. “This is just expanding the list a bit.  There are only twenty, twenty-five planets here.  Still a couple of hundred worlds to pick from.”




 “Are all of these new trading partners of Marduk?” Valerie asked, scanning over the list.  “Wait, no, I see Shapash, Dazbag, Nimue, Ludmilla all on here – we’ve never traded there, as far as I can recall.”




 “But the Planetary National Republic of Aton has,” Lucas pointed out, sourly.  “Honestly, I’d never even heard of Ludmilla before the conference.  It’s on the other side of the Old Federation.”




  “It’s a small moon, actually,” Valerie nodded.  “I’ve heard the name. But that’s about all.”




 “Settled by Baldur a couple of hundred years ago,” Duke Van Larch agreed.  “One of the few post-collapse worlds to be settled.”




 Admiral Harkaman raised an eyebrow.  “Settled by Baldur?  Anything worth trading for?  Or raiding for?” The Baldurans were notorious for seeking out the finest luxuries in the galaxy – the enormous balance of trade for the universally popular Baldur Honey-Rum had fueled a taste for delicacies already enflamed by the Francophile Baldurans. While the other civilized worlds were more interested in military conquest or expansion, the Baldurans just wanted fancier hors d’ouerves – and they were willing to fight to get them..




 “Luxury goods, aquaculture, mostly,” Van Larch admitted.  “They grow pearls the size of baseballs in some domesticated mollusk.  Aton won it from Baldur in concessions after a little war they had about fifty years ago. But apart from that . . .?” he shrugged.  




 “So why is it on the list?” Valerie asked.  




 “Because Aton made that a precondition of negotiations,” explained Lucas.  




 “But why?” his wife repeated.




 “I don’t know,” Lucas confessed.  “Let’s get Naval Intelligence to look into it?”




 “On it,” Harkaman said, making a few notes.  “I know a bit about the Aton trading alliances,” he continued, not looking up.  “More than half of these planets are not included among them, unless the Atonians have been busy for the last decade. Which is possible,” he conceded. “We really haven’t been paying that much attention.”




 Lucas made a face.  “I met His Excellency, Ambassador Tallbridge at the conference.  He’s an ambitious man, and jealous of royalty, which makes him openly resentful of monarchies in general and Space Vikings in particular.  But once you get past that, he seemed friendly enough. The gossip at the conference ran that his boss, President-for-Life Ruiz wants to expand Aton’s trading partnerships into an outright empire, and some of these planets are in his sights. Baldur and Odin aren’t happy about it – that’s on their side of the galaxy.”




 “He’s broadcasting where he’s planning invasions?” Harkaman guffawed.  “Not the best with counterintelligence, is he?”




 “The deficiencies of the Aton delegation were likewise widely discussed,” Lucas said, diplomatically, with a chuckle.  “But the consensus opinion was that His Excellency Ruiz is a complete tool.  A real son-of-a-khoograh.  Even though Aton and Marduk are nominal allies, for example, it took all Prince Simon had to keep from challenging the man – he’s rude and audacious.  He’s also extremely wary of Marduk’s new relationship with Tanith.  He’s not the only one,” he added, uneasily.




 “What do you mean?” Van Larch asked, amused.  “We’re almost harmless!”




 “We successfully invaded a civilized world,” Valerie pointed out.  “The fleet we took to Marduk was nearly twenty ships big.  That’s almost as many as are in Aton’s entire fleet, especially after their last nasty war with Odin over the Hemmerdings.”




 “Well, sure, but that was a fluke,” Ffayle pointed out.  “Only a few of them were actually ours.”




 “To a ‘civilized’ world,” Valerie pointed out, amusedly, “all they saw were ‘Space Vikings’.  A whole lot of them.  And that makes planets like Aton and Odin nervous.”




  “Why?” Lucas asked, intrigued that his bride had a novel perspective on the situation. “It isn’t as if we have any imperial ambitions. We left Marduk better than we found it.”




 “Look at it from their point of view: for the last four, five hundred years there have been a handful of civilized worlds in a galaxy filled with neobarbarism.  Now those civilized worlds have all had their own local spheres of influence, and they’ve occasionally fought with each other – okay, periodically fought with each other – for the right to exploit these client worlds.  


 




 “And that’s been fine, because no one planet has had the wherewithal or the resources to try to dominate what galactic trade there is.  The galaxy is just too big, and more importantly, space fleets are expensive.  It takes a government years, sometimes decades, to build a single ship, and I believe you gentlemen, more than anyone else in the galaxy, can appreciate how much it costs in upkeep.” There were agreeing nods to that. It took dozens of highly skilled – and highly paid – crewmen to run even a simple space ship. An independent Space Viking who didn’t pay attention to the books or hit a string of bad luck could quickly go into debt to his officers and crew if he had to spend all his money on repairs and maintenance. 




 “So?” Van Larch asked, confused.  “It takes a Sword World ship just as long to be built as a Mardukan one, doesn’t it?”




 “True,” Valerie admitted to the older man.  “The difference is that the Crown or the government or whatever authority of the civilized world pays for the construction and upkeep of military ships out of taxes, correct?”




 There were nods all around the room.




 “Space Vikings, by and large, do not.  They are independent operators.  From what I’ve seen, your ships are built by wealthy great nobles, many who don’t have any particular political allegiences. That’s why you were able to recruit, so suddenly, all of those other ships when you invaded Marduk.  Tanith had what, four, five ships at the time?  And then suddenly you had twice as many, because you got several independents to join you.  And that’s what scares the Great Powers.


 




 “If Isis, for example, went to war with Odin, they couldn’t just hang a sign out advertising for extra help.  All they have is what is in their fleet, and everyone knows how many ships and men that is.  That’s because civilized worlds,” she said, emphasizing the term, “do not permit armed adventurers to go flying around their airspace.  In each case, the government has maintained a monopoly on the use of violence.  That makes their people easier to control, of course, but when they’re at war they don’t have a lot of ready-made help.”




 “And you think that’s significant?” Nikkolay asked, curious.




 “I think it’s terrifying them,” Valerie nodded.  “The boogeyman of a big, well-organized Space Viking fleet sweeping out from the Sword Worlds and conquering the Old Federation all at once has been used by the major powers as an excuse for militarism for years, ever since that big Aton raid got defeated a century ago. Now Lucas has gone and made that idea a real possibility, in their eyes.”


 




 Harkaman guffawed again. “Are you serious? Don’t they realize how unorganized and divided the Sword Worlds are?”


 




 “They don’t know much about you at all,” Valerie countered. “I’ve lived here for almost a year, now, and I’m still learning about you. And it wouldn’t really matter one way or another – in the civilized worlds, Space Vikings are a convenient foil for all sorts of unreasonable policies. 


 




 “But then Tanith had to go and scare them for real,” she continued. “You interfered in civilized politics, which is much worse than just raiding occasionally. You made the established order unstable. Lucas, if you had six months notice and you wanted to, say, raid Baldur, how many ships could you scare up? Theoretically,” she added.




 “Let’s see, the Nemesis, the Corisande, the Space Scourge, The Queen Flavia, and the Star Of Tanith ” he said, listing the “official” units of the Space Navy of Tanith, including the new 1500 foot ship he’d christened three months ago, commanded by Sharl Renner.  He didn’t mention another ship, the ancient Lamia, but the old raider had become a permanently orbiting training and defense platform over Tanith, even to the point of stripping out her Dillingham hyperdrives to make more room for armament and detection equipment. She was a powerful ship, but no longer a star ship.  She wasn’t going to leave Tanith’s skies unguarded.   “Then I could easily get the Viking’s Gift, the Grendlesbane, and the Gunloggi from Beowulf, the Sun Goddess and the Sword of Dawn from Amateratsu, and . . . six months you said? The Damnthing, the Blue Sun, the Executioner, the Whipsaw, the Curse of Cagn, maybe a couple of others,” he conceded.  




 “Right,” Valerie nodded.  “In six months, your fleet goes from five ships . . . to fourteen or fifteen.  And not fresh ships with green crews, either, but battle-hardened veterans used to hard fighting.  In six months a civilized world wouldn’t be able to add a single ship to their fleet, not without inviting in allies. And crew? A crew takes years to train properly, much less for military service. And they rarely borrow ships and troops from their erstwhile allies.”




 “Well, why don’t they?” Lothar Ffayle asked, surprised.  




  Valerie shook her head.  “They don’t trust them.  Not even their own colonies.  Oh, there’s a lot of fine talk about communication and working together, but the fact is none of the military intelligence agencies like it when their governments work too close together with a potential future enemy.  The last time two civilized worlds did that, when Isis and Baldur allied to fight Odin in a frontier war about seventy years ago, Isis ended up using their knowledge of Baldur’s defense paradigm to take two trade worlds away from them a decade later.”




 “That makes a lot of sense, actually,” Admiral Harkaman agreed.  “Omfray of Glaspyth couldn’t have taken over Gram if he hadn’t suddenly found those half-dozen ships from Xochitl,” he pointed out.  There was a chorus of winces around the table – of all the Sword World folk in the room, no one liked the new self-styled King of Gram.  Indeed, there had been a significant faction that had been in favor of Lucas ordering an invasion of his homeworld to prevent Omfray from overthrowing King Angus and taking the throne himself.  But Lucas had staked his fortunes to the soil of Tanith.  There was nothing for him back on Gram but pain and despair.  




 “So Lucas?” Paytrik Morland asked, laughing, “Did you marry a beautiful consort or a political strategist?” he asked, winking at the Princess. 




 “Either way, I’m enchanted,” Boake Valkanhayn added with a grin.




 Valerie had the grace to blush – a little.  “Gentlemen, I assure you, I’m just a starry-eyed little schoolteacher from outside of Malverton,” she joked.  “But you can’t spend four years working with navy veterans and the Mardukan royal family without absorbing a few things.  I’m starting to understand the Sword World perspective, thanks to my very patient husband spending all of his free time explaining it.  But the civilized worlds of the Old Federation . . . well, they work differently.  


 




 “As we build our Realm, you have to be aware of what you’re facing.  Right now there are about fifteen or twenty little multi-planet empires or alliances scattered throughout Old Federation space, with five or six really big players, the so-called Great Powers.  Think of them as competing city-states, if you will. Each one of them has a multitude of political factions, corporate interests, secret societies, and cabals struggling to control their planets, and then the planetary governments are struggling to control their trading empires.  And Tanith, for good or ill, is going to be seen as a threat to some of them.”




 “I’m not worried about the old civilizations,” dismissed Valkanhayn.  “We have excellent defenses here—”




 “Don’t fool yourself into thinking that warships are the only means of making policy the civilized worlds have,” the Princess interrupted.  “The Great Powers have been playing this game for centuries, before the Sword Worlds were even founded.  They have many means at their disposal, many methods of achieving their ends, and orders of magnitude more resources to bring to bear.  Tanith is strong, for it’s size, we’re remote, and we have worthy allies, but the fact is we are largely unprepared for direct conflict with any of the civilized worlds, should they take an unhealthy interest in us.”




  “My wife makes an excellent point,” Lucas sighed.  “I was approached by lower-level functionaries at the Volund conference repeatedly, from all of the delegations, and I had the distinct feeling that I was a particularly tasty morsel to be devoured.  I’ve been in combat, gentlemen,” he reminded them.  “But I’ve never been more anxious than I was rubbing elbows with a hundred seasoned diplomats and heads of state.”




  “So who would want to pick on us?” Lothar Ffayle asked, indignantly.  “Tanith isn’t an overt threat to them!”




  “We’re just a new piece on the board, and we’ve already made a splash,” Valerie explained.  “Rescuing Marduk from corruption gave Tanith – and my lord Prince – a sudden reputation amongst the civilized worlds.  Space Viking colonies rarely deal so directly with them, after all.  They took notice.”




 There were nods from around the table – Valerie’s assessment made sense.  Lucas was once again filled with satisfaction with his new bride.  




 “Let me have our legal section look over these,” the Prime Minister decided.  “To ensure there aren’t any aspects that would be detrimental to the Realm, and I’ll get back to you with my recommendations – with your permission, of course, Your Highness?”




 “I was there,” complained Lucas.  “If I never read it again, that will be fine.  All in all, it’s a decent treaty for Tanith – it opens about two score more worlds where we can trade openly – but not a great one.  And the worlds it removes from raiding . . . I don’t think any of them are so appealing that I’d break a treaty over it.  But I’m also concerned about the precedent it sets. Go ahead, Nick, do your magic.”




 “Thank you, Your Highness,” his cousin said, giving him a respectful nod.  “Now, I know we have a court function scheduled for this evening at Admiral Harkaman’s new residence, but before that I have an . . . emissary that has begged an introduction.  An emissary from Gram.”




 There was some murmuring in the room, and everyone looked at everyone else.  There had been precious little news from the ostensible homeworld of the Tanith colony since the invasion by Prince Viktor of Xochitl, almost two years ago, after which King Angus I had lost his throne to arch-rival Omfray of Glaspyth.  No one from Gram liked the man, a scheming and malicious courtier who had opposed the Royal House of Ward since before the monarchy was established.  Now Omfray had the throne and foreign mercenaries patrolled the streets of Gram.  




 Good riddance to bad rubbish was the attitude most of the Gram expatriates took.  The original Tanith Adventure had been the strength upon which Duke Angus had made himself King of Gram, and while he proved in the end to be a lousy monarch, that didn’t mean that his former subjects on Tanith were any closer to his rival.  Indeed, if they were back on Gram still, Lucas could imagine the lot of them running a healthy resistance and rebellion to his rule.




 But they weren’t on Gram, they were here on Tanith, a realm that had been bought and paid for in blood.  Lucas himself had severed political ties with the Kingdom of Gram before Omfray ever came to power.  And now he sent an emissary?




 “Proceed Prime Minister,” Lucas said, evenly.  Nick nodded and motioned to the door, where two Royal Army troopers in full combat gear presided.  One opened the door, and possibly the last man Lucas expected as a representative walked through. 


 




 Garvan Spasso.




 He was far more ornately dressed than Lucas had seen him that first time over the viewscreen on the Nemesis.  Indeed, he was fabulously garbed by the best tailors on Gram, complete with stylish red-and-gold half-cape, rich bisonoid-leather boots, and a heavily bejeweled dress dagger at his belt.  His hair – what there was left of it – was extremely well-tended, and his small little imperial beard lent him an air of respectability.




 But it didn’t matter how much you gilded a turd, it remained a turd.  And it didn’t matter how many titles and rich sets of clothes you put on him, Garvan Spasso remained Garvan Spasso.




 Spasso had originally been a chicken-stealing Space Viking, captain of the Lamia and partner with Boake Valkanhayn in their attempt to blackmail the Tanith Adventure into taking them into service.  In that he had been successful – but while Valkanhayn had re-discovered himself as a Space Viking, Spasso lacked any real trait for the job but ambition.  


 




 Lucas had sent him back to Gram with the first load of loot from the Old Federation, and had imposed on King Angus to find someway to take him off his hands.  Angus obliged, and for the years after Angus took the throne the trollish little man had been appointed the Chief of Police of Glaspyth, after Omfray had fled off-world.  But Spasso’s talent for surviving – or just plain luck – had kept him alive in a tumultuous situation. More than alive, he had thrived on Gram. In just a few years he had accumulated quite a fortune in lands and estates (many seized from anti-Angus nobility), had been briefly made Minister of Security and had garnered him a title as Count.


  
 But for all of that, he was still a turd.




 If there was any further testament to that than Spasso continuing service to the crown of Gram under the Omfray’s rule, Lucas didn’t need it. Omfray, to Lucas’ mind, epitomized everything that was wrong with the way the Sword Worlds did business.




  “Your Highnesses,” Spasso said, making a well-practiced, courtly bow.  “I am Count Garvan Spasso, Special Envoy from the King of Gram to the Prince of Tanith,” he announced in his high-pitched voice.  He presented a scroll to the Prime Minister, who glanced at it before handing it to Lucas.  Lucas spent a moment reading it – all fairly standard language about diplomatic immunity and the protection of the crown – and tossed it on the table in front of him.




 “We have taken note of your credentials, Ambassador Spasso,” Lucas said in an even tone.  “To what do we owe the occasion of this visit?”




 “Straight to business, then?” Spasso asked, surprised and a little hurt.  “No words of welcome for an old comrade-at-arms?”




 “If I recall correctly,” Admiral Harkaman said, dryly, “our mutual combat experience consists of watching you occupy a chair in the control room of the Nemesis while our infantry and air cavalry were fighting planet-side.”




 “I can’t recall him firing a shot in anger,” Valkanhayn said, amused.




 Spasso colored, but let it pass.  “Very well, then.  That makes my charge more difficult, but as you will have it.”




 “State your business, Spasso,” Lucas said, calmly. “We have other things to attend to today. Important things,” he stressed.


 




 “Very well then,” the little man said, straightening and summoning his dignity.  “I am here on behalf of His Majesty, Omfray I of Gram, as His representative, to demand a full accounting of the administration of His Royal colony of Tanith, including the repayment of the investors of the Tanith Adventure, an assessment for the Royal Exchequer, and a resumption of the close oversight of the homeworld.”


 




 There were strong murmurs in the chamber, and Lucas was gratified to see nearly everyone in the room reach unconsciously for their side-arms.  


 




 “And on what basis,” Lucas asked through clenched teeth after order had been restored, “does this Omfray make this claim?  Political ties between Our Realm of Tanith and that of Gram were severed.”




 “That was under the ancien regime,” Spasso supplied.  “And in consideration of Angus’ gross mismanagement of the kingdom, such that it got him deposed, Omfray the Just is attempting to re-settle the affairs of Gram. Indeed, he applauded your refutation of his predecessor at the time. He seeks only to repair the damage he did to Gram.”


 




 “Best of luck to him, then,” Harkaman said, dismissively.


 




 “Indeed,” agreed Lucas.  “I wish him all the best with his new kingdom.  However, that kingdom does not extend to Tanith.  I’m sorry if His Majesty has been misinformed, but Tanith is no longer a colony world.  Neither, I must insist, is it any part of Gram.”


 




 “Your Highness,” Spasso began, obsequiously, “I’m afraid His Majesty begs to differ.  As the Tanith Adventure was chartered under the Crown, I’m afraid that the colony remains the property of the Crown, your own – perfectly understandable, under the circumstances – declarations aside.  There are hundreds of Tanith Adventure investors who want to see a return on their investment.”


 




 “In point of fact, the Tanith Adventure was originally chartered under Duke Angus of Wardshaven, which means it pre-existed the Kingdom by months. And Tanith has long settled its debt with the original investors,” Duke Valpry said.  “We’ve paid off all but a pittance.  And half of those were killed or imprisoned during the . . . recent troubles,” he said, delicately.


 




 “That’s not how His Majesty sees it,” Spasso said, stiffly.  “The investors in the Tanith Adventure expected continuous profits over time, not a simple lump-sum repayment.  And you’ll find that those who were unfortunate enough to be caught up in events,” he said, a euphemism for “arrested” or “executed”, “the Crown has assumed proprietorship of their estates – including the outstanding shares of the Tanith Adventure.”


 




 “And he honestly expects us to pay him tribute?” Harkaman asked, aghast, half-rising from his chair.  Even crouched, the man still towered over the diminutive Spasso.


 




 “Not tribute, Admiral,” Spasso corrected, gently.  “Just what is honestly owed.  Considering just how much this colony cost Gram in terms of time and treasure—”


 




 “—which was richly repaid,” Lucas finished.  “Every scrap of it.”


 




 “Then there is the question of the funds appropriated from the Bank of Wardshaven,” Spasso continued, “by Lothar Ffayle, the two ships known as the Black Star and the Queen Flavia, both on the books as Gram ships, as well as compensation for my own beloved Lamia, and the issue of the lapsed contributions to the kingdom exchequer.  All told, the sum is . . . substantial.  His Majesty requests that it be paid to his emissary in full at the soonest possible moment or . . .”


 




 “ ‘Or?’” Harkaman asked, his eyebrow raised dangerously.


 




 “Or His Majesty will rescind the Charter granting Tanith to His Highness, and establish a new viceroy in his place,” Spasso finished, just above a whisper.


 




 There was a moment of absolute silence.  Then an explosion of laughter mixed with angry talking.  Lucas had to pound on the table with the handle of his dagger to bring them all to order.


 




 “And just who does His Majesty have in mind for this position, Spasso?” Lucas asked, already knowing the answer.


 




 The little bantam noble swallowed nervously.  “I am under orders, should you refuse, to immediately take command of the colony.”


 




 That caused another explosion, this time with more laughter than anger.  Spasso was obsequious and ambitious to a fault, but he was well-known as a horrible administrator, after his tenure as captain of the Lamia, as well as being personally disliked by nearly everyone who had ever met him.  


 




 “And just how do you expect to enforce this edict?” Harkaman boomed.  “Because unless there’s a fleet in orbit we don’t know about—”


 




 “I am to appeal to the Admiral, along with presenting an order from his direct sovereign to ensure your cooperation,” Spasso sputtered.  


 




 “Well, the Admiral, that would be me,” Harkaman laughed.  “If you’d like to get that over with, I think I have an outstanding idea of what to do with that order.  And I hope, for your sake, Spasso, that His Majesty had it printed on very soft paper!”


 




 “Enough, Otto,” Lucas said, although he appreciated the sentiment.  “This is madness.  If Omfray of Glaspyth seriously expects me to pay him tribute, or even suffers under the illusion that Tanith is anything other than an independent realm, then His Majesty has been gravely misinformed.”  He felt the anger rise under his collar as he spoke, but that didn’t take away from how clearly he spoke.  


 




 “In fact, two years ago I had a choice of whether or not to interfere in the affairs of Gram, and I elected not to.  Had I done otherwise, His Majesty would still be drinking the bitter wine of exile on Haulteclere.  So,” Lucas said, rising, “as his designated emissary, Count Spasso, you may tell him that Tanith is not now, and will never be, subject to Sword World rule – especially not Omfray of Glaspyth.  Further,” he continued, as Spasso began to open his mouth, “while I respect the rights of the investors to recoup their investments, all of these other . . . demands are moot.  The Black Star and the Queen Flavia and their crews and captains took my service freely.  Those ships belong to the RNT, now.  The Lamia was never Omfray’s, she was only yours nominally, and she’s mine now, so you can forget about that.  And as for contributions to the exchequer . . . Omfray’s lucky I don’t send you back to him in twenty separate boxes!”


 




 The blood drained from Spasso’s face.  “Your Highness, I remind you that I’m protected by diplomatic—”


 




 “Yes, yes, relax, Garvan,” Lucas said, rolling his eyes.  “I won’t harm you.  This time.  You are, after all, just a lickspittle following his master’s commands.  I won’t punish you for that.  But I will tell you this: I’ll give you fifty hours to rest your crew, provision your ship, and get the Nifflheim off of my world.  You may return in one year for the absolute last of the repayment of the outstanding Tanith Adventure investors, and after that Gram and Tanith go our separate ways.  Forever.  And the next time one of the so-called King of Gram’s ships shows up in orbit without my permission,” he warned, “I shall capture her and take her as a prize.  Tanith is independent now, Spasso.  And it always will be.”


 




 “His Majesty begs to differ on that part,” Spasso replied.


 




 “His Majesty can go to Gehenna, for all I care,” Harkaman insisted.  “Unless he’s willing to put warships where his mouth is, he shall steal no more from Tanith.”


 




 Spasso looked around the room for a single sympathetic face, and found none.  Then he straightened and bowed, formally.  “Then if there is nothing further to say—”


 




 “You are dismissed,” Lucas acknowledged.  “Although . . . you do have our permission to attend our court function this evening, as a special favor, Spasso.  Come see what we’ve built Tanith into while you’ve been cheating smallholders out of their taxes on Gram.  Then, perhaps, you can inform His Majesty just why we’re so willing to fight to keep it.”


 




 The little man bowed, thanked them all for their time, and withdrew with a pretension of dignity.


 




 “Ugh, but the smell still lingers,” Boake Valkanhayn complained with disgust when the door closed.  “I have no idea how I ever got mixed up with that little fornicator with wildfowl.  Must have been drinking.” That was not an unlikely occurrence, Lucas thought to himself.


 




 “I’m amazed at the temerity,” Valerie said, wide-eyed.  “Did he really expect you to just . . . step down?”


 




 “Apparently so,” Nick said, nodding.  “I’m wondering just why Omfray would risk alienating us.  It doesn’t seem like a prudent thing to do. Not after the Marduk Affair. Surely he’s heard about it by now.”


 




 “It’s not prudent,” Duke Valpry agreed, “It’s desperate.  I had a couple of henchmen go around to his pinnace last night, after they landed, and gather the gossip from the fo’c’sle hands.  It was quite revealing. It seems as if Omfray got Haulteclere’s support for his bid – and Prince Victor’s ships – by going deeply into debt with King Konrad of Haulteclere.  At this point, Omfray’s a hostage to Victor, essentially, until his debt is paid.  He’s beggaring the great nobles and mid-level aristocracy to pay it, but they’re already taxed near to exhaustion.  So to pay off Victor, he has to find the funds from somewhere.  And since Tanith and those ships were on the Wardshaven books under Angus . . .”


 




 “He naturally thought he should try to steal Tanith back?” asked Countess Dorothy, amused at the idea.


 




 “Essentially,” Valpry nodded.  “I mean, I’m sure he didn’t think it hurt to try.  Especially when there are known supporters of the ancien regime in power here.”


 




 “Former supporters,” Lucas corrected.  “In real money, how much do you think we owe the remaining Tanith investors?”


 




 Lothar Ffayle, the money minister, named a figure.  It wasn’t insubstantial.


 




 “And could we pay Omfray off with what we have in stock?”


 




 “Not really,” Lothar admitted.  “We’d scrape up about half of it, maybe, before we would have to start searching our pockets.”


 




 “Arrange for a quarter of the payment to be made to Spasso before he goes.  He’ll get the rest in a year.  I suppose we can always raid for it.”


 




 “Any raiding you do,” his wife cautioned him, “had better be soon.  Like within the next four months.  After that . . .”


 




 “Why in the next four months?” Harkaman asked, confused. 


 




 “Because,” Lucas sighed, happily, “any later than that and I won’t want to be away from home.  Else I might miss the lovely final stages of pregnancy and the birth of my new heir.  Sorry, Nick, looks like you’re another step away from the throne.  We’re going to have a baby!”


 




 There was an explosion of a different sort, this time – an explosion of joy and congratulation.  For a few brief moments he was no longer Prince Task, Ruler of Tanith or even Lord Trask or Captain Trask the Space Viking.  He was just Lucas, and he and his wife were being wished well by their friends – some of whom, he was amused to note, actually were tearing up.  He felt his hand get shaken tightly and his back pounded soundly, and instead of the sovereign of a fell people he felt like a thirty-five year old new father surrounded by his friends.  


 




 “And don’t worry about me scheming against my new cousin for the throne,” Nikkolay Trask assured him, warmly.  “I’ve seen what you do -- it’s a crap job, Lucas.  Nice hat, nice chair -- but not for me.”




 “Then just have a load of cousins for him to play with,” he suggested.  “He’s going to need trusted advisers.”




 “Now that you mention it,” his cousin blushed, “Cecelia and I are about three months ahead of you.”




  “You’re what?  Congratulations, Nick!” he beamed.  “Somebody wring that robobartender for some brandy, or send to the kitchen for some champagne or honey-rum -- we need a toast!”




 The servants scurried to procure appropriate glassware, and a case of sparkling wine was found and opened.  Lucas looked around at all of his friends, and at his cousin and lastly at his gloriously beautiful bride, and he felt a surge of pride.  He felt like he could take on anything, right now.


 




 “To the House of Trask,” he proposed, “and to the people of Tanith: may the sons and daughters of our sons and daughters someday grow fat and lazy in the shade of all we’ve built!”





 


Chapter Three:


Harkaman House

 





 The news of Princess Valerie’s pregnancy was all over the newscasts by nightfall, and she recorded a brief audiovisual confirmation for the scant press -- to date, there were only two telecast stations operating, TanithNews and the Rivington Times, but both reporters were thrilled to have Valerie’s smiling face to lead the evening’s news. Since one of them was Sir Paul Koreff, the old signals-and-detection officer of the Nemesis, Valerie made a special point to give him a more lengthy interview and some very pretty shots of her.




 Among other effects, the news turned what had been planned as a simple state reception at Harkaman House into a full-blown celebration.  Additional catering robots and dozens more human servants were brought in, as well as additional security.  Lucas noticed them as his sleek aircar circled and slowed over the restored ruin, the sun already going down in the west.




 “I had Colonel Festersan bring in an additional platoon of Royal Army -- what passes for Special Operations troops.  His elite,” Harkaman assured him. He’d come back to Trask House to continue discussing the proposed treaty with Lucas, and caught a ride in the royal aircar back to his own place. He gestured to them as they circled around the landing platform. 


 




  The black-clad soldiers certainly looked the part.  Their black dress uniforms had been adapted from the standard Space Viking ground-fighter gear, including full combat helmets with the Tanith insignia, submachine guns and side-arms, as well as a belt full of grenades and knives.  Then men themselves were businesslike as they took positions overseeing the grounds, or patrolling the perimeter.  “Festersan has really done wonders out at Camp Valiant, Lucas.  He’s bringing through another company of infantry through basic training every twelve weeks, and through advanced training in another six.”




 “I liked the man the moment I hired him,” Lucas agreed.  “And we need to go out there and tour the place -- Nick says that he’s built the nastiest training camp in history.”


 




 Festersan had been a career infantry officer, initially for one of the feuding great noble families in Durendal’s endless dynastic squabble. Then he took ship for the Old Federation as a lieutenant in the landing parties of a Space Viking ship. Twenty years later he had seen hundreds of raids and battles, and knew how to beat a man into a soldier better than anyone in the Sword Worlds.  Harkaman had recommended him when it became apparent that the loose organization of infantry and marines shared between the various Space Viking ships of Tanith needed to be re-cast for something more suited to the needs of a nascent civilized world.  


 Festersan had jumped at the chance, especially when it included a mandate to form the ground forces of an entire planetary army in his own image – and get out of a tough spot he’d been in on Joyeuse.  Lucas had thrown a barony into the deal, too, but the old infantryman found the most allure in the opportunity to create his own model training program.  


 




 That included heavy weapons, air cavalry, artillery, reconnaissance, and, of course, special operations troopers. With a steady stream of Tanith natives wandering into Rivington every day looking for work, Festersan had eagerly crafted them into decent light infantry for the sepoy Home Guard troops.  With the large number of Sword World mercenaries augmenting the force and strengthening it, the Royal Army of Tanith was starting to look like a credible force. 




 “Do you think we’ll need all that security?” Valerie asked, doubtfully.




  “I’d rather have them and not need them than not have them and need them,” Otto shrugged as the car thumped to a landing.  Ordinarily Lucas might have shrugged himself at the thought -- but today he had found out he was going to be a father, and his whole perspective had changed.  Suddenly he couldn’t imagine any number of burly infantrymen would be enough to properly protect his bride and her precious cargo.




 “I really don’t think you will,” Valerie said, pleasantly, as a footman rushed forward and inexpertly helped her out of the car.  “There aren’t enough people in Rivington to have politics, much less political assassination.”




 “There are folks here from out of town,” reminded Lucas, nodding towards the aircar that bore the symbol the Gilgamesher’s used.  “And I’ve made my share of enemies.   The ambassadors of Beowulf and Amateratsu, two of Tanith’s closes allies were also evident, as was the representative from Khepra, the ambassador from Marduk and the consul from Odin, envoys from Excalibur, Joyeuse, and some of the other Sword Worlds, and of course Count Spasso, late of Gram.  Plus their individual entourages, security details, and personal servants.  


 




 “I defer to your judgment,” Valerie admitted, grabbing his arm a little more tightly.


 




 They were escorted to the grand hall of the place -- it had been the planetary military command center, before Tanith de-civilized, Harkaman said -- where two portable thrones had been set up.  




 Lucas wasn’t fond of this part of the job, but it was essential.  Royal court functions were important, even when they seemed utterly frivolous.  Good people needed to be rewarded, bad people needed to be punished, and court was where that happened. It was where the sovereign took official notice of the Realm, if he was wise, and where fools were self-aggrandized and worshipped. Lucas was determined not to be a fool.




  He kept it short and sweet, as per Valerie’s recommendations and his own inclinations.  A minimum of fanfare, a brief greeting, announce the pregnancy, wait for the congratulations, then on to the Realm’s business.  A lot had piled up in his absence. 


 




 Approve the list of subjects being elevated to the nobility, and the list of nobility elevated to the peerage.  Confirm baron such-and-such of East Wiggliwick or somewhere -- a native man who had been king in the north of all he surveyed just ten years ago -- in fief of said lands to the crown, and accept his oath of fealty.  Sign death warrants on four Space Viking mercenaries for raping a village woman.  Knight two courageous young spacemen who had saved a good portion of the lunar mining base from being destroyed due to quick thinking.  Announcements announcements announcements . . . and then he was done.  


 




 Forty-five minutes -- not bad, Lucas thought to himself.  In fact, the great pit barbecues were starting to smell like the food was ready, and he suddenly needed a glass of something potent.  It had been a long day.




 Unfortunately, court had been the easy part.  That was mere performance. This was politics. Now he had to tag along and meet everyone, hear their congratulations, and “chat”.  Making small-talk was not his fortè, as a monarch, but he had mastered the art of looking interested while important people talked, and it got him through the first few tedious meetings.  


 




 It helped that many of the people here were already his friends and colleagues, some of them former shipmates, and by his second drink he had relaxed a bit and almost began to enjoy himself. In fact, he had observed, most of Tanith’s business seemed to get done during these glorified cocktail parties than more formal settings. This was when people were more apt to be candid, speak their mind, and listen to his casual suggestions rather than an edict from the throne, he knew. This meant that this part of the evening was more important than his time on the throne.


 




 Perhaps, he reflected while he ate, the most effective parliamentary system of government would be an eternal cocktail party. Debate policy over highballs. Discuss planning and zoning and regulation in the buffet line. Brandy, cigars, and foreign policy out on the terrace, of course, and domestic policy in the line that inevitably formed near the facilities.


 




 Lucas realized that he was starting to feel a little too good, and immediately cut back on the booze and began eating with new determination. But he filed away the cocktail party form of government for future musings.




 Mostly, he was interested in hearing the gossip.  And there was plenty, from the Old Federation, from the Sword Worlds, amongst the Space Vikings, and right here on Tanith.  


 




 Gilgameshers having problems with pirates from Hathor.  Odin’s small empire facing incursions on its trade worlds from slavers and rival trading blocs.  Revolution on Bubastis, where the Atonian-backed peasantry had overthrown the native warrior aristocracy that had ruled for two centuries.  The Eternal Queendom of Isis ordering dozens of new warships from Freya in anticipation of conflict with the some upstart alliance that was challenging her.  Marduk and Ishtar entering into a wide-ranging trade agreement -- that last note piqued Lucas’ interest.  Ishtar was a massive world of eight billion people, one of the most civilized worlds in the galaxy, though it did not participate in empire-building the way others did.  That could be a huge potential market for Tanith’s wares, ill-gotten and otherwise. He noted that for future reference, too.




 Lothar Ffayle got his attention when he wandered by the robobartender for a refill – something soft, this time.  The Princedom’s money man looked thoughtful, which Lucas didn’t find comforting.  Nor was he, when Lothar revealed what he was thinking about.




 “Basically, Lucas,” his old friend said, “the Realm is near bankruptcy at the moment.  Oh, we have decent cash flow, thanks to the mercenaries and the repair yard, not to mention the commission on loot, but at the rate we’re spending . . .” he shrugged, leaving the result up to Lucas’ imagination. 




 “How bad is it?  And no dissembling, please, Lothar.  I’m not the type to kill the messenger.”




  “Your Highness is gracious,” Lothar grunted.  “And the messenger, grateful. We can keep making monthly operating expenses indefinitely, and the lunar base is actually starting to turn a profit.  But the Star of Tanith chewed through our surplus, and those two new ships in the yard, those are just as expensive.  We can’t finish them with cash on hand.  Nor can we build that robotic foundry at the lunar base until we have more cash for equipment.  Or you manage to steal some. And if you’re serious about paying off the Gram investors, well, that’s going to set back all the major projects.  


 




 “We’ll get by, but . . . well, if we don’t find more money soon, things are going to get tight and we’ll have to start cutting back on important things. Or monkeying around with the monetary system. As your chief financial advisor and banker, I don’t recommend that. And I’d be cautious about throwing around any idea of taxation, just yet. That might stifle business at a critical time,” he warned. “I just thought you’d want to know, Lucas.”




 Blast! Those ships were important things -- they were fifteen-hundred footers, warships based on the highly effective design of the Star of Tanith, which had been the first ship Basil Gorram had designed on his own. And they would give Tanith a real war fleet -- one that would make King Omfray or anyone else think seriously before meddling in Tanith’s affairs.  And the moonbase improvements -- those would be necessary if the stream of iron and rare minerals that built those ships was to improve.  As it was, there was a three month back log of orders for collapsium plating, essential in any kind of starship construction.  




 “Thanks for your candor, Lothar,” Lucas said, quietly.  “I’ll work on it.  You can keep things afloat in the meantime?”




    “But of course, Your Highness,” the banker shrugged.  “It’s just numbers in a computer, for now.  I just thought you’d appreciate my honest assessment.  If we don’t add about a hundred million stellars to the Exchequer by the time your heir is born, he might inherit a bankrupt realm.”




 “I won’t let that happen,” Lucas assured him.  “I’ll just get more money the old fashioned way.  I’ll steal it.”  Lothar nodded sagely.  He was far less concerned with where the money came from than where it was going. 




 From them on more and more he heard the question: “So, Lucas -- Your Highness -- when are you going to take the Nemesis out again on a raid?”




 That question had been niggling at his mind for weeks, now.  Not that he enjoyed the death and slaughter and purposefully inflicted misery – far from it.  But raiding was the easiest way to fill his coffers, and between Spasso’s attempted blackmail and the very real fact that he had two new ships under construction, but scant funds to finish them, it was clear that a raid en force would be prudent.  




 “Soon, soon,” he assured one and all.  “And where do you think I should take her?”  That inevitably led to a mouthful of suggestions, mostly worthless, reckless, or fanciful depending upon who made them.  But there were one or two good ideas, too, and Lucas didn’t hesitate to steal them.




 “Arawn,” Boake Valkanhayn said without hesitation.  “Out in the Coalsack sector.  No one has hit Arawn in over forty years, not since Juan Okiagi was running the Star Dragon.  Arawn’s mildly civilized, if you don’t use the word too specifically.  Contragravity, at least, and nuclear weapons.  But not space travel. They have about nine big nation-states, and a lot of ethnic minorities, and they fight amongst each other constantly. Conventional, not nuclear.”




 “But if they have nukes . . .” Lucas said, doubtfully.  There were few things that could seriously threaten a collapsium-hulled Space Viking ship, but nuclear weapons were one.  A ship like his Nemesis could take a few big hits, relying on its collapsium plating to absorb the damage, but a smart Space Viking didn’t take a risk like that unless the potential take was worth it.




 “Robotics,” Valkanhayn said.  “That’s how they fight their wars, mostly, with robots.  They make a real science out of it.  Some of the pieces Okiagi brought back were amazing, light-years ahead of Sword World technology.  Almost artwork.”




 “That could be valuable,” Lucas admitted.  “I’ll add it to the list.”




 “Damkina,” Giles Phillipe, an independent Space Viking captain of the Relentless suggested when he overheard the two talking.  Phillipe was a friend of Harkaman’s he remembered, they’d served together on Durendal.  “That’s not far from Coalsack sector, either.  Damkina,’s tough, but they’ve got huge rare earth element deposits.”




 “You can’t raid Damkina, unless you want Odin on your doorstep,” Duke Valpry reminded him as he joined them at the bar.  “Remember?  It’s on the new list.”




 “Maybe not Damkina,, then,” Phillipe agreed, reluctantly.  “But twenty parsecs beyond Damkina, is the Quints.  You could find all sorts of fun out there, if you were feeling ambitious.”




 “The Quints?” Lucas asked.  “I’ve never heard of them.”




 “The Quints are a multi-stellar system,” Valkanhayn explained.  “A real oddity. A central white star, with four orbiting suns -- two red, two yellow.  Duke Esbarsan of Joyeuse made two raids out there, almost sixty, seventy years ago, so a lot could have happened since then, but the Quints are real interesting.  Five stars all within a light-year and a half of each other, but seven habitable worlds between them.  It’s remote, one of the later parts of the galaxy to be settled, and way past hell’s back acre, but Esbarsan retired to a life of leisure from what he took.”




 “No more recent information on them?”




 “Every now and then a Gilgamesher will trade with one of the outer planets,” offered Phillipe with a shrug, “and there are tramp freighters who do a little business, but the system is a good three hundred hours from the next nearest habitable world . . . and the closest half-civilized planet is Damkina. It’s remote,” he repeated.


 




 “But is it worthwhile?”


 




 “How couldn’t it be, unless they were all poultry planets?” Valkanhayn said. “They have contragrav and nukes, some of them at least, and there are unique trade items that will always have a market.”


 




 “I’ll look into it,” Lucas promised. In fact, it did sound promising. One of the annoyingly inefficient things about his profession as an institutionalized killer and thief was the damnable long distance between target worlds. Every light-year took about an hour to cross in hyperspace, using Dillingham hyperdrives, but considering just how vast Terro-Human space was, that still meant that it was often days or weeks of travel time between destinations. 


 




 And since the ships themselves were the fastest means of moving information, all of the intelligence he was getting was lifetimes old. He could set out to raid some distant, wealthy world that had been vibrant and full of promise, only to discover them all long-dead to an internal nuclear conflict or a bioweapons attack. Having so many potential worlds clumped together like that would save a lot of time and energy. He added The Quints to the list of possibilities.


 




 A surprising suggestion came from Lord Martimore, the handsome ambassador from Marduk. He had arrived six months before, for his wedding to Valerie, as part of the goodwill package Prince-Regent Simon of Marduk had sent Tanith in gratitude. He was a career diplomat and personal friend of Prince Simon, and seemed genuinely pleased with observing the progress Tanith was making. 


 




 He had brought not only over a hundred highly-skilled technicians and medics with him, Mardukans who wanted to ply their trade on the frontier, he had also brought almost a thousand political exiles who had been condemned after the near-revolution on Marduk. They were now working to reclaim the rest of Rivington’s ruins as parolees, and some of the more-skilled were working at the spaceport. There would be another thousand arriving in a month or so, as Prince Simon worked through the backlog of political prisoners and supporters of the late Zaspar Makann that were still clogging up Mardukan courts.


 




 As Tanith’s leading ally among the established civilized worlds of the Old Federation, Lucas would have thought he would be reluctant to invite further bloodshed and mass murder so close to home, but Lord Martimore was far more pragmatic than that with his suggestion.


 




 “Consider a run at Balor,” he suggested. “That’s a small moon about a hundred and twenty light-years from Baldur. Balor once had an Old Federation navy base there, a big one. Most of the ships and crews left for Baldur, since it was more centrally located and offered better resources as the rest of the Federation crumbled away, but some stayed on and decivilized. About a hundred years ago Baldur tried to re-colonize and re-civilize the natives, some of whom had gone quite . . . feral,” the somewhat supercilious noble said, after searching for the right term. “Classic neobarbarism, only with a cannibalistic twist. 


 




 “Even after two decades of intensive efforts, in the end the natives held a nasty little uprising and seized several Baldur ships and . . . ate their crews. But not before learning how to fly their ships. Now they exist as half-illiterate pirates who raid shipping indiscriminately around nearby planets. You can’t even bribe them off, like the Hathor pirates. They just eat you and take your possessions. The Royal House of Baldur has established a large bounty payable to whomever can defeat the pirates. Since they’re only active enough to be nuisances, taking a couple of small merchantmen a year, no one’s made any kind of effort.”


 




 “It doesn’t seem worth much of an effort – to raid, that is,” Lucas countered. “It sounds like Baldur’s problem.”


 




 “Oh, it is, and between you, me, and the robobartender, Your Highness, we could care less about it. We have decent but not great relations with Baldur, and none with the pirates. They rarely affect Mardukan trade. However, not only is the bounty, as I said, substantial, but the Old Federation base is reputed to be stuffed with interesting items sealed away underground. Rumor has it, backed by what documents we have left, that it was a major supply depot on the route between the more central planets of the Federation and the advance staging grounds of the System States War. The documents suggest that there may be a wealth of material there, still in storage, if the natives could be persuaded not to eat you while you dug for it.”


 




 “Buried treasure?” Lucas asked, amused. “Or buried junk?”


 




 “Oh, more than just treasure,” the Mardukan assured him. “It was a technological proving ground for war material, as well as a supply depot. It was a training base, it contained a large Federation intelligence unit, a personnel transfer point, an arsenal, and it was even a POW camp during the war, for a while. Before the Baldurans got thrown off, archeologists felt they were quite close to gaining access to the deepest pockets of loot – sorry, ‘archeological evidence’. Every now and then some idealistic scientist will raise an expedition to go there, and ends up as a news item, lunch, or both.”


 




 “Fascinating,” Lucas nodded. “You said they had space travel now?”


 




 “About four ships, ancient patrol vessels, and some short-range lighters. But they’re heavily armed. The Balorans picked up a lot of military science over the years, and they apparently have access to at least some of the old naval base. And there are a few ground installations, too. They lurk out in Baldu’r Oort cloud, and prey on the weaker ships. The trade routes for the small merchantmen between Baldur and some of the other worlds take them just close enough to get nabbed, if they aren’t careful coming out of hyperspace. You take out those pirates, Your Highness, you might not just make money, you might also gain an ally.”


 




 Having Marduk grateful for his intervention had been a huge bonus to Tanith; almost a third of their trade was with Mardukan trade worlds, now, as much as was done with the Sword Worlds. Having Marduk and Baldur endeared to Tanith couldn’t hurt the chance of the nascent princedom. The Baldurans hadn’t been wildly friendly to him at the Volund conference, but then again they hadn’t been openly hostile either. And Baldur was strong. Lucas added Balor to the list of possibles and moved on.


 




 His most enlightening conversation of the evening, however, was surprisingly with Lord Noam, Baron of Bentfork – otherwise known as the former King of Tradetown.


 




 Before the Space Vikings from Gram had made Tanith their base, the largest city on the planet had been the oxcart-level metropolis known locally as Tradetown. According to the ancient maps it had started as the Federation Biological Research Service Survey Station 12, in a tiny little settlement labeled on the map as Bentfork, a gentle rise overlooking a broad fork where two major rivers came together. As the need for biological research waned in the struggle for human survival on Tanith, however, FBRSS 12 endured by selling foodstuffs to the refugees of Rivington downriver after the loss of contragravity, and eventually selling pieces of looted Rivington upriver to the forest communities beyond the grasslands. 


 




 The station became a village, and then a town, and then it had become Tradetown. The leader became hereditary king. Situated as close to the ruins of Rivington as it was, it had become a natural hub for scavengers of the ancient city to sell their wares – mainly recovered steel and other metals. Before re-contact, Tradetown had grown to encompass almost 10,000 people, a huge number for a primitive culture. And the hereditary king, Noam, had been the most powerful man on the planet for most of his life.


 




 Now he wasn’t even the most powerful man in Tradetown.


 




 The Space Viking’s colonization had radically altered his little world, and in the space of less than a decade King Noam’s little city had gone from being metropolis to suburb. It was still the main interface between civilized Rivington and the rest of Tanith, and he was prospering – when visiting Space Vikings wanted to soak up “local color”, they were directed to Tradetown, where all sorts of vices could be catered to – but King Noam had seen his status and his importance eclipsed utterly by the outsiders.


 




 Yet he had made some admirable strides to keep up. He now spoke standard Lingua Terra, with just a trace of native accent, and his own personal palace – built by his great-grandsires brick by brick – had a landing stage, an audiovisual tower, a mass-energy converter, and a nearby market packed full of vendors and shops selling Sword World merchandise to the natives and native merchandise to the Sword Worlders. He had borrowed Space Viking infantry to train his own troops, and had done it so well that his soldiers were frequently lured into becoming off-world mercenaries. 


 




 And last year he had taken the unanticipated step of removing the ‘King’ from his title in deference to Lucas, once the discrepancy was pointed out to him. It had been a touching ceremony at his wedding/coronation, and he’d even gone so far as to present his ancient crown to his sworn Prince at court.


 




 Lucas had been so touched by the move that he had made Noam the first native member of the aristocracy, confirming him as Baron of Bentfork with all the protections and rights of any Sword World noble. He’d even gifted the man with an older-model aircar and a personal driver for the event. That had caused some ruffled feathers among the “civilized” nobility, but Lucas didn’t care. While far behind the educational level of most of his Space Viking subjects, Noam was nonetheless a wily and astute ruler, and he knew native Tanith. 


 




 Lucas had rarely had a chance to converse with the man long, but tonight he found himself drawn to him. The former king made a deep, almost exaggerated formal bow in Sword World fashion.


 “Your Highness honors me with his presence tonight,” the older man boomed. 


 




 “Baron Bentfork,” Lucas acknowledged with a nod. “I’m glad I ran into you, actually . . . do you know anything about a local lordling known as Ka-Motarka?” he asked, making sure he pronounced it correctly. 


 




 The neobarbarian chief looked thoughtful. “In Katolani, beyond the plains between the mountains and the sea, yes. He is a vicious war leader, and many of his people have fled towards Rivington, in search of work. He is a cruel and sadistic king,” Noam condemned, though he said it as if it were expected of him, not as if he truly believed it or even thought it important.


 




 “And he apparently has acquired Space Viking weaponry,” Lucas informed him. “I know that the Realm has supplied your guards –”


 




 “Five hundred rifles, yes,” the former king said, eyes gleaming. “But none have left our armory.”


 




 “I didn’t think they had,” admitted Trask. “But he’s getting them from somewhere, and he’s starting to cause trouble. If there was any way you could send a few trusted advisors to Kato to find out where and who are supplying him, well, the Realm would be very grateful. I have other men working on it, too, but I thought perhaps that your people would have insights and access that mine will not.”


 




 “By Karata the Sky God, it shall be done,” he swore, his hand over his heart. 


 




 Lucas wasn’t very familiar with the religion of the Tanith natives; from what Alvyn Karffard had told him, it was a naturalistic polytheism revolving around natural forces and important cultural elements: Sky God, Mother Goddess, War God, Grain Goddess, Sun God, Moon Goddess – that seemed to be a common pattern for worlds that had decivilized past literacy. The rich Terro-Human religious history, including the sacred texts written so long ago on Earth, became lost, to be replaced by less grandiose deities and a generally more robust worship. Lucas made a mental note to familiarize himself better with the local pantheon. He was largely agnostic, himself, but he had a duty to become familiar with the religions of his subjects.


 




 “Thank you, Baron. And thank you for attending this reception. A glorious spring evening, is it not?”


 




 “When I was a boy, this ruin was good hunting,” Noam admitted. “I slew a tail-back near here, after a journey of five days, and at a village near the spaceport I took my first woman. Today, I arrived by car before a hundred heartbeats.” Trask’s neobarbarian vassal nodded to the moon, freshly waning. 


 




 “It is said that when Amilla the Life Goddess shines her face on Tanith, the clouds themselves part and the rains still themselves in deference to her beauty,” he grunted. Amilla was one of the half-dozen petty deities the locals worshipped, a very popular river deity in Tradetown. Probably some actress or public figure of yore who had become deified throughout the years of barbarism.


 




 “She certainly has shined tonight, then, and blessed me with a new child,” he sighed, remembering the happy thought again.


 




 “I have seven, myself,” the older man grinned. “My oldest, Noam, just joined the Army in your service. There is nothing like it, Your Highness. And the people will be beside themselves with joy at the news.”


 




 Lucas chuckled. “Most don’t even know I’m their lord.”


 




 Noam seemed surprised, even shocked. “Don’t know Lucas Trask?” he asked. “When Lucas the Deliverer came from the sky to fight the evil that had tried to enslave our world? Of course they know you, Your Highness!”


 




 “Did I really come out of the sky to fight evil?” Lucas smirked, indulgently. “I thought I was just rescuing the planet from two nasty chicken thieves.”


 




 “The Spasso and the Valkanhayn,” Noam nodded. “You turned the Valkanhayn to your service, and banished the Spasso. That was a worthy effort in the eyes of the gods, themselves, who sent you!”




 “Who . . . what?” 


 




 “I remember, Your Highness, the very day those devils set upon us from the air. Like evil dragons they came from the sky – air cars, I know now. But they killed thousands, and enslaved more. We were preparing to move to strike them as they slept, in secret, when you arrived in answer to our prayers to the gods. That’s why you’re known as the Deliverer to my people, the Heaven-sent.”


 




 “I am?” Lucas asked, his eyes wide.


 




 “I myself sacrificed nine cattle and nine shontas before the altar of Gonwas, the war god,” he said proudly, referring to the sheep-like native animal the natives held in high esteem. “My wives made sacrifice to Amilla, Herself, bare headed and bare breasted in supplication, as the priestesses bade. And lo, not a moon passes before the Deliverer is at hand!” he laughed, lustily. “If there was ever a more tangible sign of the favor of the gods, I have not heard it. It is whispered that you are the child of Gonwas and Amilla,” he confided, “birthed beyond the stars as our champion.”


 




 Compared to being a monarch of a colony world, that seemed like quite the promotion.


 




 “You must realize, Baron, that I am a man like any other,” he protested.


 




 “A man like any other? You, who called a demon to his service and exiled another?”


 




 “Well, the exile didn’t take,” Lucas said, sourly. “Spasso has enlisted in the service of . . . another demon, and is here even at this reception, somewhere.” The neo-barbarian looked uneasy about that, his hand moving to his sword automatically, and immediately started looking for the man. 


 




 “He’s under my protection,” Lucas explained, “at least for now. He is not to be harmed. It would . . . complicate things,” he said, realizing how impotent that must sound to such a vital ruler as Noam. 


 




 “Very well, Your Highness. If the Deliverer extends his protection even to his enemies, how can I question his judgment?” he said, deferentially – although the blaze in his eyes made Lucas suddenly uncomfortable. Time to change the subject back to something he’d prefer talking about.


 




 “I’m curious about something,” Lucas said, after a couple of uncomfortable moments of silence. “I spend so much time dealing with my other subjects, I rarely get to know those who were born here, or their opinions. Tell me, what do the people think of my new bride?”


 




 “The White Lady?” he asked, nodding approvingly. “It is said her beauty puts Lavana, Goddess of Love, to shame.”


 




 “Well, I can’t tell her that,” Lucas said, chuckling, thinking about how his new bride would react to the news. “I’d never be able to live with her. But she’s seen . . . favorably?”


 




 “Is she not wed to the Deliverer?” Noam shrugged. “Only a god can wed another god, Your Highness.”


 




 “But I remain a man,” Lucas countered.


 Noam surveyed him carefully, as if he were being tested. “A man? If Your Highness insists. But my people, at least . . . well, there’s talk of a temple . . .”


 




 “Great Ghu!” Lucas said, eyes wide. “You can’t be serious!” Alvyn Karffard, who had stopped by the bartending robot to get a refill, overheard and snickered.


 




 “If it displeases my Prince,” Noam said, with a slight bow, “I shall put a stop to it. But my second wife, Lady Firita, she is passionate about it. She was . . . taken by one of Spasso’s men,” he said, his lip curling into a sneer. “And was forced to serve the demon himself. It is she who is supporting the idea. Vigorously.” He said it not like a powerful noble with a unruly subject, but like a husband who is wary of displeasing his wife.


 




 Lucas could, unfortunately, relate to that. And he only had the one wife to contend with – he couldn’t fathom how Noam could manage three!


 




 “I . . . I don’t want to cause . . . Oh, to Nifflheim with it! Let me think about it, okay?” he asked, desperately. “I’ll send word if I want it stopped.”


 




 “As Your Highness wishes,” Noam said, bowing again, diplomatically. He thought he detected a trace of smirk on the neobarb’s lips.


 




 Lucas slunk away after that revelation, even more impressed with the neobarbarian king than he had been. He was unsurprised when Alvyn Karffard grabbed him by the elbow soon afterwards – as usual, Alvyn had overheard the whole conversation. 


 




 “You should let him,” he counseled. “Build the temple, I mean.”


 




 Lucas frowned. “I didn’t come to Tanith to set myself up as a god,” he reminded. 


 




 “I think the reasons you came to Tanith are moot, at this point,” the portly old Space Viking pointed out as he sloshed his drink around in his glass. “Regardless of what they were, here-and-now you are trying to establish a kingdom.”


 




 “Princedom,” Trask corrected, although he knew as well as anyone that the distinction was academic at best. “We went with ‘Princely Realm of Tanith’ because it sounded classy, remember? And we didn’t want to overreach ourselves? Keep our options open? Besides, I thought we had already established it?”


 




 “Oh, Your Highness jests,” Karffard said, grinning. “You’ve named it, filled a couple of crucial jobs, but even now what you have built won’t outlive you long. Yet. To make Tanith more than say Hoth, Xochitl or Nergal, those other Space Viking ports, you’re going to have to go far beyond where you are now, my boy. For instance, ensuring the loyalty of the people.”


 




 “My people are loyal,” Lucas said, defensively.


 




 “Some of your people are loyal,” Karffard said. “Fanatically so, even. I’ve flown with Harkaman for almost twenty years now, Lucas, and I’ve never seen him so personally devoted to any of his employers before. Parenthetically, have you noticed a change in him recently? A new spring in his step – I’m thinking a woman is involved.”


 




 “Really? That is interesting!” Lucas said, suddenly interested. He knew his Admiral was far from celibate, but he’d never heard of any particular woman being associated with him – much less one that would inspire a spring in his step. He vowed to observe his chief military officer a little more closely.


 




 “In any case, he, myself, the rest of the Council, a couple of score more, maybe, you can count on as personally loyal to a fault. And then everyone else is just enjoying the fruits of what you’ve wrought without needing to support you yet. If Tanith woke up tomorrow with you dead, say, and Spasso in power for some reason . . . well, not to sound hurtful, but most of your subjects wouldn’t be bothered.”


 




 Lucas groaned. “I know, I know,” he said, tiredly. “But what does that have to do with some silly neobarb temple?”


 




 “With men of educated character,” Karffard said, philosophically, “a prince can appeal to their ideals, and so earn their loyalty by his majestic example. But it’s a lot easier to just grow loyalty from the ground up. In some places, like Gonshu, the local kings insist that they are either of divine descent or are otherwise blessed by the gods, and so personal loyalty gets bound up with religious fervor. I’m not saying you have to claim descent from divinity—”


 




 “Good – my late mother would never stand for it,” Lucas said, wryly. 


 




 “But I do think that there is a powerful political advantage in this kind of religious-style adoration. There is danger too – don’t misunderstand. But since a good third of our infantrymen now come from Tradetown and environs, establishing your . . . elevated status to those recruits from childhood is your best bet to ensure their lifelong loyalty.”


 




 “I’ll consider it,” sighed Lucas. “It just seems so . . . unseemly!”


 Karffard laughed at his monarch’s discomfort. “Perhaps. But I’d let it progress naturally. Even encourage it a little. Let them build it, attend the opening, make a speech. If I know old Noam, he’s probably planning it as a big tourist attraction. 


 




 “But you can’t afford to let Sword World prejudices keep you from maintaining the strength of the Realm. Not anymore. And the strength of the Realm isn’t exclusively in space ships and soldiers. As time goes by, Tanith is going to look a lot less like a Sword World colony. We’ve already got a flood of Mardukans, independent Space Vikings, and soldiers-of-fortune from around the galaxy, in addition to the natives. All of those are going to have to mix together if you want a real, viable civilization here, and not just a procurement scheme with nuclear weapons.”


 




 Lucas thoughtfully agreed, then wandered off to find his wife.


 




 By the time the moon was looming overhead, near to midnight of Tanith’s 24.7 Standard hour day, Lucas was already feeling the effects of both the fine liquor and the hundreds of conversations. Once he decided he was done for the evening, he collected Valerie and allowed Harkaman – as ostensible host – to walk him out to his aircar.


 




 “A lovely event, Your Grace,” Valerie said smoothly as she double-kissed Otto Harkaman good-bye. She was not a small woman, but she still had to stand on her tip-toes to reach his cheek. Harkaman had taken to his wife almost as if she were his daughter, a fact that Lucas found a relief. Indeed, she bantered with the old ship’s captain like a sassy niece, something he’d not seen anyone else get away with. 


 




 “It was a decent party,” Otto agreed. “Although it’s not a real Space Viking party unless someone gets stabbed, shot, or beaten.”


 




 “The night is still young,” Lucas pointed out with a chuckle as they mounted the stairs to the landing stage. “I’m sure something will turn—”


 




 Just at that moment, he felt a whir through the air and heard the sound of something solid and metal bounce off the ferroconcrete of the landing stage and roll a little towards the aircar. Though he hadn’t been in combat in over a year, Lucas instantly recognized the thing as some sort of grenade – once you hear a sound like that in battle, you never forget it. 


 




 As horror and fear overtook him, he found himself grabbing Valerie and pulling her to the ground, covering her body with his. The blinding fear he’d felt the day that Elaine had been so brutally torn from him coming to his mind unbidden. He felt Otto pushing them both to the ground, his huge body covering them to shield them from the blast.


 




 But before the expected report could come, another figure leapt across the landing stage and threw himself over the explosive, catching the brunt of the blast in his chest and protecting Lucas, his bride, and his Admiral from certain death. He felt the concussion blast even as it took his hearing away, and then the eerie silence was punctuated by the smell of cordite smoke and burning flesh.


 




 There was activity and people yelling around him, but he couldn’t hear yet from the temporary deafness from the blast. He found himself shaking a wide-eyed Valerie and screaming to see if she was okay, getting a shaken nod for an answer. Soldiers surrounded them, their submachine guns pointed in every direction, and then Otto was pulling him to his feet.


 




 It took a few moments to sort out exactly what had happened, but by the time the ringing in his ears had stopped, and he was assured that both he and his bride were unhurt, Harkaman had the situation well in hand. Lucas himself ordered more than half the squad that had formed around them to escort Valerie inside. Duke Rathmore and Lady Essen went as well, the Duke carrying his ceremonial dagger and the Sword World noble sporting a small, ladylike pistol in her fist. In front of Valerie walked the hulking Baron of Bentfork, former king of Tradetown, his massive native-crafted broadsword held in his hand like it had grown there. 


 




 “It was thrown from over there, in the shrubbery,” the old space captain shouted, grimly. To Lucas’ overtaxed and ringing ears it sounded distant and muffled. “One of my men – one of the elites from Festersan’s unit – jumped on the grenade. The medics are attending to him now, but it doesn’t look good. He was wearing armor, of course, but that wasn’t a mere anti-personnel grenade: that was an anti-armor weapon, or I’m a busty cabaret dancer. Whomever did this wanted to make sure they finished the job.”


 




 “Find out who it was,” Lucas ordered, his voice gravelly and distant in his own ears. “I want them in hand before the moon sets. No ship leaves port. I want a search of the grounds, aircav pods in the sky—”.


 




 “I’m attending to it, Your Highness,” Harkaman said, evenly. “Might I suggest that you take the princess back to--?”


 




 “No,” Lucas said, stubbornly, realizing what his friend was trying to do. “And I’m not just being stubborn. This was an assassination attempt, Otto. If they missed me here, where would the next most likely place to finish the job be?”




 “Your new palace,” Harkaman nodded. “Of course. I’ll have a platoon secure it. And you’re right, whoever did this is running in a straight line away from here. This is actually your safest refuge.”


 




 “I’m not going to get in your way, Otto, you can run the investigation. But I want to know the instant—”


 




 “I know, Lucas, I know,” he said, gently, one friend to another. “I was there that day, too, remember? This is . . . all too similar.”

 



 “Exactly,” he sighed. That’s right. Otto had been there. Not an hour before Andray Dunnan’s disastrous attack, he had been lecturing him Harkaman about the perils of his trade at the bar. Then all had turned to pain and blood and death.


 




 “Admiral!” called one of the commandos who stood next to where a combat medic crouched with Countess Dorothy. The head doctor of the planet was working busily on the man’s chest and abdomen, his blasted armor removed and discarded. Already a robomedic kit was pumping blood and stabilizing agents into the man’s arm. Countess Dorothy looked grim, however, and her beautiful gown was utterly ruined with the brave man’s blood. “The man, he wants a word with you! And His Highness!”


 




 The two men knelt next to the young soldier’s head, his mouth caked with blood and his face singed with horrific burns.


 




 “I want to thank you for what you did, Corporal Gatworth,” Lucas said, earnestly, reading the man’s name off of his uniform. “You saved me and my wife, and Admiral Harkaman. The Realm owes you a debt.”


 




 “No time,” the man gasped eyes wide but unfocused. “Prince Lucas – you are in terrible danger!”


 




 “Easy, son,” Harkaman said, brushing the man’s singed hair out of his eyes. “We’re safe, now. Our people are all around us.”


 




 “Not this,” the man gasped. “There are . . . others . . . I was sent . . . to protect you . . . warn you . . . ” he said, as his eyes began to unfocus even more.


 




 “What? Others? Sent by whom?” Harkaman demanded.


 




 “I’ve given him morphine,” Countess Dorothy said, testily, “he’ll be unconscious in a moment. He’s in unbearable pain.”


 




 “Blast!” swore Harkaman. “Who sent who? You?”


 




 “Danger,” the man croaked. “Prince Trask . . . in danger . . . was sent . . .”


 




 “Sent by who?” Trask asked. “Who sent you?”


 




 The man seemed almost unconscious, then became lucid for the briefest of moments. “The Wizard . . . sent me . . .” he whispered, and then passed out unconscious.


 




 “Wait! The wizard? Who the devil is ‘the wizard’?” Lucas asked. “And why am I in danger?”


 




 “Is he going to regain consciousness?” Harkaman asked Countess Dorothy, anxiously.


 




 “I wouldn’t bet on it,” she admitted, after a moment’s pause. “The armor protected him from the shrapnel, but no human body can stand a concussion wave like that, from that range. He has severe and pervasive internal bleeding, half of his organs are ruptured. If he lives another hour, I’d count it as a miracle!” 


 




 “Who is he?” asked Lucas. 


 




 “Find me this man’s squad leader,” Harkaman ordered. It took only moments for the man to appear. “Tell me who he was,” the Admiral said, pointing.


 




 “That’s Corporal Sam Gatworth,” the sergeant said, gruffly. “Good man. He’s been with us for about six months. One of those odds-and-sods that came here looking for employment around the time of your wedding, Your Highness,” he said, suddenly realizing that he was in the presence of his sovereign, not just his commanding officer.


 




 “Where’s he from?” Lucas asked. 


 




 The sergeant shrugged. “I have no idea, sir. I can have our company exec look into it—”


 




 “Within the hour,” Lucas ordered. “I want the entire contents of the man’s bunk, his service record, everything he owned brought here, is that understood?”


 




 “Y-yes, Your Highness!” the sergeant said, snapping to attention and saluting before he loped off, yelling orders into his radio as he went.


 




 “Why so curious?” Harkaman asked when the man had left earshot.


 




 “I can understand why someone would want to assassinate me. I’ve got a few enemies.”


 




 “Well, yes,” Otto admitted. “I’ve noticed they don’t last very long, however.”


 




 “So far,” Lucas admitted. “My point is, I can understand why someone would want to assassinate me. I cannot understand why someone – particularly someone named ‘the wizard’ – would send someone here to protect me.”


 




 “He could have just been in shock and raving,” Otto pointed out. “He was getting pain medication.”


 




 “When a man is that badly injured, and is still conscious, he doesn’t rave,” Lucas countered. “In fact, he thinks about the things that are most important to him, because he fears death. I know that’s what I just did. So I can’t imagine that he’d leap to nonsense so quickly, not when he knew who I was.”


 




 “You make a good point,” Harkaman admitted. “Okay, so why would someone send someone else half-way across the galaxy to save you?”


 




 “After ‘who just tried to blow me up?’, that question is high on my list of priorities,” Lucas assured him, grimly.


 




 Unsurprisingly, considering the number of men who were looking, they found the would-be assassin quickly. A servant was found hiding in a section of the estate that was still under construction, nearly incomprehensible with fear. The soldiers dragged him out and got him back to the manor without more than a few unnecessary bruises – apparently Cpl. Gatworth had been an easy-going and popular comrade.


 




 The man was in his middle-years, and spoke Lingua Terra with a heavy Tanith native accent. He said his name was Trall, and he carried things, but that was all he would say.


 




 Lucas had him brought into Otto’s library, where he and Valerie and much of the rest of his court had retired – those who had not gone home after being questioned by security. There were almost as many armed guards in the room as civilians, so there was little danger of the prisoner escaping.


 




 In fact, there was little danger of the prisoner doing much of anything but cowering mutely. He would not respond to questions with more than whimpers and grunts, even when prompted with physical force. 


 




 Boake Valkanhayn took the lead in the interrogation, using a blind fury and a command of invective picked up on over a dozen worlds and a lifetime of unpleasantness. Still the man wouldn’t speak, even when Valkanhayn drew his dagger threateningly.


 




 “I’ll handle this,” Harkaman sighed. “I can have a veridicator here in twenty minutes.” True to his word, one of the lie-detecting devices was rushed to Harkaman House from the Rivington Police Department and set up in the library. 


 




 Looking a lot like a mad artists’ conception of an old-fashioned electric chair, the device had a large glass ball suspended out of sight of the suspect overhead. When it was blue, he was being truthful. When it turned red, he was lying. The most cool-headed gangster in the galaxy couldn’t fake out a veridicator. It monitored brain waves that made up the core of a man’s thought.


 




 “Did you throw that grenade?” Valkanhayn snarled when the man was strapped into the chair, the electrodes fastened to his head. 


 




 “No!” the man insisted, plaintively. “Trall good servant!” Over his head, the ball turned a deep crimson.


 




 “LIAR!” Valkanhayn screamed, drawing his dagger again and clubbing the man in the head with the hilt. “DID YOU THROW THAT GRENADE?!”


 




 “Y-yes, Master!” the man whimpered, fearfully.


 




 “Who gave you the grenade?” the captain of the Space Scourge demanded. “Who?”


 




 Eyeing the ball above him fearfully, the man refused to speak any further, other than to protest that he was a good servant.


 




 “Your Highness,” Baron Bentfork finally asked, gently, “May I?”





 It was a fair idea. The neobarbarian was, of course, more familiar with his own folk, and spoke the language. Trask nodded. 


  


 The former king of Tradetown loomed in front of the cowering man and began to address him calmly but firmly in the degenerate form of language the natives had spoken when the first Space Vikings had arrived. You could almost make out some of the words that had survived local interpretation, but only a few. Bentfork went on at length, finally finishing with a dark-sounding invocation, or perhaps it was just a particularly nasty threat.


 




 The frightened servant babbled back in the same language, and for a moment the two men argued, the ball overhead changing from red to blue and all shades in between. Finally, Trall hung his head in despair and muttered one word.


 




 “Spasso,” he gasped.


 




 Harkaman was on his phone in an instant. “Have Envoy Spasso’s vessel seized immediately,” he ordered. “I want that slimy son-of-a-khoograh in front of me before dawn, understand?”


 




 “He left the party about half an hour before you did – tried to – Sire,” Rathmore remembered. “He said something about an appointment at the Planetary Building. I figured he was just sight-seeing, seeing what we’ve done with the place.”


 




 “Admiral!” a trooper called, rushing past his sovereign without noticing, a radio in his hand. “We just received word – there’s a firefight over at Trask House. It looks like a commando team was trying to invade when our people got there. They’re asking for reserves.”




 “Well send them in, blast it!” Harkaman bellowed. “And get Festersan on the screen! I need to know—”


 




 “This is him now, Admiral,” the trooper said. “I’m having the call routed to this screen. He’s in the middle of a firefight, too. A couple of combat cars strafed the barracks, apparently, and then tried to blow up the camp headquarters. Colonel Festersan is commanding from an anti-aircraft position, but he’s holding out. He’s asking for support, too!”


 




 “I’m on it!” Valkanhayn shouted, grabbing his own belt radio and calling his ship. A moment later he snapped it shut. “I’ve got six combat cars from the Space Scourge going in to support. All I could scrape up.”


 




 “That won’t leave enough to capture Spasso’s ship!” Harkaman said, sourly.


 




 “Your Highness,” Duke Valpry interrupted. “If I might point out, Spasso’s ship is technically sovereign territory of Gram, since he bore diplomatic credentials which were duly accepted. If we send soldiers from Tanith into it, it’s an act of war.”


 




 “So is throwing a grenade at a sitting head of state!” Duke Rathmore said, bitterly. “Diplomacy be damned! This is just the kind of treatment we can expect at the hands of Omfray!” Rathmore had a particular loathing of the former lord of Glaspyth, now monarch, due to business dealings with his family a generation ago. The former Wardshaven politician had been the staunchest support of Angus on Tanith, largely due to their shared enmity of the man. 


 




 “I wasn’t saying don’t do it,” protested Valpry. “I’m just the Foreign Minister. It’s a diplomatic thing. I thought it needed to be said. Part of my job,” he shrugged.


 




 “Let me help, Your Highness,” Captain Phillipe suggested. “My men aren’t Tanith soldiers. And we’re berthed right next to Spasso’s ship. And if those fire fights are Spasso’s men, I can’t imagine that there would be many left behind to guard the ship – it’s only a fifteen-hundred footer.”


 




 “Do it,” Lucas ordered. Rathmore was right: Diplomacy be damned. “We appreciate any help you can offer, Captain Phillipe.”




 “My pleasure,” the captain said, gruffly, as he picked up his own phone. “I never liked Spasso. Cheats at cards.” He said it as if was the ultimate condemnation of his character. He began calling his ship, too, ordering the surprise assault.


 




 The rest of the evening was almost anti-climatic. The battle at Trask House was over quickly, as the enemy commandos there had been prepared for a quick assassination, not an extended battle with heavy combat infantry. Six were captured, with thrice that many killed in the fighting.


 




 The battle at Camp Valiant was bloodier. As dawn broke over the remote base, however, the last of the invaders – soldiers of Gram, in uniform – were being mopped up after the reinforcements from the Space Scourge kept the enemy aircars from escaping. Sir Paul Koreff had made it to the camp with a TanithNews aircar and got some dramatic footage of the tail end of the battle, and its aftermath. Almost twenty surviving Gram soldiers were herded into the mess hall under armed guard while medics tended the wounded.


 




 Phillipe’s men from the Relentless had little difficulty taking over Spasso’s ship. As predicted, only a score of guards remained behind, and a skeleton ground crew. Spasso, however, was not present.


 




 The treacherous count was found an hour after the sun rose trying to bully his way past the night watchman at the Rivington Times telecast station in the Planetary Building with a couple of armed Gram soldiers, where he was insisting that he had to address the people, due to the recent assassination of Prince Lucas. Both of his men were shot before he was captured.


 




 “Clap him in irons,” Trask said, tiredly, when he was informed. “Really heavy ones. I need at least a good night’s sleep before I face him, or I’ll lose my royal dignity and strangle him to death on the spot.”


 




 “No one would blame you if you did,” Harkaman assured him. “You know what he was thinking, don’t you? With you, Valerie, and myself gone, he could step in, claim sovereignty for Gram, and hope that he could make it stick in the confusion.”




 “That sounds like his style,” Valkanhayn agreed, reluctantly. “He’s always quick with a stiletto in the back, that one.”


 




 “Well, we’ll see what Count Spasso has to say for himself in the morning,” Trask decided. “Otto, you wouldn’t have a spare room for a really, really tired monarch, do you? I think my new place is being redecorated.”




    
   





 



Chapter Four: 




The Trial of Garvan Spasso


 




 




 




 It actually took two days for Garvan Spasso to come before the Prince of Tanith for judgment, but they were two very busy days.


 




 Harkaman led the investigation, with plenty of willing help. Nearly everyone had been appalled at the bold, audacious assassination attempt, and Spasso’s universal contempt made him an easy target for revilement. With steady questioning, liberal use of veridicators, and the occasional beating the story began to emerge.


 




 First, the men of the Relentless had found several coded messages in Spasso’s luxurious private quarters, orders from Omfray for him to take possession of the Tanith colony by any means necessary. They also found orbital pictures of the training camp, Rivington, the spaceport, the lunar base, the Lamia, and other strategic features, many of which had been marked up as part of the battle plan.


 




 The plan itself had been simple: if Trask rejected the return to the sovereignty of Gram, as he had, then Spasso had planned to decapitate the regime with one bold stroke, using a witless native as his pawn. Trall had been one of the original bully-boy guards that Spasso had recruited when he’d first come here, before Lucas had arrived in the Nemesis and taken over, and just a little gold and some empty promises had recruited the man for the effort. 


 




 The grenade used was not Sword World manufacture, it was determined. Indeed, it was not identifiable at all, a design unfamiliar to Tanith. That, too, was intriguing – and disturbing. Just a little digging revealed that Trall had been given gold to purchase it from a merchant from the southeast. Kato province.


 




 That sent the tiny MI branch into a tizzy. They already had people on the ground, and orders went out to accelerate the investigation into the mysterious weapons in the hands of the neighborhood neobarbs.


 




 The captain and crew of Spasso’s ship were detained indefinitely. The officers were all loyal Gram men, allies and henchmen of Omfray’s for the most part, while the crew and enlisted men were from the common orders, hired by the Crown of Gram for their nascent Royal Navy. 


 




 The ship itself was virtually brand new, built in the Gorram shipyards in Wardshaven, where the Nemesis had been built a decade before. She was only fifteen-hundred feet in diameter. It was strongly armed, more of a warship than a ship designed for raiding, but she was a pretty thing, called the Seven Stars. There were seven stars on Omfray’s livery.


 




 “I like her,” Lucas said, when the report on the ship was brought to him at Harkaman House the next day, including several images of the pristine interior and an inventory of the armament. “I think we’re going to keep her.”


 




 “What?” Valerie asked, surprised. She had insisted on being involved in the investigation as well. She might be from a civilized world, but she took a dim view of political assassination in general, and found it really offensive when she, her husband, and her unborn child were the targets. “Do we want her? Do we need her?”


 




 “I’ve got two ships being built now that I can’t afford to finish,” Lucas pointed out. “The Star of Tanith is just getting broken in. And here’s a brand new ship – Sword World built and armed, too – just sitting there empty. It seems a shame to waste it.”


 




 “She is a sweet one,” Boake Valkanhayn said, as he came in and went right to the serving robot for coffee. “Fast, too. If you take her, that Omfray character isn’t going to like it. It doesn’t even look like she’s been bloodied, yet!”


 




 “It may cause trouble further down the line,” Duke Valpry pointed out. He’d arrived early, after briefing the diplomatic corps on the turbulent night’s events and reassuring them that Prince Lucas and Princess Valerie were not only unhurt, but still firmly on their thrones. “But under the circumstances . . . well, there is ample precedent.”


 




 “I don’t care if there is or not,” Lucas said, flatly. “Omfray sent a murdering thug to me under a flag of truce. He’s lucky he’s just loosing the ship. That was an act of war.”


 




 “Agreed,” Valerie murmured. “But why, Lucas?”


 




 “Because Omfray thought he could buy off his sponsors on Xochitl and Haulteclere with what he got out of Tanith, or at least Spasso convinced him he could. Either way, it didn’t work. And I’m more than a little irritated.”


 




 “Shall I order construction of a gallows?” Valkanhayn asked. 


 




 “Not yet,” Lucas sighed. “As angry as I am, there are still forms that should be observed. We need to handle this properly.”


 




 If Spasso’s involvement in the night’s events was obvious, the mysterious young Cpl. Gatworth’s role only became more mysterious when his effects were gone through. 


 




 It was done posthumously – despite the best efforts of Countess Dorothy, and the finest robomedics on the planet, the young hero died shortly after dawn. Trask did see fit to knight him on his deathbed, however, naming him the First Captain of his royal guards – which were as of yet non-existent – and then gave an impassioned exclusive interview to Paul Koreff of TanithNews about the entire incident that expounded on the virtues of the young soldier.


 




 His personal effects seemed pretty ordinary, at first, the basic necessities of any soldier. They were brought to Harkaman House, where he and Otto and some of the others helped look through it for some clue to the mysterious man. His enlistment papers revealed that Gatworth had arrived seven months before on a tramp freighter out of Volund, but that he had actually boarded at Port Sandor, on Fenris. That was nearly seven hundred light years away.


 




 “Why Tanith?” Lucas asked himself. “I mean, if you had to go off into the galaxy and seek your fortune as a mercenary soldier, why come to Tanith? Surely there are more lucrative posts.”


 




 “Adventure? Excitement? The opportunity to impress a prince and raise his station?” his cousin Nick suggested. “I came out here for that myself. How am I doing on that whole ‘impress a prince and raise my station’ part?”


 




 “If it hadn’t been for Gatworth, here,” Lucas pointed out, “You’d be that prince, now.”


 




 “Me and my big mouth,” sighed Nick. “Guess I really do owe the man my gratitude.”


 




 “So Gatworth comes here from Volund – no, from Fenris – for the glamorous life of a mercenary non-com. But that doesn’t explain this,” He said, pulling out a thick book on hyperspatial mechanics. There were three more in the man’s locker, two on advanced mathematics and one on computer science. There were a dozen or more microbooks on other arcane topics, too. “For a grunt, he’s surprisingly well-read.”


 




 “A lot of men continue their education while on ship,” Harkaman pointed out. 


 




 “Only Gatworth wasn’t ever assigned to off-planet duty,” Nick reminded him as he scanned the man’s service record, provided by the Royal Army office. “He’d only gotten here seven months ago. He was still green. Into the Royal Army, three months to make Corporal, received advanced training, posted to the elite squad a month ago. Fast rise. But it appears he had even higher ambitions.”


 




 “What’s this?” Lucas asked, finding a framed photoprint of an older looking couple, smiling and holding hands at a restaurant, a couple of teenaged kids around them. One of the kids was clearly Gatworth. They looked like good folk – smiling, happy, a perfect family. And now their son was dead.


 




 “This is curious,” Harkaman said, when he passed the picture to him. “Notice anything unusual about the picture?”


 




 “Um . . . no?” Lucas said.


 




 “You can see the sun outside, just over her shoulder,” he observed. “And there’s some kind of bird back there. A little blurry.”


 




 “Bad photography is hardly unusual,” Nick said. “I don’t see it.”


 




 “Well, let’s just say that if this Gatworth character came from Fenris, he didn’t grow up there,” Harkaman explained. “Never been there, but I’ve heard of it. Fenris is an unusual world. It’s technically habitable, but it only makes four rotations every orbit. Extreme environment. Not the kind of place,” he finished, “where you have restaurants that have outside-facing windows. Also, if I recall correctly, Fenris orbits a G4 star. That’s a G7 star, easily. That, my dear Prince, is not Fenris.”


 




 “So . . . ?” Lucas began, without knowing exactly how to finish the sentence.


 




 “So I’m guessing that this mysterious Wizard who sent him is not there, either.”


 




 “So if this isn’t Fenris, then where is it?”


 




 Everyone studied the picture, but there were no definite signs of origin. Just a happy family eating out on some Earth-like world. There weren’t even any distinctive dishes that could help identify it.


 




 “This is strange, too,” Valerie said, holding up a journal. “I’ve scanned through this, and mostly it’s just, well, journal. Regular everyday routine. Complaining about duty, guys in his squad, talking about girls he’s met . . . but then down the side of every other page there’s a list of numbers.”


 “Homework?” asked Nick, gesturing to the math books.


 




 “Too regular,” Lucas said, shaking his head as he studied the journal.


 




 “It’s a code,” Harkaman suggested. 


 




 “Code? This just keeps getting better. What kind of code?”


 




 “Maybe it has to do with this?” Nick asked, holding up a silver electric razor. “Anyone recognize this? And yes, I’m aware it’s a razor. But what else can you tell me about it?”


 




 “It wasn’t built in the Sword Worlds,” Lucas reflected, after examining it. “Where does it say it was made?”


 




 “Braggi,” Nick supplied, after a brief search. “Why, that’s on the other side of the map!”


 




 “So a man from Fenris who’s not from Fenris, carrying a razor from Braggi,” Lucas reasoned out loud, “is sent by a wizard – whereabouts unknown – to Tanith to protect me from . . . danger, apparently from Gram. Or elsewhere.”


 




 “That’s quite the mystery,” nodded Valerie. “I guess whoever this Wizard character is wants to be your guardian angel.”


 




 “Well, I owe him one now,” Lucas agreed. “If nothing else, we can take the body back to Fenris for burial with honors. Even if he’s not from there, we should be able to figure out where he came from. I hope.”


 




 “And just what are we going to do with Spasso’s body?” Harkaman asked. “Assuming he won’t have a use for it, anymore.”


 




 “I’m ordering his trial for tomorrow at the scene of the crime – sorry for the imposition, Otto, but I think it’s important that he face up to what he did. On camera. Whatever happens, I want good audiovisuals to send to Omfray. Now let’s discuss exactly what we want to happen . . . ”


 




 The next day Lucas finally went back to his home, which was surprisingly undamaged by the battle that had been fought. There were three times the number of guards, and Colonel Festersan insisted on personally inspecting the new security – which now included a heavy 90mm anti-aircraft gun and a constant aircav patrol overhead. Satisfied, Lucas got some sleep after ensuring Valerie was comfortable. Then that afternoon they made the trip back to Harkaman House for the trial.


 




 The great hall they’d used just a few days before for the reception was turned into a courtroom, the large table pulled to one side and Lucas’ throne established at the head of the hall. Harkaman, Valkanhayn, Morland and Valpry sat behind the table, as advisors, while the Prime Minister stood for the prosecution. Rathmore excused himself from the bench, claiming his extreme prejudice against Omfray made him less than impartial, and Duke Karffard preferred to just observe. So did a lot of other people. Indeed, six rows of seats were packed with other aristocratic observers, ambassadors, and the press. Black-clad Tanith Army soldiers brandished submachine guns from every door and window.


 




 Garvan Spasso was dragged before the court in iron shackles by two black-clad combat armored soldiers, his finery stained with sweat and dirt and a little of his own blood. At some point it seemed as if Spasso had walked into a wall – repeatedly – because his face was bruised and cut in places. His beady eyes were wide with fear as he faced the man he had paid to have killed.


 




 “Count . . . Spasso,” Nikkolay said, turning the title into a sneer. “You have been charged with plotting and executing an attack on a Sovereign Prince of the Realm, a sitting head-of-state, under the color of diplomacy and at the behest of a foreign power. To whit, you paid the servant Trall to purchase and throw an anti-armor grenade at Prince Lucas and Princess Valerie, as well as Admiral Harkaman and bystanders, for the purpose of political assassination and usurpation of the Realm. Further, you are charged with an act of war for directing troops against the lawful army of Tanith. How do you plead?”


 




 “I have diplomatic immunity!” the pathetic little man whined. “You accepted it! I cannot be touched, or it’s an act of war!”


 




 “Gram and Tanith were at war the moment that grenade was thrown,” Harkaman said from the bench. “Your diplomatic immunity was forfeit, therefore. Not to mention you planning the attack in my home, which is an abysmal abuse of my hospitality. If you weren’t going to be hung already, our seconds would be discussing the matter!”


 




 “King Omfray is the rightful overlord of Tanith, and I was acting on his orders!” Spasso insisted, his voice quavering. “The lawful sovereign has a right—”


 




 “Omfray has no more right to rule here than you do, Spasso,” Nikkolay said, derisively. “How do you plead?” he repeated. 


 




 “Tanith is a colony of Gram!” he insisted, his shackles rattling as he gesticulated. “Therefore the King of Gram is the ruler of Tanith!”


 




 “The Tanith Adventure was the chartered company of King Angus, not King Omfray,” Valpry said, contemptuously. “In fact, the original Adventure was under the auspices of Duke Angus. Your precious king was a beggar in exile when the charter establishing it as a Viceroyalty was granted. And Tanith became independent before he stole the throne. Therefore, legally speaking, he can keep his grubby mitts off the world we fought for!”


 




 “I had my orders from my sovereign,” he protested, lamely.


 




 “So your entire defense, Spasso, is that you were following orders, is it not?”


 




 “Yes!”


 




 “Yes, YOUR HIGHNESS, you disgraceful dog!” Harkaman bellowed.

 



 “Yes, Your Highness! I did only what I was bid by my sworn liege. Surely you would not fault one of your men—”


 




 “Damn it, Spasso, you were one of my men!” Lucas said, angrily. “If you recall, you and your men swore allegiance to me. Captain Valkanhayn, I believe you were a witness?”


 




 “I was,” Spasso’s old partner said, eyeing him shrewdly. “I remember the day well. We all pledged to serve you faithfully and loyally, in war and peace, on ship or land. I believe that includes not throwing grenades at you. Not that I’m a lawyer,” he added, with a chuckle.


 




 “An admirable interpretation of the oaths of loyalty,” Nikkolay chuckled along. “I was there, too, Spasso. Did His Highness discharge you from your oath, when you went to Gram?”


 




 “No, but—”


 




 “Indeed, you transferred your loyalty to Duke – excuse me, King Angus I, did you not?”


 




 “His Majesty most graciously asked me if I would consider a post as Chief of Police—”


 




 “Yes, yes, we know,” Nick said, tiredly. “You became Chief of Police for Glaspyth, where you stole everything that wasn’t nailed down. Then you commiserated with Omfray’s supporters, under the guise of infiltrating them on behalf of the Crown of Gram, and then you provided them with information essential to the security of Gram. When Prince Viktor’s fleet arrived you did not take up arms against them, instead you allied with Omfray against Angus. And now you are here, doing your new master’s bidding. That’s three liege lords in eight years, Spasso. Some might consider that excessively fickle.”


 




 “I always served faithfully—” he began to protest.


 




 “Until the next better offer came along,” Valkanhayn finished, to a chorus of laughter.


 




 “So what did you tell Omfray when he came to power?” asked Lucas. “That your loyalty was for sale – for the price of Tanith?”


 




 “I merely advised His Majesty that Tanith remained a considerable asset of Gram’s, and that a simple assertion of authority—”


 




 “Would land you in irons, pleading for your miserable life?” Lucas asked. “Because that is precisely what happened. What gives you the right to not only go back on your personal oath to me? Much less entitle you to my throne?”


 




 “We were here first!” Spasso nearly screamed. “We were here before you were, and you just took it from us! We had a sweet deal going here, but you—”


 




 “I offered you position, and you took it,” reminded Lucas. “I gave you a ticket to power, and you took it. And this is how I am repaid: with treachery and attempts on my life. Very well. I have considered your plea. I am ready to pronounce my sentence. For your crimes against my Realm, Garvan Spasso, Count of Gram, I hereby sentence you to death. You shall be taken from here to the landing stage where you will be executed by firing squad—”


 




 “Wait!” squealed Spasso. “I object! I . . . I . . . I demand trial by combat!”


 




 There was a fiercely audible gasp among the attendees. Some of those from Marduk looked confused, while many of the Sword Worlders looked disgusted.


 





Gotcha, Lucas thought. Just like they’d planned.


 




 “You? Trial by combat?” Lucas asked, torn between shock and amusement. At least, that was the expression he’d practiced.


 




 “Isn’t it my right?” he squeaked.


 




 He had a point. The Sword Worlds, having been founded by the survivors of the System States military, had always enjoyed a heavily martial tradition, one that had led to the enthusiastic adoption of neo-feudalism and an elaborate dueling code. In addition to titles and aristocracy, from the very first foundations of Sword World culture on Excalibur the right for the accused to be granted trial by combat had been fundamental. No doubt it was due to the fact that the entire Officer’s Academy from the System States Alliance left Abigor with the rest of them, an academy with a very robust dueling tradition and a fascination with archaic weaponry. 


 




 As a legal appeal, it was rarely employed – most Sword World issues were settled before the courts with lawyers, but every now and then a real, sanctioned judiciary duel occurred. The rules for the challenge were very straightforward: the crown designated a champion, and the defendant (or his designated champion) fought until he won or lost according to the rule of the judges.


 




 “Very well,” Lucas pronounced, slowly. “If Count Spasso wants to exercise his right to challenge, so be it. I accept.”


 




 Spasso seemed to relax a little. From what Lucas knew of him, he was a fair shot, if an uninspired warrior. Spasso’s fortè was manipulation and guile, not puissance.


 




 “If someone will kindly loan me a pistol,” he said, glumly. “And remove these chains.”


 




 “Oh, no,” Lucas said, shaking his head. “If we are to observe the traditional forms, then we will observe all of the traditional forms, Count. As the challenged party, the Realm gets to choose the weapon and the location, as well as the Realm’s champion.” He thought a few moments, and then an amusing idea occurred to him. “The place shall be here, the grounds of Harkaman House, at noon tomorrow. We can use that pretty patio of yours, Otto. The weapons shall be . . . swords,” he said, with a certain amount of relish. Spasso paled. 


 




 Lucas, like most Sword World aristocrats, had learned fencing in his youth. Even while swords seemed an anachronism, the fact was that they were simple and elegant weapons still used in hand-to-hand combat, especially by Space Viking infantry on raids against similarly-armed neobarbs. 


 




 While the efficacy of a 10mm round was proven when dealing with hostile neobarbarians, the fact was that on so many of the worlds the Space Vikings raided the natives had some sort of sword, and while firearms were effective, they were also effectively offensive weapons. They could actually be a disadvantage for close-quarters fighting. Swords could be used to attack or defend, and in battle on a primitive planet, a sword could be every bit as valuable as a gun.


 




 But Spasso wasn’t an infantryman. By all accounts he had schemed and politicked to gain command of the Lamia, using treachery and murder when more subtle devices hadn’t worked. He was more comfortable with a concealed dagger, it was rumored. Or even poison. Whichever corner of the Sword Worlds he had grown up in, it hadn’t been among the aristocracy, and clearly the thought of dueling with blades terrified him.


 




 “As to the Realm’s champion,” Lucas continued, “I am tempted to take that honor myself, considering it was me and my wife you tried to kill – oh, and my future heir to the Realm. I believe my dedication to vengeance is well known,” he said, to a chorus of chuckles. “But I’m an old married man, now, not to mention a sitting head-of-state. It would be imprudent and unwise for me to let my anger prevail, on the off chance I’d slip and fall and accidentally cut off my head before I slew you, Spasso. So I will appoint a champion. I believe I would have no small number of volunteers, should I ask – would any of you gentlemen be willing, for example?”


 




 Nearly every male member of the assembled raised their hands – only the ambassadors and the newsmen abstained. Lucas was amused that both Countess Dorothy and Lady Essen’s hands were likewise raised. Finally, the Mardukans and the Sword Worlders could agree on something.


 




 “As I thought. But for you, Spasso, I think I have the perfect champion. On the morrow you shall meet on the field of honor our loyal subject, Lord Noam, Baron of Bentfork.”


 




 The name didn’t mean anything to Spasso of course. 


 




 “You know him better as the King of Tradetown.” That got the reaction Lucas was looking for. “You remember, don’t you, the city your crew raided repeatedly when you first came to Tanith? In fact, you took one of his wives as hostage, did you not? Kept her in your own chamber, if I recall. She was there, ‘serving’ you, the first night we landed. 


 




 “Well, while you have been scheming against me, Lord Noam put aside his hatred of Space Vikings and became a loyal subject. I therefore elevated him to the aristocracy. You see, I reward my people, when they have been loyal. And I repay villainy with bitter justice. Tomorrow, you will face the man whose wife you took, with naked steel in your hand, and by God, Spasso, you will show us all just what kind of man you are!”


 




 Spasso whimpered as meekly as his pawn, Trall, had, but he said nothing. Lucas grunted in disgust. “Take him away. Make certain he is decently fed, showered, and gets plenty of sleep. I want him well rested. And give him a practice sword. Perhaps he won’t embarrass himself completely, then.”


 




 Spasso continued protesting wildly as the guards dragged him away. “Is there any objection to my verdict?” Lucas asked the assembled. “I’m open to suggestions.”


 




 “You were more than gracious, my Prince,” Valerie said, the elegant sapphire-studded silver circlet she wore unsuccessfully vying with her deep blue eyes for attention. “I think it is a fitting judgment.”


 




 “I concur,” Duke Valpry said, decisively. “That snake deserves far, far worse. Trial by combat, indeed!” he sneered. No one could deliver a devastating sneer like Valpry.


 




 “You know he was just trying to lure you into a gun duel,” Valkanhayn added. “He is a fair shot – but not as good as you, I’d wager. He probably figured that you were angry enough to do it yourself, and hoped he’d get lucky.”


 




 Lucas snorted. “I’m a pretty fair shot myself. But I’m not a fool. Perhaps it’s the prospect of fatherhood, but I’m not going to gamble the future of the Realm because of a pimple of a human being like Spasso!”


 




 “Will Baron Bentfork agree to such a duel?”


 




 “I will,” Noam said, stepping forward from the rear of the hall. “I as much as begged the boon from the Deliv- from His Highness. I shall fight for the honor of my lady, my lands, and my Prince,” he said with a graceful bow. There were murmurs of approval from the court.


 




 “Your Highness,” Rathmore said, “do the dueling codes permit a non-Sword World champion to stand for the realm in a duel of justice?”


 




 “His Highness is at liberty to designate any champion he wills, be they a lawful subject,” Nikkolay pointed out. 


 




 That had been a potential sticking-point to the plan that they had stayed up far into the night making last night: many in the Sword Worlds considered themselves somehow better than the neo-barbarians of the Old Federation. Having someone mention the old right of trial by combat to Spasso was easy enough, and that suggestion had germinated and blossomed just as planned. But especially among the Sword Worlder crowd, there were some to whom putting Spasso into an arena with a “primitive” was as good as making him fight a Zarathustra damnthing. 


 




 Some had questioned the wisdom of the duel at all, and had pressed for a simple, speedy execution. But Lucas and Valpry and Nikkolay had been firm. As much as he wanted to put the would-be usurper and erstwhile assassin down like a mad dog, it wasn’t politically wise, even with such flagrant cause. The execution of a diplomatic emissary, even one who had abused his position do damnably, was fraught with potential fallout from the Sword Worlds. 


 




 But a trial by combat was different. No one could argue that the trial was rigged or unfair. Such a duel allowed Lucas and the Realm the moral high ground, and would be excellent propaganda back in the Sword Worlds, where Tanith had become a cause celebre among many in the scattered aristocracies. Further, a humiliated and discredited Spasso could well be a better asset than a dead Spasso. If Lucas left the actual execution up to Omfray, he still won the argument but forced his opposition into punishing his own lackey. 


 




 Besides. He couldn’t very well disappoint Lord Noam. 


 




 “Baron Bentfork has been a good and loyal subject of the Realm,” Lucas said, nodding to the man. “More, he has been a just and wise lord of his people, and further he has a legitimate grievance with Spasso. As such, he has every right by law and custom to act as our champion.”


 




 “A point, Your Highness,” Nikkolay said, “under the circumstances, it seems foolhardy to over-antagonize the self-styled King of Gram.” He turned dramatically to address the audience – and the audiovisual cameras that were recording the proceedings. “Perhaps if the terms of the duel were set to be less than lethal, it might demonstrate His Highness’ magnanimity in the face of such base treachery.”


 




 Lucas acted surprised, but that was how he and Nick had rehearsed it. “I yield to the advice of my trusted counselor, cousin, and friend. So be it: the duel shall be to first blood, only, not to the death. Not on purpose, anyway,” he added, which inspired some chuckles. “If first blood is shed as his head parts from his body, I will consider the terms of the duel fairly met.


 




 “Now if there are no further objections, let it be known that from this day on, any such attack as Spasso contrived will be met with the full force of our Realm. Tanith was founded on vengeance,” he said, wincing inwardly – but Rathmore, Valpry and Nikkolay had been adamant about this phrasing, “and woe will be the payment to any who dare disturb the peace of our Realm. No matter what title they have gilded themselves with,” he said, with especial emphasis, as he looked into the cameras. 


 




 That was purely for Omfray and Viktor’s benefit, in essence saying: you made an attempt, you failed. Back off or else! Whether or not it would be convincing was another question, but his advisors had been resolute: any sign of weakness at this point would be seen as an indication that the Realm was up for grabs. 


 




 “In addition,” he said, straightening, “the officers of the Gram ship Seven Stars, shall be dispatched back to Gram in one of its pinnaces, the enlisted men shall be taken in as prisoners of war, and the ship shall be re-commissioned in the Royal Navy of Tanith and re-christened . . . The Princess Valerie,” he said, casting a warm look at his wife. She looked surprised, and a little pleased, but also a little embarrassed. 


 




 “I shall consider it a gift from the self-styled King of Gram in honor of the news of our new heir and a peacemaking gesture in advance of the apology I’m certain is forthcoming from that throne. Is there further business before this court? Then we are adjourned until the morrow. Oh, and . . . let’s not tell Spasso about ‘first blood’ – I’m worried he won’t try as hard if he doesn’t think his life is on the line!”


 




 Later, back at Trask House, he and Valerie had a few moments alone before dinner. 


 




 “You named a battleship after me?” she asked, still blushing a little.


 




 “It’s a cruiser,” Lucas corrected. “Spur-of-the moment thing,” he shrugged, smiling. “She’s a sweet little ship, after all – not ideal for raiding, but she’s a first-rate warship. One of the last ones Alex Gorram built before he died – he’s the father of Basil Gorram – Baron Basil, who runs the shipyards here.”


 




 “Oh, I don’t mind – I’m quite flattered, really. But do you really think ‘Princess
Valerie’ is going to strike fear and terror in the hearts of neobarbarians everywhere?”


 




 Lucas shrugged. “It does to me. I don’t see why everyone else should be spared.”


 




 After narrowly dodging a pillow hastily flung in his direction, he caught his bride up in his arms. “Are you kidding?” he teased. “I want everyone in the galaxy to know just how much I think of you, Val. As a matter of fact, I think that will be your new official yacht.”


 




 “A battleship? For a yacht?”


 




 “Cruiser. It’s perfectly appropriate for a Space Viking warrior-princess,” he pointed out grinning. “And if Omfray is really serious about wanting to take Tanith, we’re going to need every ship we can put into the sky.”


 




 Valerie shuddered. “Do you think it will come to that?”


 




 Lucas shook his head. “Not really. Looking at the resources he’d have to expend to prosecute a war across three thousand light-years in relation to how much he owes Viktor and his other supporters, I think he was rolling the dice. Now that he’s lost, he’ll probably have more important things to do than avenge Garvan Spasso.”


 




 “It’s just odd to have a battleship – cruiser – named after me,” she said, snorting. “Most girls just get diamonds.”


 




 “So just think of how jealous your friends back on Marduk will be!”


 




 She rolled her eyes and laughed. “You’re going to give me the biggest ego, my prince – are you sure you’re prepared for that?”


 




 He stroked her hair as he looked into her eyes, noting that her crown-of-maintenance had rolled carelessly to the floor. “Actually, I don’t think that’s going to be what inflates your ego,” he said, casually. “I heard from Lord Noam shortly before the attack that . . . well, you aren’t going to believe this . . .” he said, suddenly embarrassed.


 




 “What? Oh, Ghu, don’t tell me he wants me as his fourth wife!”


 




 “Oh, it’s worse than that,” Lucas snickered. “It seems that I have been incorporated into the local mythology: I’m Prince Lucas the Deliverer, sent by the gods to defeat the evil Space Viking menace – that was Valkanhayn and Spasso, before I showed up.”


 




 “You were sent by the gods?” she giggled.


 




 “Well, that’s what they say,” he admitted. “And not just sent. I’m allegedly the son of the gods.”


 




 “Oh, my!” she said, clasping her hands over her mouth in amusement.


 




 “It gets worse. Since a god can only marry a goddess . . .”


 




 “Oh, NO! Lucas! You can’t be serious!” she said, her beautiful eyes wide in shock. “They made me a goddess?”


 




 “ ‘The White Lady’, they call you,” he said, perversely enjoying her discomfort. “You were favorably compared to the Goddess of Love.” He scanned her face searchingly. “Me, I don’t think I see it . . .”


 




 “Oh, Lucas, oh, they can’t!” she shrieked. “I’m not a goddess!”


 




 “You’re my goddess, and I’ll fight anyone who says otherwise!” Suddenly the adrenaline and stress he had been running on since the attack fell away, and the implications of the last few days seemed to settle on him like a cloak. “When I saw that grenade, Val, it—”


 




 “I know, I know,” she soothed, placing a finger against his lips. “You think I didn’t know that? It’s not always easy, you know, living with her ghost around. Sometimes you feel so melancholy, and I know you’re thinking about her . . .”


 




 “The gods sent me you as recompense,” he smiled, weakly. “I don’t mean to ever compare—”


 




 “Shush! Your princess demands it!” she said with quiet earnestness. “I can live with her, Lucas. I know how much she meant to you. I can only hope you love me half as much—”


 




 “Shush!” Lucas said, putting his finger on her lips. “She’s dead, Val. You’re not. As much as I loved E-elaine,” he said, choking inadvertently on the name, “she’s no Valerie. There are so many ways in which you are alike, it’s eerie sometimes. But the ways that you’re different from her . . . I’m continuously amazed with you, my sweet. There’s no happier man in the galaxy, I assure you.” 


 




 He looked around at their personal apartment, which – thankfully – hadn’t been breached in the recent assault. It was filled with knick-knacks and souvenirs from both of them, from the ugly stuffed bisonoid head Morland had brought him from Gram to the incredible oil portrait a suitor had painted of Valerie in college. It was their place, as close to a home as Lucas had ever had.


 




 “I think it’s time to retire,” he sighed. “It’s been a long and tiring day, and tomorrow looks like it’s going to be just as bad.”


 




 “Retire? Lucas, it’s mid-afternoon! If you’re tired—”


 




 “I didn’t say I was tired,” he said kissing her. “I said we should retire, due to the tiring day. Big difference.”


 “But we have so much to do—” she said, attempting to be responsible. Lucas gazed deep into her sapphire-blue eyes, kissed her, and unhooked the clasp of her gown, allowing it to fall into a puddle at her feet. 


 




 “Your prince demands it,” he said, quietly. 


 




 Rank hath its privileges, he reflected, as his wife led him to the bedroom.


  


 




 * * *


 




 




 The three official witnesses were selected the next morning. Count Maitlan, the quiet ambassador from Flamberge, was chosen to represent the Sword Worlds as an impartial observer, while Captain Phillipe stood for the Space Vikings. The Mardukan ambassador Martimore and the Gilgamesh ambassador, Denwin –


a grim-faced, long-bearded merchant who conducted diplomacy part-time when he wasn’t running the Gilgamesher exchange – were also selected as judges to inspect the weapons. Countess Dorothy was on hand with a trauma kit and a robomedic bed, to deal with the aftermath. 

 




 Garvan Spasso had eaten heartily the night before, and practiced with a wooden sword for a few hours in between intervals of attempting to bribe the guards to get a message somewhere. When Alvyn Karffard heard about that, he had one of the guards accept the bribe and then doubled it for the chance to gain the intelligence.


 




 “It was a poorly-coded message to some agent in Rivington,” he told Lucas the next morning, when they had arrived back at Harkaman House. “He wanted him to contact someone code-named Cornerstone and arrange for a rescue this morning. He gave an address in the artisan shops on the eighteenth floor of the Planetary Building – that section is a maze of small merchants. I had my people pick up the man, a gunsmith who caters to the mercenaries, and bring him in. A couple of rough hours and he was ready to talk under a veridicator.”


 




 “So who was he?”


 




 “Some old friend of Spasso’s,” shrugged Karffard. “Some old space-rat he knew from way back. I get the feeling that it wasn’t the first time he’s been activated, either. Apparently he’s been indulging in some smuggling, some spying, and dabbling in black market items. We found a whole storeroom of . . . interesting items. Including listening devices and microrecorders. Reproduction equipment suitable for forging identity papers. And plenty of weapons, of course. Plus, he had a rented warehouse space out at the spaceport. I have a team headed there now.”


 




 “So who was he working for?” Lucas asked, disturbed.


 




 “Spasso, obviously. But probably not exclusively. What’s disturbing isn’t that Spasso had a local contact he felt he could count on in a pinch, but that he assumed that this contact had enough resources to somehow rescue him from prison and get him off-world.”


 




 “Wring him out,” Lucas ordered. “I want everything he knows. Ask about the Wizard, too.”


 




 The captured officers from the Seven Stars, about fifty men in all, were assembled to witness the duel, each in manacles and under guard. Lucas wanted there to be no doubt about the outcome, or the fairness of the duel.


 




 Spasso looked haunted when he was finally brought out, just before noon. He had bathed and had combed what little hair he had left, and after his restraints were removed he was presented with a wide selection of weaponry. He spent an inordinate amount of time examining the score of blades that had been assembled, until he finally chose a light steel saber with a bell guard, about seventy centimeters long. He made a couple of practice feints in the air, nearly completed a respectable moulinet, and nodded to the judges.


 




 Baron Bentfork had arrived in his personal car early that morning with all three of his wives in tow, his eldest son Nogal, as well as several of his petty nobles and a local priest who could barely restrain himself upon being introduced to Prince Lucas and Princess Valerie. That made Val blush, but she maintained her composure admirably.


 




 Noam’s blade was nearly a hundred centimeters long, forged from local steel – likely from structural steel scavenged from Rivington, back when the natives called it Rivvin and saw it as the ruin of a mythical age. It was straight, double-sided, slightly pointed, a ‘hand-and-a-half’ hilt of gilded brass that grew a twenty-centimeter-wide blade. The length of the steel had been painstakingly polished and engraved with runes and charms. It was truly the weapon of a neobarbarian chieftain.


 




 The referee gave the warning, informing the men they had fifteen minutes before the duel. Spasso ran a few clumsy passes in the air, using his cloak as a counterbalance in his left hand. He focused on his footwork and the strength of his wrist.


 




 Baron Bentfork stripped off his tunic and shoes and began stretching, before practicing a few strikes. The large man was surprisingly quick with the heavy blade, using it one-handed like it was a practice foil or adding a second hand to the haft to whirl it about. He moved like a man who had used a sword to defend his life. And with every confident sweep of the blade, Garvan Spasso got more and more pale.


 




 Finally, it was time. Lucas escorted Valerie to their thrones, while Nikkolay addressed the crowd (and the cameras), informing them of the official charges against Spasso and his plea for trial by combat. 


 




 “Are the parties ready?” the referee asked. Spasso looked ill, but nodded. Baron Bentfork kissed his second wife lustily, and nodded as he took his position on the other side of the circle.


 




 “The terms of the duel are these: that both parties will begin fighting upon my signal, and that combat shall continue until the first visible bloodloss. There shall be no calls for quarter for any reason. Is that understood? Excellent. Then, with Your Highnesses permission—“


 




 “Trask!” Spasso called out, desperately, as the referee raised his hand. “You’re making a mistake! You can still back out and we can negotiate this like reasonable men!”


 




 “Reasonable men don’t throw bombs at pregnant ladies,” snorted Lucas. “I’m done with you, Spasso. You may proceed, Bentfork.”


 




 The referee bowed and brought his hand down.


 




 The differences between the two men were instantly apparent. Spasso advanced carefully, his sword en garde – and was visibly shaking. Bentfork, on the other hand, began dancing around the circular patio, his sword flashing in feints and distractions, his movements rhythmic yet unpredictable. Spasso made a few clumsy lunges in an attempt to end the duel quickly with a surprise cut. Noam easily evaded his lighter blade, using only a minimum of effort. Indeed in the first moments of combat, their blades only met twice.


 




 “Noam is just . . . playing with him!” Valerie whispered.


 




 “Spasso is so nervous, I’m shocked he hasn’t dropped the sword, yet,” Lucas whispered back as Spasso made a clumsy pass that Bentfork could have easily taken advantage of. The neobarbarian made a flourish, acknowledging that he had given up an easy opportunity, and then flexed his ample muscles and uttered a defiant warcry as he circled his anxious opponent. The natives he had brought with him cheered wildly at the gesture, so flamboyantly in fact that the Sword World contingent chuckled with amusement. 


 




 Spasso was growing more and more desperate and angry as it became clear that he was being toyed with. He tried quick feints and sharp thrusts, but the native lord dodged them or parried them with ease – yet he also refused to attack. 


 




 “God damn you!” Spasso shrieked at one point. “Stand still!”


 




 “If I did, you still couldn’t hit me,” the neobarb taunted. Suddenly he stepped within Spasso’s guard, twisted, and brought his elbow sharply across the other man’s temple. Spasso sprawled, his sword clattering across the cobbles. Noam raised his bare arms and encouraged the crowd to cheer.


 




 “He allows his opponent to rise and re-arm,” observed Count Maitlan, approvingly. “An act of chivalry.”


 




 “Oh, he just doesn’t want it to end yet,” Paytrik Morland chortled. “It’s like watching a garvabird toy with a mouseling.” Lucas could tell he had money on the match by how closely he was paying attention.


 




 The two combatants made another pass, and once again Noam deftly evaded Spasso’s blade, neglected to take an easy shot that would have ended the duel, and instead kicked at Spasso’s groin. He missed the intended area narrowly, his bare foot kicking at the meaty part of Spasso’s thigh instead, but the shorter man walked with a limp afterwards. 


 




 “Foul!” Spasso howled, as he rubbed his thigh. “This barbarian scum is beating me!”


 




 “Has first blood been shed yet?” the referee asked. “Then shut up and fight. You wanted this duel, remember. If you back out, we can have a firing squad assembled in about sixty seconds. If he decides to beat the snot out of you before he cuts you, that’s his prerogative as a gentleman. I’d say he’s being pretty gracious, considering what you did with his wife.”


 




 Spasso blanched at that. When he had first raided Tradetown after the Lamia and the Space Scourge had landed in Rivington, he had taken hostages, and he could not resist the allure of not just another man’s wife, forcibly taken, but that of a neobarb king as well. 


 




 He had turned the proud lady into a common servant girl, ordering her about like a slave and using her and abusing her at his whim. When Lucas had taken over Tanith from the two chicken-thieves and their crews, he had manumitted all such hostages, and ensured that they had arrived back at their home villages. Noam’s wife had quickly fled back to her family, but the news of her mistreatment at Spasso’s hands had enraged all of Tradetown.


 




 Now Noam had his opportunity for vengeance against his stained honor, and he was savoring it with all possible barbaric splendor. He was beating Spasso soundly, humiliating the man with every pass. And as Spasso got more and more winded, Noam didn’t seem tired in the slightest, even with a far heavier blade.


 




 When Spasso finally could take no more, he made a wild lunge at the man, his saber whirling in a vain attempt to scratch his foe somewhere, anywhere, and end the duel. Instead Bentfork parried, crouched, and swept the legs out from under Spasso. The smaller man landed on the flagstones with a meaty thud. To complete the strike, Bentfork used his momentum to whirl around and savagely slash his blade between Spasso’s elbow and wrist of his right arm, severing it instantly.


 




 The traitor screamed in girlish horror as he stared at his hand, saber still clutched in his fist, lying on the ground in front of him, then at the bleeding stump below his elbow. 


 




 “First blood!” the referee cried. “Bentfork the victor!”


 




 A lusty cheer erupted from the crowd as Countess Dorothy ran forward to begin tending to Spasso’s wounds. 


 




 “Let me get the bleeding under control,” she insisted, “then I should be able to get that hand re-attached, if I can get him into the robomedic quickly enough—” her words choked off as Bentfork triumphantly impaled the severed hand through the wrist on the point of his blade and thrust it into the air for all to see, still draining blood and twitching with random nerve firings. Among wild cheers he carried it over to his party, kneeled and presented it to his second wife, who accepted the grisly prize in her lap as if it had been a bouquet of flowers.


 




 “My hand!” Spasso cried piteously. “Get my hand back!”


 




 “I claim it as my prize!” insisted Bentfork. “You were so free with it before with my wife, I think she should have use of it now!”


 “You can’t do that!” shrieked the injured man as a disapproving Countess wrapped his severed stump in a sterile tourniquet dressing. “She can re-attach it! She can re-attach it!”


 




 “Could I re-attach my head, Spasso?” Lucas asked, loudly. “Or re-attach my bride? No, I think losing a limb is a small price to pay for your miserable lfie. As soon as his wounds are attended, have he and his men loaded aboard their pinnace and have the controls locked for Gram. He’s King Omfray’s problem now. Maybe with only one hand, it will be easier to see the dagger coming.”


 




 After the cameras were off and many of the invitees had departed, Lucas was escorting Valerie and Lady Cecilia Trask – who were already comparing pregnancies – across the sward towards the landing stage when a young Royal Army private approached and saluted.


 




 “Begging Your Highness’ pardon, Sire, but one of the prisoners begs to speak with you. He says he knows you.”


 




 “What?” Lucas asked, surprised. “Who is he?”


 




 “He says his name is Ensign Alexi Karvall, from Gram,” the young man reported. 


 




 Lucas’ heart skipped a beat. He remembered little Alexi, Elaine’s cousin, who had been a lad of twelve or thirteen the fateful day of his first wedding. He had once looked forward to getting to know his in-laws, Elaine’s many cousins in particular, but after the wedding massacre he had tried to forget all about the life that he’d almost had. 


 




 “Alexi Karvall? Bring him to me,” he ordered. The soldier saluted and ran to comply while Lucas spoke to Lady Cecelia. “Do you remember Alexi?”


 




 “Yes, yes of course,” she nodded. “Karvall House threw him a majority party, just before Nick brought me out to Tanith. Handsome boy, well brought up,” she said, approvingly. “I’m sure he’s quite dashing, now.”


 




 “How the devil did he wind up here?” Lucas asked, rhetorically. He discovered how a few moments later, when the Royal Army soldier led the young officer forward. 


 




 The sandy hair was different, a little too long and stringy, but the face was the one he remembered. The boy must be twenty-two, twenty three Standard years, now. His eyes looked anxious and his jaw was set determinedly, and he took a knee the moment he came close. That startled the Royal Army private, who almost took some unfortunate action, but it was clear the bound young man meant no harm.


 




 “Your Highness,” he said, respectfully. “I don’t know if you remember me—”


 




 “You’re Alexi Karvall, I remember you,” Lucas said. “Get up, son. How in Nifflheim are you on Garvan Spasso’s ship?”


 




 “That’s kind of a long story, Your Highness,” admitted the boy as he rose. “And I will be happy to explain, if you will, but . . . well, Prince Lucas, I just want to say that I appreciate what you did after what happened to poor Elaine,” he said, sincerely. “I wished so hard I could go with you, when the Nemesis spaced out. I even tried to run away and see if I could stowaway, but Mother caught me before I got to the hanger. 


 




 “But when I heard what you did, on Marduk, I . . . I just wanted to say thank you. On behalf of my entire House, such as it is, I thank you. My house owes you a debt.”


 




 “I did that for personal reasons, Alexi,” Lucas said, a whirlwind of emotions struggling to overcome his resolve. “But I accept your thanks. What happened, it . . . well, I know I wasn’t the only one I avenged that day. 


 




 “But tell me, what are you doing here? I’d think you’d be getting ready to head to school, or maybe take up a position in the mills?”


 




 Alexi frowned. “Karvall Mills is ours in name, only, these days. At first it was the recession, after Angus was crowned. Then it was the taxes and the corruption of Angus’ court. Then it was the invasion and the civil war. And now it’s the taxes and corruption of Omfray. Mother has retired to the country estate and lets the lawyers run the business. What little business there is.”


 




 “Things are so bad you joined Omfray’s navy?” Lucas asked in disbelief.


 




 “I joined Omfray’s navy because he was sending an expedition to Tanith,” the young man explained. “I’ve been trying to get out here for years, now. When I heard Spasso was going, I bribed my way into a commission for the chance to go.”


 




 “What in Heaven for?” Lucas asked, mystified.


 




 “Because I want to offer you my sword – if I had a sword, at present. Karvall Mills is a shell of what it was, and there aren’t any opportunities for anyone unless you’re willing to kiss up to Omfray’s lackeys. It was bad enough having to spend three-thousand hours with them on that ship. My sisters are married, Mother is well-provided for, but me . . . well, there’s nothing for me there. I was hoping to take service with you, Your Highness.”


 




 Lucas considered. “I’ll . . . consider it. If nothing else, you won’t have to return to Gram with the others. Private, remove his manacles,” he ordered. As he was doing so, Lucas looked searchingly at the beaming young man. “Alexi Karvall, eh? And all grown up. So you want to be a Space Viking, son?”


 




 “If that’s how I can best serve Your Highness,” he nodded.


 




 “Do you swear allegiance to me as your sovereign lord, obeying my orders and the orders of those I place over you, defending my Realm and my life with valor, keeping the laws of the Realm with honor, and faithfully execute your duty to the Realm of Tanith, so forsaking all other allegiances?”


 




 “By my life and on my honor, I so swear,” Alexi said, taking a knee again.


 




 “Then arise. You’re paroled. Further, I want this private to escort you to the bar over there, where you may have a drink to my health. While you’re there, I want you to speak to Duke Karffard, that’s the portly gentleman who looks like he should be a bouncer at a tavern, and tell him everything you know about Omfray, Spasso, Gram, and the lot. Then I want you to report to Colonel Festersan for basic infantry training. Regardless of what you end up doing for me, I think a couple of weeks with the good Colonel will show us what you’re made of.”


 




 “Th-thank you, Your Highness,” Alexi said, humbly. “You don’t know what this means to me . . .”


 




 “I know what it means to me,” Lucas said, with a sad smile on his face. “Elaine always thought very highly of you. She’d want me to give you a chance. So I’m doing it. Don’t disappoint me – or her.”


 




 “I won’t, I promise,” he said, rising. With a nod the trooper led him away, a lot more cordially than he had led him there. 


 




 “That was nobly done,” Cecelia said, approvingly.


 




 “Indeed,” Valerie agreed. “I can tell that meant a lot to both of you.”


 




 “I just feel responsible, I suppose,” he sighed. “If I hadn’t spaced out on the Nemesis and left Gram behind, maybe Alexi . . . well, all I know is that the kid was determined enough to get himself all the way here. I can respect that. And Elaine did like him. So I’m glad I can help him out.”


 




 “Well, Your Highness,” Cecelia said, smiling fondly, “while I typically enjoy an active social life, a reception, a coup attempt, and a state-sanctioned duel all in a few days have exhausted this pregnant lady. Oh, and did you hear what Bentfork is doing with Spasso’s hand? He’s having it plated in gold. His wife was thrilled. Well, actually, all of them were. You know, for neobarbs, they’re actually kind of nice people? Baron Bentfork is even letting his son join the Royal Army.”


 




 Valerie shrugged. “They’re just people. They just didn’t have our advantages. Now that they have a little exposure to culture . . . well, in a few generations, don’t be surprised when your granddaughter ends up marrying Noam’s grandson.”


 




 Cecelia looked a little scandalized, but then blushed. “Well, if he’s built anything like his grandfather, she’s going to be one lucky girl!” she giggled, self-consciously adjusting her shawl. Noam’s muscular shirtless display had enthralled many of the noble women in the audience, Lucas had noted with amusement. Sword World men, while virile, rarely displayed themselves as the Tanith baron had.


 




 “Now that’s a positive sign,” Lucas chuckled a few moments later, as their aircar ascended towards home. “Cecelia’s never been really snobby, I suppose, but she’s still very class conscious. Even hearing her admit that the natives are people . . . that bodes well for Tanith, I think.”


 




 “That’s just Noam’s pectorals talking,” Valerie giggled. “Really, she’s quite charming, and very down-to-earth. I like her a lot, and she’s treated me like a sister since I came here. That’s made it a lot easier. But she’s right about the level of excitement this week. I’m thinking we need to take a holiday for a few days,” she said, suggestively. “Just you, me, and—”


 




 “A platoon of security?” Lucas finished with a wry chuckle. “Believe me, the thought is very appealing. But give me a few days to wrap up this mess, and then we’ll make a proper holiday of it, I promise.”


 




 “I know, I know, affairs-of-state,” she sighed. “I can’t believe you talked me into this whole royalty thing – it’s a good thing I love you. Still, compared to Mardukan court life . . . you have to admit, things stay pretty interesting here. I don’t recall the last time there was a high-profile duel, much less one that determined anything important. And the notable lack of paperwork is divine!”


 




 “There wasn’t anything really important that was decided here today,” Lucas pointed out. “We had scripted the whole thing last night over the screen. We even had someone mention the idea of trial by combat to Spasso, so it was fresh in his mind before the hearing. The only thing that wasn’t planned was Noam cutting off his hand. I expected a neat decapitation, but I think he felt that losing a hand was somehow more humiliating.”


 




 “I think he was right,” Valerie agreed, as the aircar settled into the landing stage of Trask House, the new anti-aircraft batteries tracking the airspace around it as it landed. “I just worry about the wisdom of leaving Spasso alive.”


 




 “He’s harmless, now. When he gets back to Gram, Omfray will likely have him executed for failure, or thrown in irons for the rest of his life. He’ll never get any kind of responsibility again, at the very least, and when the audiovisual of that duel gets out, he’ll end up changing his name and becoming a disreputable bartender on Joyeuse or something.”


 




 “Or he could transform into a vengeful lunatic,” Valerie countered.


 




 “There is that,” agreed Lucas, who’d had experience with vengeful lunatics before. “But somehow I don’t think even he could goad Omfray and Viktor into a real war with Tanith, no matter how much Spasso got humiliated. You can’t just go around indiscriminately throwing grenades at heads of state. People will talk.”


 




 “So you don’t think it will come to war with Gram?” Valerie asked, casually. It was a testament to how well he knew her already that he understood that casual demeanor masked very real worries. 


 




 “Oh, no, not at all,” he assured her. “Omfray’s got Gram mortgaged to the gills, and half of his fleet is borrowed, the rest unfinished. And he needs that fleet to maintain control, or all of Gram will break out in rebellion. Lionel of Northport is still highly resistant to his rule, and a lot of the middle-nobility are ready to revolt, too. One false move and Omfray could go the way of Angus. So in the grand scheme of Omfray’s concerns, Tanith is at best a minor annoyance. There will be no war with Gram.”


 







 



Chapter Five:



The Enemy Within


 




 




 “We must prepare for war with Gram,” Lucas declared at a meeting of Tanith’s “inner circle”, at the Planetary Building a week after the duel. They had skipped the official portions of the government section, opting instead to commandeer the bar in the new Sheshan restaurant that had opened to serve the growing government sector. They had taken over the whole bar, smoking and drinking brandy while they figured out what to do, much to both the honor and the distress of its proprietor. 


 




 It was the usual gang of the “inner circle” – Harkaman, Nick, Rathmore, Valpry, Morland, Ffayle, and Alvyn Karffard. Valkanhayn was off on a quick raiding trip and to inform the other League members of the new developments. Valerie, Duchess Cecelia, Lady Essen and a group of courtiers was touring a new school in a nascent northern settlement – with a company of Royal Army troops as escort.


 




 “You think that’s likely?” Nick asked in surprise.


 




 “I think it’s possible,” reasoned Lucas. “What we did to Spasso is going to hurt Omfray’s dignity; worse, it’s going to challenge the legitimacy of Omfray’s regime. From what I’ve heard, Lionel of Northport isn’t thrilled with Omfray’s rule one bit, and has been training men and building up his forces for years, now. If Omfray doesn’t respond to what we did, then it will embolden Lionel. And others.”


 




 “So it’s possible, but not likely,” Harkaman repeated. “So we cover our bases. All right, we can strengthen the lunar base, maybe, and add more armament to the Lamia. Keep one additional ship in orbital patrol at all times – Star of Tanith can be used for that, be a good opportunity to shake down the crew, too. Instigate a Civil Defense procedure or something, we’ve been needing that for a while, now. But how much effort and resources do we want to expend on a possibility?”


 




 “You think there’s a better route?” Nick asked, swirling the brandy around in his glass. “I’d certainly hate to wake up one morning to find someone’s turned my office into radioactive slag.”


 




 “I’d give you the day off,” shrugged Lucas. “It wouldn’t be all bad. But Otto’s right, too. If we sit here and obsess about Omfray and Viktor, spend a bunch of money we could have used elsewhere, and let the mere potential of hostilities keep us from doing what we want. So let’s find a way to reasonably prepare without being tied down too firmly to pay for it all.”


 




 “I think there’s a prudent way,” Harkaman said. “For one thing, we have some time. Three-thousand hours to Gram, and three-thousand hours back. Not to mention at least five-hundred hours preparing an invasion, if Omfray and Viktor have the will.”


 




 “It will take longer than that,” Karffard said. “That young man you sent me, Lucas, Karvall? Good observer, that one. A wealth of information on what’s happening on Gram. Well, what was happening when he left. Viktor’s got his ships tied down to garrison duty. He has six, and four of them are in Bigglersport, Wardshaven, Glaspyth and Didreksberg. Lionel has two, the Blue Comet and that new one, don’t know the name of it yet, and he won’t let Omfray’s men near Northport. 


 




 “Viktor’s other two ships are run by his sons, and he has them guarding his base on Xochitl and minding the store. So he has none raiding. Omfray has four ships of his own, besides the Seven Stars, but they’re doing planetary defense duty or trading amongst the Sword Worlds now. It would take a while to gather them all back up to put together a fleet. Two of them are reputed to be three-thousand footers,” he added. Tanith didn’t have any ship that large. “But that’s not the worst of it: he has six being built in the shipyards of Glaspyth and Wardshaven. Mostly small-fry, so Karvall says, most are less than two-thousand feet, and I’m inclined to believe him. But they may have been finished already, which means he’s crewing them up. And that will free up Viktor’s forces, too.”


 




 “If Omfray makes any significant move towards Tanith,” Harkaman agreed, “that’s going to tie down the majority of his fleet – he couldn’t do it with any less than six, in my estimation. Not with the defenses we have in place now, even with no friendly ships in orbit to help. Or at least the ones he knows about. I think Spasso’s visit was as much an intelligence gathering mission as anything else.”


 




 “Too bad they weren’t here long enough to get any detailed information, I could have spun them quite a tale,” Karffard chuckled. “But even if he decided to move the day Spasso arrived, it would take him longer than five hundred hours to move his ships around to gather a force. Much longer, if he needs to recruit mercenary infantry.”


 




 “So we don’t have to worry about Omfray attacking – at a minimum – for three or four months,” Nick stated. “And possibly much longer. How can we use that time to the best of our advantage?”


 




 “Well, the good news is that we won’t be paying Gram back one centistellar,” Lothar Ffayle pointed out. “That should buy us a couple of extra missiles.”


 




 “But I want more than a couple of missiles, gentleman,” Lucas said, evenly. “You think Viktor and Omfray could take Tanith with six ships? I want to make it so that it takes him twice that. That means finishing the two new ships in the docks, that means shaking down Spasso’s ship and getting her crewed, and that means a lot more automated defenses. I want to double – no triple! The cis-lunar defenses, I want heavier guns and missile installations around Rivington, and I want some good passive defenses, too. Underground shelters, for one thing, contingency plans, defense plans – I want Tanith to be as impregnable as possible.”


 




 “My Prince, that isn’t going to be cheap,” Ffayle said, after a moment’s silence.


 




 “Lucas, let’s be reasonable,” Nick said, shaking his head. “Look, my wife is pregnant, too, but—”


 




 “It’s not just my pregnant wife, Nick,” Lucas explained. “It’s all the pregnant wives, all the ten-year-old boys, all the sixteen-year-old girls on Tanith. This Realm is an infant, right now, vulnerable to decivilization and attack. Kill everyone in this room and in fifty years, Noam will be king of Tanith again – or at least as much as he can reach by muleback. No, we have a commitment, a duty, to harden our defenses and give the realm some time to put down some roots.”


 




 “Again, that isn’t going to be cheap,” Ffayle repeated, flatly. “I hate to be the voice of reason, but . . .”


 




 “I recall hearing somewhere that gold won’t always get you good soldiers, but that good soldiers can always get you gold,” he said, quoting one of Harkaman’s old chestnuts. “Otto, do we have good soldiers?”


 




 “Oh, my, yes,” Harkaman admitted. “Festersan’s doing wonders. In fact, he’s got Camp Valiant running like clockwork, so he can focus on building up your new royal guard unit.”


 




 “Do we have good ships? Good crews?”


 




 “Damn right we do!” Valkanhayn said, pounding the table with his fist. 


 




 “Then I don’t see any reason we can’t leverage those into a stronger position. We have three months at a minimum – if we make the most of them, we can make a dozen raids and pay for any improvements in the defenses. We’ve been getting lazy, since the Battle of Marduk. We need to get sharp again, really make a push to strengthen our position. Two more ships and we could likely take Gram without any help, once Viktor leaves. But I don’t want Gram, let me be clear about that,” he added, looking at a sheepish Rathmore, Morland and Valpry.


 




 “I have no objections, Lucas,” Nick said, drumming his fingers on the table, “and whatever it takes to spit in Omfray’s cereal, put me on the list. But this whole business about that mysterious ‘wizard’ who sends secret bodyguards, well, as your Prime Minister I cannot help but think that there might be a threat to the Realm. As your cousin, I think it is just plain creepy.”


 




 “How’s the investigation into young Gatworth going?” Lucas asked, nearly forgetting his fallen savior.


 




 “Interestingly enough, that razor we found also contained an encoding device,” Karffard said. “Not Sword World, of that at least we’re certain. The notes in the books were coded from it, but we haven’t broken it, yet. I still have my people taking it apart, but it’s clear that it was used to communicate clandestinely, and it’s clear that it’s far more sophisticated than it appears. It certainly wasn’t really manufactured on Braggi. And we have precious little on where Gatworth came from. We can track him to Fenris so far, but there the trail ends. 


 




 “As far as the mysterious ‘Wizard’, I’ve rattled the chains and made inquiries with all of our friends and allies – including the Gilgameshers and the Royal Mardukan Naval Intelligence service. Nothing yet, although the RMNI station chief mentioned that the name might figure into organized crime. But I’ll keep up the pressure.”


 




 “What I want to know is how this Wizard knew that Spasso would try something?” Valpry asked as he re-filled his drink. “Not just knew about it, but knew about it . . . oh, had to be more than six months ago. Long enough to send Gatworth here to warn and protect you. Anyone who could predict that . . .”


 




 “Really would be a wizard,” Harkaman agreed.


 




 “Exactly. And somehow I doubt we’re dealing with the genuine article here. I’m guessing it’s someone involved with one of the civilized world’s intelligence services who doesn’t want to be revealed. They got a tip about Spasso coming back to Tanith, and put two and two together.”


 




 “But why?” demanded Morland. “Not that I’m not fond of you, Lucas, but consider: Marduk is the only one of the civilized worlds who cares if Tanith lives or dies, and that’s purely because of your friendship with Prince Simon. But if it was Marduk, they’d have come to us directly. So it’s not Marduk. And how? Any news from the Sword Worlds wouldn’t have time to percolate that far back to the Old Federation, not in a timely manner.”


 




 “As interesting as speculation might be, it will be more productive if we gather more information,” Nick said. “If Gatworth’s trail ends at Fenris, well, we’ll just have to follow it there. Any chance you could put Fenris on your itinerary, Your Highness?”


 




 “Not to raid,” Valkanhayn said, quickly. “No one raids Fenris. Not more than once.”


 




 “Are they decentralized, like on Imhotep?” Valpry asked. He’d developed a fondness for the luxuriant furs from the glaciated world. 


 




 “No, quite the contrary. Pretty much the entire human population is huddled up in one city, Port Sandor, about twenty, thirty-thousand people. They get freezing nights and boiling days that last for hundreds of hours, with a brief window of a couple of Standard days when you can actually be outside. But because of the brutal environment the city is basically a man-made mountain, completely underground. 


 




 “The only thing worth going there for is Joris tallow – that’s a unique biological used in industry for protective gear – and the only way to get tallow is to hunt the Joris Sea Monster, which is massive. You hunt them with special boats that are about the toughest ships not actually in orbit. Heavily armed – you take out a sea monster with autocannons and the like. And the local fauna is so tough that kids learn to shoot submachine guns around ten years old just to keep the vermin out.


 




 “Brent Motrani tried to raid Fenris about twenty years ago, in the Devastator. Last raid he ever made. He went down during their pretty time, and that annoyed them. They sent about two dozen of those little boats at him and tore him to shreds. They say that they made nineteen new boats out of the wreckage of his ship. No, if you want anything from Fenris, you have to trade for it.”


 




 “Good to know,” Lucas nodded. “There’s a market for this tallow?”


 




 “Oh, any industrialized world will pay top dollar,” Valkanhayn assured him. “It stops radiation like an inch of lead, but weighs about like heavy denim – can’t be artificially reproduced. Odin does most of the trade with Fenris, but the locals aren’t particular about where your ship came from. If you have something they want, they’ll trade for it.”


 




 “Well, we can trade there, then. Should be a couple of worlds in the vicinity worth raiding, while we’re in the neighborhood. And that’s not far from Gimli. I’ll make port there, first, and update our Mardukan contacts. While I’m doing that . . . Otto, do you think you can manage a quick couple of raids?”


 




 “I was planning one for when you returned,” he nodded. “Hoping to, anyhow. I need to get out from behind a desk for a few hundred hours. How do we want to do this? Single ships? Two ship teams?”


 




 “Let’s do two ships,” Lucas nodded. “I can take Boake with me, you can take the Sun Goddess with you – they’re due in within the next hundred hours or so. Queen Flavia and the Star of Tanith can head out, too. That will be three expeditions, and if everyone can make it out and back within a thousand or so hours, we’ll still have time to prepare for any ugliness Omfray decides to send.”


 




 “That will give Basil Gorram time to get Spasso’s ship shaken-down, too,” Karffard said, approvingly. “But we’re going to have to divide up the ground-fighters, and train more crew if we’re going to staff up this many ships. We’ve got enough so that each ship can take about a thousand infantry, but that won’t leave us a whole lot for home defense. Festersan’s graduating new basic recruits pretty quickly, and we have about two thousand who have been trained but not blooded. If we could get them activated, I’d feel a whole lot better about our fleet dispersing.”


 




 “That brings me to an issue of security of the Realm,” Otto said, clearing his throat. “Your Highness, no one is happier than I that you and the princess escaped injury during the attack the other evening, but it occurs to me that for the most part you walk around without much in the way of a security detail. I’ll feel better leaving Tanith if there’s a competent Royal Guard left behind to watch you and Val.”


 




 “I have guards,” Lucas said, a little irritated. “And I can take care of myself.”


 




 “As the captain of a ship, you can take care of yourself,” his cousin said, gently. “But as a sitting head of state . . . Lucas, he’s right. We do need better security for you.”


 




 “I propose waiting to depart until at least the first unit of a real Royal Guard is on duty,” Harkaman continued. “Festersan’s elites performed outstandingly the other night, and there are also some elements of the intelligence services that I think you would be wise to consider. 


 




 “But unit I envision goes beyond that. I think we need a multi-purpose force, something that could be used as a Special Services unit, diplomatic work, even intelligence work, on behalf of the Realm. If we draft fifty or sixty of the absolute best, I think we could create a special services unit that could properly protect Their Highnesses . . . and do whatever other dirty work we need done. We know about Spasso and Omfray . . . but young Gatworth seemed to indicate that they weren’t the only ones in the galaxy that meant you harm.”


 




 “Fine, fine,” Lucas grumbled. “If you want to saddle me with a platoon of baby sitters, I won’t complain . . . too much.”


 




 “I figured you’d say that,” Harkaman grinned. “So I took the liberty of drawing up a charter, a royal edict, and a roster of potential recruits,” he said, removing a sheaf of papers from an attaché. “I even selected a staff of trainers and a location for a training facility, allocated funds from the budget, established an arsenal . . . here, all you have to do is sign the top page, and the rest is all prepared. As I said, Festersan is already working on implementing it, so this is just a formality.”


 




 “You didn’t come up with this just in the last few days, Otto!” Lucas said, frowning.


 




 “Of course not,” the old Space Viking captain said, chuckling. “This has been on my mind a while. Now that we’re pretending to be civilized, though . . .”


 




 Lucas signed it, cursing under his breath as he reached to sign it. Protecting Valerie was one thing – but he bristled at the idea of not being able to go to the bathroom without a squad of guards. Harkaman had added the other requirements for the unit to mollify him, he suspected, but he couldn’t argue that it was a bad idea. 


 




 “All right, create your hatchet squad. But be damn sure that you only pick loyal men. And well-behaved. They’re going to be around my wife and child, I don’t need the heir to the Realm picking up troopers’ curses as his first word.”


 




 




 * * *


 




 




 “Do you really need to go out on this raid?” Valerie asked, pouting. “You just got back, Lucas!” They were once again in the aircar, this time headed out to the lonely eastern valley in the foothills where Colonel Festersan had built Camp Valiant, the Realm’s combat training center.


 




 “I’m not thrilled with going, myself,” Lucas sighed. “But it has to be done. Have to keep the bills paid,” he shrugged.


 




 “This is the last one for a while, then,” she said, after sulking for a few moments looking out of the window at the land whizzing by below. “I’m going to be big as a house by the time you get back, you know.” Lucas recognized a warning when he saw it and diplomatically changed the subject. 


 




 “It won’t take long,” he assured her. “Just a few weeks raiding and trading. But it would be good to go show the flag a bit. And make some money. I’ll bring you something pretty, I promise.”


 




 “Lucas Trask, if you think you can buy me off with some flashy trinket—”


 




 “I can try, can’t I?” he protested.


 




 “It’s bad enough you missed all that morning sickness,” she complained. “Now you’re going to miss the good part of the pregnancy!”


 




 “There’s a ‘good’ part?”


 




 “There’s a less-bad part,” she conceded. “Somewhere between where I can’t keep down my breakfast and I can’t walk across the room without disturbing the planet’s gravitation.”


 




 “Countess Dorothy will be watching you like a hawk,” he promised. “And you’ll be so busy overseeing the construction of the nursery, you won’t even know I’m gone.”


 




 “Speaking of which,” she said, biting her lip, “I think I made a decision on the nanny. I want Lady Ashley Rahms,” she said, quietly.


 




 “Who? I don’t think I know her.”


 




 “You don’t,” Valerie sighed. “She was three years behind me in school on Marduk. Outstanding early-childhood education student. One of the petty nobility, at the university on scholarship, but of all the people in the galaxy, I can’t think of anyone better than Ashley. Only problem is, she’s on Marduk.”


 




 Lucas shrugged. “Get her here, then,” he suggested. “If she’s the one you want, I’ll go retrieve her for you in chains, if you want.”


 




 Valerie made a face. “She’s not that kind of girl, Lucas. But she is pretty. And yes, she’s who I want. I’ll make the arrangements with the Countess.”


 




 “Coming in now, Your Highness,” the driver called, as they were met with two aircav cars, heavily armed single-mount little ships shaped like eggs and festooned with machine guns that were ideal for patrolling a perimeter. An exchange of codes and Lucas’ aircar was soon settling into the landing platform in front of the main building.


 




 Camp Valiant was once a neobarb’s feudal estate along one of the branches of the big river, up in one of the little forested valleys between foothills about three hundred miles east and a little north of Rivington. It had been prosperous, once – so prosperous that Spasso’s and Valkanhayn’s men had picked it clean in their first days here, killing or enslaving all they found. A small village of the survivors still remained, now enjoying a much higher standard of living as support personnel for the training camp.


 




 The manor house had been repaired and extensively rebuilt, and was now the headquarters building and living quarters for the camp’s staff. The blue-and-white banner of Tanith waved overhead, along with the rampant lionoid insignia of the camp, snapping in the wind. 


 




 Where once there had been a small village before it had been burned to the ground was now row upon row of pre-fabricated barracks. Two big warehouses stretched back on either side of the headquarters, and a big hanger building to the west housed all manner of flying and crawling war materiel. A rough parade ground had been sketched into what had been productive fields, and over a thousand men waited there in stiff formation for his inspection.


 




 The recent battle was also still in evidence, as three deep scars in the ground scattered throughout the camp bore testimony to the marksmanship of the soldiers. One, it was rumored, had been destroyed by the Colonel, personally. Colonel Festersan himself proudly escorted them from the landing stage to inspect the troops: long rows of identically-dressed young men in spit-shined combat gear, rifles presented effortlessly. 


 




 “Welcome, Your Highnesses,” the gruff old military commander said around the stump of a cigar. He wore the elaborate black dress uniform for the Royal Army, a huge knight’s star on his heavily-decorated breast. “Your troops are ready for inspection!” He threw a quivering salute to his sovereign and then took a step back with machine-like precision.


 




 Lucas spent almost an hour wandering down the rows, inspecting weapons, uniforms, and asking his men questions about their training and their lives. He spotted one three rows from the front: Alexi Karvall. He made a special point to stop by the boy and make sure he was doing well. 


 




 He was: Alexi was thriving under the tough but thorough tutelage of Colonel Festersan’s drill sergeants, and was eager to begin actual service to the Prince. Lucas mentally noted to have Alexi included in the first round of recruits for the new Royal Guards – that was one man whose loyalty he could count on.


 




 After the review, which included a brief address and presentation of commendation for the teams who had re-taken Trask House and who had defended the camp, as well as a brief service for those comrades who had fallen, Lucas dismissed the troops and was ready to join Festersan and Valerie for lunch, when a short private found him to tell him he had a message from Rivington: Harkaman was on the phone, with news.


 




 His heart in his throat, Lucas found the nearest viewscreen and brought up his Admiral’s grim-looking face.


 




 “Hate to bother you, Highness, but we just got word from one of our informants. You know that warlord in Kato province? He’s captured two of our people who were investigating those weapons, and is holding them hostage.”


 




 “Get them out,” Lucas ordered. “Use whatever force you need to.”


 




 “That’s going to be problematic,” Otto frowned. “The warlord has them held in his fortress, apparently, and there’s a whole bunch of light infantry between the front door and their cells. A straight-forward extraction would be bloody.”


 




 “Negotiate?” Lucas scoffed. “With one of my own subjects?”


 




 “I doubt this idiot realizes that he’s one of your subjects,” Harkaman mused. 


 




 Lucas thought for a few intense moments. “Well I’d say it’s about time we informed him, then, isn’t it?”


 




 It took two hours to turn the inspection tour into an ad hoc mission planning session, but Lucas felt he couldn’t wait on this. Those were his men, there, including the young Lt. Delio who had been there undercover on his orders, and he knew how brutal these neobarb warlords could be. The thought of Noam of Bentfork cleaving Spasso’s hand off of his wrist with savage glee in his eye kept reminding him – and Noam was a ‘tame’ neobarb.


 




 It was a sticky tactical problem, too: Ka-Motarka’s fortress might be a crumbling pile of rocks, but surveillance flights over the citadel showed that nearly five thousand light infantry were swarming around it. While some were carrying swords, spears, and flintlocks, more than half were sporting the more modern weaponry that had raised the alarm in the first place. That was well over two-thousand rifles. While not nearly as efficient as the semi-automatic heavy combat rifles that the Space Viking’s employed on professional raids, a man shot dead with a cheap rifle is just as dead as a man shot dead with an expensive one. And two thousand rifles, no matter how poor shots the neobarbs were, could put an awful lot of lead in the air.


 




 It was Colonel Festersan who came up with the battle plan. Lucas enjoyed watching the process, as Festersan was an adept when it came to any kind of tactical thinking. And since the situation was so tense, the old soldier seemed to thrive on the urgency. While Valerie was escorted to the firing range to be given a demonstration in small-arms by the staff, Festersan and Lucas coordinated with Harkaman to secure the rescue. By the time she returned from the range, everything was ready – including lunch.


 




 “I hope you don’t mind one more little stop on the way home, darling,” Lucas said, as the troops began to assemble. “We have a little situation, I think. It shouldn’t be dangerous, but it might work out better if we’re present.”


 




 “I have no other plans today,” she agreed. “Is this that warlord again?”


 




 “Yes, that nice young intelligence officer you introduced me to is being held captive by Ka-Motarka.”


 




 “Oh! Then I definitely want to go! Nice Lt. Delio? He said I had beautiful eyes. I don’t want to lose that one!”


 




 Lucas made a face at her. “Well, Festersan thinks it’s a great training exercise, and I can’t deny that. I’ll brief you on the way.”


 




 




 




 * * *

 




 




 Ka-Motarka had slain the previous petty-king of Kota province by treachery, slitting his and his family’s throats while they slept so that his men could take the walls of the rough stone fortress that ruled the entire peninsula. The castle was designed to repel primitive invaders, and therefore sported a wall nearly twelve meters thick. That made it fine for keeping out cavalry charges, ineffective black powder field guns or protecting the inner castle from raids. And the number of snipers on the parapets overlooking the busy village below demonstrated that the strategic position of the fortress was advantageous. 


 




 But the castle had been built by a people who had no idea about contragravity vehicles, electronic communication, or really anything more complicated than a flintlock. A single combat car could have swept in and gunned down wave after wave of his soldiers, even with their modern rifles, had Lucas wanted to proceed in such a bloody-handed manner. 


 




 Instead, a single large combat car flew out of the north and landed just over a thousand yards away from the castle, in the middle of a field of wheat less than a foot high. A hand-picked team of Royal Army of Tanith volunteers – young Karvall among them, Lucas noted with interest – hastily set up a perimeter around the aircar, assembled a 70mm field gun in front of it, and began lobbing shells at the castle. 


 




 The goal wasn’t to destroy the place, and while the shells exploded with impressive fury, the actual damage they inflicted was slight. But it got Ka-Motarka’s attention. An hour after the first shell landed, a delegation of horse-mounted neobarbs approached the combat car, the fiercely-painted tribesmen bristling with weapons ancient and modern.


 




 Their leader offered a truce, to which the commander on the ground replied by demanding the hostages back alive and in good health, and then shooting the leader’s horse dead with his pistol for emphasis. The scouts retreated quickly, and the two-dozen Space Vikings continued to dig in, waiting for the neobarb’s next move.


 




 It wasn’t long in coming. Bells began tolling around Ka-Motarka’s castle, and a flurry activity resulted. Within two more hours nearly two-thirds of the warlord’s forces were assembled in the courtyard of the fortress, and once their fearless leader mounted his own steed and urged them forward (in poor order and without any but the most basic organization) the barbaric army prepared to mow down the invaders who had so arrogantly insulted their king.


 




 When the motley army moved down the road nearly a quarter mile, the advance team began shelling the castle again, spurring on their attackers. When the vanguard had moved another few hundred feet, the commander of the Royal Army team in the combat car gave the order.


 




 Suddenly, a dozen individual aircav cars arose from the surrounding forests and began circling the army dropping heavy canisters of sleeping gas among the poorly-disciplined troops. Most fell asleep almost instantly, and their horses stomped around in panic until they, too, succumbed to the chemical agent. Some held out long enough to try to flee the area, but the aircav troopers had been thorough – in five minutes the cloud of gas began clearing, revealing over a thousand sleeping neo-barbarians on the grassy sward that led to the field.


 




 The third wave moved in. Five aircars appeared out of the east and landed squads of armored troopers with submachine guns onto the parapets of the fortress, and a troop carrier lumbered in once the courtyard was secure, disgorging hundreds of newly-graduated Royal Army troopers who quickly took control of the fortress, rescuing the two hostages. 


 




 Meanwhile, another troop carrier landed upwind of the sleeping army, and using gas masks to avoid any of the lingering toxic fumes they moved through the bodies and gathered up as many weapons as they could, stacking them in the carrier, while another three combat cars landed in an equilateral triangle around the sleeping barbarians. When the confused men woke an hour later, unarmed and under guard, a few tried to flee. After their bodies were dragged back by their comrades, the neobarbs seemed a lot more cowed.


 




 Lucas had taken command of Ka-Motarka’s gaudy throne room by the time the savage chief had been brought to him in chains, a brace of grim-eyed troopers escorting him. His crude iron and leather battle armor clanked loudly as he was thrown to his knees in front of his sovereign.


 




 “Lord Ka-Motarka,” Lucas began, calmly, as he studied the angry and confused barbarian. He had to wait for the translator to relay his words – like most of Tanith, the local dialect was incomprehensible to anyone who spoke Lingua Terra. “I thought it was about time for me to pay a visit. You treated my men so well I felt obligated to enjoy your hospitality.”


 




 The captured chief bellowed a string of curses which the translator summarized to the amused Prince. They ended with a challenge to single combat.


 




 “I’ve had my fill of duels for the week,” Lucas said. “And a sovereign does not fight with his vassals. No, you haven’t sworn to me yet, but I’m willing to give you the opportunity, Lord Motarka,” he said, reasonably, “if you will answer a few of my questions. If not . . . well, I’m sure I can find a replacement for you.”


 




 The savage spat another few vile phrases after the translator told him the Prince’s mind, but ended with a somewhat softer tone. Lucas had to admit, the savage was brave, at least. Not bright, but brave.


 




 “I want to know where you’ve been getting the rifles,” he said, holding one up that had been captured from the citadel’s guards. It was a comparatively simple thing, the sort of light-caliber weapon you armed a militia or home guard with: semi-automatic, 7mm rounds in a twelve-round magazine. The stock was plain wood, but dark and impersonally cut and polished on some assembly line. There was a serial number, but no maker’s mark or other distinguishing characteristic. “I know you didn’t get them through Rivington – tell me where you got them, I’ll spare your life. Tell me who you got them from, and I will restore you to your domain – as my vassal, subject to my law.” 


 




 The translator, a young Tanith native who had enlisted in the Royal Army, made a great show of demonstrating the two alternatives to the barbarian, and even went so far as to cock the unloaded rifle as he pointed it at Motarka’s head.


 




 That got the warlord’s attention. He finally muttered his agreement, and then cautiously explained about the mysterious man in the airboat who had begun trading with him six months ago.


 




 At first, he explained, it had been a hundred rifles and a thousand rounds of ammunition, a gift. Motarka had used the gift to take over a neighboring village he coveted, and then gifted the man twenty nubile slave girls on his return. After that, Motarka had met with the man every two months, and every time the man brought more rifles to trade for more slaves. The standard of exchange had become one rifle or one thousand rounds of ammunition for one young slave woman.


 




 The advantage of the guns allowed Motarka to defeat his rivals and expand his territory. The defeated males had become slaves on Motarka’s own farms, freeing his own people to serve as soldiers. The women had been traded for more guns. Always the man wanted more slaves, and promised even more guns.


 




 Where he had come from, Motarka didn’t know: he always flew in from over the sea. He was probably a Space Viking of some sort, by the garb the chief described, and the aircar was an old rattletrap. But the guns, the guns were excellent improvements over the matchlocks that were still the native high-water mark of military technology.


 




 “So you’re telling me you sold . . . how
many people into slavery? Over a thousand? You’re an enterprising thug, I’ll give you that. But that’s not the kind of Realm I wish to lead, Motarka. We don’t sell our subjects offworld. Bad barbarian. So . . . are you willing to bend your knee to me and rule this land in my name, until I find someone better, or will you join your ancestors in the afterlife?”


 




 The translator did his best to keep up, but some things just didn’t translate well. When Ka-Motarka finally understood his options, he glared at Lucas balefully. Then he began to speak in low, bitter tones. 


 




 “Motarka says that he will serve no man. He says that his people were put here by the gods, and your men bleed just like his. He says that he was afraid of our weapons at first, but then he learned he could buy them and use them just as any of us. He will bow to the gods, he says, but to no mortal man.”


 




 “Hasn’t he heard that I was sent by the gods?” Lucas asked, amused. He wondered if the rumor had percolated this far south.


 




 “He calls such tales blasphemy. He will match you weapon for weapon and raise a great army.”


 




 “Well, he has courage and spirit,” Lucas sighed. “And he’s not completely without intelligence.” Indeed, while flying in he had noted how orderly and efficiently the fields and herds were established here. They were tended with slave labor now, true, but it took adept administration to keep even a small civilization in order. Lucas was still tempted to have him executed, but the fact was Motarka wasn’t any better or worse a ruler of his tiny realm than Lucas was of his. And a damn sight better than some of the effete aristocrats on Gram, who mismanaged their robust inheritances to the point of penury.


 




 “Bring him,” he ordered the guards. He had felt the vibration in the air while he was talking with his captive, so he was reasonably sure it had arrived. He pushed the wide double door Ka Motarka had built to open onto the topmost parapet, so that he could overlook his lands. And even though the day was sunny and clear, the entire compound was bathed in shadow, as the bulk of a star ship – the Space Scourge, he noted, with it’s almost comical insignia (now augmented with the arms of Tanith) hovered less than a kilometer overhead.


 




 Ka-Motarka was instantly cowed, and fell to his knees, fear in his face. This was far beyond the simple magic of automatic firearms or aircars. Certainly he had seen these ships from afar, as they approached Rivington over his lands, but only at a great distance. The sheer mass of a 2000 foot ship, that close, gunports open, was awe-inspiring even to a civilized man used to such wonders. To Ka-Motarka, it was real, god-like power.


 




 “Ka-Motarka agrees to accept your overlordship, Your Highness,” the translator said, grinning. “Indeed, he accepts your divinity.”


 




 “The latter is not necessary. But the former is welcome.” He had the man’s hands unbound and had his sword brought to him. Lucas had a private set up an audiovisual recorder, and then Ka-Motarka, through the translator, swore eternal fealty to Lucas and his heirs and all those Lucas placed over him. Lucas in turn acknowledged him as Baron of Kota, and gave him his own castle back in fief.


 




 “Now that that’s out of the way, let me tell you what else is going to change around here. Firstly, no more raiding your neighbors. Those are my subjects too. If you have need of anything, you send word to Rivington. If someone aggrieves you, then you send word to Rivington. Now, since I can’t have a lot of private armies piling up and threatening insurrection, you may explain to your men that their prowess on the battlefield has so impressed me that I have drafted them into service of the Realm. Nine out of ten of them will be removed to Camp Valiant for training and induction into the Royal Army of Tanith. Their weapons, likewise, will be confiscated for use by the Realm. And you, sir, will send your children – how old are they?”


 




 “His son is twelve, his daughter is nine, Your Highness,” the translator supplied, when Motarka was prompted.


 




 “They will go to Rivington and be enrolled in school. Perhaps the next generation of petty nobility will be a little more enlightened than the last. And yes,” Lucas said, when the man’s eyes got wide, “they will indeed be hostages for your good behavior, Lord Motarka. I’ll have a small Army post built here, as well, and probably even set up a clinic. All in all this will be a good deal for you, if you keep your nose clean.”


 




 Lord Motarka seemed significantly more docile, after that, and after introducing the defeated lordling to Valerie, his co-sovereign, and making sure he understood that her word was as potent as Lucas’, he gave the man over to the Military Intelligence officer for debriefing.


 




 “Thank goodness we got here when we did,” Valerie said, looking around the crude fortress with distaste. “Lt. Delio and his assistant were being held in an actual dungeon.”


 




 “Are they all right?”



 “Just bruises—oh, here he is now.”




 Lt. Delio, his face dirtied and bloodied but smiling, was wearing a clean Royal Army jacket over his traveler’s rags, and snapped a comical salute to his sovereign. 


 




 “Report, Lieutenant?”


 




 “Sire, Lt. Starwell and I infiltrated the castle in the guise of packtraders two days ago, just in time for a new shipment of rifles to arrive. We set up an observation post from the crest of that hill, and planted a microphone in Motarka’s chamber. We observed an old airboat, about thirty feet, skim in from over the water from due south. Three man crew, two natives and a spacer. Smuggler, I suppose. In any case, he landed in the main yard, unloaded about eight hundred new rifles, a couple of crates of pistols, and a big load of ammunition. Conversation in Motarka’s quarters the man revealed his name to be Jared Baspher.”


 




 “So where does this Baspher come from?” Lucas asked.


 




 “I wasn’t sure myself,” admitted Delio, “but when his men spotted us – my fault entirely, Sire – I got a glimpse of an insignia on the boat. A yellow flower surmounted by a lightning bolt. I just got off the screen with the starport – that’s the sign of the free trader Voltlily. She’s been here five times in the last two years. She came in twenty hours after you landed, ostensibly from Thoth. From my calculations, Sire, she’s been in port every time Motarka’s received a shipment.”


 




 “So we know who they’re coming from,” nodded the prince, “but why?”


 




 “Sire, if you permit me to hazard a suggestion . . . the only reason to sell weapons to someone in Tanith’s back country is to promote insurrection and de-stabilize the regime. It can’t be simple trade – there are far more valuable things you could trade, for the mass. And what they’re getting in return . . . slaves. Sire, I don’t like the look of this, because I don’t think this is just a smuggler making a quick credit. It looks like someone trying to make trouble for us – under the cover of a smuggler making a quick credit.”


 




 “I agree, Lieutenant. Order the Voltlily seized at once, its crew held for interrogation.”


 




 “Sire, there is more,” Delio said, respectfully. “Among the rifles, pistols and ammunition, I found two crates of anti-tank mines and grenades.”


 




 “Those are heavy ordinance,” Lucas murmured. “Not just small arms. The only reason to sell someone a mine like that is to fortify a place . . . oh, my,” Lucas said, stopping for a moment. “Delio, are you saying these are the same grenades—”


 




 “That were used to attempt your assassination, yes, Your Highness,” the young lieutenant agreed. “The thought crossed my mind. I’ll have some shipped immediately to the lab for analysis, but if they are, that means that there’s some connection between these guns and Spasso.”


 




 “And that also explains why Spasso thought that gunsmith could help. He thought he had a native insurgency to call on for assistance.”


 




 “What concerns me is what happened to all of those poor girls,” Valerie said, frowning. “I can think of a couple of reasons why someone would want several hundred young women, and none of them are good.”


 




 “Well, they are our subjects, whether they know it or not,” Lucas agreed. “If someone took them offworld, then we have a duty to try to learn where. If nothing else, perhaps it will help lead us to whom is behind all of this. Yes, Lieutenant, I don’t like this at all. I want you to get cleaned up, get something to eat, and report your findings to the Admiral as soon as you’re up to it. He’ll handle it from there. 


 




 “And then I want you and Starwood to report to Colonel Festersan for advanced training. I’m impressed with your work, here, and I want you to be part of the new Royal Guard, or whatever we end up calling it. As you can see, Tanith has enemies we aren’t even aware of. I need smart, resourceful young men such as yourself to be able to find out who these people are and stop them.”


 




 “As Your Highness wishes,” the beaming young lieutenant said, bowing. After he left, strutting a little more proudly than before, Valerie squeezed his arm. 


 




 “I’m so glad you were kind to him, Lucas. Some men – some sovereigns, even – would see what happened here as failure, and punished it accordingly.”


 




 “The kid did good work,” Lucas said, shrugging. “He got in, found out the information, and managed to get word back out. In the process he was able to facilitate a local policy change, recruit a couple of thousand new bodies into the army, and discover an important threat to the Realm. Tanith needs more men like that, and being able to spot them and reward them . . . well, that’s the fun part of this job. That and bedding the Princess,” he teased. He looked up at the Space Scourge, still hovering over the little castle. “The space ships, those are the not so much fun part. I am really starting to not want to go on this raid.”


 




 “I’m really not wanting you to go,” she admitted thoughtfully, “but then I suppose you must.”


 




 “I must,” he sighed. “But not for another four or five weeks. That’s four or five weeks – when I’m not defending the Realm, putting down insurrection, and plotting the demise of my enemies.”


 “I’ll take what I can get,” she smiled. “And rule in your absence as you would wish. Not that I do much ruling when you’re gone – Nick takes care of most of that.”


 




 “You’re still sitting co-head-of-state, legally,” he pointed out as they made their way back out to the aircar, “so if you want to have a diplomatic reception or something while I’m gone, feel free. Maybe take a spin in your new yacht.”


 




 She stuck her tongue out, which compelled him to stop and kiss her. “Just don’t have any mad passionate affairs with dashing young Military Intelligence officers, okay? The scandal would be awkward.”


 




 “And you don’t have any affairs with any exotic neobarbarian space princesses while you’re working, okay? The drama wouldn’t be good for the baby.”


 




 Lucas sighed contentedly as she curled into his arms in the coach seat of the car, the smell of her hair a refreshing alternative to the foul smells of Motarka’s dank fortress. Four, maybe five weeks. Perhaps, if he tried hard, he could make it feel like four months.


 







 



Chapter Six:



The Birth Of The Golden Hand


 




 




 




 “All right, you maggots,” the one-eyed drill instructor said as the very first glow of dawn brightened the eastern sky over Camp Valiant, “I don’t care if you were born in one of the finest hospitals of the Sword Worlds, with noble wet-nurses who let you suck blue-blooded milk and wiped your behind until you were sixteen, or spawned in the squalor of a god-forsaken mud hut, as of this moment, you all are equally maggots in my good eye. There are no lords in this unit, there are no peasants. You are, one and all, pledged to the service of His Royal Highness, Sovereign Prince Lucas I of the Princely Realm of Tanith, which means that for the next four miserable weeks you’re going to be put through every test and examination me and my sadistic staff can imagine.” 

 



 He paced at the front of the line of young men in identical fatigues, the sweat of their vigorous pre-dawn calisthenics already making a few shiver in the cool morning air. In the dim light they could see Gunnery Sergeant Morvill, lethal-looking combat dagger and semi-automatic in his belt and a swagger-stick under his arm, cast that one steely gray eye over their ranks and find them wanting.

 



 “I find it ridiculously hard to believe that among all the talented fighting men of Tanith, that your sorry posteriors were considered the best for this duty,” he said, his voice dripping with scorn. “Intelligent? Bright? Strong? I don’t see it,” he growled.

 



 He stopped before Armand Delio, former lieutenant in the Navy. “You,” he said, with a grunt. “You’re a pretty-boy. More Adonis than Space Viking. Think a spot in the guards is going to get you the ladies?”

 



 “SIR!” the earnest young officer said, his long frame locked at attention. “NO, Sir! Sir, it is my utmost desire to serve His Highness and the Realm, Sir!”

 



 “Good answer!” Sgt. Morvill barked. He continued down the line. “You,” he said, a moment later, as he stopped in front of a lean but strong-looking young man of maybe twenty. “What’s your story? You don’t have the good-looks of Adonis, over there, so it can’t be the ladies. Why do you want to be in this distinguished unit, maggot?”

 



 “Sir, I seek only to honor my father in service to the Deliverer, Sir!” the young man said, hesitantly, but boldly.

 



 “Your father? You don’t have a father anymore, maggot! Who is this blessed father?”

 “Sir, I am Nogal, son of Baron Noam of Bentfork, Sir!” the young soldier said.

 



 “So, you’re our pet mudfoot?” Morvill asked. “Decided to crawl out of the squalor and be a real man? You look strong enough – but you just might be too stupid, Mudfoot. We’ll see.” He kept moving down the ranks until he stopped before Alexi Karvall. “You, you stink like another effeminate Sword Worlder,” he growled. “Decided to come play Space Viking, have you? Get your hands dirty before you run back to Her Excellency, Your Mommy?”

 



 “Sir! I have renounced my Sword World loyalties, Sir!”

 



 “I read about you,” the sergeant sneered. “You were related to His Highnesses first wife, right? The one who died at the wedding on Gram?”

 



 “Sir! Yes, Sir! I have the honor to be her cousin, Sir!”

 



 “Well don’t think that entitles you to any special favors, maggot,” growled Morvill. “Here, you’re just as much of a maggot as Mudfoot or Adonis, over there. Your blood stopped meaning anything when you pledged to shed it on His Highnesses behalf, understand?”

 



 “Sir, yes, Sir!”

 



 The sergeant continued down the line, calling out specific members of the forty-man cadre for special attention, humiliating them and breaking them down before their peers. A few had a difficult time accepting the abuse, but that was part of the process. 

 



 “A good start,” Admiral Harkaman murmured to Capt. Hortega, the veteran chosen to lead the new guard unit, as they watched from a distance. “A few good ones, at least. That first fellow was impressive, at least. I like his style.”

 



 “We’ll see,” grunted Hortega, as he lit a cigarette. They were in the balcony of the old manor house that was now the headquarters of the camp. Harkaman had been anxious enough about this new unit that he wanted to see its inception, personally. “I went over their files carefully enough. About two thirds of them have some sort of military training, and it’s a decent mix between Sword Worlders, natives, and ‘civilized’ folk,” he said, emphasizing his contempt for the word. 

 



 “Just find out if they can shoot straight, stand at attention, and die bravely in the line of duty,” Harkaman said with a sigh. “That grenade attack shook me up, Gordon. At my own home. If I hadn’t been talked out of it, I would have ended that pustulant waste of life myself just for his temerity – you don’t abuse a man’s hospitality that way.”

 



 “It could have been a lot worse,” Hortega pointed out. “Much. You should be proud of your men: they had it sewn up tight in no time, Otto.”

 



 “It shouldn’t have happened in the first place. And it won’t happen again. Honestly, Gordon, Lucas is like a son to me. What happened to him on Gram was tragic, of course, and I pitied him then. But I didn’t know him. Then I respected him for giving up his cushy life and heading for the stars – and no, it didn’t hurt that I got a command out of it. But any normal man would have burned out his life in vengeance, probably never achieved it, and allow himself to die a bitter man. 

 



 “But not Lucas Trask. He took that rage and even as he had to get used to the slaughter and violence, he brought his conscience with him. He turned it into something creative, not just destructive. All of this,” he said, gesturing broadly to the camp spread out below, “came about as a result of a man who had lost everything not losing his humanity. That’s a mark of character I’m not sure I have – no, I know I don’t have it. And it’s something I genuinely admire,” the Admiral finished, quietly.

 



 “I agree,” Hortega nodded. “Always admired the man, even when he was a greenhorn. He didn’t shirk. That first time on Khepra, as bad a slaughter as I’ve seen, and he kept his head. Not just that, was clapping the boys on the shoulder and drinking with them. I know a long list of veteran Space Vikings who wouldn’t have the presence of mind to do that. He convinced me then he was a good leader of men.”

 



 “I don’t buy the whole native ‘sent by the gods’ myth,” chuckled Harkaman, stubbing out his cigarette, “but there’s no denying that he’s managed to do the impossible. He really believes he can single-handedly rebirth civilization in the Old Federation, in a big way. Crazy, I know – but that kind of vision is rare and precious. And then getting a bunch of rough customers like us to follow him, well, that’s damn near miraculous.

 



 “Which is why it’s so damn important that this unit be more than just a bunch of armed guards. I want them loyal, to a fault, I want them fanatically devoted, and I want them to be able to single-handedly build their own civilization from the ground up, if required.”

 



 “Understood,” Hortega nodded. “We’ll start with a few days of pure physical training, and then move to unarmed combat, firearms, and small unit tactics. Then we start with survival training, basic bodyguard technique, combat piloting . . . and then we’ll move on to the tough stuff. In four weeks, they’ll be adept at every weapon they can get their hands on, know how to fly a space ship, be able to plot a simple astrogation course, discuss trade relations with ambassadors, charm the ladies, amuse the gentlemen . . . and report back accurately everything they hear and see.”

 



 “Glad we got you for this duty, Gordon,” Harkaman said, clapping the smaller man on the back. “I don’t think I could trust it to anyone else. Just . . . make sure they’re fanatically devoted, okay? The history books are filled with political assassination accounts. In most cases, they involve the cooperation or the incompetence of the guards. I don’t want to be an issue for this unit.”

 



 Hortega dismissed the issue with a wave of his hand. “Fanatical devotion? The oldest kid here is twenty-five. They’re all young, stupid, and impressionable, and more than a little idealistic. Fanatical devotion? In four weeks?” He exhaled a large cloud of smoke, as the assembled candidates below broke formation and took off running for the horizon, their one-eyed drill instructor screaming obscenities at them all the way. “Piece of cake.”

 



 



 * * *

 




 

 Lucas stepped back from the bedroom chamber door, his eyes wide in disbelief. Countess Dorothy closed it behind her.

 



 “She’s resting, now,” she said as she stripped off her gloves and washed her hands. “She’s fine, the baby’s fine. Just a small pre-contraction, perfectly normal.”

 



 “Yes, I remember reading about that,” the Prince said, dazed. “And she seems healthy enough, I guess, but doctor – sorry, Countess—”

 



 “ ‘Doctor’ is fine, Highness,” the Mardukan woman said, casually. “Dorothy, even. We’ve past the point of titles, now, haven’t we? Or are you going to be one of those officious nobles who tries to stand on his aristocratic dignity while his pants are down around his ankles, turning his head and coughing? I can play it either way.”

 



 Lucas nodded, smiling despite himself. “I see your point. No, I stand on ceremony when it serves me. And please call me ‘Lucas’ – in intimate situations, of course. But Doctor – Dorothy – is it really normal for a pregnant woman to eat that much?” he asked, mystified.

 



 “Perfectly,” the woman chuckled, crossing the room to pour herself a glass of whiskey, neat. “Don’t forget, gestation is a metabolically intense process. She’s building a baby, in there, plus keeping her own body working. That requires a lot of fuel. She’s well within the normal tolerances, I assure you!”

 



 “Oh, of course,” Lucas said, shrugging. “I wasn’t sure, is all. She nearly attacked the serving robot this morning . . . and she’s been craving the damnedest things.”

 



 “Perfectly normal,” repeated the doctor, smiling fondly. “She’s going to be a good breeder, Lucas. Not to make her sound like a kregg mare, but she’s well-built for the task. And I’m sure you’ve noticed the, ah, abrupt changes in mood?”

 



 Lucas nodded dumbly. He poured himself his own drink. It was almost noon, after all. And he’d had a troubled morning.

 



 “Hers are actually pretty mild,” Dorothy chuckled. “Believe me, this has been a model pregnancy. You just need to relax.”

 



 “Hard to relax when there are people throwing grenades at my – good breeder. And plotting insurrection.”

 



 Dorothy shrugged. “You can look at it that way,” she admitted. “But the fact is that we all face dangers every day. Back at Malverton General we got fifty or sixty poor souls a day who fell off a landing stage, or went down the wrong alley, or tripped in the shower. People die, Lucas. All the time. We’re constantly in danger, and every day we get up might be the last we see.”

 



 “You’re awfully philosophical for a doctor,” Lucas muttered. “Not to mention morbid.”

 



 “It’s the facts of life,” she explained. “Look, you might be killed by an assassin. That’s a possibility. Valerie might die in childbirth. That’s a possibility. We might all be incinerated by some mad Sword World king with a grudge and atomic weapons. Or we might all die peacefully in bed of a sudden heart-attack after spending the day picnicking. Who knows? You take proper precautions, you hope for the best, and you relax. That’s all you can do.”

 



 Lucas paused, and studied her. “Is that what you did after you were prohibited from re-attaching Spasso’s arm? That must have seemed pretty barbaric, to a nice civilized physician such as yourself.”

 



 Dorothy sipped philosophically. “I once saw a little girl, about nine years old – cute little thing – come in after getting caught in some industrial machinery. Accident, she climbed into an abandoned factory and one of the robots was still on. She’d lost both of her legs and her left hand.”

 



 “Dear God,” Lucas murmured.

 



 “It was awful,” Dorothy agreed. “That little girl didn’t deserve that. I was able to reattach the hand and one leg, the other was gone. She’s in college now. Uses a prosthetic. I still get cards every now and then.”

 



 “And the point to this morbid story is . . . ?”

 



 “That little girl didn’t deserve what happened to her, and she lost a leg. Almost died. Garvan Spasso tried to commit regicide, and lost a hand. When I look at the big picture, I just have to accept that sometimes the universe gives you a little extra justice.”

 



 “An interesting perspective,” nodded Lucas. “Tell me, Dorothy, why did you really drag your entire clinic out here to Tanith?”

 



 “Honestly?” she said, finishing the drink. “Because I can be a real doctor, here. In Malverton I saw maybe six patients a week, and spent the rest of the time filling out forms. I saw six patients before lunch, today, and one of them was a very frightened and excited new mommy who promised me, when I agreed to come here, I wouldn’t have to do much paperwork.”

 



 “Paperwork? That’s it?”

 



 “Oh, the pretty scenery, the clean, unpolluted air, the fact that the joint is fairly crawling with well-built, testosterone-poisoned men that my mother would never approve of – well, let’s say that I can give up seeing the Malverton Ballet company for a few years. This place is exciting!” she said, dreamily.

 



 “That’s one way to look at it,” agreed Lucas. “Any last bit of advice before you abandon me to . . . that eating machine in there?”

 



 “Yes,” Dorothy said, as she hefted her medical bag on her shoulder, “Tell her she’s beautiful, tell her everything’s going to be okay . . . and then get off-planet for a few weeks. The fun part is almost over.”

  

 



 



 * * *

 The foothills east of the grasslands were very old, the roots of mountains that had been ancient and mighty when life had begun on Tanith. Compared to the mighty Alta Fresca range, they were barely mountains. But where the grassy plains broke into hilly woodlands, beyond the valley that cradled Camp Valiant, were ancient caves and crevasses that went deep into the hills.

 



 Before the Space Vikings came, they were sites of cultic worship, where mystical hermits might repair to commune with the spirits and perform secret rites, or outlaws might use to hide from their foes. When Admiral Harkaman had ordered a general civil defense plan be drawn up, however, those caves were charted and explored. Only a few were deemed large and stable enough to construct real bunkers within, and the Royal Navy construction crews were already hard at work.

 



 But among those examined and withdrawn from consideration was one only an hour’s walk from Camp Valiant, and a few minutes by aircar. The entrance was occluded by a rocky overhang, and at some point some neobarb had turned it into a shrine – there were arcane markings fading away on the exterior walls of the cave.

 



 Within, however, past a twenty-meter tunnel, was a small series of chambers that, while not ideal for surviving a nuclear attack from orbit, were nonetheless idea for conducting secret rites or hiding from observation. Capt. Hortega was not a wasteful man – when he had access to such a resource, he utilized it. The cave became the secret classroom for the new royal guards.

 



 It had been established after the first week, when three of the candidates had washed out already, that regular veridication would be a part of the training. Everyone had known and accepted that, when they had signed on. It was expected as a security precaution for anyone with a sensitive position, and there were no more sensitive positions than the royal guards. 

 



 But after the first few pro forma sessions, in which the instructors and examiners established the truthful identity and background of the candidates, the sessions under the big glass ball continued. Not just continued, they were augmented.

 



 “Gentlemen, in order to forge a unit of maximum efficiency and utter dedication, it is vital that you know and trust each other. You will also need to learn how to quickly and effectively interrogate a subject under verdication. So we’re going to get to know each other – intimately. Each of you will sit in that chair for five minutes tonight, and each of you will answer any and all questions put to you – by anyone. You will answer truthfully, to the best of your ability, is that understood? Good. I don’t care if you’re asked to discuss your feelings about your mother, your potty-training issues, the first time you rogered a servant girl or stole from your teacher, you answer truthfully. And we’re going to keep doing this, until each and every one of you knows everything there is to know about your comrades. Needless to say, anything you hear in the cave, it stays in the cave. The point of the exercise is to learn to trust each other – and that extends to being worthy of that trust. These men are your brothers – we don’t discuss our brothers’ secrets.”

 



 The sessions were brutal. No subject was taboo. They learned how each of them had suffered, endured, achieved and triumphed, and they learned to accept those mistakes in their comrades without judgment or condemnation. They learned each others’ motivations for joining the unit, and for serving the nascent Realm in the first place. 

 



 They learned that Austin Bovaro had murdered a man and got away with it. They learned that Holden Barnes preferred the company of other gentlemen. They learned that Goswin of Canara witnessed his mother’s unfaithfulness with the village miller. They learned that Alexi Karvall’s beloved had been senselessly slaughtered by Prince Viktor’s hired guns in Wardshaven, and he thirsted for revenge. They learned that Armand Delio’s name was not Armand Delio, and why, and they swore to keep his secret.

 



 They learned about the awful scars of life under the lash and the petty injustices of aristocratic life. They learned the pain of killing and of losing friends in battle. Not many nights did they go to sleep peacefully, but they slept knowing that the men around them knew them better than they knew themselves.

 



 Those caves were useful for smaller classes in those types of warfare not taught in basic training: the art of the garrote, the best way to silence an enemy from behind with a knife, the use and dangers of poisons. They learned how to bribe a petty official, a police officer, or a nobleman. They learned how to speak to others innocuously, yet learn volumes of information about them.

 



 They studied the classics of war and power: Claustwitz, Sun Tzu, Machiavelli, Travis. They learned how to pick a pocket, pick a lock, and pick the right assassin out of a crowd. They studied the deductive logic of Sherlock Holmes and the keen methods of observation used by police and spies throughout the ages. 

 



 They took fieldtrips to Rivington, haunting the wild entertainment complex used to gently separate a Space Viking from his pay and learned how to tail a man without detection, how to protect a charge in a crowd, how to blend into a crowd without being obtrusive, and how to survive a barfight without seriously hurting anyone. 

 



 They learned how to pump a mark for information, how to ask the right questions to get answers without spooking him, and how to misdirect and intimidate and bully and persuade. They learned how plant electronic eavesdropping devices, use a mail drop, do a quick pass without being spotted. They learned how to masquerade as a barfly, or a bishop, or a blind mute. They learned how to hotwire an aircar or commandeer one. They went to depressing shanties of the Slags to learn how to blend in amongst the poorest in society. They learned how to pistol whip a suspect in a back room without leaving any obtrusive marks. They learned the language of the criminal element, and how to mask their actions with misdirection and misinformation.

 



 They took fieldtrips to the Government Section, where they learned how to glean information from bureaucrats without them knowing, how to get past officious secretaries, and how to seduce innocent young noblewomen who might have powerful fathers. They learned how to stand guard for hours at a time, and then snap to action in a heartbeat. They learned how to run a security detail, how to escort a prisoner, how to escort a queen. They learned how to plot an escape route and how to change that route in an instant, if necessary. They learned how to play the role of an aristocrat, a diplomat, a technician, a servant, or a bureaucrat.

 



 They took fieldtrips to the spaceport, where they learned how to sneak aboard a ship and commandeer its systems. They learned how to speak with authority, how to command subordinates, and how to politely request. 

 



 They took fieldtrips to the moonbase, where they learned how to set up emergency airlocks, attack an airless station, and take control of it from outside. 

 



 In orbit, they learned how to board a ship in force, how to disable security systems, how to subvert the programming of common robots and get them to do their bidding. They learned how to program and use nuclear weapons, how to deploy a stealth team into a ship undetected.

 



 They learned diplomatic operations, manners and courtesy, proper forms of address, the rudiments of astrogation, first aid, engineering, languages – particularly the various dialects of debased Lingua Terra spoken on Tanith – politics, history, geography, philosophy – the list went on and on.

 



 But always they returned to the cave, to spill their secrets, reveal their fears, and confront their inner demons.

 



 It was a fascinating experiment, to their instructors. It was a unique experience, for the candidates. Differences between them faded as they became true comrades, each and every one willing to die for the Royal Family. For Tanith, or for each other.

 



 * * *

 



 



 



 With only a week to go before his scheduled departure, Lucas was feeling the stress. This would be the first real raiding trip the Nemesis had been on in well over a year, after serving as the flagship for the many diplomatic trips Lucas had been forced to make. His exec, a capable veteran Space Viking, Wilhelm Roupe, was seeing to all the details, of course: armament, ammunition, inspecting combat contragravity, provisions, carniculture medium, and of course the personnel roster. Still, there were a billion other things for the Prince to worry about.

 



 A thousand slave girls, however, were fairly low on his priority list, compared to preparation for space war with his homeworld. Unfortunately, his wife, the Princess, had a differing opinion. 

 



 “Darling, has there been any progress on the Voltlily investigation?” she asked, innocently enough, after a private dinner at Trask House one evening. “I’m concerned about those poor girls.”

 



 “Harkaman’s looking into it,” Lucas admitted as they enjoyed dessert on the balcony overlooking the garden, the twilight birds – well, they flew, so they were “birds” – singing and squawking gaily as the sun faded over the horizon.. “So far all he’s been able to establish is that the Voltlily met with another ship regularly over the last six months, somewhere, to pick up the rifles. Somewhere within a hundred light years, he’s guessing. We’ve checked the ship’s manifest and made inquiries about where they might have picked up the rifles. We’ve got a few good leads,” he said, cautiously. 

 



 “Well, I understand about the rifles,” she said, plowing through a berry tart like a conquering general, “we’ve got to find out about that. But what about the girls?”

 



 “What about the girls?” Lucas asked.

 



 “Well, where has the investigation into where the girls were sold led?”

 



 Lucas shrugged, as he poured a cup of coffee from the serving robot. “I don’t know, I didn’t ask. I’m sure he’s looking into it.” 

 



 “You’re sure he’s looking into it? Or you’re assuming he’s looking into it?” she asked, pointedly. 

 



 “I’m . . . look, I’ll ask him tomorrow, Val, promise. But there’s a lot going on right now,” he said, carefully – the last thing he wanted to do was incite her hormone-laden fury a week before he was going to leave. “I’m not sure if the girls are a very high priority, I’m afraid.”

 



 “Says who?” she challenged.

 



 “Well, we have to prepare for these raids, a war, find out who’s trying to kill us, find out who’s trying to help us—it’s been a busy couple of weeks,” he pointed out, a bit of an edge to his voice.

 



 “Well, since Harkaman takes orders from you, don’t you set the priority?”

 



 “Well, yes,” Lucas said, stammering a bit. “I am Prince, I believe. But I don’t think the fate of those girls, sad as it is, is a big enough issue right now to invest a tremendous amount of resources – resources we need for other projects,” he said, reasonably. “I only have so many people and ships, Sweet.”

 



 She put down her fork. Definite warning sign, while there was a crumb left on her plate these days. She took a deep breath and was about to make an impassioned plea, one that was destined to tear at his heart-strings and make the pain of their parting in a few days that much worse.

 



 “I suppose if it was a thousand male combat troops—” she began, in that tone.

 



 Lucas was a wise monarch, a canny combat tactician, a fearless leader of men, and a ruthless political player when he had to be. All of his experience and wisdom screamed at him now, telling him what the only proper course of action was: pure and absolute capitulation.

 



 “Princess, would you be up to the task of continuing the investigation into the disappearance of these girls?” he asked, as if he was imposing on her.

 



 She studied him, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. “You just . . . gave in to me!”

 



 He blinked. “Well, yeah!”

 



 “You! A Space Viking, a sovereign prince, brutal interstellar warlord Lucas Trask -- you just folded up like a cheap card table!”


 



 He blinked again. “Um, isn’t that what you wanted me to do?”

 



 It was her turn to blink. “Well, yes, but I didn’t think it would be that easy,” she said, picking up her fork again. Lucas relaxed the slightest bit and resumed eating himself. “What made you do that?”

 



 “Well, let’s see,” Lucas chuckled. “First, you’re five months pregnant and a little . . . volatile and I’d hate to upset you and the baby. Second, you’ve already made up your mind about what you want to do, and out of respect for you as my co-sovereign, it is my duty to support your policy initiatives since you’re going to do it anyway. Third, I’m about to leave for a month or so, and I’d hate to have my wife mad at me while I’m out looting the known universe, because that would spoil all the fun.”

 



 “All of those read like completely sound . . . justifications,” she said, after a moment’s thought. “But that doesn’t explain why you did it so quickly. I mean, you barely gave me an argument.”

 



 “How could I argue with such an impassioned plea?”

 



 “I hadn’t gotten to the ‘impassioned plea’ yet,” she said, flatly. “And I’ve been rehearsing it for two days, now. So now I’m irritated that you didn’t let me make it.”

 



 “But . . . you were irritated I didn’t investigate the girls’ disappearance!” Lucas defended. “Now I said you could, and you’re upset?”

 



 “I’m upset that you’re walking around on eggshells around me!” she said, slamming her dainty fist down on the table. “I’m not that awful to be around! Am I?”

 



 “Val, it’s not about your being awful—”

 



 “So I AM awful!”

 



 “NO!” Lucas said, desperately. “No, no, no! Look, I just was trying to give you what you want,” he pointed out. “I wasn’t trying to undermine your reasoning or your authority or—”

 



 “You were just trying to mollify your hysterical wife, weren’t you?” she accused.

 



 “No! Well, yes, but –”

 



 “So you think I’m hysterical, now?” she demanded. “Just because I actually gave a thought to something other than guns and ships and missiles? Just because I felt pity about a thousand of our subjects – OUR subjects, Lucas – who are off in some godforsaken brothel right now, on a strange world, unable to speak the language, being forced to—”

 



 “No, that’s not why I think you’re hysterical—” he said, realizing his error the moment the words left his mouth.

 



 “So,” she said, coolly, “just why do you think I’m hysterical?”

 



 “I never said you were hysterical, you did!” he said, panicked. “Val, look, I’m just –” He stopped himself, took a breath, and remembered Alvyn Karffard’s advice in such situations: pick your battles wisely, and when winning is going to cost too much, don’t be afraid of losing gracefully. “My Princess, I think it’s high time we put some emphasis on locating those thousand or so prisoners who were so cruelly kidnapped and sold into slavery. I’m going to be preoccupied for a while – could you grant a boon to the Realm by taking a personal interest in their fate?”

 



 Her eyes were slightly less slitted, and she sighed. “Well, if my Prince commands it,” she said, sarcastically. Lucas looked helpless as he tried to understand if he’d fixed the problem . . . or made it worse. Then he remembered Countess Dorothy’s advice.

 



 “You know,” he said, a little desperately, clearing his throat, “you really look beautiful tonight, for some reason. And don’t worry, all of this will be fine, we just need to work through it.” She looked at him quizzically, suspecting that he was trying to manipulate her with his words. Time for a last-ditch distraction.

 



 “I’m terribly full,” he said with a sigh. “Would you like to finish my tart?”

 




Now it was time to get offworld.

 



 



 * * *

 



 



 It was early – just after dawn – and the dew was gleaming on the grasses and shrubs around the parade ground as the first graduating class of the new elite unit stood at attention in ranks before their commandant, their drill instructors, and their Prince. Today they had graduated. Today they would be granted their commissions. Today they would begin their service to the Realm in earnest.

 



 There were only twenty-five of them left, but they were among the best and brightest young men on Tanith. Wherever they were born, they had been examined rigorously and relentlessly by Commandant Festersan, Captain Hortega, Duke Karffard, Duke Harkaman, and others. 

 



 The classes had been brutal. The attrition rate was high. One by one the less-adaptable were dropped and assigned other duties. And if the daily classes and exercises had been rough, then the constant examination of their character and background had been even more rigorous. Five times in five weeks each one had been questioned under a veridicator in the presence of their peers. Any hint of disloyalty had been noted, and any mixed feelings about the Royal Family, Prince Lucas in particular, had been discovered and dealt with. 

 



 What remained was perhaps the most loyal and dedicated – not to mention most technically proficient – group of young men on Tanith.

 



 “In my entire long military career,” the gruff, gravelly voice of portly Commandant Colonel Festersan filled the air without the benefit of a public address system, “it has never been a finer privilege to see a cadre of mine face me at graduation. I was there when Duke Justin of Cowell on Durendal created his famed Silver Saber unit. I’ve met the Tiger’s Claw royal guards of Joyeuse in battle, and lost half of my infantry unit as a result. I’ve crossed swords with some of the best-trained, most dedicated soldiers in the Sword Worlds, gentlemen, and while you have not their experience, you do have their training, by God!” 

 



 He cleared his throat a little, looking around at the two dozen young men he’d taken such a personal interest in. “You gentlemen have the distinguished privilege of being the very first in what I hope will be a long, long tradition of Tanith’s royal guards. And make no mistake; this will be no ordinary unit. If we just needed thugs to stand in hallways with rifles, well, we have a plentitude of those already. 

 



 “No, this unit is designed to protect and serve the Royal Family under any circumstances: at home, in public, in private, at state functions, while they rest, in space, on distant worlds. More, this unit is designed to be utterly loyal and utterly competent. There will be no task too large, complicated, or subtle for the men I have trained to accomplish. 

 



 “Your dedication to this world, whether you were born here or just arrived, has been tested. Your willingness to die for the royal family has not. But if that lad from some foreign star, Sam Gatworth, was willing to throw his young body on a grenade to protect a man he’d never met, and keep Garvan Spasso’s infamous assassination from succeeding, then those of you who have trained so vigorously are expected to do no less.”

 



 There was a slight cheer from the ranks at the mention of Gatworth’s name. The outrage felt by those in the various branches of Tanith’s armed forces over Spasso’s cowardly attack was profound. The bravery and example of the late Sir Samuel Gatworth, of Origin Unknown, had consistently been held up as an example to aspire to.

 



 “I know the training has been rough. It was meant to be, and if I had my way it would have been even rougher for longer. But it is nothing to what you must be prepared for in the completion of your duties. Take a bullet, sing a song, interrogate a prisoner, spy on a foreign dignitary, slit a throat, shoot a man, destroy a city – you may well be called upon to do any of these, at any time. 

 



 “As of this moment, when the Prince administers your final oath on the Sword of State, you will be in a very real way his men. His, personally. It is to him, Princess Valerie, and any future heirs that you owe your undying allegiance. And to welcome you to that new life and duty is His Royal Highness, Prince Lucas Trask of the Princely Realm of Tanith!”

 



 “There was wild cheering at that – every trooper in the class knew that handsome face, that regal bearing, those intelligent eyes on sight. Today he was dressed similarly to how they were, in blue and white military dress uniform, sans rank or unit insignia, but with the azure trapezoid-and-moon symbol of Tanith on his breast, a simple silver coronet embroidered above it. He waited for the cheering to die down and addressed his new guards in a firm, loud voice that was orders of magnitude smoother than Colonel Festersan’s.

 



 “Good morning, Gentlemen,” he said, warmly. “Congratulations! If it were up to me, of course, there would be no need for a royal guard unit. I’m a fair shot myself, it’s been said,” he mentioned, to a chorus of chuckles. In truth, Prince Trask was an adept shot with pistol, carbine or rifle. He’d even come out a few times and trained with them at the range.

 



 “However, we don’t live in a world I designed, we live in this one: Tanith. For some of you, this is a frontier hell-hole far from the light of civilization. For others it’s an opportunity to distinguish yourselves with honor. For others, this is the home of your birth and your tie to its sacred soil is absolute.

 



 “But regardless of your beginnings, Fate has brought you all here, to this place, and has sought fit to provide you with perhaps the most adept infantry commander in the Sword Worlds. Further,” he continued, “you have now achieved the singular accomplishment of passing the most rigorous screenings of any men under my command. There is not one of you who hasn’t been thoroughly investigated and vouched for – and that level of scrutiny will continue for the term of your service. 

 “And that service will be great: for your task is not only to protect the Royal Family from harm, as Sir Sam did that fateful day at which at least some of you were present, but to advance the goals and desires of myself and those officers I place over you, for the good of Tanith.

 



 “Now, you will all be commissioned officers – lieutenants – in the guard, with Captain Hortega serving as your captain. After some well-deserved liberty, some of you will be going with me on the Nemesis for a raiding mission, where it will be your job to make sure I get home intact. Many others will be assigned to protect Her Highness, or His Grace, the Prime Minister, while I am gone. And a portion of you will return here, to help the second class of guards to graduate, and then perhaps a third. Your training will be ongoing, and you will have special privileges amongst our people – and special responsibilities. 

 



 “Tanith is regarded by some as a Space Viking base, and that is true. By others it is their home and they know no others. But for me, what began as the result of my personal quest for vengeance has become an example of what determined men may do in the defense of this thing we call civilization. That has become my goal, to improve the potential I first found here until Tanith is the envy of the Old Federation and the Sword Worlds, alike. But that is not an easy goal. We are beset on all sides by enemies, those who would use us for their own purposes or blot us out of the sky. It is your job, Gentlemen, to ensure that doesn’t happen.

 



 “I cannot promise you a cushy duty or a spiffy uniform – you can find that plenty of places. What I can promise you is an opportunity to not just guard a family, but to guard an idea: that the flame of civilization smoldering here is worthy of your protection, your sweat, and your blood. Regardless of what happens from here on out, I wish to impart that, at least, to you: you guard not just me and my wife and our unborn child, you guard the very keys to the future of this world, and all those who depend upon that. 

 



 “That’s a great and noble commission, Gentlemen, but you are surely up to the task, if the opinions of my staff are to be trusted. And if they aren’t,” he joked, “then we’re all in a lot of trouble, aren’t we?” There was a wave of chuckles.

 



 “You gentlemen have a great responsibility,” he continued, “for to you falls the duty of creating the institutions and the traditions of what I hope becomes an elite unit that has centuries of work ahead of it. To you falls the task of naming the regiment, finding a home for it, and establishing traditions that will work to support the noble charter you have voluntarily undertaken. To you falls the unenviable right to make your new unit’s name shine in the heavens and instill fear into all of those who would dare molest our world.”

 Lucas paused to pull an object from under his cloak. “Most of you will recognize this, instantly. This is the hand of Garvan Spasso. He plays an important and infamous role in the modern history of Tanith. It was he who first came here, like a raiding demon from the sky,” he said, working that little bit of mythology into his speech for the benefit of the Tanith natives – nine, in total – who had made it through this difficult course without the benefit of a civilized basic education as a foundation. 

 



 “Then he returned, in the service of a foreign king, and when I would not capitulate to his unreasonable and dishonorable demands, when I would not deliver all we have worked so hard for to a man who has not only not earned the right, but who has never trod the soil of Tanith, he resorted to the worst sort of diplomacy, seeking to decapitate the Realm through base treachery. 

 



 “As a result, he was condemned to death, but invoked the right to a trial by arms.” Lucas waved the stiff, heavy limb above his head. “We can see where that got him – my good friend Lord Noam of Tradetown, Baron of Bentfork, was given the right to be my champion to fight to first blood, and thus he took this ignoble prize from those who would molest the affairs of our fair world. It does my heart good to see his son standing amongst you today.

 



 “Let Baron Bentfork’s actions be a guide for you. Let poor, brave Sir Sam Gatworth’s sacrifice inspire you. But I call on you all to remember, that regardless of Tanith’s future, you are to be the sword in my hand as I defend her against all who would treat her so commonly!”

 



 There was a loud eruption of cheers among the men, as Lucas continued to wave Spasso’s arm, the grisly limb now encased in gold, above his head to catch the light. When the cheering died down, then the certificates and commissions were handed out to the troopers by name, who approached, laid their hand on the Sword of State, and swore their oaths to the Prince, personally. To each one Lucas also presented a sword of office, a well-made slender blade with the Tanith Trapezoid engraved on the hilt, along with their commission in the Guards. 

 



 Afterwards, there was a small reception, breakfast and a fine selection Lyran spirits, to take away the morning chill – or at least that’s what they told themselves.

 



 As the graduates and the staff mingled in the reception tent, many of the men congregated around one end, where Lt. Delio was huddled with the other candidates for the coveted post they’d all trained for.

 



 “You heard His Highness,” Delio was saying to his comrades. While not a leader in any official capacity, the men gravitated towards the tall, elegant young officer naturally. “It falls to us to name the unit. I believe the Prince has given us a name, already,” he added. “If we are to be his hand, let it be a golden hand. Untarnishable. Solid. Pure. It could signify our willingness to not only be the Prince’s hands, but also our commitment to punish any who oppose the Realm. So what do you say, gentlemen? Shall we become the Golden Hand regiment?”

 



 “It has a certain ring to it,” agreed Lt. Karvall, Delio’s best friend in training. “And the symbolism is pretty clear, isn’t it?” he asked, thinking of his own desire for vengeance. 

 



 “I’d say,” agreed Lt. Bentfork – Nogal -- still a little awed by the presence of the Prince, himself. He’d been a quiet young man, despite his build and strength, but he’d also made friends with Delio and Karvall early on. He looked around at some of the other Tanith natives, who also looked uncomfortable in the formal uniforms, who were nodding vigorously. “His Highness has done a wonderful thing for Tanith,” he continued, “and if honoring his work thus is pleasing to him, I say we do call ourselves the Golden Hand.”

 



 “Yes!” someone from the back agreed. “Only we need to make Gatworth our leader, posthumously. He was really the first, wasn’t he?”

 



 “In spirit,” nodded Delio. “And I don’t believe Captain Hortega would consider it a slight. That would, indeed, be an honorable burden to place on him. And a clear message to those who would, as the Prince says, seek to molest our world!”

 



 “What I don’t understand,” Bentfork said, slowly – he always spoke Lingua Terra a little slowly, since it was his second language, “is why you men are so willing to die for my world? I’ve come to know you like brothers, but I still don’t understand.”

 



 The others looked at the Tanith man in surprise. “Why, this is our home now, too!” Karvall said. “I’ll never return to Gram. There’s nothing for me here. And Tanith has the potential to be anything,” he added. “Adventure, fame, fortune, glory – and honor.”

 



 “I concur,” Delio agreed. “You may have been born here, Mudfoot, but we – and I think I speak for most of us, now – have cast our fortunes here, and here we will stay. I, for one, will at least,” he amended. “Everything I want in the galaxy is right here!”

 



 “So it’s settled, then?” he continued. “Shall I inform His Highness, and Admiral Harkaman? Because we’ve got a fifty-hour liberty coming starting right after this ceremony, and I’d hate for the MPs to not have our proper unit name to put down on the arrest forms!”

 



 That brought a chorus of laughter that warmed Lucas’ heart from across the tent, where he was discussing the new unit with the Colonel. It was the sound of things coming together, of trust and camaraderie, the kind of cohesion he wanted to see in his guards. It was the sound of the future of Tanith, and from where he stood, the Realm was in good hands.




 


Chapter Seven:


Prince Lucas Goes Raiding

 



 



 



 



 After the complexities of court life and the strain of treachery, there was something simple and straightforward about the mass looting of an entire world, Lucas reflected as he watched the combat reports come in on the bridge of the Nemesis. 

 



 The viewscreen showed seven or eight pillars of smoke rising across the horizon, as his men made their way across the face of the planet systematically pillaging the small towns they found along the way. As appalling as the horror below was, it was simple. Soldiers taking things of value at gunpoint. Civilians defending their homes and their lives. There were no subtleties at play on the surface of Lyr this morning. Just the simple equation of theft and murder.

 



 Lyr was a small agricultural world, ten thousand miles wide under a soft G2 sun. It had been settled about a hundred years before the System States War, in the heyday of the Old Federation. But its remote location kept it off of the trade routes that had allowed the flame of civilization to burn, and eventually the people had lost the ability to maintain complex technology. They had settled into a stable culture of rural life, ruled by a competitive aristocracy divided into several jurisdictions. Disputes between geographical regions were settled by arcane legal forms or by the simple expedient of dueling. As such, military defenses were weak, at best.

 



 That made Lyr so attractive to Lucas as his first stop on his looting spree. Lyr was decentralized, agricultural, and didn’t have a great deal in the way of easily-portable wealth. On the other hand, its people were nearly defenseless, and for this first raid he wanted some low-hanging fruit. More than half of the crew and infantry of the Nemesis were green, recent graduates from Camp Valiant or the training school on the Lamia. 

 



 Lyr gave them an opportunity to get blooded without facing serious resistance – a confidence-building measure. Under Otto Harkaman’s tutelage, he had selected a similar world for his own first Space Viking raid, Khepra. It had been a gruesome, horrific experience, but it had done its job. Now Khepra was protected by Lucas’ own ships, and was being encouraged slowly back up the ladder to civilization. The people were living longer, eating better, and enjoying better security now. That mad, horrific raid had been a stepping-stone to a brighter future for the planet.

 



 For the folk of Lyr, the advantages of being attacked by Space Vikings were less immediate. Apart from the usual targets of looting, jewelry, specie, objects d’art, and the like, Lyr’s agricultural economy and sophisticated gentry had led to the widespread development of distillation as an art form. It seemed that every village on the planet had three or four shops devoted to nothing but the wide variety of liquors Lyr boasted, from brandies and cordials to exotic wines and spirits. Even to a man accustomed to a culture of drinking, the looting reports showing case after case of fine liquors led to one inescapable conclusion: the people of Lyr were a bunch of sots.

 



 “The Space Scourge just hit a massive distillery complex on the eastern continent,” Alexi Karvall, Lucas’ new Golden Hand aide and bodyguard reported. Lucas was pleased to see that the lad had prospered at Camp Valiant, and had been excited and proud to be selected for Prince Lucas’ personal staff on this first mission. His jet-black braided military jacket proudly sported his new unit insignia: The Golden Hand of Tanith. 

 



 Lucas didn’t know whose idea it had been – he suspected dashing young Lt. Armand Delio, who seemed to be a natural leader – but the young men of the unit had chosen the humorous sigil of Garvan Spasso’s severed, gold-plated hand as their symbol, with the motto The Price Paid By Those Who Assail Us underneath. 

 



 Tanith was, after all, but one small planet in a galaxy of dangers; personifying her thus, and invoking the protective instinct of her warriors was, as Hugh Rathmore would say, good politics. He wondered what Garvan Spasso would say about that.

 



 “Tell Valkanhayn not to drink it all before he gets it aboard,” Lucas quipped. The man was fond of drink, more so than most, but he wouldn’t have more than a medicinal sip while on duty. 

 



 “No danger of that, Sire,” Karvall grinned. “There’s more than even he can drink. Initial estimates put the take at . . . am I reading this right? Twenty-two thousand gallons of distilled spirits?”

 



 “That’s . . . a lot of cocktails,” Lucas nodded, impressed. “Twenty-two thousand gallons. Any idea how much we’ve taken, yet?”

 



 “Only the first raiding crews have returned,” Karvall said, after checking the screen, “but it looks like . . . oh, nine, ten thousand gallons, by volume. But we have two teams striking deep into . . . Landover Country? That’s supposed to be some important old still country, traditions going back to the founding, from what the prisoners have said. There’s supposed to be a massive cave complex where the stuff is kept and aged underground.”

 



 “That would be a good find,” Lucas said, just imagining such a trove. At roughly ten stellars a bottle, that was forty stellars a gallon – if it was any good. Conversely, if it was very, very good, he could manage as much as fifty stellars a bottle, two-hundred a gallon, at a civilized port. And exotic liquors could fetch even higher. “In fact, inform the teams to make that a priority.”

 



 “Yes, Sire,” Karvall said, turning his attention to the radio.

 



 The Space Scourge and the Nemesis had come in over Lyr’s northern pole. The tiny moon, a barely spherical asteroid only three hundred miles across, had none of the electronic signatures associated with a technologically advanced world – no defensive or detection equipment, no bases or underground cities. 

 



 The beautiful world below them, by contrast, was filled with a bustling pre-industrial civilization. Six small continents dotting a placid ocean stained green by the amount of copper in the planet’s soil, was filled to capacity with a highly decentralized culture. The largest cities were less than a hundred thousand people, neatly designed urban centers surrounded by hundreds of villages. The slight axial tilt to Lyr – a mere 4% -- left the world just a hint of season, enough to encourage a multitude of native and imported plant life into lush fecundity. 

 



 As planned, the Space Scourge had taken the largest continent, hovering over the capital of the land while calling for the people to surrender as air boats and combat cars streamed out of her ports. The local constabulary had tried to resist, but it had taken surprisingly little force to demonstrate how futile that resistance would be. The local prince had bowed to Valkanhayn’s force
majeur and had even directed his people to assist in loading the loot.

 



 The Nemesis had gone to the next largest of the remaining five continents and had done much the same thing – only there had been a lot more fierce resistance. Apparently the aristocracy of this part of the world had a military tradition of sorts, and repeatedly his soldiers had been waylaid by small bands of resistance. A few nobles had been foolish enough to attempt a duel with the Space Vikings. Mostly, the Space Vikings shot them, looted their bodies, and then their homes and estates.

 



 “You wouldn’t think a world like this would have anything worth raiding for,” young Karvall said, thoughtfully, as the Nemesis arrived above the next large manor house. His family had held one of the most sophisticated industrial baronies on Gram, so he naturally thought about wealth in terms of machines and equipment.

 



 Lucas, by contrast, had been raised among the rolling plains of Traskon, where herding the giant bisonoids was the main industry. “Biologics might seem like ‘soft’ goods,” he said, nodding, ‘but that doesn’t decrease their value. No matter where mankind may wander in the universe, he will always have booze for cocktail hour, cigarettes and coffee for breakfast. That’s why coffee, tobacco and liquor are always high-demand consumable luxury items, and they don’t tend to lose their value. That’s also why we stopped at Khepra and took on a thousand slaughtered kreggs. Where we’re going, they’ll be more valuable than robots or equipment.”

 



 “It looks like search team Delta has discovered the cave, Sire,” Karvall reported, shortly thereafter. “They’re at the base of that ridge of low hills to the southwest. Shall we send in more boats?”

 



 “How big is the take?” Lucas asked.

 



 There was more waiting as the query was relayed down the line, and the response came back up by radio. “The local administrator of the estate claims . . . Sire, he claims that there are over a hundred and fifty thousand gallons of aged liquors in the caverns. Some of it was put up . . . oh, Ghu! He says some of it has been aging since before the System States War. Almost five hundred years old,” he said, reverently.

 



 Lucas grinned. “Forget the additional boats – change our course to come in over the mouth of that cavern. We’re going to be making a large withdrawal.”

 



 Lucas himself elected to come down to the estate, once it was secured, taking Karvall and Delio with him as protection. Not that he needed much protecting – he wore a full heavy infantry combat suit, custom made with extra protection and with the royal arms decorating the chest and helmet. But the two young guards were never more than ten feet from him at any time, and their hands never strayed more than a foot away from their weapons.

 



 The estate he was looting was huge; a sprawling complex of green-roofed white buildings that made his new quarters at Trask House seem rough and tawdry by comparison. The local lord of the manor, Squire Barigold Nolan, was a rotund old gent in his fifties who looked utterly distraught over the looting of his cellars. His folk spoke an archaic dialect of Lingua Terra, as most worlds did which hadn’t lost access to Old Federation microbooks and audiotapes, easily understandable to Lucas and his crews. 

 



 And once Lucas made it clear that he had no desire for any violence that wasn’t in service to his thieving, the two actually got along admirably. Indeed, while Lucas’ men were hauling the wealth of his family out of the caverns Squire Nolan invited Lucas and his men up to his airy solarium for a tasting of some of the rarer liquors.

 



 



 “Astonishing,” Lucas breathed, as he enjoyed the exquisite flavor of a three-hundred-year-old whiskey. “There’s nothing like this in the Sword Worlds. And your family has run this manor the entire time?”

 



 “Ah, yes we have, Your Highness,” Nolan assured him, bobbing his head obsequiously. “Pride of the Landover, it is. Twenty-six generations of Nolans, overseeing the craft of distilling.”

 



 “Well, if it’s any consolation, Lord Nolan, your wealth is about to be enjoyed across the stars. And once people get a taste of this,” he said, raising his glass reverently, “they’ll be back, and with money in their pockets.”

 



 “And I’ll have naught to sell!” the man wailed. “You’re taking it all!”

 



 “Actually, we’re only going to take about two thirds,” Lucas explained. “We have limited cargo space, and more planets to raid in the future. So we’re going to leave you about a third of your total.”

 



 “And ruin me!” he sighed, bitterly. “I had over a hundred casks of that sweet spring-bourbon, and if you take two thirds . . .”

 



 “Then the rest will be worth five times as much, now that it’s a far rarer commodity,” Lt. Delio pointed out, gracefully. “Indeed, Squire, consider how much we have enriched you by stealing your wares. Luxuries like finely aged liquor are valued not just by their quality, but also by their rarity. The less of something there is, the more valuable it is, per unit. By reducing the planetary supply of rare vintages, we’re sharply increasing the value of what’s left – not to mention developing a future market off-world.”

 



 “You should see what Baldur honey-rum goes for, or Poictesme melon-brandy, on a civilized world. If you can capture even a small part of that market, the liquors of Lyr will be extremely valuable.”

 



 “If you say so, gentlemen,” he said, apparently not convinced. 

 



 “Tell you what,” Lucas proposed, “when we’ve taken what we want, we’ll leave you a communication set. Next time we come back, if we’ve found a market for your wares we’ll trade fairly for it.”

 



 “You won’t steal it?” he asked, still dazed by the losses.

 



 “Not from you,” Lucas assured. “We’re actually trying to be gentle with Lyr, Squire. We’re only hitting three continents, this time around. Some in my profession would seek to hit them all, leave everything burning, and take whatever they wanted. We prefer to . . . encourage production, not destroy it. Next time we’re here, we’ll gently take what we want from those who didn’t get a visit this time.”

 



 “Make sure you hit the Nestlands, across the strait” he said, sullenly. “Squire Nesterman’s been after my first place prize for nigh on three decades!” That wasn’t as long as it sounded – the Lyran year was only 222 days long. “Let’s see what his Grand Cave of Spirits looks like after the likes o’ you get through with it!”

 



 “Oh, really?” Lucas said, warming to the vindictive little man as he poured another two fingers of the truly excellent spirit in his glass. “Tell me more . . .”

 



 The looting of Lyr lasted three days, and apart from a truly astounding amount of well-aged liquor, the Space Vikings took a sufficient amount of gold, jewelry, fine art and other sundries to count the raid a success without the spirits. 

 



 Lucas made a special point of ordering the local college libraries looted of history books, which Otto Harkaman had made standard practice for all Tanith-based raiders – the library at the college at Rivington had a bigger history section than the University of Camelot on Excalibur, now. 

 



 The local telecasts – intended almost exclusively for the landed aristocracy – bemoaned the awful toll, but a few images of other worlds that had fared less well against the Space Vikings were released, and that both frightened and calmed them. There had been a minimal loss of life, only 132 dead, and fewer than a thousand injured. It was, by far, the most civilized Space Viking raid Lucas had ever been on.

 



 The largest problem with the raid was keeping the crews sober during the long flight towards their next destination, Fenris. So many bottles – each hand-made and cunningly decorated, which would provide an even higher price at market – had made their way into the pockets of the men during the course of the looting that it was nearly futile. 

 



 Despite hating losing control of the situation, Lucas gave them three days of unrestricted drinking, keeping only a skeleton crew on duty as the ship flew through hyperspace at the rate of a light-year an hour, and then made appearing drunk for duty a flogging offense. That was enough dis-incentive to convince all but a few die-hard lushes that moderation was the key to success in the Royal Navy of Tanith. And it had the side-effect of turning the entire crew into over-night experts in distilled beverages. By the time the two ships had entered normal space in orbit around Fenris, things had returned more or less to normal.

 



 They were hailed almost as soon as they were within range by two normal-space craft that were nevertheless heavily armed. They were short range cargo lighters, the kind of shuttlecraft most civilized worlds maintained for use as tugs, but they were ancient. Their weaponry, on analysis, was decidedly not. Both ships carried multiple nuclear warheads that would have made an unimpeded descent impossible.

 



 Once Lucas convinced the highly suspicious air controller on duty that he had no hostile intent, and indeed wanted to trade, he was treated with a little more dignity and respect. The people of Fenris were always looking to trade, the man said, and he could even arrange for a meeting with a representative of the Fenris Monster Hunters’ Cooperative Mercantile Council to discuss the matter.

 



 Lucas collected four Golden Hand, in spiffy new dress armor, and then boarded the Royal Lighter – which was just the Captain’s Gig, with a nifty new title and a new decal – and headed for the hulking artificial mountain that was Port Sandor.

 



 The city was creepy to his eyes. He had seen protected environments before, of course, even the Sword Worlds had a fair number of them for industry and research. Tanith’s moonbase was utilitarian to the extreme. 

 



 But Port Sandor seemed more like a cavern for insects than a city for people. The huge buildings that acted as supports for the massive roof of the city made the airy space seemed closed off, and the miles and miles of tunnels and catacombs that wound through the rock made it feel oppressive. The entire city was climate-controlled, but during these blazing hot summer hours the heat was still so oppressive that half of the population was dressed in bikinis and shorts as they went about their business. The natives Fenrisians seemed right at home in their dark and gloomy lair. 

 



 Lucas and his men were escorted to the office of the Chief of Trade, a small, rough-shaven man in plain but formal business clothes, a wide-bladed brass-hilted knife at his hip at odds with his business attire. He introduced himself as Dorian Swann, a monster hunter who was working a desk job since he’d injured himself on a hunt. 

 



 “So what can I do for you gentlemen today?” he asked, not at all impressed with Lucas’ title. That impressed Lucas. 

 



 “We’ve got some trade,” he said. “Fine spirits and exotic foodstuffs, mostly. We’re looking for tallow. And information.”

 



 Everyone who came to Fenris was looking for tallow – there really wasn’t any other reason to come to Fenris – so that wasn’t surprising. Looking for information, however, intrigued the little man.

 “So what kind of information?” he asked, amused.

 



 “We had a mercenary soldier killed in action on Tanith, and we’d like to get his body back to his family with honor,” Lucas explained. “We didn’t have much to go on, but we know that he came to Tanith from Fenris, by way of Gimli, I think.”

 



 “Right,” the man nodded. “That could be – lots of our young folk want to run off and find the sun, somewhere. Let me have his information and I’ll look him up in the city directory.” He took the data and passed it on to a secretary, while he hammered out a strong agreement in principal on the kregg meat and booze. 

 



 Swann seemed excited about the prospect of both – the staple of the people of Fenris was a wide array of seafood, and any foreign land mammal was exotic by comparison. The gamy taste of kregg meat, a sample of which had been provided by the Nemesis’ robochef, made Swann extremely enthusiastic to procure all he could. The liquor, likewise, was met with his wholehearted approval. Lucas allowed the man to bargain a little, and recognized that he could push and perhaps get more out of the trade, but he didn’t want to sour the man’s feelings before he got the information he needed.

 



 During a break in the negotiations, Lucas pushed a photoprint of Sir Sam Gatworth and told him the story of the poor man’s heroic death.

 



 “So I have a deep personal obligation to see his body gets home to be buried,” explained Lucas to the nodding Chief. “Only problem is, I’m not quite sure where that might be.”

 



 “Well, he’s not from around here,” Swann sighed, pushing the picture back. “This wasn’t taken anyplace on Fenris. And I know every family under the roof, and there isn’t one Gatworth among them. So . . . let me have my secretary track this down . . . and you can let me sample that pear brandy again!”

 



 Swann’s secretary was able to establish Gatworth departing Fenris two years before on the regularly-scheduled Mobeus, towards Gimli and parts unknown. And there was a record of Gatworth staying in one of the spaceport hotels for two months between ships. A further search suggested that Gatworth had arrived on Fenris from Baldur, aboard the Blessed Sun, another regularly scheduled ship.

 



 “So if he was traced to here, that’s where he came from first,” Swann answered, after lunch. “Apart from that, he didn’t make much of a mark.”

 



 Lucas concluded his dealing in a way that left Swann very happy – and not only had he been able to unload twenty thousand gallons of high-end, extremely breakable liquors and two collapsium-plated frozen cargo containers of kregg meat in exchange for a generous amount of monster tallow, he also had another lead on Gatworth and the mysterious Wizard.

 



 He let the men have fifty hours of liberty, such as it was, while he sent his Golden Hand lads undercover to see what could be found on Gatworth “belowdecks”, as it were, and by the time they were underway towards their next destination, they knew a little more.

 



 “Gatworth came in from Baldur claiming to be headed to Gimli to see family. He stayed here two months, stayed out of trouble, and if he even talked to a girl, there’s no record of it,” Delio said, smugly. “But he did frequent a bar outside of the spaceport complex called Wong’s. I went by and talked with the bartender, who remembered Gatworth.”

 



 “He remembered Gatworth?” asked Karvall in wonder. “That was almost a year ago!”

 



 “In a town this size, a new face stands out,” Delio shrugged. “And a man who comes by for a drink at the same time every day, that’s a regular. So yes, he remembered him. Even remembered the one friend he seemed to have, a fellow traveler named . . . Austin? Something like that. He was only here for six days, apparently, then left again on the next ship. But Austin and Gatworth had at least four or five meetings.”

 



 “What ship did Austin leave on?”

 



 “Probably the tramp freighter Harper’s Gold, which came in here through Volund and left for Freya.”

 



 “Interesting,” sighed Lucas. “So what happened with this friend, Austin?”

 



 “Well, the interesting thing the bartender said was that Gatworth came in from Baldur, but he was definitely not Balduran. More interesting yet, he didn’t seem to know where he was headed until after Austin left. That’s when he first started talking about family on Gimli. Before that, he was generally evasive.”

 



 “So Gatworth arrives, hangs around for a week without knowing where he’s going, then Austin arrives and suddenly Gatworth remembers he has ‘family’ on Gimli . . . and then transships to Tanith, where he enlists in the army,” summarized Karvall.

 



 “That looks like it. Which means that this character Austin is either the Wizard, himself, or he works for the Wizard. Any hits on that particular name?”

 Karvall shook his head. “I tried the bribing techniques we were taught, but no one knew anything about a character called ‘the Wizard’. Apparently there was a local folklore character here on Fenris called ‘the Bishop’ once, but no one has ever heard of The Wizard. The local crime syndicate is headed by Jimmy “the Fish” Gart, and he’s about as un-Wizard-like a character as you could ask for.”

 



 “Well, that’s something, at least. We’re headed for Dazbag, now. Trying to trace him back through Baldur is going to be futile, I think. A planet like that has hundreds of ships coming in and going out every year. If we can’t follow Gatworth any further, then perhaps we can follow up on the leads we got from the Voltlily.” 

 



 When the freetrading merchant ship and its crew had been seized, according to Lucas’ orders, it had been discovered that someone was subsidizing Captain Ho’s brisk trade in infantry weapons. The old merchantman had been contacted through layers that made it impossible for him to know exactly he was working for himself, but the deal had been sweet enough that he hadn’t hesitated to do as he was bid. The shipments came in via another merchant ship, which they met every other month at a different location within 100 light-years of Tanith. And whomever it was, they were unafraid to lose money on the deal. 

 



 Ho was paying less than twenty stellars per rifle, for instance, and getting back a slave girl worth up to a thousand stellars to the brothels of Port Dawn on Shahar, a wild port on a tiny world that was notoriously light on legal jurisdictions.

 



 But despite the pains taken to conceal the origins of the rifles, some things cannot be faked. A detailed analysis of both the steel and the stock wood by scientists revealed that the non-descript wood that made up the stocks was a distinctive fast-growing hardwood native to distant Dazbag. A cross-check with Mardukan Naval intelligence confirmed the finding. So Dazbag was the next target on Lucas’ itinerary.

 



 The information on the small world was decades out of date, but there was some. Settled late in the Old Federation period, it had decivilized briefly before traders from Baldur, Marduk and Aton began making it a regular stop. The small, 4000-mile-wide jungle world was teeming with exotic fauna, but the flora was the big draw for traders. The trees of Dazbag produced incredibly tough hardwoods that were preferable to metal or plastic for many applications. Even more exotic woods fueled a lust for luxury furniture among the Atonian elite. As a result, a number of factories had grown up in the central industrial zone, and a lot of off-world manufacturing was conducted there.

 



 Dazbag wasn’t particularly close to anything else, which had made it very inconvenient to loot there. They had enjoyed peaceful relations, being protected by various civilized worlds as part of trade agreements to protect their industries, but had developed enough of an economic base to not need other worlds as sponsors anymore. Besides, who would ever attack a small, somewhat polluted industrialized world whose largest industries were lumber and cheap plastic stuff? Dazbag had no nearby neighbors to menace it. And it had never been raided by Space Vikings, being far from proximate to the Sword Worlds. 

 



 Now that was about to change.

  

 The two Space Viking ships emerged just outside Dazbag’s third moon, the largest of them at a whopping 900 miles. The planet below seemed large by comparison, but the 4,000 mile diameter was a little misleading from this angle. There were two small patrol craft in the vicinity, tiny things only a few hundred feet across, docked at an ancient space station that was permanently affixed in the gravity well between the small planet and smaller moon. Unlike their Fenrisian counterparts they were not particularly heavily armed. They lazily detached and approached the Space Vikings, their commander hailing the Nemesis with orders to heave to for boarding, unaware of the danger they faced.

 



 The Space Scourge destroyed both tiny ships in seconds with missiles.

 



 That set the tone for the next two days, as the government of the small world tried every defense technique possible, from out-right bribing the space Vikings to go away to activating the militia. Neither tactic was successful. After all, they were here after something very specific, and it wasn’t money.

 



 It wasn’t a classic raid, in that the Tanith ships didn’t descend and begin shooting up the place to the end of stealing everything in sight. Instead, Lucas instituted a blockade. No ships were allowed in or out of port until he was satisfied. For a busy industrial port like Dazbag, that was a crisis in and of itself. No less than nine freighters were docked at the space station and a steady ferry of cargo shuttles streamed merchandise and raw materials up and down from the planet’s surface, until Lucas put a stop to it.

 



 He detailed Valkanhayn to cover the space station, holding the strategically vital habitat hostage, while the Nemesis took orbit a hundred miles over the capital, Ringford. It took a few hours of threats and persuasion, but eventually the Prime Minister of Dazbag was convinced to come aboard to meet with Lucas – or risk losing Dazbag’s third largest city.

 



 Prime Minister Chantell was a worried-looking older gentleman, his elegant raw silk – at least it looked like raw silk – suit complete with a little green fez that, apparently, was a mark of his office. Lucas met him at the airlock personally, an honor guard of five tough Space Viking troopers present in addition to his two Golden Hand guards. He did his best to sooth the Minister while simultaneously making him understand the level of threat he was facing. Lucas escorted the man to a conference room, offered refreshments, and then took a rifle from one of his men and laid it on the table.

 



 “Minister, this weapon was built in a factory on your world, and then shipped almost five hundred light-years away, where it found its way into the hands of some of my people. I want to know who bought the weapon and when.”

 



 “Really, couldn’t this have been settled with an audiovisual call?” the man said, frowning.

 



 Lucas leaned in and fixed him with a grim expression. “I wasn’t certain if you’d take me as seriously over the screen, Minister. Someone is attempting to undermine my Realm, and I’m taking that seriously enough to disrupt trade on an entire planet to get to the bottom of it. Now, I could take care of the problem by reducing your planet to ashes, thus ending the supply, but I figured I’d be a gentleman about it.”



 The white-eyed bureaucrat blinked, and assured Lucas that he had his full cooperation.

 



 It took half a day to track the company, and then only a few hours to track the serial numbers on the weapons to a particular lot sold. Sinwiddie Arms was a large machine shop in the capital that turned out hundreds of thousands of weapons for export every year, trade items that were invaluable amongst the decivilized worlds of the Old Federation. By midnight, it had been established that the guns had been part of a lot of a hundred thousand such weapons sold to a trading conglomerate on Enlil.

 



 “You’re going to have a hard time with that,” the Prime Minister said, with a certain degree of relish. “Enlil’s one of Aton’s firm allies. There’s a big Atonian naval base there. You try any of your heavy-handed tactics there, by Ghu, and you’ll get your nose bloodied!” 

 



 “It answers my question,” Lucas frowned. “I wanted to know which power was behind the insurgency, and I found the answer. You’ve been most cooperative, Prime Minister, but there is one last thing I want. More of these rifles.”

 



 The minister sputtered that Lucas was free to purchase as many as he wanted from the manufacturer, and it only took another casual threat to convince him that the Prince of Trask did not fill out credit applications or sully his hands with commerce. He had his men land and take over the factory, and for twenty six hours they forced the workers to produce or adapt a little over a hundred-thousand guns. Of particular importance was the hastily-stamped planetary seal of Tanith, the trapezoid-and-circle, on the stock of each weapon. 

 



 “I confess I don’t understand, Sire,” Lt. Karvall said, after they had inspected the first dozen to come up from the planet. “Why acquired these, when they’re clearly inferior to Sword World weapons?”

 



 “The price is right,” Lucas pointed out. “But these aren’t destined for raiding parties,” he explained. “These are for our own people. The peasantry of Tanith. Harkaman and I have been throwing around different ways of ensuring their loyalty, and that whole incident in Kato province got me thinking. You take away Rivington, and the rest of Tanith is still locked in the Iron Age, prey to anyone who falls out of the sky. 

 



 “But Motarka gave me an idea: if I freely distribute rifles, but make every man who accepts it my sworn man, then I can arm the population while still maintaining some control over the weapons. That way we can have a properly armed militia. Anyone who misuses them, for instance, will be held to military standards of justice. But should Omfray drop a few hundred marines in our back-country, then the common folk will have something other than swords and spears and flintlocks to fight back with.”

 



 When the last rifle was loaded aboard, and the last crate of ammunition sealed in the holds, Lucas sent a case of Lyr’s finest brandies to the Prime Minister, assuring him that his grudge with this world was over – and not a moment too soon. Just as the two Space Viking ships were preparing to enter hyperspace, a two-thousand foot warship of the Baldur Space Navy emerged. While his suspicions had shifted away from the large, well-organized civilization and towards their commercial rival, Aton, Lucas didn’t think hanging around after committing a crime like that was wise. It had the possibility of promoting the kind of misunderstanding that led to shooting wars.

 



 On the long trip back towards Tanith, the ships made two more raids of mildly industrial worlds, Bran and Geb, looting temples and churches on both to fill their holds with gold, silver, and gemstones, then stopped at Gimli again on the way back to trade most of the monster tallow to a Gilgamesher destined for Marduk. By the time the last jump was plotted for home, Lucas and his men had been in space for over a thousand hours, and he couldn’t wait to be home.




 



 


Chapter Eight:


Princess Valerie’s Raid

 



 



 



 



 Valerie sighed on the balcony of Trask House as the bulk of the Nemesis followed the Space Scourge up from the landing slips at the spaceport in the distance and floated skyward towards orbit. She hated the feeling of saying goodbye to her husband – not that he hadn’t left a piece of him behind with her. A piece of his love. A piece of his soul. A piece that was suddenly starving.

 



 The baby had been growing a lot in the last few weeks, and it had almost been a challenge to her grace as a sitting princess not to scarf down every morsel she could wring out of the robochef. But Countess Dorothy, who had monitored her almost daily, had encouraged her to eat as much as she liked. She was seriously considering a second breakfast when she remembered something else she had wanted to do – something she couldn’t do while Lucas was on Tanith.

 



 “Bring the captain and the executive officer of the Voltlily to me,” she ordered one of the two handsome new Golden Hand guards who now attended her constantly. “I will see them in the Blue Room, I think.” He looked surprised, but bowed and hurried away to carry out her orders.

 



 She stopped by the kitchen for a snack – some purple jelly on home-baked bread, with a couple of those tangy yellow fruits that she still didn’t know the name of, patting her expanding belly as it burbled happily in response. Then she changed into a slightly more regal costume than her housecoat, complete with silver and sapphire cap-of-maintenance. Much to her guard’s surprise, she also added a long, thin dress dagger to her belt along with a slender, argentium-plated 7mm pistol that one of the Space Viking captains had gifted to her when she got married.

 



 Her Golden Hand guard, a young Sword Worlder named Marcus Gomes, tried to hide the look of skepticism and worry on his face when he saw the gun on her belt. Best address that quickly, Valerie decided.

 



 “You know, Lieutenant, I’m not unfamiliar with firearms. I’ve taken courses, I just practiced at the Camp Valiant range a few weeks ago, and I know how to take the safety off.”

 



 “I would never imply—”

 “Save it,” she commanded. “I don’t actually intend to fire it, if that eases your mind. There is method to my madness. Now, do I look like a haughty, dangerously arrogant noblewoman who’s ready to see some heads roll?” she asked with such sincerity that Gomes was taken aback. She giggled. “Thanks, you just answered me. Let’s retire to the Blue Room.”

 



 The prisoners she requested arrived shortly after she did, both of them looking dazed and confused, unshaven and in dirty clothes, their hands bound in manacles. Four large Royal Army troopers escorted them into the room and pushed them into chairs, their submachine guns trained on them constantly. 

 



 “Gentlemen,” she began, after just staring at them for almost three uncomfortable minutes. “My husband, His Highness, Lucas Trask, Sovereign Prince of Tanith, has developed a bee in his bonnet about the fact that you gentlemen,” she said, stressing the word to the point of a slur, “are secretly supplying arms to potential insurgents. That is a clear threat to the Realm, and you do NOT want to know what His Highness is doing now, out there among the stars, because of his interest. No doubt millions of people are dying even as we speak,” she said, casually. “All because you gentlemen,” she said, stressing the word again, “wanted to make a few extra stellars.

 



 “I’m going to yield the matter of the errant weaponry to my husband,” she said, easily, “because defense of the Realm is his duty. But defense of the people of the Realm is among mine, as I see it, and while he’s away, we’re going to discuss your other, more reprehensible crime: the matter of the thousand women you illegally purchased on Tanith and then transported off-world. Gentlemen,” she said, making the two men cringe, “I want to know precisely where those women went. They are my subjects, and it . . . irks me that they are being used so callously. How irked?” she asked, drawing her pistol and cocking it, before laying it on the table, close at hand. “Irked enough to see your wounded bodies both hang by noon, if I don’t get some answers!”

 



 Valerie had worked up a steady head of steam as she spoke, her voice getting louder and more forceful as she detailed their crimes. The men reacted appropriately cowed and deferential.

 



 These were not Space Viking warriors, after all, but seedy smugglers who lived or died on the whims of fate. They looked at the irate princess, the beefy guards, the sneering Golden Hand officers, and that slender, shiny, deadly pistol in the hand of a volatile pregnant monarch, and they talked. Within the hour Valerie had the names of the planets where the girls had been sold, and the names of the men who had bought them. Valerie made note and had the prisoners returned to their cells.

 



 



 “If I might ask, Your Highness, what do you intend to do with the information?” Lt. Gomes inquired.

 



 “I intend to rescue them,” she said, simply. “Nearly one thousand girls, sold into slavery – innocent Tanith girls, most of whom didn’t even know that there were other worlds until someone hustled them aboard a spaceship at gunpoint.”

 



 The Golden Hand guard shrugged. “They’re just neobarbs—”

 



 “They are just lawful
subjects of Our Realm of Tanith,” she said, evenly, as she re-holstered her pistol after re-engaging the safety. “As such they are deserving of Our protection and Our justice. The two worlds they were sold on – tell me about them,” she commanded.

 



 “Shahar is a nearly wild planet,” Gomes explained. “It’s about two hundred light years from here, towards Xochitl. Poor planet, only one livable continent. It was an old Federation supply depot for a while, and then decivilized for a century or two before tramp traders started using it as a port of convenience. It’s a smugglers’ dream, a black market for anything illicit you find in the star lanes. Drugs, guns, equipment, slaves, they’ll buy and sell anything to anyone – except Gilgameshers,” he conceded. 

 



 “Ayyur is a different story,” he continued. “It’s only a hundred and thirty light-years away, back towards the Sword Worlds, and is anything but poor. They have massive farms and plantations all over the planet, and produce huge surpluses of foodstuffs that they export, mostly through the Gilgameshers. But if your ladies got shipped to Ayyur, they aren’t field hands. Not that there’s any shortage of slaves there, but the Ayyuran aristocracy employs a lot of mercenary soldiers to put down the inevitable peasant uprisings. If I had to guess, I’d say those girls were sold to keep the mercenaries happy. Easier to import them than to risk incidents with local girls.”


 

 “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she nodded, thoughtfully. “I’m going to retire for a nap, I think, but attend me afterwards. I want to think about this a while.”

 



 The young man nodded deferentially and withdrew. Valerie did retire, but she didn’t nap, even though she was starting to get tired.

 



 She knew Lucas wouldn’t entirely approve of what she was doing – after all, he was taking the situation in hand himself, searching for whomever was behind the gun smuggling. But the thought of those terrified women being mistreated under alien suns enraged her in ways she didn’t think she was capable of. Sure, they were “merely neobarbs”, ignorant savages used to a depressingly short and brutal village life, but they were still people – her people. When she had wed Lucas and taken her throne, she had sworn to protect and serve “the people of Tanith” – an oath she took very seriously.

 



 Growing up on jaded Marduk it was easy to romanticize the plight of neo-barbarians across the galaxy, and there were plenty of liberal charities designed to improve the lot of the decivilized masses without much visible effect. But in her experience a wife and mother in a feudal muscle-powered pre-industrial world still felt and suffered the same way a wife and mother who was dealing with the rigors of an advanced civilization did. Perhaps more. Whether the women could read or not wasn’t the issue. The fact was, they were her responsibility, and while her husband was off storming the corridors of power in the Old Federation, those women had been left stranded and forgotten.

 



 And that was something she could do something about.

 



 She rose an hour later and summoned her maids to pack for a journey, and then called her Golden Hand guards to prepare her aircar. An hour after that, she and her luggage had arrived at the spaceport.

 



 “What’s the meaning of—oh! Your Highness!” an officious-looking Lt. Commander asked, when she entered the ship and ordered it prepared for space. “I had no idea you desired a tour!”

 



 “No tour, Commander,” she said, evenly. “I saw a report that this vessel is ready for a shake-down cruise?”

 



 “Well, yes,” he admitted. “Technically speaking, it is. Armories and stores are loaded, crew quarters has been re-fitted, even got the landing craft ready. The new pinnace isn’t ready, yet, but that isn’t, strictly speaking, necessary. Once she’s crewed, she’ll be a fine little raider.”

 



 “Just make sure you get Spasso’s stink out of her stateroom,” Valerie commanded. “We leave in twenty-four hours.”

 



 “I beg Her Highnesses pardon?” the man asked, his eyebrows raised.

 



 “You have your orders. Have a crew selected at once, including at least five hundred seasoned infantry. I want to be underway by this time tomorrow.”

 “Under whose authority?” the man asked, skeptically.

 



 Valerie got a lot closer to him that most princesses would deign, until only a few inches separated their noses. “See the pointy hat? See that big, brand-new paint job that says PRINCESS VALERIE across the bow? See the guards with guns and a fanatical look in their eye? That’s all the authority I need, Commander. I am your sovereign, to whom you swore an oath. Inform the Admiral if you must—”

 



 “But Admiral Harkaman left with the Corisande a week ago!” the officer complained.

 



 “Then don’t inform him,” Valerie continued, “I don’t care. My luggage is already aboard. I will be lifting this ship tomorrow, Commander. If you value your career, you will ensure that it is ready for flight.”

 



 Faced with an impossible situation, the man came to attention and saluted. “It shall be done, my Princess!” he assured her.

 



 Valerie smiled to herself as she left to choose the stateroom she’d have for the journey. She really didn’t enjoy torturing subordinates, but sometimes they just invited it. And she would, indeed, take a personal interest in the man’s career if he failed her.

 



 Later she stopped by the detention center, where she addressed the Voltlily’s captain again in his cell.

 



 “Would you like to get out of this with your neck unstretched, Captain Ho? Then listen: I have need of you and your ship. If you agree to cooperate, we’ll let you and your crew go free, and even let you take your ship. If not . . . well, I hope you like the décor here.”

 



 The old merchant captain readily agreed to the frightening young woman’s demands, and she spoke with the prison commandant to order he and the rest of the crew freed. She was headed back to the Princess Valerie when her shenanigans finally caught up to her, in the person of the Prime Minister.

 



 “Your Highness,” Nick Trask said, worriedly, when he found her at the spaceport, “you do know that the new ship was scheduled to go raiding in another four days?”

 



 “There has been a change in itinerary,” she explained. “I have need of the ship.”

 



 “This is about the native women who were captured, isn’t it?” he asked. “Lucas thought you might take an interest, and asked me to help.”



 That irked Valerie a little too, although she wasn’t quite certain why. “Did he now? And did he leave you with any particular instructions, Nick?”

 



 “Well, no,” the Prime Minister admitted. “He just said that you’d probably want to pursue the investigation, and asked me to lend a hand if you needed it.”

 



 “Well, I do need it, and I do need a hand – the Golden Hand, actually. I want to take at least a dozen with me.”



 Nikkolay surveyed his sovereign thoughtfully. “I believe he meant that I should send out agents, Your Highness. I don’t think he believed you would attend to these matters . . . personally.”

 



 “Prime Minister, it occurs to me that while my husband obviously loves me very much,” she said, smiling at the thought of him, “he still does not know me that well, if he thinks I am content to sit by and wait on others to enact my policies in their own sweet time. Captain Revere is obviously competent, otherwise you would not have given him command of the Princess Valerie, so you can be assured that I won’t crash the ship. But I will have it, unless you have specific orders from my Prince that say otherwise. Did Lucas issue you such an order?” she asked.

 



 Nick swallowed. “No, Your Highness. His Highness said nothing to me that might prevent you from taking the ship.”

 



 “Then we have an understanding then, Nick?” she asked, even batting her eyelashes a little. Valerie felt bad about this – Nikkolay Trask had been a tireless advocate for her husband and Tanith, and was largely responsible for the thriving civilization in Rivington today. But she needed to establish her role in courtly life here amongst the rough frontier and the rougher Space Vikings – and she was not the type to sit at home and plan garden parties. 

 



 Nikkolay sighed and bowed. “Whatever you need, Your Highness, is naturally at your disposal.”

 



 “Excellent,” Valerie said, satisfied. “Don’t worry, we won’t be gone long. You can probably keep to the original raiding schedule, minus a week or so. And don’t worry about Lucas, either, Nick. I’ll handle him when he gets back.”

 



 “As Her Highness wishes,” snorted her husband’s cousin with a shy grin. “You know, if I wasn’t afraid of getting mangled in the crossfire that would be one entertaining conversation.”

 



 “Oh, it will be,” she assured him. 

 



 



 * * *

 



 



 Three days later, the Princess Valerie emerged from hyperspace at the far edge of Shahar’s tiny red sun, where Captain Revere told her there was little chance of detection. Most ships came right into the center of the system, to be closer to the planet when they emerged from hyperspace, and as such the world’s rudimentary detection systems were tuned for the immediate area around Shahar, not it’s far-flung sister planets.

 



 The Voltlily had arrived twelve hours previously. They had timed the trips precisely, and at this point the old merchant ship was safely cradled at the spaceport. Since Shahar was a frequent port of call for the vessel, there was nothing in the way of alarm when the cargo ship touched down, ostensibly with a cargo of fresh slaves to feed the brothels. 

 



 “They’re in place, Highness,” Captain Revere informed her, once he consulted with the Signals-And-Detection officer. “I just received confirmation.”

 



 “What kind of defenses does the planet have?”

 



 “She was raided twenty five years ago by Ramund Olivetti, in the Horsehead, though he didn’t get much. After that the locals bought a couple of old surplus gunboats – normal space craft, not hyperdrive-capable – to keep Space Vikings at bay. At least the chicken-thieves among us. They’re no joke, old Odin patrol craft, designed for interdiction duty. Tough little ships, heavily armed.”

 



 “More than a match for us?” she asked, eyebrow raised.

 “No, Highness,” the captain agreed, reluctantly. “We could take them. But we’d take a bit of damage doing it.”

 



 “Well let’s see if we can avoid that. Prepare for the final series of microjumps – I want to go straight in, without giving them much chance to counter us.”

 



 “As you wish, Highness,” Revere said, grudgingly.

 



 Valerie had garbed herself in specially-made combat armor, complete with an elaborately-painted combat helmet with the Royal Arms of Tanith on it. It was a lot tighter now than when she’d had it made months ago – the little princeling inside her was expanding her size rapidly. But from the waist-up, she looked beautiful and regal and deadly in the viewscreen pickup. When the last microjump put them within a light-second of Shahar’s moonless orb, she waited for the inevitable hail.

 



 It came within moments, first from the two patrol boats who immediately opened their weapon ports and closed with her ship. She let the Signals-And-Detection officer handle the initial negotiations: an exchange of screen codes and a simple demand to speak by phone to the leader of the colony,. That took longer, considering that it was the middle of the night at Port Dawn, Shahar’s main city.

 



 “Wha--?” the confused old man who answered the audiovisual phone asked, incoherently.

 



 “This is Princess Valerie Trask of the Royal Tanith Ship Princess Valerie,” she said, feeling a little awkward being both the princess and the ship. “Are you the chief executive of this world?”

 



 “I’m Admin Goldman Howe,” the old man sputtered. “Yes, I’m in charge here! What the Gehenna do you want, chickie?” he asked tiredly.

 



 “Administrator Howe,” Valerie said, smoothly, “It has come to Our attention that several of Our subjects are being held here against their will. I would like them back.”

 



 “You’ll have to explain that,” the man said, sliding on his spectacles. “Oh! Pretty little thing, aren’t you?” he said, as her face came into focus on his screen.

 



 “Thank you,” she said, coolly. “Now, as to my people . . .”

 



 “What people are those?”

 



 “Several hundred slaves that were stolen from Tanith and brought here. Apparently many of them are being forced to work in your brothels?”

 



 “Plenty of work to go around,” he snickered, wickedly. “Got lots of traffic, these days. And we cater to all types of clientele. You want girls? How many you want?”

 



 “I don’t think you understand, Administrator,” she said, softly. “I want the immediate return of every subject of Tanith currently on your world.”

 



 “That’s gonna cost yah,” the man snickered.

 



 “No, Administrator, if I am not satisfied it is you who will pay.”

 “Oh, look at you!” the old man snickered. “You talk tough for a girl! You want to argue with my gunboats? Tell you what, you get past them, we can talk, young lady. But good luck trying.”

 



 Valerie glanced off the screen towards her combat coordinator, one of the Golden Hand guards, Lt. Gomes. He nodded to her. Valerie turned her attention back to the viewscreen, just in time to see Admin Howe’s head whip around at the sound of a loud noise off-screen.

 



 “Administrator,” Valerie continued. “The sounds you are hearing are two squads of my elite troopers who have just taken over your home. If you check with your security personnel, you will find that there are combat cars stationed all around your spaceport, your city center, and over that military base to the west of Port Dawn. Those men are acting on my orders, and will fire as soon as I give the order. If one of your ships fires on the Princess V . . . well, they will consider that order given. Do we have an understanding, Administrator?”

 



 It took almost fifteen minutes to confirm that Valerie’s troops, who had been hidden aboard the Voltlily, had successfully taken the entire city of Port Dawn within a matter of moments after being released from the Voltlily’s hold. Nearly her entire compliment of ground forces, led by Golden Hand officers, had complete control over the strategic elements of Shahar. The Administrator wasn’t pleased at all, and sputtered curses and threats until the Golden Hand guardsman who was supervising drew his side-arm in implicit threat.

 



 “I think we can help you out, Princess,” the old man sighed, when it was clear that there was no other choice. “Doxies, eh? All right, we’ll get them into the street, you can pick out whichever ones take your fancy.”

 



 The actual sorting took almost another twelve hours, but luckily Port Dawn was not a large city, and while it had far more of its share of brothels than other ports, there was still a limited number to sort through – and no end of volunteers amongst the men to do the sorting. The Tanith troops prowled through each and every one, identifying any Tanith natives they could, and brought them to a central location while the helpless population looked on.

 



 Some were unwilling to go, which didn’t surprise Valerie as much as she thought. True, the majority of the girls were eager to escape, but some had found men here, had their contracts purchased, and were now essentially well cared for wives, far above their station than they had been in the backwoods of Tanith. Valerie didn’t force anyone to come – but she gave them an opportunity. 

 



 By dawn, almost five hundred slaves from Tanith (and a dozen or so from other worlds who had lied about it to escape their oppressive careers) were ready to be loaded into the pinnace landed for the purpose. Some had been beaten and needed medical attention, others seemed remarkably hale after their months-long ordeal. But all were effusive with their praise to Valerie for rescuing them.

 



 She let the Voltlily leave the planet before she retrieved her teams and departed herself. She didn’t think they’d be back to Shahar for a while.

 



 The ship was crowded during the flight from Shahar to Ayyur. Five hundred recently emancipated girls and five hundred ground soldiers contributed to a lot of sudden shipboard romances, which Valerie found amusing. One girl just a year or so younger than herself had latched onto Captain Revere with a passion, much to the old captain’s discomfort. She found that amusing, as well.

 



 Ayyur was less well-defended than Shahar, but no less dangerous. For one thing, instead of a single large city, there were dozens of smaller ones with only the capital, Monroe, going above a million people. And while there were no ships in orbit, the lords of Ayyur had ample ground-based missiles and radar to keep threats at a safe distance. Instead of threatening violence, Valerie and her guards took a pinnace in to investigate while her ship hovered in orbit, ready to unleash nuclear hell on the world below if any misfortune should find her.

 



 This time Valerie used her title and her Golden Hand troops to track down the slaves, and discovered them all more-or-less together in a remote land. They had been formed into a comfort battalion for the mercenaries quartered there, and they were thrilled to have been rescued. Valerie ended up buying the entire brothel to secure them, but she didn’t mind the expense. Over three hundred frightened young ladies of Tanith, who hadn’t heard a friendly voice in months, were gleeful to board the ship back home.

 



 It hadn’t been a total success. There were still a few hundred girls not accounted for. But it had been a start. Within a week of taking off, Valerie landed her ship back at Rivington with most of the lost girls aboard. Many were eager to go back to their traditional villages in Kota province. Others wanted to linger in the bright lights of Rivington where work was plentiful. But all were happy to be home.

 



 Nikkolay Trask met her at the spaceport dock personally, with an honor guard of Royal Army infantry in crisp blacks attending him. There was even a band. She made a short, impromptu speech to the troops (and the cameras from the press) about how it was her duty to defend the honor of Tanith, and how she expected every man among them to do no less than she in the course of their careers. Afterwards, she felt a little faint.

 



 “That was a remarkable speech, Your Highness,” Nick assured her, when they had a private moment afterwards. “The news has been full of your accomplishments all day.”

 



 “I’m just happy to have found them,” she replied, tiredly. “And I’m afraid I didn’t do the Treasury any favors: we didn’t make a single stellar out of the trip.”

 



 “We hadn’t expected her to turn a profit on the shake-down cruise, Your Highness,” Trask soothed. “And from what Captain Revere reported, you did an admirable job at Shahar, sneaking the troops past their defenses. He seemed to think you might have quite a future as a Space Viking.”

 



 “That’s . . . surprising,” admitted Valerie. “I got the distinct impression on the voyage that he found me a little irritating and arrogant.”

 



 “He just hasn’t gotten to know you,” her kinsman teased. “Our princess is far more than a little irritating and arrogant.”

 



 “Nick, do you think . . . do you think Lucas will be cross with me?” she asked, worriedly, ignoring his gentle jibe. “I’d hate to think I did something that went counter to his plans . . .”

 



 “I thought about this a long time – a week of pins and needles, thanks to your sudden actions – and after talking to my lady wife about it, she pointed out that any husband-wife issues in the royal family are certainly NOT the business of a mere prime minister. 

 



 “However, if you want my personal opinion, I think he’ll be surprised, and irritated that you put yourself in harm’s way, but I don’t think he’ll be angry at all. 

 



 “And, between you, me, and the robot, I think he’ll be very pleased with the result. Lucas is a strong man, Val. Very strong. He took Elaine’s death hard, but where that would have killed a lesser man, Lucas rebounded strong and fast. Having a strong prince is a boon to the Realm – weak monarchs are just problems waiting to erupt. But it’s going to take a strong woman to match him. After today, Val, there’s no doubt in anyone’s mind that his bride is every bit as strong as the Prince.”

 



 “Thank you for saying that, Nick, even if you are being less than honest. And even if he was livid with me, I wouldn’t regret it one bit. You should have heard those girls thank me – if I’d let them, they would have done it around the clock until we got home.”

 



 “Well, public opinion has been largely in your favor,” admitted Nikkolay. “When you spaced out so suddenly and without any explanation, there were rumors that you had gotten homesick, that you were going after Omfray of Gram yourself, that you . . . let’s just say that there was a lot of fantastic speculation. 

 



 “I kept the lid on the real reason, which prompted some uncomfortable questions from some of the nobility . . . but all that went away when you emerged from hyperspace and sent the message that you had re-acquired the girls. Now you’re the hero of Tanith,” he said, chuckling. “The ‘Space Viking Princess’ who is willing to cross light-years for the least of your subjects. Believe me, it might not have looked good on the balance sheets, but in terms of shoring up the Royal Family’s image, you couldn’t have done better.”

 



 “That’s a relief,” she admitted. “I was worried. But . . . well, it had to be done, Nick. And no one else was doing it. Lucas may have gotten around to it eventually, but by that time those girls could have been scattered to the four winds.” She took a moment to stop and sniff the sweet spring air of Rivington. “Anything else happen while I was away?”

 



 “Lady Essen landed her base camp at Cavendard,” he said, after a moment’s thought. “I detailed most of her security and support team to be former Mardukan prisoners and the crewmen we took off of Spasso’s ship. Here, they were a security risk, always getting in trouble. Down there, in the jungle, they know that the only people they can call on when the natives get restless are us, and they’re a lot more inclined to be good, law-abiding citizens.”

 



 “Interesting,” Valerie nodded. “How’s the effort going?”

 



 “So far, she’s claimed one old ruin as her residence, and has gotten about three city blocks cleared away. She’ll be setting up a clinic by the end of this week, and she’s already requested some engineering help from her husband to help re-open the germanium mine. A few skirmishes with the natives, but they’re even more primitive than the ones around Rivington. In comparison, old Noam is a model of progressive education.”

 



 “Well, if I feel up to it I might take a tour soon. Or wait until Lucas gets back. But I’m enthusiastic about it.”

 



 “I’m most enthusiastic about the germanium mine,” Nick admitted. “We need it for our industry. Right now our germanium stocks come from Beowulf, at about five times what it would cost to extract it ourselves.”

 



 “Any news from Gram?” she asked, as casually as she could. Nick shook his head. 

 



 “Nary a word, but I didn’t expect there to be, either. Spasso is only going to arrive back there in about another sixty hours, and then it will take some time to figure out what they want to do. Then it’s another three thousand hours back, soonest. But don’t worry about them – we just got a new shipment of nukes from Beowulf for the orbital and lunar batteries, and a simply massive amount of conventional missiles for the ground batteries. Anyone who tries to take Tanith is going to get a bloody nose doing so,” he said, his nostrils flaring defiantly. 

 



 Ordinarily, Nick only bore a passing resemblance to his cousin, the Prince, but for the first time Valerie noted how similar they looked during certain moments, like when they felt threatened or angry. The tips of his ears got red, like Lucas’, and he even took the same squared-off posture, as if he was ready to spring into action. It made her long for Lucas to return that much more, despite whatever he might have to say about her impetuous actions. She put a hand on her swelling belly automatically.

 



 Nikkolay glanced down as she did so, and then caught her eye again and nodded. “I’m not going to let anything happen to Cecelia or you, Highness. I’m not the warrior prince that Lucas is, but I’m a damn fine administrator. When and if Omfray’s ships show up, you can count on everything being as ready as possible. This is my home – our home – now, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let a couple of snots like Omfray and Spasso try to take it away.”

 



 “The Realm is lucky to have you, Nick,” she nodded, suddenly feeling a great deal of affection for the man. He and his wife had done everything possible to make her feel welcome and a part of the family, from the moment she had come to Tanith. They would have been perfectly within their rights to view her as an outsider, but they’d embraced her. “I’ve seen career government flunkies on Marduk who would have insisted that we form nine different committees to study the matter before we prepared for war. You, on the other hand, are doing the work of nine committees all by yourself and are getting more results.”

 



 Nick laughed, embarrassedly, unused to such compliments. “It’s like herding stuttergoats on Gram: you just kind of get out in front of where you think they’re going, and pretend to lead, and eventually they start doing what you want.”

 



 Valerie carried that piece of wisdom back to Trask House with her, where Countess Dorothy was waiting impatiently for her. 

 



 “Over a week without a check-up!” she chided as she had Valerie undress for an examination. 

 “I visited the robomedics every day,” Valerie countered. “And I never once over-exerted myself. Well, the stairs up to the brothel on Ayyur were murder on my feet and my back hurts all the time—”

 



 “I’m sure you took excellent care of yourself,” the Mardukan noblewoman said, soothingly, as she looked over the robomedic reports from Valerie’s journey. “And from this read-out, your little passenger seems perfectly fine. But the last one of these was taken three days ago, so let’s have a look and see if he’s grown an extra head.”

 



 Valerie nodded and allowed the doctor to perform a thorough exam. Unlike most medical professionals, who seemed to treat their patients like merely interesting problems, Dorothy continued chatting with Valerie the entire time.

 



 “Things have been very busy while you were gone,” she said, as she hooked up the prenatal sensors to her belly. “Lots of activity around the space port. Oh, and that Essen woman had the nerve to try to raid my clinic for her silly expedition – tried to take my best field medic and a trauma surgery unit into the wilderness. I swear, these Sword World nobles are the most arrogant, entitled—”

 



 “Careful, Countess,” Valerie said, amused, “don’t forget I married one!”

 



 “And one of the best of them, too,” Dorothy clucked. “Prince Lucas is the perfect gentleman, almost as good as if he’d been raised on Marduk. A lot of these Space Vikings are quite well-spoken and polite . . . and a lot of them are not. But I expect that from combat soldiers, not allegedly well-brought-up nobility.”

 



 “There’s a big difference in how the nobility works on the Sword Worlds,” agreed Valerie, as she gasped at the chilly probe Dorothy was suddenly using in some very tender places. “On Marduk, it’s a constitutional monarchy where noble titles are signs of official respect and admiration, the privileges they receive a reward for service to the state. On the Sword Worlds, they practice neo-feudalism, which means that the nobles are actually in charge of things. If a Sword World king wants something done, he puts a noble in charge and expects it to get done. If the noble can’t get it done . . . he picked the wrong noble. Heads roll, literally sometimes.”

 



 “I know,” Dorothy said, disapprovingly. “Let’s hope that your heirs can inject some sense of refinement into Tanith nobility, at least.”

 



 “Oh, I’m sure we’ll marry him off to some pretty princess from the civilized worlds for reasons of state,” Valerie said, gritting her teeth. In thousands of years of medical training, had no one discovered the positive effects of warming medical instruments? she wondered. She expected a pithy retort from the older woman, but she was strangely silent. “What?” Valerie demanded. “What is it? Is there something wrong with the baby?” she asked, suddenly terrified. 

 



 “Well,” the Countess said, staring intently into the monitor, “the baby is perfectly healthy. But I think a marriage to a civilized princess is out of the question. A prince, perhaps . . .”

 



 “She’s a girl?” Valerie asked, feeling dazed and relieved. 

 



 “Most ‘shes’ usually are. If I’m reading this read-out properly,” she nodded, excitedly. “And I am. Yes, you’re going to have a little girl, Your Highness. Congratulations!”

 



 “What . . . what if Lucas is upset about not having a son?” she asked, her eyes wide with fear. “He seemed to be looking forward to it so . . .”

 



 “The man who can look down at the face of his brand new baby girl and not fall utterly in love with her is a rare one,” Dorothy assured her. “And his name is damn sure not Lucas Trask. Don’t worry, Pet, he’ll be thrilled. And considering the way he looks at you, somehow I don’t think you’ll have to worry about his enthusiasm for trying for a boy next time!”

 



 Valerie blushed, in spite of herself. “Well, I hope you’re right,” she sighed. “I don’t want to disappoint my husband.”

 



 “He is not going to be disappointed,” Dorothy promised her. “Trust me. They never are. He’ll be a doting daddy before you know it.”

 



 “I hope you’re right,” she repeated, unconvinced. 

 



 Suddenly commandeering a warship and conducting unapproved raids on a couple of independent worlds for the purpose of rescuing a bunch of neo-barbarians, and possibly getting Tanith involved with another war, didn’t seem nearly as important as disappointing Lucas that he wasn’t going to have the son he wanted. But in her heart she suspected Dorothy was right: Lucas Trask wasn’t the kind of man who let such things disturb him.

 



 She hoped.

 






 


Chapter Nine:


The Fleet Comes In

 



 



 Otto Harkaman arrived a few hundred hours before Prince Lucas did, his expedition into the Old Federation a resounding success. When the Corisande and the Sun Goddess finally floated gently into their berths at the spaceport, pulled in the last five miles by contragravity tugs, Valerie made certain she was on hand to greet them. Of course, that made Harkaman change out of his threadbare old captain’s jacket that he wore on raids and into the finery befitting an Admiral, but if he minded dressing up for his sovereign, he didn’t complain. There was a fresh bandage on his head, however.

 



 “Just wait until you see what we took,” he said, excitedly. “You can thank Captain Volares for it: he suggested we raid a planet called Eshmun, which is nearly civilized. They only lost a few pieces of high technology during the dark ages, and then Gilgamesher traders landed about sixty years ago and re-established contact. Well, we got there just after the local President took delivery on two new collapsium plating machines from Odin, which he was intending to use for his new shipyard. 

 



 “Now they’re going into our new shipyard. That means that we can finish both of the new ships months ahead of schedule! Plus, we looted the warehouses near the port, lots of trade goods, and we took the docks of the local seaport. We stuffed the holds so much that we ended up only hitting one more planet, Taranis, before we had to return. Ordinarily I’d count Taranis as chicken stealing, but they have one continent with an active volcano system that seems to grow gemstones like flowers. The natives use them as currency, so we just swept in and hit their banks. Once they’re cut, they’ll be worth a pretty fortune – and they didn’t take up much room, either. All in all, a highly profitable voyage!”

 



 “That’s outstanding, Admiral,” Valerie agreed. “Were there any problems?”

 



 Harkaman’s broad forehead wrinkled in a frown, making the bandage dance a little. “Yes, actually. We stopped at Hoth, on the way back, to give the boys some liberty and maybe sell off some of the loot. Only we didn’t get the chance. One of Prince Viktor’s ships, the Scavenger, was in orbit. We didn’t exchange anything more deadly than words over a screen, but he let me know in no uncertain terms that Tanith ships are persona non grata at Xochitl and Gram, now, and warned that next time Viktor’s people got one of our boats in his sights, they wouldn’t hesitate to fire.”

 



 It was Valerie’s turn to frown. “Does that mean that Gram is going to invade?”

 



 Harkaman looked thoughtful. “I don’t think so, actually. Otherwise the Scavenger’s captain wouldn’t have warned me off. I think it means that Omfray wants to invade, but that he’s far more worried about losing Gram to a popular uprising in support of Lucas than he is in acquiring Tanith.”

 



 “But still . . . if our ships are targets of Viktor’s . . .”

 



 “Then Viktor is going to lose some ships,” Harkaman insisted. 

 



 “Perhaps,” Valerie said, quietly. “I’m just nervous—”

 



 “The victorious Princess Valerie, whose daring and unexpected raid re-claimed the lives of almost a thousand of Tanith’s nubile maidens from off-world slavery?” he asked, in mock astonishment, “nervous?”

 



 Valerie blushed furiously. “How did you know?” she demanded. 

 



 Harkaman gave a loud, lusty laugh, his eyes twinkling merrily. “Nick called me from orbit and told me about the whole thing. Brilliant, Your Highness. And here I thought Lucas had married some soft, meek little civilized girl, not a rugged Space Viking princess!”

 



 “Yes, they keep calling me that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “It had to be done, Otto,” Valerie insisted in a low voice. “I couldn’t just leave them there . . .”

 



 “You did the right thing, my princess,” Otto assured her, placing a fatherly hand on her shoulder. “It wasn’t, perhaps, the smartest thing to do, but it was the right thing to do. And something that none of us would have had the foresight to do. You know what’s going to happen now?”

 



 “What?” she asked, mystified and worried. 

 



 “You’re going to get a reputation for unpredictability and impulsiveness, for one thing. But more importantly, word is going to spread that Tanith is not going to be molested lightly. And you can’t put a price on that. It’s easy to count how much an attack on the planet would cost – but what you did may have convinced every Space Viking in the galaxy that raiding Tanith for any reason is a bad idea. And that kind of prevention is priceless.”

 



 “But Lucas –”

 



 “Is going to follow the counsel of his trusted advisors and friends,” Harkaman continued, “and this particular advisor and friend – and his Admiral – is strongly in favor of your actions. Now, if you will excuse me, Your Highness, I think I probably need to have Countess Dorothy take a look at this little scratch, or she’ll never stop harassing me.” He didn’t sound too put-out by the prospect.

 



 “Thank you, Admiral,” Valerie nodded, some of the butterflies who were fluttering around in what was left of her stomach deciding to take a nap. “That brings a lot of peace to me.”

 



 “Besides,” Otto confided, his eyes still twinkling, “all you have to do is bat those pretty eyelashes at him, and Lucas turns into a gibbering idiot.”

 



 “There is that,” Valerie giggled in agreement.

 



 An official reception was postponed while the post-raid work was done. The ships had to be unloaded, of course, and repairs had to be made. Then men had to be paid off and mustered-out of the mission, the combat cars and hundreds of weapons needed to be serviced and maintained, the ships’ stores of food, water, and ammunition needed to be replenished. 

 



 The Gorram shipyards were ecstatic about the two new collapsed matter producing machines, and one was installed as quickly as possible, the other shipped to the lunar base. That allowed one of the two new ships to be completed enough to fly it to orbit, where the final stages of construction could be done without the hampering effects of gravity. Work on eight new pinnaces was also started, since each of the fifteen-hundred foot battleships would carry four of them. 

 



 The pinnaces were small copies of the larger ships, complete with hyperdrives that allowed them to be used either as robust combat craft or as messengers. A ninth pinnace had already been started to replace the one from the Princess Valerie that Spasso and his men had been forced back to Gram in. The new work created a skilled labor shortage, and led to a lot of quick promotions and some raises, which made everyone happy but Lothar Ffayle. 

 



 Captain Revere had journeyed out on a maiden raiding voyage – a proper one, this time – paired with the experienced captain and crew of the Beowulf ship Gunloggi. Revere’s raid had been a qualified success, only two planets but one of them, Malebolge, being particularly lucrative: volcanic glass from the equatorial archipelagos which had been incorporated into the local cognate of undersea coral. The result was strikingly beautiful, and quickly made the coral glass a valuable commodity. And there was something else.

 



 “Coffee,” Revere told the Princess, with a broad smile. “The most glorious coffee I’ve ever tasted. We hit a major port city and took nearly a hundred thousand pounds of green beans. It will be worth twice what we get from Amateratsu now.”

 



 The Star of Tanith, commanded by Harkaman’s old normal-space pilot Sharl Renner, and the Queen Flavia were the next ships to make port. They’d hit four or five low-level planets in quick succession, and then raided the industrial lunar base of Nimue, where they’d hauled away a wealth of robotics and electronic equipment. They’d been chased off, at last, by a two-thousand foot Atonian ship who had arrived just as they were leaving.

 



 But the real party happened when the Nemesis and the Space Scourge returned fifty hours after the Star of Tanith. 

 



 “So,” Lucas began, casually, after kissing his wife enthusiastically on the docking gantry of the Nemesis’ berth at the spaceport, his Golden Hand guards scattered unobtrusively around him. “Harkaman screened me and asked how it went, and I told him that I had a pretty successful raiding trip, all in all. 

 



 “That’s when he tells me that it wasn’t as successful as my wife’s. Which was kind of interesting to me, because I didn’t recall my wife becoming an active Space Viking . . . which makes me think you’ve been taking lessons on the side to surprise me.” 

 



 “Um,” she said, sheepishly, “early anniversary present?”

 



 “Val, tell me what happened,” he said, patiently, as he helped her mount the stairs to their aircar. “Actually, Otto told me what happened: my wife commandeered a ship of the Royal Fleet to conduct a surprise search-and-rescue mission. A successful one, too, as it turns out.”

 



 “In all fairness, you did say that I could investigate the Voltlily and the girls,” she pointed out, biting her lip. “Remember? We almost got into a fight about it before you left.”

 



 “Oh, I remember,” he admitted. “I remember saying that you could investigate it.”

 



 “Which I did,” she observed. “Successfully.”

 



 “Val, it looks like you went a little further than investigating it,” he pointed out.

 



 “And if I did? Didn’t you also say I could take the Princess V on a spin while you were gone?”

 



 “Well . . . yes, I guess I did, but I was thinking maybe to the moonbase, or swing by the outer planets. Maybe even Khepra – you could have had a nice holiday there, only a little over a day away. I wasn’t thinking of you jaunting off to threaten to nuke an inhabited planet.”

 



 “It seems you failed to specify,” she said, flatly. “And in fairness, I didn’t threaten them. It was implied.”

 



 “So I did,” he admitted with a sigh. “Valerie, I’m not mad, really. I’m not even that upset. I’m just . . . surprised. I mean, I knew those girls were important to you, but this seems a little extreme.”

 



 “Not to hear the people talk about it,” she observed. “Otto said it was the ideal public relations piece. Ever since Ka-Motarka started stirring up anti-Space Viking trouble among the natives, there’s been some elements who think we’re just evil invaders, who didn’t give a damn about the planet or the people we were exploiting. 

 



 “Well, the story of my rescue mission is all over the world, now. They’re calling me a savior, and bringing up the rumors of semi-divinity again. The girls themselves are all fanatically devoted to the Realm – well, me personally, but as a representative of the Realm – to the point where there are already two babies named after me.”

 



 “I’m sure it’s all—”

 



 “And the aristocracy? It’s the first thing the Sword Worlders and the Mardukans have agreed about since I came here. The Sword Worlders think it’s an excellent demonstration of the exercise of sovereignty, and the Mardukans think it’s a brilliant display of humanitarian ideals. Paul Koreff even did a whole telecast special on the mission,” she said, with some satisfaction.

 



 “Well, it is impressive,” he admitted, grudgingly. “You should have heard how Otto bragged about you – you’d think you were his own daughter! Nick called me, too. He said that while as Prime Minister he cannot fully approve of the monarchs exercising personal whims revolving around ships of the fleet, he was also proud as punch about how you demanded your rights and exercised your power. Said you were a real Space Viking princess, now.”

 



 Valerie blushed. “And here I thought he was just going to be angry with me.”

 “Are you kidding? Cecelia loves you all over again over this. And he’s not about to do anything to upset her. Besides, you do out-rank him.”

 



 “I know,” she confessed. “I feel a little guilty pulling rank on him like that.”

 



 “Don’t worry about it,” Lucas dismissed. “It worked out fine. And we got to shake-down Spasso’s gift for us, too. All’s well that ends well, and we got the girls back. How are they doing?”

 



 “Most aren’t too worse for wear,” she admitted. “Countess Dorothy’s people gave them all check-ups. Forty-five pregnancies – that was to be expected, I suppose – plenty of post-trauma counseling, some minor bruises, but few serious injuries. Most of them thought it was a grand adventure, actually. They’re being treated as celebrities back at their home villages. Those who returned home, that is. Apparently a few of the girls decided they liked the work, and they’re down at the entertainment section of the Planetary building, or at the brothels at Tradetown. And a few have taken up with Space Vikings – sorry, Royal Navy men they met on my ship.”

 



 “ ‘Your’ ship?” Lucas asked, eyebrows raised.

 



 “Well, there were almost a thousand nubile young women on board,” Valerie said, rolling her eyes as they approached Trask House. “It’s only a fifteen-hundred footer, after all. Things got crowded. Some people were bound to get, um, intimate.”

 



 Lucas continued to stare at her. “ ‘Your’ ship?” he repeated.

 



 “Hey! You gave it to me! You named her after me! See the pointy hat?” she asked, in frustration. “As far as I’m concerned, she might be a ship-of-the-line, but she’s also at my disposal. I’ll try not to abuse the privilege, but . . .”

 



 Lucas laughed as the car bumped down. “All right, all right, just don’t keep her out too long. And if you plan on doing any raiding in the future,” he pointed out, “it’s generally advisable to get things we don’t already grow here. But I’ll write this one off as a rookie mistake.”

 



 “Not a wise thing to say to a lady with a brand-new nuclear-armed star ship and hormonal mood swings,” she muttered as she pushed him out of the way.

 




 


 

 * * *

 



 



 The reception party the House of Trask threw that night at one of the more upscale clubs in the Entertainment section of the planetary building featured plenty of Lyran spirits and some Malebolgian coffee, and plenty of interesting attempts to mix the two. After everyone had exchanged tales, had a couple of rounds, and hit the buffet, Alvyn Karffard convinced most of the inner-circle to gather in a comfortable little private room in the back. 

 



 To discuss “current events”, he said, cryptically.

 



 “So, everyone’s been running around the known universe having all sorts of adventures while I sit here all by myself, watching the planet,” the spymaster said, with exaggerated weariness, as he took a seat at the bar. 

 



 “I believe I’ve been running the planet,” Nikkolay Trask said, indignantly. “I am the Prime Minister,” he reminded.

 



 “I didn’t say running the planet, I said watching the planet – and I chose my words most carefully,” he added. “Don’t mistake me, Nick, you’ve been doing an outstanding job. The trains are running on time. The economy is booming. We’ve got schools, we’ve got commerce, we have a vigorous defense, we have a robust foreign policy, we even have the beginnings of a respectable night-life . . . but that doesn’t mean the Realm is secure.”

 



 “It doesn’t?” Lucas asked, surprised.

 



 “No, my liege, it does not,” Alvyn said, pounding his fat fist gently on the table for emphasis. He’d developed more and more of a flare for the dramatic since his promotion from executive officer aboard the Nemesis to Minister Of Everything Else – and de facto Minister of Security. “In fact, the very process of building a civilization is fraught with dangers. Not only is there the potential instability from below, with social issues or labor issues or ethnic issues eroding the foundations of the realm, but there is the innate pressures from above, where strong personalities within the government jockey for position and authority, and in doing so upset the stability of the realm.”

 



 Lucas blinked. “Is there anyone doing that here on Tanith? I thought that’s why we hand out titles of nobility and swear oaths of fealty and such: to call out the powerful and make them responsible for their actions within the greater context of the neo-feudal system.”

 



 “Spoken like a second-year student in Political Science at the University of Excalibur,” Alvyn nodded enthusiastically. Lucas blushed – he had taken Political Science of Neo-Feudalism at the University of Camelot, on Excalibur. Many noble students did, to give them the theoretical underpinnings of the political system they would inherit and be masters of some day. 

 



 “In fact, I can’t really argue that Tanith is suffering from that kind of pressure right now, thankfully. That’s largely because we’re all fairly new to this building-a-civilization and running-a-planet business, and for the most part we’re making it up as we go along. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, either. But because of that, and because we are still – hopefully – in the earliest days of the history of a future great civilization, we still trust each other to do our individual jobs and leave everyone else alone.”

 



 “All this good whiskey is making you philosophical,” dismissed Harkaman with a wave. He was well into his cups, himself, though a man of his size and experience could handle his drink. “And we do a fine enough job, without all those damnable trappings of civilization. Just like on a ship: His Highness, over there, has the power. He’s the Captain. We’re the crew. I don’t see why it has to be more complicated than that.”

 



 “Because the ship of state isn’t a real ship,” Nikkolay pointed out. “Ships need to put into port, to resupply, to trade. Planets have to be self-sustaining. You have to grow things and make things, not just coast through hyperspace between planetfalls. You can’t run a planet like a ship, not indefinitely. Civilization can’t be run like a raider, it needs to be grown. You have to cultivate it,” he insisted.

 



 “You’re both right, to an extent,” Karffard nodded. “But civilization doesn’t arise spontaneously. It requires power and authority to give it scope and magnitude. And it takes vision to see it prosper. Right now, we’re at the early stages of trying to transplant civilization here. If we’re successful, it will be because we’ve taken that power and vision and used it as a framework to protect civilization. 

 



 “Power, as such, isn’t an issue because you, my Prince, have managed to command the respect and loyalty of a diverse and talented number of people, some of whom have access to warships and nuclear weapons. And we don’t interfere with each other too much, thankfully. 

 



 “Ffayle doesn’t try to mess with the military, he just tells us when we’re spending too much . Valpry doesn’t try to mess with the Exchequer; he just keeps the rest of the galaxy from bothering us. Morland doesn’t try to mess with our relations with other worlds, he’s too busy trying to build up our infrastructure and construct the things our civilization needs. Deban doesn’t try to mess with the administration of the Realm, she’s too busy worrying about how to care for the people. And Harkaman doesn’t mess with how the people’s health is managed, he’s too busy trying to defend and protect everyone in the realm. 

 



 “Everyone has a job, everyone has more than three lifetimes of work ahead of them before they will be satisfied, and no one has gotten their bailiwick stable enough to have enough time on their hands to even consider a power-play – quite the contrary, we’re all doing the work of legions. So, no, we have a generation or so before internal power struggles are an issue. ”

 



 “So what is the issue?” Lucas insisted, amused.

 



 “The issue, my Prince, is the third way a young civilization can lose its security: being caught between rival powers involved in a dangerous game of empire-building. There are unfriendly folks out there, my lords and ladies, folks that do not have Tanith’s best interest in mind. Indeed, it has come to my attention that Tanith has developed some enemies. And some friends. And honestly, either one of them could prove to be the death of the Realm, if we are not both careful and lucky.”

 



 “We’re aware of the danger from Gram,” Harkaman scowled. “I just got a nasty warning from one of Prince Viktor’s men. “

 



 “Yes, Gram,” Karffard said, rubbing his chin. “The problem is, it isn’t Gram that we have to worry about. Oh, we do, due to the fact that the Tanith Adventure is being used as a pretext to badger us into tribute, which Your Highness rightly rejected, but that thrust is a feint. Prince Viktor of Xochitl is using it as leverage against us, but it isn’t meant as a serious attempt to seize Tanith, unless I miss my guess. 

 



 “No, Viktor was hired by Omfray – or, more precisely, by Omfray’s wife’s uncle, King Konrad of Haulteclere, whom Viktor owns as an overlord, to invade Gram to establish a pro-Haulteclere regime. King Omfray is Viktor’s puppet now. And Prince Viktor, my lords and ladies, doesn’t like Tanith one bit.” He stared with especial significance at his former captain and still best friend, Otto Harkaman. 

 



 “I suppose that’s partially my fault,” Otto said with a sigh. “Remember, I paid the man a visit a few years back after one of his sons was caught raiding Vitharr – they’re one of our trade planets, the one where those red cigars come from? In any case, I bloodied the boy’s nose, banged up his ship, and then chased him back to Xochitl. I suppose I might have spoken . . . harshly,” he said, clearly not regretting the words he’d had with Prince Viktor and his son, Count Enri. “I might also have suggested that he had not been trained adequately, which may in turn have caused them both . . . well, to hate my guts.”

 



 



 “If you recall, I backed you on that,” Lucas reminded. “You told Viktor to leave Tanith trade planets alone or else, and I pledged the ‘or else’ would include an excessive amount of atomics. Viktor stopped raiding our planets after that, and turned his attention to Gram. Water under the bridge,” he shrugged.

 



 “Ah, but he did not forget about Tanith,” Karffard pointed out. “Nor the humiliation of his son. Count Enri is his third son, and by far from the smartest of his four, but he is ruthless, ambitious and proud. His father shares all of those qualities, but adds patience, guile, and shrewdness. One does not,” he said, philosophically as he stared dead at Lucas, “become a Space Viking Prince without a certain proportion of all of those characteristics. 

 



 “But Viktor is vindictive, too. If he can find a way to discomfort us, he will, until he can take more direct action. He has a significant military force, after all, at least six or eight war ships and tens of thousands of men under his command – without whatever resources he can wring out of Omfray, who is also building ships. That, alone, would be a problem. But then he can also call upon the considerable resources of his liege, the King of Haulteclere.”

 



 “Don’t we have friendly relations with Haulteclere?” Countess Dorothy asked, confused.

 



 “We have cordial relations with Haulteclere,” Duke Valpry corrected. “A subtle but essential difference. Haulteclere has recognized Tanith’s sovereignty, but not our independence from Gram. We’ve exchanged consuls – that’s Sir Ivan Royce, by the way, a second cousin of mine, and he’s well-suited to the demands of the job. But that’s not the same as an exchange of ambassadors, and it is light-years away from recognition, and parsecs away from an alliance. “

 



 “And I doubt that he’s likely to extend that recognition, considering Haulteclere history with Gram,” Lucas conceded.

 



 “I don’t understand,” Countess Dorothy confessed. “What kind of history -- ?” Most of the Mardukans were mystified by the dynastic struggles between the Sword Worlds and their great houses. Lucas had to admit he was fairly mystified, himself, and fairly often.

 



 “Gram was colonized originally from Haulteclere,” Lord Valpry explained. “In fact, Haulteclere originally ruled Gram through a Viceroy, until a dynastic squabble about a hundred and twenty years ago when Crown Prince Havilgar tried to raid Aton and foolishly forgot to leave an heir behind. 

 



 “Since then, Gram has been ruled locally by the various high nobles, who all have kin on Haulteclere, until Angus made himself King. But Haulteclere has always felt entitled to a say in Gram’s destiny. That’s why King Konrad was willing to get his henchman Viktor to back Omfray’s nominal claim to the new throne. Whether or not that entitlement extends to Tanith . . .” Valpry shrugged.

 



 “Exactly,” Karffard nodded, stroking his beard. “If Konrad feels like he can add Gram and Tanith to his unofficial little empire, then we have serious problems. He already has significant influence over Tizona, and many of the great houses on Flamberge and Joyeuse. 

 



 “If he is content to maintain his hold over Gram, then we’re probably safe from him, for now. It would take an awful lot for him to commit the resources necessary to conduct a war three thousand light-years away, no matter how lucrative the outcome. And Konrad, despite many faults, is no fool. 

 



 “The threat from Gram and Xochitl exists,” he continued, “and however unlikely it is to materialize, it’s a known threat from the Sword Worlds. 

 



 “But there exists another threat, from another front: the Old Federation’s civilized worlds,” he continued. “Clearly, there is some power among them that has a grudge against Tanith. Whether it is personal, as in Viktor’s case, political, as in Omfray’s case, or merely theoretical, as in Konrad’s case, there is some agency amongst the civilized worlds who is plotting our realm’s demise.”



 “Who?” Boake Valkanhayn asked.

 



 “Well, we know it’s not Marduk,” Countess Dorothy said, sourly. “We just got another shipment of surplus robomedics and a dozen or so more technicians.”

 



 “My guess, based on the rumors my . . . friends may have overheard, is either the Eternal Queendom of Isis, or the Planetary—”

 



 “It’s Aton,” Lucas said, exercising his princely prerogative to interrupt. “We traced the source of those rifles down in Kotoland to a company that’s almost certainly a front for Aton on Enlil, or someone associated with Aton. At least, that’s what the evidence suggests.”

 



 “That would make sense,” agreed Karffard, nodding sagely. “I’ll tell you why: some of my . . . friends told me that about five years ago, just around the time we made that first big raid, an Aton-flagged merchantman hypered into Xochitl. That isn’t profoundly unusual, of course, a lot of merchant captains from the Old Federation will put into a Space Viking port upon occasion, to pick up cheap looted cargo or exotics, sometimes. 

 



 “But in this case what was unusual was an emissary from the Planetary Republic of Aton to Prince Viktor. What the two discussed isn’t known – yet, that is, my friends are still working on it – but it would suggest that the two are somehow working together. Perhaps even conspiring against Tanith.”

 



 That sounded paranoid – but, Lucas reflected, having anti-armor grenades thrown at you was likely to inspire that response. And it did make an odd kind of sense: how else would Garvan Spasso know about the gun-smuggling operation allegedly run by Aton, if he hadn’t been so informed? True, there was no concrete proof that the two were in collusion at all – the gunsmith had been the only certain link between them. But it was a solid link. The man had spilled everything he knew to the Golden Hand, now, under veridicator, and Harkaman’s Military Intelligence analysts were poring over the data now to see what they could make of it. 

 



 “But what in Satan’s name would Viktor have to gain by cooperating with Aton?” Hugh Rathmore asked. “That was before Otto’s confrontation, anyway, wasn’t it?”

 



 “Yes, yes it was,” agreed Karffard. “At the time, Viktor probably hadn’t even heard of our base here, or had just heard about it. Either way, he couldn’t have seen us as a threat at that time. So the question remains, just what did that envoy discuss, and why does Tanith seem to be getting grief from both the Sword Worlds, the Space Viking base planets, and one of the civilized worlds of the Old Federation at the same time?”

 



 “Well, what about the Mardukan crisis?” offered Duke Valpry. “If someone wanted to move against Tanith, that would have been an opportune time. But Aton wasn’t involved in that at all,” he reminded everyone.

 



 “That’s not entirely true,” Valerie said. “I’m not sure any of you recall, but when Mardukan Naval Intelligence was investigating the Honest Horris – that ship Zaspar Makann and . . . his allies were using as cover,” she said, with the briefest of glances to her husband – she never liked mentioning Andray Dunnan’s name in his presence, “the ship proved to be registered to Aton, and the Atonian ambassador intervened before the investigation could get too deep. At the time, they figured that the ambassador had been bribed, which knowing their ‘democracy’ isn’t unheard of, but it’s possible that he was acting on secret orders from his government. We were never able to prove any real collusion between Aton and Makann’s thugs, but it was always suspected.”

 



 “Subversion from within has always been a respected tool of empire-building,” Harkaman nodded. “I could cite a hundred examples. It’s possible that Aton saw the Makann-Dunnan alliance as an opportunity to put a knife in Marduk’s ribs without getting their hands dirty – or perhaps they were planning to sweep in and ‘liberate’ the planet after the revolution. Plenty of historical precedent to that.”

 



 “And that would follow the same sort of pattern they used on Tanith,” agreed Hugh Rathmore. “Keep us distracted while arming potential insurgents and fomenting rebellion, then topple the government through coup d’etat or assassination.”

 



 “That doesn’t answer the question of ‘why’, though,” Countess Dorothy said. “And if you can prove that Aton sponsored Makann, then that would be grounds for war between Marduk and Aton. A big war.”

 



 “A war Marduk couldn’t win, right now,” Karffard pointed out. “After the Makann putsch and the Battle of Marduk, the Mardukan Navy is a shadow of its former self. They’re purging the rank-and-file and officer corps, but the fact is that Aton likely has two ships for every one in the Royal Mardukan Navy right now. Even with the building program that they’re undertaking, it will be another year before the first new ships will be launched. 

 



 “I think that’s one reason why Prince Simon was so eager to have the mysterious Space Viking Prince Lucas of Tanith at his elbow at the Volund conference. It was a veiled threat to the other powers that Marduk was not weak, and had strong and committed allies.”

 



 “So why not force the issue now?” Valerie asked, shrugging. “If Aton was going to conquer Marduk – and I’m not saying they could,” she said, defiantly, “then why all the dancing around? Why not just invade? And why all of this messing around with little old Tanith, way out here in the hinterlands?”

 



 “Unless conquering Marduk isn’t their ultimate goal,” pointed out Duke Valpry.

 



 That statement hung in the air in silence for a lot longer than anyone was comfortable with. 

 



 Finally Lucas sighed. “We have far more questions than answers, and the few answers we have are breeding more questions like maggots. Which means we need more information. We need to know what Viktor discussed with Aton. We need to know why Aton is trying to undermine Tanith. And we need to know who this mysterious Wizard is. Any progress on that front?”

 



 “Surprisingly, yes,” Karffard said, his eyebrows raised. “A friend of mine,” he said, a twitch of a smile on his face, “told me that ‘the Wizard’ has been reported, variously, as an ingenious crime lord, an exiled prince turned bandit, a front for a planetary intelligence agency, a secret remnant of the Old Federation intelligence apparatus long driven underground, and the secret leader of the Gilgameshers. In other words, no one knows exactly who he is, but he’s got influence, reach, and access, as well as a willingness to use force to achieve his ends. Mardukan Naval Intelligence has heard whispers of him, but has almost no concrete information. He works entirely through agents, and if anyone’s ever gotten one in a veridicator, no one has ever heard about it.”

 



 “Perhaps the Wizard is another front for Aton?” suggested Boake Valkanhayn.

 



 “Then why simultaneously assist in assassinating me and saving me?” Lucas pointed out. “No, we have almost nothing to go on, outside of Sam Gatworth’s body and a shadowy report of a mysterious stranger in a bar on a cesspool of a planet. Keep digging, Al. On every front.”

 



 “Of course, my Prince,” the man bowed. “But there’s one more thing: some more of my friends have informed me about conditions on Xochitl and Gram. The shipyards are booming. Viktor’s started four new ships, and Omfray has started six. As a matter of fact, ship construction is booming across the Sword Worlds and the Space Viking bases, and everyone’s buying ammunition. Whether or not Tanith is the focus of all of this preparation, whatever is happening is going to end up involving us.”

 



 “Which is why we’re rushing to complete our own new ships,” Baron Gorram said. “We just got the Delta into orbit, and the Epsilon will be able to go up in another hundred hours or so,” he said, calling the new ships by their working names. “And we have three of the nine pinnaces close to completion. And five normal-space patrol craft. You keep the bombs off of us for a few more months, we can put up a more credible defense,” he said, proudly.

 



 “Agreed. And speaking of defense,” Lucas said, turning to face everyone, “I’d like to speak to arming our population. All of our population, the neobarbs included. “

 



 “Great Satan!” Duke Valpry said, shocked. “You want to give the neobarbs real guns?”

 



 “I’m not worried about a native insurrection,” Harkaman pointed out. “Those happen when economic conditions are poor. Right now, the people are happy and working and making money. They aren’t going to start shooting at each other, as long as we demonstrate that it’s not tolerated. And they aren’t going to shoot at us without a compelling reason.”

 



 “But . . . they’re savages!” Valpry said, shaking their head. “Lucas, they don’t reason the way we do—”

 



 “They know when their lives are in danger, and how to shoot straight. Col. Festersan has whole companies of native-born Tanith soldiers who do just as well as Sword Worlders.” Morland pointed out. “They’re decent fighters.” He was a good judge of that – before joining the Tanith Adventure in command of the Nemesis’ compliment of ground-fighters, he’d been the head of the Palace Guards for Count Lionel of Newhaven on Gram.

 



 “ If Omfray or Viktor or Aton or anyone tried to take Tanith, then the only real asset to take would be Rivington – which means that they’d be unlikely to nuke us, they’ll try to take us intact. We have Rivington armed to the teeth, of course, and could put up a hell of a fight for a long time.

 



 “But it would bring comfort to my mind knowing that any attempt to besiege the city would put the attackers’ backs against a well-armed native population. Some of you may doubt the wisdom of giving a bunch of ‘ignorant savages’ modern weapons, but the fact is, as my beloved bride Princess Valerie demonstrated so gallantly in my absence, all of the people of Tanith are our subjects, with the right of self-defense and the obligation to defend the realm.” 

 



 That reference to Val was important – it would end any speculation that he was irate with her over her impromptu rescue mission. He’d been surprised by her initiative, and concerned about her safety, and that of the baby – a girl! – but since everything had turned out all right, he didn’t see the harm. He agreed with Otto: in the long run, it was good for the Realm.

 



 “To that end, I acquired 100,000 light-caliber rifles on this last raid, the same models as were being smuggled to Motarka. I propose that as part of ordering the Realm and providing for its defense that teams of Royal Army troopers be sent into every community within reach. I want them to distribute the rifles and train local militia.”

 



 “You’re handing advanced weapons to people who can’t read or use a toilet,” Countess Dorothy said, shaking her head. “I foresee a lot of accidental gunshot wound trauma in my future.”

 



 “I want to arm the subjects of the Realm,” corrected Lucas, gently. “Those are small-arms, not Dillingham hyperdrives. The people will be able to master them. The troopers could spend a few days teaching basic gun safety, marksmanship, and small unit tactics to the locals, weeding out anyone they felt was too dangerous to comply. When they’re done, they will distribute one rifle and five hundred rounds of ammunition to every man who completed training . . . and administering an oath that binds the man’s use of the rifle to his loyalty to me, personally, and the Realm as a whole. In essence, he’ll be enlisting into a militia, under a local officer – we can provide them a little advanced training and a side-arm.”

 



 “I still say it sounds like a quick way to see a lot of local feuds erupt into bloodbaths,” Countess Dorothy said, darkly, as she sipped her brandy.

 



 “I’ll risk it,” Lucas said. “Because the trainers will make it clear to the recipients that misuse of one of these weapons will be punishable by military justice, and detail exactly what that means before they take the oath. The officers will oversee the militia, and report to the local lordling. We’ll give him a sidearm and a viewscreen to inform on any of his men. And then we’ll start making regular patrols to keep the lords honest.”

 



 “We’ll end up with a few firing squads,” admitted Harkaman, approvingly, “but we gain a lot in return. A whopping big militia guarding our flanks, pretty quickly – those rifles are pretty easy to learn how to use. A detection and information system among the locals – that would have kept that whole Katoland business from happening. And it will help order the Realm.”

 



 “And if the neobarbs rise up and kill us all?” Valpry asked, his voice a trifle shrill.

 



 “Without heavy weapons? I don’t see it. And if we don’t give them a reason to, why should they?” Lucas reasoned. “Look what they’re getting out of the deal: advanced firearms, military training, and contact with civilization. That leads to trade, jobs, opportunity, and – eventually – a higher standard of living. 

 



 “And look what we get: a ready-made pool of loyal triggermen, some of whom may prove to be able-bodied Royal Army soldiers, some day. We also get standardization and organization of the countryside. We’re imposing ourselves as the great lords of these people. If we’re going to be serious about building a civilization, here, then it needs to include everyone, and if these folk are to be our workforce and our draft pool, it’s in our best interest to start advancing them. The rifles are a step in that direction.”

 



 “Well, Viktor’s natives seem to have picked up a lot without any kind of special program,” Valkanhayn complained. 

 



 “Exactly,” Nick said, nodding. “Just think where he’d be if he’d had one. You’ve been to Xochitl, Count. Viktor always has some native insurrection or other going on, and some of them he treats nearly like slaves. Half of the tribes around his base would sell him out for a pint of rum and a couple of shiny beads. We need our people loyal, and nothing inspires loyalty like being presented arms by your sovereign. This is a cheap way to do a lot of good all at once.”

 



 “I’ll start putting a program together,” Morland grumbled. “It’ll cost like Gehenna, but . . .”

 



 “Not as much as you might think,” admitted Lothar Ffayle. “We’re actually in decent shape, now that we can hurry up and finish those two ships. I’m still waiting on final accounting, but I’m feeling optimistic. After payout, the last few raids have kept us in the black – barely. A little program like this is nothing, believe me, compared to the cost of building ships expanding the moon base and defending the Realm with big, expensive missiles.”

 



 “The cost of not defending it is a lot higher,” observed Lucas, gravely. “Let’s all protect the investment, shall we?”




 


Chapter Ten: 



The Reclamation Of Cavendard

 



 



 



 



 “Oh, Lucas! It’s so beautiful!” Valerie exclaimed as the air car slowed it’s velocity on its approach to Cavendard. 

 



 She was right: the ruined city was nestled at the base of a massive escarpment, covered in vines and vegetation, which formed a kind of living curtain of greenery behind it. The city itself – or what was left of it – was laid out in a series of interlocking circles around a single city center, a building a quarter of the size of Rivington’s Planetary Building, but in a single stepped cylinder of ferroconcrete. Arrayed at the foot of the old ruin was a sprawling new tent city, the least attractive thing about the scenery.

 



 But that tent city was why they were here. Lady Essen’s expedition to the Gamma continent had successfully established a foothold in the old ruin, and over a thousand workers – mostly Mardukan political prisoners exiled by the new Prince Regent to the wilderness of Tanith, as a favor, with a smattering of volunteers from the Sword Worlds and recent prisoners-of-war from Gram – were busily removing rubble, clearing away brush, and reclaiming Cavendard from the jungle. Two hundred regular Royal Army regulars kept watch over them, while another three hundred more seasoned mercenaries patrolled the perimeter of the settlement and protected it from unfriendly natives.

 



 In two months Lady Essen had achieved a remarkable amount of progress. The central building was almost completely cleared, and a command center and living quarters had been established within. A small clinic was in the process of being built, and a sizeable mass energy converter was providing power for the nascent colony. Nor was reclamation the city’s only industry: two teams of biologists, recruited from Joyeuse, were systematically searching the jungle for exotic and potentially salable flora while their laboratory was being constructed, and a geological survey team on loan from the moonbase was investigating opening the germanium mine.

 



 Already a small ring of shops and stalls had begun to spring up near the city center. Construction crews were converting ruins into dormitories, or building temporary residential units and mess halls, or building workshops and storage areas for future development. Teams of surveyors were riding little contragravity utility mounts back and forth over the entire installation as they plotted what future edifices would go where.

  

 The royal aircar landed gingerly on the landing stage, and a small honor guard of Royal Army troops immediately descended upon it, arms at port but ready. Lucas allowed his two Golden Hand guards to go first – his two favorites, Karvall and Delio – and waited for the all clear before he assisted Valerie out, too. That was no mean feat: in the last several weeks she had started to grow significantly, and it became harder and harder for her to maneuver in and out of an aircar with anything approaching grace.

 



 Luckily for Lucas, she wasn’t very self-conscious about it. She looked around the beautiful tropical square of Cavendard’s once and future central district and smiled. 

 



 “It reminds me of Wolverton on Marduk,” she said. “Only Wolverton had about a million and a half more people.”

 



 “If there’s more than ten thousand on this entire continent, I’d be surprised,” Lucas agreed. “Harkaman said it was one of the last to be settled, and it was pretty sparse when Tanith’s civilization fell.”

 



 Lady Essen was awaiting them at the landing stage, dressed in a bright blue jumpsuit bearing her Sword World arms, a white pick-axe over a diamond on a blue field, the rest of her team of half-dozen or so aids likewise bearing them. She bowed deeply, and when her salute was acknowledged she ran forward and gave the Princess a warm hug. Lucas got the impression that whatever earlier friction there had been between the two, putting three thousand miles between them had repaired.

 



 “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Your Highness,” she said, taking Lucas’ hand. “I can’t thank you enough for indulging me in the Cavendard project. When I was doing research on Tanith, I saw this little footnote and couldn’t resist!” The older, slightly plump woman’s enthusiasm seemed more suited to an overly-sweet dessert, not a multi-million stellar reclamation project. “The city is far more intact than I could have hoped. There’s very little actual structural damage. With only a minimum of reconstruction, we actually have decent facilities now at the big building. Almost as good as Rivington,” she bragged. 

 



 “How have the neighbors taken to you?” Lucas asked, nodding over his shoulder towards the thick jungle.

 



 “Surprisingly well,” Lady Essen nodded. “We had a few small skirmishes, but mostly they’re just curious, not belligerent. And much, much more primitive than even the locals around Rivington. Real naked neobarbarian savages,” she said, grinning broadly. “They live by hunting and gathering, and some of the more advanced tribes have mastered slash-and-burn agriculture. We gave them a few gifts to keep them occupied, but so far, no issues.” Then her face turned into a frown. “I wish I could say the same about the blasted Mardukans,” she added, bitterly. 

 



 “There’ve been problems?” Valerie asked, biting her lip.

 



 “Plenty,” she assured them. “I’ve never seen such a big bunch of whiney, lazy self-important idiots outside of a stuttergoat pen in my entire life, and that includes at least two royal courts back in the Sword Worlds. Every day it’s a new list of complaints about the food, or the treatment, or the accommodations. I have to keep the Army on them night and day, not because I worry about them escaping, but because they keep breaking off from their duties to hold meetings to discuss their situation, and nothing gets done.” 

 



 “They’re really that bad?” Lucas asked, chuckling to himself. Most of the exiles were former People’s Welfare Party officials – not the leaders, of course, most of whom had been summarily executed by the loyal Mardukans after their leader was killed and order was restored, but mid-level party bosses, bagmen, sergeants-at-arms, and People’s Army organizers. 

 



 “They’ve already protested that there haven’t been any elections for leadership, that the food is unpalatable and constitutes a breach of their rights under some treaty I’ve never heard of, and how the hours and conditions are simply unacceptable. Every day I hear every one of them whining about how hot it is. They complain about the bugs, the natives, the air, the water, the jungle . . . I swear to Buddha, Your Highness, I even got a complaint about how the additional forty-eight minutes in the Tanith day is bad for their health!” she added incredulously.

 



 “Don’t they realize that they’re prisoners in exile?” Lucas asked.

 



 “Oh, of course, they’re very oppressed – just ask them!” Lady Essen said, hotly. “Three meals a day, and steady work. Maybe even a bright future, if they’d have the brains to realize it. That’s more than most of them had on Marduk, from what I understand. Just wait until I get the mines open!” she said, gleefully. “A bit of really hard work will shut them up. If they think cleaning up rubble and building their own houses is hard, just wait until they’re prying germanium out of the ground with their bare hands!”

 



 “Would it really be that easy?” Lucas asked, surprised.

 



 “What? Oh, no, not really,” admitted the woman. “It has to be refined and processed, of course. The ore here, however, is spectacular: the samples I sent to my Lord husband proved to be gloriously rich.”

 



 “What do you use germanium for, anyway?” Valerie asked. “Believe it or not, they didn’t teach a lot of metallurgy at my private school for ladies.”

 



 “Germanium is essential for the construction of contragravity,” Lucas explained. “Normally, it just sits there and looks shiny, like a second-rate silver. But when you put germanium under pressure, its crystalline structure re-forms into something a lot more durable – and super-conductive. You need an awful lot of it for an air car, for example”

 



 “Luckily, we have an awful lot of it, Your Highness,” Lady Essen assured him. “About three or four mountains worth, so far. And extremely good quality, so my lord husband says. Enough to seriously consider developing a contragravity vehicle industry,” she said, hopefully. 

 



 “I’ll take that under advisement,” Lucas nodded absently, looking up at the magnificent cliffs. “How soon before you can get the mines open?”

 



 Lady Essen shrugged. “A few months, with this crew. A week, if I had proper tools and equipment, and the people who knew how to run them. But we need to get a dedicated processor, and that’s going to have to be built from scratch or ordered from off-world.” She led them off on a short tour through the reconstructed buildings and into the labs, then back out for a light lunch and an opportunity to address the exiles.

 



 Lucas surveyed the sad-looking group of “civilized” prisoners, their hair growing out and becoming matted, their plain white coveralls dirty with honest labor, their faces glaring up at him from their shoddy lines. It was not a happy-looking crew.

 



 “I’ve come here today, in part, to address you all,” Lucas began, without ceremony. “To remind you, in fact, of why you are here. You wanted to change your lives on Marduk, and you listened to a man who used your desires and hopes to build your own chains. You may have felt important, in your People’s Welfare Party jobs, you may have felt like you were backing a winner against an old, tired loser. 

 



 “Well, the fact is, your esteemed late leader, Zaspar Makann, was a traitor to Marduk, and he betrayed you as well. Since you were not, collectively, intelligent enough to recognize that fact, you were arrested in collusion with your leader. Those above you in the Party were shot or are serving life prison sentences. You were deemed unimportant, even to Makann’s own people, but too dangerous or stupid to live peacefully on the planet of your birth.

 



 “Now you are my subjects, as is everyone else on this world. As such, you are subject to the same laws and expectations of behavior as any of my other subjects. If one of my people came to me to complain about the food or the heat, well, he could expect a lot more severe treatment than your liege, Lady Essen, is granting you for the same. So I encourage you to reconsider the number and severity of your complaints, lest I become impatient with the progress here at Cavendard and send in more persuasive management,” he said, smoothly.

 



 “What, more bloody-handed Space Vikings?” someone called angrily from the back of the crowd.

 



 “I have better uses for my first-order troops than to baby-sit a bunch of spineless complainers,” Lucas shot back. “But I have plenty of native Tanith subjects who would enjoy the light duty. And my natives, you see, weren’t brought up in the gentle circumstances your current guards were. In fact, they don’t even speak Lingua Terra, by and large. So they can’t even understand your complaints. All they can understand is your tone. But they’ll be more than happy to hear your petition and respond by rifle-butt, if necessary,” he added darkly. “My natives were born savages, you see, and are only picking up ‘civilized’ behavior a bit at a time. Provoke Lady Essen further, and you can argue with them over the heat and the work. 

 



 “Now, I’m not totally immune to your complaints,” Lucas continued, as a sea of civilized eyes glared back at him. “You were brought here because you are all theoretically skilled in simple technologies and the ability to move rocks and cut down trees. Prince-Regent Bentrik believes that enough of it may transform you back into productive citizens. I disagree – I think the lot of you should have been spaced or shot or hung from streetlamps. 

 



 “But in deference to my esteemed friend, the Prince-Regent, I shall be willing to recommend a commutation of sentence for the five best-behaved of you, at the end of six months. Whichever five Lady Essen recommends will be returned home subject to approval by Mardukan Naval Intelligence, of course. Everyone else,” he added, his eyes narrowing, “will remain here. Indefinitely. Until you can prove yourselves productive members of my Realm, or highly decorative corpses. That’s your decision.”

 



 He was about to quit the podium without further discussion, when a shout of “LONG LIVE ZASPAR MAKANN!” echoed from the back of the crowd, and a stone flew out from the same area – towards Lucas’ head.

 



 Before it hit the ground weakly in front of him, two guns went off so close to each other that they could have been an echo. Both Golden Hand guardsmen had their 10mm combat side-arms out and had each landed a shot in the heart of the man who had thrown the rock, then calmly covered the rest of the crowd as the body fell forward onto its face. They had drawn and fired so quickly that the normal Royal Army men, possibly having grown complacent with their light duties, were still scrambling to bring up their weapons. The crowd screamed and hit the dirt. Lucas hadn’t blinked. He’d seen the man prepare to throw, and he’d known it wouldn’t land.

 



 While the Golden Hand were still covering their crowd, now joined by the submachine guns of the Royal Army platoon, Lucas commanded the body to be brought to the front of the crowd. He toed it a few times, seeing that it was a broad, bald-headed man, a scowl on his dead face and a second rock in his hand.

 



 “This man is dead because he did something stupid,” Lucas lectured, loudly. “I’m sure he was passionate, courageous, and persuasive about his loyalty to the People Welfare’s Party. That loyalty does him credit. So all of you look upon this passionate, courageous, persuasive, loyal . . . and very, very dead stupid man. Ask yourself where his ideals are now, and what good they’re doing anyone? 

 



 “And let this be a lesson: Tanith is a frontier planet, and it will kill you. It’s not a place for romantic ideals about egalitarianism and democracy. If you don’t want to end up a dead idealist, I suggest you shut your damn holes and start bending to your jobs with renewed purpose . . . and maybe someday you’ll earn the right to have ideals again. Until then, your only ideal is survival.”

 



 The crowd of prisoners muttered angrily to Lucas’ back as he stomped off, his guards finally holstering their pistols after replacing the spent cartridges.

 



 “You’ve done very well here,” Lucas nodded, approvingly, towards Lady Essen, as he was escorted towards the aircar. “I admit, I had figured that all you’d have by now would be a camp out in the woods and a dusty pile of rocks to show for it. But if this keeps up at this pace, you’ll likely have the second biggest city on Tanith in your barony, Baroness Essen,” Lucas said. 

 



 Lady Essen’s eyes went wide, and she bowed, nervously, as he confirmed her as Lady Essen, Baroness Susan of Cavendard, in her own right on the spot. A more formal investiture could be held at a future court function, but she deserved the recognition now. 

 



 Technically she was going to be a baroness in a few weeks anyway, when he toured the moonbase expansions and elevated her husband, Sir Dafyd Essen, to an industrial barony, but Cavendard was a fief she’d earned, not married into. She looked pleased and surprised at the same time, and Valerie made a point of giving her a warm hug after she swore her oaths of fealty to them both. She wasn’t so bad, Valerie revealed to him later, in small doses.

 



 As the aircar was headed away from the ruin after luncheon, out over the open sea at just over a mile of altitude, Lucas thanked his Golden Hand guards for their quick action, and gave them each a cash bonus on the spot. 

 



 “That was good work, too, fellows,” he assured them. “Smooth shooting, to be sure. I don’t know how Colonel Festersan trained you to draw like that, but next time I’m in a duel I want one of you to be my seconds!”

 



 The young men blushed at the praise, but returned to their stoic, always-alert nature just as Valerie let out a very un-princess-like squeal.

 



 “Oh, Lucas, it’s absolutely beautiful!” she said, clapping. “Look at that island down there, completely uninhabited, completely remote. The beaches are so white,” she sighed. The island was a rough triangle, the point angled towards the west and slightly curved, providing a sheltered area nearly five miles long which stretched a fabulously wide, sandy beach that was so white it nearly hurt the eye. The rest of the island rose in elevation to a small cluster of mountains in the center, with ample flatlands at their skirts. A thick green, vibrant carpet of jungle filled the space.

 



 “Put her down on the beach,” Lucas ordered. The driver nodded complacently and complied, but their two bodyguards were surprised. 

 



 “Sire, is that really wise?” Delio finally managed, after exchanging looks with Karvall. “The Prime Minister is expecting you at dinner, and—”

 



 “And my cousin can keep it in the robochef a few extra minutes without offending my royal dignity,” Lucas said. “Set her down. Her Highness wants to feel sand squishing between her royal toesies.”

 



 “As you command, Sire,” Delio conceded, with a bow of his head – and a slight smirk. “Although I feel compelled to caution Your Highness that a complete survey of dangerous indigenous fauna has not been conducted in this region of the Realm.”

 



 “So noted,” Lucas nodded. He could appreciate Delio’s uncomfortability – he was charged with keeping he and Val safe, after all. But as a sovereign prince and – more importantly – a newlywed husband with a baby on the way, he felt he needed to indulge Val in a little rare luxury.

 



 The car set down on the beach after the driver advised Rivington authorities of their intention to do so. Valerie waddled out and threw off her slippers, running her feet into the powdery beach sand with loud coos of joy while the escorting aircav cars patrolled in circles overhead. Lucas grinned and joined her, kicking off his clumsy boots and socks and enjoying the warm sand himself.

 



 They made a picnic out of it, sending the Golden Hand guards out into the jungle for fruit while the driver broke out a hamper of emergency rations from the storage locker and set a blanket on the beach for them. They splashed their toes in the warm surf, saw some things that could have been native Tanith seashells, and shed their clothes as the heat of the day beat down on them. At one point Lucas stared up at the cool G4 sun and admitted that maybe the Mardukan exiles had a point. It was pretty darn hot.

 



 Valerie didn’t mind, though, and after they had enjoyed the tasteless rations and the wonderful fruit, washed down with a bottle of wine hidden conveniently away, they eluded their guards for a few stolen moments dancing in the sand, then rolled away and began building an elaborate sand castle, like a couple of teenaged kids on vacation.

 



 It was fun, and something Lucas hadn’t done since the sandboxes of his childhood. Valerie proved deft with designing, and soon he was forcing himself to compete with her more and more elaborate constructions until the tide obligingly came in and swept it all away, only moments after they had taken a single still photograph of their mad castle.

 



 “I’m going to take that as a sign,” Val giggled. 

 



 “Honestly, that may have been the most fulfilling thing I’ve built on Tanith yet,” he laughed, as the sea leveled their creation. He reached out and touched her swollen belly. “So far,” he added, gently.

 



 Val put her hand over his, and he could feel the baby jump – the first time she had moved for him. He exclaimed excitedly and tried to startle the unborn little girl into repeating the movement, to no avail.

 



 “It’s no use,” Valerie yawned. “She’s sleepy, like her mommy. Thank you for this, Lucas. I’ve needed it. Too much time under that damn crown,” she complained. “Commitments, obligations, it’s all a lot more work than I expected.”

 



 “I know,” he soothed, pulling her clumsily to her feet. “I guess we need to carve out more time like this.”

 



 “With ten essential jobs to be done for every competent person?” she asked, wryly. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

 



 “I’m not,” he promised. “But why kill ourselves building a civilization if we don’t stop and take time to enjoy it now and then?”

 



 “You make a compelling argument, my Prince,” she smiled, and kissed him.

 



 Later, as Val was relieving herself in the bushes in a most un-princess-like way, Lucas screened Paytrik Morland, the Home Minister, and laid a claim to the island. It was barely charted, and as of yet unnamed even on the oldest maps of Tanith they had, he reported back after getting his secretary to look it up. Lucas had him award the island to the House of Trask as a feudal lordship, and had Morland officially name it “Valeria” in honor of his bride. Then he issued a few more orders. His old friend from Gram looked at him in surprise.

 



 “Really, Lucas?” he asked, forgetting rank for the moment. “I know things have been—”

 



 “Look, Paytrik, I know what you’re going to say: this is a colossal waste of resources when things are tight right now. I grant you that. But understand me when I say when you see this place, you’ll understand. It’s perfect.”

 



 “As my most honored and esteemed sovereign Prince commands his humble servant,” Morland said, rolling his eyes. “I got it, I got it, you’re in love with your wife. Congratulations. I was in love with mine, once, too. Now we mostly play chess on the odd nights she’s awake when I get home from the office.”

 



 “Then perhaps I’ll let you visit,” Lucas promised. “It’ll do wonders for you, I swear.”

 



 When Valerie finally made it back to the aircar, the sun was already headed for the watery horizon, casting miles of brilliant reflections among the high-flung clouds that splashed down into the water. It was almost speechlessly beautiful. 

 



 They made one brief stop on the way back to Rivington, a mere hour-long surprise inspection of Kotoland and its newly-improved lord. Ka-Motarka greeted them both with deference and respect, and solemnly introduced his own two wives, one no more than fifteen years, Standard. He then paraded what was left of his troops for his sovereigns, two hundred well-equipped militiamen, each bearing a Tanith-stamped rifle and a purple sash with the ungainly beast Motarka used as his livery. He also made a point of carefully thanking Valerie for her well-publicized rescue mission, apologizing for selling his own people into slavery while he was at it. 

 



 Lucas wasn’t adept at understanding people, but Motarka seemed to have come to an acceptance of his new role as Lucas’ representative. His lands were still thriving, under the new system, and he was preparing to send his two children almost six hundred miles away over the prairie to Rivington’s newest schools. He was cool to that thought, but the Royal Army had been keeping their eye on him to the point where he dare not express any frustration. And they had promised that he could visit them upon demand, via Royal Army aircar.

 



 When they arrived back at Trask House, finally, they were both exhausted, but Lucas had time for one more piece of business: a report form an incoming Space Viking ship, a tiny 1000 foot chicken-stealing heap misleadingly called the Lord Of The Skies. It was captained by one Tubilo Nolansan, a Sword World half-breed who took his small ship places too risky or too poor for more mainstream Space Vikings to consider. As a result, he was often in the right place at the right time, and he had become one of Alvyn Karffard’s “friends” with very little persuasion. 

 



 “We were just leaving Jotun after getting a little specie, nothing exciting, when an Aton ship showed up,” his recording said. “This was probably about six hundred hours ago, I suppose. We hid, of course, since Jotun trades a lot with Aton, and we thought they’d take it amiss if they caught us with our hand in the cookie jar, so to speak,” the man said, smiling wryly. “Especially when it was one of those massive twenty-five hundred footers,” he added. 

 



 “Anyways, me an’ me gang were holed up in a crater on one of the moons, all tucked away nicely, when the ship enters orbit. Figured we’d wait it out. They would have detected us if we’d moved, anyway, but . . . well, while we were waiting, another ship showed up, a five-hundred foot private yacht. It bore Viktor’s sigil,” he added, making a face. “I know it well. I’m banned from Xochitl after a little . . . misunderstanding a few years back. 

 



 “In any case, they exchanged shuttles and then fought a big battle, only no one seemed hurt and there was nothin’ to speak of worth salvaging. Pure display.”

 



 “Just fireworks?” Lucas muttered to himself, aware that the man’s testimony was dozens of hours old. That was not uncommon between ships allied with different parties. From a distance, it was almost impossible for a normal civilian to distinguish between actual combat fire in a space battle and far lighter, less deadly ammunition, making it easy to “fake” a full-fledged battle. When that was done, it was usually for political reasons. He’d fought such “firework actions” against elements of Marduk’s navy, back when Zaspar Makann had taken power and commanded them to fire on ‘all Space Vikings’.

 



 “The big Aton ship hypered out, then the Xochitl ship landed. I got the Nifflheim out of there after that, hoping no one detected me. But when I got to Hoth, I heard Prince Trask was lookin’ for information on Viktor, and I thought he might like to know about this,” he finished, solemnly.

 



 “How much did we pay him for the information?” he asked the split-screen in front of him, the left side bearing Alvyn Karffard with Otto Harkaman on the right. 

 



 “Only a few thousand stellars in luxury goods,” Karffard supplied. “Twenty cases of that Lyran booze you purloined, some spare parts for his ship, plus his pick of trade goods in the warehouse. Cheap,” he dismissed.

 



 “So why the fake battle?”

 



 “Well, why does anyone fake a space battle?” Harkaman asked. “To fool someone who might be watching. One or both of them must have been videotaping the ‘fight’, for propaganda.”

 



 “Or evidence,” added Karffard. “If Aton really wanted to show off how it handled Space Viking raids, why not just destroy the ship outright? It wasn’t much bigger than a pinnace. So they didn’t want to destroy it, they wanted to appear to engage it. If the Xochitl ship landed, why?”

 



 “If nothing else, it adds to my growing suspicion that Xochitl and Aton are in collusion somehow,” Lucas observed. “And whatever it is, it isn’t going to be good for the Realm. Alvyn, do you think your ‘friend’ there could be persuaded to do a job for us? Discreetly, of course. I’d like him to go back to Jotun, set down and try to find out what Viktor’s ship did while he was down there. Pay him whatever you need to, and make sure he keeps his mouth shut about it, but this could be important.”

 



 “As you wish,” Alvyn nodded. “I can trust him. Enough.”

 



 “I’m also going to send a pinnace off to Gimli to inquire of our Royal Mardukan Naval Intelligence station chief, there,” Harkaman said. “Marduk is in a lot better position to find out what’s going on among the civilized worlds than we are. They’ve been spying on Aton since Aton was their colony.”

 



 “Good thinking,” admitted Lucas, stifling a yawn. “Now if you’ll gentlemen, excuse me, I’ve had a very long, tiring day dealing with the affairs of state, and I need sleep.”

 



 “Yes, Your Highness,” Karffard said, bowing his head. “It appears as if you’ve been burying yourself in work since you got back. And Your Highness?”

 



 “Yes, Alvyn?”

 “Your Highness has a bit of beach sand still on Your Highness’ royal schnozz. Clearly from being buried in work. Shall I send someone to attend to it?”

 



 “That won’t be necessary,” Lucas said, blushing as he wiped the incriminating trace of his wonderful beach trip away. “But your attention to detail, Your Grace, is most impressive.” He thought he could still hear Harkaman’s roaring laughter even after he switched off the screen.

 



 * * *

 



 The arming of the militia went far more smoothly than anyone had expected. It helped that the ground had been amply prepared by a host of legends, myths, and rumors that had spread amongst the neobarbarians of the Realm concerning their heaven-sent monarch and his undeniably beautiful wife. The Baron of Bentfork’s new temple in their honor was nearing completion in Tradetown, a beautiful dome of blueish stone on the site of an older temple that Spasso and Valkanhayn’s men had looted and burned before Trask came to Tanith. And it was already attracting pilgrims. While Lucas was uncomfortable being viewed as even semi-divine, he couldn’t argue with it as propaganda. 

 



 When the Royal Army squads on civil defense duty began visiting the villages and towns around Rivington, there were small riots due to the number of men who wanted to be sworn to service in arms. It was as if they were enlisting in the army of the gods, themselves, and no one wanted to be left out.

 



 Morland had come up with a good system, he had to admit. First, an emissary wearing the planetary colors and speaking the local dialect would come to a village in an aircar a week in advance and announce that Prince Lucas would be offering training and weapons to all who would support him, and then the emissary would pass out candy to the children and a cask of beer or wine for the village to toast Lucas’ health.

 



 By the time the training squads showed up the next week, everyone was excited, and there were usually far more volunteers than rifles to be allotted. The trainers would introduce themselves, show a brief audiovisual message taped by Lucas directly to his subjects, and then answer questions – which kept the translators particularly busy, particularly when it came to his divine origins and his reputed mystical powers. 

 



 The training itself only took two days, but the third day was spent with more propaganda talks about how it was every subject’s duty to defend the realm. The training ended with the administration of a loyalty oath directly to the Prince, and a vow to serve faithfully when called, obey his laws and lawful commands, and to do so with the understanding that any non-sanctioned use of a Tanith rifle would incur severe military-style justice. 

 



 Just to re-emphasize that point, the troopers would usually use more advanced weaponry to destroy a tree or hillock or some other local landmark to serve as a permanent reminder of the Prince’s power.

 



 For every fifty rifles that were distributed, the shining badge of Tanith stamped into every stock, a shiny new 10mm military-grade pistol – the butt and gunbelt also bearing the planetary badge – was given to a local commander, usually the sitting war-leader of the village. And for every hundred or so rifles in a community, the local head-man was given a pistol, a beautiful-but-massed-produced longsword with the planetary badge, and a scroll acknowledging the man as a “sworn knight” and leader of the militia. Even mass-produced, the high-carbon spring steel refined at the lunar base was by far the most elegant and durable blade any of the natives had ever seen.

 



 Most of the lordlings were thrilled with the gifts – until the final day of the training, when the trainers would lay out just what the Prince expected of his new sworn knights: obedience, dedication, and fealty. Demonstrations of those traits would be rewarded, it was shown, and an audiovisual of Lucas rewarding the Baron of Bentfork after his duel (already becoming a part of legend) was viewed. Treachery would be punished, and the films of the raid on Ka-Motarka’s robust manor were played. Usually the lordlings were all too happy to accept the overlordship of the Prince after that.

 



 While the trainers were running through safety and marksmanship classes, another member of the team, supplied by Countess Dorothy’s Ministry of Health, would be taking notes on the population, their general health, the nature of the village’s economy, and other useful notes. Those were being compiled by Duke Morland to get a better understanding of the true nature of the Realm. 

 



 There were a few predictable incidents – one, where a Royal Army trooper interceded in a local squabble and got himself ensnared in a duel with the neobarb war leader over a woman, and ended up winning the holding when he separated the old lordling’s head from his body in the process. Luca was tickled by that – most Space Vikings could care less what the neobarbs did to their own people – and punished the man by putting him on reserve duty and investing him as the recognized lord of the estate.

 



 In another case, a village promptly ignored the orders against using the rifles in unapproved ways and sought to end a blood feud with a neighboring village in one surprise night attack. While victorious, word quickly spread about the treachery, and the Royal Army was forced to go back and execute the leaders and exile their followers to Cavendard, where they could help restore the recently re-opened germanium mines.

 



 But those incidents were relatively rare. Nearly everyone – at least on the Alpha Continent – wanted to be associated with the near-magical and potentially divine Prince Lucas. They ran out of rifles far sooner than they’d anticipated.

 



 “What about the thousand or so unmarked ones we confiscated from Ka-Motarka? And the ones we captured in that warehouse?” Duke Paytrik asked.

 



 “A few thousand more, one way or another, probably won’t matter,” Lucas said. “I’ve got plans for those rifles already. Look, anyone who feels that strongly about it can always join the sepoy side of the Royal Army and become Home Guards. But I think that thanks to your efforts we’ve gotten our backs covered. If someone tried to land in the hinterlands and attack us over-land, they’re going to be very preoccupied with insurgents while they do so.”

 



 “Not just insurgents,” Morland said, shaking his head. “I’ve pre-positioned ammunition dumps and supply depots around the countryside. We’ve got four anti-aircraft missile batteries along the Alta Frescas, and Duke Harkaman has emplaced some light artillery and infantry support weapons in strategic areas.”

 



 “You want our neobarbs to run artillery?” Lucas asked, concerned. That hadn’t been part of the plan.

 



 “Not at all,” Morland said. “We’ve been retiring out some of the older Space Vikings, mostly the ground-fighters, or those who’ve been maimed or wounded on raids but are still more or less functional. Upon retirement they get a choice of a small mustering-out pension in stellars or an opportunity to become a small landholder. 

 



 “If they choose the latter, we find them some nice village that needs some civilized guidance and set them up over the local lordling as overlords. That package includes an aircar of some sort, a suit of combat armor, weapons, a line of credit, and of course the traditional towel-sized vellum scroll documenting their ennoblement and their enfiefment. They stick around, raise some kids, and enjoy an early retirement as a country squire . . . and they’re in charge of the reserve weapons. If we get attacked, we’ll have those grizzled old veterans in our enemy’s rear.”

 



 “That’s a great idea,” nodded Lucas. “Keep me apprised of it. Don’t the locals get resentful of having new lords imposed on them?”

 



 “Not when they bring such a sudden increase in the standard of living. Space Vikings spend . . . a lot. And they like their comforts and luxuries. And they’ll want good schools for their kids and robomedics and screen communications and entertainment – all of that stuff makes in-roads of civilization. In two generations, you won’t be able to tell who’s grandfather was born on Tanith and whose was born on Gram.”

 



 Retiring veterans weren’t the only ones settling down. While Lucas was still getting used to his modest new palace in town, he and his cousin had used his princely prerogative to claim a family holding themselves. Situated only twenty miles away from Rivington, proper, the vast track of lush plains they’d jointly claimed as the Duchy of New Traskon dwarfed the old family holding by more than half. The area was close to the historical size of Old England, on Terra. And it included some of the best ranching ranges on the planet. 

 



 Traskon, on Gram, had been a rich and prosperous ranching barony where they raised the gigantic-horned Gram bisonoids. The Lord of Northport on Gram had sent him six breeding cows and two bulls last year for his wedding and coronation, and they had thrived in the little test pasture north of town, alongside the smaller, shaggier unicorns he’d stolen from Khepra, known as kreggs. There were Terran-mutated native cattle there as well, and mutated carabaos, plus an assortment of goats and sheep and garfowl. 

 



 Within New Traskon were four tiny villages, which made admirable ranching stations, and every now and then Lucas would stop off at the largest of them, Danna, to check on his bisonoids on his way back from business. 

 



 One summer afternoon he discovered he wasn’t the only one. He and his escort landed at Danna Village to find Nikkolay Trask already there.

 



 “I come here to think, sometimes. I was just visiting the new settlement in the north, Gannett. But I saw the grass in the wind and I just had to stop. Makes you homesick?” Nick asked, without preamble, when Lucas approached him. 

 

 “A little,” Lucas conceded. “I mean, we grew up there. And this place is almost like it – but tantalizingly different.”

 



 “No razorgrass or hoofsnakes, for one thing,” Nick pointed out, naming two of the banes of every Traskon rancher’s existence.”

 



 “No, this is perfect,” Lucas nodded towards the growing herd of the massive beasts. 

 



 “I’m thinking of building a quaint little country manor out here,” Nick added, “maybe up there on those hills, overlooking the river. Someplace away from Rivington. Out of the blast zone,” he added, sourly.

 



 “Why, are you having regrets?”

 



 Nick snorted. “Of not staying on Gram? So that we could watch the King we put on the throne go mad, divorce his wife, marry a slut, and tax his people into penury? Then get replaced by one who’s worse? No, thanks! We would have lost the barony anyway, you know. Just like most of the other barons. And then we would have been penniless or dead or both. 

 



 “No, quitting Gram for Tanith was the best decision I ever made. Nice promotion, too,” he grinned, plucking at his coat of office. He paused and then looked at Lucas seriously. “No, I’m proud of what we did, but I’m worried. Cecelia is going to give birth any day, and all I can think about is Garvan Spasso and Prince Viktor blasting this place into ruin, and my child along with it, and I can’t do anything about it.”

 



 “I understand,” Lucas said, sincerely, putting his hand on Nikkolay’s shoulder. He felt easily as helpless as his cousin. Worse, as at least Nick could look to him as a sovereign and believe that the Prince would protect him. Being the top man meant Lucas didn’t have that luxury. He fretted nightly, not just for his unborn child and his incipient baby cousin, but for all of the little babies and mommies and grannies on the planet. Tanith had been far from peaceful when he’d come here – neobarbaric worlds rarely were – but he couldn’t imagine the guilt he’d bear if these people were vaporized for being in the wrong place at the wrong time in a war they didn’t understand.

 



 “But don’t worry,” he said, with more reassurance than he felt, “we’re going to get through this. This land, this world, we’re winning it. And we won’t be forced off of it. Not us or our children. Trasks are tough, are we not?”

 



 “Tougher than collapsium,” his cousin said, quoting an old family saying. “You know, even though the sun isn’t quite right – I mean, you can actually see the sun, for one thing – and the grass looks strange, and the moon is definitely wrong, this place does look a little like Traskon.” 

 



 “The bisonoids help,” agreed Lucas. Then he began to sing the family hymn, a song from the very dawn of the Atomic Age, chosen by their great-grandfather to represent the rugged family that had tamed the plains of Traskon. It was an ode to the unconquerable spirit of the plainsman, a paean to the appeal of the far horizon, a blessing on the land and the freedom-loving riders who rode the range. Nikkolay grinned and chimed in on the second line, and together they sang as loudly – and as off-key – as they pleased:

 




 “Give me land, lots of land, under starry skies above,


 “Don’t fence me in!


 “Let me ride through the wide open country that I love,


 “Don’t fence me in!

 “Let me be by myself in the evenin' breeze, 



 “And listen to the murmur of the cottonwood trees, 



 “Send me off forever but I ask you please, 



 “Don't fence me in!”


 



 The last sound of their voices died into the wind as another one was raised: the high-pitched call of young Sir Homer Malynda, Nick’s secretary and aid, yelling from the aircar. 

 



 “My lords! Your Highness! Your Excellency! NICK! It’s Countess Dorothy – Duchess Cecelia has gone into labor! YOU’RE HAVING A BABY!”

 



 “Now if that’s not a good omen,” Lucas mumbled to himself as he followed his cousin, running across the plains towards the car, “I don’t know what one is!”




 



 



 


Chapter Eleven:


The Sandcastle Of Valeria

 



 



 



 Lucas, as a rule, disliked state occasions because of the formality and the ceremony. He understood why they were needed and what purpose they served to bind together a people in a neo-feudal society, but that didn’t mean he liked them. This one, however, he was looking forward to: the first anniversary of his official coronation as sovereign prince of Tanith – and his wedding to Lady Valerie Alvarath of Marduk.

 



 The original ceremony had been conducted with as much pomp as the little colony could gather, in the newly refurbished ballroom of the Planetary Building’s government section. Over a thousand visitors and well-wishers had crowded the hall, ambassadors and envoys from a dozen worlds and friends and relatives from across the galaxy. The party had lasted three days, and had begun his ex officio independent rule of Tanith in fine style.

 



 The first anniversary of that date—and his first wedding anniversary – needed commemoration, not the least for the stress of the rapidly-approaching date when they could reasonably expect a sky full of Prince Viktor’s ships. He and Val represented hope, for the Space Vikings who fought for them, the Sword World colonists who’d married their fortunes to his house and world, to the Mardukans who had left their high technology world for the rigors of frontier life, and to the Tanith natives who owned him as their master now. 

 



 He had the party at Trask House, this time, the first official state function at his new palace. Valerie and her stewards handled most of the functional details, while he arranged the guest list. All of the usual Rivington crowd, with a half-dozen Space Vikings, the diplomatic corps, and a few well-behaved native lords he was introducing to the civilized ritual of the cocktail party. At the court ceremony, he pardoned a few prisoners he would have pardoned anyway, knighted five deserving young officers of the Royal Army and Navy, elevated a few knights to lords, a few lords to barons, and a few barons to the peerage. 

 



 Among the other items on the courtly agenda was the revelation of the new Crown Jewels. The lack of regular regalia was unseemly to the Sword Worlders, whose royal courts had prided themselves on them. Lucas had taken particular interest in the design, remembering the five-kilo monstrosity the late King Mikhail of Marduk had worn at his presentation to court. He’d had the crown made in an elegant and simplistic style, choosing an almost obnoxiously large emerald for the front of the argentium circlet, small daggs encrusted with diamonds and emeralds and sapphires as big as his thumb. Two rare Zarathustra sunstones glowed at his temple, their light reflecting on the sparkling gems nearby, and a browline of continuous Uller organic opals in blue. Stones and all, the thing didn’t way more than four pounds. Valerie’s was even lighter.

 



 It could have been heavier, more solid, and more ornate. Perhaps if he had chosen to make himself King, as opposed to a Sovereign Prince, he may have gone that route. But in the aftermath of the Battle of Marduk, when he was mulling over how to restructure the realm, he had made the choice to eschew the title of an ultimate monarch. 

 



 Not that he didn’t rule -- more or less -- as absolutely as any King, of course, nor did he owe fealty to any other man, noble or common, in the galaxy. He could always declare himself a King later, if he needed to, and no one would say much of anything about it. But you couldn’t un-name himself King once he did so. By remaining a sovereign prince in name as well as practice he avoided a lot of the assumptions and expectations due a King, regardless of their politics. 

 



 Not wearing a really, really heavy pointy hat was one of them. 

 



 Then there was the new Sword of State, a massive two-handed claymore design, and the Warlord’s Axe, a huge double-headed axe blade of bronze, like the Ulleran natives used to represent their headmen. You could call the man Minister of War, Chief of Military Staff, or whatever other title you wanted, Otto Harkaman was no less than the Warlord of Tanith, and Lucas felt the axe, with the accompanying title Lord Marshal Of The Realm, signified Otto’s position better than a mere sword.

 



 He hadn’t gotten around to designing a scepter yet, and for the life of him he couldn’t think of a single reason why he needed one.

 



 Among his greatest pleasures of the evening was introducing his brand new baby cousin, Evan Trask, to court. Until his own baby was born, Evan enjoyed the privilege of being third in line for succession, after his father. The eight-pound, five ounce bundle of royalty had arrived after twenty hours of labor, a fit and fightful little boy who already favored his handsome father. Nick was so proud he was near to bursting, and Lucas had made him take a few weeks off to enjoy his new family. 

 



 That had forced Lucas to deal with the day-to-day operations of Tanith, a job he was thankfully able to hand back to his cousin with a new appreciation of what he did. To honor his cousin’s new child, he had granted him title to an adjacent section of New Traskon, a wooded parcel that would now be known as Evanwood. Nick needed the lumber to build his new manor house, anyway.

 



 After handing out the rest of the honors, making an impassioned and well-rehearsed speech, and spending two hours shaking hands and having drinks with every important person in sight, Harkaman and Karffard dragged him back to his office, accompanied by his pet Golden Hand guards.

 



 “We got some news,” Alvyn said, as he settled into one of the overstuffed leather chair in front of Lucas’ desk. “We caught up with the captain of that tramp freighter you reference from your visit to Fenris, the Harper’s Gold. One of my friends found him in port on Loki. That Austin character, who met with Gatworth on Fenris, he didn’t get on at Volund. He booked passage to Fenris from Fafnir, three stops before Volund.”

 



 “Fafnir,” murmured Lucas. “That’s deep in the Old Federation.”

 



 “And in unfriendly hands, sort of,” grumbled Otto. “Fafnir is part of the planets Isis controls. Fafnir, Freya, Brigg, Kwannon, all of those.”

 



 “Yes, I met the ambassador from Isis at the conference,” Lucas added. “Unpleasant old woman, Dame Kinsader, I believe. She doesn’t like Space Vikings at all, apparently. When I proposed the League of Civilized Worlds she looked appalled.”

 



 “Curious, how did the Atonian ambassador react?” Karffard asked.

 



 Lucas considered. “Cautiously optimistic. Ambassador Tallbridge called the concept ‘quaint’, like the civilized worlds treating with the Sword Worlds would be a little like a man treating with a dog. But he did admit the need for some sort of central leadership in the galaxy, although of course he felt Aton was the best choice for that.”

 



 “No doubt,” chuckled Karffard. “I’m sure you’d have gotten the same reaction from any of the big powers.”

 



 “I don’t see what the problem is,” complained Lucas. “The League was a good idea, and we’ve got a great start with the ties we’ve made between Marduk and Tanith.”

 



 “You have to see it from their perspective, Lucas,” Otto pointed out, “they’re already at the top of the food chain. The only force willing to molest one of the civilized worlds is another civilized planet, and they’re all too individually strong to fight that way.”

 “Only in a conventional way,” Karffard reminded him. “Remember how Marduk was almost lost. And that did not happen in a vacuum.”

 



 “True,” conceded Harkaman. “But the fact is the League has little to offer the civilized worlds. They already have their trading empires, they have security, and they have power. None of them is going to want to put one of them above the rest, and that’s what’s going to have to happen eventually.”

 



 “In fact, one of my friends from Marduk has suggested that they all recognize the need for a central authority, but none of them is willing to risk what they have to put one of their number ahead of the rest. And while you made quite the splash at the conference, Your Highness, most of the ambassadors consider you a bumpkin prince from the arse-end of the galaxy, begging your pardon.”

 



 “That isn’t far from the truth,” Lucas admitted, lighting a cigarette thoughtfully. 

 



 “Worse, you’re a Space Viking prince,” continued Karffard. “You actively raid while you propose expanding civilization. That seems to be a contradiction, to some of these worlds.”

 



 “I can’t argue that,” agreed the Prince of Tanith. “The lady ambassador from Isis pointed that out, too. What I can’t understand is what is it that makes them think that they’re so special, that they’re somehow superior to other worlds with the same technology. Why was Gilgamesh excluded from the conference, for instance?”

 



 “Old prejudices, old wounds, old history,” Otto said, shaking his head as he refilled his drink from the Lyran spirits on Lucas’ desk. “We’re new to this game, Lucas. To the Sword Worlds, we’re upstart Space Vikings. To the Old Federation worlds, we’re barely-civilized neobarbs who are more threat than ally. You want the League of Civilized Worlds? It’s not going to happen overnight.”

 



 “Not with Aton throwing its weight around,” agreed Karffard. “That authoritarian party they have has the most insidious spy network in the civilized worlds.” It was hard for Lucas to tell if the old man was bitter about it or just envious.

 



 “So back to Fafnir,” Lucas said, redirecting the conversation. “Was Austin a native?”

 



 “Good question,” grunted Karffard. “I guess I’ll have to send someone to find out. If you think it’s important.”

 



 “I do,” nodded the prince. 

 



 “Looks like some Golden Hand boys are going to get some more fieldwork,” he sighed. “I’ll have Hortega assign a few and issue them a pinnace.

 



 “All right, so if my friends had to guess – different friends this time – then they’d guess that Viktor and Omfray aren’t about to raid Tanith. In fact, Omfray has riots across Wardshaven and Bigglersport, now, and Lionel of Newhaven is keeping his distance and building up his defenses. The Blue Comet hasn’t left Newhaven in almost a year. The last report I had from Wardshaven, via Hoth, is that Omfray is livid with Your Highness but has his troops too tied down to do anything about it. Viktor’s using his leverage to force Omfray to build more ships, and he’s drafting small landholders to train as troops wholesale.”

 



 “So why isn’t that a sign that Viktor’s planning on invading here?”

 



 “Quite frankly? Because if he didn’t mind losing Gram – which he will, if he leaves there in force – as a price to gain Tanith, he would have done so already. But he’s got more than enough ships, if he wanted to take us. Oh, he’d pay dearly for it, I have no doubt, but he has us by the numbers. So he doesn’t really want to take Tanith, not more than he wants to hold Gram.”

 



 “But does he need new ships to hold Gram?” Lucas asked, seeing it as the obvious question.

 



 “No,” Karffard answered, simply.

 



 “No? What do you mean, ‘no’?”

 



 “I mean that once he gets his new fleet together, Viktor and Konrad can go home, and he doesn’t need a single new ship to hold Gram as long he stays on Lionel’s good side. But he’d need more if he was planning something bigger. Something that may or may not involve Tanith.”

 



 “I’m getting sick of all this mysterious murkiness,” Lucas said, tiredly. “Maybe he wants to get involved in the Durendal dynastic war? Win it one way or another, once and for all?”

 



 “And spoil the annual Oskarsan-Estersan dueling season?” Otto scoffed. “I don’t think so. I can’t see Viktor – or his liege, King Konrad – really wanting to get involved in that cesspool. Satan knows I wish I hadn’t. There’s nothing to gain.”

 



 “It’s possible that he’s just fearful you’re going to try to take Gram back from him,” Karffard pointed out. “You’re very popular there. Count Lionel has often said that you were the only other man he’d ever accept as planetary King of Gram. It’s becoming a kind of romantic dream, Prince Lucas coming back to save the world from Omfray and Viktor.”

 



 “I’ve got plenty of romance, right here, thank you,” Lucas dismissed. “My sympathies are with Lionel and the people of Gram, but if they want to fix their monarchy they’ve got to do it themselves.

 



 “One other good piece of information,” Karffard added. “Garvan Spasso has been stripped of his titles and imprisoned, for displeasing Omfray. If anything about Omfray’s dungeons is true, he’s in for a very uncomfortable time.”

 



 “Well,” smiled Lucas. “I guess that’s one villain gone. I just wish the others were as stupid or as foolish.”

 



 



 * * *

 



 



 Valerie really didn’t want to go back to Cavendard so soon, but Lucas insisted. Baroness Essen had begun refining germanium, and the first ton of it was ready for use in Rivington’s industrial district. Valerie didn’t see it as much call for celebration.

 



 “You want to see a ton of something,” she groused, “just take a look at your wife! I never thought a human body could stretch like this, Lucas!”

 



 “It won’t be long now, my love,” Lucas promised her as she tried unsuccessfully to get comfortable in her aircar seat. “Countess Dorothy said it should only be two, three more weeks of pure hell, tops, and then you get a new baby.”

 



 “I know, I know, I’m counting the hours,” she said, bitterly.

 



 Lucas smiled, knowing that as irritated as she was, as uncomfortable as she was, she would put up with far more indignities for his sake. She was committed to being his wife, with everything that implied. He didn’t mind her complaining one bit – she only complained to him, after all. Maybe the new nanny – and old friend from Marduk, Lady Ashley who was coming in any day would give her someone else to confide in.

 



 He couldn’t wait to surprise her. They weren’t going to Cavendard.

 



 “So the nursery is ready?” he asked, for the third time.

 “Yes, yes, the nursery’s ready!” she fumed. “The nursery’s ready, the day room is ready, we have diapers, blankets, clothes, everything’s ready but the baby!” she nearly shouted.

 



 He could see out of the transplast window that they were almost there. He continued to distract her. “Would you be more comfortable, perhaps, in orbit? We could arrange for a ship to keep you in orbit at one-third gee for a few weeks.”

 



 “That sounds heavenly,” she agreed, sullenly. “But I’ve got other things to do. They want me to go see this damned temple they built – a temple! To us! To me! And my elementary school teacher said I’d never amount to anything . . .”

 



 They started their descent, but Valerie didn’t seem to notice. “A real temple,” she continued. “And they’re serious! Someone asked me what kind of creatures I liked sacrificed to me, the other day. Someone else wanted to know my perspective on the afterlife. I nearly offered to give them a tour. Don’t they realize that a sovereign princess can literally get away with murder? I mean—hey, wait! This isn’t Cavendard – oh, oh, OH! LUCAS! You didn’t!”

 



 “I did,” he agreed, happily, as the door swung open onto the white sands of the beach they had enjoyed so much only a few weeks ago. 

 



 Only now at the top of the beach, where the grassy sands gave way to pure grass, was a charming little cottage built to exactly resemble the sandcastle they’d built together. The exterior even had a giant thumbprint, molded out of duraplast mixed with local sand, where Lucas had inadvertently left a thumbprint on the sand castle. “I so enjoyed building one with you here, I went ahead and appropriated the island. In your name. Congratulations, Val, you are now Baroness Valerie of Valeria. Population: two. And a half. And some discreet guards,” he added.

 



 “Lucas! It’s wonderful!” she screamed. “Take me there! I want to see it! I want to see it!” she shouted, excitedly. Only the sheer bulk of her pregnancy prohibited her from jumping up and down.

 



 The cottage was as modern on the inside as it was quaint on the outside. It had all the conveniences of a modern flat in Rivington, from viewscreens to running water to its own private mass energy converter. It also had ample recreation area, a big nursery, and a large indoor pool.

 



 “It’s going to be our winter palace,” he explained, after he’d given her a tour of the place and they were enjoying a quiet glass of wine together in the lounge area. “Very casual, and not at all royal. This is where we can go to be Lucas and Val, not Our Highnesses. I’ve seen what happens to some of these royal families,” he explained. “They double down on the ‘royal’ and forget the ‘family’. Here, we can be a family.”

 



 “I love it,” she sighed, happily. “The beach, the house, the view, the company – perfect. I don’t know what power in the universe sent you to me, Lucas, but you’ve exceeded expectations for a prince charming pretty much every step of the way.”

 



 “I still have bad habits,” he pointed out. “Leaving my socks on the floor. Waging wholesale slaughter and pillaging innocent worlds. Swearing.”

 



 “Details, details,” she dismissed with a giggle. “Your daughter won’t care. You’ll be the perfect daddy, you’ll see.”

 



 “Speaking of the heir,” he said, amused, “what are we going to name her? ‘Princess Baby Trask’ is going to get old after a while.”

 



 “It’s a Mardukan custom that women get to name girls, men get to name boys,” she said. “I’ll tell you the name after the birth. Bad luck to discuss it before hand.”

 



 “What? That’s the first time I’ve heard about that! What do you want to name her?”

 



 “It’s a secret,” she said, mischievously. “Like building a secluded pleasure palace for your wife. You’ll just have to trust me.”

 



 “Not . . . Gertrude, okay?” he asked, pleadingly. “I couldn’t take a ‘Princess Gertrude’.”

 



 “It won’t be that,” she promised. “But I can’t tell you. Just trust me.”

 



 He rolled his eyes, wrapping his arms around her a bit more tightly. “Of course I trust you, my goddess.”

 



 “Stop it!” she said, smacking him playfully.

 



 “Just imagine the stir it would cause if I went to the temple . . . and explained to everyone that it was how I talked to my wife?” he teased.

 



 “You are awful!” she laughed. “Don’t you know that some of our very loyal subjects see us as divine? You shouldn’t abuse that.” 

 



 “I’m not, I swear,” he laughed. “But I can’t help but find it amusing.”

 They spent the rest of the evening just enjoying each others company, including a midnight swim in lukewarm ocean water, the moon looming nearly full in the sky, enjoying a midnight picnic on the beach. The next afternoon, after plenty of additional splashing and relaxing,, Lucas brought them back to Rivington, reluctantly, promising a longer holiday after the baby was born. “It’s our little secret,” he promised. “No one else knows about it. Except the servants, of course. And the guards. And Paytrik. But that’s it.”

 



 They arrived just in time to meet the newly-arrived Lady Ashley Rahms, from Marduk via diplomatic pinnace. She was younger than Valerie by three years, shorter, and had brown, not black hair. She had been raised among the best Mardukan aristocratic families, attended the finest schools on the planet, and had become an expert on childhood development. 

 



 That did not, of course, keep her from squealing and jumping up and down like a teenager when she saw Valerie. The noise attracted the attention of one of the Golden Hand guards on duty, and he quickly investigated to see if the Royal Family was in danger. Not recognizing the new nanny by sight, he put his hand on her shoulder – and went flying through the air.

 



 “Sorry,” Lady Ashley said, as she helped him up. “Old habit. I was in recruit officer training in college, and did a year with the Mardukan Navy, groundside. You surprised me.”

 



 “You, my lady, are not the one who is surprised,” Lt. Delio said, smoothly, completely unruffled by the experience. “I find it gratifying that one so closely placed to the Royal Family is so able to protect herself and her charge.”

 



 Lucas grinned, bothered for the umpteenth time at the familiar feeling he got from seeing Lt. Delio. The handsome young officer was poise, itself. Cool under fire or in the middle of a banquet. The fact that he didn’t come unglued when he was unexpectedly defeated by a girl weighing two-thirds what he did was telling about his character. And vaguely familiar.

 



 “Your Highness, my credentials,” she said, formally, when Delio had returned to his duty station.

 



 Lucas took the microtape solemnly and tucked it away – watching Valerie squeal and try to jump up and down when she was nine months pregnant were all the credentials Lady Ashley needed, in his opinion. “And here,” she continued, “is a private message from the Prince Regent, who asked that I put it into your hand personally,” she pronounced, producing another tape.

 



 “Then consider your task discharged,” he smiled, taking the second one from her. “Why don’t you two go get re-acquainted while I see what Simon is up to?”

 



 The tape was short but to the point. Simon was seated in King Mikhail’s shabby old office, he recognized. He was bareheaded and dressed in a bathrobe, a lit cigarette in an ashtray by his elbow, drink in his hand. By the darkness throughthe window behind him it had been clearly night time when he’d recorded it.

 



 “Lucas, my old friend,” he began cheerfully. “I hope you and yours are doing well – we’re doing great. Steven is entering the Naval Academy this year, and Princess Myrna is turning into a lovely young woman. A bit headstrong, but I’d daresay that’s a result of consorting with Space Vikings too long,” he chuckled. “She’ll straighten out when she starts at Lady Millicent’s, this fall. In any case, we’re all doing fine. 

 



 “I did want to address an inquiry your people apparently sent through to Naval Intelligence, about this Wizard character. We gave you everything we had . . . that had been officially cleared. Here’s what we have that I didn’t want out even on our most secure channels.

 



 “The Wizard has been a secret part of Old Federation politics for at least a hundred years, which suggests that the man – or woman – isn’t a single individual, but an organization. His or her agents are very subtle, mostly not realizing that they’re acting on his or her behalf. Those trusted agents of the Wizard have usually chosen suicide over submitting to interrogation. Twice they’ve been put through mind probes, but little useful information was gleaned, save that the Wizard operates at a secret base, location unknown, recruits among the best and brightest young minds from the civilized worlds, and has some manner of ensuring the loyalty and dedication of his or her people beyond all reason. 

 



 “It’s not much to go on, but it should help that in the nine documented cases where the Wizard was involved in Mardukan affairs, only twice did he or she seem to not have the best interests of Marduk in mind. Once was during the last war with Odin, in which by some unknown means the Wizard convinced both sides that a war was not in our best interests without revealing a thing about himself. That being said, the Wizard has also been implicated in a number of assassinations on Isis, Baldur, Odin, and Aton, as well as some very impressive smuggling.

 



 “But where he – or she – lives? Unknown. How to contact the Wizard? Unknown. We had generations of profilers going over the records, trying to establish some sort of pattern that we could pin to an identity, or at least a planet – and nothing. 


 “The Wizard also seems ridiculously well-informed,” he continued. “If he – or she – has decided you need protecting, then you’ve got a special guardian angel on your shoulder. I wish I could tell you more. 

 



 “I can tell you that the latest rhetoric from Aton has been odd. Since the conference – and it was wonderful seeing you again, by the way! – the language from Aton has been almost universally anti-Space Viking. Calls for protective alliances, new leadership, better cooperation – with Aton leading the rest of us, of course. I don’t trust it a bit. Neither do my counterparts on Odin and Baldur, at least.

 



 “Well, old friend, I’ve got some reigning to do, so let me close this letter and wish you the best with your new family. Believe me,” he chuckled into the camera, “once you have a baby, a simple thing like ruling a planet is going to be a piece of cake!”

 



 Lucas smiled as the image of Simon faded out. So Aton was agitating against the Space Vikings, were they? Nothing like a vague, existential threat to get people spooked enough into following a demagogue, whether that was a person or a planet. Aton’s nasty dictatorship decried titles of royalty and nobility as anti-egalitarian and elitist – while it’s own system of nepotistic advancement had all of the same problems without the accountability that the aristocracy provided. 

 



 He summoned a Golden Hand and had them personally deliver the message to Alvyn Karffard – he’d know what to make of it. A mysterious, seemingly immortal shadow figure, working behind the scenes throughout the Old Federation? That seemed fantastic. And ineffective. And for what purpose? Empire? Empires weren’t built out of secret organizations and assassins, they were built by men and ships and guns. Power? That could be it – but to what end?

 



 The message from Simon seemed to bring up more questions than answers. As he watched Lt. Delio escort Valerie and Lady Ashley to see the new nursery, he swelled with pride at how happy his wife looked, showing off to her old friend, and he promised himself that he would not let anyone disturb that peace. 

 



 Be it Viktor, Aton, or mysterious Wizards, no one would come between Valerie and happiness.

 






 


Chapter Twelve:


The Shrine Of The Trasks

 



 



 To his shame, this was only the third time Lucas had visited Tradetown since he had begun his reign. The first time had been a few months after he landed, when he’d personally met with the then-King Noam. The damage wrought by Spasso and Valkanhayn was still evident, at that meeting, and the ire on the king’s face had only softened after the return of his second wife. Lucas had given him a small trove of bright and shiny stuff at the time, as well as some good Sword World merchandise.

 



 The second and third times had been short business trips wherein he’d met with the boatmen to discuss their fallen trade, once daily airbus service was established between Tradetown and Rivington, or with local farmers about supplying the Space Vikings with fresh produce and grain. He’d not gotten to spend more than a few hours here, much less had the liberty to walk around and see the sights. It was fascinating, really, seeing how a small-scale civilization could be produced completely by hand, with virtually no power tools. Every item was hand-crafted, cared for . . . and fragile. 


 

 The streets of Tradetown were filled, today, as he and his party walked down a parade route strewn with flowers, towards the dedication of the new shrine.

 



 He’d insisted on “shrine”, because “temple” was a little too close to actual deification for his comfort. He didn’t want to be worshipped. Respected, yes. Obeyed, absolutely. Feared, if necessary. Loved . . . would be nice, but was by no means a requirement. But not worshipped. 

 



 But it didn’t look like the people of Tradetown were going to give him much choice. They screamed his name and reached towards him and he even saw one or two women faint. And Valerie . . . if they liked him, they loved her. She almost blushed at the attention, the non-stop shouting. 

 



 The eight Golden Hand guards in sharp black uniforms, complete with flowing black cloaks, combat helmets, and gleaming black submachine guns, scanned the crowd nervously, while twenty more in mufti made their way through as well, looking for any sign of trouble. Outside, six combat cars circled the city and a score of single-trooper aircav mounts patrolled the skyline. So far, hysterical fainting was the worse they had to contend with.

 



 Valerie was moving slowly, her belly skillfully camouflaged by a broad and fluffy white gown, cut similarly to the local style, waving gently at the crowd as if she’d been doing it all her life. Every few steps she’d stop to shake a hand, kiss a baby, or bless someone. There was music from a very loud native band with very interesting ideas about musical theory – or they were very drunk. 

 



 There was no building in the city over six stories tall, Lucas noted, and one shop or house ran up against another far more closely than in a more modern dwelling. Indeed, Lucas realized, there was little difference at all between this neobarbarian city-state and a pre-Atomic city on ancient Terra. It gave him a new appreciation of the ancient literature he’d read. If he closed his eyes and ignored the hum of the contragravity overhead, he could just imagine that he was on the streets of Chaucer’s London, or Dumas’ Paris.

 



 The shrine was impressive, a beautiful dome hewn of a light blue stone, quarried from the Alta Frescas and flown here by airlorry. Mosaics on the exterior showed a highly idealized version of Lucas defeating Spasso and Valkanhayn, and banishing the former while taming the latter. The other side of the tall archway that led to the interior showed Spasso’s return, the assassination attempt, and lastly, a gory duel scene, with an extremely heroic figure of Baron Bentfork lopping off Spasso’s hand. 

 



 It was pure political propaganda, of course, neobarb style – Noam was no fool. Putting himself in the myth in such an important way legitimized his rule.

 



 “That’s magnificent!” Valerie murmured as she drank in the barbaric splendor of it all. “Those are beautiful – and whoever did Spasso got him dead on!”

 



 “See the other side, first, my Prince,” Baron Bentfork boomed, as he smiled and waved. They passed to the other side of the monument, where Valerie’s rescue mission had been transformed into a divine crusade, complete with fanciful space goddesses assisting the poor slaves back onto the ship while the White Lady looked sternly on. The mosaic rendering of her was even larger and more dramatic than Bentfork’s had been. Lucas was nearly speechless.

 



 “That’s amazing, Bentfork!” he said, rubbing his chin. “Karvall! Get some good visuals of this. I want that profile for our future coinage. My God, Val, you’re beautiful!”

 



 “They did a remarkable job – whatever that black stone they used for my hair is dramatic! But I feel like I’m going to cry . . .”

 



 “Why is the next space blank, Noam?” Lucas asked.

 



 “Because your story is not yet over, my Prince,” the neobarbarian lord assured him. “Babies come, villains come, wars to be fought, women to be loved – there is much more to be done before more can be told!”

 



 “That’s reassuring,” Lucas chuckled.

 



 “Inside, please, Your Highnesses – the best is yet to come!”

 



 He was right, too. Just inside the dome, lit by cunningly-hidden skylights, were two giant statues, four meters high, that peered across the dome from each other. 

 



 To the left was Prince Lucas, dressed in a kind of local warrior’s armor and bearing a massive white granite sword. Worked into his armor was the heraldry for the Nemesis, Tanith, and even the old family arms of Traskon, on Gram. There was a grim determination in the set of the jaw that inspired courage, and a power in the way the statue held itself that bespoke of limitless strength. The statue’s eyes glowed pale yellow, and he had a beatific expression on his face that Lucas did not think he had once made in his entire life. 

 



 To the right was a giant, slender sculpture of Valerie, dressed like a native goddess, in robes chased with the subtle imprint of a Mardukan heraldic dragon, and wearing a bejeweled crown. The statue had one hand on her belly – thankfully not nearly as pregnant as the actual Princess, lest the sculpture dominate the room – and the other held out in open benediction. 

 



 The eyes of the statue were glowing a pale blue exactly the shade of her real eyes – sapphires, it had to be. And the hair of the sculpture was more of that onyx-like black stone, falling in gently sculpted ringlets down her back. She wore an expression of matronly beneficence and warmth that Lucas had only glimpsed in her occasionally, along with a maiden-like innocence that made her as beautiful as she was benevolent.

 



 In the center was a delightful fountain, rimmed with some kind of yellow marble that complemented the blue stone, and flowers were strewn from every corner. Above the fountain, with a light cunningly splashing down, was the severed hand of Garvan Spasso, plated in gold, and the sword that had taken it.

 



 Valerie was speechless. 

 



 “I . . . I wish I really was like they make me out to be,” Lucas finally whispered.

 



 “No kidding,” Valerie whispered back. “I’m not that pretty!”

 



 “And look at those arms on me – do you think it’s just Noam trying to kiss up to us?”

 



 “I’m thinking its working. Lucas, this . . . this is . . .”

 



 “This is nothing I’d ever imagined,” he completed.

 



 “Exactly. Should I . . . bow to myself?” she giggled. Then she clamped her hands over her mouth. “Is it irreverent to giggle in one’s own temple?”

 



 “Shrine,” Lucas corrected. “We’re not to be worshipped, here. Only . . . adored,” he said, looking around. Whoever had designed the place had definitely wanted to inspire worship, not mere adoration.

 



 “My mother would just die, if she wasn’t dead already,” Val said, nodding as she looked around. “Ashley is going to be hysterical!”

 



 “It is said that the fountain has healing powers,” Noam said, conspiratorially, as he came up behind them.”

 



 “It is?” Lucas said, surprised. “By whom?”

 



 “Every jongleur in Tradetown, before nightfall,” the neobarb cackled. “A shrine with healing powers brings travelers from all the world!”

 



 “He’s got it all figured out, doesn’t he?” Valerie whispered, her eyes amazed at the man’s blatant opportunism.

 



 “I’m glad he’s on our side,” agreed Lucas, as he went to greet Noam’s three wives. They brought a ewer of blessed wine for them, a loaf of sacred bread, and a bowl of a local fruit identified with the river goddess – an important deity to the river faring people. They ate while a chorus of ten young girls sang to them. 

 



 “It is a blessing,” Noam explained. “They ask for the blessing of the gods on this shrine, and on the Prince and Princess they sent.” He went on to explain that the girls were some of those whom Valerie had rescued, who had taken holy orders here to tend her shrine. That brought a tear to her eye, as they bowed and thanked her over and over again. 

 



 “You have eaten, now you must drink, Your Highnesses, from the fountain!” Noam declared, loudly. 

 



 Lucas was unenthusiastic about it, but the Golden Hand guards who had checked it out assured him that the water was clean and untainted. Lucas drank – it tasted like water. He exaggerated his enjoyment, of course, and passed the empty cup to Valerie. She bent and filled it from the fountain, held it up in salute to her giant statue, and drank.

 



 “That was nice,” she said, when she handed the cup back to one of the girls. “Lucas, I’m afraid we have to go.”

 



 “Darling, is it that overwhelming?” he asked, amused. “Come on, it’s just a bit of fun. Even old Noam doesn’t take it seriously. He’s just creating a tourist trap. It’s good for the economy. And it’s incredibly good public relations for us.”

 



 “No, Lucas, we have to go,” she said, with slightly more emphasis. “My water just broke.”

 



 “What?” he asked, looking down into the fountain, not comprehending her. She affixed him with a stare and a smirk, until he finally understood. “Oh. OH! Uh, Karvall, find us the quickest exit – now! Get our car down here – have the men clear away the crowd outside. I want to be in the air in two minutes, understood?”

 



 Alexi nodded grimly and began shouting orders to the other Golden Hand. It took a moment to make the situation understood to Noam, and Lucas was a bit embarrassed – that wasn’t the way he wanted to end this tour, this shrine being so important to Baron Bentfork. 

 



 But when they explained, he beamed and shouted, announcing the fact to all who could hear him – in seconds the crowds outside were in an uproar, the shouts so loud Lucas began to fear that structures would fall.

 



 “Oh, dear,” Valerie said, as the adulation of the crowds reached a fevered pitch. 

 



 “My Lord and Lady!” Noam said, bowing profusely. “Do you know what that means? The goddesses have blessed you, noble ones! They have blessed this shrine! The lines will stretch through the city down to the wharves!” he cried with glee.

 



 The crowds were chanting and singing, a burst of exultation completely at odds with the anxiety that Lucas suddenly felt. He was having a baby.

 



 Someone was next to him – he thought it was one of the Golden Hand, but it was a short local, a priest or monk – long robe, shaven tonsure, holy symbol around his neck. He pressed something into Lucas’ hand and bowed. 

 “From the gods, my Prince,” he said, and slipped away.

 



 That was simply too much. Lucas stared at the envelope in his hands, the noise of the crowd bearing down upon him. Why were the gods sending him mail? Valerie was looking excited and scared, smiling with a furrowed brow. The Golden Hand were doing their best to keep the crowds back, but it wouldn’t be long before they’d break through, in their excitement. Forget the message, he told himself. They needed to get out of there.

 



 Lucas unholstored his pistol and clicked off the safety. Choosing his target carefully, to avoid any potential ricochet, he fired a round through the roof of the shrine, shattering a small corner of stained glass.

 



 There were screams and shouts, and people hitting the deck. The Golden Hand closed in around him, their weapons ready.

 



 “All right, we’re going to evacuate the shrine in an orderly way,” he commanded, holstering the pistol after re-engaging the safety. “I had a lovely time, but I’m afraid this party is over – feel free to continue it after we’re gone, by all means, but move out of the way, and let us pass!”

 



 The people obligingly moved aside, and the royal party, accompanied by Baron Bentfork, easily made their way through the crowd and out to the courtyard where an aircar was descending. Valerie stopped just briefly enough to grab the loaf of bread and the fruit on her way out, explaining “Dorothy won’t let me eat once I get there until the baby comes out – and I’m starving!”

 



 Lucas wisely didn’t argue. He clapped Noam on the back as climbed into the car, the crowds beginning to cheer once again, mumbling his thanks as quickly and as gracefully as possible. Then the hatch was shut and they were in the air.

 



 “Are you okay?” he asked, anxiously, grabbing at Valerie’s hand.

 



 “I’m fine, really, Lucas,” she assured him. “They’ve called ahead, and Dorothy will be waiting at Trask House for us. We’ve planned for this. Just calm down and enjoy the ride.”

 



 Lucas sighed, and tried to relax. He suddenly noticed he was still holding the envelope the strange priest had thrust into his hands. He opened it, curious, and found a static photoprint and a note.

 



 The photo was of a ship – a Space Viking ship, he could tell from the design that bore features distinctive to Sword World made craft – sitting on its landing legs outside of a city he didn’t recognize. There were few other distinguishing details – it could have been any of a thousand ships, on any of a hundred planets. It meant nothing to him.

 



 The note, however, immediately got his attention. Thought you might like a hint, it read. You are still in danger. Thanks for taking care of Sam until I can bring him home. The Wizard.  There was a little sigil under the signature, a triangular blue hate with a circular brim, with stars on it. A wizard’s hat, almost cartoonish.

 




What in Satan’s name? he asked himself. The Wizard? Here on Tanith? No, obviously the message didn’t originate locally, it had been sent. But by whom? One of his agents? An unwilling dupe? Certainly that old priest probably had no idea what it was, but just to be safe he ordered the old man brought in by the Hand for questioning.

 



 He went back to the photo. A ship on a planet. He didn’t understand.

 



 And suddenly, he didn’t want to. Valerie moaned, and her eyes got wide. “Oh, oh, oh, oh, Oh, OH, OH, OH! Lucassssss . . . change of plans, head for the clinic in the government wing of the Planetary Building – it’s much closer and I think this baby is com-ming . . . OH!”

 



 “Do it,” Lucas ordered the driver. “Now. Top speed. Karvall, call Trask House and inform them of the change of plans. Call the clinic and let them know we’re coming in. Oh, and when we land, track down Duke Karffard and have him take a look at this.”

 



 They were at the landing stage before the next contraction hit, and then the next two days were a blur, a roller coaster of anxiety and excitement, boredom and worry. 

 



 Women died in childbirth, even in state-of-the-art medical facilities. Countess Dorothy, in her surgical whites, reassured him several times that the delivery was proceeding normally, but he cringed every time Valerie screamed or moaned or cursed like a space man. His nerves were shot, and he felt helpless in the face of the process. After hours, he found himself wishing for the simple dread of combat. A hellacious Space Viking raid was nothing compared to this.

 



 But then in the wee hours of the second day, just before dawn, the baby was born. 

 



 Lucas Trask looked down into his daughter’s mushed-up face, with her mother’s brilliant blue eyes and coal black hair and her father’s proud nose and strong chin, and the universe changed for him forever. 

 



 Never before had the full weight of his responsibility bore down on him as it did then, holding his new child. He realized, for the first time, just what was at stake in his struggles for civilization. The future wasn’t just some vague, nebulous posterity or dusty history book yet to be written. History was what he left behind as a legacy for this little girl.

 



 Lucas Trask, for the first time in his life, knew true resolve.

 



 



 



 * * *

 



 



 The announcement of the birth went out at 6:13 am, local time: Their Royal Highnesses were pleased to announce the birth of their daughter and heir, Elaine Tanith Trask, 8 lbs. and 3 oz. Mother and daughter are doing fine. Long live their Royal Highnesses!

 



 At 6:48 am, a servant, having learned the news, opened a refrigerator case that had been prepared with champagne specifically for the occasion in the birthing room. The act triggered an explosive device that killed five servants and two Royal Army men. The Golden Hand officer on duty immediately locked down the area and began an investigation. The news was not generally reported, and the Prime Minister stepped in quickly to ensure that it stayed that way. 

 



 The celebrations began at once – or continued, in the case of Tradetown, which had enjoyed a near riot in the aftermath of the propitious event. Rivington wasn’t much better, and for the next few days the stocks of Lyran spirits in town declined dramatically. If Viktor of Xochitl had showed up then, Otto Harkaman was heard to say, he could have taken Tanith with a rubber club and a company of bouncers.

 



 Pictures of the baby and mother went out over the wire services, followed by reports of the riot at Tradetown almost immediately. Lucas remained at the clinic until, overcome by sleep, he retired to his private apartment in the government complex.

 



 “I didn’t even know I had a private apartment in the government complex,” he complained as Harkaman and Nikkolay led him down the corridor, guards fore and aft. 

 “It’s in case you want to take a nap in the afternoon,” Nick jibed. “In case you get tired from all of your work that I do.”

 



 “I think it’s best you have someplace quiet to rest, Lucas,” Harkaman said, rubbing his mustache with a finger. “And the apartment is the closest secure area right now.”

 



 “Secure?” Lucas asked, confused. “What’s going on?”

 



 “Some news, Your Highness. Duke Karffard will be joining us shortly to brief you.”

 



 Lucas nodded and yawned. He hadn’t slept – really slept – in days. Affairs of state. Right.

 



 Alvyn was indeed waiting for him in the kitchen of the tidy little apartment, and he had the robochef preparing a pot of coffee. It smelled heavenly.

 



 “I went over that picture your magical friend sent you, Lucas,” the old executive officer said, placing the photoprint on the kitchen table. “It’s very, very interesting. You probably don’t recognize the ship, she’s over a hundred years old. She’s the Iron Crown. The flagship of Haulteclere, actually, a three-thousand foot raider commanded by Crown Prince Havilgar.”

 



 “Pretty ship,” Lucas said, a little dazed. “So?”

 



 “So, that’s not Haulteclere,” Karffard answered. “Or any of the Sword Worlds, for that matter.”

 



 “I repeat,” Lucas said, evenly, “So?”

 



 “Let me be concise, my liege, in light of your delicate condition,” Karffard laughed. “That ship is on a planet called Ludmilla, on the other side of the Federation, which no one has ever heard of. A small moon, actually. I got that confirmed by Mardukan Naval Intelligence, when I couldn’t figure it out on my own. There are three distinctive features that tell it off: the architecture, the spectral signature of the sunlight on the ship, and the Jovian planet in the distance. But this is Ludmilla. Five thousand light-years from Haulteclere.”

 



 “So Prince Havilgar raided out a lot further than anyone thought?”

 



 “No, Your Highness,” Harkaman said, pouring them each a cup of coffee, and then pouring some brandy in each one. “Prince Havilgar died when his ship, the Iron Crown, was lost during the ill-fated raid on Aton.”

 



 “But then how did he get out to Ludmilla before that?” Lucas asked, confused.

 



 “He didn’t. Ludmilla barely existed back then. As a matter of fact, this tower here, in the background, is the Cho Moy Tower, which was built only fifty years ago when it was a dependency of Baldur, if my sources are correct,” Alvyn nodded. “Other buildings in the shot were not built until a decade or so ago.”

 



 “Back up,” Lucas insisted. “How did the Iron Crown make it to Ludmilla over a hundred years after she was destroyed on Aton?”

 



 “How, indeed?” Nick asked. “I don’t recall the historical details—”

 



 “I do,” Harkaman, the master historian, said dryly. “It was fairly important, actually, to the history of the Sword Worlds. Havilgar spaced out with six ships to raid Aton, leaving behind his father, King Romalcar. Six months later, two ships came back, reporting defeat. The Iron Crown, it was reported, was destroyed on Aton, Havilgar with it. The king died of grief, with no clear heir. 

 



 “Havilgar had been negotiating a marriage with the House of Landry, on Haulteclere, but the deal wasn’t consummated before he spaced out. His cousin Morgan was next in line, but the Landrys disputed the succession on the basis of the unconsummated marriage. Morgan commanded the last two ships from the expedition, and was at the battle where Havilgar was lost. He was in line for the throne; the Landrys were a family of wealthy industrialists. He fought a nasty little war with them and their allies, and lost Gram as a colony out of it in the process, but he put his son Matew on the throne.”

 



 “So why is that important? Small words,” Lucas urged.

 



 “Morgan’s whole assumption of the throne is predicated on untimely – and intestate – death of Crown Prince Havilgar on Aton,” explained Karffard. “If Havilgar was alive – which is what this picture suggests – then Morgan misrepresented himself.”

 



 Lucas stared at the photo unblinkingly. “But that would mean that his claim to the throne isn’t technically legitimate, is all. No one is going to de-throne a sitting monarch over what his great-grandfather may or may not have done. If that was the case, there wouldn’t be a king left in the galaxy.”

 



 “But it would alter the political situation in the Sword Worlds,” Karffard sighed. “It also establishes once and for all that there is a connection, however tenuous, between Aton and the royal house of Haulteclere. If we pursue this, perhaps we can get to the bottom of why both seem so interested in Tanith, all of a sudden.”

 



 “What about the bombing? The latest bombing,” he corrected. “At Trask House?”

 



 “The Golden Hand has questioned all of the servants, reviewed all of the security footage, and done as thorough investigation as you could ask – those boys are dedicated. They even subjected each other to veridication, on the off-chance there was a traitor in their midst. So far they’ve discovered some altered footage and a robobartender that has been tampered with. They’re pursuing it.”

 



 “I want whoever did this,” Lucas said, firmly. “They targeted not just me, but my wife and my daughter, in their birthing beds. Find me who did this, and who set their hand to it. I want their heads.”

 



 “Of course, Your Highness,” Harkaman said, solemnly. “But there are a few more details, if I can persuade you to stay awake a moment more . . .”

 



 Lucas sighed. “Not much more than that,” he nodded. “I can barely keep my eyes open.”

 



 “That freetrader who brought us the footage of the faked battle off Jotun has returned,” explained Karffard, concisely. “Captain Nolanson. He reports that the Xochitl ship landed and conducted a small raid – with the emphasis on damage, not loot. An old-fashioned terror raid, about nine villages and two towns in six hours. Indiscriminate killing and raping, really got the locals hot. 

 



 “What’s more, the latest Mardukan Naval Intelligence briefing includes an account from AtonNews about an unprovoked Space Viking raid on the planet, and shows footage of the Aton ship driving the Xochitl ship away. It heads an editorial by some highly-placed party official decrying the lawlessness of our trade, calling for something to be done. So we know why the footage was shot, now.”

 



 “Great,” Lucas nodded. “Keep working on it. In twelve or fourteen hours, when I’m back from the dead, you can tell me all about it. For now,” he yawned, “I couldn’t stay awake for a firefight.”

 



 “Get some rest, Your Highness,” Harkaman smiled, warmly. “The Realm will still be here when you’re awake. And you’ve got a busy time ahead of you.”

 



 



 * * *

 



 



 “You named her Elaine,” Alexi Karvall said, as Lucas handed the wiggly baby back to Lady Ashley. The young woman was doing an admirable job, attending to the baby’s every need, now that they were back at Trask House. Luckily the nursery was far removed from the birthing room that had been damaged by the explosion – nonetheless the place had been gone over with every kind of detection equipment imaginable before he’d let Valerie or the baby back into it. 

 



 Lucas made a face. “I didn’t name her Elaine,” he corrected, glumly. “Valerie did. It’s an old Mardukan custom,” he added, sourly.

 



 “I’m glad you did,” finished Alexi, swallowing hard. The usually cool guardsman looked choked up. “She’s beautiful. My cousin would have loved her.”

 



 Lucas almost didn’t catch the reaction from Ashley, but being in so many meetings – and card games – over the last few years had made him a good judge of the subtle gesture. “What is it?” he asked the nanny.

 



 “What Mardukan custom?” Ashley asked, confused.

 



 “The one where the father names the boys and the mother names the girls?” Lucas reminded her. The pretty nurse rolled her eyes.

 



 “That’s not a custom I’ve ever heard of,” she admitted. “And I grew up in the same social circles as Her Highness. Maybe among some of the ethnic minorities, maybe, but not in Mardukan general society.”

 



 Lucas was glad he wasn’t holding the baby. He counted to ten, and then looked carefully at Karvall. “Lieutenant, where might I find Her Highness this morning?” he asked, stiffly.

 



 “My Lady is in her office, Your Highness,” Lt. Karvall said, quietly. “Shall I summon her for you, Sire?”

 



 “No,” Lucas said, his eyes narrowing. “Accompany me, Lieutenant. I shall seek her out.”

 



 He found his wife sitting at the lovely wooden desk he’d found for her in the loot warehouses, a light wood polished to gleaming, elegantly shaped. Valerie was speaking with her own private secretary about her schedule, now that the baby was here. She looked up and saw Lucas’ face.

 



 “Leave us,” she commanded her secretary instantly. Lucas nodded, and Karvall and the other Golden Hand guard left as well, taking stations just outside the door. “Is there a problem, Lucas?” she asked, worriedly, as she stood.

 



 “I was given to understand that it was an old Mardukan custom for the mother to name the daughter,” he said, slowly. “Yet when I mentioned that to our new nanny, she claimed ignorance of the custom. Tell me, Your Highness, have we hired a poorly-educated nanny?” The accusation was there, buried in the words.

 



 “Lucas,” she said, her pale cheeks coloring. “Please, have a seat. Yes, I . . . dissembled to you, about this. There’s no Mardukan custom. When I found out we were having a girl, naturally what to name her became an issue.”

 



 “Of all the names,” he said, through gritted teeth, “of all the names you could have picked—”

 



 “Elaine was the most perfect,” she finished, drawing out a chair and gently pushing him down into it. “Sit. Hear me out. If you still want to be angry afterwards, that’s your right, but I have a right to be heard about this. Can we agree on that?”

 



 “Proceed,” he said, keeping his emotions tightly under control.

 



 “Thank you, my prince,” she sighed, taking her own seat. “You told me once, when you were searching for a name for your ship, that you considered – and rejected – calling her after your departed wife. You said you didn’t want her name associated with the awful things the ship would do.”

 



 “It would have been disrespectful,” he said, simply.

 



 “Agreed. That was one of the things I admired about you when we first met, Lucas: you had a sense of propriety and decency that not even the most so-called ‘civilized’ men of Marduk had. 

 



 “But this isn’t a ship, Lucas. This is our baby. And she wouldn’t exist if that first Elaine had not died. It’s a terrible fact of the universe, my love, but had that fiend not slain your beloved on that fateful day, then none of this would have happened. There would be no Princely Realm of Tanith, no Royal Family, no Mr. & Mrs. Lucas-and-Valerie Trask. And no cute little baby princess. None of that would have happened, if Elaine had lived.”

 



 Lucas felt tears welling up in his eyes despite himself.

 “I understand your desire not to disrespect her memory by not naming your warship after her. Please understand my desire to respect and honor her life by doing this. Think of it as a second chance, the Elaine that might have been. It’s a pretty name, Lucas, and it didn’t get the long life it deserved. Let me honor her in this way,” she pleaded, gently.

 



 “It will hurt every time that I say her name,” he said, finally, when he recovered himself.

 



 “You loved her so much, you destroyed worlds in your anger at her death. Now you can love her in a whole new way, and build worlds at the joy in her life.”

 



 He looked up at his wife and wiped the tears from his face.

 



 “How did you get to be so wise?”

 



 “There’s a native soothsayer I pay to dream these things up,” she shrugged, jokingly. “Really, Lucas, let me have this. Let yourself have this. We’ve all been through so much. And there’s so much ahead of us.”

 



 “Well, it’s too late to back out now,” he said, finally. “It’s already been in the news. I guess we’re stuck with it.” She smiled warmly at him, and he smiled back. He could get used to it. Elaine was a beautiful name after all. And he knew Elaine, herself, would be extremely pleased. Clearly it meant a lot to young Karvall, too.

 



 Somewhere in the palace, the baby’s wail could be heard. Valerie got automatically to her feet. “Just one of the many things we’ve got to get used to, love. Grab the towel? You can burp her after she’s fed.”

 






 


Chapter Thirteen:


The Battle of Amateratsu

 



 



 By the time Princess Elaine was two months old, the two new ships being built in the Gorram Shipyard were finished, and the refit of the Princess Valerie was also complete. The two fifteen-hundred foot globes of collapsium shimmered in the late summer sunshine as the traditional christening ceremonies were conducted in conjunction with the new heir’s naming ceremony.

 



 The two ships were named the Moon Goddess – as the original Phoenician deity, Tanith, had been a moon goddess, and it made a nice pairing with the Sun Goddess from Amateratsu – and, by popular demand, the Golden Hand. Both ships were armed, supplied, and taken on brief shake-down flights by Admiral Harkaman and Duke Valkanhayn, respectively. 

 



 Then command of the Moon Goddess, her symbol the ancient trapezoid-and-full-moon sign of the goddess painted in blue on her hull with a stylized upside down lunar crescent was given to Captain Stu Montenegro, who had been a protégé of the late Captain Ravallo. He had proven to be an able Space Viking over the years he’d served Harkaman as exec, once Alvyn Karffard had been retired, and he deserved the promotion. The captainship of the other vessel, however, was a little more clouded.

 



 “The Golden Hand – the guards – are adopting the Golden Hand – the ship – as their own,” Harkaman reported, apologetically. “I admire their espirt d’corps,” he admitted, “but they’re getting a reputation for being a bit . . . fanatical.”

 



 “Fanatical bodyguards are something I can live with,” Lucas assured him. There hadn’t been any more overt attacks on Tanith’s royal family since the bombing on Elaine’s birthday, but that had been in part due to the vigilance of the elite corps. “If the boys want a ship, they can have the ship. It couldn’t hurt to have more of them space-trained. Find a good captain to keep an eye on them, one loyal to us, and they can use it as on-the-job training. They’ve already gotten that little base near Camp Valiant.”

 



 “Did you see what they’ve done in Tradetown?” Otto asked. “They’ve laid Sam Gatworth’s body in-state, with around-the-clock guards at your shrine. They’re calling him the first of the Golden Hand. They’re getting all mystical about it.”

 



 “I can trust them, they can get as mystical as they like,” Lucas dismissed. “And I’ll sleep easier knowing we’ve got the two new ships. That gives us quite the respectable little fleet, now.”

 



 “With more on the way,” Harkaman agreed. The resources of the Princedom had been stretched to cover the cost of the two fifteen-hundred footers and all the pinnaces, so beginning work on two new two-thousand foot craft he coveted wouldn’t happen for at least a year. 

 



 But Basil Gorram wasn’t letting his yard go idle. He had laid landing legs and begun construction on four little 1000-foot light ships, two for the Crown and two merchantmen, orders from local companies looking to begin regular runs between Tanith and its allies. Basil was excited, and the ships would get built quickly, now that he had two collapsed-matter producers, all the steel he needed, and a well-trained construction crew -- when they could spare the time from repairs, that was.

 



 Being a Space Viking was getting a little more dangerous. Leath Conwell, of the Durendal ship Gobstopper came in shy two pinnaces and a good quarter of his decks after fleeing from three Isis ships when he tried to raid Nuit. The Grendlesbane arrived two days later, shot up from a surprise appearance at Mithra of a brace of warships from Aton. They hadn’t even been raiding Mithra, they were there to trade. 

 



 Even Baldur and Odin were increasing their naval presence out among their colonies – and word came that three hundred hours previous the old, venerable Walls Of Troy Space Viking ship, captained by Gui Turrane, was utterly destroyed by advanced defensive weaponry at the relatively low-tech world of Vishnu. Vishnu was under the protection of the Baldur military.

 



 “I told you Space Vikings rarely die in bed,” Harkaman merely remarked, when the news of Turrane’s demise reached the council. “It was inevitable: we’re seeing a lot more Space Viking activity right now, so of course we’re seeing a more rigorous defense. It doesn’t help that there’s renewed interest in looting the Old Federation back home in the Sword Worlds, to distract from the cruddy politics. Everyone’s building ships. Even far Tizona is building one, with help from Haulteclere. And Tizona is a planet with less than a million people on it. But that’s putting people to work, and that’s always a good thing. Only you can’t just keep building ships forever.”

 



 “Nor can we keep raiding forever,” Lucas reminded him. “One of the side-effects of encouraging civilization is also encouraging people to defend it. The Old Federation worlds aren’t nearly as ripe as they were fifty years ago.”

 



 That was true. The number of worlds with contragravity, hyperspace technology, and other trappings of advanced civilization were growing, as the trading empires, the Space Vikings, and even the Gilgameshers and tramp freighters began bringing them back to the decivilized worlds. Thanks to his own efforts, Beowulf and Amateratsu were as civilized as the Sword Worlds, now, and Khepra would be there in another generation, if they had some firm guidance and protection. There was no way that they could be raided as easily as they had the first time, six years ago. And their close proximity and treaty obligations meant that calling for help against such a raid would make it very, very expensive for the raiders, once Tanith got involved.

 



 But that was just this corner of the galaxy. Lights were coming on again, he knew, after the long dark age.

 



 Or, at least, that’s what he’d thought.

 



 



 * * *

 



 



 The call came in the wee hours of the morning, just days after the launch of the new ships. A young Golden Hand guard woke him gently, without disturbing Valerie, who’d just gotten to sleep after a feeding.

 



 “Your Highness! Alert call from the War Ministry!” the young man said, quietly but earnestly. Lucas swung his feet out of bed before he opened his eyes, and was buckling on his pistol belt as he followed the guard to the viewscreen. 

 



 The news wasn’t good. A pinnace from Amateratsu had emerged from hyperspace no more than ten minutes before, with news that a four-ship fleet had attacked the planet. The Sun Goddess and the new Sword of Dawn were holding them off, but the invaders seemed determined to gain the planet.

 



 Lucas ordered as many available units to alert as possible – the Princess Valerie was already in orbit, having just unloaded its cargo of new ground-defense missiles from Beowulf at the moonbase. Though it had almost no ground troops aboard and not more than a skeleton crew, Captain Revere headed out for Amateratsu within an hour of the message, under Harkaman’s orders. The Corisande II and the Nemesis were docked at the spaceport – he ordered them loaded for combat at once, and sent word to recall the Golden Hand and the Moon Goddess from their shake-down cruise to Khepra. The Star of Tanith and the Queen Flavia were out raiding and not expected back for a while. The Space Scourge was due in at any time. He ordered all forces on high alert, and prepared to depart himself.

 



 Valerie wasn’t happy about it, of course, but she understood. “I understand the treaty obligations, Lucas, but if you run off with every ship here, we’ll be defenseless.”

 



 “There’s the Lamia, and the moonbase, and the ground defenses,” he pointed out. “Not to mention the smaller craft. The Space Scourge is scheduled in within the next hundred hours. I can’t just leave them to get attacked!”

 “By the time you get there, the attack might be over! It’s forty-five light-years away!” she pointed out.

 



 “That doesn’t mean I don’t have to go,” he sighed. “Of all the worlds in the League, Amateratsu is the most defenseless. Ironically, she’s also probably the most important.” 

 



 The planet was largely unremarkable except for two things: it had almost no naturally-occurring fissionables, and it had a large deposit of the incredibly rare and absolutely essential mineral gadolinium. It was a heavy element necessary in the construction of any hyperdrive ship, worth several times its weight in pure gold. It was gadolinium from Amateratsu that had been used in all Tanith-built ships. Fifty pounds of it for a big ship like the Nemesis. A hyperspace-enabled pinnace could get by with a mere ten pounds, but it was by far the single most expensive component on any ship.

 



 There was a vault, back in the Alta Frescas, he knew, where Tanith’s hoarded supply was kept. Nearly a ton of it, refined, some of the best that had been skimmed off from sales back to the Sword Worlds in the early days of the League. Now Amateratsu traded directly with the Sword Worlds, through Tanith’s auspices, and kept more of the obscene profits for herself. There was enough refined gadolinium on Amateratsu to fuel every ship being built in the Sword Worlds. Control of the planet’s most precious resource was an invaluable strategic asset.

 



 He kissed his wife and daughter at the spaceport, with Harkaman, the place swirling with activity as all the warships prepared to lift at once. He entrusted his wife and daughter to Nikkolay, who swore to safeguard them. “I’ll be back soon – don’t let anything happen to my planet while I’m gone, okay?” he added.

 



 “I’ll do my best – but Lucas, be careful. This smells like a trap.”

 



 “It smells like a smash-and-grab,” Lucas said, shaking his head. “Someone thinks the cookie jar is unguarded, is all. We’ll be back in a few hundred hours, one way or another. Admiral Harkaman? Join me in battle?”

 



 “The thought of it sustains me,” the old warlord grinned. 

 



 He was gone on the Nemesis before sundown at Rivington, the Corisande with her. 

 



 * * *

 



 



 Amateratsu was a mess.

 



 The reports hadn’t been entirely accurate – there were six ships, not four: two massive three-thousand foot battleships, two fifteen-hundred-foot cruisers, and two thousand-foot frigates which proved to be well-armed merchantmen. All bore the personal arms of Omfray of Glaspyth, and the new royal seal of Gram. 

 



 The larger two vessels were directing the attack, while the two fifteen-hundred footers sniped from the flanks at the two – no, three, now, he could see – warships over Eglonsby, the planetary capital. Missiles continued to pour up from the planet’s surface as well, every time one of the enemy ships got within range. 

 



 The third ship proved to be the Grendlesbane, which had arrived just after the pinnace left for Tanith with the cry for help, planning on swapping uranium for gadolinium and staying to defend Amateratsu. She had taken some heavy hits, and there were large burning craters on two areas around her equator, but the Grendlesbane was a stout ship with a tough commander. The Sun Goddess, Amateratsu’s two-thousand foot flagship, was spewing smoke and gradually losing altitude, but she was still fighting, too.

 



 The invaders didn’t recognize the Nemesis by sight. They sent out a standard Sword World impulse code interrogatory for identification, along with her screen combination. Lucas had it connected immediately.

 



 The screen filled with the ruddy complexion of a balding man in rust-colored space armor, ornately decorated. “Royal Navy of Gram ship King Omfray here, Sir Bennet Harrelsan in command. We are in the process of raiding this world – keep your distance. When we’re done with you, you may have what is left.”

 



 “This is Prince Lucas Trask of Tanith, commanding the Royal Tanith Naval ship Nemesis. This world is under my protection, by treaty. Cease combat operations at once or face the consequences!”

 



 The man’s expression changed. “Ah, the impetuous young Prince Trask! His Majesty mentioned you might try to give us trouble. Listen here, Trask, you claimed this world for Gram yourself. We’re merely taking what is ours.”

 



 “This is an independent world,” Lucas riposted, “and a treaty signatory with the Princely Realm of Tanith, not a dependency of Gram. Stand down. This is your last warning, Harrelsan!”

 



 “You have no right to call me off, Trask,” the man said, snidely. “Things have changed a lot on Gram since you left. King Omfray isn’t as patient or forgiving as King Angus. It’s well known that he is most displeased with his rebellious prince. If you leave now, however, I’ll be kind in my report to His Majesty, and maybe he will spare your life.”

 



 “You won’t live to make the report, Harrelsan,” Lucas growled. “Prepare for action!” He cut the screen before the man could reply and started giving orders about their approach. The Corisande made pace with him, and together they raced towards the line of ships from Gram. Missiles started to go out ahead of them, and the pinnaces were launching from their berths, and suddenly time slowed down the way it does in a shipboard combat.

 



 The enemy ships, they discovered, were the King Omfray and the Titanothere, in the center, both three-thousand foot monsters, with the Star Of Glaspyth and the City of Diedricksburg, the fifteen-hundred foot cruisers, rising from the planet’s surface to meet them while the two small merchantmen scurried out of the way, the Tanith pinnaces rushing to engage them. The Grendlesbane, Princess Valerie and the Sword of Dawn were rising behind them, the Beowulf ship lagging behind markedly, though the Sun Goddess continued to descend, wounded.

 



 “At least they don’t have us outnumbered now,” the new normal-space astrogator grumbled as he looked at his screen. “But even without the two frigates, they’ve got us outmatched,” he added in dismay.

 



 “Belay that noise!” Lt. Delio bellowed. “We’ve got a job to do, damn it! Full ahead, gunports open, all hands at battle-stations!” 

 



 Lucas smiled – that voice still reminded him of someone he couldn’t put his finger on. “Get the pinnaces to cover our flanks, and have all ships target the King Omfray,” Lucas added, glancing at the combat board, “even if it means leaving other attacks unanswered. I want to send a clear message back to Gram,” he said, grimly.

 



 As the ships closed and began to break formation, the unexpected concentration of fire caught the Gram ships by surprise. The King Omfray sustained a heavy barrage from four different directions, leaving its once-shiny surface pockmarked with craters and scars and burning metal. Just as the smoke trails for the missiles began to clear, they were within close-in gun range, and Lucas could feel the deck vibrate as the ring of 90mm cannons around the equator of the Nemesis poured a blistering wave of collapsium-plated rounds into the hull of the King Omfray.

 



 From under her southern pole she took another salvo of withering fire from the Sword of Dawn, and the Grendlesbane answered a moment later as it lumbered into range. The Corisande, of course, was sending a truly devastating amount of damage across the hull. Otto liked using missiles in close combat, where less-experienced captains might hesitate for fear of damaging their own ships. Harkaman knew his ship better than he knew his theoretical mistress.

 



 But there were trade-offs for that kind of punishment: each ship took an impressive amount of close fire from the other Gram ships in return, and as their momentum from that first pass pulled them out of gun range, each ship was trailing smoke and debris. Luckily the Gram ships didn’t seem as aggressive in combat as other Space Vikings were – probably green crews, Harkaman speculated over the screen. 

 



 Then the battle damage assessment came in from the observers. “What’s the Omfray’s condition?” Lucas asked.

 



 “She’s leaking badly, Your Highness!” one young detection officer confirmed. “Life support is out to over half of the ship. I think her Abbots are out, too. Dillinghams, definitely!”

 



 “Outstanding! But she’s still firing, so watch her! Corisande and Sword of Dawn on me, form a protective field around the Grendlesbane – defensive, for now. That many overlapping fields of fire will make them think twice about any more shenanigans!”

 



 That’s how the battle settled in, for several hellishly long hours: the three more-or-less intact ships stayed in close proximity to the Grendlesbane, and between the planet and the four larger ships. Meanwhile the Princess Valerie chased the straggling frigates around the world while the Sun Goddess hovered just inside the atmosphere, barely able to move but still able to fire. And then the inevitable jockeying for position began. 

 



 That was the problem with space battles, Lucas reflected: the tension and anxiety of quick violence was tempered with long, enforced periods of near-boredom, as orbits and vectors changed and ships altered courses. Considering the distances involved, and the number of factors at play, it was unavoidable. And for six hours straight, Lucas kept a defensive line together against the repeated sorties of the fleet from Gram, without much damage being inflicted on either side.

 



 There were several viewscreen conferences with Bennett during that time, most of which were unprintable or simple demands to surrender. By the fourth hour the imperious attitude was gone, and the Sword Worlder began to respect what facing a seasoned Space Viking ship and crew meant on the field of battle.

 



 “How long do you think you can hold out?” the enemy commander asked. “I admit, it would be better for you to die gallantly in battle than be brought back to Gram in chains, but—” He’d been taunting Lucas and his men with such haughty posturing for hours, now. 

 



 “If I go back to Gram, it will be at the head of a fleet,” Lucas snorted, derisively. “You’re three-thousand light years from home, Harrelsan. I’m sixty. I’ve got reinforcements coming, and my crews have just gotten warmed up. You’ve been at this for days, now. Who do you think is going to get tired first? Or run out of ammunition before reinforcements show up?”

 



 “We are not without friends out here,” Harrelsan said, stiffly. “And you are not without other enemies,” he added, cryptically.

 



 “Well, time is my ally, in this case,” Lucas said, with satisfaction. As if to prove his point, ten minutes later his signals-and-detection officer began calling out two more emergences, their signatures suggesting that the Golden Hand and the Moon Goddess had finally arrived. Ten minutes later, the Space Scourge came out of hyperspace. The three announced their presence by all converging on and ultimately destroying the outlying Star of Glaspyth in a decidedly unequal contest. Then all three traded long-range salvos with the King Omfray as they approached the invaders, and the Space Scourge scored a barrage of solid hits across the north pole of the big ship.

 



 “We will not surrender!” the increasingly desperate Captain Harrelsan insisted from his smoking bridge, alarms ringing in the background, as he watched one of his cruisers crack apart like an over-ripe fruit under fire from the three Tanith ships. His own vessel was beginning to be in dire straights, as well: Harrelsan’s face was lit by the eerie red glow of his damage board. 

 



 The King Omfray wasn’t the only badly damaged ship, either. The Titanothere had taken a profound hit on her south pole from the Grendlesbane, and most of the ship was burning below its equator, although it was still under power as it withdrew. The other cruiser, the City of Diedriksburg, was still intact, and the pinnaces from the Gram ships continued to race around the League ships’ line, doing what damage they could.

 



 “Then you’re going to have a very bad time of it,” Lucas responded, after looking at the combat displays approvingly. They were now decidedly favoring the Tanith fleet. The Sword World captain scowled and switched off, his attention being needed elsewhere.

 



 Lucas ordered a new defensive line formed, trusting his more-experienced men could react and respond more quickly than the green Gram crews. The Nemesis, Sword of Dawn, Grendlesbane and Princess Valerie formed a wide-ranging line across a plane denying the warships entry into the planet’s atmosphere -- catching most of the Gram fleet between them and the three fresh Tanith ships. They could ignore the pinnaces and the frigates for the moment – if those three-thousand foot battleships managed to get into the atmosphere, it would be hard to stop them.

 



 But at that point, the game was lost. Outnumbered and outgunned, his crews having fought for nearly three straight days, running low on ammunition and needing repair, the Gram fleet was defeated. It was only a matter of time before the last of his ships succumbed to the League forces. The Gram invaders elected to withdraw, rather than face utter defeat.

 



 He had to give Harrelsan credit: he used the wounded bulk of the King Omfray to cover the retreat of three other ships, as they made it far out enough from the gravity well to limp into hyperspace. Harrelsan’s ship, however, wasn’t going anywhere. It also wasn’t going to surrender, he declared by viewscreen, when Lucas requested a truce.

 



 “Bear down on him,” Lucas ordered Boake Valkanhayn. “Press him until he runs out of ammunition, then board him, if you have to. But don’t destroy him outright, if you don’t have to. He’s had it, but I’d like to have some prisoners to interrogate.”

 



 “It’s been a while since I’ve led a boarding action,” Valkanhayn said, approvingly over the screen. “I’ll prepare the parties now.”

 



 “Your Highness!” Lt. Delio called out as Valkanhayn switched off. “Word from the Sun Goddess: one of frigates and two enemy pinnaces are raiding the gadolinium storage vaults on the planet! They made it through the atmosphere while we were seeing to that battleship. The Sun Goddess is moving in to intervene, but she’s wounded bad. Her captain is asking for our help intercepting them.”

 



 “Gladly!” he said, irritated he’d lost track of the smallest of the ships. “Move Golden Hand, Moon Goddess, and Princess Valerie to intercept!” 

 



 He cursed when he realized what the fleet from Gram had been after: gadolinium. The one incredibly rare element essential to build a Dillingham hyperdrive engine. He cursed even more loudly when, two hours later, his ships finally in position to intercept, the smaller ships had the nerve to enter hyperspace before their pursuers could close on them. Harrelsan did, eventually, surrender, but not before he watched the last of his small ships escape into the nothingness of hyperspace. He’d been running a holding action. Securing the gadolinium had been his top priority, even if it meant losing his ship. Which it had. Lucas swore bitterly at the man’s smug face in the viewscreen, and even pounded on his control desk before he calmed down enough to call Eglonsby and find out the details of the raid.

 



 It was bad. Almost six tons of refined gadolinium, plus another ten tons of rich ore ready for processing had been looted from the storage vault. It represented a titanic amount of profit for the rising world, years worth of work. Even while the President thanked Lucas for Tanith’s quick response, the theft of the vital material clearly disturbed him.

 



 “Satan curse them!” Lucas said, his eyes narrowed to slits. “There’s no telling where they’re headed! They could be on their way back to Gram, or Xochitl, or anywhere in the galaxy!”

 



 “Actually, Your Highness, there is someone who probably knows where they’re headed,” Lt. Delio said, calmly. “Captain Harrelsan of the King Omfray.”

 



 “Of course! Brilliant, Lieutenant! Close on the ship and prepare for boarding. He may have surrendered, but I don’t want to count on his good behavior – full space combat armor for all parties. Inform Captain Valkanhayn what we’re after!” The dashing young officer nodded smartly and began relaying the orders in calm, measured tones. If he wasn’t careful, Lucas thought idly, he’d end up as a first-rate executive officer. And eventually with a command of his own.

 



 Lucas joined the men preparing for the boarding, buckling on his own dusty suit of space armor. He hadn’t had much opportunity to use it in years, since most of his raids had been on habitable planets. Just how long it had been was revealed when he noted with disgust that King Angus’ arms were still emblazoned across the chest. He detailed an infantry trooper to take his combat knife and pry the enameled blazon off of the breastplate while he checked his weapons. Then he accompanied a platoon of marines across the silent void between the two ships to a captured airlock, and then into the depressurizing hell that was what was left of the King Omfray.

 



 It was eerily like being on a ruined Nemesis, which wasn’t surprising: both ships were built to the same basic specifications, using the same basic design elements, in the same shipyard at Wardshaven. The Omfray might be a decade newer and a thousand feet wider, but she had gotten pounded out of proportion to her age in the last hundred hours. In six months, with a full shipyard working, she might be fully spaceworthy again. When that happened, she’d be a fine addition to his fleet.

 



 Lucas followed Lt. Delio and the armored boarding party through the blackened corridors, many of which had lost air pressure, until they reached the sealed-off bridge area near the north pole of the giant ship. While he waited for the marines to throw an emergency airlock up, another crew from the Space Scourge joined them, and together they took the bridge, forty prisoners, and Captain Harrelsan without firing another shot.

 



 They bound the hands of the deck officers, but Lucas allowed Harrelsan the courtesy of remaining in his command chair, unarmed but unbound.

 



 “You fought courageously, Captain,” Lucas said, as he paced in front of the man. “That almost made up for your lack of experience. But now you are my prisoner and your ship, my prize. You will, of course, be treated with dignity and respect suiting your station, but at the moment I’m afraid I have a pressing need for information. I’m going to ask you once, nicely, where the scheduled rendezvous point was for your fleet after the raid.”

 



 “You go to Nifflheim!” the man spat.

 



 “Oh dear,” Lucas said, after a moment’s careful thought. “Lt. Delio, it appears that the astrogator of the King Omfray is trying to escape.”



 “Yes, Your Highness,” Delio said, drawing his pistol and carefully shooting the enemy officer in the right leg, just below the knee. The bound man screamed savagely, and the other Gram officers looked pale as his blood began pooling under him. “Let me know if you think he’s going any further, Your Highness. I would hate to lose him.”

 



 “As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted,” Lucas continued, in the same calm, steady tone. “Where, exactly, was your rendezvous point?” He spoke loudly enough for all of the prisoners to hear, and when Capt. Harrellsan continued to say nothing, Lucas sighed. 

 



 “Oh, dear, Lt. Delio,” he said. “It appears that the guns-and-missiles officer is trying to—”

 



 “Shapash!” the terrified man said, going pale as he watched his wounded shipmate’s blood escape to pool on the deck. “For the love of Christ, we’re meeting on Shapash! Don’t shoot me, damn it!” he screamed in horror.

 



 Green crew, Harkaman had been right. Any of his men would have taken the bullet instead of revealing classified information. Not that he would have put them into danger by entrusting them with sensitive information unless they needed it. Omfray had a lot to learn about keeping discipline in his new Navy.

 



 Harrelsan wasn’t happy at the officer’s admission, but confirmed it when Lucas offered to re-ask the question under a veridicator. The task-force was to rendezvous on Shapash, for elementary repairs and rest, before proceeding to their next raiding target.

 



 “Then that’s where we’ll catch them!” he snarled. “Delio! Ship the prisoners back with Valkanhayn, and have Captain Harrelsan transferred to the Nemesis where I can keep an eye on him. Valkanhayn can take the rest back to Tanith. Have the wounded transferred to the Sun Goddess to be taken planet-side for treatment. Then tow this heap back to Tanith and have Basil Gorram look it over – maybe we can add her to our collection.” 

 



 “Aye, Sire,” Delio nodded in his space armor. “Shall we set course for Shapash?”

 



 “I want to space out of here in two hours,” the prince agreed. “We can take the Golden Hand and the Moon Goddess with us, I guess. The Space Scourge, Princess Valerie and the Corisande can return to Tanith and keep watch there – if Omfray struck here, then it may have been a feint, so I want our defenses bolstered. I suggest the Amateratsuan ships stay here with the Grendlesbane and the Star of Tanith, in case anyone else decides they can steal from the League. While I go deal with these thieves myself!” he said, angrily.

 



 “Your Highness, Shapash is almost a hundred light years away—” Lt. Delio began, after a short pause.

 



 “Which means my daughter might actually be sleeping through the night by the time I return,” agreed Lucas, heatedly. “It’s a sacrifice, I know, and the Princess will not be pleased in the slightest. But we have a duty, Delio. This was an attack from Gram! And we cannot let an attack like this stand! Not if we want to convince them never to even think about attacking us again!”

 



 Two hours was a little optimistic, considering the state of the Nemesis. She was short on ammunition, now, and somewhat damaged, especially across her equator where the King Omfray’s guns had done their worst damage. To the credit of her crew, however, basic repairs only took eight hours, each of which put the fleeing Gram ships another light-year away. Impatiently Trask did his best to use his time wisely, contacting the other ships, seeing to the wounded, and checking on repairs. 

 



 That included repairing relations with the Amateratsuans, who weren’t happy seeing two years worth of intense and lucrative work stolen out from under their noses. Lucas met with President Dagro several times, assuring him that he was going to find the stuff, though he had little idea how to do it.

 



 “Your Highness,” Lt. Delio finally said, after the third meeting with the President ended without better result, “the Engineer says we’re ready to be underway. I took the liberty of dispatching one of the Amateratsuan pinnaces with word of our course to Tanith. The rest of the repairs can be finished in transit, although Guns-and-Missiles advises that we will need to resupply soon. We don’t have more than a dozen salvos left.”

 



 “We shouldn’t even need that many,” Lucas nodded as they walked back to the bridge. “Just have some spares transferred over from the Corisande before they leave – they barely got a missile off, they closed so quickly. But do it fast – I don’t mind giving them a few hours head start. Maybe we can catch them napping on the ground. But if we wait much more than that they’ll finish repairs and we risk losing them forever!”

 



 



 



 * * *

 



 



 A day after she came in to Amateratsu, the Nemesis hypered out again, with her handmaidens Golden Hand and Moon Goddess guiding her. Lucas didn’t mind the new ships coming along – their crews were mostly greenhorns, but their officers were well-seasoned. The ships hadn’t really been bloodied yet – blasting the Star of Glaspyth three-ships-to-one had been more of a slaughter than a pitched battle. 

 



 Captain Harrelsan proved poor company on the short voyage. A proud henchman of Omfray, he had been an industrial baron in Glaspyth until King Angus had confiscated his factories over taxes. Harrelsan had taken what money he had left and joined Omfray in exile on Haulteclere, but when the opportunity to strike back at Mad King Angus had arisen, he had gladly enlisted in Omfray’s crusade to win the throne for the former Duke. 

 



 As a reward for his service he had been made captain of the new Gram flagship, after serving for a year as an exec on one of Prince Viktor’s Space Viking ships. By Tanith standards, he was half-trained at best, and unfit for command. 

 



 While openly scornful of Tanith and Lucas, personally, Harrelsan had the unfortunate tendency of enjoying the sound of his own voice. He was full of opinions on everything from court life on Gram to the personal habits of most Space Vikings -- but especially about the role the Sword Worlds had to play in the galaxy.

 



 “Even you have to see it, Lucas,” he said, through the bars of the brig during one of their little talks during the journey, an unlit stub of cigar in his mouth. “The Old Federation is a patchwork of neobarbs and so-called ‘civilized’ worlds running their own little empires. Anarchy. Our ancestors fled from the System States War to avoid the anarchy—”

 



 “They fled because they were going to be tried as war criminals, most of them,” Lucas corrected. 

 



 “Regardless,” Harrelsan dismissed. “They built something better, is the point. Neo-Feudalism is a far better system than all of that crazy stuff they try out there. A simple king, a simple warrior class, and the workers to support them. That’s all that’s needed.”

 



 Lucas could tell the man wasn’t just spouting off. He sounded like a True Believer, and those were dangerous. “So you think it’s the Sword World’s destiny to conquer the Old Federation?”

 



 “Of course! Don’t you remember Verwoerd’s Pledge? You’ve been to the Old Federation, Trask. Just look at the place: the whole thing is open like a welcome mat for us, can’t you see that, man?”

 



 “Parts of that ‘welcome mat’ have nuclear weapons, too,” Lucas reminded.

 



 “But so do we! And we’re descended from a proud military tradition, with none of this coddling-the-people bunk. The Sword Worlds were created to conquer, Trask. Believe me. If not us, then who?”

 



 “Is this the kind of thing Omfray is filling your head with?” he asked, sadly, offering the man a cigarette through the bars.

 



 He took it, and the perpetual match, inhaling it into life. “Thanks. My last cigar,” he said, dropping the butt on the floor. “No, Omfray, despite his ambitions, looks no farther than the crown. Now Viktor,” he said, with a gleam in his eye, “he’s a proper Space Viking prince! A real war leader, like his cousin, Konrad, His Majesty of Haulteclere. Together with Omfray’s support, they could persuade the rest of the Sword Worlds to go along, and before you know it we’d all be kings, Lucas! Kings in a real empire, one that kept order!”

 



 “This doesn’t sound like something you dreamt up yourself,” Lucas offered, casually.

 



 “I didn’t – I’m not that ambitious! But Konrad and Viktor are, and they’ve been saying it for years, to those who would listen. Some of the great houses are already on board, but there are plenty who’d rather just sit home on the Sword Worlds and farm as the rest of the galaxy spins by! But he’ll convince them. Soon the entire galaxy will be under Sword World control!”

 



 “That’s insane,” Lucas pronounced. “The Sword Worlds can’t manage their own affairs, let alone—”

 



 “Sure, the great houses fight amongst themselves – why not? That didn’t used to happen, Trask. And it won’t, again – not if we’re expanding! Viktor knows just what to do, I tell you!”

 



 “I’ll tell Viktor what to do,” Lucas muttered to himself. “And I don’t think he’ll like it!”

 



 “And you’re part of his reasoning, Trask,” Harrelsan continued. “Some of the Space Viking bases just flickered out, like the crap job that Morglay did with Aditya, or that piss-pot planet Nergal. But what Viktor did to Xochitl, and what the Everrards did on Hoth, and Nicky Gratham did on Jagannath, but most of all what you managed on Tanith, those are his case-studies of how it can be done. You took a few ships and a few thousand men, and you’ve built civilizations – and riches beyond imagining! 

 



 “Don’t forget all the hard work and death and destruction,” Lucas reminded him. “It took plenty of that, too.”

 



 “All Viktor wants to do is bring that kind of success to all the people of the Sword Worlds. Think about it: we can re-shape the destiny of the galaxy, put our people on top, where we should have been in the first place.”

 



 “Honestly, I’m not particularly happy with Viktor, right now,” Lucas pointed out, darkly. 

 



 “You don’t have to be,” Harrelsan assured him. “The Prince would forgive any past issues, if you were to join his cause, I just know it. I’m sure he’d love to have you on his side. Despite being a rebel, Trask, you are immensely popular in the Sword Worlds. Your pursuit of Dunnan is the stuff of legend, and raiding Marduk? You’re one of the biggest Space Vikings in history. The people on the Sword Worlds love you. 

 



 “So consider lending that popularity to Viktor and Konrad, if not Omfray – I understand that His Majesty can inspire . . . a lack of confidence, sometimes,” he said, embarrassedly. “But you need not serve him to serve a greater destiny. In truth, I swear that His Majesty sent that leach Spasso to Tanith just to keep you pinned down, for fear you’d come back and upset his reign – you’re that popular.” 

 



 “He didn’t honestly expect me to surrender my realm without a shot, did he?”

 



 Harrelsan shrugged his big shoulders and exhaled luxuriously. “I don’t know – His Majesty does not keep me privy to all of his secrets. But he did want you to stay on Tanith while he consolidated his reign, especially with Lionel making trouble in Northport. And you were an early supporter of Angus, so the only way he ever wanted you back on Gram was in chains. The shake-down was just opportunistic, I suppose. Still, to send Spasso . . .” the man said, shaking his head in disgust.

 



 “May he rot in whatever hole Omfray’s put him in for the rest of his life,” Lucas agreed, raising his coffee cup in a toast. “So why don’t you like Garvan Spasso?”

 



 Harrelsan looked surprised. “You didn’t know? Of course not, it happened right before we left. Spasso is no longer a prisoner. At the request of Viktor’s representative, former Count Garvan Spasso was released and sent into exile by His Majesty, with that slut of an ex-queen Evita, and a few other bad apples, and ordered not to return until he had undone his disgrace. He was given a scout ship and a pistol . . . and encouraged to use the pistol on himself. Instead he flew off into the night, vowing revenge. He’s probably drunk and knee-deep in whores on Melkarth, by now.”

 



 “What?” Lucas asked, incredulously. “Spasso is free?”



 “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that little waste of skin,” Harrelsan laughed. “He’s harmless. More ambition than brains and too much treachery to trust him for anything important. And now that he’s lost his hand, he’s just a joke. Oh, he told a brave story about how he gallantly dueled your champion, about how he fought him to a standstill and had him near death, when his hand was almost incidentally cut off. It was quite moving. 

 



 “Then the audiovisuals started popping up from merchantmen, and everybody saw the whole thing. Publicly, His Majesty was livid that one of his trusted counselors was treated so poorly, of course. Privately . . . he couldn’t stop laughing. That big neobarb hulk, dancing around little Spasso’s miserable body like he was a child! You utterly humiliated him,” Harrelsan said, with satisfaction. “I’ll give you that, Trask!”

 



 “I don’t know,” Lucas admitted. “Perhaps I should have just executed him,” he sighed. “It would have saved a lot of time.”

 



 “You would have done the galaxy a favor, no doubt,” agreed his foeman. “Believe me, I have no love for Garvan Spasso. It was Spasso who confiscated my holdings, under Angus’ reign. Just business, right? But when he had the chance, he sold Angus out to Omfray, and I knew then what kind of a son-of-a-khoograh he was. So I kept my distance. I was cordial, but I never liked the greasy little bugger.”

 



 “We share that, at least, in common,” agreed Lucas. “Get some rest. We’ll be out of hyperspace in another twenty-six hours. I expect we’ll need you then.”

 



 “Whatever you say, Trask,” chuckled Harrelsan, knowingly as he stubbed out his cigar. “Whatever you say . . .”

 



 



 



 * * *

 



 



 The capture of the Gram ships on Shapash was nearly without incident. 

 



 Not suspecting they were being followed, they put down on the fourth and only habitable world under a cool G1 star, called Shapash. The Old Federation had begun a settlement there, seven hundred years before, and it had been a major battleground during the System States War, a half-millennia or so. After the Interstellar Wars it been quarantined due to some errant bioweapons. For two hundred years Shapash had lost contact with the rest of the galaxy, until Gilgamesh traders and then Space Vikings intruded, inadvertently uplifting the few hundred thousand surviving neobarbarians left on the single inhabitable continent to an almost post-renaissance level of culture.

 



 There was no particular reason to want to go to Shapash. They didn’t produce anything particularly special or exotic, they had no heavy industries, and there were no impossible-to-get-elsewhere minerals on Shapash. It was a somewhat-convenient port of call for Space Vikings on raiding expeditions, and a third-rate port for merchants daring the outer edges of the Old Federation. You could get plutonium, a few parts, a drink and a girl on Shapash, but that was all.

 



 The four surviving Gram ships and their pinnaces had made it to Shapash, but nearly all of them were suffering some damage from the extended brawl around Amateratsu, and had landed in a remote corner of the continent in to make repairs. 

 



 The three-thousand foot sphere of the Titanothere was worst-hit, dimples of missile fire and shattered hull-plates being tangible signs of the damage. The City of Diedricksburg was less badly damaged, but had landed as well so that the gadolinium could be transferred from the swifter frigate to the sturdier vessel. Meanwhile, only the other frigate and a brace of pinnaces patrolled the planet in orbit, leaving plenty of room for the Tanith ships to slip into orbit and down into the atmosphere. The Gram ships weren’t expecting any pursuit – they had little in the way of detection equipment being employed, another rookie mistake.

 



 Lucas sent a pinnace in first, pretending to be a nosy merchant ship, to harass the patrols and lure them away from a tight watch. A more experienced crew or captain wouldn’t have fallen for the ruse, but the Gram ships were indeed staffed by greenhorns, with only a few score experienced Space Vikings among them. 

 



 The pinnace provided the needed distraction. Then the Nemesis and its small fleet made a hyperspatial microjump beyond them, to the other side of the planet and to the very limits of their ability to get close to the planet’s gravity well. Five hours of decelerating and entering the atmosphere on the opposite side of the world, and then a speedy cross-continent flight through the atmosphere, and they were able to catch the Gram fleet on the ground, unprepared. 

 



 A single threat to drop a hellburner on the encamped party was enough to win the battle: the Gram ships had most of their people outside conducting repairs, their systems shut down when the Nemesis suddenly appeared in the sky. Their commander wisely agreed to a truce, especially when the Moon Goddess and the Golden Hand appeared beside her, gunports open. The last thousand-footer and the pinnaces in orbit retreated into hyperspace, but Lucas had effectively captured the rest of the fleet from Gram – and he knew Omfray would be livid.

 



 Three good ships. Four, if you counted the damaged King Omfray. And two of them were larger than anything in Tanith’s fleet. The Titanothere alone could house up to twenty-five hundred ground fighters, carried six pinnaces, and had holds large enough to berth a couple of contragravity troop carriers within. 

 



 They spent two days loading the gadolinium onto the Moon Goddess, and loading the prisoners from Gram on the Golden Hand, both of which left for home after providing additional crews to staff the captured ships. Lucas and the Nemesis’ crew filled in the vacancies, allowing the prize crews to fly the Gram ships back to Tanith in triumph. 

 



 The Nemesis was just leaving the atmosphere, preparing for the hyperspatial jump, the three recently-captured ships still on the ground preparing to launch with their prize crews, when suddenly four large emergences were reported above them in orbit.

 “Oh, great Satan! Three three-thousand footers, Sire, and a two-thousand footer!” the new signals-and-detection officer screamed out. “Not Sword World design!”

 



 “Then find out who they are!” he ordered, his heart sinking, “and in the meantime sound general quarters!”

 



 “They’re in our exit trajectory,” the young normal-space pilot said, his voice sounding grim. “We can’t get by without getting within firing range.”

 



 “They’re hailing us, using an old Federation merchant code, Your Highness,” Lt. Delio said, quietly. “Screen combination and order to identify ourselves.”

 



 “Do it,” Lucas sighed, his heart falling. Four against one – and three of them bigger than his, too, sitting at the top of the planetary gravity well. That was an unwinnable battle. The Gram ships they had captured weren’t even in the air, yet, much less possessing the crews necessary to fight their way to orbit. Of course, the new arrivals didn’t know there were any ships left on the ground, probably. Not yet, at least. He had to stall for time.

 



 “Hailing unidentified Space Viking ship: this is the Aton Planetary Defense Ship Sol Invictus, Captain Breston Hayes, commanding. Identify yourself.” The man was older, his long face wrinkled and cragged from years in space. The uniform was the standard gray Atonian military uniform, a small golden sunburst on the breast but otherwise unadorned. Compared to the Space Vikings’ braided jackets, it seemed as plain as a Gilgamesher’s nightie.

 



 “Prince Lucas Trask, commander of the Tanith Royal Navy flagship Nemesis,” Lucas answered, calmly. “Is there something I can do for you, Captain?”

 



 “Indeed,” the man smiled, unpleasantly. “You can close your gunports and return to the surface. Lucas Trask, self-styled Prince of the outlaw Space Viking world Tanith, I hereby place you under arrest in the name of the People and Council Republic of Aton.”

 



 Lucas scowled. “You can’t be serious – for what crime?”

 



 “For the illegal blockade of a treaty-protected planet, namely Dazbag, and the theft of certain property and the killing of certain individuals from that planet. Whether or not you deny the charges is immaterial,” he said, before Lucas had an opportunity to speak. “In fact, you may be free to summon legal counsel once the court of arraignment has been held.”

 “Oh, I wasn’t going to deny it,” Lucas admitted. “I was just wondering what you were going to do about it.” He was playing for time, nothing more. Whether he would decide to go down fighting or lay down arms and surrender, he hadn’t decided yet. “I am a sitting head of state, after all. Surely there are diplomatic considerations for taking that kind of extreme action, Captain.”

 



 “Oh, my instructions were very clear,” Captain Hayes said. “Aton does not recognize that little pimple of a pirate port you pretend is as civilized as a real nation, Trask. You, Lucas Trask, will surrender your vessel and your person to me at once, or my fleet will fire on your ship until it is destroyed. 

 “If, on the other hand, you elect to land and be taken into custody, then you will be returned to Aton to stand trial for your crimes and, if there is justice in this universe, you will be found guilty . . . and executed.”




 


Chapter Fourteen:


Spasso’s Return

 



 



 Valerie watched the distant spaceport through the wide windows of the Planetary Building. She was in Lucas’ office, a gaudy collection of relics that was at odds with the stark, Spartan space he worked in at home. But she was meeting with various parties, factions, and members of the diplomatic corps to reassure them that the recent attack on Amateratsu was being dealt with firmly and decisively by her husband.

 



 She had waited for a week, constantly checking on the baby as she feared the worst about her husband. Then the first news came back, with visuals of the battle and a tale of clear victory, and she began to breathe again. 

 



 But Lucas hadn’t come back, with the rest of the fleet. The Space Scourge and the Corisande had spaced back in, towing the battered hulk they had captured between them, until it could be towed to dock with the Lamia and initiate repairs. But no Nemesis. A pinnace arrived a few hours later with the news that Lucas was chasing the bandits from his homeworld further into the Old Federation. That was when Valerie started getting a feeling of real dread.

 



 So she had thrown herself into work. Otto Harkaman had been a constant pillar of strength, and Nikkolay and Cecelia had been rocks. Nick was always able to gently persuade her to tend to the business of the Realm without seeming pushy, and she’d let him. She had duties and responsibilities, she reminded herself, duties far beyond those of a simple wife or mother.

 



 So she met with one group after another, told them what they wanted to hear, attempted to appear utterly competent and in control, and inside she was melting down like a poorly shielded reactor. 

 



 Because something was wrong. Something was happening. The Wizard had been right, she knew, with certainty: Lucas was in danger.

 



 But she could do nothing about it, and the impotency was driving her mad. So she continued the meetings and the personal appearances and put on a good face. Countess Dorothy gave her a full check up every couple of days, claiming it was the Royal Physician’s privilege to do so. She suggested that Valerie was merely suffering from post-delivery melancholy, a common and well-recognizzed malady. 

 But Valerie knew better. There was something very wrong about all of this. She just wished she knew what.

 



 “The Gilgamesh ambassador, His Excellency Jaim Denwin, is waiting, Highness,” Sir Maylinda said, quietly, after clearing his throat. “He says it is most urgent.” She had borrowed Nikkolay Trask’s secretary to help her wade through the backlog of requests and important decisions about the Realm.

 



 “Send him in,” she said, absently, still watching the spaceport. Maybe if she stared hard enough, then the Nemesis would magically appear. That would be a trick worthy of a mysterious wizard.

 



 “Your Highness,” the ambassador said as he entered the office, giving the barest nod of his head. Valerie didn’t take offense. It was the closest his strange people would come to a real display of respect to anyone not of their faith. 

 



 “Ambassador Denwin, so good to see you,” she answered, automatically, turning around and sitting in Lucas’ ornate seat. “What can the Realm do for you today?”

 



 “My lady,” the man said, carefully, still standing, “a ship of my people, the Honest Exchange, landed here this morning—”

 



 “Yes, at first I mistook it for my husband’s craft,” she said, without thinking.

 



 “Yes, Highness. The captain of that ship brought to me immediately news I felt of interest to your Realm. You and your husband have always treated us kindly,” he said, not mentioning that by ‘kindly’ he meant ‘you don’t burn us out and confiscate our property’, the usual level of courtesy extended the separatist Gilgameshers by Space Vikings. “So I felt compelled by Yah the Almighty to interrupt you this morning. The Honest Exchange was last in port on Dagon, and chanced to overhear that the man you know as Garvan Spasso is once again free and at liberty. Indeed, he had been on Dagon a mere fifty hours before, with a small ship. It is feared that he may bear you and your family ill will.”

 



 Valerie realized that she had stopped breathing, and forced herself to start again before she answered him. That was hard to do when her heart was near to leaping out of her chest.

 



 “Garvan Spasso? Free?” she asked in a daze. Why hadn’t that idiot Omfray locked him away and forgotten the key? Or better yet, taken his head like a proper Sword World monarch?  “Thank you, Excellency, your role in this matter shall not be forgotten by me or the Realm. If you hear anything further, do not hesitate to contact us.”

 



 The man paused, as if quietly debating something. Valerie caught it at once.

 



 “What is it? Out with it. Please,” she added.

 



 “The Honest Exchange took on a passenger at Dagon, Highness. He waits outside, desiring to speak with Your Highness or Prince Trask. He would give no name, but he was quite persuasive,” he said, a trifle guiltily. 

 



 Valerie hoped the size of the bribe was worth it. If the quiet ambassador had admitted an assassin to her presence, no amount of diplomatic immunity would save him from being tossed over the side of the building by the Golden Hand. Young Karvall and that darkly handsome lad Lt. Freaskar were on duty today, and neither one of them looked overly friendly towards the Gilgamesher.

 



 “If you trust him – with your life, Ambassador – then pray admit him in a moment. I must screen—”

 



 Before she could cross the room, the loud report of pistol shots echoed outside of the chamber. Immediately, Lt. Karvall drew his side arm and was talking into the mouthpiece of his radio, and Freaskar drew his submachine gun and ran to the door to peek out. Two more pistol shots rang out in the distance, and then two long bursts of submachine gun fire.

 



 “The ballroom – it’s coming from the ballroom!” Freaskar said, sticking his pistol in the face of the anguished-looking Gilgamesh ambassador. “Your Excellency, forgive the offense, but if you will please get down on the ground where I can see you—”

 



 “It’s an attack,” confirmed Lt. Karvall, grimly, as his counterpart forced the Gilgamesher to the floor. “At least two, possibly as many as four, with submachine guns—” a loud explosion sounded, and the acrid smell of powder filled the air. “And grenades, apparently” he added, his eyes suddenly wide. “Highness, we’re moving you to a more secure location. Follow me—”

 



 Instead Valerie crossed to the desk and pulled open the top right hand drawer. Sure enough, there was a small Navy pistol packed there, within easy reach, a brace of magazines nearby. She couldn’t imagine Lucas not having a firearm close at hand, even at this monstrosity of a desk in the security of the Government Section. She slapped a cartridge into the receiver and chambered a round as two more Golden Hand guards entered, combat visors down, carbines in hand. Karvall consulted with them a moment before nodding respectfully towards his sovereign that it was time to depart. 

 



 “Bring him,” she said, glancing at the Gilgamesher’s cowering body. “For his own safety. I don’t want anyone doing anything hasty.” That had happened all too often to the odd sect: any convenient tragedy was blamed on the Gilgameshers. Her entire homeworld had succumbed to such racist hysteria when Zaspar Makann used popular resentment of the strange – and shrewd dealing – Gilgameshers to frighten the masses into voting him into power. 

 



 Besides, if the man was involved with the disturbance somehow, she wanted him close at hand. She passed through the doorway cautiously, her guards preceding her, and she noticed another man on his knees, a Royal Army corporal holding a carbine on him.

 



 “A precaution, Highness,” Karvall explained.

 



 “Bring him, too,” Valerie said. She might as well be thorough.

 



 They took a service corridor down to a stairwell that dropped them two stories below. Along the way two more Golden Hand guards and four Royal Army troopers joined them, until they came to a landing stage where an armored aircar was waiting. She ordered the Gilgamesher and the other man taken down the contragrav lift to the Police section, for safekeeping.

 



 “Princess Alpha is secure,” Karvall was saying into the microphone as she was escorted to the armored car. “Status of Beta?”

 



 There was a pause, and Valerie stopped before she seated herself. “Beta” was the security code for baby Elaine. Her heart started beating loudly as she watched Karvall’s eyes go wide.

 



 “What is it?” she demanded. “Lieutenant, what is it?”

 



 “We’ve lost contact with the Beta team,” he said, trying to look unconcerned. “There’s a lot going on, it’s likely that they’re en route—”

 



 She was about to demand that they return to the Government Section and retrieve her daughter that moment, and damn the danger, when the danger came to them. Over the side of the railing to the landing platform came two aircavalry pods, egg shaped contragravity vehicles designed for perimeter patrol, crowd control, or just allowing one man to wreak more havoc on his surroundings than nature intended. 

 That wasn’t, in itself, unusual: there were always aircav units patrolling the building and town for security purposes. 

 



 But there was something wrong about these, she knew the moment she saw them. They were older model mounts, battered from combat and long use, and they bore no insignia whatsoever. All of the Security aircav mounts bore either the Royal Army seal or the Golden Hand insignia.

 



 Both mounts opened fire at nearly the same time, the quad machine-guns on their noses spewing hundreds of slugs across the landing stage. Before her eyes she watched four good men get chewed in half around her. Young Karvall pushed her into the door of the aircar without regard to her royal dignity and was screaming for back-up into the radio as he returned fire around the cover of the door. 

 



 Two other guards were likewise firing, and one of the Royal Army men who was now shy a leg below the knee was bravely planting his carbine on the body of a fallen comrade and firing methodically back at the attackers. Valerie, herself, got off a shot or two with her pistol when Karvall was reloading, and she had a clear line to the disreputable attacker’s face in an aircav pod. She missed, but she found it strangely satisfying to shoot back.

 



 In the ensuing moments, just who was shooting at whom was as unclear as the smoke-filled air, but the Golden Hand were excellent shots: both assassins were shot out of their mounts within moments. Karvall made sure the area was clear and then returned to the car.

 



 “Lift!” he ordered, the moment the hatch was dogged. “Safe Area Two – I have to think Safe Area One is compromised, since they knew which landing stage to hit—”

 



 “Belay that!” Valerie bellowed. “Get me to the landing stage closest to my daughter! NOW!”

 



 “On my way, Highness,” the driver said, promptly, and threw the car into the sky. Valerie was beyond caring about proper security protocol, after that firefight. All she wanted was her baby in her arms. Karvall looked at her stoically as he reloaded his magazines. The other personal guard assigned to her, Lt. Freaskar, had taken a slug in the left shoulder, but was ignoring it as he chattered into his radio. 

 



 “Highness, please!” Karvall begged her. “Let Beta Team do their job, while we do ours!”

 



 “I want my daughter, damn it!” she screamed, losing control for just a moment before regaining it, and speaking more softly – but no less earnestly. “I don’t care if there’s a damnthing fighting a mantichore between us and her, Lieutenant, you WILL get me to my daughter right now!”

 



 “Yes, Princess,” Karvall said, nodding assuredly, and began informing the teams of the change in plans.

 



 “There were at least two teams of them,” Lt. Freaskar reported to her once he understood the situation on the ground, as it were. “One landed on the unfinished sections above the Government Section and climbed down, one came up on the commercial lifts. They shot up the throne room, the Treasury office, the reception room, and threw a grenade into the kitchen. Royal Army troopers got that team just before they got to the reception area. 

 



 “What about the other team?” Valerie demanded.

 



 “The other team shot a couple of servants on their way in, then started moving through the service sections, shooting people indiscriminately. And they might still be there – they were headed for the residential section. Your Highness, I beg you, reconsider: let us take you out of the line of fire!”

 



 “There was the third team that just shot at us, remember?” Valerie prompted the young trooper. “That’s three teams. Probably more. That’s organized.”

 



 He nodded. “Correction, three teams of bandits,” he informed his commander., giving a brief description of the attack by aircav mounts and an account of their demise. “Warning: we’re coming in on the southeast stage. Confirm to the Prime Minister that Princess Alpha is secured, but returning to play.”

 



 “I am anything but secured,” growled Valerie to herself. She was breathless with worry as the car slowly circled the empty landing stage before moving in for a landing. Before it even set down, she could see bodies in the doorway to the interior of the building, and bloody handprints on the open door. People in Royal Household livery. People she knew. She felt sick, but then she remembered about little Elaine, and she readied the pistol. 

 



 “Gentlemen, precede me. I’m not going to put myself in unnecessary danger, but I am not going to cower in hiding while my daughter is out in the open. If I see you imperil her at the expense of protecting me, I will be most vexed. Is that understood?”

 



 “Yes, Highness,” Karvall and Freaskar said in unison, looking at each other nervously.

 



 “Good. Let’s do this. Driver, you hold your position until help arrives. I want to be able to leave in a hurry, if we have to.” He nodded obediently, a fierce determination in his eyes. Another Golden Hand. What were they feeding those boys?

 



 Valerie took a deep breath, and grabbed a spare combat helmet out of the front seat and jammed it on her head before she opened the hatch. The Golden Hand guards tumbled out with practiced ease, coming to their knees in firing position, their submachine guns held steady as rocks even in the high winds on the landing stage. But there were no gunshots, no yells, no movement, save what the wind blew ferociously over the transplast windguards. Karvall advanced to the doorway, nodded to Freaskar, who had apparently forgotten about the slug in his shoulder, and he motioned Valerie forward.

 



 Eschewing the illusion of cover, she strode boldly across the stage to the doorway, intent on her goal – but not so intent that she did not constantly scan the area. 

 



 She felt Freaskar creep up on her shoulder, and then Karvall was moving again. She padded along behind him, pistol ready, trying to ignore the unaccustomed weight of the combat helmet. The royal apartments were just through here, she remembered – two more bodies, a servant and a Royal Army trooper – and down to a checkpoint that had been completely blasted away. Anti-personnel grenade, she saw, from the shrapnel and the bits of people and smears of blood that coated the walls. 

 



 The bodies of two – no, three – Golden Hand guards were scattered here and there around the room, though she saw three empty carbine cartridges on the floor. They had defended their post to the last. She looked more closely, realizing to her horror that one of the three Golden Hand was none other than Captain Hortega. She looked away, quickly. She’d liked the man, gruff but polite, an excellent Captain of the Royal Guard. A family man, too, she remembered, with a wife and two small children. She tried not to think about that, now.

 



 The ornate double doors were open, too, and she gingerly followed Karvall through the wreckage. The nursery was at the end of the hall, she remembered – this was only the second time she and the baby had stayed here instead of Trask House, but the suite was simply laid out. 

 



 And completely empty. 

 



 There was a massive gaping hole in wall, where the ferrocrete wall between the two great transplast windows had been blown away. The transplast had been resistant to the blast, of course, but the ancient structure of the Planetary Building had given way under the force of the explosion – angled in such a way that even Valerie could see it had been blasted from the inside. There were more bodies here, but all adults so she ignored them and ran to the cradle. 

 



 The empty cradle.

 



 She looked around again, as her guards swept the room and then examined the casualties. 

 



 “She’s not here,” she stated, flatly, as Karvall rose, his face pale. “Inform the Prime Minister: I want everything in the air that flies, right now, and lock down the spaceport. No ship lands or takes off until I say. I want a fifty mile perimeter around Rivington and if anything bigger than a lionmole crosses it, I want it being questioned under a veridicator.” Karvall nodded and began speaking to his commander on his radio, just as a squad of heavily-armed Royal Army troops arrived. Only then did she bend down and examine the damage the villains had done. 

 



 One Golden Hand guard was dead, shot nine times in the face and abdomen, his carbine and pistol empty and his dress-sword bloodied in his hand. The other was only shot six times in the chest and shoulder, and he was still breathing. Valerie made a compress of the man’s cloak and had a Royal Army trooper hold it until the trauma team could arrive from downstairs.

 



 Then she found the crumpled body of Lady Ashley, who had gunshot wounds in her thigh, abdomen, shoulder, and arm – it looked as if she had caught a burst of submachine gun fire – and a fierce bruise and laceration across her left cheek and temple. There was an empty pistol in her hand, too – and miraculously, she still breathed. Valerie tried to make her as comfortable as possible until the medics arrived from the emergency services clinic.

 



 “The back-up security team for this residence at Site One was ambushed,” Karvall reported to her, a moment later. “They were stationed about a mile away on the roof of one of the warehouses. An incendiary grenade and a couple of bursts from an aircav pod, and they were done. You saw what happened at the checkpoint – Captain Hortega held them off for ten minutes, until they overwhelmed his position. The three patrolling guards were shot individually, but it looks like they put up a fight. They each dropped a man. And three more in here,” he said, motioning towards the far side of the room, where the invaders had used a divan for cover. “Off-world mercenaries, if I had to say. Space Vikings, probably. Not local.”

 



 She was nodding, her head swimming, when the Nikkolay Trask showed up with the rest of the medical team, Countess Dorothy herself leading it.

 “She’s gone,” Valerie told her kinsman, simply. “Elaine is gone, Nick. They took her! I don’t know who and I don’t know where, but they can’t have gotten far.”

 



 “We’ll find her,” Nick reassured, putting his hand on her arm. Valerie knocked it away by reflex.

 



 “Damn right, we’ll find her,” she said, barely able to control her rage at the thought of anyone touching her daughter, and the feeling of helplessness she felt that someone had. “Tear the city apart. No one leaves. Trace these mercenaries, find who did this. Start reviewing the security tapes at once. And bring me the Gilgamesher and that other man, I want to talk to them. They must be involved somehow. Move, damn you!” she screamed at the stunned troopers standing around her, then stopped briefly next to Dorothy. 

 



 “Get them well,” she said, nodding to the medics already applying pressure bandages and administering medication to the wounded. A robomedic was pumping fluids into lady Ashley, while she was still pumping her own red fluids out onto the ornate carpet.

 



 Dorothy, too, put her hand on Valerie’s shoulder, but this time the princess didn’t knock it away – she’d have to apologize to Nick when this was all over for that, she realized.

 



 “I’ll take good care of your friends, Your Highness,” the older woman assured her, calmly. “I can at least make them comfortable.” She had that practiced tone of a physician dealing with a distressed loved one. Valerie spared her one moment for a long, searching stare.

 



 “I don’t care if they’re comfortable,” she said, evenly, “I want them awake. They need to be questioned. I want to know exactly what happened, who did it, and every other detail possible. Until my daughter is found, that is your highest priority, understood?”

 



 Her tone allowed no possibility for argument. “Understood, Highness,” Dorothy bowed. Valerie had to hand it to her – on Marduk, a doctor in that position would be prattling on about professional ethics and their Hippocratic Oath and their first responsibility to their patient’s welfare and second their medical board. But Dorothy had been around Space Vikings for over a year, now, and she had adapted well.

 



 “Highness!” Freaskar called. “I found something!” The dark young man was holding up a video microcassette that had been tossed through the window, evidently from the aircar that had stolen her baby, and into the abandoned crib. Valerie took it and jammed it into the player in the study next door, her guards and the Prime Minister huddling in behind her. In moments the face of Garvan Spasso leered out from the screen at them.

 



 Gone was his finery and his well- groomed appearance, replaced by a three-day growth of beard and the garb of a spaceport barfly. He was recording this from the bridge of a small, very old ship. He was wearing a heavy military-grade semi-automatic in his shoulder holster, but gone were the knight’s star and the bejeweled dress dagger at his belt. And gone was his right hand. In its place he wore a cheaply-made black plastic prosthetic, two claw-like pincers and an opposing thumb-like apparatus looking almost mockingly like a proper limb.

 



 The calculating, nearly feral gleam in his too-close set eyes was still there, however, and the sneer had yet to leave his lip.

 



 “Greetings, Prince Trask,” the apparition said, leering from the screen. “If all goes well, then by the time you’re viewing this I’m safely off-world and into hyperspace. Let’s assume that all went well, then, otherwise you’re staring at my corpse. 

 



 “The last time I enjoyed your hospitality, I believe I left something behind,” he said, holding up the stump of his arm and flexing his prosthetic fingers menacingly. “Not only that, but you chose to humiliate me in front of my liege. I’m sure you’ll be happy to note that I was stripped of my titles and my lands when I returned to Gram,” he scowled, “and thrown into prison -- a prison I once ran. 

 



 “Well, enjoy that thought, you son-of-a-whore, because Garvan Spasso still has friends on Gram – and aye, elsewhere, too! Friends who got me out, who got me a ship, and who will help me do what my lord commanded me to in the first place. Or the next best thing.

 



 “So now I have your brat, and maybe even your ‘civilized’ bitch, too, if I’m lucky. Either way, I’ve got them and if you want them, then you’re going to have to do what ol’ Spasso wants.”

 



 Valerie could hear the murmurs and threats and oaths being muttered around her, but she was utterly focused on the words out of that despicable man’s mouth.

 



 “For one thing, call off your dogs: I get even a hint that I’m being pursued, and your precious family pays the price. I’m a fair man,” he said, aloofly, “a man of honor – I won’t necessarily hurt them, but . . . well, you do have a very attractive wife, Trask!” he leered. There was a small explosion of appalled voices behind her, so loud she had to shout for quiet.

 



 “Second, I want you to publicly swear fealty to His Majesty Omfray I of Gram, and submit to his Royal justice. That was my charge, and I’ll see it done – like I said, I’m a man of honor.” No doubt that would earn him back into the good graces of Omfray, and possibly even earn him a viceroyalty on Tanith. The very thought of that man sullying the good work they had done here sickened her.

 



 “Thirdly, I want my ship back – not that rusty old hulk the Lamia, but the one I came there with, the Seven Stars. I was fond of that, and it was a personal gift from the king, so you can imagine how much sentimental value it has for me.

 



 “Lastly . . . I want my damned hand back!” he nearly screamed into the screen. “Making me fight that damned hulking neobarb was humiliating enough, you bastard, but then letting him take my own flesh and blood and make a mockery of me? Hang it on a temple wall and let the neobarb filth piss on it? That, Sir, is a disgrace! I want that hand returned to me, with my ship, with your fealty . . . and maybe you get to enjoy that pretty little wife of yours again, and see your little brat grow up. 

 



 “Don’t try to cross me, Trask – I’m an honorable man,” he sniffed, “but I’m also a desperate man, and in desperate times sometimes a man has lapses . . . well, you get the picture, now. I’ll send word through the Everarrds of Hoth, they’re neutral enough, about where and when. And in the mean time, you have my word . . . I’ll take real good care of your family, Prince. Real good care!” he laughed, and the recording ended.

 



 There was a pause of three heartbeats before the room exploded in orders, demands, and general outrage. Valerie herself was still, as she absorbed the evil little man’s words and their implication. She allowed the chaos around her to wash over her, while her brain raced furiously. She reentered the conversation as Nikkolay was saying “—alert the Mardukans by pinnace at once, see if they’ve seen any activity on their end of the galaxy. I—”

 



 “Prime Minister,” Veronica interrupted, her voice low but intense.

 



 “Yes, Your Highness?” he asked.

 



 “Attend me: in my husband’s absence, I dictate policy. Here it is: Ignore his threat to my daughter – she’s the only thing that’s keeping him alive right now, and the only real bargaining chip he’s got. He won’t hurt her unless he’s cornered. And I won’t let the fear of him harming her stand in the way of us recovering her. 

 



 “My previous orders stand: scour the city, investigate where these men came from, and damn it, find his ship before it leaves the atmosphere! In the event he eludes us, I want a ship or a pinnace headed for every inhabited world in a hundred light-year radius – and yes, I know how many worlds that is,” she said, intercepting his objection. 

 



 “From this moment on, Garvan Spasso has a bounty on his head of one million stellars, payable in gold. Another reward of a million stellars for the safe return of my daughter. And the man who accomplishes both can put ‘Duke’ in front of his name. That’s what I want those worlds to know. And you,” she said, pointing to the wide-eyed Gilgamesh ambassador who was being escorted in with his guest, both of them manacled. “I want you to get word to your people the same thing. Tell them all. I want Spasso to have no safe hole to crawl inside, and no friend to run to, anyplace in the galaxy. Is that clear?”

 



 “But, Your Highness,” Trask began, a strong mix of emotion playing across his face. “I understand how you must feel, but—”

 



 “But nothing, Nick, and don’t tell me you know how I must feel! What if that was your boy? Think about that! And then think about what you would do if Spasso had gotten your wife, too! What if he was the kind of man to take Cecelia away from you? You do what I tell you to do, damn it, because it’s the only way we’re going to get out of this. 

 



 “He’s obviously working on his own, so we can forget about the Sword Worlds as his sponsor. That leaves Space Viking planets, civilized worlds, and neo-barb worlds, and I can’t see him heading for Baldur or Odin, can you? Not to mention the thousands of uncharted asteroid colonies, space stations, protected environment planets, and space ships he could be on. Our best bet is to make things as dangerous for him as possible. 

 



 “Now you can agree with my strategy or not, that’s your affair. But if it doesn’t work and she dies,” she said, her chin quivering defiantly, “then it’s on my head, not yours. Understand? This is my responsibility, in Lucas’ absence, and it’s not one I can share with anyone else. So you will all comply with my directives, as you all have sworn to do, until we get her back!” she said, loudly, addressing everyone else in the room.

 



 “We are at your command, Highness,” Nikkolay said, straightening and throwing in a bow. “And Valerie, we’re going to do everything in our power to get her back and see that obscenity in human form blotted from the universe. Tell me what to do,” he said, almost pleading. But then he straightened. “But do not tell me how to do it, or find yourself a new Prime Minister. That girl is my kin, too. The next few hours are critical. You’ve set policy, now let me execute it!” 

 



 He paused, as a Golden Hand guard approached, holding a radio. They conferred a few moments, before Nikkolay turned back to her. “Forgive me, but I just received a report that the designated safe-area that you were supposed to have gone to was over-run – they were waiting for you to land on that roof, only you changed course and didn’t. Our people re-took the area, and captured two prisoners. They’re being brought here now.”

 



 Valerie’s eyes narrowed. “Thank you, Prime Minister, and your counsel is noted. Please continue. And forgive me—”

 



 “Val, forget it,” Nick said, heaving a deep breath and dismissing her apology. “Let’s just get her back.”

 



 The next few hours were frantic, as orders began flying out, to the point where they ran out of available viewscreens in the area and had to re-locate back to the main government offices to properly coordinate. Harkaman was on one, his face livid, swearing that no ship would make it to hyperspace if he could help it.

 



 An hour later, he proved unable to help it. A small, fast ship refusing to communicate with the control tower, left the atmosphere nearly half-way around the planet from Rivington. She had been waiting in a secluded patch of coastline on the deserted, eastern side of the continent, and then skimmed over the ocean for hundreds of miles before rising to radar range. For several tense moments everyone stared at the screen as every ship in the sky tried to converge on the ship – no more than 500 feet, by the contragravity signature of her Abbots. 

 



 But while Harkaman, on the Corisande, did his best to intercept it, the vessel proved elusive to hit with a long-range missile and better positioned for hyperspace than the ships in orbit. At closer range, she could have been easily disabled by a barrage of guns or short-range missiles targeting her drive systems, but the Tanith ships didn’t get the chance. Nor did they want to imperil the baby princess assumed to be aboard. 

 



 The Corisande got closest, but moments before Harkaman would have been able to lock missiles on her without destroying her outright, the ship vanished into hyperspace. The smaller the ship, the smaller the hyperspatial field, the closer to the planet the maneuver could successfully be made. Of course, there was no way to determine exactly where in the galaxy the ship was heading. 

 



 Little Princess Elaine Trask of Tanith was lost amongst the stars. 

 



 Valerie let out a single mournful sob, and felt Nikkolay’s arms around her while Harkaman’s distraught voice condemned his own incompetence and begged her forgiveness. This time she didn’t push her kinsman away.

 



 “Let’s find out where he’s going, then,” she finally said, hoarsely. “Wherever that is, I’ll hunt him down, I make it my sacred vow. You may all bear witness to this: I hold King Omfray personally responsible for the actions of his dog, and if harm comes to my baby, I swear by all that’s holy I’ll nuke him into obliteration.

 



 “Now, you! Ambassador Denwin! I’m giving you one chance to let you convince me that you and your people didn’t have anything to do with this. Better make it convincing.”

 



 The man looked at her with frightened eyes, but also with a look of concern.

 



 “Ordinarily it would be a sin against Yah to do so, but I will stain my own soul and sit in one of your bedeviled truthsayers, Your Highness, to prove my – our – innocence. In fact, I did not even know I would be requesting an audience until this morning.”

 



 She considered, and studied the man. “All right, for the moment I believe you. And Yah help you if you’re lying. But you,” she said, pointing at the other manacled man, “you came on that Gilgamesh ship. You wanted to see me. That’s a pretty strong coincidence. I don’t know you. I’m in a really bad mood right now and having you summarily executed for no better reason than being here at the wrong time wouldn’t make me lose sleep. So tell me what your business is, why you wanted to see me, and if you know anything about this at all, speak now or speak under a mind probe.”

 



 The man almost smiled – almost – but didn’t. He was late in middle age, maybe sixty, with slightly graying hair that needed a haircut. He was clean-shaven, and wore a durable brown tunic under a dark gray vest. He could have been a businessman on any number of worlds, including Tanith. Clearly not a Gilgamesher, though he’d arrived by one of their ships. She knew the merchants sometimes took paying passengers of the “gentiles” for extra cash, and they weren’t terribly picky about whom – all gentiles were equally unclean in their eyes.

 



 “Your Highness,” he said, bowing despite the restraints, “My business is to collect Sam Gatworth’s body, I wanted to see you because I have information that is vital to the security of your Realm, I didn’t know about this specific danger, but I am privy to others that we should speak of. And I wouldn’t attempt a mind-probe for reasons I’d rather not go into.”

 



 Valerie blinked. None of that made much sense. “What is all this? Just who the hell are you?” she asked, impatiently.

 



 He frowned, slightly. “Haven’t you figured it out? The Wizard sent me.”

  

 



 



 




TO BE CONTINUED IN

 




Book Two of the Tanith Series:


Princess Valerie’s War!





Excerpt from Book Two: Princess Valerie’s War

 



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!”

 



 



 







I hope you enjoyed Prince of Tanith! Thank you for buying it and supporting the author!
 

If you’d like to contact the author, you may do so at tmancour@gmail.com. This book is also available in bound format, POD, at lulu.com.
 

Also, check out the author’s blog for news and updates on future works, including Trask’s Odyssey, the forthcoming third book of the Tanith series of Space Viking novels!
 

http://terrymancour.blogspot.com
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