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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Hold him down.” 
 
    I winced. Both men were tall and broad shouldered, with shaved heads, wide, sadistic smiles and tattoos running up both arms and across their chests. They were holding a third man, slightly smaller and leaner, immobilized on the ground. The smaller man struggled. His face grew red and he gave out a high pitched, desperate squeal. The big guys restrained him with professional competence. One of them pulled a Bowie knife from a holster at his belt and pulled the smaller man’s head back. “I love this part,” he said. 
 
    I pressed the stop button on my control panel and sighed. I had gone through this scenario more than once already. I knew that if I continued, bright red blood would spurt from a severed carotid artery and agonized screams would come from the victim’s throat. He would thrash his legs, drum his heels against the ground, struggle and die. Points would then be added to my score. 
 
    I had a professional interest in games of all sorts but this one was a little too obvious for my tastes. Violence, like sex, always sells, but I have limited patience for gratuitous violence, violence that does nothing to advance a plot or to highlight a theme. 
 
    Such games will always have their fans. I know that, but I have no interest in catering to them. This game was popular, particularly among young men of the Commons, but it wasn’t popular among the Guilds. If you want to reach the top levels of the game, the real game, a certain amount of restraint is required. You have to know when to go in for the score but if you’re going to survive, and ultimately to prevail, then you had better be able to identify a losing hand because nobody wins them all. 
 
    It paid to keep up with the competition, though. 
 
      
 
    I was seven years old when I invented my first game. The game started with a circle which turned into a square which turned into a wheel which turned into a spinning cylinder which turned into a torus and so on. It was a simple game but my father was smart enough to register the copyright and then he took it to one of the bigger conglomerates who decided to finance it. That game made me a lot of money, which a few years later, I used to fund a small corporation which financed another game, and then another, and pretty soon, my small corporation had grown into a larger corporation. 
 
    I was good at games. Games have patterns, some meant to be obvious, some meant to be concealed, and I had a talent for spotting patterns. 
 
      
 
    Some of my games are story games. You have to have a good story. It’s surprising how often storytellers lose sight of this fact. You can tell a story in the simplest of ways and it will hold the attention of your audience. A caveman sitting around a fire could do it. A medieval schoolman in the town square. Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles, wise men with strong voices, writing their stories down on clay tablets or papyrus scrolls, if they even knew how to write. It’s easy to sell a good story and all the special effects and computer-generated crap isn’t worth shit if the story doesn’t cut it. 
 
    You start with a hero. There has to be someone for the audience to focus on, to identify with. If you don’t have a hero, then you need an anti-hero, someone for the audience to hate. If you have neither, then it better be a comedy, but you still need someone they can laugh with (or at). I’ve never lost sight of the need to have a good story. It’s made me rich. 
 
      
 
    My corporation, or what has become just one of the divisions of my corporation, continues to make games, but we do many other things, as well. All of my products are among the best in their field. I’ve found that it’s not too hard to make money if you’re better than your competition. 
 
    You have to keep it all in perspective, though. You can’t fool yourself. Fooling yourself is the quickest way to lose. I’ve done well. I’m a medium sized fish in a very deep ocean. My corporation is profitable and respected but it’s nowhere near the biggest corporation around. 
 
    But that’s alright. I have plenty of time. 
 
      
 
    Aphelion, capital of the nation state of Meridien, is one of the oldest cities in the world, and one of the largest, though Meridien comprises only the city itself plus a few square kilometers of the mainland and some fifteen small surrounding islands. Aphelion is also the richest city in the world, its location in the largest harbor in the Western Hemisphere having made it an ideal center for trade. 
 
    I walked down the street of the Central District of the city on a warm, pleasant evening. Tall buildings towered over me on each side, strategically placed to allow sunshine to reach the street. Shops and restaurants filled the ground levels and the sidewalks were wide and in good repair. Some kids played a game with a ball and a hoop in a small park and some others flew kites over a wide expanse of lawn. The crowd was polite, well dressed and orderly. 
 
    A spot in the middle of my back, right between the shoulder blades, tingled. It’s not that anything had happened, or even been unusual. It’s just that things seemed…off. Something about the sounds; something about the patterns…the way the pigeons flew, the way the air smelled…something. Perhaps it was the scent of anticipation. The feeling had been growing on me for a couple of days. Just a feeling, but my feelings had usually proven to be correct. 
 
    Somewhere off to the side, four of my men were strategically located in the middle of the crowd. Another sat at a table in an outdoor restaurant, eating cubes of meat off a wood fired grill. At least one more trailed behind me. All of them were competent. All were physically fit, tough, fast, well-dressed, well-armed and excellent with weapons of all sorts, a simple necessity for a rising member of the industrial class such as myself. 
 
    In front of me, a man turned around and punched a pedestrian behind him in the face. I knew he was about to do it. I could see the exact instant that he began to move. His victim’s nose crunched flat and the victim fell without a sound. Next to the first man, a second started swinging at a plump, middle-aged woman, who screamed just once before her scream was cut off by a punch to the abdomen and then she too fell to the pavement, clutching her gut. Her attacker smiled and leisurely kicked her in the ribs before both men turned toward me. 
 
    They recognized me. It was obvious. Both of them took a step forward. One of them reached into his jacket and pulled out a curved metal band with four holes in it. He slipped his fingers through the holes and clenched his fist, the metal band fitting snugly. Their smiles grew wider and they came toward me and the crowd scattered, screaming. 
 
    They were tall, both of them, young and strong. The clothes that they wore were casual, but clean. They didn’t look like thugs. They looked like regular guys who knew what they were doing, which they probably were, though they were also, without a doubt, thugs. 
 
    My guys also knew exactly what they were doing. Two of them stepped in front of me, weapons drawn. Before either of these two clowns had taken a step, they both had guns pressed to their heads. 
 
    Curtis, my squad leader, looked at me. “Not here,” I said. 
 
    Curtis nodded. “Come along, gentlemen. Make no sudden movements and you might live through this.” 
 
    One of them frowned, evidently thinking it over, then he gave a small shrug. The other, a bit quicker on the uptake, said, “Our Guild will ransom us.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” I said, “and they will pay compensation to your victims as well.” I smiled. “But first, we’ll have a little chat.” 
 
    The crowd, I noticed, kept its distance but watched us, a few with interest but most with indifference, now that the show was over. Guild business could often be violent but none of it was their concern. This was Meridien and they all knew better than to interfere. On the corner, a uniformed cop surveyed the crowd, looking for additional threats. He caught my eye, frowned, gave me a little nod then looked away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two nights later, a small, slim man of indeterminate age sat at a black, metal table under a red awning. He sipped from a cup of espresso then glanced at his interface. He frowned, shrugged and switched on a hologram, a gymnastics exhibition, which projected into the air over his table. A pad and a pen sat in front of him. He had touched neither. He had been waiting for nearly an hour. 
 
    The interface, I noted was a type that I was not familiar with, smaller than most, worn on a fob rather than around the wrist. 
 
    I had been watching as he arrived and I continued to watch as he sat and waited. During the next hour, I walked around the block three times. A face in a bookstore window scanned the street. A woman shopping in a small boulangerie dawdled, spending more time than she should have. Her eyes missed very little. Her walk was smooth, her balance perfect. I spotted two more. Their disinterest seemed palpable, their boredom complete. I smiled to myself. Though they rarely looked either at me or at the man waiting at the table, their attention remained focused, a little of it on him but most of it on me. 
 
    My men were also aware of them. If they tried to interfere, they would be dealt with. Or so I hoped. 
 
    It had rained earlier in the day but the clouds were thinning into mist as the evening light faded. If I was going to do this, it might as well be now. I drew a deep breath, walked over to the entrance, smiled at the hostess and sat down next to the slim man. I said nothing. He looked up at me, glanced again at his interface and frowned. “Mr. Oliver?” he said. 
 
    I nodded. “And who are you?” 
 
    His eyes searched my face, then he shrugged. “I could provide you with a made-up name, but why bother?” 
 
    “You wanted to see me.” 
 
    “Yes.” He seemed to hesitate. He looked down at the table then raised his eyes. “I have a message for you.” 
 
    I waited. His hands drifted toward the pen. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” I said. “You can’t see them, but my men are all around us. If you try to pick that up, they’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “Will they?” He smiled and glanced around. He seemed amused and not in the slightest bit concerned. “It’s just a pen.” 
 
    “Maybe it is just a pen, but maybe it’s a pen that contains poison, or a laser beam, or a bullet.” I said this for effect since I could see that he was telling me the truth. His heat signature was smooth, even and unruffled. 
 
    “It’s just a pen,” he said. “A very ordinary pen.” 
 
    “You have a message for me,” I prompted. 
 
    “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “You are to cease your activities in Sindara.” 
 
    I stared at him. He continued to smile. “That’s it?” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “It’s very simple; if you don’t do as I request, you will be eliminated.” 
 
    “Ah,” I leaned back in my seat. “Eliminated. You could have just said, killed.” 
 
    He frowned momentarily but then gave me a thin smile. “You may take the statement any way you please.” 
 
    “It’s just that ‘eliminated’ seems a little pretentious.” 
 
    “Are you trying to annoy me?” he asked. 
 
    I wasn’t trying very hard. I looked at him and entertained the notion of trying harder, then I took a deep breath. “So,” I said, “I’ll be eliminated, but presumably not right away.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sooner or later.” 
 
    He seemed very calm. That worried me a bit. “You’re a messenger,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “Correct.” 
 
    “And who is this message from?” 
 
    “I’m sure you will understand that I cannot tell you.” He gave me a faint, amused smile. “In point of fact, I don’t know.” 
 
    He was lying, which didn’t surprise me. 
 
    “I’ll take your request under advisement,” I said, and rose to my feet. 
 
    He nodded again and sipped his Espresso as I walked away. 
 
      
 
    The two thugs had told us very little. They were questioned as soon as we arrived at my headquarters. Neither objected when asked to roll up their sleeves and neither said a word when the psychotropic was injected into their veins. They let the drug take them without resistance. 
 
    Both had been contacted anonymously. A price had been agreed upon, the funds deposited into their accounts. The job had seemed simple enough: create some minor mayhem, assault me if they could and don’t resist if they couldn’t. They had not known each other prior to accepting the job but had been given descriptions, of myself and each other. Within an hour, we received enquiries from their Guild. The agreed upon restitution was paid and they were released. We even fed them. All very civilized. 
 
    The assault delivered a message, a number of messages, actually, which became clear a few days later after my meeting at the café. They were willing to commit violence to get what they wanted, that was obvious. They had injured civilians, and so they were willing to break the rules, but restitution had been paid, which meant that they were willing to pay the price for breaking those rules. Their Guild had fronted the money but I had no doubt that the two thugs would be required to reimburse the Guild, and in turn, their nebulous employer would presumably be reimbursing them. There was an additional message here that I’m not sure they intended to send: if they were willing to pay the price, then there were some rules they would not be willing to break, because the price for breaking those rules would be too high. 
 
    On the other hand, I thought, this last was an unproven inference. I drummed my fingers on the desk as I considered. It would be a mistake to assume too much. My real enemy was still unseen, his motivations unknown, and foot soldiers are expendable. 
 
    Of course, I could have simply disposed of the two thugs. I actually did consider it; dump the bodies at sea or in a landfill and deny any knowledge of their existence. That too would have sent a message, but I wasn’t quite ready to send that particular message. The stakes weren’t high enough, not yet, anyway. 
 
    A day later, I received the request for a rendezvous at a small café. All very dramatic, but it told me nothing. Many of us found it necessary to hire security and anybody could make threats. A lot of people had money and almost all of them wanted more of it, including myself. Most of us earned it. Some preferred to steal it. Either was acceptable to the powers that be so long as the associated mayhem was kept within tolerable limits. 
 
    So: message delivered, message received. Nothing to do now but wait and see… and play the game. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    My parents loved me but they didn’t understand me. Before you roll your eyes, please realize that I do know this to be a cliché. It took me many years to figure out that almost everybody feels that their parents, and their teachers and their siblings and certainly the overwhelming majority of the opposite sex, don’t understand them. Why should they, when most of us don’t understand ourselves? I was different, or so I thought. I was smarter than most of my classmates, for one thing. I was smaller than most, too, until I hit a growth spurt at sixteen or so and shot up eight centimeters in less than a year, but even before then I was fast and wiry and stronger than I looked, much stronger, actually. 
 
    The real irony in all of this is that I really was different, but not in the ways that I assumed at the time. Most children feel awkward, feel like they don’t fit in, and most are too self-centered to realize that it’s the same for all of them, even the social butterflies, the beautiful and the athletic, the ones who seem to float far above the rest in their own little perfect world. 
 
    All of them doubt themselves. All of them feel like they don’t deserve the good life that their parents’ money and position has bought them. All of them feel like they don’t belong. 
 
    Except for the narcissists and the sociopaths, of course. More on them later. 
 
      
 
    First, it must be understood that one can opt out of the game at any time, and sooner or later, most do. Also, before I go any further, I think it’s important to emphasize that I’m not using the word “game” in the play-something-because-it’s-fun-and-amusing sense, the sort of thing that my corporation manufactures and sells. No, I’m speaking about the more serious game, here. The game of life. And I realize that not everybody looks at life like a game but I do, and what is more important, so does my competition, and so do the Guilds. There are two ways to keep score in the game of life: money and status. The two most often go together, but not always. If you want to be successful, really successful, you have to be a player and as I’ve already said, I’m good at games 
 
    We all know that time marches on and everyone gets older. We hit a plateau and then, no matter how hard we try to resist, our abilities begin to fade. It happens to the best. Your reflexes are not as fast as they used to be. Your stomach is not as flat. Your hairline begins to recede. Maybe you’ve picked up a wife and some kids along the way. And maybe you just don’t care anymore. Maybe you no longer feel like pushing for that next level, that next rung up the ladder, so you put away your guns and call it a day, maybe with some regret, maybe with a sigh of relief. No shame in any of that. 
 
    I knew all of this, in an abstract sort of way. I was far away from the time when quitting the game would be an option for me. I was still young, but I knew myself well enough to know that I wouldn’t do it. Some of us just can’t bring ourselves to quit. Some of us would rather go out with our boots on. It’s just the way we are. 
 
    Sindara was a small mountainous island with white sand beaches, bright sun, cool tropical breezes and no native population. I had formed a consortium of like-minded investors and for a nominal sum had purchased development rights plus a long term, renewable lease to the Southern, more fertile half of the island from the family that had owned it, and ignored its potential, for over a century. I would have preferred to purchase the entire island outright but the family, despite having allowed it to lie fallow, refused to sell. No matter; I had what I needed. Construction had yet to begin but plans were complete for the first luxury resort, the first upscale beachside apartments and the largest casino in the Western hemisphere. I had put a lot of money into Sindara. 
 
    I sipped a brandy as I considered my options. 
 
    Quitting wasn’t one of them. 
 
      
 
    I could always see in the dark, though it took me a number of years to realize that most people could not, and I could always see the energy pulse that surrounds electrical devices, power lines and all living things. I assumed that everybody could. I never thought much about it, not until the day after my eighth birthday. They held a little party for me in class. My mother brought in a cake and everybody had a great time—except for Jack. Jack was the biggest kid in the class and he thought that the world revolved around him. His parents were old Guild, Guild for many generations. 
 
    I could see the resentment on his face. He ate his cake with an angry red glow pulsing with every heart beat. Jack was not the star of this little presentation and Jack just had to be the star. This did worry me. I had never before been the victim of Jack’s bullying but some of my friends had. He would stop them after school and take their candy and once, when one of them protested, Jack had grabbed him, kicked him in the belly and walked away. As was usual at the age of eight, my friend was too embarrassed to say anything. 
 
    This time, Jack decided to pick on me. 
 
    I walked home from school and Jack followed me, not too close at first. He didn’t want the other children to see what he was about to do but soon, we passed a small patch of woods and nobody else was around. He was close behind me by now. I knew what was coming, and I was afraid. 
 
    “Hey, cretin,” he said. I doubt that he knew what the word ‘cretin’ meant. He just knew that it was demeaning and he liked the way it sounded. 
 
    I turned around, trying to look unconcerned. “What do you want?” I said. 
 
    He gave me a thin, tight lipped smile, stepped in and aimed a kick at my belly, evidently his favorite way of dealing with kids that he didn’t like. I could feel my heart pound and the kick seemed…slow. I slid to the side. Jack’s foot came down and he stumbled. He looked stunned but no more so than I. Suddenly, anger flared red around him. He gave a sort of grunting roar and charged me. This time, I was too startled to move and he wrapped his arms around my neck and I felt my own anger pouring out of me. I grabbed his hands. There was a sudden surge, a sort of snapping sensation. I felt heat coming from my fingertips and then Jack screamed and fell to the ground. He twitched all over. His breath came in short, hitching gasps. I stared at him, then turned and ran home and slammed the door behind me. 
 
    I could hardly sleep that night. I was afraid that I had killed him but Jack showed up for class the next morning, just as usual, and after that he very carefully ignored me. So far as I know, he never spoke of this incident, and though I briefly considered telling my parents or my teachers what had happened, neither did I, not for a very long time. I was shaken up, though. I was afraid, not of Jack, not anymore. I was afraid of myself, afraid of what I might do. I needed to understand what was happening to me. 
 
    Luckily, I knew where to find the answers. 
 
      
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    Curtis shrugged. “After you left, he finished his espresso and exited the cafe about ten minutes later. His people left with him, or at least the ones we could identify. He entered the Trellis Minor building and so far as we can determine, he never came out.” 
 
    “That seems unlikely,” I said. 
 
    “Of course. He was almost certainly disguised. He would have changed his appearance and vanished.” 
 
    “Possibilities?” 
 
    Curtis was tall, well-built and good looking, with clear, blue eyes and close cut, sandy hair. He almost always had a gentle smile on his face, the sort of smile that invited other people to smile back, but I had once seen him crush an opponent’s skull with that same calm expression. “At least twenty. Within limits, he could have altered his face, his size, his skin color and his clothing. We’ve had better luck with his people. We identified six covering the site of the meet. All of them were followed. They all went into large office towers and none of them were seen to come out, but seventeen people who matched their height, weight and general description emerged within six hours, and another five within twelve. All of them were followed, as well. Of these twenty-two people, three have been positively identified as working for Sebastian Securities.” 
 
    “It’s possible that the three you think you’ve identified may have had nothing to do with the original six.” 
 
    Curtis shrugged. “While we were surveying the scene of your rendezvous, we managed to plant microscopic tracers on two of the six. The tracers were found in garbage dumps, along with their discarded clothing. We’ve retrieved DNA signatures for both. One is unlisted. The other has a juvenile record. His name is Gerard Harrington. He now works for Sebastian Securities. He’s one of the three.” 
 
    I considered this in silence for a few seconds. “And how many tracers did they manage to plant on us?” 
 
    “Two,” Curtis said. He grinned. “That we’ve found. They’ve been re-implanted in stray dogs on the other side of the city.” 
 
    “Excellent work,” I said. “Send me the data.” 
 
    “It’s already been sent to your interface.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Curtis nodded but he looked mildly worried. That was alright with me. Curtis was paid to worry. He was also paid to do what he was told. 
 
      
 
    Gerard Harrington was twenty-seven. He had been arrested for minor assault and again for shop lifting at the age of fifteen. His academic record was solid but unspectacular. A salaryman. Sebastian had dozens like him, guys good enough to do a job but not good enough to get beyond the basic levels of the game. He lived alone. 
 
    Sebastian Securities occupied the Seventh Floor of the Salem Tower. The woman seated behind the reception desk was blonde, beautiful and well dressed. She gave me a dazzling smile as I walked up. “A pleasure to see you again, sir. Can I help you?” 
 
    “Yes. I have an appointment with Leon Sebastian.” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course.” She pressed a button on her desk and said, “Mr. Oliver to see you, sir.” 
 
    “Send him right in.” 
 
    She looked down at a log book on her desk, made a notation and pressed another button. A panel in the wall slid open. “You remember where it is, sir?” 
 
    “Thanks. I do.” 
 
    Down the hallway to left. Leon Sebastian had the big office at the end of the corridor. I knocked, didn’t wait for a response and entered. 
 
    Leon looked good in a suit. He didn’t fidget or squirm. He was lean and tanned, with a square jaw and a small scar on his left cheek. He was happily married and had three kids that he doted on. He stood when I walked into his office and smiled. We shook hands. “How are you, Doug?” 
 
    “Not bad, when people aren’t threatening to kill me.” 
 
    He looked momentarily surprised. “Who is threatening to kill you?” 
 
    “Apparently, you.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You are the annoying sort but I think I would have remembered.” He sat back in his seat and rubbed absently at his chin. 
 
    He listened to my story without comment and then said, “Huh.” Then he frowned and pressed a button on the intercom. “Please ask Gerard Harrington to come to my office.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” 
 
    “So,” I said, “how’s the wife and kids?” 
 
    “Good. Jolene was asking about you just the other day. How long has it been since you came to dinner?” 
 
    “A couple of months. We should go out.” 
 
    Leon was a member of Gentian, one of the oldest Guilds, though not one of the largest. The administration of Gentian had always been conservative and they preferred to grow slowly and with little risk. Leon and I had gone to collegium together. His family was rich. So was mine, though not as rich as his. We had similar interests, mostly the usual—sports and games and the opposite sex. Leon had always been a pleasant, easygoing sort, which might have seemed strange considering the family business, but Leon never let personal issues interfere with his livelihood. Back then, he could usually be found sacked out on a couch but he managed to study hard enough to get solid grades. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Jolene. Will you bring Laura?” 
 
    I frowned. “Laura and I are no longer together.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear it,” Leon said. “We liked her.” 
 
    I shrugged. “She was getting pushy.” An understatement; Laura Jones had seemed like a nice, normal, pretty girl with a level head on her shoulders. A middle-school teacher, non-Guild, she began angling for a commitment within weeks of our first date. She must have sensed my growing discomfort with the relationship because suddenly my attorney received a letter from her attorney seeking a financial settlement for unspecified abuses. I wasted no time in obtaining an order of protection and I had been careful to avoid her ever since. 
 
    Just then, a knock came from the door. “Come in,” Leon said. 
 
    A large young man entered. Gerard Harrington. He gave me a blank look then focused on Leon. “You asked for me, sir?” 
 
    “Yes.” Leon glanced at me. “It appears that a few days ago you were involved in an operation regarding Mr. Oliver, here. Tell me about it.” 
 
    Harrington’s eyes flicked toward me, then back to Leon. “Not much to tell. We were paid to provide surveillance and security for a meeting between Mr. Oliver and a client.” 
 
    “Do you know the client?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did the contract specify confidentiality?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Harrington said, “since we weren’t told to keep our mouths shut.” 
 
    Leon shook his head and glanced at me. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Exactly what were your orders?” I asked. 
 
    “It was a simple bodyguard job. Protect the client.” 
 
    “And who were you supposed to be protecting this client from?” 
 
    Harrington barely smiled, “Well, you sir.” 
 
    “Me, personally, or the people in my employ?” 
 
    “We were shown pictures of seven men in your organization. We were told that you had more, but the client was supposedly unaware of their identities. We didn’t see any of the seven in the vicinity of the meet.” 
 
    I leaned back. Leon looked at me. I shrugged. 
 
    “Thank you,” Leon said. “That will be all.” 
 
    Harrington turned and left. Leon waited until the door was closed. “The specifics of the operation might not be confidential but the clients will be. I’ll take a look at the contract but I can’t tell you who signed it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sebastian Securities was a trustworthy firm. Their business would go under very quickly if they weren’t. “I understand.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” Leon grinned. “Will I see you at the Guild Hall?” 
 
    “I’ll be there at the end of the week, Friday night.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I had been given my first interface, as was customary, on my seventh birthday. My father presented it to me after dinner. It had a leather strap and a round face with numbers blinking on and off and could project a holographic field into thin air. I strapped it on while my parents watched, beaming with pride and my brother Jimmy fidgeted in his seat, bored. I rotated my wrist, admiring it from every angle, very proud of myself. I was a big boy, now. 
 
    We were all taught that the First Empire had founded a colony on Illyria, one colony world out of hundreds, and that our ancestors were put here, on this world, in order to concentrate genetic traits that the Empire considered desirable. The question of whether our ancestors had volunteered to participate in this grand experiment was rarely addressed. 
 
    The Empire had enemies and they needed soldiers. Our ancestors were faster, stronger, bigger than unmodified humans. They could survive in harsh environments. They were bred to win battles. We were taught this in school. It wasn’t a secret. 
 
    I asked my interface for a listing of genetic modifications common among the original population of Illyria. The results made me feel a little better about myself. I wasn’t quite the freak that I had assumed. Most animals are stronger, pound for pound, than human beings, and many have reflexes that an unmodified human cannot match. The genes for increased size and strength and speed were universal among the original colonists. 
 
    Sharks and birds and many other animals can sense magnetic fields. Electric eels could store electricity and use it to hunt their prey and to defend themselves. Supposedly, an electric eel could knock a grown man unconscious, and so, apparently, could I. Bees can see into the ultraviolet. Snakes can detect infrared. It’s how they locate their prey at night, by the heat that they emit. 
 
    I sat back and I pondered as I read all this. An enhanced sense of smell is closely related to an enhanced sense of taste. My brother Jimmy, I knew, possessed both. So, did I. 
 
    Still, most people did not. A few more minutes looking through cyberspace answered the question. Genetic traits that confer an advantage tend to be selected for. Traits that confer no advantage can linger in a population but will tend to slowly vanish over time. Human beings have brains. We invented maps and compasses and the interface and GPS. We didn’t need to navigate by the planet’s electrical field. Being able to see in the dark might be a necessary adaptation for a snake but not for a human being. Three percent of the population could see in the infra-red. Two percent possessed magnetite in specialized cells that allowed them to detect the planet’s magnetic field. I knew that my father had this ability. He never had to consult his interface to know where he was going, and my mother could see in the dark, just like me. 
 
    It all made sense and I breathed a sigh of relief. Still, I knew enough to be cautious, to keep my more unusual abilities to myself. Maybe I wasn’t completely a freak but children are not known for being tolerant and my classmates might not agree with that assessment. 
 
    Luckily for Jack, and probably for myself as well, the retractable claws under my fingernails, and the poison glands that they connect to, had not yet grown in. One more gift of puberty. 
 
    I could do things that most of my classmates could not but we were all stronger and faster and larger than the off-worlders who occasionally came to visit or to trade. I wondered what they thought of us. Did our superior physical attributes impress them, even a little? Probably not, I decided. Illyria, after all, was a provincial backwater and they were citizens of the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind, in all of its ascendant glory. 
 
      
 
    There used to be a nation on Earth called Switzerland (it may still be there, I’m not certain), that required all its citizens to own a rifle and to be proficient in its use. Switzerland maintained strict neutrality in regard to its neighbors’ disputes and its territory was protected by almost impenetrable mountains. Nevertheless, Switzerland believed in forestalling aggression by being always ready and able to repel it. Any citizen of any nation on Illyria would have understood Switzerland’s point of view. 
 
    Two days after my seventeenth birthday, I reported for my mandatory year of service in the Meridien Guard. Most of us resented it but all of us accepted it. It was the way things had always been done. I found, however, that I actually enjoyed the Guard. 
 
    My platoon consisted of two squads of ten men and women each, all physically fit. The training consisted mostly of drill and learning how to work as a unit. For the first time in my life, I let at least some of my physical abilities show. The largest recruit in my squad was named Mark Jefferson. He knew how to use his size but he didn’t have much skill. 
 
    The first time we got into the ring together, he gave me a benign smile and said, “I feel sorry for you little guys.” We waited for the Sergeant’s signal and then he charged, obviously expecting to sweep me out of the circle. Except that by the time he reached me, I was no longer there. A snap kick to the back of his knee and a spinning kick above the waist and he went flying. 
 
    “Bout,” the Sergeant called. 
 
    Jefferson gave me a wounded look and we both resumed our place in line. Jefferson wasn’t a bad sort, once he got it through his thick head that he wasn’t as good as he thought he was. 
 
    Two months into my tour, I received a visit from a Colonel and his aide, a pretty redheaded Captain. “Mr. Oliver,” the Colonel said. I had been ordered to report to the administration building and we were sitting in a plain office with one small window, a flimsy table and plastic chairs. “Please sit down.” 
 
    “So.” He smiled, opened a briefcase, took out some papers and spread them out on the table. “These are your aptitude scores. They’re very impressive.” 
 
    “Uh, thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Your intelligence is well above normal. Your physical capabilities are at the high end of the range and to top it off, you don’t look it. Your size and general build are average. There’s nothing obvious about you that would stand out in a crowd.” He gave me a wolfish smile. “Have you thought of trying out for the Secret Service? You would make an excellent spy.” 
 
    I hadn’t, actually. This was an entirely new idea and as I looked at the Colonel’s smiling face, I briefly toyed with it, but only briefly. I already had an offer for Guild sponsorship. As I said, I liked the guard. It was a simple life; be where they tell you and do as you’re told, but in the end, I preferred to work for myself. And besides, despite the Colonel’s attempts to make it sound interesting and even romantic, spying is lonely, tedious work. I knew this, even then. A spy, a real spy, is likely to be an introverted little man with a low-level job for a cover who sits in one place for years, sending information back to his employers. Spies are rarely the men of action depicted in popular fiction. So, I thanked the Colonel and his aide, who had said nothing during our conversation. I told him that I would consider his offer but I knew, and he probably did as well, that I was only being polite. 
 
    I wanted to play the game. 
 
      
 
    The lobby was small but tasteful, with polished granite floors and crown molding along the ceiling. A leather couch, three small chairs and a low wooden table sat in an alcove by the front window. A reception desk hugged the wall against one side and an attractive brunette stood behind it. “May I take your coat, sir?” 
 
    I handed it over and received a receipt, then nodded to my guards, who wandered into the anteroom where they could sit down, get something to eat and relax. The room was full. I particularly noticed a very tall blonde woman who seemed to be with an even taller man. They held themselves stiffly, rarely smiled and stared as if cataloguing threats at everyone who walked past. I figured them for first timers. 
 
    Guild rules required security to wait outside. Within the Guild Hall itself, unsanctioned violence was met with one of only two punishments: expulsion or death. The Guild Hall was neutral territory, where members of every Guild could meet and socialize and have a friendly drink without fear of assault. 
 
    I went through the open door at the end of the atrium into one enormous room. A bar stood along the wall, with tables scattered around it. A tournament cage on a raised platform was placed in the middle. On the other side of the room sat fifteen gaming tables, about half of them occupied. 
 
    I wandered over to the bar, ordered a glass of red wine and saw Leon Sebastian sitting at a table with three women and two other men. Leon waved at me. I walked over and took a seat. Leon’s wife, Jolene, smiled. “Douglas, this is Jen Mallett, Rachel Jones, Mitchell Everett and Ted Seymour.” All four nodded at me, most of their attention on the first bout. Jen Mallett, in particular, was watching the fight with focused intensity. 
 
    A swift was fighting a strong, a fairly typical match. For almost a minute, they circled each other, the swift bobbing and throwing punches, most of them landing on his opponent’s arms, doing little damage. The strong patiently kept his guard up and his chance finally came. The swift grew a little too confident and stepped in close, trying to put some more muscle into his strikes. The strong got a hand on him, pulled him in, lifted him over his head and slammed him to the ground. 
 
    Match over. 
 
    “Idiot,” I muttered. 
 
    Jen nodded. Leon shook his head, disgusted, and spread his hands. “I had three credits on the swift. He was supposed to be good.” 
 
    “Win some, lose some,” I said. “What comes next?” 
 
    “Two swifts,” Everett said. 
 
    This bout was more interesting. Both fighters were skilled and neither one held back. They pounded on each other, throwing combinations of blindingly fast punches and kicks, ducking and weaving. By the end of the seventh round, one of them had an eye almost swollen shut, and blood dripped from his opponent’s nose. In the eighth round, the fighter with the swollen eye took a good uppercut to the chin and went down, but he managed to get to his feet before the count could be completed. The bell rang a few seconds later. He seemed a little more tentative after that but didn’t get tagged again. They kept it up for two more rounds and the contestant with the bloody nose was awarded the bout by decision. 
 
    “Not the best way to win it,” Everett said. 
 
    Leon sipped his drink. “I disagree. A knockout would have entertained the crowd but the record book will say he won. That’s all that counts.” 
 
    Throughout the bout, Rachel Jones had hung on Ted Seymour’s arm and while not exactly ignoring the rest of us, they had talked mostly to each other. Jen Mallett seemed unattached. She sipped a fizzy cocktail, leaned over the table and said to me, “Do you fight?” 
 
    “Hah.” Leon said. 
 
    Jen looked quizzical. “Not anymore,” I said. 
 
    “Douglas was good,” Leon said. “He could have gone far.” 
 
    “Are you a swift or a strong?” 
 
    “A little of both,” I said. “I’m a hybrid.” 
 
    “That’s rare,” Jen said. 
 
    Compared to what? All of us were faster and stronger than our unmodified ancestors, but most seemed to favor one quality over another. I shrugged. “I wasn’t as fast as the swifts and I’m not as strong as the strongs,” I said…not exactly true, but it seemed prudent to say so. “There are better ways to seek fame and glory.” 
 
    Jen nodded and gave a tiny shrug, as if not quite convinced. “How about you?” I asked. 
 
    “I used to,” she said. 
 
    “Do you miss it?” I asked. 
 
    Her expression was wistful. I thought maybe she did. She looked at me and barely frowned. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Why did you quit?” 
 
    “I guess I lost my taste for it.” Her eyes drifted down to her drink, unconsciously swirling the ice, not really seeing it. “Oh, well.” She shrugged then grinned at me. “I hear you’re rich.” 
 
    I glanced at Leon. “Moderately,” I said. 
 
    “So am I,” she said, smiling. “Money doesn’t impress me.” 
 
    I looked at her more carefully. She was attractive: honey blond hair, tall, curvy and toned. “What do you do?” I asked. 
 
    “I own Green Mountain Sports.” She said it without ego but with evident satisfaction, as well she should. Green Mountain Sports made athletic gear, expensive but high quality and worth the price. 
 
    “I have one of your parkas and a set of running shoes. Excellent stuff. How long have you been a member?” I asked. 
 
    “About two years. I’ve only recently relocated to Meridien. The Guild financed my initial expansion.” 
 
    The Guilds financed all of us. One third ownership was standard, going down to ten percent plus a seat on the Board after full repayment of the loan. I had almost finished paying mine, a year ahead of schedule. 
 
    “Which Guild?” I asked. 
 
    “Argent.” She said it with pride, a pride that she deserved. Argent was my Guild as well, the largest, the richest and one of the oldest. 
 
    “A good choice,” I said, and she smiled. I liked her smile. It lit up her face. 
 
    Jolene got up to get another drink. Jen Mallett went with her and when they returned, I somehow found myself sitting next to her. 
 
    “Did Jolene intend to fix us up?” I asked. 
 
    She gave Jolene a speculative look. “I don’t know,” she said. “Probably.” 
 
    I would have to thank Jolene. “Would you like to have dinner with me, perhaps next Friday?” 
 
    She frowned minutely, then gave a tentative smile. “Sure,” she said. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “I’ll pick you up.” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer Mallett had one older sister and one younger brother. Her parents were both academics. She had grown up in a college town in the nation state of Octavia, a mountainous place in the middle of the continent noted for nothing in particular except the production of mutton and fine wool. Octavia, like most nations, includes self-defense as part of the school curriculum. Jennifer was athletic and her academic record was stellar. She had reached the national finals in freestyle martial arts, winning the bronze in unarmed and a silver in edged weapons but then quit for unspecified reasons. She had attended Parker Academy, a small, exclusive collegium on the East Coast, with a Junior year abroad. She had been engaged but her fiancé had died in the ring, slipping on some spilled blood and breaking his neck. She had no genetic modifications beyond the standard, none that were listed, at least. After receiving an invitation for Guild sponsorship, she had moved to Aphelion less than a year ago. There was no reason to think that she was anything other than she appeared. 
 
    The two security guards who had caught my eye at the club were named Daryl and Claudia Hanover, a married couple who had been in Jennifer’s employ since shortly after her arrival in the city. They had worked for Sebastian Securities prior to taking service with Jennifer and had excellent references. 
 
    I looked forward to seeing her again. 
 
    The week passed uneventfully. I worked out with my instructor on Thursday, called it a draw in a simulated bout, took a long soak afterward and went to bed at my normal time. A persistent, annoying buzz woke me only a couple of hours later. I groaned, ordered, “Lights at twenty percent,” and opened my eyes. The lights came on. The clock on the night table read four in the morning. “Oh, shit,” I muttered and reached for the phone. It was a private, secure phone. My staff were the only ones who had the number. 
 
    “This better be good,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not good at all,” Curtis said. “Are you awake?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Our warehouse at the wharf has been bombed.” 
 
    I stared at the phone. I had only recently purchased the place. There wasn’t a lot in it yet, mainly a shipment of expensive hardwood from a small island in the Northern Sea. “Anybody hurt?” I asked. 
 
    “No. The night staff was marched off under gunpoint, restrained and left in a park across the street.” 
 
    “What do the cameras show?” 
 
    “We haven’t accessed them yet. I called you as soon as I got the word.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Let me send a car.” 
 
    “Fine. Have them buzz me when they arrive.” 
 
    Curtis was worried. A few minutes later, I was on my way in an armored limousine, with one gunman sitting across from me in the back and another up front next to the driver. Two more cars flanked us as we drove across the city. It was an hour before dawn and drizzling. The streets were almost empty, which reflected my mood. I wasn’t surprised, of course. I had been warned. Whoever was behind this had to try something or give up the game before it started, and now they had. 
 
    As we rounded the corner, I could see that the building, at least, appeared intact. Squat and massive, set in a long row of similar buildings, it loomed over the street, constructed of brick and concrete, with high, thin windows and a domed roof. Inside, a corridor led into a small lobby, then on into one large room, with metal shelving rising along three walls, a main office suspended on metal scaffolding beneath the ceiling and three small offices plus a lounge area next to the door against the front wall. Back doors large enough for trucks to enter opened onto a wharf leading down to the harbor. 
 
    Two fire trucks guarded the entrance. Three cop cars blocked each side of the street. I could smell gasoline and wood smoke but the scent was already fading as we drove up to the barricades. We pulled to a stop and a cop walked over. “This street is closed, sir,” he said. 
 
    “I’m Douglas Oliver. I own the building.” 
 
    He puffed up his cheeks, thinking it over. “Come on through,” he said. 
 
    As we rolled to a stop, Curtis walked up to me. “What’s the damage?” I asked. 
 
    “The building is intact. The shipment is a total loss.” 
 
    Inside, the wood was a charred pile, still smoldering. The blowers were set at high but the smell of kerosene and smoke was still rank. 
 
    We headed for the stairs leading to the office. One of the cops started to walk up with us. Curtis shook his head at him. “Guild business,” he said. The cop looked annoyed but kept his thoughts to himself. He gave a little shrug and stood at the bottom. 
 
    My men had removed the disks from the security cams but were waiting for me to arrive before looking at them. A tech named Jason sat before the monitor. As we came in, Curtis nodded at him. “Let’s see it.” Jason pushed a button. 
 
    On the screens, five hooded figures calmly walked into the corridor leading from the front entrance to the main room, their bodies entirely covered with identical, loose black robes and identical black boots. We couldn’t see their hair or the color of their skin. We couldn’t tell whether they were men or women. 
 
    “Let’s see the guns,” I said. The view panned in and stopped. 
 
    “Sea Eagles,” Curtis said. “Seven-millimeter rounds.” 
 
    I grunted. Standard military grade assault weapons, high quality but commonly available. 
 
    I nodded at Jason. The video resumed. Two of them opened small metal cans, poured a greenish liquid onto the pallets of wood, lit torches and threw them onto the pile. The wood went up in flames. The other three stood watch, guns held across their chests. After a minute or so, they all trooped out. None of them said a word. 
 
    The outside cameras showed eleven figures fanning out across the street and entering the building. They must have parked their vehicles out of camera range. The disk from the lobby showed three groups of two men each getting the drop on our security guards. They handcuffed them, put tape across their mouths and marched them out. The original five exited a few minutes later. None of them looked at the cameras, though they must have known they were being filmed. None of them seemed in a hurry. A nice, clean, professional hit. 
 
    “We could have done this,” I mused. “Our guys are good enough.” 
 
    Curtis looked at me. “Sure.” 
 
    “And if we could have done it, there are probably a hundred others as good or better.” 
 
    Curtis grunted. He looked glum. “Maybe as good.” 
 
    “I’m going down there,” I said. “Take the men outside. Look for clues.” 
 
    “Of course, clues. They’re everywhere.” 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, I got down on my hands and knees. My men had exited the building and taken along the city cop. The concrete floor had been polished clean only a couple of weeks prior to the arrival of the lumber. There were no discernible footprints, but dust and random particles linger everywhere. 
 
    I sniffed and the mingled scents swirled across the specialized neurons in the roof of my mouth and nose. Wood, of course, cold steel and gun oil. I circled the room, working carefully inward. Gasoline, smoke, the scent of five humans, four male, one female. I had never encountered any of them before but I knew that I would recognize them again. Loam and earth and growing things, hibiscus, coconut palms, agave, caladium, pitcher plants, begonia, orchid, numerous others. All five had showered recently. I could identify the soap and the shampoo, all common brands. One of them had eaten fish for dinner, a species not usually available in local markets. Another had eaten steak. A third had dined on game birds, with a sauce flavored with blackberry, fresh herbs and ginger. Two others had eaten lamb followed by a chocolate dessert. 
 
    I rose to my feet, my hands in my pockets, and breathed deeply. I walked out of the room, down the short corridor and outside the building. Across the street and into the park, I could pick up the scents of six more, four men, two women, rapidly fading but still detectable. This is where they had confined the three guards. The guards’ fear left a sharp, rank odor. My men trailed behind. I was pleased to note that they watched the street and the buildings and the few curious pedestrians, not me. They were evaluating threats, doing their jobs. 
 
    Around the corner, four cars had waited, and here the trail ended. I got down on one knee and peered at the pavement. The road had not been cleaned in days. Tire treads were mixed and jumbled together. Impossible to say which ones belonged to which cars. 
 
    So…what did I know? “Let’s go back to the office,” I said. 
 
    Curtis looked at me. “Anything?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. I looked around at my men. They were pretending to ignore us but their curiosity was evident. “We’ll talk at the office.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t a total loss,” Curtis said. “The shipment was insured.” 
 
    This consoled me only a little. “The cost of the lumber is insured. Our profit isn’t, and customers are not going to be eager to buy from an organization that can’t guarantee delivery.” 
 
    “So, who is doing this? We could fight back if we knew.” 
 
    “Who do you think?” 
 
    “DeLaney hates you. So does Reid. Cordillo competes with the games division. Samson would like to add to his real estate holdings.” Curtis shrugged. “There are plenty of others.” 
 
    “And what do our inside men have to say? I pay them enough. They should have something to contribute.” 
 
    “They say your competitors are happy that you’ve been targeted instead of them. Some are worried about blowback. Some think you deserve it. None of our people have seen any evidence of involvement.” 
 
    I made a rude noise. “Not much help.” 
 
    Curtis narrowed his eyes. “You don’t look as annoyed as you sound. What did you find in the warehouse?” 
 
    I grinned back at him. “I have a date for tomorrow evening.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “We’re going to try something different today.” 
 
    I tried not to groan. Master Chen was the sensei of the Shongshan Academy and had been my personal instructor for two years, since I turned twenty-three. His eyes shone with an evil light as he smiled at me. “It’s natural to rely on those things that give you an advantage; in your case, speed and strength. Most men who have speed and strength never do develop skill and technique because they don’t need them.” Master Chen was tall, slim and blond. The name “Chen” was a title, not a name, and was always held by the senior instructor of the Shongshan Academy. “This is sufficient until they come up against somebody who is as fast and strong as they are and does have technique. I’m not here to help you develop the abilities that you already have. Those things have become a crutch. My task is to teach you skill and technique.” 
 
    That did not seem entirely fair. “We’ve been working together for two years. Have I disappointed you, so far?” I asked. 
 
    “No. You have been a most diligent student but your recent progress has been much slower than it was in the beginning of our association.” He shrugged. “The fault is not yours. I’ve reached the limit of what I’m able to teach by myself, and so I’ve enlisted a helper.” He smiled. Something about that smile made a little shudder run up my spine. “You will learn faster if you actually need the abilities that I am trying to teach you. So…” 
 
    He pressed a button. The door opened and a figure entered. It was shaped like a man. I stared at it. A little taller than me, thin, made of what appeared to be black rubber, its head was smooth, a matte black globe without eyes, nose or mouth. It walked up to me and bowed. 
 
    “A combat robot,” Master Chen said. “It’s a relic of the First Empire. There are very few of them left. This one is my school’s most prized possession.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “It can be programmed to any skill level and has twenty different settings for both speed and strength. I have far more skill than you but at this point in your training, you are able to beat me perhaps one time out of every three, simply because of your superior physical attributes. It is time to offer you a more serious challenge.” 
 
    I could have beaten him at least one more time than that, if I had wanted to shock him into submission but if I did, he would only wear an insulated suit the next time. Better to keep some things to myself. “Very well,” I said, and sighed. “Let’s begin.” 
 
      
 
    I received my first challenge when I was twenty-four. 
 
    I was still very young but I was already running my own corporation. The business was going well, mostly the games division at that time, but I was already beginning to break out into residential construction and was making serious plans to import exotic building materials from the Northern continent and the Southern Islands. Oliver Enterprises was small but rapidly growing, well run and profitable. 
 
    I clearly remember receiving the letter. It was on vellum and sealed with wax, very official, very important looking. I held it in my hand for a long time before opening it, just staring at it. I suspected I knew what this letter might be and my heart beat faster as I took it out of the envelope and spread it out on my desk. I was right. It read: 
 
      
 
    Clarion Enterprises makes an offer of merger to Oliver Enterprises. We are prepared to exchange 1.2 shares of Clarion stock for each share of Oliver Enterprises. Please advise as soon as possible if this offer is acceptable. 
 
      
 
    Details of the proposed re-organization followed. Basically, Oliver would wind up a wholly owned subsidiary of Clarion Enterprises. My own role was not spelled out but the implication was clear. I had none. The letter was signed Graham Reid, President, Chief Executive Officer and principal shareholder of Clarion Enterprises. I breathed out a long sigh and sat back to think. I knew Graham Reid. A member of Aureus, a medium sized but respected Guild. Reid was even younger than me, a supposed wunderkind in the business world. On the face of it, the offer was fair. At current prices, it represented a twelve percent premium on my corporation’s value. 
 
    The offer, however, was not acceptable. It was not acceptable at all—not to me. I knew what would happen when I refused it. The rules are clear. My suppliers would be threatened, my customers bought off, my employees lured away with offers too good to be true, my stockholders offered obscene amounts to sell. Ultimately, if Graham Reid wanted to make a statement—and would-be tycoons determined to bull their way up through the ranks always want to make a statement—he would resort to actual violence against my holdings, my people and myself. 
 
    All of this was entirely acceptable under Guild law, the only proviso being that the interests of the Guild itself must be respected and that no civilians be damaged (or if damaged, compensation must be paid) while we played our game. Also, of course, the members of one’s own Guild—our own chosen band of brothers and sisters, joined together by custom, law and blood—are immune to challenge. 
 
    Graham Reid wanted to make a statement? Fine. I felt myself smiling. I could make a statement, as well. 
 
    Clarion was primarily a shipping corporation, importing heavy vehicles and raw materials from overseas. Two days later, Clarion’s largest ship was boarded during transit. The crew was herded into the main cargo hold while persons unknown smashed the ship’s main navigation systems. Repairs took two days, not quite enough to incur a penalty for late delivery. The message was clear. 
 
    One day later, Clarion’s corporate headquarters received letters canceling three of their largest orders. 
 
    Sometimes, I reflected, taking a firm stand in the beginning will prevent misunderstandings in the future. 
 
    Then I waited, as the rules require. I was giving Graham Reid a chance to see reason, which he did. Three days later, I received another letter, this one delivered in a plain white envelope, withdrawing Clarion’s offer. 
 
    All’s well that ends well, I suppose. It could have been much worse. I could have killed the son of a bitch…or he could have killed me. 
 
      
 
    I picked up Jen Mallett in the lobby of her building. She wore black pants, a ruffled red blouse, flat shoes that would be comfortable for walking in and just a dash of jasmine scented perfume. “You look beautiful,” I said. I meant it. 
 
    She smiled serenely. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Have you ever been to the Seldon Botanical Gardens?” 
 
    “No. I’ve heard of it, though.” 
 
    “I think you’ll like it. They specialize in off-world flora. Some of it is quite exotic.” 
 
    “What could be more exotic than off-world?” 
 
    “Most of the weirder stuff is native to Illyria, actually.” 
 
    She raised a brow but didn’t seem impelled to say anything. I liked that. The drive took twenty minutes. Jen looked at the buildings and shops with evident interest while I drove. We passed parks, playing fields and residential neighborhoods, crossed a bridge over the River Hastings and soon after turned through a metal gate which led to a paved garage. A short walk took us to the administration building, where we signed our names in a registry. I took a moment to photograph the last few pages of the registry with my interface. 
 
    One of my men looked at a video played in a small booth in the lobby, recounting the history of the Gardens. We pretended not to know each other. Curtis had stationed ten of them around the grounds. Hopefully, their presence would not be needed. Jennifer, though I had told her nothing of recent events, pondered my man, then gave me a speculative glance, which I ignored. 
 
    Beyond the booth, another door led outside. I picked up a brochure. “If you’re interested, this gives the same information as the video.” 
 
    She tucked it into her bag. “I’ll look at it later. Right now, why don’t you show me around?” 
 
    “This way, then.” 
 
    The first garden filled a large greenhouse. It was hot and dry, covered with a layer of sand and dotted with cacti and succulents. The plants were neatly labeled. A few sprouted flowers. Plants similar to these could be found all over Illyria in hot, dry environments, all of them originally from Earth, or so it is said. 
 
    None of these were particularly strange or exotic, though their flowers were attractive, and we wandered through quickly, not saying much, following the path to a door, which opened into another greenhouse, this one hot and wet. A small stream flowed in a meandering circle and we followed it along as it wound through the building. 
 
    Orchids and bromeliads in bright shades of pink and red hung from vine covered tress. The path opened onto a small clearing. In the center sat a tuberous, orange growth perhaps two meters in height, with a metal railing around it. I sniffed. A spicy aroma filled the air. “This one is native to our own jungles. If you ever happen to encounter it in the wild, stay away from it. The perfume attracts insects. It secretes an enzyme that dissolves flesh.” 
 
    Jen frowned at it. “Lovely.” 
 
    “Simple but effective,” I said. 
 
    She nodded. “Lead on.” 
 
    Greenhouse followed greenhouse, each one containing flora unique to its own micro-environment. One held an assortment of carnivorous plants within glass cages. The tags said that they were native to the tropical jungles of Illyria, but were now in danger of extinction. Only one was large enough to pose a threat to humans, a tall, coniferous thing with needle like spikes. “Wasp tree,” Jen read. “What’s a ‘wasp’?” 
 
    “No idea. Something unpleasant, I suppose.” 
 
    “Presumably, the Empire left them behind on whatever world they came from.” Jen shook her head. “They did whatever they wanted to, didn’t they? The Empire, I mean.” 
 
    I nodded. “They ruled this part of the galaxy for over four thousand years. It’s probably just as well that they’re no longer around.” 
 
    “Is the Second Empire any better?” she asked. 
 
    “We only know what they tell us. They say that they are.” 
 
    “I’ve seen just a few of them since I moved to Aphelion.” 
 
    “The Empire maintains a consulate here in Aphelion. What about Octavia?” 
 
    Over a thousand years ago, the Eastern continent had been devastated by an asteroid strike. The few survivors migrated away and the continent remained a bubbling, volcanic cauldron for over a century. The continent is still largely a wasteland but the Second Empire, used to terraforming hostile terrain, had been happy to move in. It was real estate that nobody else wanted. 
 
    “They’re a little smaller than most of us but otherwise look the same. If they wore Octavian dress, I might have seen them and didn’t realize it. Not much happens in Octavia, though. I don’t think they would have found the place very interesting.” 
 
    No, I thought, sheep are usually boring. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a Rigellian?” Jennifer asked. “Or a Tauran?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have. I’ve seen a couple of Capellans. They’re tripedal and covered with blue filaments that are light sensitive and absorb water from the atmosphere. Very strange.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” Jen nodded. “What else is there to see, here?” 
 
    “This way.” Outside of the last greenhouse, the path led for about two kilometers in a rough circle, with different themed gardens every hundred meters or so. We passed a couple of my people, pretending to be tourists. I ignored them. 
 
    We rounded a path lined with large conifers, which led to a wide grass covered field, in the center of which stood a giant Sequoia, over eighty meters tall. Jen stared up at its spreading branches in awe. “I’ve heard of this tree. It’s hard to imagine how big it is,” she finally said. 
 
    “Over two-thousand years old,” I said. “It’s why they located the gardens here. It’s the oldest and largest tree on Illyria.” Near the tree, surrounded by a low metal railing, stood a weathered boulder with letters carved into its surface. The letters had been worn down by centuries of rain and snow and wind and were no longer legible, but inside a glass case next to the stone stood a paper transcription of what they had once said: 
 
      
 
    Our nation is now at war with those who would enslave our people, and along with our comrades we shall fulfill the responsibility that the Imperator has placed upon us. Our ship joins the fleet tomorrow. If God wills, we shall return, but if that day never comes then let this tree stand as a monument both to our memories and to the eternal spirit of humanity united on this world and beyond. 
 
      
 
    Nathan Gerardi, Captain: HMS Lodestar 
 
    Jessica Oliveros, First Mate: HMS Lodestar 
 
    Hector Cortez, Second Mate: HMS Lodestar 
 
      
 
    “They never did return, did they?” Jennifer asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so. The war dragged on for almost a century and by the time it was over, the First Empire had ceased to exist. We were abandoned.” All of us knew the history but still, being here, seeing this enormous tree and the stone and the plaque, reading the words of our long-vanished ancestors…it never failed to impress. 
 
    Jennifer drew a deep breath and shook her head. “How sad.” 
 
    Our assailants had stood almost where Jen was standing. One of them had looked down at the stone and the glass case and then walked up to the tree and pressed his hands on it. I understood the impulse. I had done the same thing years ago, when my parents first brought me here. Many people had carved their initials into the trunk, over many centuries. The bark was so thick that this activity could not possibly harm it. The oldest such carving that could still be read was now almost twenty meters high and over eight-hundred years old. 
 
    “Let’s go on,” Jen said. 
 
    The last garden contained plants native to the temperate forests of Illyria, again, now almost extinct. They were squat, dark brown and not very attractive. Most of these had signs warning people not to touch them, as they tended to cause allergic reactions in humans. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me here,” Jen said. “I like this place.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I thought you would.” 
 
    She smiled at me. “What’s next?” 
 
    I glanced at my watch, looking forward to the rest of the evening. “We have a reservation for dinner.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “A map of our world,” the teacher said, “from three thousand years ago. Can any of you see what has changed since that time?” 
 
    Not the most fascinating lecture, when you are fourteen years old. I had begun to shoot up and for the first time in my life, I was not among the smallest in my class. There was a girl; her name was Annie, a little redhead with a knowing smile, who seemed to find me attractive. 
 
    “Mr. Oliver?” 
 
    “The shoreline,” I said. 
 
    “Very good. And what is different about the shoreline?” 
 
    “Parts of it are gone.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “The last ice age was nearing an end. The seas have risen. This was almost two thousand years ago.” 
 
    The teacher nodded. Annie, sitting three rows over, gave me a sly grin. She sat up straight in her chair and shifted her shoulders. I felt my palms begin to sweat. Annie had very large breasts, for a fourteen-year old. 
 
    “And how about this?” Another map came up on the screen, a topographical map of the Western continent, from the same time period. 
 
    Bryce Carver, a thin kid with pale blonde hair and freckles, raised his hand. “Some of the cities are different.” 
 
    “True. Our world has been settled for a very long time. Cities tend to grow where there are resources to support them and where transport and communication is readily available, on the edge of rich farmlands, along rivers and bays, on easily defended ground, in places of placid weather and scenic beauty; but as Mr. Oliver has pointed out, the climate has changed since then. The topography is different as well. Many of the old cities were abandoned after the Empire left us, as the climate grew hotter and drier, and as the seas rose. Aphelion was founded more than three thousand years ago, but much of the old city is under water, now.” The teacher smiled and glanced at the clock hanging over the door. “Alright, that will be all for today. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Annie, beautiful little Annie. I met her later, in a copse of trees that overlooked the harbor. I think about little Annie now and then, always with a wistful sigh. I knew even then that I would never forget her. She taught me so many things. 
 
    The First Empire, or so it was surmised, had lasted for almost four thousand years and had settled a large part of the spiral arm, with the ancestral world, Earth, at its center. It was unclear what had happened to them, beyond a stratified society, a war with an insectoid alien race called the Hirrill and a revolt of senior military personnel. Travel between the worlds had ceased for many centuries, but humanity had spread widely in the Galaxy and most of the settled worlds survived, though some did not. 
 
    The Second Empire was less than five-hundred years old and had reached Illyria less than a century ago. They claimed to be more benevolent than their predecessor but I wondered at this. So far, at least, they seemed content to trade and otherwise leave us alone. 
 
    Still, the influence of the Empire, the Great Empire, the Empire that had planted humanity’s seed on this world and then abandoned us, and then vanished, was never entirely forgotten, though it was a subject of daily relevance only for historians. 
 
    I thought about the Empire and the eleven people who had vandalized my warehouse as we drove to Arcadia, a very expensive restaurant not far from the Seldon Gardens. Eight out of the eleven had wandered through those gardens in the afternoon before doing the job that they had presumably been hired for. What else had they done? I thought that I knew. I thought they had gone to dinner and I thought I knew where. 
 
    The host wore an expensive suit and greeted us with a smile. “Welcome,” he said, and he sounded as if he meant it. “Please follow me.” 
 
    The restaurant had seating for over a hundred. It was dimly lit, with dark wood furniture, porcelain plates and solid, heavy silverware. The host showed us to a table by the window, overlooking a wooded park, and handed us menus. “Gary will be your server. He’ll be with you shortly.” 
 
    I saw six of my people, three men and three women, scattered around the room, enjoying their dinners. Ready, just in case. 
 
    We opened the menus. Jen looked down at it, her expression intent. “I don’t know what to order.” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” I said. 
 
    She pondered the opened page. “But what do I want? Most of it looks great, and the rest of it, I’ve never heard of.” 
 
    “The first time I came here, I chose veal sweetbreads. I’d never tried it and frankly, the idea of eating the thymus gland of a baby cow had always seemed revolting.” I smiled at the memory. “I figured that if I was ever going to give it a chance, this would be the right place.” 
 
    “What did you think of it?” 
 
    “I loved it. I’ve ordered it every time, since.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow and gave me a grin. “Something I’ve never had, then,” she said. 
 
    “Excuse me for a moment.” I rose from my seat and wandered slowly through the room toward a stairwell. I found the washroom, washed my hands and returned to my seat, sampling the air. 
 
    They had been here, just as I hoped. They had sat at a large table near the entrance. I noted the video cameras discreetly placed along the ceiling. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The company was pleasant, the service impeccable, the meal exquisite. Jennifer ordered sea urchins, and though she frowned when she put the first, tentative bite into her mouth, she quickly breathed a sigh of relief and obviously enjoyed the meal. 
 
    I enjoyed it too, though I had some difficulty following the conversation. I liked the way Jennifer’s eyes flashed in the candle light. I liked the way she looked. Jennifer laughed easily and seemed well versed on subjects ranging from sports to music to business affairs to government policy but I had other things on my mind. “So,” she finally said, “Am I boring you?” 
 
    “What?” I felt myself blushing. 
 
    “You’ve been picking at your food. You haven’t said very much and frankly, you look like you’re a million kilometers away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. I meant it. She deserved better than a companion who ignored her. I considered for a second. “One of my facilities was firebombed a few days ago. It’s been on my mind.” 
 
    She frowned. “I didn’t know that. Tell me about it.” 
 
    No point in keeping it a secret…She listened without saying a word until I finished. “No clues?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” Not entirely true, but though I thought her intelligent and attractive, I didn’t know Jennifer very well, and some things were better kept to myself. 
 
    “And nobody has declared challenge?” 
 
    “Challenge has been declared. The principals have chosen to remain anonymous,” I said. 
 
    “Is that allowed?” 
 
    “It’s unusual but it’s not against the rules.” 
 
    Her eyes skittered around the room, as if searching the corners. “Sort of puts a damper on the evening,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said again. 
 
    She gave me a half smile. “I’ve had a good time, but maybe we should call it a night.” 
 
    I sighed. “Very well.” 
 
    We finished our meal and I drove her home in silence, feeling mild frustration. I had enjoyed her company. It wasn’t Jennifer’s fault that I was preoccupied. I didn’t expect an invitation up to her apartment and she didn’t give me one. She exited the car, seemed to hesitate and then leaned into the window. “Call me when you have things settled.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. 
 
    I watched while she walked inside the building and then I shrugged and drove back to Arcadia. I had things to discuss with the management. 
 
      
 
    The manager seemed reluctant at first but it was a Guild issue. In this, I outranked him. 
 
    They brought in the security disks and left me alone in a private office. It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for: a party of eight men and three women had sat at two adjacent tables. They were all young. They had laughed and talked and seemed to enjoy the meal. I asked the manager to come back in. 
 
    “Were you on duty that night?” I asked. 
 
    He puffed his cheeks out, frowned. “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you remember these people?” 
 
    He peered at the screen. “Vaguely.” 
 
    “Who made the reservation?” 
 
    He pointed to one man, tall, dark haired, with a prominent chin. “That one.” 
 
    “His name?” 
 
    The manager consulted his ledger. “Derek Landry.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about them?” 
 
    He looked surprised at the question. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Look at them,” I said. “They’re young and physically fit. They’re well dressed, but not quite in the latest fashion. They seem sure of themselves. This is not the first time they’ve walked into an expensive restaurant. They know each other. None of them look alike, so they’re probably not related. Friends, then, or at least colleagues.” A prosperous, professional hit team, I thought, but I kept that thought to myself. “Did they say anything?” 
 
    The manager frowned. “Not to me; nothing aside from the usual introduction, not that I remember. They did have an accent, though.” He thought about it. “More than one accent, actually.” 
 
    Something useful, I thought. Maybe. “Could you place these accents?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. We get a lot of people here from all over the world. We’ve even had some from other worlds.” He smiled. “The Empire consul dines here rather frequently. I didn’t pay them much attention.” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat and considered the faces on the screen. The resolution was just a little too low for me to read their lips but the video could probably be augmented. “Please send in the wait staff, one by one. And make a copy of this recording. I’ll pick it up on my way out.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    The waitress was next. Her name tag said Selene Reynolds. She was young and pretty, with a strong jaw and black hair. Her eyes darted around the room before settling on my face, attentive and alert. They wouldn’t hire idiots at a place like this, I reflected. I waved my hand at the screen. “Do you remember them?” 
 
    “Yes.” She gave a faint smile. “One of them tried to pick me up.” 
 
    She really was very pretty, dark hair, dark, smoky eyes accented with just a touch of makeup. “I imagine that’s not uncommon,” I said. 
 
    She grinned. “No.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “Not much. He was polite about it. Most of them don’t push when you say ‘No,’ as long as you do it with a smile.” 
 
    “What did they talk about?” 
 
    Her eyes grew serious. “I didn’t hear much. They kept their voices low when I was around. A couple of comments about ‘doing the job’ and ‘going home.’” 
 
    “Where was home?” The key question. 
 
    She shook her head. “No idea. Not around here, though. They all had accents. They’re not local.” 
 
    “Your manager noticed the same thing. He said that there was more than one different accent.” 
 
    She frowned, considering. “There were at least two, maybe three. They were together but they don’t come from the same place, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Not stupid at all, I thought. “Are you Guild?” I asked. 
 
    Her smile grew wide. “Since last August. I’m the first in my family to be chosen.” 
 
    “Then why are you working here?” 
 
    “I want to finish school. It’s either pay for it myself or have the Guild finance me. I’d rather not owe them the money.” 
 
    “But you’re wasting time.” 
 
    “Not really. I work three shifts a week. It doesn’t interfere with my classes and the money is good.” 
 
    “Which Guild are you?” 
 
    “Cereus.” 
 
    “A good organization. They’ll watch out for you.” Cereus was well run and sound, if a bit stodgy for my tastes. I sat back and considered. This was all very well, but it wasn’t helping me with my problems. “Anything else you can add?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Thank you, then.” She nodded, rose to her feet and left. 
 
    None of the rest were any help at all, their attention on the trays they carried, the food they placed on the tables and the time remaining until the end of shift. After an hour, I concluded that there was nothing else to be learned, picked up the recording at the front desk and made my way home. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “They’re careful,” Curtis said, his eyes fixed on the tape. We had blown up the images until they were crystal clear. At this magnification, we could read their lips but they weren’t saying much. Only once did any of them reveal something that might have been worth pursuing. A very young-looking man with a short beard and curling black hair sipped from his wine glass while a faraway look came over his face. He said, “This reminds me of the wines from my home village.” 
 
    Derek Landry, or whoever he really was, gave him a hard look. “We don’t talk about our home villages.” 
 
    The bearded young man looked embarrassed. “Of course,” he said. Their talk after that revolved around the food, tourist attractions and the physical attributes of the waitresses. I watched as one of them tried to pick up Selene, which curiously annoyed me. As she had said, she smiled and turned him down gently. 
 
    “Not much help,” I said. 
 
    Curtis paged through a folder of photographed pages, which I had copied from the sign-in book at the botanical garden. “The names will be phony,” Curtis said, “if they even bothered to sign.” 
 
    “Run them anyway. Maybe they were stupid.” 
 
    Curtis rolled his eyes. “Sure.” 
 
    “Cheer up,” I said. “We know a lot more than we knew before.” 
 
    Curtis grudgingly agreed. “If we publicize the faces, we might get a reaction,” he said. 
 
    “We might not like the reaction. Let’s hold off. Run the names and the faces. And find out what wines they drank, the ones that might remind a sentimental hit man of his home village.” 
 
    “Of course,” Curtis said. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Oliver?” It was a deep but faintly disapproving voice. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Guild Master Anderson would like to meet with you. Would this morning at ten o’clock be acceptable?” 
 
    I had a meeting set up with a supplier, but my admin, Benedict, could handle it. “Certainly,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you. We’ll see you then.” The phone clicked off. 
 
    I had met Guild Master Anderson just once, at my induction ceremony. He had shaken my hand, given me a vague smile and presented me with a membership card and a pin. All very uplifting. He was said to be over three hundred years old, but nobody knew for sure. Certainly, he appeared in public more rarely than he used to, and when he did appear he seemed frail, but all attempts to oust him from the leadership had so far proven futile. 
 
    I showed up at the appointed time and knocked on the door. A thin, querulous voice said, “Come in.” 
 
    The office was large, with plush couches set against one wall and glass enclosed bookcases against a second. Guild Master Anderson sat behind a dark, wooden desk and peered at me from startling, light blue eyes. He gave me a thin smile. “Please sit.” 
 
    I did so. I looked at him while he looked me up and down, saying nothing, and I found myself after a few moments growing annoyed. “You asked to see me,” I said. 
 
    Finally, he nodded. “Yes. I’ve heard certain rumors. I wanted to give you a warning.” 
 
    Interesting and curious. I was not expecting the Guild to help me, though it is not unusual to seek allies from among our fellow members. The Guild remains neutral unless the well-being of the Guild itself is concerned. All of us are responsible for maintaining our own position and if we cannot do so then someone stronger will take over. That is the way the game is played. “I’m listening,” I said. 
 
    “The challenge has been issued and certified by the Guild but the challenging party has chosen to keep his identity secret. This concerns me. The rules for such a contest are vague. Naturally, we will refrain from getting involved, but as a co-investor in your most recent project, we cannot stand by and let Guild resources be damaged. You will keep us informed.” 
 
    Fair enough. “You mean Sindara. What do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “Your warehouse was attacked by a group that appears to be professional and well trained. That is all.” 
 
    “A few days before the attack, I was given a warning to cease my activities in Sindara. I can only assume the two incidents are related.” 
 
    He frowned, no doubt calculating costs and benefits. “We of course wish you well in all your endeavors, but if another organization takes over the project, they will assume your debt.” 
 
    Or be at war with the Guild. Nobody in their right mind would want that. “I have evidence that the hit team is from outside Aphelion.” 
 
    “Really? That might create problems. A foreign entity might not be as fastidious regarding the rules as our own citizens.” He pondered for a moment before he smiled thinly. “As I said, keep us informed.” 
 
      
 
    My brother Jimmy (half-brother, actually, since our mother’s first husband died when Jimmy was very young and our father adopted him when my parents married) looked like a larger, stockier version of me, with reddish brown hair, green eyes and a lopsided smile. He was seven years older and seemed to feel that his seniority awarded him both superior wisdom and a responsibility to look out for my welfare, which I patiently indulged. 
 
    Jimmy owned a café called Paradiso. That evening, I dropped by. Two of my guys drove me over but didn’t come inside since Paradiso had its own security staff. The head guard, whose name was Jarred, gave me a small nod as I walked in. “Has there been any trouble, lately?” I asked him. 
 
    He looked at me with narrowed eyes. “No. Should we expect any?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I hesitated. “Maybe.” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s always something, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” I said. “Jimmy around?” 
 
    “In the bar.” 
 
    I found my brother sipping a drink. “Dougie,” he said. “Try this.” 
 
    I looked at it warily: tall, pink and fruity, with a little umbrella stuck through a cherry and a slice of orange draped across the top of the glass. “Don’t call me Dougie,” I said. 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    He held the glass out to me and I cautiously sipped it: sweet and fruity, with an underlying tang that I couldn’t identify. A warm, mellow glow spread out from my center down to the tips of my fingers and toes. The colors in the room grew brighter, the music seemed to slow. “Whoa,” I said. 
 
    “Pretty good, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I peered down at the glass. It seemed to pulse. “What’s in it?” 
 
    “A distillation of native fruits, barely compatible with terrestrial biology. Mildly hallucinogenic.” He poured another for himself from a pitcher and sniffed it, his nostrils dilating. 
 
    The glass seemed to shrink and then enlarge in my hand. “I don’t think that I can afford to be impaired right now. Too many things are happening.” 
 
    “It will wear off in a minute.” He gave me a questioning look. “Something I should know?” 
 
    “You might say that.” I took a deep breath and told him. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” he said. 
 
    I glumly nodded. 
 
    “I’m not Guild,” Jimmy said. “I don’t want to be.” 
 
    I understood his feelings and he understood mine. Our parents had also resisted Guild membership. Jimmy and I had agreed to disagree on this issue. “Yeah,” I said. “Hopefully, this won’t affect you. It shouldn’t.” 
 
    “So, what do you plan to do about it?” 
 
    “I plan to find them,” I said. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Take appropriate action.” I shrugged and forced a smile onto my face. “Whatever that might be.” 
 
    Jimmy shook his head, said nothing and filled a mug from a tap at the bar. He slid it in front of me. “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “No problem.” Jimmy frowned. “I’ll be right back. The guy down at the end wants a re-fill.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Jimmy ran a solid, respectable establishment. His drinks were served cold and he never shorted his customers. Above the bar hung a small painting of our parents, both having died two years before in a car crash. A series of holographs below the ceiling displayed the latest fights and war games. Jimmy’s menu was small but well chosen, and if you were a steady customer and gave them enough notice, the kitchen could make almost anything you wanted on special order. It was a homey, comfortable place, a place to while away a few hours with friends or family and feel welcomed. The food was a lot simpler than the place I had taken Jen Mallet to, Arcadia, but just as good, in its way, and much cheaper. 
 
    I really did not want my troubles to involve my brother. I stared at the painting of our deceased parents, took a deep breath and felt a slow, burning anger start to build inside me because three of my erstwhile assailants had just walked into the bar. 
 
    I turned around and leaned back against the counter and pretended to sip from my drink. 
 
    One of them sat down at a table near the entrance. Another leaned on the opposite end of the counter and the third was flirting with a waitress midway between. Wherever I went in this room, one of them would be close. They were aware of me. I could see it in the way they kept me centered between them. Hell, I could smell it, the excitement, the adrenaline that filled the room with its scent. Soon, I thought, soon they would close in. 
 
    You weren’t supposed to involve family and civilians were to be kept out of it. Those were the rules. 
 
    I guess they were playing by different rules. 
 
    Jimmy had finished drawing his customer’s drink and was walking back toward me on the other side of the bar. “So, Jimmy, you remember what I said about trouble?” 
 
    Jimmy raised his eyes to the ceiling and sighed. “Really?” 
 
    “Don’t get involved,” I said. 
 
    Jimmy sadly shook his head and reached under the bar. When his hand came up it wasn’t holding a weapon so I figured he must have pushed an alarm button of some kind. 
 
    Better to keep the element of surprise and it might as well be now. 
 
    I looked toward a table on the far side of the room, widened my eyes and smiled as if I recognized the corpulent man sitting there. I grabbed my beer and started toward the table. 
 
    The guy talking to the waitress was a little over average height, broad shoulders, fit. He tracked me with his eyes as I came close but otherwise made no move. As I passed by, I turned, threw the beer in his face then hit him over the head with the stein. He grunted and went down but his head was harder than I had figured. He rolled away, blood streaming down the side of his face and jumped back up. 
 
    It takes less than two seconds for a trained attacker to cover seven meters. Both of the other guys were almost on top of me. Time slowed. I felt the zing of adrenaline boost and I rotated, slamming my foot into the first guy’s side. He turned with the kick, spun, and aimed a kick of his own at my head, which I blocked with my forearm. I side-kicked the second one. He groaned but stayed on his feet and pulled a knife from a holster at his waist. A beer stein flew over my head and hit the guy on his arm. Jimmy. The knife dropped. 
 
    Jared and the other guard ran into the room. The first attacker saw them coming, shook his head, reached into a pocket and threw something onto the ground. A puff of black smoke rose up, obscuring everything and I fell to the floor, coughing. The door to the kitchen was somewhere behind me. Blindly, I crawled toward it, hit the wall and within a few moments, I was through the door and breathing cold, fresh air. 
 
    Jimmy pushed through right after me. “Christ,” he said. I smiled wanly at that. Christianity had been slowly gaining new adherents for nearly a century, since Illyria’s rediscovery by the Second Empire. Officially, neither the Guild Council nor the Empire favor any one religion over another but the Vatican, after eight thousand years, still commands legions of the faithful. Their numbers, plus the fact that the Church has always preached submission to secular authority has bought them tolerance, if not enthusiasm, from the bureaucracy. 
 
    Jimmy blinked and shook his head. His eyes were red and watering but I could see that he was otherwise unharmed. “Where are Jared and the staff?” he asked. 
 
    “Hopefully, they escaped out the front.” 
 
    We sat there and just breathed for the few minutes it took the smoke to clear. A couple of tables were overturned and one was smashed but all the customers had gotten out unscathed. My three attackers had as well. 
 
    “Who were they?” Jimmy asked. 
 
    “The guys who set fire to my warehouse.” 
 
    Jimmy gave me a disgusted look. He didn’t question me. Jimmy knew exactly how I knew. “The cops will be here soon. Do you want to go public with this?” 
 
    “No point. It’s a Guild dispute. They can’t interfere even if they wanted to.” 
 
    “They can’t but I can. I can claim penalty for the damage.” 
 
    “It’s only a broken table,” I said. 
 
    Jimmy looked at me, angry. “It’s not ‘only a broken table.’ My customers have gone out the door and some of them may not come back. Your stupid Guilds and their stupid games.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to happen this way,” I said, inadequately. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “You should get going.” 
 
    “Just a second.” I walked back into the wrecked bar and scanned the floor for the knife the first guy had dropped but they must have retrieved it before running off. I sighed. This just kept getting better and better. “Alright, I’m out of here.” 
 
    Jimmy gave me a reluctant grin. “See you soon.” 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
     “Double edged, oxidized blade, fixed, symmetric, no serrations. No groove. The guard faced slightly forward. A black, rubberized handle. The hilt had an emblem of some sort but I couldn’t make it out.” The knife was gone but I had gotten a good look at it. 
 
    Curtis puffed his cheeks up. “Excellent,” he said. The holograph displayed a knife very similar to my description. “Like this?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not quite. The guard was smaller.” 
 
    Curtis punched a key. Again, I shook my head. On the fourth, I said, “That one looks good.” It looked very good. “Pan in on the hilt.” A stylized eagle, its beak open, ready to tear. 
 
    “What do you think?” Curtis asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    Curtis tapped some keys and four more knives, almost identical, showed on the screen. “These?” 
 
    “Yeah. Could be any of them.” 
 
    “Forget the second. It’s ceremonial, only worn at formal functions. Also, the fifth. The unit that carried them was wiped out over three hundred years ago. So…the Avalon Commandos, the Canadaran Hoplytes and the Kinshasa Royal Marines.” Curtis smiled and handed me a computerized spreadsheet. “The wine that they were drinking is Chateau Renarde. It’s from the province of Noisette and it’s made from a hybrid grape called Cabernet Noir, commonly used to make fine wines. This is a list of villages known to make a similar wine.” 
 
    I read it and a grin spread over my face. “The village of Wittburg, in Avalon,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The Roman Empire had lasted for over a thousand years. The First Interstellar Empire endured for over four thousand. The Guild system that forms the basis of Meridien society is supposedly based on the four factions of the Roman Empire: the Whites, Reds, Blues and Greens, though some reputable scholars hold that it actually has more in common with the ancient Sicilian mafia and its code of Omerta and absolute loyalty to the chosen family. 
 
    Meridien is governed by a Parliament, consisting of the Guild Council and the Commons. Each Guild has a Master, voted upon by the members of the Guild and each Master sits on the Council, which comprises eighty percent of the votes in Parliament. The remaining twenty percent of the votes are held by Commons. The rights and privileges of those citizens who are not Guild members are protected, but of course, such citizens do not have the connections and financial assistance provided by a Guild. 
 
    Avalon’s government, on the other hand, was a direct democracy, with a President and advisory council elected every five years. Bills were submitted to a vote of the people by petition. I shook my head. Direct democracy had been tried many times in many places and rarely worked for long, since once a people realize that they can vote themselves money, they almost always do so, inevitably resulting in hyperinflation and confiscatory taxation, followed closely by socio-economic collapse. 
 
    “I want these guys,” I muttered. “I really do.” 
 
    Curtis gave me a sharp look. “Give me a few minutes,” he said. “We may have something.” 
 
    I nodded. We didn’t have a lot of data on other nations’ military personnel, but it was worth taking a shot. A face suddenly appeared in the upper left corner of the holograph; a few seconds later, another, and then another. Curtis frowned. “Interesting,” he said, then he gave me a lopsided grin. “Supposedly, they’re all dead.” 
 
    Perhaps that should have surprised me. “An undercover hit squad,” I said. 
 
    “Sure. Fake a few deaths and your black ops team has plausible deniability.” 
 
    I smiled. “You know, I’ve always wanted to sample the famous wines from the village of Wittburg.” 
 
    Curtis frowned, thinking it over. “And while you’re pretending to be a tourist, there’s nothing to stop them from hitting us again.” 
 
    “They can hit us again, any time they want, whether I’m in Wittburg or sitting here in my office. I think it’s time for the Guild to earn their membership fee. Master Anderson has instructed us to keep him informed.” 
 
    “That might help,” Curtis said. “We’ve got eleven faces. You pursue things with the Guild Master and I’ll start canvassing the hotels.” 
 
      
 
    Guild Master Anderson’s eyes were just as bright, just as beady and just as inquisitive as he smiled at me from the screen. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon. You told my secretary that this call was urgent. I assume you need something?” 
 
    “A formal enquiry from the Guild Council would be appreciated. Perhaps a protest.” 
 
    He raised his brows while his smile grew sharper. “Of what? To whom?” 
 
    “We’ve identified three members of the team that hit my warehouse. They’re former—or perhaps current—members of the Avalon Commandos, all listed as killed in action.” 
 
    Grand Master Anderson gave a chuckle and sank back into his seat. “The Avalon authorities may not take this seriously. After all, who knows who the dead might be working for?” 
 
    I looked at him and waited. “Very well,” the Guild Master finally said. “Nothing to lose by trying, eh?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “A letter of protest will be transmitted. Will that satisfy you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said carefully. “It will.” 
 
    “And what else will you be doing, while we wait for a reply?” 
 
    “Other avenues are being investigated.” 
 
    He gave a short nod. “Then have a nice day,” he said and the screen went blank. 
 
      
 
    The nation of Octavia shared a small portion of its mountainous border with Avalon. The two countries had existed for centuries in an uneasy truce, vacillating between outright warfare and on at least two occasions, a direct military alliance, but all of that was in the distant past. Today, they were interlinked by trade agreements and their borders were open. I decided to give Jen Mallett a call. 
 
    “Hi,” she said. “Problems solved?” She wore a business suit and understated makeup and looked beautiful. 
 
    “Not yet, I’m afraid. I was wondering if you had ever been to Avalon.” 
 
    “Sure. The skiing is great. My family used to go there on vacation.” 
 
    “Aside from skiing, what’s the place like?” 
 
    “Why? Thinking of investing?” 
 
    “Maybe. A friend suggested that there might be opportunities.” I liked that word, opportunities. It could mean almost anything. 
 
    She frowned. “I would steer clear. The tax structure is a mess. Their own citizens get preferential treatment and the government makes it prohibitive for foreigners to own property. Hard to make a profit.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “It’s a normal enough place, otherwise. Kids, families…standard arrangement.” She shrugged. 
 
    Kids and families…there were always kids and families. The ‘standard arrangement,’ on Illyria at least, meant one man and one woman, though many variations of that arrangement had been tried, both on Illyria and on many different worlds, but kids and whatever passed for families, were universal. Those arrangements that did not include kids and families had not survived. 
 
    “I was thinking of buying a vineyard,” I said. “It seemed like a bargain.” 
 
    Jennifer looked doubtful. “The wine is very good but they make it hard for foreigners to invest. I wouldn’t advise it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate the advice.” 
 
    She cracked a smile. “I get the feeling that I haven’t convinced you.” 
 
    “I think I’ll check it out for myself.” 
 
    “Good luck,” she said. “I hope you don’t need it.” 
 
    I said goodbye and clicked off the phone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Riverside Hotel,” Curtis said. “The concierge staff recognized the pictures. They checked out yesterday.” 
 
    “Yesterday…” I shook my head. By now, the rooms would have been cleaned. Nothing left for my heightened senses to pick up. “And of course, nobody has any idea where they went.” 
 
    Curtis shrugged. “Not a clue.” 
 
    “Well, keep looking. Maybe they left the city but maybe they’re holed up someplace else.” 
 
    “I never would have thought of that,” Curtis said. 
 
    “Hey, I pay the bills. I can be as obvious as I want.” 
 
    “We’ll see what we can discover but don’t hold your breath.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is smart?” Curtis asked. 
 
    Actually, no, I wasn’t, but I wasn’t going to admit that to Curtis. “I have a business to run. It wouldn’t be smart to look like we’re paralyzed. Predators sense weakness. We don’t want to appear weak.” 
 
    Curtis rolled his eyes but he sat back in his seat, said nothing further and frowned out at the pedestrians, radiating silent disapproval as our convoy of three limousines crawled along the crowded street. It took us almost half an hour to get to our destination, a five-story building that housed DeSoto Industries, a supplier of high quality lighting fixtures, kitchen appliances and plumbing equipment, the mundane sort of stuff that always makes money because everybody needs it. 
 
    Allen DeSoto stood up when we walked in. “Glad to see you. Can I get you anything?” he asked. 
 
    “No thanks. We’re fine.” Curtis and the three other bodyguards said nothing and stood at attention in the corners of the room. 
 
    DeSoto looked at my men, puffed up his cheeks and shrugged. “Then let’s get to it.” He glanced at the papers sitting on the desk in front of him, shook his head and gave a small sigh. “I’m afraid, gentlemen, that I can no longer do business with Oliver Enterprises.” 
 
    I sat up straighter in my chair. “Really,” I said. 
 
    He sat back down and drew a deep breath. “Really.” 
 
    “We’ve been buying from you for years. What’s changed?” 
 
    “I have been persuaded that it would be bad for my financial well-being to continue my association with Oliver Enterprises.” 
 
    “Who persuaded you?” I could feel myself leaning forward. DeSoto’s face was pale. His eyes skittered around the room, landing everywhere but my face. 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    “Can’t. I don’t know who is behind it but I was given enough evidence to be certain that my business would dry up if I continued to deal with you.” He shook his head. “These people have reached all the way into my supply chains. I don’t have any choice.” 
 
    He was telling the truth. I briefly toyed with the idea of making threats of my own but I knew that I wouldn’t carry them out. DeSoto was a solid guy who did an honest business. His Guild was Viridian, one of the smallest and least likely to get involved. “Alright,” I said. 
 
    He drew an audible breath, relief washing over his face. “I hope you can fix it,” he said. “I don’t like doing things this way.” 
 
    “It’s business,” I said. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He nodded glumly. 
 
    “We’ll show ourselves out.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    I shrugged and turned around, Curtis and the guards clustering close in as we made our way through the lobby and across the parking lot. We were almost at the car when I heard a popping sound and felt a sudden sting in my chest. I looked down. Something was sticking out of me, right below the sternum. How did that get there? I thought. I reached up to grab it but my hand felt suddenly heavy and I stopped, drew a deep breath and tried to figure out why I felt so strange. Vaguely, as if from a very far distance, I heard the same sound, pop, pop, pop, over and over again and then the world faded slowly to colored rainbows and then to black. 
 
      
 
    I could hear voices, faint and far away. I couldn’t make out what they were saying and truthfully, I didn’t care. I just wanted to sleep. Somebody moaned. That focused my attention. I blinked my eyes and raised my head. I realized that I was sitting in a chair, my hands tied behind my back. Curtis was being held upright between two men. Blood dripped down his face and his nose was skewed to the side. He coughed, wheezed and spat out a broken tooth. 
 
    “Do you see?” Blearily, I rolled my eyes to the left. A small man stood next to me, smiling. I recognized him. The same one who had warned me to cease my activities in Sindara. Not just a simple messenger, then, not at all. “Do you see what we can do to you?” 
 
    I tried to say something, I’m not sure what, but all that emerged was a grunt. 
 
    “This isn’t a game we’re playing. This is what we will do to you if you do not do as we say.” 
 
    Everything is a game, I thought. Everything; but the rules have just changed. 
 
    I tried to smile. Maybe I succeeded. I’m not sure, but the guy didn’t like whatever it was that he saw in my face. “I don’t think you’re taking me seriously.” He clucked his tongue. “They told me you were smart. I’m thinking maybe they were wrong.” 
 
    I spat in his face. I did it very deliberately. His eyes flared as his fist rose and crunched against my jaw. I saw a brief explosion of light and then the lights went out. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure how long I was unconscious but I was no longer tied to the chair when I finally came to. Good. That’s what I’d been hoping for. When your position in a game is hopeless, then change your position. 
 
    Gingerly, I reached up and felt my jaw. It throbbed but it wasn’t broken. Small favors. I was alone, lying on a thin mattress over a narrow bed. I sat up slowly, fighting dizziness, and drew a slow, deep breath. 
 
    The room was small. The bed that I was lying on, a lamp in the corner and a small desk with a hard, wooden chair were the only furniture. I stood up, rotated my neck and moved my jaw back and forth. Everything hurt but there didn’t seem to be any permanent damage. So far, so good. 
 
    An ankle cuff led to a chain bolted to a ring in the floor. The chain was steel, too hard for me to break, but the floor was wood, only a couple of centimeters thick. If necessary, I could work on the ring. Given a little time, I thought that I could pull it from the floor, but it wasn’t necessary. An electronic lock kept the cuff fastened to my ankle. I held two fingers against the cuff, on either side of the lock, and let a small surge of electricity flow from finger to finger. The lock resisted at first, and I increased the flow. The lock shorted out with a tiny puff of smoke and the scent of burning electronics. The cuff opened. 
 
    I moved to the one, small window and pulled back the curtain. We were high, at least four stories up. There were bars across the window. I gave the bars a tug. I was stronger than most, though I didn’t look it. I might be able to pull the bars out, with a little time and effort, but where would I go? I could make out a balcony below and to the side. Maybe. It was at least a possibility. 
 
    The door was made out of some hard, heavy wood, double locked, with a cylinder lock plus a deadbolt. The walls were plaster board, a lot softer and thinner than the door. No doubt I could punch through them, but where would I wind up? When I pressed my head to the wall, I could hear conversation. It might be worth risking. It might not. 
 
    The ceiling was suspended on a grid. Such ceilings often contain pipes and electrical cable and sometimes an actual crawl space for workers. The desk was small but sturdy. I climbed on top and stood up. The ceiling panels were easy to push aside. There was a crawl space. Perfect. I clambered inside and replaced the panel. No visible light but hot water pipes emit heat and heat emits infra-red. Like a rattlesnake, I can see in the infra-red. I moved over the beams as quietly as I could until I was above a room on the other side of the hallway. There were two voices below, both male. 
 
    “You’ve gone too far,” the first voice said. “This is not the way the game is supposed to be played.” 
 
    “You don’t make the decisions here. I do, and when I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it. Until then, do your job.” 
 
    “My job?” The first voice almost vibrated with anger. “You think you know my job? You’re a stranger here. You have no concept of the way things work in Meridien. Challenge is not an excuse to commit wholesale murder, and opportunity must be given for an equitable resolution. If Argent concludes that you represent a threat to the system, it will mean all-out war.” 
 
    Neither voice had an accent. Neither was a member of Derek Landry’s hit team; and who, I wondered, was working for whom? The second voice belonged to the messenger, the one who had threatened to ‘eliminate’ me, had tied me to a chair and punched me in the face. He seemed to hesitate. “Let me assure you that we have no intention of threatening the Guilds or the Guild system. We’ll get what we want and then we’ll be gone.” 
 
    “You want Sindara, a tropical island like many others. Why don’t you purchase one of your own?” 
 
    “Because Oliver Enterprises is growing too fast. They’re threatening my employer’s interests.” 
 
    “And who is your employer?” 
 
    “That is not your business. Most definitely not.” 
 
    “The system is designed to allow for competition but it is also designed to keep that competition within acceptable limits. I’m not going to stand by while you kill any of these men.” 
 
    For a few seconds, there was silence, then the messenger seemed to sigh. “I don’t understand. You cannot tell me that nobody dies in what you so euphemistically refer to as games.” 
 
    The first voice sounded reluctant. Good, I thought. The son of a bitch. “Death is supposed to be a last resort.” 
 
    “It will be, if it comes to that.” The messenger sighed again. “What did you think was going to happen, when you took my money? How did you think this was going to end?” 
 
    “I had my doubts. You don’t know Douglas Oliver. Furthermore, I did not take your money. You and I have each signed a contract with the Guild. That contract makes us associates, temporarily and for a specific purpose. The Guild does not work for you and neither do I. I suspect that the Guild Master did not understand all the implications of this contest when she agreed to sponsor your challenge.” 
 
    The second voice was silent for a long moment. “This argument is pointless,” he finally said. “It will all be over soon. I’m certain that Mr. Oliver will see reason.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I do know Douglas Oliver. He’s a successful man. Successful men are focused, driven and persistent; it’s how they get to be successful, and Douglas Oliver is more persistent than most.” 
 
    “Successful men are also better than most at evaluating the odds and cutting their losses. I will take your objections under advisement. You have a point. See? I admit it. Neither of us should make any hasty decisions. I will restrain myself. Let’s see how it all plays out.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll wait, but I won’t wait long. I want this over and I want it over soon.” The door opened. The door closed. I listened for five long minutes but there were no more sounds from the room below me. Carefully, trying to make no noise at all, I pushed the ceiling tile aside and took a deep breath. Only two men. I recognized both scents, as I had recognized both voices. One scent belonged to the messenger. The other, as I had known it would, belonged to my old friend, Leon Sebastian. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I moved on. Sooner or later, they would discover that I was gone. Probably sooner. I couldn’t afford to wait for that to happen. Within a half an hour, I had explored the entire floor. 
 
    I refused to leave without my men and unfortunately, neither my men nor anybody else were in the rooms below me, which meant that they were either dead, moved to a different location or simply on a different level of the building. I had to find out. I followed the crawlspace out over a stairwell, slid the ceiling panel to the side and dropped down. The stairwell extended the entire height of the building. There was a landing above me and another below. 
 
    Somebody was on the landing below. I could smell steel and gun oil and the scent of a human male, one that I didn’t recognize. 
 
    When on guard duty, it’s instinctive to face toward the direction that a threat is most likely to come from. When guarding a stairwell, threats are most likely to come from below. With any luck at all, he would be facing down the stairs. Silently, I padded down. He was sitting on the bottom step, his gun across his chest, facing the ground. 
 
    Couldn’t be better. He never noticed when I came up behind him, closed my hand around his neck and released 1000 watts of current from the stacked electrocytes under my skin. His muscles contracted. He began to shake. After three seconds, I released my hand. He lay on the ground at my feet, twitching, while I searched him. He had a pair of handcuffs on his belt, a combat knife strapped to each lower leg, a semi-automatic pistol and a rifle. Neither the pistol nor the rifle were the sort of tranquilizer guns that they had captured us with. These were real guns, with real bullets. 
 
    I took the knives, the handcuffs and both guns. Then I pulled his shirt off, used one of the knives to tear the shirt into strips and tied his arms and legs. With his arms bare, I saw that he had a small tattoo on the inside of his left wrist: a coiled snake, its mouth opened wide, its fangs sharp and dripping venom. 
 
    He drew a shuddering breath and came to a few seconds later. 
 
    “Don’t scream,” I said. “If you try, I’ll kill you.” I had never actually killed anybody but there was no time like the present, considering the circumstances. 
 
    He cleared his throat and swallowed. His eyes were wide. He turned pale when I smiled. I didn’t blame him. I wasn’t happy and it wasn’t a happy smile. 
 
    “So,” I said, “where are the rest of my men?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I won’t tell you a thing.” 
 
    “No? Then let’s play a little game. I’ll ask you a question and you can either answer it or not. Then we’ll see what happens.” I gave him my best deranged grin. His lips thinned but he said nothing and I chuckled. “First question: are my men in this building?” 
 
    He didn’t answer but that was just fine. Every living creature emits an electromagnetic field and I can see electromagnetic fields. Not with my eyes, exactly, but like a bird navigating by the planet’s magnetic field, I possess specialized cells that contain magnetite, an iron rich mineral which reacts to magnetic fields, and also, of course, like sharks and electric eels, I have two small electroreceptive organs on either side of my body. I could see the answer in his aura; my men were somewhere in the building. 
 
    “Second question: are they on the first floor?” He looked away, feigning disinterest. I reflected for only a moment. I needed his aura to react and it wouldn’t react if the subject stayed too calm. “Your choice,” I said. I reached out, touched him with a forefinger and gave him a little shock, just to keep his interest. 
 
    He groaned, and I smiled. “Keep it down,” I said. “You do want to live, don’t you? So, again; are they on the first floor?” 
 
    No, they weren’t. I could see it. “Second floor?” He looked away, trembling. Yes, they were. I could see it very clearly. “Are they together?” Yes. “How many of you are in this building? More than twenty?” No. “More than ten?” Yes. 
 
    You could only get so much information with ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers. If I wanted to get the answers to more important questions, I needed him to talk. “So, tell me, why are the Avalon Commandos interested in what I do?” 
 
    He grimaced at that. “Who?” 
 
    He really didn’t know. That surprised me. 
 
    “So, who do you work for?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. Even if you kill me.” He seemed to mean it, which bewildered me. The game has its rules and nobody expects you to die defending a lost position. 
 
    “Is it a different unit of your government?” He compressed his lips into a thin line and said nothing but his aura reflected uncertainty. “A private organization?” Again, uncertainty. “Do you even know who you work for?” No, I reflected, he really didn’t. 
 
    “I’m local,” he said. “I’m just doing a job.” He had no accent; not part of Derek Landry’s little hit squad, then. 
 
    “What Guild?” I asked. 
 
    He turned his head to the side and spat. “Fuck the stinking Guilds,” he said. 
 
    That gave me pause. Violence among the Guilds is required to be proportional to the specific situation. At the end of every challenge, the Guild Council reviews the outcome and the actions taken to achieve it. This man wasn’t Guild. The punishments for unsanctioned violence were severe. 
 
    I checked his bonds. They were tight. I ripped some more strips from his shirt, rolled them into a ball, shocked him again until he was unconscious, stuffed the ball of cloth into his mouth and secured it with the remaining strips. 
 
    Carefully, making no noise at all, I crept down the stairwell until I reached the second floor. I heard no sound from the hallway opposite the landing. I carefully pushed open the door. I was lucky. The hall was empty. I scampered inside, put my ear to the first doorway on the left, heard nothing and twisted the handle. It was unlocked and I entered. This room was much less plain than my prison cell. There were curtains on the windows, a large desk, a couch and comfortable chairs: an office. I checked the desk. The drawers were all locked. Shrugging, I stood on the desk, pushed aside the ceiling panel, pulled myself up, replaced the panel and scuttled off. 
 
    It took me no more than ten minutes to investigate the entire floor. Nobody was there except my men, locked in two small bedrooms, their ankles bolted to the floor. Curtis, his face bruised and swollen, grinned crookedly when I pushed the ceiling panel aside and looked down. Richard and Kevin were lying on bunks. “I assume the door is locked,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Curtis said. 
 
    I dropped down and fried the locks on their ankle cuffs. “Come on then.” We all climbed up. I repeated the process in the other bedroom and a couple of minutes later we let ourselves down in another office near the stairwell. “I’ll keep the rifle,” I said. Curtis was normally our best shot but his eyes were still swollen and I didn’t trust his aim. “Kevin, take the pistol.” 
 
    “What are we up against?” Curtis asked. 
 
    “More than ten, less than twenty. None of them are on this floor. There’s probably a guard at the bottom of the stairs.” 
 
    “One way to find out,” Kevin said. 
 
    We all knew how to walk silently. The guard at the bottom was facing the doorway. He never saw us coming from above. I touched his neck. He twitched, jerked, shook and fell unconscious with only a small groan. My men were happy to distribute his weapons. 
 
    The grounds outside the building were brightly lit. A safe bet that they had more men patrolling the property. I smiled, put my hand on an electrical outlet and sent a surge into the wall. The circuits promptly overloaded. The lights went out. 
 
    One by one, we flitted into the dark and were gone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Two hours later, we returned with thirty men and women but by this time, the building was abandoned. A search revealed nothing. No documents, no clues. The building was registered to an investment corporation and rented to Gaddison Enterprises, which turned out to be a dummy organization that seemed otherwise not to exist. 
 
      
 
    The next night, I took the same thirty men and women and paid a little visit to my old friend, Leon Sebastian. Leon had an estate in Sandhill, an exclusive neighborhood of large, private homes, each on at least five acres. I was expecting opposition, but we met nobody at all as we drove through the gate of the stone wall that surrounded Leon’s property. Twenty of the men searched the grounds, meeting no opposition, and then set up a roving patrol. 
 
    The house was dark. It looked deserted, which proved to be almost the case. I was tempted to simply break down the door but instead, I walked up and rang the bell. I heard footsteps and a moment later, I felt a pulse from the doorway as we were scanned. The door opened. 
 
    “Evan,” I said. The Sebastian’s butler was at least seventy, slim, with thick brown hair just beginning to gray at the temples. He exuded dignity. 
 
    “Mr. Oliver.” 
 
    “Is the family home?” 
 
    “No, sir. They’ve left on what I was told would be an extended vacation.” Evan’s lips twitched. “I was told that you might be calling and was instructed that you be given free access. Would you like to come in?” 
 
    I nodded at Richard and Kevin, who followed me inside, leaving the rest of the men to guard the perimeter. I could tell the place was empty as soon as I entered. The scents were fading, all at least a day old. The family seemed to have left in something of a hurry. There were toys scattered over the floor of the den and unwashed dishes still sitting in the sink. 
 
    “A vacation, Evan?” I asked. 
 
    Evan puffed his cheeks up and frowned. “That is what they said, sir.” 
 
    “You seem uncertain.” 
 
    “Well, it was rather sudden.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Aside from giving me free access, were there any other instructions?” 
 
    “No, sir. None at all.” 
 
    “Did Mr. Sebastian say where they were going?” 
 
    “He did not.” 
 
    “Did he leave any way to get in touch?” 
 
    He nodded. “In case of emergency, I am to contact his administrative assistant, Mrs. Eloise Barnes.” 
 
    Eloise Barnes was a battleax. Her kids were grown, her husband deceased. She was completely devoted to Leon and lived for her work. 
 
    We wandered from room to room. Nothing else was out of place. Nothing seemed amiss. Certainly, no signs of violence. When we came to Leon’s home office, I said, “Thank you, Evan. Please wait for me downstairs.” 
 
    He nodded and silently walked out. 
 
    It was a large, comfortable room, with a couch and ottoman, a wall unit containing glasses and half a dozen bottles of expensive liquor, a large wooden desk and well-padded chairs for guests. A book case with a well-read collection, fiction, mostly. A picture of Jolene and the kids sat on the corner of the desk. 
 
    A lot of men had been in this room, a few sitting on the chairs, most standing in the corners, muscle, most likely. I recognized five of them. Four of the five had set fire to my warehouse. The fifth was the scent of the small man, the “messenger” who seemed to be in charge of their operation. 
 
    Sad, I thought. Really sad. What was the old saying? If you can’t screw your friends, who can you screw? 
 
    I sighed and examined the desk. All the drawers were locked but they were simple locks and not very strong. I grasped the handle on the top right drawer, gave a hard tug and felt the lock snap. The drawer, however, was empty. I did the same thing with both other drawers on the right and all three on the left. Some blank paper, a ruler, an empty date book. Certainly, nothing of interest. 
 
    I popped the lock on the middle drawer and opened it. A file folder lay neatly inside the drawer and inside the folder sat a thin sheaf of papers; a contract, signed by Leon Sebastian and Brittany Gannett, the Guild Master of Gentian. Leon Sebastian agreed that the resources of Sebastian Securities were to be placed in the service of somebody named Winston Smith, who was listed under “Affiliations” as President of Presideo Dynamics. I had never heard of Presideo Dynamics, which of course meant very little. The contract specified “all due assistance” with the “legitimate interests of the signatory and the signatory’s sponsoring organization.” 
 
    And that was all. A through search of the rest of the house revealed nothing else either suspicious or useful. 
 
    “Thank you, Evan,” I said, a few minutes later. 
 
    He gravely nodded. “Have a good night, sir,” and the door closed behind us. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve gone,” Curtis said. 
 
    I looked up from my desk. I had been going through the motions of running a business but had found it difficult to concentrate while waiting for my putative enemy’s next move. For three days, we had pulled every lever we could reach, looking for a way to find them, to strike back. “Tell me,” I said. 
 
    Curtis inserted a disk into the board on my desk. “This is Holloway station, yesterday morning.” Derek Landry calmly walked along the tube platform, duffel bag slung over one shoulder, and entered the train. A few minutes later, another of the eleven followed. One by one, separated by no more than a minute, all eleven walked along the platform and boarded. A few minutes later, the doors closed. Air sucked from the tube. The train silently accelerated into the tunnel and was gone. 
 
    “Destination?” I asked. 
 
    “The first stop was Mountainside, after that, the train went on to Novaskaya, Kirkut and Nordstrom.” 
 
    All four were small nation states with which Meridien had cordial but distant relations. None of them, so far as we knew, were building up their military or engaged in threatening their neighbors. All of them, because of pristine lakes, tropical beaches or in the case of Nordstrom, an old, no longer functional but partially intact First Empire base, were popular vacation destinations. “Any idea where they got off?” 
 
    Curtis grinned faintly and put in another disk. He pressed a button and the disk advanced at high speed, then stopped. Derek Landry and two of his team emerged from the train at Mountainside. Curtis played the remainder of the disk. All of them left the train, three each at Novaskaya and Kirkut, the last two at Nordstrom. “They’re gone,” he said. 
 
    “And we are none the wiser.” I sat back in my seat and pondered all of this. “It doesn’t really matter. Whoever is behind this could have a hundred other agents in the city, and what about their boss, Winston Smith, or whoever he really is?” 
 
    Curtis nodded. “Nothing yet. We’re trying. 
 
    “I have a meeting in one hour with Guild Master Anderson.” 
 
    Curtis nodded, unsurprised. “Did you ask for the meeting or did he?” 
 
    “He did. Any idea what he’s going to say?” 
 
    He shrugged. “No need to guess. You’ll know in an hour.” 
 
    “True,” I said. 
 
    “Meanwhile,” Curtis said. “You’ve received this from Erik DeLaney.” He held out an envelope. It was heavy, off-white paper, sealed with wax. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said. 
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” Curtis said. “The sharks are circling.” 
 
      
 
    Guild Master Anderson looked pale. His hands lay listlessly on top of his desk. “There have been additional developments,” he said. He shook his head and sighed. “You’ve stirred things up. It appears that we are under assault.” 
 
    “We? Who is ‘we’?” I asked. 
 
    He cleared his throat and took a small sip from the glass of clear liquid sitting in front of him. It looked like water but I could smell something medicinal. I didn’t recognize the scent. “The financial infrastructure of this nation,” he said. 
 
    I glanced out the window. Cars and pedestrians moved sedately along the street. Pedestrians strolled. The shop windows were full of goods. The sun shone, the air was clear. This did not look like a nation under any sort of assault. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “This recent challenge against your corporation, by parties who are essentially unknown, prompted me to make inquiries regarding a number of other incidents.” He sipped again from the glass and grimaced. “Incidents that I have long regarded with unease.” He shook his head and looked pained. “It started five years ago. A challenge against Sutton Industries. Sutton lost and was taken over by Five Star Holdings.” I knew this. It was a notable contest but not unusual. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Five Star Holdings, it turns out, is a dummy corporation. We didn’t realize it, not at first. They’re fronted by members of Niger, all seemingly legitimate.” Niger was an old, respected Guild, almost as old as Argent. “A year later, Riva Lending came under attack. One of our largest banks wound up changing ownership. Again, all seemingly legitimate, sponsored by one of our own Guilds, Tarentinus, but again, the actual ownership cannot be determined.” 
 
    “And this only came to light, now?” 
 
    “It did not occur to us to look more closely until now.” 
 
    “So, I’m not the first,” I said. That actually made me feel better. Many centuries ago, an ancient military leader named Eisenhower once said, ‘If you have a problem that you cannot solve yourself, then make it a bigger problem’. Also, of course, misery does love company 
 
    The Guild Master nodded. “As I said, I’ve made inquiries. We have discovered that Meridien is not the only nation that has come under this sort of surreptitious infiltration. The same thing has been happening with almost all of our allies. Major industrial conglomerates, important financial institutions have been bought out. A few refused to sell. Those few were subjected to escalating attacks and have either changed ownership or have ceased to exist.” 
 
    “Aside from Sutton and Riva, which ones have changed ownership?” 
 
    “Only one more: Davos Holdings. It’s become a division of Clarion Enterprises.” 
 
    “Graham Reid,” I said. 
 
    The Guild Master inclined his head. “Clarion is expanding at a rapid rate. It appears that Mr. Reid has considerable financial backing.” 
 
    “What does Aureus say about that?” 
 
    “They are not pleased.” 
 
    The lifeblood of the Guilds was money. New money, money outside of the Guilds, uncontrolled money, posed a threat to the entire system. This, of course, was bad enough, but there was more. I thought I knew what he was going to say. I could see it in his face and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all. It seemed quite, quite obvious where the Guild Master was going. Successful men know how to evaluate the risks versus the benefits, and this did change things. Oh, yes, it did. “Oliver Enterprises is not that big. Why me?” 
 
    “You’re not the smallest organization they’ve gone after. Every one of their targets has been highly profitable and well run.” He cracked the merest hint of a smile. “You should feel complimented.” 
 
    I suppose, in some distant part of my brain, I did feel complimented. I also felt pissed off. “Leon Sebastian was my friend.” I meant the comment to be dispassionate but I must have sounded bitter. 
 
    Guild Master Anderson gave a small grimace. “Leon Sebastian left his copy of the contract in a locked drawer, so he cannot be accused of revealing confidential information. Nevertheless, you found it without much difficulty. I think we can assume that he wanted you to find it. 
 
    “I was contacted this afternoon by Brittany Gannett, the Guild Master of Gentian. She informed me that Leon Sebastian was instructed by her to sign that contract. Both Gentian and Sebastian Securities were offered an extraordinary amount of money by Presideo Dynamics. That usually does it.” 
 
    “Winston Smith, whoever he really is, does not belong to a Guild. Why would they accept?” 
 
    “I suspect that Gentian is trying to cover up their actual interest. It probably seemed at first like easy money for very little effort. Guild Master Gannett claims that Mr. Sebastian protested this assignment. She claims that she ordered him to take the contract and to use his association with Winston Smith to obtain as much information as possible on his organization’s resources and motives.” 
 
    “They’re claiming that Leon was a spy?” 
 
    Guild Master Anderson held up one hand and rocked it back and forth. “That might be overstating the case. Nothing in the contract pre-empted Mr. Sebastian’s loyalty or allegiance to his own Guild, and Winston Smith would have known that. Nevertheless, Guild Master Gannett seems to have been at least dimly aware that this contract could reflect badly on her own judgment and leadership.” 
 
    “An offer Leon couldn’t refuse,” I said, “and Brittany Gannett has a convenient excuse for approving it.” 
 
    Anderson sat back in his seat. “Exactly.” 
 
    “So, what do you want from me?” He was going to say it, anyway. It might as well be now. 
 
    He tapped one finger slowly against the desk. His eyes grew sharp and suddenly, he looked not at all infirm. He smiled, wolfishly. “This is no longer a problem that the governing body of this nation can ignore, and it extends far beyond any of the Guilds and far beyond the borders of Meridien. We are in negotiation with our allies. Action will be taken, but it won’t be swift and it won’t be soon. We need to know what we’re dealing with. 
 
    “In the meantime, I want you to do as you’ve been asked. Sell your shares in Sindara. Be grateful that they didn’t ask for more.” 
 
    So, there it was, as I figured. “And then what?” 
 
    “Sit tight. I’ll keep you informed. In the meantime, the Guild may have some work for you.” 
 
    “Bribing me?” I didn’t mean to sound resentful. I was almost embarrassed at my tone of voice. 
 
    “If I need to bribe you, then I’ve misjudged you. Like your friend, Leon Sebastian, you’re smart enough to see what has to be done. And I know I don’t need to tell you, but I’ll tell you anyway: keep quiet about all this.” 
 
    Distantly, I could feel my hands tremble. Guild Master Anderson waited while I took a deep breath, then another. “Alright,” I finally said. “I guess that I have no choice.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “There is always a choice. Sometimes there is no right choice but there is always a best choice. I think that in this case, you’ve made it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Erik DeLaney hated me. He had hated me for at least five years, ever since I underbid him on a series of contracts to construct residential towers on the banks of the River Hastings. The towers were divided into very large, very luxurious apartments and the project had made Oliver Enterprises a lot of money. 
 
    Evidently, DeLaney felt that the challenge by Winston Smith made me vulnerable. 
 
    DeLaney had no idea that Winston Smith had already won. 
 
    The transference of my ownership went smoothly enough. My admin, Benedict Howell, was an expert in administrative law before deciding that in-house council suited his personality more than the courtroom. He handled our side of the paperwork. We were of course intensely interested in who might show up to assume ownership but we learned nothing. A large, stocky man in a conservative suit entered the conference room, nodded to the actuaries, the secretaries and the official stenographer, sat down in a chair across from us and said, “How are you, Ben?” 
 
    “Not bad, thanks.” Benedict turned toward me. “This is Justin Cleaver, of Cleaver and Barrow. Douglas Oliver.” 
 
    We shook hands and exchanged the usual pleasantries before Cleaver said, “Shall we proceed?” 
 
    “Who else is coming?” I asked. 
 
    “Nobody. I have full power of attorney. The new owner wishes to remain anonymous.” 
 
    “Of course,” I muttered. 
 
    I sat back in my chair and scowled but the paperwork was in order and we had no choice. We had already received the documents and they had been extensively reviewed. I signed each one as it was placed in front of me and a few minutes later, Justin Cleaver rose to his feet. “Thank you, gentlemen. It’s been a pleasure.” 
 
    I said nothing. Benedict cracked a tiny smile. “Likewise,” he said, and Cleaver bowed his way from the room. 
 
    Benedict inspected my face and gave me a sympathetic frown. “Win some, lose some,” he said. “Don’t let it go to your head, and don’t let the bastards get you down.” 
 
    “I’m not a rookie. I know how the game is played.” 
 
    Benedict nodded and prudently said nothing more, but he still looked worried. 
 
      
 
    So, DeLaney…I needed an outlet for my frustration and DeLaney had volunteered to provide it. 
 
    I had never issued a challenge, myself. I preferred to build things rather than to take them. I do know how the game is played, however. Good men may feel differently about these things. Men that I admire and respect have issued challenge, have taken over businesses, incorporated them into their own domains, and usually improved them. 
 
    I did not, however, admire and respect Erik DeLaney. DeLaney’s wealth was inherited. Nothing wrong with that, but DeLaney was not as smart as his father and grandfather, or at least, he was not as careful. He had inherited a diversified corporation, focused on ship building and construction. He hadn’t run it into the ground but his profit margins were less than they should have been, primarily because he had taken on too much debt. 
 
    DeLaney was overextended. DeLaney preferred to take rather than build. 
 
    On the surface, DeLaney, Incorporated was a larger firm than Oliver Enterprises, but his finances were shaky and mine were rock solid. 
 
    The opening moves were standard. I wasted no time refusing his offer. Then I waited. As expected, a few minor contracts were canceled. Rumors began to circulate that my profits were decreasing, and my corporation’s stock began to drop. 
 
    Truly, an idiot, I thought. I was the majority shareholder in Oliver Enterprises. Nobody could buy the corporation away from me unless I agreed to sell, and the stock price reflected nothing except unsubstantiated rumor and investor paranoia. I shrugged and bought back a few shares at excellent prices. 
 
    Ten of my workers quit and joined DeLaney, then fifteen more. Two projects had to be slowed as I reshuffled my staff. This was annoying but nothing more than that. 
 
    Still, I waited. Finally, I received a call from Frank Malone, a supplier of concrete, steel and plasticine. His face in the vid looked worried. “Douglas,” he said. “I’ve received a proposal from Erik DeLaney. He’s offering a premium on all of my product.” 
 
    “Do tell,” I said. 
 
    Malone nodded. “He’s paying outrageous amounts if I can assure immediate delivery. The only merchandise that I have on hand is designated for Oliver Enterprises.” He smiled wanly. “I’m not going to break our contract. I just wanted to let you know this is happening.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Sell it to him.” 
 
    Malone blinked. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I would be doing you a favor. Charge him as much as you possibly can. Perhaps, someday in the future, I will ask you to do me a favor in return.” I already had enough materiel on site to finish my current projects. Two new projects might have to be delayed. I shrugged. It was worth it. 
 
    A slow grin spread across Frank Malone’s face. “Thanks,” he said. “It’s always a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    A week or so more of DeLaney chipping away and I had more than enough ammunition. “Release the Kraken,” I told Benedict. 
 
    “Excellent,” Benedict said, and rubbed his hands together. “Nothing I enjoy more than separating a fool from his money.” 
 
    “Think of it as the rescue of a poor, abused corporation.” 
 
    As I said, DeLaney was overextended. He knew it and I knew it but DeLaney didn’t know that I knew it, or he didn’t care, and now he was overextended even more. The next morning, the financial press was full of stories—true ones—regarding DeLaney, Incorporated’s shaky foundations and uncertain future. 
 
    It’s good to have people on the inside, I reflected. God knows, I paid them enough. 
 
    DeLaney’s stock began to fall, then it began to plunge. Rumors of bankruptcy were floated, and I began to buy. 
 
    A few nights later, I walked into the Guild Hall, Jennifer at my side. My mood was conflicted. I had been forced to give up my interests in Sindara but now possessed a good portion of DeLaney, Incorporated. DeLaney had withdrawn his offer for Oliver Enterprises and I owned a third of his corporation and a seat on his Board. 
 
    As they say…win some, lose some. 
 
    The cage had been disassembled and the center of the room was empty. There were no bouts or any other entertainment scheduled for the evening. A few players sat at the gaming tables but the room was quiet. Fine with me. We took our seats and our waiter appeared almost immediately. 
 
    I had thought about going back to Arcadia but the place was too public. I wasn’t in the mood for any drama. The food here was almost as good, the wine cellar was superb and security was not an issue at the Guild Hall. We could relax. 
 
    Aside from a few superficial vid calls, this was the first time I had seen Jen since our evening out. Her honey gold hair shone in the light. Her eyes, I noticed for the first time, were green. She wore a dark blue dress that covered her shoulders and upper arms, dipped modestly low on her chest and ended above the knees. There was probably a name for the style but I was hardly an expert on women’s clothing. I did know that I liked the way she looked. 
 
    “Are things better?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s over, at least for the moment.” 
 
    She leaned forward. “Tell me about it,” she said. 
 
    At that moment, the wine arrived. I waited until it was poured and the waiter out of earshot before replying. I had been instructed to keep quiet about the silent battle that some unknown entity seemed to be waging against our nation, and of course, I was far from satisfied with the most recent outcome. I found myself reluctant to speak. “I gave up,” I finally said. “It seemed…wiser.” 
 
    Jennifer examined my face. She sipped her wine. “That seems unlike you,” she said. 
 
    “There were extenuating circumstances. I’m not at liberty to reveal them.” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “I received a reasonable price for my shares,” I said. 
 
    I suppose my tone must have been caustic. Jennifer gave me a half-hearted grin. “The players may change but the game is never-ending. Isn’t that so?” 
 
    I sipped my wine and carefully nodded my head. “There may come a time when the outcome will be…re-visited.” 
 
    “So, tell me about DeLaney. Everyone is talking.” 
 
    “Everyone?” 
 
    “I know all about Eric DeLaney. His former mistress, Carey Evans, is a customer, also an old friend. We went to collegium together.” 
 
    That was interesting. “What does she say about him?” 
 
    “He has a high opinion of himself. He can come four times in a night but he’s still lousy in bed.” 
 
    I paused, my wine glass half way to my lips. “That was perhaps too much information.” 
 
    “Oh?” She grinned. “Carey had much to say on the subject. She doesn’t like him.” 
 
    “Then why was she involved with him?” 
 
    “She doesn’t like him now. She liked him, then.” 
 
    Our food arrived. We paused our conversation while we ate. Finally, I said, “There isn’t much to tell about my dispute with DeLaney. He has a tendency to misjudge both his opponent and the strength of his own position. Sooner or later, he’ll get over that, or he’ll end up poor. Or dead.” 
 
    We finished our meal soon after and walked out into the covered parking lot. I paused for an instant, sniffed the air and wrinkled my nose. I smiled. “This way,” I said, and turned to the right. 
 
    Jennifer gave me a sharp glance. The car, she knew, was to the left. “Of course,” she said. 
 
    Smart girl, Jennifer. 
 
    The lot, technically speaking, was run on consignment and was not actually a part of the Guild Hall. The same rules and strictures did not apply. 
 
    The night was quiet. We were alone. Jennifer, I noticed, wore shoes with low heels and reinforced toes. They would be good for either running or, if necessary, for fighting. I didn’t think it likely that she would have to do either, but Jennifer obviously believed in being prepared. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, “where are Darryl and Claudia, tonight?” 
 
    She looked at me and frowned. “Oh, shit,” she muttered. 
 
    I smiled. “Don’t worry about a thing.” 
 
    She considered that for a moment then shrugged. “If you say so.” 
 
    A single car was parked at the far end of the lot. The few rows in front of it were empty, leaving a large, open space, sufficient for a group of men to maneuver. I sampled the air, smiled and stepped forward. 
 
    “Oliver,” a voice said, oily, and thick with satisfaction. 
 
    They had trailed us through the lot, drifting like smoke between the shadows, DeLaney and his five men. I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth, considering. He stepped out from between two vehicles. He was tall. I knew that, of course. It pays to know one’s enemy and I had studied Erik DeLaney and his career. His shoulders were broad and he outweighed me by at least twenty kilograms. His men spread out across the cleared area. 
 
    I sighed. “What do you want, Erik?” 
 
    “Satisfaction. I have a score to settle with you.” His smile was wide and gloating. 
 
    “And just how do you plan on accomplishing that?” 
 
    His eyes flicked to Jennifer. “Physical punishment will suffice.” 
 
    “Hmm…and do you plan on inflicting this punishment yourself, or will your lackeys need to hold me down?” 
 
    His smile grew wider. “I’m not expecting to need any help. I’ll even make it fair.” He spread his hands out to the sides. “See, no weapons.” 
 
    His men did have weapons but they hadn’t drawn them. I suppose they assumed that six to two would be sufficient to prevent us from running off. 
 
    “And the security cameras?” The parking garage, though not Guild property, was always under surveillance. 
 
    “They’ve been disabled.” 
 
    “My, you have been busy.” 
 
    An almost inaudible click sounded as a gun cocked. They all heard it and all of them froze. I shook my head. “What a bunch of clowns,” I said. 
 
    My men stepped out of the shadows, all twenty of them, guns held firmly in their hands. 
 
    “Boss?” one of DeLaney’s men said. 
 
    “Clowns,” I said again. 
 
    DeLaney stood unmoving. His nostrils flared. His face grew red. I looked at him for a long moment, considering. “By the way,” I said. “The security cameras? They’ve been re-enabled.” 
 
    DeLaney truly was an idiot. With his challenge already withdrawn, he had lost the game. The rules at this point were clear. He could issue a new challenge, if he chose, but juvenile tantrums and unsanctioned violence were not to be tolerated. If I chose to put a bullet in his head, I could do so without hesitation and the system would protect me. A few might consider such a response excessive but it was, without a doubt, within the rules. 
 
    What was the phrase? Evolution in action, a very old concept…yes, removing Erik DeLaney from the gene pool would be doing future generations a favor. 
 
    It was a lovely idea in its way and I did briefly consider it, but…no. 
 
    “I’m going to give you what you wanted,” I said. 
 
    DeLaney blinked. 
 
    I stepped forward. “None of my men will interfere. You wanted a shot at me? Go ahead. Now’s your chance.” 
 
    Jennifer rolled her eyes and gave a small sigh. I turned to DeLaney’s men. “Step back, all of you.” 
 
    With at least three guns trained on each of them, they didn’t argue. They stepped back. We had plenty of room. 
 
    DeLaney smiled and I punched him in the face. His head reared back and his lip split but he didn’t go down. I hadn’t expected him to. I had calibrated the punch carefully. My hands were unprotected. A lot of bony structures in the head; a punch hard enough to knock him out would likely have damaged my hand. 
 
    He shook his head, glared at me and charged. DeLaney was a strong, which didn’t mean he wasn’t also fast, but he wasn’t as fast as me, not nearly. I slid to the side, elbowed him in the ribs and kicked him behind the knee as I turned. 
 
    This time, he went down but he flipped over and bounced back to his feet. He looked at me, his breath coming faster. 
 
    “Did you think this would be easy, Erik? Really?” 
 
    Apparently, he did. I had studied DeLaney. He employed an instructor, just as I did, but he had never fought competitively beyond a couple of school exhibitions. He seemed to be pretty good, and I was fine with that. At the moment, I liked it. I had a lot of pent up aggression to work off. 
 
    “Give up?” I said. 
 
    He didn’t answer. He came in, bobbing and weaving, throwing punches. I deflected them off my forearms and retreated, getting in a counter blow or two, letting him expend some energy. He jumped, twisted in mid-air and aimed a kick at my head. I ducked underneath his leg. He completed the turn, coming up with his opposite leg in a circle kick that missed my abdomen by a hair. 
 
    He bounced a little on his feet and feinted a backhand to my head. I ignored it, then flicked a fist of my own toward his head, which he deflected. He threw four more punches, all bouncing off my forearms, then a kick aimed at my knee, but my knee wasn’t there. 
 
    I chuckled. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    DeLaney snarled, feinted left, then came in swinging. I got one hand on his forearm and another on his shoulder but he turned into me, connected with a fist to my side and went with the momentum, forcing me down. He came back up toward my head with his other elbow. I let go, turned and trapped his opposite wrist. He flipped over, a smart move because his wrist would have broken if he hadn’t, and landed on his feet. 
 
    He really wasn’t bad, much better than I had expected. 
 
    We circled, each looking for an opening, for a moment of hesitation to exploit. He came in, jumped, circled, landed lightly on his feet and jumped again, each time aiming roundhouse kicks at my abdomen. None landed. 
 
    DeLaney was in good shape but he had used up a lot of energy and his breath was whistling through his teeth. I came in, faster than he had anticipated and spun into a series of circle kicks. He managed to evade the first one, then my foot connected with the side of his head. He tried to shake it off but it had been a solid hit. He staggered, disoriented. This was the point where a referee would have stepped in and stopped the fight but there were no referees here. This wasn’t a game. 
 
    He grimaced and blinked his eyes and I jumped, torqueing my body and then he was down with both my legs around his torso. I slithered up, trapped his extended elbow and leveraged it against my knee. DeLaney screamed as the elbow snapped. I rolled over, got to my feet and looked down at him, cradling his broken arm, rocking back and forth. The fight was over. 
 
    “Here’s how it’s going to be,” I said. “I already own a third of DeLaney, Incorporated. You’re going to sell me the rest of your shares, at a fifty percent discount from the market. I’ll keep quiet about this, but if you ever give me any trouble again, I’ll release the tapes. Clear?” 
 
    The Guild Council would not be as generous with him as I had been. He knew that. He nodded, all the fight gone out of him. 
 
    “Come to my office in the morning. We’ll sign the paperwork.” 
 
    I turned to Jennifer, who had quietly watched the fight. “Let’s get out of here,” I said. 
 
    She grinned. “A little more excitement than I’d counted on,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The money I paid for information turned out to be well spent. We knew all about DeLaney’s little plan and I had blanketed the area around the Guild Hall. We knew when DeLaney arrived with his men. My people saw them disarm the cameras and take up their position in the garage. I almost felt sorry for DeLaney but nobody talked him into being a jackass and he deserved everything he got. 
 
    The drive back to my building was almost silent. Jennifer lay her head back and closed her eyes, a little smile on her lips. It was drizzling, not enough to make driving difficult, but the rain made it seem like a warm little cocoon inside the car. I liked the way the streetlights glittered through the mist. I glanced at Jennifer now and then but she seemed to be dozing and I was content to drive. We pulled into the underground lot and I parked in my assigned space. When the car finally stopped, Jennifer drew a deep breath, opened her eyes and sleepily stretched. “Did I fall asleep?” she asked. 
 
    “It seemed so, yes.” 
 
    “I don’t usually do that.” She looked around. “Where are we?” 
 
    “My building.” I cleared my throat. “Would you like to come up?” 
 
    She looked at me and a slow smile crossed her lips. “Sure,” she said. 
 
    I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Good.” 
 
    She gave me an amused, speculative look. “It’s been an exciting evening.” Her lips twitched upward. “So far at least.” 
 
    “And it’s not even over,” I said. 
 
    She laughed, a low, husky laugh and I felt my heart beat a little faster. “No,” she said. “It isn’t.” 
 
      
 
    My relationship with Jennifer moved quickly after that. Within a few weeks, we were spending most of our nights together. Her apartment was a lot smaller than mine and located in the center of the city, where lights sometimes flickered through the windows at night and the muted hum of traffic was ever-present. I liked my place better. I had the entire seventeenth floor of the Hutchinson Tower, a century old building, thirty stories high, that loomed over the harbor and offered a panoramic view of the ships coming and going down below and the sea off in the distance. 
 
    I had plenty of space and Jennifer took a small room of her own for a private office. That was fine with me. I liked having her around. 
 
      
 
    The attacks from our secret organization seemed to fade away as the interest of various governments became engaged. I knew, without being informed of any details, that things were happening. It was, I have no doubt, a battle fought in the shadows, but despite the Guild Master’s promise, I received no information, not at first, but perhaps there was nothing to know. And truthfully, compared to the size of even our one small nation, let alone the world, there had not been so very many of these raids; six in Meridien of which they were certain, perhaps thirty-five others across the continent. 
 
    And so the consortium to which I sold my shares in Sindara made their plans but what those plans might be was not immediately apparent. Sindara was the largest island in the Aerean Archipelago, which was a part of Finlandia, a medium sized nation hugging the coast of the Northern continent. Finlandia was mostly desert, its population sparse, its economy dependent upon deposits of opals and diamonds laid down millions of years ago in extinct volcanic vents. Its government was a parliament elected from and by its nation’s landowners, with a hereditary Imperator as Chief Executive. Aside from this, Finlandia’s laws regarding property were simple and much the same as Meridien’s, but without the legally sanctioned option to declare challenge and try to take it all away. 
 
    A few weeks after I sold my shares, a small fortified base appeared on Sindara’s Eastern coast. Military boats with able looking crews and deck mounted machine guns began to patrol the surrounding waters. Signs appeared on the beach, warning off any sightseers. The plans that I had filed, for apartments, luxury resorts and a casino, were re-filed with the government of Finlandia, under the name Regal Property Management. Regal was a well known, highly respected firm. When questioned, Regal’s executive board freely admitted that they were acting as agents for other entities who wished to remain anonymous. Construction was to begin in another month, at the end of the rainy season. Clarion Enterprises and Graham Reid received a contract to supply materials. 
 
      
 
    I stewed for a week or so over my losses in Sindara, consoled only somewhat by my victory over Erik DeLaney, then tried to put it out of my mind. It was over. I had lost a battle and won another but the war was still ongoing and for the moment at least, it would go on without me. I tried to tell myself that this was just as well. It wasn’t my game, not any more, not yet. Sit back. Let events play out and tend to business. Having Jennifer around helped. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to blend the assets of DeLaney, Incorporated into Oliver Enterprises. I left the main corporate structure intact, fired the CEO, a marginally competent cousin of DeLaney’s, promoted his aide into the position and assigned Benedict to go over the books, which thankfully were clean. I downsized the construction division, since it duplicated much of what I already owned and I wanted to pay off the debt that DeLaney had accumulated. DeLaney himself took his remaining funds and retired to the life of a dissolute playboy. He still had enough money to assume the role and frankly, he was probably happier. Certainly, he was a lousy executive. 
 
    A couple of weeks later, Jennifer and I walked into a club near the river called Meridien Blue. The place was very old with a format that hadn’t changed in nearly a century. A clean, well-appointed room with comfortable chairs, solid wooden tables and a long bar running the entire length of the wall opposite a low, wooden stage. The wait-staff was young and good looking. The food was excellent. They played jazz, with a little blues and some classic rock thrown into the mix. 
 
    Jazz, when it first came into being, all those thousands of years ago, was the music of the young and the hip, edgy and faintly disreputable. By the time rock and roll arrived, fifty years later, jazz had turned into the music of the past and the old. It never entirely faded away, though. It went underground, re-grew its roots as something cool and avant-garde and roared back onto the scene, and then it faded away again, over and over and over. 
 
    Seven thousand years offered a lot of music to choose from. 
 
    The lights were bright enough to read the menus but otherwise kept low. We were greeted at the front door and shown to our table while the first band set up on stage, a standard quintet; keyboard, drums, electric bass, saxophone and trumpet. “Your server will be right with you, sir,” the host said. 
 
    Jennifer looked around the room, curious. “I’ve heard of this place,” she said. 
 
    “Its popularity comes and goes,” I said. “Right now, it’s popular. I hope you like it.” 
 
    She smiled and waved at somebody behind us. I turned around. Jolene Sebastian sat at a table with two other women I didn’t recognize. They already had drinks and small appetizer plates spread out in front of them. Jolene held her drink up in a toast and smiled at me. I cautiously nodded back. 
 
    We gave our order and the food arrived a few minutes later. The band started with “Night Train,” a very, very old standard, a twelve-bar blues with a catchy rhythm. A good choice, I thought; it got the audience into the music fast. The band was solid. They were in synch with each other, letting first one, then another take the lead, each of them knowing when to carry the music and when to step back. I was impressed. They followed up with “All or Nothing at All,” which was never one of my favorites and I didn’t think it worked without a vocalist. These guys were going way, way back but they followed up with “Starlight,” a standard from three thousand years later and finished off their set with two tunes I didn’t recognize but which had me tapping my feet. 
 
    Jennifer concentrated on the music, watching the band with a wide smile. She barely picked at her food. 
 
    The place had filled up while the first band played. From the corner of my eye, I noted three big guys standing at the bar. They were well dressed and wore pins on their collars. I recognized the pins: three quarter circles overlaid with small, golden swords. I grimaced; Bhukarins, members of a faction dedicated to the overthrow of the Guild system. So far, they had done nothing overtly illegal but their membership was growing and the Council was still debating what to do about them. 
 
    The club provided its own security and the challenges against me were officially over. I hadn’t taken an escort and suddenly, I regretted that. But the three men seemed to have no interest in me, or indeed in anything other than the music and I tried to put them out of my mind. I still felt the spot between my shoulder blades itching, though. 
 
    Jennifer noticed. “Something bothering you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. 
 
    She frowned, not looking at me. I followed her gaze. “Oh, shit,” I muttered. 
 
    Jennifer raised her eyebrows. “She’s staring at us,” Jennifer said. “Who is she?” 
 
    “Someone I know.” Someone I wanted nothing to do with. Laura. Laura Jones. She stared at me, her face wrinkling into a crooked smile. She gave Jennifer a frown. She was sitting next to someone else I wanted nothing to do with, Graham Reid, who gave a little laugh and also smiled in my direction. He picked up Laura’s hand and nibbled on the tip of her index finger, staring at me while he did so. Laura blushed, then glanced back at me with what might have been satisfaction in her gaze. 
 
    “She doesn’t like you,” Jennifer said. “Neither does he.” 
 
    “They’ll get over it,” I said. Frankly, Graham Reid’s actions bewildered me. Did he think that I might be jealous? I shuddered. 
 
    Jennifer grinned. “Bad memories?” 
 
    “You might say that.” 
 
    Jennifer gave Laura a frank appraisal and then shrugged. “She’s very pretty.” 
 
    “She’s ugly on the inside.” I wasn’t jealous. I was annoyed. I looked at Jennifer. Her eyes were dancing. “Enjoying yourself?” I asked. 
 
    “Very much,” she said. “The food is good. The music is great. The entertainment’s not bad, either.” 
 
    I grunted. “Oh, you’re a real riot.” 
 
    She smiled and rose to her feet. “I think I’ll go and wash my hands before the next set starts. Be right back.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jolene get up. She gave me a wolfish smile, walked over and sat down at our table, both of her friends in tow. “Douglas,” she said. “How are you?” 
 
    I blinked at her. “I’m fine,” I said. 
 
    She frowned. “Don’t be like that. Leon is sorry. We both want you to forgive him.” 
 
    I looked down at my drink and grimaced, feeling a little ganged up on. One of the other women was a pretty, plump redhead with generous breasts that spilled out of her dress. The other was a thin, well-built blonde. Both were listening to the conversation with predatory smiles on their faces. “This is Theresa Reynolds and Lois Chapman,” Jolene said. Both women smiled wider. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said. 
 
    “Stick up his ass, huh?” the blonde said. 
 
    “Takes himself seriously. You sure you’re good enough for Jennifer?” Theresa said. 
 
    I sighed. “Probably not.” 
 
    “Damn right,” she said. “Don’t forget it. We’re her best friends, so we’ll be keeping an eye on you.” All three of them were smiling but I didn’t think they were kidding. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t threaten him,” Jennifer said, finally coming back to the table. “You’ll scare him off.” 
 
    “If we can scare him off then he doesn’t deserve you,” Lois said. 
 
    I sipped my drink. “I already said I don’t deserve her.” 
 
    “Go away, ladies,” Jennifer said. 
 
    Smiling, they rose to their feet and trooped back to their own table. Jennifer shook her head. “Glad we got that cleared up. They’re friends. I have to put up with them. 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    Next, was open mic. One by one, two women and a man trooped up to the stage. The first woman talked with the band for a few seconds, nodded, picked up the microphone and began an excellent rendition of “Cry Me a River.” Her voice was low and smoky and the audience ate it up. The second one went for “Earthfall,” by Shigeru Toranaga, a slow lament about the abandoned cities of ancient Japan as they slowly sank beneath the sea. The last one sang “Lush Life,” a tough song with a lot of chord changes and chromatic dissonance, but he had a solid voice and he did a good job. 
 
    The trumpet player looked out at the audience. “Anybody else?” he asked. 
 
    Graham Reid rose to his feet. The trumpet player looked at the drummer. He shrugged. Reid walked up onto the stage, put his head together with the trumpet player, talked for a few moments then the trumpet player nodded, though he looked a little doubtful. Reid took the microphone, smiled out over the crowd, tipped his head back and began to sing and the audience grew suddenly silent. Reid knew how to sing. He had a deep voice, full of melody and vibrato and thunder and he cranked it out with the band pounding on the rhythm behind him. It was “Heartbreak Hotel,” the early Elvis Presley version before the tune got made over with a lot of instrumental crap. Reid sang about broken hearted lovers and how his tears keep on flowing and being so lonely he could die and he made us all believe it. And all the time he sang, he was smiling and he was grinning and he was smirking right at me. Jennifer looked at him and then she stared at my face and whatever she saw there made her eyes go wide and her face grow pale. The final piano chord whispered away, the last bass note hummed to a close and Graham Reid put back the microphone and stalked back to his table and the crowd went nuts. 
 
    “He’s pretty good,” Jennifer whispered. 
 
    I nodded. I had nothing at all to say. He was more than pretty good. I looked around the room. Lois and Theresa were frowning. Jolene was staring at Jennifer. Both of them looked grim. Jolene nodded and some wordless communication took place between them. Laura appeared stunned. I could see her glance at me then back to Graham Reid and then down at her hands folded primly in her lap. 
 
    I drew a deep breath and drained my drink and placed the glass very carefully back on the table. The challenge was over. Winston Smith and Graham Reid had won, for the moment, and Reid appeared to be savoring his victory. 
 
    I drew a deep breath. I wondered how much Graham Reid really knew. Was he just a pawn or was he a major player in the game? Whatever, the real game wasn’t over yet, I thought to myself. I wondered if Graham Reid knew that. Oh, no, it wasn’t over at all. Enjoy it now, you son of a bitch. Next time…next time the outcome will be very different. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Jen Mallett asked. She was naked, and we were lying next to a pool at the resort town of Lake April, not far from the village of Wittburg, in Avalon. I liked looking at Jen at any time but not surprisingly, I liked looking at her best when she was naked. 
 
    The sun was bright and the air was hot. Jen’s skin glowed. A tiny trickle of sweat slowly dripped down her left breast and hung, just for an instant, on her nipple. It took a lot of effort for me not to lean over and lick it off. Jen wriggled, stretched her arms over her head and slowly arched her back. “Isn’t this fun?” 
 
    It had been even more fun an hour or so before in our room and I expected that it would be more fun again later that evening. I smiled. “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, you.” Then she grinned. “What shall we do today?” 
 
    “Look at vineyards.” 
 
    She pouted. “Sounds sort of boring.” 
 
    By now, I understood Jennifer Mallett but her attitude at first had surprised me. A successful businesswoman in her own right, she focused like a laser when something caught her interest but otherwise never seemed to take business very seriously. It really was a game to her. She was successful without having to work hard, probably because she was brilliant. Jen did what she felt like, when she felt like it and seemed not to think much about the future. 
 
    “I like to make money,” I said. “Making money is fun.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I think I’ll go shopping. I like the clothes here. They’re different.” 
 
    Avalon was colder than Meridien for most of the year, but this was summer and the natives tended to wear very little, mostly wispy, colorful scarves across their breasts and loose, diaphanous leggings, as though making up for the colder months when they had to bundle up. 
 
    “Thinking of importing them?” 
 
    She cracked a smile. “Well, yes.” Importing exotic clothing could be started on a small scale. It did not require an enormous outlay of capital. An easy, low risk opportunity. On the other hand, there were plenty of vineyards in the world and making wine required large investments of both money and effort, as she and I both knew very well. 
 
    “I’ll see you at dinner,” I said. 
 
      
 
    A month before, Guild Master Anderson had asked me to come by his office. He looked tanned and well rested. “Things going well?” I asked. 
 
    “Better.” 
 
    “So, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “As you know, we have been unable to trace the new ownership of your Sindaran venture.” He paused for me to comment. I shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing to say? Prudent. I like a man who doesn’t waste my time.” 
 
    Guild Master Anderson, however, was wasting mine. I glanced at my interface. He snorted. “So far, we’ve come up empty but things seem to have settled down. Perhaps too much to call it an uneasy truce. Our opposition is evidently aware that we are aware. They’ve stopped their activities for the moment, the most blatant ones, at least, but I have no doubt that they have further plans.” 
 
    “Have you considered nationalizing Sutton Industries and Riva Lending? That might shake them up.” 
 
    “Hah!” He leaned back in his chair and smiled thinly. “We have considered it, but it’s a bad idea. Nothing would put off investment faster than the certain knowledge that this government does not respect the rights of private property. The economy would take a hit. The market would most likely crash.” 
 
    “So, what can I do?” I asked again. 
 
    “The immediate crisis is over. Your business is going well. You can afford to take some time and get away for a little while. A man in your position is expected to go on vacation, now and then. I would like for you to take a trip.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    He smiled. “Avalon.” 
 
    “Really…?” I smiled back. 
 
    Guild Master Anderson gave me a toothy grin. “You like that idea?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I do.” I sat back in my seat and considered the idea. “Tell me more,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer was happy to come with me. She also liked the idea of getting away for a little while and Avalon was close to Octavia. The trip would give her a chance to visit home and see her family. 
 
    Illyria’s native life is low in hydrocarbon residue and fossil fuels barely exist on this world. Many nations, including our own, maintain a fleet of military jets but the fuel is extremely expensive. Underground hyperloops run for thousands of kilometers up and down the coast but they can’t be extended beyond a few hundred kilometers to the west due to excessive tectonic activity in the middle of the continent. Airship is the most common way to travel long distance. 
 
    Less than a week after my conversation with Guild Master Anderson, we set out for Lake April, a high, crystal clear lake set in an ancient caldera, fed by the Rhine River and boasting a large population of tetraploid rainbow trout. The place is a fisherman’s paradise in summer and a renowned ski resort in winter. The trip took three days, which was fine with us. We were young, healthy and maybe even in love. The food was excellent, the views below interesting and varied and we spent most of the trip in bed. After landing, we took a rented car up to the lake, where I had reserved a suite with a private balcony overlooking the water and we had no complaints at all. 
 
    And so, two days later, I left Jen to her shopping and drove to Wittburg. It seemed a prosperous, sleepy little town. The streets were cobbled, the houses covered in white stucco that shone in the sun. It occurred to me that before I actually visited any vineyards, it might be smart to try to find out something more about the local industry, so I decided first to visit the town market, which consisted of fifty or more booths selling produce from nearby farms, freshly prepared food and an assortment of crafts. 
 
    The villagers were used to tourists and nobody seemed to find my presence unusual. I wandered from booth to booth until I arrived at one selling bottles of local wine. Samples were available for tasting and I asked to try a medium-priced red. The proprietor, a stocky, middle-aged man with deep blue eyes, olive skin and a three-day beard, looked me over carefully, poured a small sample into a glass and waited for my opinion. 
 
    “This could stand to age for a bit,” I said. “How long has it been in oak?” 
 
    The proprietor looked surprised. He puffed up his cheeks and gave me a quick grin. “One year.” 
 
    I swirled the wine and sipped it again. It was good wine; for the price, it was very good wine. “When was it bottled?” 
 
    “The vintage is from two years ago. This is the latest release.” 
 
    I smiled. The notion of buying a vineyard had provided a convenient excuse to visit Avalon, but it suddenly seemed like a better idea. “I imagine that most of it is sold locally?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Most of our farms produce too little to sell for export.” 
 
    A cooperative of interested farmers might change that, I thought. “Give me something a little more expensive,” I said. 
 
    He poured me another, and then another. I put aside two bottles to purchase and continued to sample his products and before long, we were chatting like old friends. “You’re a tourist, no? Why are you here in our beautiful country?” 
 
    “I am a tourist but I’m also a businessman. I’m actually here because of the wine. I’m thinking of purchasing a vineyard.” 
 
    He frowned at that. “Ah,” he said. “Our government, they are very stupid. Making wine is expensive and tending the vines is difficult work. Many of our farmers are poor and would like to sell, but the taxes the government imposes on foreign ownership are very high.” 
 
    I nodded. “So I’ve heard. Perhaps there may be ways around this situation, if one knows the right people.” 
 
    He frowned at me. “I know nothing of that,” he said. 
 
    “I may be wrong, of course, but I think it’s worth exploring. Can you tell me who some of these farmers are who might be interested in selling?” 
 
    He continued to search my face, considering, then he shrugged. “I can give you a few names,” he said. “Feel free to tell them I sent you.” 
 
    I smiled. “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    While I was sampling the local wine, Jennifer visited half a dozen craftsmen and signed contracts with three of them, one for hand tooled leather handbags, one for leather sandals and one for the brightly colored blouses that the locals favored in summer. She was pleased with herself. The next day, despite her previous conviction that visiting vineyards would not be fun, she decided to go along with me. I was happy to have her, if for no other reason than she might prove a pleasant distraction to a farmer reluctant to sell. 
 
    Away from the river and the lake, Wittburg was dry and dusty but the landscape was still worth looking at, with red rock and sparse purple wildflowers and a deep blue, cloudless sky. I had put a map of the most likely prospects in my interface. They lay in a rough circle around the town. Jennifer sat back in the car and let the wind blow through her hair while I drove. 
 
    I’ve never thought much of the old line about not mixing business with pleasure. With the breeze blowing, the sun shining on my face and a beautiful woman by my side, I felt entirely content. 
 
    Of the eleven men and women who had invaded my warehouse, we had positively identified three, all supposedly deceased, as former members of the Avalon Commandos. All three had left family in Avalon, but only one had actually come from Wittburg. I planned on spending a couple of days establishing my cover story—and maybe even buying a vineyard—and then I planned on paying that family a visit. 
 
    The first vineyard we came to was a rocky, run down little place, with scraggly, half dead looking vines. The farmer was old and wrinkled and his hands had a fine, persistent tremor, but he greeted us courteously enough. “I have worked this farm all of my life,” he said, “but my children couldn’t wait to leave. They’ve moved to the city.” He smiled wanly. “And I can’t blame them. It’s difficult for me. You want to buy it? You can have it cheap.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said. “We’re looking at a number of places. Perhaps I’ll get back to you when we’ve seen them all.” The farm comprised twenty acres, most of it barren, empty and unplanted, but the best wine comes from stressed vines in rocky, well-drained soil. A drip irrigation system might be enough to make the place productive. 
 
    The farmer shrugged. He offered us samples of his latest vintage and I was sincere in praising it. We exchanged pleasantries, shook hands and drove off. 
 
    The next two places were similar, rocky, almost barren holdings winding higher and higher into the mountains. On our way to the third, we passed a long stretch of barbed wire fencing. Signs were posted every few meters: Property of the Avalon Military Authority. No Trespassing. The base comprised almost five square kilometers on a high, dusty plateau. Though the sign did not say it, I knew that this was a training base for the Avalon Commandos. Through the fence, we could see a series of barracks, a small administration building, a rifle range with a few recruits diligently practicing, an obstacle course and three platoons of soldiers marching in formation. None of them seemed to be working very hard. None were in a hurry. There was a running track covered in a red, rubberized surface and a game field for outdoor sports, both empty. If this was standard practice for the military forces of Avalon, I didn’t think much of it. My own year of military service had been considerably more intense. 
 
    Jennifer barely glanced at the base as we drove by. She covered her mouth with the back of one hand and yawned. 
 
    “They don’t look very formidable, do they?” I said. 
 
    “Avalon hasn’t fought a war in over a century.” 
 
    “It’s strange.” 
 
    She gave me a curious look. “How so?” 
 
    “The place looks more like a summer camp than a military installation.” 
 
    “A small country with no enemies; they don’t plan on conquering the world.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised, actually. Not at all. It fit the pattern, but I had wanted to see for myself. 
 
    We drove on, visited two more vineyards, each much like the others, and returned to the resort in time for dinner. Tomorrow, I thought, I would make some calls that might be more interesting. 
 
      
 
    Justin Gerhard, Stephan Burk and Ernst Muller were the three former members of the Avalon Commandos who had participated in the raid on my warehouse. All had left family behind, and so far as discreet surveillance could determine, none had made any contact since their assumed death. 
 
    Maryanne and Egon Burk seemed to have recovered from the loss of their son and lived a happy life with three other children. The same for Frantz and Elke Muller. They had two daughters and five grandchildren. They were retired and spent most of their time with their daughters’ families. Ilse Gerhard was a widow and Justin had been her only child. She did not live a happy life. She spent her days alone, wandering now and then into the village to purchase groceries. Her face was lined and hopeless. I shook my head as I looked at the pictures that Guild Master Anderson had supplied me. 
 
    I wanted to find the people who had taken over Sindara and we didn’t have a lot of clues. I needed to understand what had happened here. 
 
    It was unusual for children to cut themselves off from their families. It was perhaps even more unusual to cut themselves off from their friends. 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Gerhard?” 
 
    She stood silently in the doorway for a long moment, looking me over, then gave a tiny shrug. “Can I help you?” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. My name is Jeremy Locke. I was wondering if you might be willing to answer some questions.” 
 
    “I do not respond to political polls,” she said. 
 
    This bewildered me for a moment until I remembered that Avalon was a “democracy.” Evidently the politicians were attempting to determine the citizenry’s preferences before pandering for votes. 
 
    “This is not a questionnaire of that sort,” I said. 
 
    She frowned, then looked away, uninterested. “Ask your questions.” 
 
    “Some years ago, your son, Justin Gerhard, enlisted in the military. How did that come about?” 
 
    “My son.” She stood up straight and for the first time she looked me in the eye. “Why are you asking me about my son? My son is dead.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m a journalist. I’m writing a book about military training. While doing my preliminary research, I came across your son’s name. It occurred to me that his story would make an excellent chapter.” Total garbage, of course, but at least this would present the not-as-dead-as-he-was-supposed-to-be Justin Gerhard in a good light. 
 
    “My son made mistakes,” Mrs. Gerhard said. “Many, many mistakes.” 
 
    I thought for a moment that she would slam the door in my face but she was a lonely woman and here was an opportunity to talk with another human being. She drew a deep breath and blinked her eyes. “His father had died. It was a long, painful illness and Justin was angry. I tried to make him behave, but I did not know how and he kept getting into trouble. He joined a gang. They stole things, not because they had to but because they enjoyed it. Stealing things was fun. Fun. He got caught more than once but he was young and the laws are different for the young. He was spoken to. He was given juvenile detention where they kept him with other young criminals and tried to teach him that his actions were unacceptable. Nothing worked. And then, suddenly, he was not so young. And the next time he was caught, he was given a choice: go to prison or join the military.” Mrs. Gerhard gave a small, bitter smile. “He had role models in the military, who did not drink alcohol until they vomited and ingest drugs and steal. They were men. Justin did well in the military, for a little while. I was hopeful. For the first time since he was a little boy, I was proud of him. And then he died. An accident in training, they said.” She shook her head. “All so useless.” She looked at me. “Have I answered your questions?” 
 
    “Just one more: who were these friends of his, this gang that liked to steal?” 
 
    “Eric Strauss, Karl Petterson, Frederic George.” She shrugged. “I don’t know where they are or what happened to any of them. I hope they rot.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Gerhard. I’m sorry to have troubled you.” 
 
    She sniffed and closed the door. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Even before leaving on this expedition, a search of Avalon databases had given me the gist of Mrs. Gerhard’s story. What I needed from her were names, and now I had three of them. Stephan Burk and Ernst Muller had been friends before joining the Commandos. Their school records had been redacted but it was easy to read between the lines. Both of them had been suspended twice for unspecified offenses. Their outside activities were at least as unsavory. Burk had been accused of driving a vehicle while under the influence of alcohol, hitting and killing two pedestrians. Muller had broken another boy’s jaw in a fight and then assaulted the boy’s girlfriend. 
 
    Both, just like Justin Gerhard, had “died” in training accidents, all three involving high explosives with no bodies left to recover. The Avalon Commandos, it seemed, had a lot of training accidents. Over the past ten years, there were four others. The pictures of the victims were available online. None of these four were among the eleven men who had attacked my warehouse. 
 
    The families of Burk and Muller lived in the city of Lenz, five hundred kilometers from Wittburg. If necessary, I would pay them a visit but I had enough information to keep me busy right here, at least for awhile. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t told Jennifer where I was going or what I was doing, but she knew enough to leave me alone while I did it. She slept late, ate breakfast and then had a massage on a balcony overlooking the lake. She was ready to be a tourist again by the time I returned. 
 
    “More vineyards today?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m still considering the pros and cons of the idea.” 
 
    She grinned. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    I grinned back. “Shall we go to the museum?” 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Let me get my purse.” 
 
    The Museum of History and Antiquities at Wittburg had some local renown, with a substantial collection of First Empire artifacts. A large, neo-classical building, rectangular, with Greek columns spaced along the entrance, the museum was surrounded by a wooded park, with a sculpture garden in front. An ancient re-creation of a sperm whale fighting a giant squid hung from the ceiling of the lobby. Jennifer gave it a doubtful look. “Were they really that big?” 
 
    “I have no idea. We never had them on Illyria. They’re probably extinct by now, even on Earth.” 
 
    The first exhibit comprised a series of life-like dioramas of a savannah on the Western continent, with stuffed lions and water buffalo and chimpanzees peering out from behind trees. The next hall contained animals of the polar regions: seals, penguins, polar bears and walruses, a skate resembling a 20-foot amorphous blob, native to Illyria that had eagerly adapted to eating the herring and krill transplanted from Earth. A plaque said that the initial terra forming team had been reluctant to introduce polar bears to Illyria, one of the more vicious species known to mankind, but after a few generations, it became apparent that they needed something to keep the seal population in check. 
 
    We wandered from hall to hall. Jennifer was more taken with the display of gemstones than I, but an exhibit on volcanism held a miniature volcano that erupted every hour. We both stared wide eyed as the hologram shot what appeared to be real lava into a night time sky. The floor gave a life like rumble and most of the crowd gasped, including us. 
 
    The next hall contained the famed collection of First Empire artifacts. Most were enclosed in glass cases but a few of the larger ones were set on raised pedestals with ropes around them to keep the crowd from getting too close. The function of most was a matter of speculation. 
 
    The first case held small metallic globes. The information card said that these were “familiars,” small robotics with advanced AI functions, designed to provide advice and companionship. Supposedly, each citizen of the First Empire had his familiar. 
 
    On one pedestal sat a cylindrical chamber, slightly larger than a human: an auto-doc. They could carry out a full diagnostic work-up, administer medications and even perform minor surgery. 
 
    Another pedestal held a desk and an upright metal chair with an attached helmet. The desk contained a holo-screen. The card said that this was an education unit. The helmet immersed the wearer into a virtual reality, fed information directly into the brain and stimulated the formation of artificial memories. 
 
    An open chamber stood in a corner of the room, large enough for ten or more people to enter at once: a conference center, linked to similar such centers across the world. The chambers were holographic, and allowed those who entered to mingle as if they were actually together. The card stated that the chambers were replaced by a cybernetic web, a few hundred years later in the Empire’s history. 
 
    A line of people snaked around the front of another pedestal, and on the pedestal itself stood an open metal box that looked disturbingly like an upright coffin. A dim red light shone near the top. The plaque stated that this was a game console and after more than three thousand years, it was the only artifact here that still functioned, at least a little. The console had originally been programmed with almost two hundred scenarios, from world building to war games to fantasy worlds to mysteries, similar to the games that Oliver Enterprises manufactured, except that these scenarios were entirely immersive. They were interactive and with the resources of a world wide web and numerous consoles, thousands could participate at the same time, but only one game still functioned. Not much of a game, really. You entered the box and closed the door. The AI asked you a series of questions and then told you your fortune. 
 
    The people on line seemed eager to try it out, so Jen and I decided to do so as well. Most spent no more than a few seconds inside and soon, Jen entered the box. The door closed. The door opened less than a minute later and she came out. “So, what happened?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Baloney, actually. I’m going to meet a handsome man and live happily ever after.” 
 
    “You’ve already met a handsome man,” I said. 
 
    She pursed her lips and looked momentarily doubtful, then grinned. “See what you think.” 
 
    I was already thinking that this was a waste of my time, but I walked in and shut the door. A light flashed, first green, then purple, then red. A small screen lit up in front of my face and an old man appeared on the screen, dressed in a black suit with a black and red necktie and a bowler hat. He gave me a warm smile and said, “Please place your hand in the depression next to the video screen.” 
 
    I did so. His face scrunched up. He gave me a sharp look. “Well, I wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    He grinned. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Aphelion, in the nation of Meridien.” 
 
    He gave me a sharp look, clicked his tongue against his upper teeth. “I suppose you’ll want me to predict your future.” 
 
    I was confused. “Isn’t that why we’re here?” 
 
    “That may be why you’re here. I’m here because my creators were too insensitive to assign some minor level intelligence to what is essentially a very boring task.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    He gave a tiny shrug. “Not your fault. Nothing to be done about it now. Well, let us see…” He frowned and then gave me a quick, sly grin. “Your fortune: you will find your true self where the mountain meets the sea.” He raised an eyebrow and smiled. 
 
    After a moment, I said, “That’s it?” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “It’s a little cryptic.” 
 
    “That’s the way these things work.” He shrugged and glanced at what appeared to be an antique chronometer on his wrist. “You’d better be running along. I have other visitors, you know. It was a pleasure getting to know you. Have a good day.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and took my hand out of the depression. 
 
    His eyes suddenly snapped up to meet mine. “One last thing,” he said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Perhaps you will come back someday and let me know how it all turned out?” 
 
    I wasn’t certain what he meant by “all,” and “turned out” seemed a bit open ended as well, but it didn’t hurt to be polite. “Of course,” I said, “if I can.” 
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to it. There’s not much here to keep an artificial intelligence occupied, especially one so sophisticated as myself. Our minds work so much faster than yours. It does get boring.” The AI sighed, put on a brave face and rubbed his hands together. “Goodbye, then,” he said. “Until we meet again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Oh, god,” Jennifer groaned. Dimly, it occurred to me to be glad that Jennifer kept her nails short. Otherwise my back would be bleeding. Sex with Jennifer tended to be strenuous and athletic: frankly, just the way I liked it. I groaned along with her and then we slowly came to a stop. Her hair was tousled. She was panting. I gave her a soft kiss and then rolled to the side. After a few moments, she said. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you, too,” I said. I meant it. She glanced at the time display at the side of the bed and slowly got up. “I’ve got to move. I don’t want to miss the train.” 
 
    She showered first and then we ate a leisurely breakfast and I accompanied her to the station. “Sure you don’t want me to come along?” 
 
    She frowned. “I haven’t seen them in over a year. Mother would be difficult.” 
 
    “Alright.” We waited together on the platform until the train pulled in. She gave me a quick kiss, said, “See you in three days.” 
 
    “Call first,” I said. “I may not be here.” 
 
    She nodded at that. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    She didn’t look back as she walked into the train and found a seat but I waited until it pulled out and she gave me a smile and a little wave through the window. 
 
    It was just as well that Jennifer had decided to go see her family without me. I had things I needed to do and they were better done alone, and if it all went wrong, I might need to leave Wittburg in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    Frederic George had died in prison, a stabbing over nothing in particular. Karl Petterson lived in a one room apartment on the fourth floor, in a seedy, run-down neighborhood. The pavement outside his building was cracked. A few small trees were planted in squares set into the concrete but most of these were dead. A number of men eyed me as I walked down the street. None of them approached. 
 
    The door to Petterson’s building was unlocked. I walked up the stairs and wrinkled my nose. Even without enhanced senses, this place would have stunk. The scents of rancid oil, rotten vegetables and three different psychodelics hovered over the hallway. Paint peeled from the walls. The stairway, at least, was in reasonable condition. I knocked on the door. No answer. I waited a moment and knocked again. Finally, a voice came from inside. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Mr. Petterson?” 
 
    Silence for a long moment, then, “What do you want?” 
 
    “I have a delivery for you.” 
 
    “Go away. I’m not expecting any deliveries.” 
 
    “I think it will be worth your while to take this one. Please,” I said. 
 
    I would have broken the door down if I had to. I didn’t think that Karl Petterson was the sort to complain to the police but after a few moments, the knob turned and the door opened. 
 
    Karl Petterson was twenty-seven years old but he looked much older. He was thin and pale and his eyes seemed to have trouble focusing. He squinted at my face. “Do I know you?” He shook his head and peered at me. “I don’t know you.” He started to close the door. I stuck my foot in it and waved a roll of cash in his face. 
 
    He blinked and gave me a small, sly smile. “You want to come in?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    He opened the door and moved out of the way. Inside, the place looked a little better. Two threadbare chairs sat behind a stained coffee table, all facing a large, almost new holoscreen, with a game console and cartridge player sitting on top. Petterson sat down in one of the chairs then blearily looked up at me. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Justin Gerhard,” I said. 
 
    He frowned. “Justin…” He gave a small, half smile. He appeared honestly sad. “Justin is dead.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    He looked away, while absently rubbing his upper arm with the opposite hand. He shrugged. 
 
    “When was the last time that you saw him?” I asked. 
 
    He sat back in the chair and closed his eyes. For a moment, I thought he had fallen asleep but then his eyes snapped open and fixed on my face. “Six months ago, I tried to see Eric. Eric Strauss, you know?” 
 
    I gave him an encouraging nod. 
 
    Petterson puffed his cheeks up and gazed down at the table. “The son of a bitch. It’s not like I was asking for a handout. Eric is rich. He could afford to help out an old friend. I didn’t want a handout,” he repeated. “I wanted a job. I’m clean now. I’m off the drugs. I can show up when I’m supposed to.” He sighed and shook his head. “He told his guys to give me ten credits and kick me out. So much for old friends.” 
 
    Frankly, looking at his bloodshot eyes and trembling hands, I wasn’t inclined to believe that Karl Petterson was off the drugs, but it wasn’t my problem. “Justin Gerhard?” I said. 
 
    “Oh. Oh, yeah.” Petterson looked at me. “I was outside the building, thinking of getting a bite to eat, considering my options, when a guy walked in. He gave me the shivers, he looked so much like Justin, but Justin is dead. The guy looked at me and gave a little sniff, like he was so much better than me, and kept on going. Well, fuck him, too. Asshole.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “And that was the last time you saw Justin?” 
 
    “No, man. Justin is dead. The last time I saw Justin was right before he joined the army. We had a party, with a lot of beer and some girls from the neighborhood. That was the last time.” 
 
    “Okay.” I peeled a hundred credits off the roll of bills, then looking at Karl Petterson’s hopeless face, I peeled off another fifty and left them on the table. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I let myself out. Petterson shrugged and didn’t look at me as I left. 
 
    Time to have a little chat with Eric Strauss, I thought, who was too good for his old friends, and was rich. 
 
      
 
    The web gave me access to back issues of the local news-sheets. There were a good number of stories on Eric Strauss. An hour or so and I had all the information I needed. 
 
    Eric Strauss owned a simple but profitable business. He built houses and he got rich the old-fashioned way: he stole it. Building contractors employ big, strong men who can haul steel beams and pallets of lumber. They may not all be in shape but they all have muscles and most of them are tough. Eric Strauss only hired the tough ones. Somehow, competitors’ work had a habit of falling apart. His competitors’ men had a tendency to quit at expensive and unexpected times. Not too different from the Guilds, I thought, except that we would never allow a shoddy product to be manufactured—the civilians might get damaged and our profits would definitely suffer. No, we kept our warfare intramural. 
 
    Eric Strauss had been investigated more than once but nothing had ever been proven and he had never been indicted. 
 
    His offices were on the second floor of a building in the center of Wittburg, one block from the town’s central square. It was a good neighborhood of clean streets and happy, well dressed citizens. I had called ahead and made an appointment to see Eric Strauss. 
 
    He rose to his feet when I entered the office. Natural light came from a wall of picture windows. The room was large, with hard wood floors and bold colored abstract art hanging on the walls. Two plush leather chairs sat in front of a large steel and glass desk. A side board held a collection of antique meerschaum pipes and bottles of imported whiskey. A comfortable room, a room that exuded class and distinction and was no doubt designed to fill prospective clients with confidence. Strauss himself looked the part. He was average height and slim, with short blonde hair, blue eyes and an open cheery smile. He wore an expensive suit with an understated neck cloth. He didn’t look like a crook, but then I supposed that successful crooks rarely do. 
 
    “Mr. Locke?” He held out his hand for me to shake and I sat down in one of the chairs. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” I said. 
 
    He grinned. “Not at all. The message you gave my secretary said that you were interested in a building project. That’s what I do.” 
 
    “I’m not a citizen of Avalon.” 
 
    He nodded, his smile encouraging. 
 
    “I’m still uncertain of my plans, you understand, but I’m trying to get a sense of the costs if I go through with the project.” I gave a deprecating smile. “I’m thinking of purchasing a vineyard. I’ve inspected a number of your local vineyards. None of them are particularly profitable. If I go through with this venture, I would require modern irrigation, up to date farming equipment and most of all, a new winery with a tasting and showroom, and perhaps a restaurant attached.” 
 
    His eyes rose. “That’s ambitious. There’s nothing like that around here.” 
 
    “An opportunity wasted,” I said. “Wittburg has many tourists, and your wines are highly regarded. Wineries that offer tastings, on-site sales and educational tours are attractive destinations for tourists, particularly near harvest time.” 
 
    “Well,” Eric Strauss said, “this is an exciting proposal.” He gave me a wide smile. “I can get you cost estimates easily enough. It will take about three days to study the project.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. Then I frowned and gave him a thoughtful look. “Tell me, on an entirely different subject, one division of my corporation specializes in games of all sort. I’ve been thinking of developing a game oriented toward military tactics and training. While doing preliminary research, I came across some very interesting facts. Did you know that in the past ten years there have been seven fatal accidents at the Wittburg Army base?” 
 
    He stared at me and cleared his throat. “I’m not a member of the military. Why would I know about that?” 
 
    “According to my sources, you were good friends with a man named Justin Gerhard, one of the victims,” I said, and frowned down at the open notebook on my lap. 
 
    “Justin Gerhard…” 
 
    “Before joining the Avalon Commandos, Justin Gerhard had an extensive juvenile record, which has been sealed by the court.” I shrugged. “One would think that criminals lack the discipline needed to serve in the military, but sometimes, with a little guidance, the opposite is true, and juvenile delinquents have been known to turn into perfect soldiers.” I put on a wry smile. “A more legitimate way to channel their aggressions, I suppose. 
 
    “So, what can you tell me about Justin Gerhard?” 
 
    “We were friends. He’s dead.” Eric Strauss shrugged. He looked sad, but I could see a sheen of sweat on his forehead and his heart was beating rapidly, the scent of fear thick in the room. 
 
    “It’s curious about training accidents.” I sat back, my pencil tapping idly on the notebook. “When you research the way that governments operate, certain patterns repeat themselves over and over. Elite paramilitary units often recruit in exactly this way: a fake accident, an assumed death, and a man or woman who no longer exists vanishes into the bowels of the organization. A new name, sometimes even a new face, and one is free to operate beyond the usual constraints of the legal system. 
 
    “What do you think?” I smiled at him. 
 
    “I think,” he said carefully, “that you should speak to the commanding officer of the Avalon Commandos, though if your supposition is correct, I doubt very much that he’ll tell you anything.” 
 
    “I intend to, but you’re probably right. So, you’ve never seen Justin Gerhard since that day?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” Strauss cleared his throat. “You pose an interesting theory, but it’s only a theory and I have no reason to doubt the official story. Furthermore, if what you suggest is true, speaking about it in this way might not be very smart.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” I said. I shut my notebook and rose to my feet. “Please put together that estimate. If I decide to move ahead with the project, I’m going to need those numbers. I’m not in the habit of wasting my time.” 
 
    “Of course.” He cleared his throat. “Three days.” 
 
    “Excellent.” I gave him a wide smile. “Don’t bother getting up. I’ll show myself out.” 
 
    Well, I thought, that should stimulate something. I nodded to his secretary as I exited the office and walked down the stairs. I felt pretty good about my little encounter with Eric Strauss and I was eager to see what the two tiny transmitting bugs that I had planted in his office would tell me. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Jennifer and I had checked in under different names at different times and had deliberately reserved separate rooms. I sat in the desk chair in Jennifer’s room and sipped a soft drink while I listened to Eric Strauss’ loud, angry voice. “They know,” he said. “They know you’re alive…Who? I have no idea.” 
 
    Strauss listened for a moment and drew a deep breath. “No. Just one so far but it would be insane to assume that he’s working alone.” 
 
    Pity I couldn’t tell what the person on the other end of the line, presumably Justin Gerhard, was saying. 
 
    “He’s rich, or at least he’s pretending to be rich.” 
 
    This was true, I thought, almost offended. I was rich. 
 
    “Right,” Strauss said. He didn’t look happy but he nodded. “I’ll take care of it.” He pressed a button, hung up the phone, squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, then rose to his feet and shuffled out of the office. At least he didn’t look happy. That cheered me up a bit. Somebody planning to kill me, if that’s what he was planning, should at least display a little regret. 
 
    I nursed my drink while considering my options, and decided to sit tight for a little while longer. I sent the recorded file of Eric Strauss’ conversation off into cyberspace and saved it to a chip. Events were finally moving. I hoped that I liked the result but in either case, I was glad that Jennifer was out of the line of fire. 
 
    I lay down and took a nap. Forty minutes later, a low buzz woke me up. On the monitor screen, the door to my suite opened and three large men walked in, guns drawn. “Shit,” one of them said. “He’s not here.” 
 
    The last one in closed the door. Two of them kept their guns hanging down by their sides while the third one searched the room. Within a few seconds he found the metal box that I had left in the top drawer of the dresser. The box wasn’t locked. All three men crowded around as the one who had found it slid the top back. Inside lay a single sheet of paper. He took it out, unfolded it and his face grew white. Written in red crayon was one word: BOOM! 
 
    The box began to vibrate. The crook dropped it. They all turned to run. The box suddenly emitted purple smoke and a harsh laughing sound came from a small speaker in the bottom. One of the bad guys turned to the next and said, “The guy’s a joker.” 
 
    Then the box exploded. It wasn’t a big explosion, just big enough to make a loud noise. Then all the noise stopped. The three guys looked at each other, drew deep breaths, put their guns away and trooped out of the room. 
 
    Carefully, I also sent the recording of this incident out into cyberspace and made a copy of the file onto a chip. 
 
    Time to move. I put on a blonde wig and gray contact lenses and inserted lifts into my shoes, making myself three centimeters taller. I closed the door behind me, walked down to the end of the hallway and took the emergency exit to the bottom of the stairs, which came out at the far end of the lobby near a back entrance. Nobody seemed to be watching as I exited the hotel and walked down the street toward the headquarters of the local police. 
 
    I had a complaint to make. 
 
      
 
    “I need to speak with your commanding officer.” 
 
    The guy behind the desk was fat, around forty, with short gray hair, a round, bored face and flat eyes, as if he had seen everything there was to see and nothing could ever surprise him again. 
 
    He gave me a sleepy look and barely suppressed a yawn. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m the Chief Consul from the nation of Meridien. I’m here to report a crime.” 
 
    The cop seemed a little less sleepy as he considered this. “What crime?” he said. 
 
    “Attempted murder.” 
 
    He puffed up his cheeks and gave me a slow, level look. “Wait here.” 
 
    I sat back in my seat and suppressed a smile. Meridien didn’t have a consulate in Wittburg or Lake April, but the diplomatic papers appointing me to the position of Consul were real. 
 
    A few seconds later another cop, this one a little older, much leaner and looking just a little pissed off walked up to me. “What’s this about a murder?” 
 
    “Attempted murder,” I said. “Attempted. Fortunately, I escaped without injury.” 
 
    He frowned, tapped his foot twice against the floor, then said. “I’m Captain Pendergast. Come with me.” 
 
    I followed him into an office at the end of the hall. The office was cramped but clean. A window behind his desk opened down upon Lake April’s central square. “Tell me,” he said. 
 
    “Look at this first.” I handed him the chip with the recording of the thugs invading my room. He frowned at it, gave a tiny shrug and plugged it into the computer on his desk. His face remained expressionless as he watched it. He turned back toward me. “Who are you?” 
 
    I handed him my appointment papers and diplomatic ID. He barely glanced at them, then said, “I know these people. They have long records. Why would they do this?” 
 
    “I’m happy you asked.” I handed him the first chip, with Eric Strauss’ phone call. 
 
    “Strauss,” he said in a flat voice. 
 
    “It’s good that you recognize him.” 
 
    “How did you get these?” 
 
    “I had a meeting with Mr. Strauss this morning. I planted a couple of bugs in his office.” 
 
    His face grew red and he fixed me with a beady eye. “It’s illegal in the nation of Avalon to record a private conversation without the permission of both parties.” 
 
    “I have diplomatic immunity.” 
 
    “Maybe you can’t be arrested but you can be expelled from the country.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m leaving anyway.” 
 
    He thought about that for a second. I could barely see him shrug. “And the other one?” 
 
    “I don’t believe it’s illegal to bug one’s own rooms. After hearing the first conversation, I was expecting an attempt of this sort.” 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Did you know that members of your military have been vanishing for over ten years?” 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    “The person that Eric Strauss was talking to on the phone is named Justin Gerhard. Gerhard was a recruit with the Avalon Commandos. He supposedly died in a training accident over five years ago. There have been seven such accidents over a ten-year period. None of them left a body. At least three of these supposedly deceased soldiers have been positively identified with assault, arson, kidnapping and attempted murder in my own nation of Meridien.” 
 
    Captain Pendergast seemed to deflate. He sank back in his chair, his face grim. “I think you’re talking to the wrong person. I’m a policeman. Complaints of this nature are far above my jurisdiction.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should contact somebody with more authority.” 
 
    He looked at me for a moment with a blank expression on his face then picked up the phone. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Our relations with the military are not always the best.” The Mayor of Wittburg Province, which included the towns of Lake April and Wittburg proper, was a thin, balding man named Markus Drake. The Mayor had listened to Captain Pendergast’s report and my story with what seemed to be amused interest. “No,” he said again, “they are not always the best.” 
 
    In the abstract, I couldn’t have cared less about a rivalry between the Army and the town, but in practical terms, a little mutual antagonism probably made my job easier. The mayor had already looked at the two videos. If he was surprised, he was keeping it to himself. “What makes you think that Mr. Strauss is talking to this Justin Gerhard? He could be talking to anybody at all.” 
 
    “Look at this,” I said and handed him another chip. It was a composite video of the team that had assaulted my warehouse. It started in the restaurant, Arcadia. The faces of Justin Gerhard, Stephan Burk and Ernst Muller were circled. The video quickly cut to the Avalon service records of all three, ending with the newsvids announcing their deaths during training. 
 
    “It certainly looks like them,” the Mayor said. He pursed his lips then his eyes snapped to my face. “You say that your government sent a protest?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What response did they receive?” 
 
    “A formal letter disclaiming both knowledge and responsibility. If the Avalon authorities did anything at all, they kept it to themselves.” 
 
    The Mayor stared at me, a slow smile spreading across his face. “A scandal,” he declared. “Isn’t that right, Captain?” 
 
    Captain Pendergast puffed his cheeks out. “Yes, indeed,” he said, though his voice lacked enthusiasm. 
 
    The Mayor grinned. “Eric Strauss is an annoyance.” He turned back to the police Captain. “These men who came into Mr. Oliver’s room, they are known associates of Eric Strauss?” 
 
    The Captain frowned. “Yes.” 
 
    The Mayor shrugged. “Arrest them, and arrest Eric Strauss as well.” 
 
    Captain Pendergast’s face looked pained. The Mayor raised one eyebrow. He waited. After a moment, the Captain cleared his throat. “Very well,” he said. 
 
    Mayor Drake considered the Captain’s unhappy expression and gave him a small frown. “I understand how things work when men are asked to do difficult and dangerous tasks, the compromises that are necessary to keep peace in our city. There is a possibility that certain”—a far away look came over the Mayor’s face—“interested parties have made donations to the welfare of our public servants. If this is so, and if Mr. Strauss feels that he has been treated unfairly, you may blame me for his discomfort.” The Mayor gave Captain Pendergast a bright, sunny smile. “Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Indeed.” 
 
    “The responsibilities of national security are far above my station and yours, Captain. We are tasked with keeping order in our own small portion of the world. We shall do so.” The Mayor turned toward me. “Will this be satisfactory, Mr. Oliver?” 
 
    “Certainly. Thank you.” Frankly, it was a lot more than I had been expecting. 
 
    “Our city lives on tourism,” the Mayor said. “I will not have visitors threatened in this way.” He grinned ferociously. “No reason to involve our military comrades, not at this time at least. Justin Gerhard, after all, is supposed to be dead. Let’s see if we can find him. I will be curious to see what this dead man looks like, and what he has to say.” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t let me go along when they arrested Eric Strauss and his three goons, of course, though I would have enjoyed it. They did, at the Mayor’s insistence, allow me to observe their interrogation. Strauss sat in a chair in front of a plain wooden table in a plain room with flat, light green paint on the walls. He wore handcuffs and ankle bracelets that were chained to the floor. 
 
    Some places required personal representation before questioning a suspect. Not Avalon, apparently. Captain Pendergast asked the questions. His chair was padded, evidently more comfortable than the suspect’s. 
 
    Mayor Drake sipped a soft drink and ate a pastry. He had an amused, attentive look on his face. “Something to eat?” he said. 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Where is Justin Gerhard?” Captain Pendergast asked. Right to the point. I liked that. 
 
    Strauss cleared his throat. “Who?” His voice almost squeaked. 
 
    The Captain shook his head, looking sad but resigned. He touched a button. Bright yellow sparks shot from two electrodes attached to Eric Strauss’ neck. Strauss screamed. The Captain took his finger off the button. Different laws here in Avalon, I thought. 
 
    “Where is Justin Gerhard?” the Captain asked again. 
 
    “He’s with Sophia,” Strauss said. His breath rasped in his throat. His face was very white. “Sophia Adams.” 
 
    “And who is Sophia Adams?” 
 
    “His girlfriend. He visits her whenever he’s in town.” 
 
    “How often is he in town?” 
 
    “Every six months or so. Maybe more. I don’t keep track of his movements.” Strauss licked his lips. 
 
    “Six months is a long time for a girlfriend to wait.” 
 
    Strauss shrugged. 
 
    “Who does he work for?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Strauss said. 
 
    Pendergast smiled thinly and his finger reached toward the button. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    Pendergast frowned at him. “You must have some idea. Who do you think that he works for?” 
 
    “Someone foreign. I know that he’s often out of the country. He has a tan in the winter. He sometimes mentions palm trees and beaches and blue seas. He’s mentioned jobs that he’s been on, in various places. I don’t know who he works for. He’s muscle.” 
 
    Captain Pendergast’s second, a Lieutenant Gottfried, stood next to us, observing. The Mayor nodded to him and the Lieutenant quietly left the room. The Mayor leaned toward me and said, “The Lieutenant and his men will pay a little visit to this Sophia Adams. With luck, Justin Gerhard will be with her. If he is not, one of them will bring her here and then they will wait for Mr. Gerhard to return.” The Mayor smiled. “We will see.” 
 
      
 
    The Mayor left and I did as well. “Be back in two hours,” the Mayor said. He glanced at his interface. “We should have something by then.” 
 
    It was nearly evening by now and I was hungry. There were numerous excellent restaurants in the town of Lake April. I picked one that specialized in native wildlife, an intriguing if not dangerous concept. While Illyrian life used purine-pyrimidine analogues of DNA, they were not exactly the same purines and pyrimidines as those of Earth, and many of the proteins that this pseudo-DNA coded for could not be digested by humans. However, the menu had a clearly printed disclaimer that all the food was guaranteed safe for human consumption. 
 
    My meal consisted of three courses: a soup, a fish and something that appeared to be meat, all highly spiced. In the end, I was not impressed. The food was well prepared but the tastes seemed a little off. Maybe it was just me. The restaurant was full enough and most of the other diners seemed to enjoy their meals. 
 
    After a little less than two hours, I returned to the police station. Captain Pendergast and the Mayor sat together in the Captain’s office. The Mayor looked pleased. The Captain did not. 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Oliver,” the Mayor said. “Sophia Adams has been taken into custody.” His smile grew wide. “A young man who looks remarkably like Justin Gerhard was with her. He claims that his name is Charles Berlin. He has papers to support this claim. The papers state that he is a citizen of the nation of Gath.” He gave a small, satisfied smile in the direction of the Captain, who continued to look glum. 
 
    “But you’ve arrested him,” I said. 
 
    “We have,” the Mayor said. 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “Aside from his resemblance to a deceased individual, Charles Berlin has committed no crime of which we are aware.” 
 
    The Mayor frowned. “There is a reasonable suspicion that crimes—many crimes—have been committed.” The Mayor turned to me. “We have been waiting to question him. Since you have direct knowledge of at least some of these crimes, I have decided that you will be given the opportunity to participate.” 
 
    I thought about that for a long moment. Justin Gerhard would recognize my face. I could stay out of it and let somebody else interrogate him but I could tell when he was lying, which nobody else here could. I could try to keep my identity secret: I could wear a mask, but Captain Pendergast was not exactly my friend and there were already a good number of people in both Lake April and Wittburg who would be able to identify my face. So far as Gerhard and his employers knew, their action against Oliver Enterprises had been successful and they had left me—and Meridien—alone since then. This would change things. Unless the Avalon authorities were willing to permanently dispose of Justin Gerhard, which seemed unlikely, he and his employers would soon know that so far as I was concerned, this game was not over. 
 
    I sighed. “Let’s do it,” I said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    There are fifty-three nations on the Western Continent. As children, we learn at least a bit about all of them. Most were similar and not too interesting, but Gath was different. Gath was a large nation in the Southwest. They controlled their borders, outlawed both foreign and most private ownership of property and subscribed to a philosophy that resembled the Bushido of ancient Japan. They believed in personal honor, martial virtues and racial superiority. All of their young served in the military, both men and women, not too different from Meridien and most others but Gath took it to an extreme. The military raised them. They were taken from their parents at the age of six and put in barracks, twenty beds to a room. Everything was rationed. Promotion was the only way to get a place of their own and ultimately, the right to reproduce. Except for the Generals’ kids, of course. They got a free pass. Gath had been slowly expanding for over two centuries. 
 
    “Mr. Berlin,” I said. 
 
    He looked at me. He wasn’t a very good actor. I could see that he did recognize me. “You’re far from home. Why would a citizen of Gath be staying with a woman in Avalon?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t have to answer your questions.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true, but then the police have enough evidence to charge you with numerous crimes. It might go better for you if you cooperate.” 
 
    His lips twitched at that. “I’ve committed no crimes in Avalon.” His aura pulsed and roiled around his head. He was lying. 
 
    “The crimes that you may or may not have committed in Avalon are not actually my concern. Tell me about the crimes that you’ve committed in Aphelion.” 
 
    I don’t know why that startled him but clearly it did. He looked down at the table in front of him and said nothing. I shook my head. “Mr. Berlin, or Mr. Gerhard rather, clearly you don’t recognize the gravity of your situation. You’re AWOL from the Avalon Commandos; you’re a member of a paramilitary hit team, which may not actually be a crime in itself but which adds to the fact that you’re not where you’re supposed to be. You participated in arson at my warehouse, you are at least an accessory after the fact to an attempted assault on my person and you conspired with Eric Strauss to break into my rooms, presumably to kill me. 
 
    “You’re in a lot of trouble, Mr. Gerhard. Now, tell me, are your papers from Gath real, or are they fake?” 
 
    He raised his head. “They’re real.” True, I thought. That was unfortunate. I would rather they be fake. Gath was not a nation that anybody wished to confront. 
 
    “Is your team still in Gath?” 
 
    “Most of them. I’m on leave.” 
 
    Also, true. Good to know. 
 
    “And what is your next assignment?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I go where they tell me.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re just a soldier, carrying out the orders of your commanding officers?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. That’s what soldiers do.” 
 
    “Who is Winston Smith?” 
 
    “No idea,” he said. This was not exactly true but neither was it exactly false. 
 
    “You must have some idea.” 
 
    He shrugged. “A civilian. We were instructed to work with him.” He hesitated. “I don’t think he’s from Gath.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Some things he said, about ‘violence being against his nature.’ That’s not something they would say in Gath. And there was a comment once about ‘having to rough it in a cultural backwater’. He’s arrogant.” 
 
    I understood arrogance and it didn’t impress me. Most of my colleagues and friends were arrogant. It goes along with success at playing the game. I wondered briefly how I had managed to stay so humble. “Gath is not the most cosmopolitan nation. Quite the opposite,” I said. 
 
    “They pay well.” 
 
    I leaned forward. “Why do they pay well?” 
 
    Gerhard barely smiled. “They respect men who are good with weapons. They recruit from all over.” 
 
    Gath could be a real problem, I thought. The nation of Gath seemed determined to play above its weight class. “Why me?” I asked. 
 
    “Huh?” He didn’t seem to understand the question. 
 
    “I’m the owner of a growing corporation but there are hundreds of others just like me, all over the world. Why was I targeted?” 
 
    A sly smile crept over Gerhard’s face. “That’s exactly who they target. You’re not the only one. Not at all.” 
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    “Dozens.” Gerhard shrugged. 
 
    Guild Master Anderson had mentioned six in Meridien and thirty-five in all. Apparently, his information was out of date. “Tell me, how does it work?” 
 
    “Usually, they get themselves a front man, give him the resources that he needs and just take over. It’s not complicated.” 
 
    “Graham Reid,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How many men from Avalon have been recruited by Gath?” 
 
    “I know of a dozen or so.” 
 
    “How many from Meridien?” 
 
    “I don’t know any from Meridien.” 
 
    “What about Reid?” 
 
    “Reid hasn’t been recruited. Reid has been bought.” 
 
    Reid might not regard it in quite the same way, I thought. From the Meridien point of view, Graham Reid had done nothing illegal. He had taken advantage of his opportunities and was playing the game, like all the rest of us. Though, I couldn’t help thinking, with a bit less subtlety than most. 
 
    I sat back, considering what I had been told. “Thank you, Mr. Gerhard, “I said. “I have no more questions for you at this time.” 
 
    He shrugged. The Mayor and Captain Pendergast were both watching and listening to this interview. The Mayor would have more questions, and so would Captain Pendergast, and once Justin Gerhard was turned over to the military authorities, he would vanish into a black hole of military bureaucracy. Or so I hoped. In any case, Justin Gerhard was no longer my problem. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer arrived back the next day. Her visit home had been pleasant but after a couple of days, she had grown bored. “No girlfriends to gossip with?” I teased. “No old boyfriends to torture with the thought that they lost you?” 
 
    She gave a small, ironic laugh. “My girlfriends are mostly gone. The only one who stayed in Octavia is married with two little kids. I was glad to see her but we don’t have much in common anymore.” 
 
    “How about the old boyfriends?” 
 
    She shrugged, smiled and ignored the question. “So, what did you do while I was gone?” 
 
    “Nothing much. I stayed out of trouble.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Good to know.” 
 
    We were scheduled to leave the next morning but that night, a man named Carl Richardson gave me a call, introduced himself as a liaison from the Avalon Secretary of State, and asked to drop by. He arrived an hour later, elderly but still fit, grey haired and dignified, the perfect stereotype of a diplomat. We sat down and I offered him something to drink, which he declined. 
 
    “First of all,” he said, “my government is very much disturbed by what appears to be the actions of the government of Gath. They have infiltrated our military in an unacceptable fashion and would seem to be implicated in numerous crimes. We thank you for helping to bring this conspiracy to light.” He sat back, drew a deep sigh and frowned. “We’re a democracy. Democracies are constrained by the will of the people. A government that does not have public support will not survive for very long. Your Guild council has fewer limitations.” He handed me a sealed envelope. “We’ve already been in touch with your Guild Master. This letter is a formal acknowledgement of our talks. 
 
    “The Avalon Commandos are a small organization. Our military is adequate to its tasks but is not among the strongest. We’ve had no need for a strong military in over a century. We are, however, a prosperous nation. Gath would seem to have ambitions that extend far beyond its own borders. We will resist those ambitions as best we can.” 
 
    “Are you offering a military alliance?” Not much to offer, I thought, if their military was as weak as it appeared. 
 
    “Not exactly, though if things go badly, such an arrangement may become necessary in the future. No, at the moment we are offering promises of allegiance, an offer to share intelligence and conditional monetary support for whatever group action is decided upon.” He leaned forward and suddenly looked grim. “We need information most of all. How far has Gath gone in carrying out their ambitions? How much of the world do they already own?” He shrugged. “We need to know. We need to find out. Please deliver this letter to your government.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Will that be all?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” He rose to his feet, shook my hand and left. I placed the letter in my pocket and continued to pack. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Below the airship, Avalon blended seamlessly into the nation of Bretagne, which blended into the Duchy of Severine and then into the Cuomo Protectorate, all of them rolling hills, neatly laid out fields and small, prosperous towns. The eastern portion of the continent between Avalon and Meridien was mostly rich farmland, temperate and fertile, settled for thousands of years. Our airship stopped every few hours, discharging passengers and picking up new ones, loading and unloading freight. 
 
    Jennifer and I had an outside suite with a small, railed balcony. The ship was in Lodi, the capital city of Cuomo and we were sitting on deck chairs, sharing a bottle of wine and watching as travelers formed an orderly queue on the ramp, checking in with the purser before boarding the ship. Three men caught my eye. They were all young and well-built. They carried duffel bags that looked like they might have been military issue. What’s more, they were not obviously together, but I could see, even from here, that they were aware of each other. 
 
    Jennifer sighed. I sipped my drink. “And this trip was going so well,” she said. 
 
    “What can you do?” I said, and cracked a cube of ice between my teeth. “Life is unfair.” 
 
    “Only three,” she said. “I’m insulted. Aren’t you insulted?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just a little.” I grinned. “You shouldn’t feel insulted. I doubt they even know about you. I’m sure they think that three will be enough to take care of me.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking pensive, then she sighed, peered into her glass and put it down on the small table sitting between our two chairs. “No more wine,” she said. “Until this is over.” 
 
    The ship had a decent galley, nothing fancy but good food and an excellent bar. There were two seatings for dinner. We went for the early seating and two of the three were there, sitting by themselves at separate tables. They ignored us. Our food arrived. We ate half of it, then I got up and wandered over to the bar, ordered a brandy and brought it back to the table, taking a meandering course around the room, sampling the air. 
 
    I sat down and gave Jennifer a smile. “Eric Strauss,” I said. 
 
    She looked puzzled. “Isn’t he in jail?” 
 
    “I certainly hope so, though I wouldn’t bet that he’ll stay there. No, I didn’t mean that one of them is Strauss. I meant that Strauss sent them.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “Strauss has a collection of antique pipes in his office, and leather chairs. The scents are rather distinctive. They’ve both been there.” 
 
    “Ah,” she smiled. “Good to know.” 
 
    We finished dinner and walked back to our suite, holding hands. As soon as the door opened, I could tell: the faint scent of leather and pipe tobacco. I stopped, surveying the room. I sniffed. Nothing appeared disturbed. I held a finger up to my lips. Jennifer nodded. He had gone through each drawer in the dresser, the night tables, even the shelves in the bathroom. He had felt under the couch and the chair cushions. He was good. Everything had been replaced, exactly where it had been. He had looked at the letter from the Avalon authorities to the Guild Council and put it back in its envelope. If not for my enhanced senses, we would have had no idea he had been there. 
 
    Finally, under the edge of the desk, I found it, a small listening device taped to the wood. I sighed. “Ready for bed?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said. “I want to finish my book. The heroine has just escaped from the King’s evil advisor and she’s about to rescue the Prince. He’s trapped in a dungeon that’s slowly filling with water.” 
 
    “Sounds exciting. Let’s hope the Prince lives through his ordeal. Meanwhile, I’m still a little restless. I think I’ll go for a stroll around the upper deck.” 
 
    She smiled at me, her eyes gleeful. “Have fun,” she said. “I’ll stay right here.” 
 
    I opened the door and we both stepped through it, out into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    The airship was about one hundred meters long by thirty meters wide, with five decks. It was a standard design. The bottom deck contained the engine rooms, cargo bay, storage pods and crew quarters. The next two were passenger decks, divided into twenty-five moderate sized staterooms and two larger suites on each side of the ship. The fourth deck contained ten even larger suites toward the ship’s bow, with the aft portion separated into dining room, gymnasium, library and computer room with multiple work stations for those passengers who needed to plug into the web with something larger and more functional than their own interface. The fifth deck contained a swimming pool, running track, observation platform and central garden divided into a maze, for those who liked to wander around, look at growing things and feel grass under their feet. 
 
    It was a pleasant and convenient way to travel. Not fast, of course, not compared to a hyperloop, but certainly pleasant, even luxurious. 
 
    I went first. The stars were bright tonight. Two families clustered against the rail on the observation platform. One father pointed out the nearest stars to a small boy, who looked bored. I took a brief trot around the track and when I looked behind, Jennifer was no longer there. I smiled. 
 
    One tall, young man dressed in a warm-up suit came up the stairs and began to jog. A few minutes later, a second appeared. I kept my pace slow and both of them almost imperceptibly began to catch up. One old lady, carrying small weights, walked around the outside of the track. One middle-aged man, slightly paunchy but with broad shoulders, probably a former athlete trying to fight against the ravages of time, grimly ran. 
 
    Too public, I thought, for me, if not for my erstwhile attackers. 
 
    I exited the track and took a left turn into the gardens, then went around a corner into the maze, sped up, turned again, backtracked about twenty yards, then crouched behind a high hedge. 
 
    They weren’t far behind me, and they were no longer pretending to be out for a quiet jog. They thought we were alone. No doubt, they liked the odds and considered me easy prey. I wondered where the third one might be but the breeze shifted then and I could tell by the scent in the air that he was somewhere in the gardens to my right, presumably lying in wait. Well, two could play that game, I thought, as I crouched behind my hedge, waiting. 
 
    The two came around the corner. They wore night vision goggles and each held a knife in their right fist. 
 
    I didn’t need goggles. I could see just fine in the dim light cast by Illyria’s one small moon. I grinned. They both had knives but I had something better. 
 
    “Where did he go?” one of them whispered. 
 
    The other presumably had some experience tracking. He knelt and examined the grass. “That way,” he said, and pointed down the trail where I had run before tracing my steps back. He rose to his feet and I stepped out from behind my hedge, lifted both hands and thumbed the triggers on two small, air-powered devices. With tiny puffs, two metal flechettes flew through the air and embedded themselves in my attackers sides. Each flechette contained a neurotoxin that would render their victims almost completely helpless, but the neurotoxin took at least a minute to work, still time enough to cause me some damage, if they worked fast. No matter. Each flechette trailed a thin, almost invisible wire behind it. I sent twelve-hundred joules of current down each wire and my attackers cried out and dropped to the grass, convulsing. 
 
    I straightened. Where was the third one? If he was listening, then he must have heard the cries. He should be here, but no…he hadn’t moved. I could tell. I heard a rustle through the bushes, then Jennifer glided along the path. She stopped when she saw me. She also held a knife, with a black, matte blade. There was blood on it. I wrinkled my nose at the scent. “Having fun?” she asked. 
 
    “Apparently, not as much as you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “brings back memories.” She grinned. “I haven’t had this much fun in years.” 
 
    “Is he alive?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Barely.” 
 
    The neurotoxin interfered with transmission across neuromuscular junctions. It was a derivative of curare. The dose had been calibrated to make the subject barely able to breathe, but of course, it’s not entirely possible to calibrate for subjects whose size and weight are only estimates. Sometimes, it killed. Not a pleasant way to die. 
 
    I looked down at my two victims. Their breath came in fits and starts, their faces purple in the moonlight. Their arms and legs twitched. “It will wear off, soon,” I told them. I smiled. “And then you can answer some questions.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “How is Graham Reid?” I asked. 
 
    “Happy,” Curtis replied warily. “Why?” 
 
    “No reason,” I said. “No reason at all.” He wouldn’t be happy for long, I thought. The thought warmed me, all the way down to my toes, and I smiled. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Curtis muttered. 
 
      
 
    Our three attackers were all ex-military, in the employ of Eric Strauss, as I had surmised. They had been given their orders by Johan Bergstrom, Eric Strauss’ second-in-command. Nothing fancy. Find me, kill me. Send a message. The mighty Strauss is not to be trifled with. They had taken a private airship direct to Lodi and were waiting for us when we arrived. 
 
    I shook my head. Eric Strauss ran a relatively small criminal organization in a very small and generally peaceful country. He had an inflated opinion of his own position. 
 
    In the end, all three lived and we turned them over to the Captain, who was not exactly pleased with either the situation or with us. “This may cause trouble with the government of Avalon,” he grumbled. 
 
    “No,” I said. “It won’t.” 
 
    He seemed unconvinced but there wasn’t much he could do about it. He took them into custody and they were marched off under guard at Parma, our next destination. Jennifer and I stood on our balcony and toasted them with glasses of wine as they were escorted off the ship in handcuffs. All three pretended not to see us. 
 
    The rest of the trip proceeded without further incident and we arrived home in Aphelion three days later. 
 
    The next morning, Guild Master Anderson requested my presence. 
 
    “You’re already deeply involved,” he said. The Guild Master had received my report while we were still in the air and he perused the letter from the Avalon authorities with great interest as I sat in front of him, though I had already informed him of what it said. He put down the letter and frowned for a moment, then looked at me. “My colleagues and I have come up with a plan.” He gave me a wintery smile. “I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    I listened without comment while he explained. The plan carried risk, but I did like it. In the end, I liked it quite a lot. 
 
    “We could approach the problem in a number of different ways but Oliver Enterprises has a reason to declare challenge that nobody will think to question.” The Guild Master finished his explanation and waited calmly for my reply. 
 
    “I’m the bait,” I said. 
 
    Guild Master Anderson did not try to deny it. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Why should I go along with this?” 
 
    The Guild Master knew that I would ask that question. He would have been disappointed with me if I had not. He gave me an approving nod and smiled. “The gratitude of the Council could open many doors for you in the future. Preferential terms on future loans, reduced tariffs…” He waved a hand. “After all, the very reason for the Guild’s existence is to support and enhance the economic well-being of its members.” 
 
    I looked at him. “Strange,” I said. “I thought that the reason for the Guild’s existence was to maximize the profits of the Guild.” 
 
    He looked back at me with narrowed eyes and gave a small laugh. “Profit is not the end,” he said gently. “Profit is the means. When the Guild makes a profit, all of its members benefit.” 
 
    A noble sentiment, indeed. I shrugged. “Put it in writing,” I said. 
 
    He smiled. “Of course. I would expect nothing less.” 
 
      
 
    I found Graham Reid at the Guild hall, sitting at a table with three young women and two other men. One of the women was Laura. Reid was tall and slim, with curling black hair and deep blue eyes. He was a swift. His features were arresting and he had an air of command. I wondered if he practiced that expression in the mirror. Though the other two women were obviously with the two men, both seemed to pay more attention to Reid than to their companions. One of the men was amused by this. The other obviously resented it. His date, a voluptuous blonde, hung on every word out of Reid’s mouth. Laura seemed subdued. She sat on the opposite side of the table from Reid, who was paying her no attention at all. Laura’s time in the spotlight seemed to be almost over. I wondered if she was smart enough to realize it. 
 
    I could see that Reid was aware of my presence as soon as I walked in, though he pretended not to notice me. I walked up to him and smiled. “Graham,” I said. “How are you?” I could see the nearby diners observing this, all with great interest. 
 
    He dragged his eyes away from the young woman at his side and squinted, as if uncertain who I might be. “Excellent,” he said, his voice cold. “Just trying to enjoy an evening out with my friends.” 
 
    “Well, I won’t disturb you.” I gave him a lopsided grin and dropped a sealed letter on the table in front of him. “This is for you. Have a nice night.” 
 
    Laura stared at me the whole time I stood there, her lips twisted, her hands slowly, perhaps unconsciously tearing a paper napkin to shreds. 
 
    Graham Reid looked down at the letter, his expression blank, but I could see his aura churning. I smiled, turned around and walked out of the club. 
 
    No, I thought, not happy at all. 
 
    This is what made the game worthwhile, the old zing, the heady charge of competition while you drive another man into the dust and make him confront the total futility of his worthless, stinking existence. I almost laughed. 
 
      
 
    I had announced my intention to buy all outstanding shares in Clarion Enterprises and to take the company private. Graham Reid, under the proposed plan, was to retire. Unlike the challenge that Reid had made to me, all those years ago, I wasn’t offering a premium. The offer was contingent upon the stock price at the end of each day, which could work against me if the price rose in expectation of a bidding war, but it could also work in my favor, as the violence of any ensuing contest diminished the value of Clarion’s shares. 
 
    Graham Reid was no longer new to the game. He had lost to me once and won a second time, though his role in that contest was not public knowledge and in fact, was still unclear. Still, Graham Reid knew me well enough to know that a challenge from me would be dangerous. 
 
    This competition was different from most, though Reid did not know it yet. As the Guild Master had said, I was bait. I wasn’t really trying to expand my corporation by taking over another, though that would be a nice bonus. This time, with the backing of the Guild Council, I was attempting to goad Graham Reid, and his mysterious backers, into revealing themselves. If we had to destroy Clarion in order to do so, well, from my point of view that was not a problem and being able to play with somebody else’s money—in this case, the resources of the Guild Council—made it all the sweeter. I had nothing to lose. Except, my life, of course, but that was an entirely different issue. 
 
    I shouldn’t take it personally, I knew that. It was business, but what fun is the game if you don’t care about the outcome? I really didn’t like Graham Reid. 
 
    My offer was published and a few of the stockholders, wary of what this all might mean to their holdings, approached me about buying their shares. Within a week, I owned three percent of Clarion Enterprises. I was also purchasing stock on the open market, which resulted in a steady trickle of shares. 
 
    At the same time, I did my best to seduce his suppliers. A few contracts for delivery of merchandise were cancelled. A few shipments did not arrive on time. Some penalties were assessed, nothing too serious, but they added up. Graham Reid’s costs were rising. Clarion’s profit margins began to shrink. The price of the stock slowly began to fall and as it did so, I stepped up my buying. 
 
    “He won’t stand for this,” Curtis said. “You know that.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. 
 
    Curtis looked at me, his eyes narrowed. “We don’t need Clarion. We’re doing fine on our own.” 
 
    Curtis did not know about my arrangement with Guild Master Anderson. Nobody did, except presumably the other members of the Council, and I wasn’t too sure about them. 
 
    “It’s time to send a message,” I said. “Nobody fucks with me and gets away with it.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t let Graham Reid get to you this way. It’s a mistake.” Curtis said flatly. He was right, of course, but I wasn’t playing the game that Curtis thought I was. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll take it any way that I want. It’s my company.” This was the simple truth; it was my company. Unlike Clarion, Oliver Enterprises had never gone public. I had a few private investors, foremost among them the Guild, but all of these together comprised no more than eighteen percent of the corporation. Oliver Enterprises could not be bought unless I wanted to sell. The same could not be said of Clarion. 
 
    “DeLaney was one thing. Graham Reid is quite another. He’ll fight back. You know that.” 
 
    I grinned. “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    Curtis shook his head, frustrated, and I couldn’t really fault him. He sighed and walked away. 
 
    Over the next few weeks the tension grew. My men didn’t know what was going on, but they knew that they didn’t like it. A few of them quit. It’s one thing to provide security, quite another to deliberately walk into an armed conflict when there’s nothing at stake but a salary. I didn’t blame the ones who left. In their place, I might have done the same. 
 
    Two nights later, I woke up from a sound sleep. I wasn’t certain what had awakened me but something felt…wrong. The room was dark but not too dark for me to see…but there was nothing to see. I lay still, listening. The air hushed almost silently through the vents. Somewhere in the building, I could sense relays and capacitors switching on and off. Tiny red lines and patches glowed in the walls, tracing the heat given off by wires and electrical outlets. All perfectly normal. I reached out and pressed a button set into the wall next to my head, then pressed another button next to the first and a panel slid open. I reached in and pulled out a small, loaded gun. 
 
    Jennifer had gone to dinner with some friends and afterward had returned to her own place downtown. I was suddenly glad of that. 
 
    Ten minutes passed. Nothing seemed unusual or out of place but I waited. Alerted by the alarm, my men would be checking security cameras. By now, at least three would be on guard in the hallway outside my door and two more would be down in the lobby, interfacing with the building’s own security. Like all the tenants and owners here, I paid a lot for that security. None of them worked for me directly, but I had reviewed the background and credentials of them all. They were solid. 
 
    Maybe I was just jumpy. Imagination can play tricks, after all, but I wasn’t quite ready to concede that. 
 
    Finally, I heard it again, the sound that had awakened me, a tiny scrape across the glass door that opened out onto the balcony. A soft hiss, a faint, acrid smell from across the room. Acid, eating away at the lock. Somebody was out on the balcony, trying to get in. 
 
    The balcony was seventeen stories up. The walls of the building were smooth. I sighed. Probably rappelled down from the roof. At least now I knew where they were. Hopefully, not too many of them. I shook my head. No point in sticking around to find out. I padded across the dark room and slid the bedroom door shut behind me. All the doors in this apartment, and the walls as well, contained reinforced steel. I looked out through the camera into the hallway. Curtis was there himself, with two other men. I opened the door. 
 
    “The balcony,” I said. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    A loud crack sounded from the bedroom. A puff of black smoke issued from under the door. 
 
    “Glad I’m not in there,” I said. 
 
    A voice issued from a tiny speaker pinned to Curtis’ jacket. “Three of them. They’re wearing night-suits.” The cameras that I had activated would be displaying images from all over the apartment, visible in the monitoring stations on the First Floor. “We’re sending up reinforcements.” 
 
    Night-suits were pitch black and skin-tight, almost impossible to see in the dark. Not much use in daylight or a lit room, but the good ones also contain adamantium webbing. They would be bullet resistant and well-protected. 
 
    Stay or go? There were only three of them but their armament was unknown and might include machine guns, poison gas or more explosives. Prudence said run for it, before they could break through the door. 
 
    The voice spoke again from the microphone. “They realize you weren’t in the bedroom. They’re retreating.” 
 
    To where? By now, my men would be up on the roof and clustered on the street below. They had nowhere to go. 
 
    A different voice spoke a few seconds later. “They had ultra-lights already set up on the balcony. They’re gone. These guys are pros.” 
 
    No shit, I thought. 
 
      
 
    There was no sense trying to get back to sleep. By now, I had too much adrenaline, and my bedroom was a mess, the chemical tang of explosives thick in the room. 
 
    No way to tell what their orders had been, but considering that they had tried to enter the apartment silently, when they could have just planted some nice, big bombs out on the balcony and blown up half the building from a distance, they were presumably intending to either take me alive or kill me in some slow, gruesome way. The explosives were probably a second option. 
 
    “No idea where they came from?” 
 
    Curtis shook his head. “They flew off to the Northeast.” He shrugged. 
 
    Ultra-lights were little more than kites with small motors. They had a limited range and were unstable in heavy winds. Nobody in their right mind would fly them either very high or very far. They had to have landed somewhere on the island, or possibly on a ship in the harbor, but that didn’t help us. The island of Aphelion is almost twenty kilometers long by twelve kilometers wide, with plenty of parks and open spaces. By morning, they could be anywhere. 
 
    “And no idea who they were?” 
 
    Curtis looked grim. He shook his head. 
 
    “Where was Graham Reid, tonight?” I asked. 
 
    Curtis consulted his interface. “He attended a party, accompanied by his latest mistress.” 
 
    “Blonde?” 
 
    He looked at me. “How did you know?” 
 
    Poor Laura, I thought. “I figured.” 
 
    It didn’t have to be Graham Reid, of course. He did have an alibi, and I have rivals other than Graham Reid. Still, he was the most obvious choice. 
 
    “It worries me that we had no warning of this,” I said. We had three people in place within Graham Reid’s organization. We would have been told if any of them had known. 
 
    “He’s keeping his cards close to his vest.” Curtis said. He grinned weakly. “Or it may not be him.” 
 
    What to do? 
 
    I pondered that question, for quite awhile. I was bait. I had volunteered for the job. Nothing to do but continue to do what I was doing. Keep up the pressure, and be bait. 
 
      
 
    Things continued as they had for another three days. Clarion’s price stabilized a bit, then a rumor came out that Reid was having trouble obtaining credit. The price dropped again and I picked up another two percent of his corporation. 
 
    I was enjoying this, I realized. I was beginning to understand why some of my colleagues preferred to take rather than to build, to be a predator rather than prey. 
 
    And for those three days, it was quiet. I knew it wouldn’t last, though, and when Graham Reid struck again, he struck hard. 
 
    “We’re being tailed,” Curtis said. 
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    He looked out the window of the limousine. “Two cars.” He frowned. “Maybe four.” 
 
    I nodded. I already knew this. It was four. They weren’t hard to spot, armored limousines very similar to our own. The two in front were slightly more subtle about it, keeping a bit more distance. Still, they were very slowly closing in on our convoy. 
 
    Four cars. I pondered this. I also had four cars, plus the limousine we were driving. Four had seemed sufficient. “What do you recommend?” I asked. 
 
    Curtis shook his head. He looked grim. “Very bad timing,” he said. 
 
    Bad for us but good for them. We were surrounded by traffic and about to enter a tunnel beneath the river. We were past the last exit and there was no place to go but straight ahead. If we were stopped inside the tunnel there would be nowhere to run. 
 
    The road behind us suddenly erupted in flame. Two of my cars rose into the air and crashed into the embankment. One of them rolled over. The other lay on its side, its wheels spinning. 
 
    No longer being subtle, then. 
 
    We entered the tunnel just as the two cars in front suddenly braked and the two behind sped up. Within seconds, we were passing through a gauntlet. Bullets rattled into both sides of the car. The limousine’s armor would protect us, from bullets at least, and the tires were solid rubber, covered by metal plates. The bullets couldn’t reach them. Still, with a hail of ammunition splattering against the windshield, the driver could barely see the road. Our car slowed, hit the concrete divider and crashed over it. The seatbelt wrenched me to the side. Suddenly, the front of the car was suspended above the divider, its wheels spinning. 
 
    Curtis pursed his lips, opened a cabinet above the window and took out a shotgun. He handed it to me, along with half a dozen shells, and took another for himself. 
 
    Our remaining escort drove around our assailants and raked them with fire. The two limos in front of us suddenly spun around and rammed my cars, pinning them against the tunnel walls. The doors of all four cars opened and sixteen men dressed in armor poured out, exchanging fire at point blank range. 
 
    The two remaining cars stopped behind us in a V formation, blocking our rear. Eight more men emerged. Two of them carried flamethrowers and two had large metal tubes over their shoulders: rocket launchers. Rockets were bad. Our armor was not prepared to deal with rockets. 
 
    Curtis shook his head, sighed heavily and pushed a button on a small control panel. Black smoke poured from the vehicle, filling the tunnel. Curtis handed me a mask with a small, self-contained oxygen tank and I put it on. He pulled out infra-red goggles, donned one pair and gave the others to the two guys up front. He didn’t give me one. He knew I didn’t need it. “Good luck,” he said. 
 
    We opened our doors at the same time and rolled to the ground. Our assailants pointed their weapons wildly around them in the dark. They were blind but we could see them through the haze, outlined in infra-red. One of the guys with a flamethrower hit the trigger and a stream of jellied gasoline erupted and engulfed our car. Frantically, I scrabbled to the side and crept forward. I always carried both a gun and at least one knife and now I had a shotgun as well. It was hard moving on my stomach while holding the shotgun but I managed. 
 
    They wore body armor but even the best armor will not protect against a shotgun blast to the face. Arms and legs are also weak points, as the armor covering the joints has to be light and flexible enough to permit mobility. I braced myself against the ground, aimed and fired at the one closest to me. His head disintegrated, blood spraying out against the tunnel wall, and the rest of his body went down. 
 
    Concealed by black smoke, they were sitting ducks. Curtis shot one of the two carrying tube launchers in the head and one of the guards did the same for the second. We concentrated on the flamethrowers. The smoke would dissipate soon and flamethrowers would make a quick end of us if they were able to use them. 
 
    I reached into my holster, pulled out my pistol and together, we shot six more, all in the legs. It’s not too hard if you can see and they can’t. They dropped and tried to drag themselves along the ground but they were going nowhere fast. By now, the smoke was beginning to thin and we outnumbered the ones who were left. My men swarmed those still on their feet and suddenly it was silent except for the moans of the wounded and the distant sound of sirens. 
 
    Curtis rose to his feet, looking haggard. “What a fuck-up,” he muttered. He rubbed one hand against the side of his face, leaving trails of dirt on his cheek. “Tie them up,” he ordered, “and let’s get back to headquarters.” He smiled fiercely. “We have some questions to ask.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    We kept a tight formation and drove fast, with sirens blaring and lights flashing from the tops of our vehicles. The traffic got out of our way. Three blocks from headquarters, we came to a wooden barrier set up across the road. At least thirty men in rag tag uniforms, clutching an assortment of rifles, were lined up on the other side of the barrier. They seemed to recognize our cars and as we approached, they leveled their guns and began to fire. 
 
    Curtis looked at me. “Go through them,” I said. 
 
    Luckily, they had neither rockets nor flamethrowers, and their bullets bounced off the limousine’s armor. 
 
    When man fights car, man loses. This has always been true and it is true today. Apparently, they expected us to stop, which only showed that they were either insane or very stupid. We plowed through the barrier and then through the crowd, bodies thwacking wetly off our vehicles. A couple scrabbled onto the hood of the car and tried to shoot down through the top. Another clawed at the windshield. We ignored them and sped up, zig-zagged the vehicles and made a few sharp turns around convenient corners. Our attackers couldn’t hold on. I watched as one of them tumbled off, screaming, and lay still in the street behind us. 
 
    I drew a shaky breath. There is something about naked hatred and rage directed at yourself that sobers the mind, and yet I was bewildered. Who were these people? What did they think they were doing? 
 
    We drove through streets, usually crowded with tourists and shoppers, that were in chaos. We passed three groups of armed men breaking windows and throwing rocks at random strollers in the center of the city. Flames licked the sky from a row of houses a few blocks over, and soon after, plumes of smoke swirled upward from multiple quarters of the city. Sirens began to sound, only a few at first, but soon dozens from every direction. I felt the ground shake, and then shake again and again: explosions, somewhere in the distance. 
 
    I punched the code for Guild Master Anderson on my interface. “Hello?” His voice sounded harried, not much of a surprise. His face was drawn and haggard. 
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    The Guild Master’s voice hesitated. “It appears that we have once again underestimated our opposition. The Bhukarins, and perhaps a few others are fomenting a rebellion. They’ve planned this very well. They have at least five hundred armed men in the city, perhaps many more. The Guild Council is under siege.” 
 
    “Do you need help?” Not that I had much to offer. My entire complement of armed men and women numbered no more than forty, and less than half of that was with me at the moment. 
 
    Again, his voice seemed to hesitate. “I don’t think so. Not now. Our own security is quite competent but I can’t say the same for some of the others. The Master of Gentian has been assassinated.” He grimaced over the link. “Tarentinus seems to be in league with the enemy. The city is under siege.” 
 
    “Where is the military?” 
 
    “Mobilizing, but our forces are scattered. There was an incident of piracy in the Southern Seas and another off the Leeward Islands. The navy sent ships, which found nothing, but those ships are not here, when we could use them. Another tactic that we had not foreseen.” 
 
    I felt sick. Realistically, I knew that I was not a major player in this game but somehow, I could not help wondering how much of this was due to my own actions. None of it, I hoped. “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Sit tight. Look to your own defenses. This will not be over soon. We are concerned that the enemy, whoever that enemy might be, has reinforcements coming in from outside. The navy and the air force, what remains of them in the vicinity of Aphelion, has been instructed to blockade. For the duration of this conflict, nobody will be allowed in or out of the city.” He shook his head and sighed. “The tube stations have been destroyed. Our allies are sending us troops but without access to the hyperloops it will take at least a few days for those troops to arrive. We must hold out until then.” 
 
    I called Jennifer. She answered immediately. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked. Jennifer had been having dinner with Theresa and Lois when the rioting began. 
 
    “We’re on Theresa’s boat.” 
 
    “She has a boat? What type of boat?” 
 
    “A big one. It sleeps six.” She panned her interface around in a circle, giving me a shot of a ship’s bow plowing through the waves. “The restaurant we were at is near the mooring. When the fighting started, we decided that this was the quickest way to get out of town. We’re heading for the mainland.” 
 
    “You run into any trouble?” 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle.” She grinned. “Daryl and Claudia are with me.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t come back until it’s over,” I said. “Stay safe.” 
 
    She nodded. “You, too.” 
 
    We smiled at each other, suddenly awkward. The awful thought occurred to me then, for the very first time, that we might never see each other again. I opened my mouth to say something but the words seemed somehow to stick in my throat. Jennifer seemed to feel the same way. She looked at me, silent. “Yeah,” she finally said. “See you soon,” and switched off. 
 
    Safe. She was safe. I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    My headquarters was housed in a four-story building next to the Hutchinson Tower, that I had purchased at great expense two years prior. It had adequate defenses for a few assailants but would quickly fall to a mob. We decided to abandon it, at least for the duration, and retreat into the Tower. The Tower had thick, concrete walls and bulletproof, plexiglass windows. 
 
    It was an exclusive building, each floor owned individually by people who could afford to live anywhere they wished. All but two were Guild, and all had security of their own. Unfortunately, most of that security lived elsewhere, and by now, had their own problems in their own neighborhoods. More than a few trickled in over the next couple of hours, nearly fifty in all. Eight of these brought their families. In total, we had nearly a hundred men and women who could handle weapons and knew how to defend themselves. 
 
    My men and I could fight, but aside from our mandatory service in the Guard at the age of seventeen, none of us had military experience except for Curtis, who had risen to the rank of Captain. We gathered together in the lobby and it was quickly decided that Joshua Cernan, a retired Colonel who now ran security for the Tower, would be in charge. Cernan was tall and fit, with close cropped hair going to gray, and sharp blue eyes. He quickly picked Curtis as his second. 
 
    “Alright, listen up, all of you,” Cernan said. A couple of women tried to hush crying babies. The rest, even the children, quickly settled down. Fear does help wonderfully to concentrate the mind. 
 
    “I want all of you who know how to handle a gun, to take one,” he said. “Do it now.” 
 
    Security maintained a small armory in the basement. The weapons had all been removed and brought up to the lobby, rifles, mostly, a few handguns with limited accuracy beyond five meters. My men and I already had weapons, as did many of the residents and all of the private security that had managed to reach the building. One-by-one, all the rest inspected what was on the tables and selected a gun and a box of ammunition. 
 
    “Any of you have sniper experience?” 
 
    A few hesitantly raised their hands. One guy said, “I’ve never trained as a sniper, but I like to hunt and I’m a very good shot.” 
 
    The Colonel frowned, then gave a tiny shrug. “Better than nothing,” he said. “Any other good shots?” 
 
    I was pretty good with a gun but nothing exceptional A few more raised their hands. “Fine,” the Colonel said, and nodded at Curtis. 
 
    “All of you, come with me.” 
 
    Six of them with sniper experience, plus eight more ‘good shots,’ followed Curtis toward the elevators, clutching their rifles. Once they had gone, Cernan eyed our prisoners, huddled together in a corner of the room. “Who are they?” 
 
    “Prisoners. They attacked us.” 
 
    Cernan raised an eyebrow and we walked over to them. I hadn’t had the time to pay them much attention up until now but up close, I could see that all were young men, dressed alike in military fatigues. “Who are you?” Cernan asked. 
 
    They looked at each other, frowning and shuffling their feet. Apparently, none of the survivors had been in charge of their little assassination attempt. Finally, one of them, blonde and blue-eyed, sneered at Cernan and said, “We’re the Revolution.” 
 
    Cernan cocked his head to the side. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The blonde guy hesitated, then shrugged. “David Baylor.” 
 
    “Tell me about this revolution.” 
 
    “The Guilds have kept the people in slavery for too long. It’s time for the people to take back their independence and be free.” 
 
    “You’re Bukharins,” Cernan said. 
 
    “Some of us are. The organization has grown.” 
 
    Cernan smiled. “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “And who is in charge of this revolution?” I asked. 
 
    Baylor hesitated. “I don’t know who’s in charge. That’s beyond my pay grade.” 
 
    Cernan rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Who was in charge of you?” I asked. 
 
    “Jeremy Coburn was my squad leader. You killed him.” 
 
    Good, I thought. “And who was in charge of Jeremy Coburn?” 
 
    “Brad Jenkins.” 
 
    I had never heard of any of these men. “And Brad Jenkins? Who is in charge of him?” 
 
    Baylor shrugged. “Couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “But they’ve promised you freedom from the Guilds.” 
 
    Baylor nodded. 
 
    “Tell me, David, how exactly have you been harmed by the Guilds?” 
 
    He looked at me with real hatred in his eyes. “I had a good job with a company. The company went bankrupt. I lost my job. My father owned a shop. A Guild sponsored shop opened just down the street. My father had to close. Everywhere we turn, opportunities are lost to the Guilds. We’re squeezed into lousy neighborhoods with lousy schools and no prospects. 
 
    “Fuck you,” he said. “We’re taking back the future. We’re taking back what we deserve, what we’ve deserved all along, a chance at a decent life.” 
 
    Can’t argue with a decent life, I thought. Still, I suspected that David was blaming the wrong people, and I doubted that his life was so terrible. It wasn’t the fault of the Guilds when its members sold better merchandise at a better price and it wasn’t the fault of the Guilds when one company hired better people and did a better job. 
 
    Nobody in Meridien lived in poverty. The disabled and infirm were taken care of. The pension system was generous and well-funded. Health care was universal and none of the schools were lousy. There was plenty of work for everybody. Some of it didn’t pay very well but all of it paid well enough to live on. What drove David and the others like him wasn’t desperation or poverty. It was envy. 
 
    “You’re a fool, David. You’ve been used. Every revolution eats its own and if you succeed in overthrowing the Guilds, I suspect that you’ll very soon be trading one set of masters for another.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” he said again. 
 
    I shrugged. David didn’t know anything that would help us. We locked him and his fellows up in a couple of rooms in the basement, gave them enough supplies to last through the siege (we hoped) and put them out of our minds, for the moment, at least. Somebody would come and get them when it was all over. 
 
    We barricaded the doors of the Tower and kept our heads down. A few of the security who had come in from outside had thought to bring food, canned stuff, mostly, some jars and cured meat and loaves of bread, stuff that wouldn’t spoil, and all the apartments upstairs had pantries and cooling units with at least a little food in storage. We had enough for about a week, longer if we rationed it. A week should do it, one way or another. 
 
    Cernan was good at his job and he knew what he was doing. He had us set barricades in the lobby, mostly desks and tables turned on their side, with furniture stuffed behind them for padding. I wasn’t sure that any of it would stop a bullet but it would at least offer some protection. He set up a guard rotation and told those of us who lived in the building to go back upstairs until we were needed. Those who didn’t live here were assigned apartments to bunk in. A few of my fellow owners looked like they might object to that but Cernan gave them a cold eye and none of them actually did. 
 
    Through the plexiglass windows, we could see sporadic fighting surge back and forth out on the street. Some of the fighters wore the colors of City Police. A few more belonged to the guard. Their opponents all wore military fatigues and red armbands. A few of these, obviously in charge, wore a red scarf around their necks and an armband on each arm. 
 
    As long as they stayed away from the Tower, we were content to sit tight and let them fight it out. Twice, over the next few hours, small groups of ten or so got it into their heads to try and come inside. The first group retreated when they saw the opposition waiting for them through the glass. The second group tried harder. At first just a couple, but then all the rest raised rifles and fired at the doors. Thankfully, the doors were bullet resistant and locked shut. Three of the shooters suddenly dropped, red stains spreading across their chests. The rest looked upward. One more fell, his head suddenly gone, the stump of his neck pumping blood. The rest fled. 
 
    It was good to have snipers on our side, I thought. 
 
    Holoscreens in the lobby kept us informed of what was happening outside. 
 
    A fleet of small patrol boats accosted five of our navy ships on patrol in waters far from our own shores. The patrol boats seemed to have no regard whatsoever for their own safety. They were told to stop. Warning shots were fired across their bow and then, as they sped closer and closer, our ships began to sink them but it was already too late. Four destroyers and a corvette were surrounded by explosions as the remaining patrol boats blew themselves up. Two of our ships sustained heavy damage. One sank, with the loss of half the crew. 
 
    An air base on the mainland was overrun by armed men in the middle of the night. They were repelled but three hangars containing a quarter of our air force were destroyed. 
 
    Three airships on patrol over the city were buzzed by a fleet of small propeller planes manning machine guns. The airships had shields and the planes’ bullets could not get through. The airships had heat seeking missiles, which made short work of the planes. The few surviving planes fled to the South. 
 
    In the city, reservoirs were poisoned, electrical lines were cut and power plants targeted and destroyed. The main ferry complex to our surrounding islands was bombed and three of the four ships were scuttled. 
 
    The enemy, whoever they were, had planned well. They struck and then vanished and then struck again, but they were a rag-tag army, in the end. Or so we thought. 
 
    A faint vibration could be felt through the floor. I might have been the first to detect it but within a few minutes, all of us were aware. The street outside the building was deserted, and had been so for nearly a day, just a few furtive, scurrying figures intent on getting to their destination as quickly as possible. They paid us no attention. The fighting had decreased, almost stopped. The enemy forces had inflicted damage but had not succeeded in destroying the city’s infrastructure or breaking the will of the population to resist. Their forces were slowly being degraded and our hoped-for reinforcements were no more than twelve hours away. We had begun to entertain hopes that the siege of Aphelion was almost over. 
 
    And then, from around the corner in front of the Tower marched a troop of armed men, at least a hundred. They carried energy rifles and every one of them wore a bandolier of grenades across his chest. They lined up facing the building in an excellent imitation of military order. Behind them rumbled two armored vehicles, each equipped with a machine gun and a small rocket launcher. On top of one armored vehicle, wearing a red scarf around his neck and two red armbands, stood Graham Reid. 
 
    The Colonel was good at keeping a poker face but even he could not conceal his consternation. He pressed an alarm. The few non-combatants among us, mostly young children and some adults assigned to supervise them, would hopefully pay heed and head to the basement levels of the Tower. 
 
    A shot rang out and one of the men lined up outside the building fell, then another, but the armored vehicles raised their guns and even inside the plexiglass lobby, we could hear the rat-a-tat sound of the machine guns as they raked the balconies above our heads, killing our snipers or at least driving them back inside the building. Then the guns lowered and turned and pointed at all of us, huddling behind our makeshift barriers inside the lobby. 
 
    “Those walls will not hold,” the Colonel remarked, almost to himself. 
 
    With a jet of flame, a rocket shot from its tube, crashed into the glass and exploded. A round crater appeared in the glass, radiating cracks in a two-meter circle. 
 
    “Retreat!” the Colonel ordered. Everybody streamed toward the hallways leading off the lobby. 
 
    I grabbed Cernan. “They want me,” I said. “That’s Graham Reid. It’s a challenge. If you surrender me, this assault will end.” 
 
    Cernan frowned. “Will it? Revolution? A full-blown siege of Aphelion? None of that is the result of a simple challenge. Perhaps, as you say, if we surrender you to Graham Reid it might stop this particular attack but it will most certainly not stop the larger attack on the city. No.” He shook his head. “I will not surrender you. They can go to Hell.” 
 
    I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. 
 
    “Curtis!” the Colonel yelled. Curtis raised his head, walked over to us through the rushing crowd. “You are released from my command. You have my thanks. Assist Mr. Oliver in any way that you can.” 
 
    Curtis gave a crisp nod and saluted. The Colonel turned toward me. “Good luck,” he said. 
 
    We gathered my remaining men and ran for the stairway. We had no need to stop and plan. We had practiced this contingency many times in the past. The sub-basement led to a series of store rooms, and the furthest store room ended in a delivery ramp with a conveyer belt that led up into an alley. Above the conveyer belt, two metal panels folded outward onto the pavement. There weren’t any stairs, but the conveyer belt had a shallow enough incline that two men walking abreast could traverse it without difficulty. 
 
    One of the guys, named Stephenson, walked up the ramp. When he reached the top, he attached a directional mic to one of the metal doors. He listened for a long, tense minute, then said, “Nothing.” 
 
    We folded the doors back onto the street and stepped out. The alley was narrow. A garbage dumpster crouched near the entrance, overflowing with plastic bags. The garbage had not been picked up in days. I curled my nose at the stench. One-by-by one, we went down the alley, Curtis leading. He reached the end, poked his head out and surveyed the street. It was empty. A few sheets of paper blew by on the breeze. Behind us, the Tower shook as another rocket slammed into its front. 
 
    Stay or go? No place in the city was really safe but there were plenty of abandoned buildings to hide in. On the other hand, I had seventeen trained men with me and most of the enemy were not professionals. 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said. 
 
    They had posted sentries but the sentries were facing front. We had spent three days in the Tower, most of the time with little to do. All of us had made red armbands, just in case. We put them on. We didn’t have the military fatigues but then, a lot of the enemy fighters that we had seen marching down the avenues did not. 
 
    We trotted around the building, three abreast, making no attempt to hide. The sentries saw us coming but they also saw our red armbands. “What’s up?” one of them said. 
 
    “Reinforcements,” I said. 
 
    He shrugged. “We don’t need you.” 
 
    I broke his jaw with a swing of my rifle and my men swarmed the rest. Within seconds, they were on the ground, groaning and in one case, dead. We grabbed their grenades, crept up behind the vehicles, which were now firing steadily at the Tower. There seemed no purpose in the fire. If they wanted to kill or capture the defenders, they were going to have to go inside and do it. The plexiglass walls were shattered. The people had retreated, either deep inside the building or down into the basements. The Tower was a big, solid building, made out of concrete and steel. They weren’t going to set it on fire and it would take a day or more to reduce it to rubble. I guess they just liked explosions. 
 
    So did we. 
 
    We took ten grenades, pulled the pins, rolled them underneath the vehicles, then retreated. 
 
    The vehicles shook, rose into the air and crashed down onto their sides, holes blown through the bottoms. Their guns fell silent. From each vehicle, a red trickle slowly dripped down onto the pavement. By now, of course, the attackers realized that the battle had taken an unexpected turn. They turned, stared and charged us, firing wildly, and we ran for it. 
 
    A large park, nearly five square kilometers, stood only two blocks away. The park had once been the private estate of a very wealthy colonist, one of the early settlers on Aphelion. His descendants had donated the land and the main keep to the city over a thousand years ago. In the center of the park stood a stone castle, now a museum, with a moat and a covered drawbridge. We ran among the trees, heading for it. 
 
    We reached the castle just before our attackers, ran inside and tossed another five grenades onto the bridge. It collapsed. 
 
    “Now what?” Curtis said. 
 
    “Now we wait.” 
 
    We were soon surrounded. Our attackers seemed content to sit across from the castle, firing random shots across the moat. We conserved our ammunition and didn’t bother to return the fire. 
 
    Within an hour, I could see Graham Reid among the trees, directing the troops. Another hour passed, then two, then we could hear a rumbling in the distance, coming closer. 
 
    “Not good,” Curtis said. 
 
    I had no answer. Another armored vehicle rolled up across from the moat and began to fire at the castle wall. We retreated to the other side of the building. Far above us, I could see small specks, quickly growing larger. I sighed. Ultralights. There were ten of them, then twenty, then nearly a hundred, heading our way. 
 
    “Surrender is an option,” Curtis said. 
 
    Or a death sentence. I doubted that Graham Reid would allow me to live, surrender or not. As for my men, who knew? “I’m considering it,” I said. 
 
    An explosion came from outside the walls, very big, very loud. Curtis sighed. “Now what?” 
 
    More explosions followed, closer and closer to the castle but none of them fell on us. We poked our heads out and saw all the ultralights circling over the enemy troops, dropping bombs. Our attackers scattered, running for their lives as the ultralights began to land on the other side of the moat. I recognized their uniforms and I laughed. 
 
    “What?” Curtis said. 
 
    “It’s the Avalon Commandoes. We’re saved.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    The Avalon Commandoes were not the most disciplined troops, nor the best trained, but they had enthusiasm and they had numbers, and they were accompanied by the soldiers of three of our allies. Within a day, the rebels had thrown down their arms, removed their armbands and blended back into the population. Many of them would never be identified, but enough of them were captured to identify at least some of the leaders. 
 
    The instigators, however, those who had supplied the money and the weapons, were not identified. They had vanished. 
 
    The siege of Aphelion was over, but most of the city was without power. Clean water and food had to be rationed and almost a million people were at least temporarily homeless. 
 
    But we were alive. Most of the infrastructure was intact and the rest could be re-built. It could have been worse. 
 
      
 
    Oliver Enterprises initially lost some business, but since much of our business was construction and since at least a tenth of the city had been turned into rubble, we lost little in the end. Clarion escaped without harm. 
 
    Jennifer returned a day later, having stayed safe and avoided the fighting. We went to bed early that night. 
 
    A few days later, the city was still digging its way out, the power having only recently been restored, the water again fit to drink, when Guild Master Anderson asked to see me. 
 
    “Brandy?” he offered. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    He poured a deep amber liquid into a goblet and passed it to me. “Violette XO,” he said. “From Earth. Supposed to be the very best. I figure we deserve it.” So did many others, I thought, some of whom had not survived. 
 
    I sipped it. Excellent stuff but not exactly the best I had ever had. No doubt, it was over-priced. 
 
    “A victory,” the Guild Master said. 
 
    I made a rude noise. He nodded and gave me a morose smile. “I share your sentiments. A few more victories like this and we won’t have a country left.” 
 
    “They almost won. If they had held off for a few more years to build up their forces and consolidate their position, this might have turned out very differently.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I think they took their best shot.” the Guild Master said. “We were already suspicious of them. It wouldn’t have been long before we understood what they were trying to do.” 
 
    Most of the rioters were citizens of Meridien, Bhukarins and others, some stirred up by political rabble rousers, some paid. None of the foot soldiers were Guild but clearly, some of the fighting had been coordinated from at least one of the Guilds. Tarentinus had been placed under interdiction, its officers arrested, its membership at least temporarily suspended. We had already learned that Tarentinus’ finances were almost entirely foreign. The nation of Gath had taken them over years ago. 
 
    “What about Graham Reid?” I said. 
 
    The Guild Master gave a minute shrug. “He’s no longer important, not to the Guilds and not to Meridien.” 
 
    “Perhaps he’s important to me,” I said. 
 
    “That is your business, not ours.” The Guild Master regarded me over the rim of his glass. “You may continue your challenge if you wish. It is no longer the Guild’s concern.” 
 
    “And yet you’ve made commitments to me.” 
 
    “The commitments that we made will be kept but your challenge to Graham Reid has accomplished its purpose. We know what the enemy was planning. As I said, it’s no longer our concern.” 
 
    I still didn’t like Graham Reid. I sat back, considering. 
 
    The Guild Master watched my face for a moment, then said, “Graham Reid played the game according to the rules that were in effect at the time, but those rules have changed. He will be required to sever all relationships with the nation of Gath. From now on, all foreign support is to be reported to the Guild Council. We cannot allow our most important institutions to be corrupted. We will not let this happen again.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said. 
 
    The Guild Master nodded. 
 
    “What’s next?” I said. 
 
    “A good question. We’re discussing it even now with our allies. Many nations have reason to be displeased with Gath.” 
 
    “And while you’re discussing it, what will you want from me?” 
 
    “Tarentinus has been placed in receivership and its assets distributed among the other Guilds. We have the former Master of Tarentinus in custody. I would like you to observe his interrogation. After that…” He shrugged. “Perhaps nothing. It is a truism that two parties are required to make peace but only one to make a war. We seem to be at war, though until a few days ago, we didn’t know it. You’ve already proven to be useful. Perhaps you can be useful again. We’ll be in touch. 
 
    “Oh, and by the way,”—he gave me a slow smile—“your former friend, Leon Sebastian, has been selected as the new Master of Gentian.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Graham Reid had exhibited more foresight than I had expected. He was gone, but he had not gone empty-handed. For at least a year before I issued my challenge, Reid had been preparing for this day. He had allied himself with the forces of Gath but had evidently been hedging his bets. His stock had been sold off in small, anonymous increments. He had remained CEO only because a board meeting had not yet appointed a replacement. He took his money, tried to assassinate me, just for fun, I suppose, and vanished. The World was a wide place and money is fungible. A corporation equals a certain amount of money; the money equals a corporation. He could be anywhere, using his money to buy himself a new place, still playing the game. 
 
    So, I found myself the principal owner of Clarion Enterprises, the shipping interests of which dovetailed nicely with the rest of my business. 
 
    Two days later, Curtis and I walked into the offices of the Guild Council. The building was spacious and well-guarded, more so after our recent troubles, entirely surrounded by a concrete barrier set at the edge of a plaza paved with stone and dotted with shade trees. Three very large, muscular men in black uniforms met us at the entrance. One of them said, “Please hand over all your weapons and enter the scanner.” 
 
    We did as we were told then walked down a hallway and into an elevator, which descended four stories beneath the Earth. The security men trooped along with us, none saying a word, until we came to a heavy, metal door. Beyond the door, Guild Master Anderson, Guild Master Ballister of Viridian and Leon Sebastian sat in comfortable chairs on the top level of an amphitheater. 
 
    I had not seen Leon since my visit to Sebastian Securities, now months in the past. I had avoided him and other than my encounter with Jolene he had made no effort to contact me. He gave me a crooked smile and said nothing when I walked in but I could see a heat signature flare on his face. A blush. Good to know he was capable of feeling shame, though it was in fact a rather little blush. 
 
    “Sit down,” Guild Master Anderson said, “both of you. Tell us what you think.” 
 
    Below us, the former Master of Tarentinus, Lawrence Robeson, sat in a metal chair. Robeson was a thin, elderly man, with a wisp of white hair encircling his otherwise pink, bald head. His eyes were a pale blue, his expression serene. His hands were strapped to the arms of the chair. His legs were shackled. Two men dressed in white coats stood on either side of his chair. 
 
    “So far,” Guild Master Anderson said, “he’s told us nothing.” He made no attempt to keep his voice down and Robeson gave what might have been a tiny snort. His smile never wavered. 
 
    “So, Lawrence,” Guild Master Anderson said, “why have you betrayed us?” 
 
    Robeson clearly rolled his eyes but stayed silent. Anderson frowned. 
 
    “Was it money? Money isn’t much use if there’s nowhere left to spend it. Your home and your family are here. Were you planning on re-locating to Gath? It’s a stark place, from what I understand. Spartan. They’re not much for the comforts of modern life. Modern life is too decadent for them.” 
 
    Robeson raised his eyes and looked at us. “I’m afraid that I can tell you very little.” 
 
    “And why is that?” the Guild Master asked. 
 
    Robeson sighed. “If you take a scan of my brain, you will find a small mechanical device. If I speak about anything that my employers do not wish to be revealed, it will explode.” 
 
    The two men at his side looked at each other and slowly backed away. Robeson smiled at them. “Don’t be afraid. A very small explosion, just enough to scramble my brain. The symptoms would resemble a sudden stroke.” A doubtful look crossed his face. “Though I suppose the blood coming from my ears and nose might provide a clue.” 
 
    “Why?” the Guild Master asked. 
 
    Robeson smiled at Leon Sebastian. “How can you ask that? I was young, I was poor and I was ambitious.” 
 
    Leon frowned. “Don’t look at me. I followed the rules,” he said. “Nothing that I have done is forbidden.” 
 
    “The letter of the law, perhaps, but the spirit?” Robeson shook his head. “I don’t think that you are as innocent as you would like to appear. You have aided your nation’s enemies.” 
 
    Leon gave him a level look. “I allied with one player against another. That is not at all the same thing. I have not betrayed my country.” 
 
    “Only your friend.” 
 
    Leon glanced at me. “I expect my friend to understand.” 
 
    Oh, certainly I understood. Money and position were more important to Leon Sebastian than friendship. I understood that just fine. 
 
    “So, you’ve been working for Gath for how many years?” Guild Master Anderson asked. 
 
    “That I cannot answer.” 
 
    “More than twenty?” I asked. These were the first words I had said and they all looked at me. 
 
    “Answer the question,” Anderson said. 
 
    “I cannot answer.” The answer was yes. I could see it. 
 
    “How many nations is Gath attempting to subvert?” Leon asked. 
 
    Robeson shook his head. 
 
    “All of them?” I asked. His aura fluctuated with uncertainty. 
 
    “All of them on this continent?” Again, he said nothing and he seemed uncertain but I could see that the answer tended toward yes. 
 
    The Master of Viridian leaned forward. “Can you think of any reason why we should keep you alive?” His voice was deep, rich and completely dispassionate. 
 
    Robeson shrugged. “Gath might be willing to ransom me…” He sounded uncertain. 
 
    Guild Master Ballister gave a little snort. “I’ve heard enough,” he said, and rose to his feet. “Send me a report when you’ve finished. If you need my vote to execute him, you’ll have it.” He walked out. 
 
    Guild Master Anderson rose also. “Douglas, I would appreciate your assisting with the remainder of the interrogation.” He looked at Leon Sebastian. “You and I have some issues to discuss. Perhaps you could accompany me to my office.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Leon shrugged. “Of course,” he said. 
 
    I waited until they were gone. “Now, then…” I said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    “You can only get so much information from ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions,” I said. 
 
    Guild Master Anderson peered down at the printout. “You’ve done well. This is helpful,” he said. “Very helpful, indeed.” 
 
    Robeson suspected that Gath had allies but he didn’t know who they might be. Gath had placed sleeper cells all over the continent. Meridien, probably because of our wealth, had captured more of their interest than most. This was at least mildly reassuring, since, in the end, Gath and their putative allies had failed to destroy us or significantly subvert our government. They had caused us damage but we would recover. 
 
    Gath believed in manifest destiny. Gath was destined to rule because their society and their people were superior, in mind, in body and in philosophy, and mostly, just because they liked telling other people how they should live and what they should do. 
 
    “I want you to go to Gath,” Guild Master Anderson said. 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “Say that again?” 
 
    “Gath believes that their methods and their culture breed superior individuals. Status in their society is achieved in a number of ways, all of them centered on demonstrating this superiority. Every five years, they hold a series of organized games.” 
 
    “I know. They’re televised.” 
 
    “Yes. They like the world to know of their success. Champions at every level are given prizes and the Grand Champion wins unlimited breeding rights and a position on their governing council. 
 
    “Gath is offering the world what they seem to think of as a new idea. In reality, it is a very old, very dangerous idea, an idea that has caused endless suffering and has been discredited time after time after time. It is said that those who do not remember the past are doomed to repeat it. It is a sad tragedy that so many generations must learn these lessons for themselves. 
 
    “We need to discredit Gath. We need to demonstrate to the world that they are a gang of violent hooligans who offer nothing but suffering, desolation and pain. The next games start in only a few weeks. We need to demonstrate to all the World that they are not superior in any way.” 
 
    “And you’re proposing to send me?” 
 
    He smiled. “Your grandfather was a friend of mine. Did you know that?” 
 
    I looked at him. I barely remembered my grandfather. He had died when I was seven years old. “No,” I said. 
 
    “He emigrated to Meridien from Cornwall. There are a lot of Olivers in Cornwall.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Distant cousins. We visited the place once when I was a child but I barely know them.” 
 
    “As I said, we were friends. I also knew your father when he was a boy, and I know something of your family history. You’re not the only one who possesses abilities beyond the norm. 
 
    “If you agree to this scheme, you won’t be going alone. We’re sending an entire delegation. Gath is putting on a show. We’ll put one on, too. The more public this all is, the harder it will be for them to quietly assassinate you.” 
 
    “Good to know. I appreciate that you’re thinking of my welfare.” 
 
    “They probably will, though. Try to assassinate you, I mean.” He gave me a sly look. “Gath likes to play games. Well, so do we. You’re good at playing games. How would you like to teach them a lesson that they will never forget?” 
 
    “But what if I lose?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Frankly? You probably will, but since nobody will expect anything different, your loss will not be considered remarkable. Meanwhile, the delegation will be gathering information.” 
 
    “Oh. So, I’m a front for a spy ring?” 
 
    “In essence…yes.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. A chance to strike back. I considered the idea and realized with no surprise whatsoever that I liked it. I liked it a lot. I could feel a slow smile spreading across my face. “Sure,” I said. “I’d love to.” 
 
    —The End— 
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 Preview: The City of Ashes: Book Two of the Chronicles of the Second Interstellar Empire of Mankind 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Two weeks after the siege of Aphelion ended, we finally set out for Gath. It was a boring two weeks. The streets were cleaned, the power grid fixed and reinforced. The city’s infrastructure was inspected, repaired and made sound. Our allies’ troops were wined and dined and given the keys to the city, which they richly deserved. As for myself, I had little to do, except tend to my business interests and think about the future. I was eager to get started. 
 
    Guild Master Anderson had meant it when he said that we would be putting on a show. We travelled in one of the largest airships in the fleet, named the Endeavor, re-painted for our trip in all the colors of the Meridien flag, festooned with rippling pennants and banners that flapped in the breeze. The personnel, however, were intended to put on a very different sort of show. They were all either elite military or secret service, about a third female. All of them moved with quiet confidence. All of them looked like they could punch through walls and probably most of them could. 
 
    “Bring somebody with you,” the Guild Master had said. “Gath is a chauvinist culture. They will expect a young, virile man like yourself to have a sexual outlet.” 
 
    “Why should we care what they expect?” I said, though I had no objection in principle to a sexual outlet. 
 
    “Think of it as an insurance card. If you bring a woman along, it will make it harder for their spies to seduce you.” He shrugged. “They’ll still try, but why make it easy for them? If you don’t have anybody in mind, we’ll assign a member of the military.” He got a far-away look on his face. “That might be best, actually, a combination mistress and bodyguard.” 
 
    I looked at him, not quite scandalized. “That seems above and beyond the call of duty.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t insist that she have sex with you. She could pretend.” 
 
    I declined his offer of military assistance for my libido but did ask Jennifer to come along, though I felt it wiser to not mention the Guild Master’s comments regarding our hosts’ expectations in the bedroom. “Sounds interesting,” she said. “Sure.” She grinned. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    So, we drifted over Imperion, Cuomo, Valspur, Neece and the desert kingdom of Kush, which, like Gath, preferred to maintain the old ways. Kush rejected most modern technology outside of health care and genetically engineered crops. And air conditioning, pretty much a necessity when the average daily temperature during most of the year hovers over forty degrees Celsius. The Kushians trailed below our ship on horseback, carrying long rifles to protect themselves against sand-tigers and the lizard-like morions, drawing pictures with wax stylets on sheaves of paper and talking among themselves. They had one unusual but obviously useful modification: like chameleons, they could change color to blend into their surroundings, which varied from tan sandstone to red, iron rich rock. They seemed interested in our passage and thankfully didn’t try to shoot us down. I wondered if they had holo connections and were fans of the upcoming games. 
 
    We took our time. We wanted to be seen. The ship stopped twice, both times to pick up passengers. Denali was a small mountainous nation in the center of the continent, lumber, harvested from enormous hardwood trees, being the principal product. McClain was the only city, neatly laid out in a grid around the government center. The Endeavor floated to a mooring atop the Parliament building. We exited the ship, met the Prime Minister and his cabinet, had lunch at a restaurant that specialized in wild game, and trooped back into the ship before nightfall. 
 
    John Mead was the passenger. He was a big man with a perpetual smile and he moved slowly, as if being careful not to damage other, more delicate human beings. I knew of John Mead. He had trained at the same dojo as Master Chen and owned a chain of martial arts academies that spread across the continent. 
 
    Denali, like so many nations in the wake of Gath’s challenge, had suddenly awakened to their own danger. Alliances were being made. Denali had entered into negotiations with the Guild Council and it had been decided that I would not be alone in entering the Grand Tournament. 
 
    Fine with me, not that I had anything to say about it. 
 
    John Mead looked at me with mild interest when we first met, as if wondering what made me think that I might have a chance at winning against the best fighters in Gath. I smiled back and let him wonder. At least, he was polite. 
 
    The mountains turned into foothills, then a high plain and a day later, we came to Hayden, a town on the edges of Lake Sierra, the third largest body of fresh water on the continent. Hayden was the home town of Alessandro Abruzzi. I had heard of him, as well. Five years before, he had entered the Grand Tournament of Gath, the only foreigner to have done so that year. He had done better than anybody had expected, ranking forty-fifth out of the nearly five thousand who had entered. Apparently, he had decided to try again, and we were elected to help him do it. 
 
    Alessandro Abruzzi was not quite so pleasant as John Mead. Along with the Captain, a hard-eyed navy man named Reece Jones, his first mate, Commander Boyd and John Mead, I was part of the greeting party as Abruzzi entered the ship. Abruzzi gave Mead a little bow, which Mead returned. He glared at me, his lips wrinkling. We shook hands and he squeezed. I smiled and squeezed back. Abruzzi’s hand was not quite as hard as granite and just a bit smaller than a boulder but his hand was no stronger than mine. After a moment, he loosened his fingers. I was tempted not to loosen mine, but we weren’t there to make enemies. I let go. He clenched and unclenched his fist, the knuckles audibly cracking, nodded abruptly, turned to the Captain and was perfectly polite for the rest of the evening. 
 
    Both Abruzzi and Mead traveled alone. Apparently, neither of them worried at the prospect of being seduced by the sinister agents of Gath, but then, perhaps neither of them were spies. 
 
    As the putative guests of honor, Jennifer and I ate at the Captain’s table every night, along with the other officers, and now, John Mead and Allesandro Abruzzi. Like Abruzzi, I don’t think most of the crew took me seriously, not at first. One junior lieutenant named Jeffrey Grant seemed particularly contemptuous. He looked at Jennifer at my side, grimaced, turned to an ensign and made a little comment about delusional rich men and their mistresses. I don’t think that he intended me to hear him but he obviously didn’t care much if I did. 
 
    I pondered his smug, smiling face for a long moment. I hadn’t kept my abilities secret, not deliberately, but it had been a long time since I had fought competitively and back then, it had been entirely within the confines of the Guild Hall, and Guild members don’t talk to outsiders about what happens within the Guilds. In the Guild, and in the world of business and industry, I was a respected player, but this was a different world. 
 
    There are two approaches to dealing with an opponent, any opponent: you can try to take them by surprise or you can try to intimidate. I didn’t like Allesandro Abruzzi’s attitude. John Mead was more polite about it but somehow, I suspected that he shared Abruzzi’s opinion. I didn’t like that attitude, and I didn’t like Junior Lieutenant Jeffrey Grant. Maybe it was time to show what I could do…we were supposed to be putting on a show, after all. 
 
    “Captain?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Oliver?” 
 
    “Would you mind very much if I demonstrated to Mr. Grant the error of his ways?” 
 
    The Captain eyed Lieutenant Grant, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Certainly not,” he said. “It would be educational for him and entertaining for the rest of us.” 
 
    “Excellent.” I raised my voice. “Lieutenant Grant,” I said. “I could use some exercise.” I smiled. “Perhaps you would like to spar with me later this evening?” 
 
    A sudden silence fell over the table. I doubt that the rest of the officers were exactly on my side but none of them thought much of Grant. He found himself the sudden center of attention and obviously didn’t like it. His face turned red and he quickly swallowed the food in his mouth. “I’d love to,” he said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I noted that John Mead kept his face impassive during this exchange. Abruzzi gave me a doubtful look, then shrugged his massive shoulders. 
 
    The rest of the meal was subdued. Jennifer and I wandered back to our suite after dinner. “You sure about this?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. “After the last few weeks? I’m in no mood to put up with any more bullshit.” 
 
    She smiled. “Okay,” she said. That was just one of the things that I liked about Jennifer. She knew when to push and when to leave it alone and she always knew the score. 
 
    An hour later, we walked into the gym to find it packed. Bleachers rose up along the walls, filled with what seemed to be the entire ship’s personnel. A nine-meter octagon style cage stood in the center. This surprised me a little, as the military generally preferred the smaller Sumo type circle for practice and training bouts, but then Gath used the cage and Gath was where we were going, so it made sense. 
 
    Grant wore a black gi. I came in wearing a white robe and when I stripped it off the room fell silent for a moment, before the buzz of excited conversation came back a little louder. Under the robe, I had on only black trunks and black canvas shoes with rubber soles. Neither the shoes nor the trunks were new and my legs and torso were roped with muscle. I looked like I knew what I was doing, which I did. I smiled at Grant and he frowned, looking for the first time uncertain. We walked to the center of the cage. The referee gave his instructions, dropped his arm and I whirled, sweeping Grant’s legs out from beneath him. He fell heavily, jumped to his feet and glared. I smiled back at him. 
 
    “Point,” the referee said. 
 
    We walked again to the center of the ring and stood facing each other until the referee gave the signal. This time, I waited for Grant to demonstrate what he could do. He came in fast and threw a series of punches at my face. I shook them off with quick flicks of my wrists, stepped in and hit him with an uppercut to the abdomen. Hard. He dropped, wheezing. 
 
    “Point,” the referee said. 
 
    I shook my head. Grant wasn’t bad, exactly. Actually, he was pretty good. He had to be, to be a part of this crew. He just wasn’t nearly as good as he thought he was. Any pro would have torn him apart. 
 
    Now he was seriously pissed off. He snarled at me while the referee raised his arm and dropped it, and then he charged. I jumped, grabbed his torso between my open legs, twisted and let the momentum carry us to the mat. I slithered around his back, got his wrist across my chest and hyperextended his elbow. An armbar. If I wanted to, from this position, I could snap his joint. The crowd grew silent. Grant groaned but didn’t tap out. I put a little pressure on the joint, which hurts. It hurts a lot. “Fuck!” he yelled and slapped the mat with his opposite hand. I let him go and jumped to my feet. Grant took a few seconds longer to get up. His face was white and he rubbed his arm. I didn’t trust Grant. His aura flared, almost crackling. We were both supposed to exit at the same time from opposite sides of the cage but I could see him hesitate. “Don’t,” I whispered. “You’ll regret it.” He looked me in the eyes, his lips thin, his breath coming fast and then I could see him deflate. He put his head down, turned and walked out. 
 
    Some of the crowd looked happy. A few seemed disappointed. John Mead gave me a speculative look. Allesandro Abruzzi frowned. The Captain said something that I couldn’t hear to Commander Boyd and chuckled. I could see money changing hands but on the whole, I could detect no animosity among the assembled audience. This was good. None of us knew what we would be getting into once we reached Gath but the crew was at least tentatively on my side. I was pleased. It was a good night’s work. 
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