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What other readers say about Tsar
Wars:

 


Eric Hood: “It kept me spellbound
until the end. Just make sure you have time to spare when you start
reading as you will not want to put it down.”

 


Rachel Cotterill: “It's very
lighthearted and fun, considering the proportion of the time that
the characters are in fear for their lives. I'll definitely look
out for others in the series.”

 


Mark: “In all ways I enjoyed this book
and am looking forward to reading the next one.”

 


Ryan Hopkins: “Overall, the book is a
great read and any fan of the genre should check it out.”

 


Shannon Haddock: “What stands out the
most to me in this book is the characters... They felt real, which
is something I personally love in a book.”

 


Anna Erishkigal: “If you enjoyed the
light-hearted feel of the first three Star Wars movies (IV-VI)and
lamented the loss of both characterization and feel-goodedness (is
that even a word?) from the latter three prequels (I-III), then
you'll enjoy this book immensely.”
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dedicated to Isaac Asimov

 


who taught us that
breaking up is hard to do…

particularly when it’s a galactic empire


CHAPTER 1:
Plot/Counterplot

 


The open-air mall was bustling with early
afternoon shoppers walking to and fro. Many had specific errands to
run. Others were simply window-shopping or enjoying the fine
afternoon. The ebb and flow of foot traffic guaranteed anonymity
and privacy without calling particular attention to oneself.

For one particular man who was busy
appearing casual, that was exactly how he wanted it. Wong Chin’s
gait was a carefully calculated stroll; he had a couple of hours of
leisure time at his disposal, so he didn’t need to hurry. At the
same time his mother’s birthday was coming up soon, so this was a
legitimate shopping trip for a gift. There was nothing to arouse
anyone’s suspicions.

Chin was dressed in the uniform of the
kavalergardy, which got him some extra looks but not an excessive
amount. It would have been more suspicious if he’d changed into
civilian clothes for this errand. It would have looked as though he
had something to hide—and since he did, that was an appearance best
avoided.

He was approaching the gift shop where he
intended to make his purchase, at the same time keeping a
surreptitious eye on the time. He also kept careful track of the
crowd around him, making sure no one was following him. At
precisely the specified time Chin calmly lifted his wristcom up to
his mouth, as though to make a personal memo. In a quiet,
matter-of-fact voice he said, “Dispatch 226.” In a single
electronic blip, the message he’d carefully composed, encrypted and
compressed was transmitted from his computer through a local relay
to a topcomm repeater that carried the information to its
destination many parsecs away.

With that accomplished, Chin felt a great
wave of relief sweep over him—though he did not show it outwardly.
The most crucial part of this excursion was done. For better or
worse the information he knew would quickly be in trusted hands.
Now he could concentrate on the more innocent task of choosing his
mother’s birthday gift. Being the methodical person he was, he’d
already scouted out the shop where his purchase would take
place.

His mother had always been fond of
hand-crafted music boxes. A store here in this mall carried a
wonderful assortment. Wong Chin spent a relaxed twenty minutes
inspecting the wares before deciding on his purchase, a music box
with a dancing bear on top. He had the shopkeeper wrap it up and,
carrying it carefully, he returned to the knyaz’s palace.

As he entered the private gate, before he
could go to his quarters and drop off the package, he received a
call on his wristcom. “Captain Chin, the knyaz would like to see
you immediately. Report to his study at once.”

Chin frowned. Anything out of the ordinary
was suspicious, and posed a risk to his safety. “I have a package
to drop off in my room, and then I’ll—”

“He needs you at once. I doubt he’ll mind if
you bring the package with you.”

“On my way, then,” Chin said. His voice was
crisp and correct, but inwardly he was worried. The knyaz had only
seen him three times in the six months Chin had been working here,
and had never singled him out for anything. Why this sudden
urgency—and why today of all days? Still, he had no legitimate
reason to balk at the orders, so he entered the main building and
proceeded to the knyaz’s second-floor study.

Captain Chin entered the study through its
west door. The study was a large room with dark breckwood paneling
on the east, west and north walls. Inset shelves on these walls
held actual printed books with leather bindings in brown, black and
oxblood. In addition to the west door there were two doors along
the east wall and three along the long north wall. Chin didn’t know
where any of these doors led; he’d always used the west door on the
few occasions when he’d come here.

The entire south wall was a picture window
overlooking the knyaz’s private zoo. This menagerie was one of the
knyaz’s obsessions, containing some of the most interesting
creatures from the many worlds in his sector. He took great pride
in the fact that it was considered among the top private
collections in the entire Empire.

In front of the picture window was a heavy
cherrywood desk carved with ornate scrollwork along the legs and
geometric designs on the sides. The top was flat and inset with a
large tridee tank, currently blank.

Behind the desk was a large padded green
leather swivel chair with polished brass studs closely placed
around the seams of the arms and back. The chair was turned with
its back to him so its occupant could gaze out the window; all Chin
could see was the high back and a portion of an arm lying casually
on the right armrest. As the captain entered the room, though, the
chair slowly swiveled around to face him.

Yevgheniy Kuznyetz, the knyaz of Scorpio
sector, was in his fifties. His slender body had a toughness to it
that belied his years, and the piercing look in his eyes flashed
with keen intelligence. His gray hair was thinning but neatly
combed, and a pencil-thin mustache adorned the upper lip of his
tightly-pursed mouth. His face had some of the fine lines of age,
but there were no smiles lines evident anywhere. He was dressed
casually in a gray, green and red argyle sweater that made his
torso look bulkier than it really was.

“Captain Chin reporting as ordered, sir,”
Chin said crisply. He did not salute; the knyaz may have been his
boss, but he had no military rank.

“Carrying a package, I see.” The voice was
quiet, crisp, precise.

“I was told to come straight here, sir,”
Chin said apologetically. “I didn’t have time to drop it off in my
quarters first.”

“No need to apologize. I understand
perfectly.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Kuznyetz’s eyes remained focused on the
officer’s face. “What is it, if I may ask?”

“A… a present for my mother, sir. Her
birthday is next week.”

“How admirable. I wish my own mother were
around to receive presents, but she—” He ended that train of
thought abruptly. “I’m curious. What does a captain of my
kavalergardy buy his mother for a birthday present?”

“She has a collection of music boxes, sir. I
found an interesting new one at a shop in town.”

“Excellent. Does she happen to live
onplanet?”

“No, sir, she’s on Pintow. I’ll have to ship
it out either today or tomorrow if it’s going to arrive in
time.”

“Nonsense. Leave it here. I’ll make sure it
goes out with my personal seal. I guarantee it’ll arrive in plenty
of time.”

“That’s very kind of you, sir.” Chin was
perplexed. The knyaz had never been this friendly to him before,
had scarcely shown him any more than formal recognition. What was
happening? Did he suspect something?

Kuznyetz did not respond, and silence
descended on the room. Captain Chin did not feel it was his place
to question his lord’s motives for summoning him, so he stood
silently at attention and waited. He was acutely aware that the
knyaz’s gaze never wavered from his face, but the older man’s
expression was unreadable.

It was nearly thirty seconds before Kuznyetz
spoke again. “Actually, you can return the favor, captain. You’ve
been recommended to me as a very reliable man, a man who can keep a
secret.”

“I like to think so, sir.”

“Good. I have a mission that requires the
utmost discretion, and I can’t entrust it to anyone too close to
me, if you get my meaning.”

“I’m not sure I do, sir, but I’m not sure I
need to, either.”

“The perfect answer. I chose the right man.”
He reached into a drawer of his desk and pulled out a small object,
which he slid along the top of the desk toward Chin. “This is a
key. Pick it up and go through this door.” He indicated the door
closest to the window on the east side of the room. “Go down that
corridor to a door numbered 278. The key will open that door. Go
inside. A woman will meet you there. She will give you a large
envelope, which you will then bring back here to me unopened.”

“Is that all, sir?”

“Yes, for now. If you perform well, there
may be other small but crucial assignments as well—with, I might
add, corresponding bonuses.”

Chin picked up the key. It was an electronic
key, made of lightweight plastic. “Thank you sir. With your
permission …?”

Kuznyetz dismissed him with a wave of his
hand. By the time Captain Chin had reached the indicated door, the
knyaz already seemed occupied with another matter.

Chin found himself in a long corridor with
doors on either side. The numbers started in the low 200s, so he
had quite a distance to walk before he came to 278. The corridor
made several turns, but didn’t branch off anywhere, so there was no
question of which way he needed to go.

At last he reached door 278. He placed the
key against the lock and there was the faintest of clicks as it
unlatched. The door slid silently open and he entered. The door
slid shut again behind him.

The room was large and totally bare of
furnishing. The walls, ceiling and floor were pure white except for
a bright red rectangular touchplate high up on the opposite wall,
right where it met the ceiling. Chin wondered vaguely what it was
doing up there; it was certainly too high for anyone to reach
conveniently.

There was no woman in the room at the
moment, but Chin wasn’t worried. Kuznyetz had said she would meet
him here, not that she’d be waiting. The captain supposed it was
his job to do the waiting. With no furniture to sit on, he
stood casually and waited.

A large section of the wall opposite the
door slid open, rapidly and silently. The sudden movement startled
Captain Chin, but far more disturbing was what was revealed on the
other side. Two enormous catlike creatures were walking up a ramp
toward him. They walked on four legs, and their shoulders were as
high as his head. They had sleek gray and yellow dappled fur, long
white fangs and yellow eyes that glared at him with feral
intensity.

Chin didn’t know precisely what was going
on, but he did know he didn’t want to be in the same room with
those creatures. He turned back to where he’d entered, but the door
had seamlessly joined with the wall. He tried pressing the plastic
key against where he thought the latch should be, but nothing
happened. There was no escape in that direction.

The creatures were now fully in the large
room with him, and the door slid quickly shut behind them. Chin
realized far too late that he’d been set up. He was trapped in here
with two vicious creatures and no defense against them.

The creature on his right was close enough
to swipe at him with its left paw. He tried to dodge, but the blow
came too swiftly; claws like bayonets ripped across his right arm,
slashing his uniform sleeve and drawing blood from two large
gashes. He choked back a scream and tried to spin away to his left,
but that only brought him within range of the second beast. It
actually seemed to be waiting for him; a vicious swipe of its right
front paw was already in motion as he stepped into the blow. The
nails ripped open his abdomen, and blood suddenly splashed across
the walls of this previously immaculate room.

He could make no effort now to stifle the
scream that escaped his throat. He couldn’t think through the pain,
he could only react—and that weakly. The force of the blow spun him
completely around and he stumbled to his right knee. He struggled
to regain his footing, but the wounds he’d already suffered made
him far too slow. The giant paw of the creature on his right came
down on his back, knocking him the rest of the way down and pinning
him to the floor. Even if he hadn’t already been severely weakened
by his wounds, the powerfully muscled arm would have held him in
place.

Chin’s struggles were over within seconds as
the efficient hunting team did its work with well-honed precision.
The pain was intense as he died, but it did not last long, and soon
his body lay lifeless and bloody on the stone floor. The creatures
who’d killed him parceled him out and greedily devoured his flesh,
even eating portions of his uniform to make sure no significant
parts were wasted. The only parts they couldn’t eat were his feet,
shod in leather boots that were too hard to get the meat out
of.

In barely half an hour the animals had
finished their meal. One of them reared up on its haunches and
swatted at the red touchplate near the ceiling. The wall through
which they’d entered slid aside and, with nothing further to
interest them here, the creatures returned down the ramp the way
they’d come. The wall slid back into place behind them and a panel
opened in the floor, exposing a large drain. High-pressure jets of
water erupted from nozzles hidden in the walls, washing the final
traces of the late Captain Wong Chin into the disposal system. Next
came a cleansing disinfectant spray to remove all traces of blood
and other impurities. Within minutes, Room 278 was pure and
antiseptic once more.

Captain Chin may have been gone, but he was
not forgotten. He was, indeed, the focal point of a discussion in
the study between Kuznyetz and his prime councilor, Pavel Lubikov.
“I’m sorry we weren’t able to weed him out earlier,” Lubikov said.
“It seems he got off a message this afternoon before he
returned.”

The knyaz appeared largely unconcerned.
“What did it say?”

“I don’t know for certain; it’s well
encrypted and could take days to break. I’m sure it had no critical
details—Chin had no access to the ultimate plan or its timetable.
Maybe some names of our allies, numbers and disposition of some of
our forces, other things we wouldn’t want advertised but which
won’t stop the operations from taking place. I can confirm who the
message was sent to.”

“I know who the message was sent to,”
Kuznyetz said languidly. “That doesn’t bother me. Nkosi has been
de-fanged for years. He’s just a frustrated old man moving the few
straggling pawns he has left over the squares of a decaying
chessboard. Even if we sent him a detailed blueprint, he has no
authority to act. Let him frustrate himself even further. It’ll
just make our victory that much sweeter.”

Lubikov’s eyes wandered to Captain Chin’s
package, still sitting untouched on the corner of the desk. “Should
I dispose of that for you, sir?” he asked.

“Certainly not. I promised to deliver it to
the late captain’s mother, and I shall keep my word. After all, she
no longer has a son. The least she should have is a music box.

“And see that she gets a nice letter of
condolence that her son died in the course of his duties,” he added
as an afterthought. “Mothers are very important, Pavel. They must
be treated with the utmost respect.”

 


***

 


It was unofficially called the Blue Room,
logically enough, because it was a room and it was blue. Not just
any blue; it was, in fact, a tribute to all blues. Starting
from the baseboards of the eastern wall, which were the palest
pastel, the shades progressed like a canopy arch, darkening
imperceptibly as the colors gradually merged until they reached the
darkest navy blue, almost indistinguishable from black, along the
bottom of the western wall. Many of the room’s prior occupants over
the decades had proclaimed the effect quite restful and relaxing;
its current occupant, however, was unmoved by any such soothing
effects.

Nkosi Wettig, knyaz of Orion sector, was a
large man by almost any standards, nearly two meters tall and
massing about a hundred and twenty kilograms. Adding to this was
his demeanor, a commanding presence that radiated intelligence and
decisiveness, and an attitude that brooked no incompetence. The
brown eyes above his broad, flat nose seemed to see not only
everything within range, but all the implications of those things
as well. The mahogany-colored skin of his face was unmarked with
lines of worry despite his age—and despite the fact that he worried
all the time. He was used to making other people develop
worry lines.

His face was also unmarked by smile lines,
because Nkosi Wettig seldom smiled. Given all that he knew and all
that he saw, he found little to smile about.

The Blue Room had been designed by Wettig’s
great-grandfather, a man of far less spartan tastes. It served as
Wettig’s principal office when he was at home on his estate—not
because of its soothing atmosphere, but because it was suitably
large and centrally convenient to other rooms and resources. But
even if the knyaz were normally inclined to a relaxed disposition,
the information on the screens set in the desk before him would
have jarred him out of that mood.

The left-hand screen displayed the decrypted
message he’d received from Wong Chin. In fine detail it described
the number, classes and disposition of the ships in Kuznyetz’s
private fleet. Though ostensibly the ships were all either merchant
craft or local law enforcement vessels, all were heavily armed—and
so numerous that the total firepower was nearly one-third that of
the Imperial Navy itself. Though the militsia vessels should have
been spread uniformly throughout Scorpio sector, and the merchant
ships should have been traveling to many destinations around the
Empire, the vast majority of these ships seemed to be maneuvering
in and out of a small space that just happened to be the part of
Kuznyetz’s sector closest to Earth.

Chin’s report also contained a list of names
of people he’d confirmed had made alliances with Kuznyetz. Chin
admitted the list was incomplete, but even so it was impressive:
ten other knyazya, eighty-seven grafy, sixteen admirals, five
members of the Sovyet Knyazey and dozens of other assorted
boyare.

A very thorough report. Chin had been the
best of Wettig’s people to follow him into exile.

From his other sources, dwindling as they
were, Wettig had traced a money trail leading from Kuznyetz to
several dozen “separatist” movements on various planets, groups
that were becoming increasingly more daring and increasingly more
violent. Reports of their activities filled the news virtually
every day now.

It didn’t take someone with Wettig’s
extraordinary perception to supply a title for this portrait:
treason. Treason in its purest form. Kuznyetz was planning an
uprising, and soon.

Next to the screen with Chin’s report was
another that held a flattie video message from Kuznyetz himself.
“Nkosi, I have some news that may disturb you. I had an officer in
my kavalergardy, a Captain Wong Chin. He died today under highly
suspicious circumstances. My investigators are looking into it, but
since I believe you were one of his past employers I thought you
might know him and care about what happened to him. Please accept
my deepest sympathies.” And there the message ended.

The nerve of that man! To kill a fine
officer like Chin and then to brag about it like this. He thinks
there’s nothing I can do about it—and he may be right.

He stared ahead for a long moment of
reflection. But maybe not.

“Intercom: Hasina.”

After a moment his daughter’s face appeared
on the screen. “What did you want, Father?”

“Pack your bags for an offworld trip.”

Hasina, used to her father’s quirky orders,
could only smile. “Anywhere in particular?”

“I’ll have to check their schedule. There’s
a show I want you to see.”


CHAPTER 2:
Le Vaudeville Galactique

 


The planet Turtello in Centaurus sector had
only been settled within the last thirty years; it was not on the
beaten trail and the population was still small compared to more
established worlds within the Empire. On the one hand this was
good; the people were starved for live entertainment and were
enthusiastically appreciative of everything that came their way. On
the other hand this meant there were no large theaters to play in;
the stage of the largest theater was barely big enough to
accommodate the full show, and the backstage facilities were—to put
it kindly—provincial.

Even though he was one of the headliners,
Judah Bar Nahum’s dressing room was tiny. And worse, he had to
share it with his cousin and partner, Eva, which made it difficult
to pace back and forth. But Judah paced back and forth anyway. He
was a pacer, a worrier. He did it on a grand scale, and he wasn’t
going to let a mere lack of physical space stay him from his
appointed rounds.

At the moment there was more room to pace
because Eva wasn’t there. That wasn’t entirely a good thing,
though, since that was the reason he needed to pace: Eva wasn’t
there.

The company had arrived at the theater and
Eva wasn’t there. The doors had opened and Eva wasn’t there. The
music had started and Eva wasn’t there. The curtain had risen more
than an hour ago and Eva wasn’t there. And, as usual, she refused
to answer her pages.

Eva had been late before. Hell, he could
scarcely remember a time she hadn’t been late. And her
performances were always perfect. The two of them made an ideal
team; even he had to admit she was at least as talented as he was.
But she cut everything so close to the edge. He looked to his
wristcom for the time ….

“Thirteen minutes,” Eva Bar Nahum said,
walking briskly into the room. “Plenty of time. Hello, how are you,
I’m fine, it’s none of your business where I was last night, where
did you put my costume oh there it is, how’s the house?” She didn’t
even wait for answers before starting to strip off her clothes.

“Packed, as usual,” Judah said. “Listen,
we’ve got to talk—”

“Fine, just kvetch sitting down. If
you keep walking back and forth you’ll get in my way and make me
late. There’s a wonderful semi-comfortable chair over there. Park
your tuchis and enjoy the view.” Backstage etiquette was
naturally in force; everyone was considered fully dressed no matter
what they were or were not wearing.

Judah sat down, but hardly relaxed. He
seemed to be vibrating on some undetectable frequency. “Why can’t
you be on time once in a while? You’re endangering the show.”

“We’ve had this talk before. I’ve never
missed a cue and I don’t intend to—unless, God forbid, I should
die, in which case I may be a few minutes late.” She was already
out of her clothes and starting to wriggle into her costume.

“I suppose you were out somewhere drapping
around again.”

Eva paused a second to turn and give her
cousin a big grin. “Of course. It’s fun. You should try it
sometime.” And, as Judah opened his mouth to respond, she added
quickly, “I know, you’re saving yourself for Vida—and she hasn’t
even asked you to. Even Ilya Uzi sleeps around.” She turned back to
the mirror and finished getting her costume on.

“He isn’t engaged,” Judah defended. “Well he
was, once, in Red Star of Treason, but he wasn’t unfaithful
until after she died. But we’re not talking about my reading
habits—”

“Of course not. We’re talking about hobbies.
You like reading spy thrillers, I like sex.” She finished getting
the costume on and sat down in front of the mirror to apply her
makeup.

“We’re talking about punctuality. I don’t
care if you shtup half the Imperial Navy, but do you have to
take so long?”

“When you’re as good as I am,” Eva said,
concentrating on penciling her eyebrows, “you get curtain
calls.”

Judah let out a long sigh. “Eva, you’re
going to drive me crazy.”

Eva finished her eyebrows and started on her
lips. “Don’t worry, bubbe,” she said, careful not to move
the lips too much. “As Shar would say, it’s just a day trip. You’ll
be back before you know it.”

“You take too much for granted. You should
at least answer your pages. What if David broke his leg or Isaac
got laryngitis and we had to rearrange the schedule?”

“You think that would keep those hams off
the stage? I trust my colleagues. Besides, what does Ilya Uzi
always say? ‘Improvise.’ You’d think of something brilliant. I have
faith.”

“I know I’d think of something. I have
faith, too. But faith comes a lot easier when your partner’s there
with you.”

Her makeup done, Eva stood up from the
makeup table and walked over to her cousin. She took his chin in
her right hand and raised it so he was looking directly into her
eyes. “Look at me, Jude. I’ll always be there, just as I always
have. We’re a team, and a damn fine one. The show will go on.”

There was a sharp rap on the door just as
they heard their cue music starting. Eva let go of Judah’s chin and
grabbed both of his hands with hers. “And speaking of which, it’s
showtime. Come on.” She pulled him up out of the seat. “You don’t
want to miss your entrance, do you?”

 


***

 


Le Vaudeville Galactique was a highly
unusual, if not unique, institution within the Empire. Most
theatrical companies remained planetbound; the sheer expense of
traveling between worlds precluded most of them from touring,
particularly when there were other, cheaper methods of promulgating
their performances. If a company developed a reputation for
excellence, it was far easier and less expensive to record a
performance for tridee than to pack up costumes, props, sets, cast
and crew and go hopping from planet to planet.

Some tours happened, of course. A renowned
company might travel to nearby worlds to show off their wares. The
best of the best always traveled to Earth, the center of the
Empire. But the distances were too vast and there were too many
local theater companies to make long interstellar tours
economically feasible.

“The Ville,” as its members called it, was
unique because its people were unique. All were from the heavy-grav
world of New Zion, with genetically-engineered strength, stamina
and reflexes far beyond those of the normal Imperial citizen. As a
result, its performers could not be replaced or imitated by any
low-grav native; what they offered could not be seen outside the
realm of this specific show.

Avram Bar Nahum, the company manager,
compounded this uniqueness by carrying on the tradition of refusing
to record the Ville’s performances. Some called this arrogant,
others called it short-sighted—but the only way to see Le
Vaudeville Galactique was to attend a show in person.

It had taken years to build up a reputation,
years of expensive traveling and small audiences, years of hardship
and adversity. But, as the first manager had explained, the
hardship and adversity were as nothing compared to what the
Zionians had already experienced. Poverty and humiliation seemed
insignificant after the years of degradation, slavery and torture
that were the hallmarks of “the Metamorphosis.”

The little show grew and thrived. No one had
ever seen anything like it, and no one could imitate it. The show
emphasized entertainment, with no message or ideology beyond that.
It was sophisticated enough for the most intellectual tastes while
still being accessible to any child’s delight at the beautiful and
unusual. Le Vaudeville Galactique now played to packed houses
wherever it went, and tickets were always at a premium.

As was the case with its twentieth-century
predecessor, the Ville was a collection of variety acts, each
spellbinding in its own way. Unlike the earlier version, however,
the show was not modular, but carefully scripted and tied together
as a unified whole. The bill did not change because a given act was
shuffled in or out of the lineup. Nor did the entertainment ever
stop to announce a new act. Acts melted into one another with a
stylish grace that was the signature of this special event.

Comedy merged into acrobatics merged into
magical illusion merged into song merged into animal acts merged
into dance, and the flow of entertainment never ceased. No
particular act ever exactly ended; instead, it melded and morphed
into the act that followed, often with small mini-acts bridging the
gap. The entire spectacle presented a theme that carried over from
one act to the next.

The major act before the Dance Masters of
Space—Judah and Eva Bar Nahum—was primarily a performance of
strength and agility, including tumblers, human pyramids and
juggling volunteer members of the audience. Even before the act was
over, a chorus of singers was wandering across the stage from left
to right while a trio of fire-eaters crossed from right to left. As
the acrobats disappeared, Sharona Leibowitz—the show’s premier
comic/clown/mime—re-emerged with a pay-off to the major routine
she’d performed half an hour before. Sharona, too, had almost left
the stage when the lights dimmed except for her follow spot and the
music rose to cue the Dance Masters. Sharona did a sudden back flip
and walked on her hands the rest of the way off, stage right.

The instant her spotlight went out a new one
came on, stage left, and the pair of dancers entered. Both were in
costumes that hugged their bodies without confining them. Judah
wore a shirt with an open vee neckline down to his breastbone; the
sleeves were just full enough not to exaggerate the well-developed
musculature of his arms. His pants were tight at the waist and
thighs, but flared gracefully from the calves downward—again,
barely hinting at the muscles hidden within. The costume was white
and red—the right side gleaming with purest white satin, the left
side swirling with crimson material set with thousands of tiny
rhinestones that glittered and flashed under the spotlight. His
shoes were also red, and sparkled like Dorothy’s ruby slippers.

Eva’s costume was a trifle more subdued, but
no less impressive. The colors were pastels, blue and gold, with
gold shoes. None of it sparkled, but none of it needed to—her
vibrancy sparkled enough for the entire ensemble. Her dark hair,
barely shoulder-length, framed her lovely face. Her powder blue
leotard with the gold swirls emphasized the luscious curves of her
torso, while her full, floor-length skirt—gold with blue
highlights—seemed to flow around her with a liquid grace as she
moved. Even from the back of the balcony without opera glasses,
anyone could see she was breathtakingly beautiful. Only Judah’s
consummate skill and grace prevented her from eclipsing him.

The couple entered the stage to the applause
for Sharona and the strains of a lively polka, spinning about as
they took large, energetic steps. The music increased its pace as
they danced, and Judah whirled his cousin around so decisively that
her feet only touched the ground once every other revolution.
Although she didn’t appear to be making any effort to jump, Eva was
pushing off the ground each time she touched it, launching herself
in a controlled leap guided only by Judah’s powerful arms. The
music increased faster and faster, and Eva’s contact with the
ground grew less and less frequent.

Before the audience realized it, the rapid
polka had evolved into a flamenco rhythm, and Judah was now using
his cousin as much like a prop as like a partner. He twirled her
behind him and around his shoulders the way a flashy matador might
twirl his cape. Eva let go of Judah’s left hand with her right,
leaving him to twirl her one-handed. She, meanwhile, reached down
to her waist and detached her skirt, twirling the gold and blue
cloth around her body even as Judah twirled her around his. The
stage lights came up slowly and the spotlight faded as the audience
gasped at this breathtaking display of color, strength and
grace.

The whirling fabric of the skirt eventually
seemed to take off on its own, fluttering up into the flies like a
beautiful mammoth butterfly. As it did, the music slowed
dramatically and Judah took both his partner’s hands and gave her
one last spin that brought her down to the ground and facing
him.

Now the music was slow, stately, romantic as
the couple began a balletic pas de deux. Eva went en pointe on her
right foot, and Judah took her by the waist and lifted her straight
into the air over his head. He held her there for three heartbeats,
then, to a collective gasp from the audience, he casually tossed
her in a high arc halfway across the stage. As she flew through the
air Eva remained perfectly rigid, perfectly composed; meanwhile
Judah made two extended leaps across the stage to the spot where
her arc descended. His foot touched the floor from the second leap
at the same instant she came within his reach, and he caught her in
the same exact pose as when he’d thrown her. To the wild applause
of the crowd he pulled her in towards his body as she put her arms
about his neck and slid slowly against him to stand on the
floor.

The music changed again, this time to a
sultry tango. The cousins slithered together across the stage,
moving as though they were a single body with eight limbs.
Sometimes they would move slightly apart, but they never broke
contact. Their eyes were locked to one another’s; Eva might do a
precise spin, but her head and eyes always came back to the
original position, focused solely on Judah. The atmosphere in the
theater seemed to heat up as the steamy, seductive movements of the
tango caught the audience’s rapt attention.

The tango evolved into a French-style apache
dance, but with a unique twist. It was Eva who assumed the
traditional male role of the aggressor, flinging Judah over her
shoulder or dragging him along the ground. Despite her apparent
diminutive stature, she had no trouble carrying and flinging her
partner’s slightly larger frame through the acrobatic maneuvers the
dance required.

For a full ten minutes they held the stage
alone. The audience’s attention never wavered, and they broke into
applause over and over again at each new and sometimes seemingly
impossible move the dancers made. Some members of the audience were
flabbergasted that any human bodies could do the feats they’d seen
here today. The more knowledgeable of the spectators knew the
truth, for Le Vaudeville Galactique, while never hiding the fact,
made no attempt to advertise that all its members were
Zionians.

The settlement of New Zion arose out of the
darkest chapter in Imperial history. One of only a small handful of
high gravity worlds that could even remotely be called habitable,
the planet possessed a wealth of heavy elements in high demand
throughout the Empire. But mining these assets was a near
impossible task. Human beings were not adapted to the two point six
gee gravitational field the world—called Goliath at the time—had to
offer. Lungs strained at the higher atmospheric pressure; hearts
and other muscles aged rapidly fighting against the gravity.
Because objects fell faster, even a slight stumble could be fatal,
and human reflexes could not compensate adequately.

Other methods were tried. Heavy machinery
was sent down to the planet’s surface, to be guided by
telepresence—remote controlled instruments—from people in
satellites orbiting the world. But there were problems making the
machines flexible enough to perform the necessary tasks yet sturdy
enough to withstand Goliath’s harsh conditions. Equipment was
constantly breaking down, and the crews who manned the satellites
were in a perpetual state of discouragement.

This was the unhappy state of affairs when
Kyril II came to the throne, and he promptly proceeded to make it
unhappier. In the checkered history of the Empire, replete with
examples of harsh despots interspersed among the truly great
rulers, Kyril stood out as being by far the most cruel, the most
vicious, the most heartless. He hated everyone and everything, and
his mind was ruled by paranoia—justifiably so, for after only a
short while into his reign of terror there really were
people out to get him. Despite being hated by his people, he was so
ruthless that he managed to remain in power for eighteen years and
cause untold grief and hardship for all but the privileged few.

When confronted by the problems of mining
the planet Goliath, Kyril’s twisted mind—abetted by his equally
demented boyare—hatched a cruel and oppressive scheme. Hating and
distrusting anything that was too different from the norm, Kyril
decided that Goliath would be the perfect place to dispose of
people and groups he disliked. Principal among these were Jews,
Romany and members of a radical and rapidly growing Christian
fundamentalist sect called God’s Purgers. Within the space of a
month, virtually all members of these groups were rounded up and
shipped off to serve in Goliath’s deadly mines.

These new slaves began dying from the harsh
conditions just as quickly as the previous miners had—faster, in
fact, because few concessions were made to alleviate their
situation. In itself this caused Kyril little concern, since he
didn’t care for these people anyway—but there was still the problem
of who would do the mining once these groups were all gone. The
solution the Emperor’s boyare came up with was to genetically
engineer human beings adapted specifically to the high-gee
environment.

The slaves were subjected to long and
involved series of “experiments”—most of them little more than
pseudo-scientific excuses for torture—to determine the specific
characteristics the new breed would need for survival. Genetic
material from the different groups was used, and a race of
heavy-gravity natives was bred. These new humans were stronger and
had greater physical stamina to withstand the high gee forces. They
were slightly shorter and had a lower center of gravity, to keep
them stable and help them avoid stumbling. They had quicker
reflexes to deal with a world where objects fell at a much faster
rate. They had denser bones and stronger hearts and lungs. In an
attempt to breed better slaves, Kyril had unwittingly bred a new
subgroup of super humans.

The problem with breeding humans, of course,
was the long maturation period. Virtually all the unmodified slaves
had died and the oldest members of the new breed—who’d been started
in the mines as six- and seven-year-old children—were barely
fourteen when Kyril was finally assassinated. The program continued
for a couple more years under Kyril’s successor, Nikolai IV,
largely through inertia and because the program had remained
strictly secret.

Once the facts became public knowledge,
there was an Empire-wide backlash against the horrors. The slavery
was immediately ended, and Nikolai proclaimed an immediate and
permanent ban on all human genetic manipulation. That left the
Emperor with two major problems: reparations to the survivors of
the period that the Jews were already starting to call (with barely
concealed cynicism) “the Metamorphosis,” and the ongoing problem of
how to mine the metal-rich high-gee planets. There were long and
spirited debates, and for one of the few times in history the
oppressed peoples themselves were actually given a voice in the
decision.

The former slaves who traced their heritage
back to the Romany were the most bitter about what had been done to
them. Their people had always been clannish and independent, and
they followed in that tradition. They asked for and were given a
small fleet of ships so they could leave the confines of the Empire
and seek their own world elsewhere among the stars. For over eighty
years nothing more was heard of them—until an explorer ship for the
ever-expanding Empire stumbled across the heavy-grav planet
Newforest and its Romany inhabitants. The imperial feelings of
guilt had cooled considerably by this time, however, and the world
of Newforest was absorbed into the Empire—though not with the
entirely willing consent of the planet’s citizens.

The descendants of God’s Purgers continued
to adhere to their sect’s fundamentalist beliefs. They spurned as
much contact as they could with the material world, and wanted as
little to do with temporal authorities as possible. Unlike the
Romany, they didn’t want to break away altogether, since part of
their duty was to present an example for other people to follow.
The imperial government ceded them a different mineral-rich
high-grav planet to mine, a world its inhabitants called Purgatory.
These people paid nominal homage to the tsar and, as their prime
export, traded the valuable ore, but otherwise had little contact
with the rest of humanity.

The Jews were another matter entirely. They
had survived so many pogroms and purges over the past several
millennia that they were more philosophical about it. While they
could neither forgive nor forget the horrors of the Metamorphosis,
they could put the past behind them and think about the present and
future. There was still life to be lived—and they were in a unique
position from which to live it.

Just as God’s Purgers were ceded the planet
of Purgatory, the Jews convinced the tsar to cede them the planet
Goliath, which they promptly renamed New Zion. As they proudly
said, this was the second time the Children of Israel had defeated
Goliath. In return, the Jews agreed to keep the mines open and
supply the Empire’s ever-growing need for the heavy metal ores. New
Zion became the first undisputed home the Jewish people had had
since the days of the ancient Roman Empire.

But the Zionians realized they had another
resource at least as valuable as their planet’s ore—themselves.
They were stronger and could react faster than any normal person,
giving them an extraordinary advantage in situations that required
physical skill. They were barred from competing against unmodified
humans in professional sports—although there were some all-Zionian
leagues whose games were breathtaking to behold—but that still left
them a wide range of possibilities. In the hundred and thirteen
years since the end of the Metamorphosis, they’d become very
popular—and expensive—as bodyguards and in private security
services. And as Le Vaudeville Galactique demonstrated, they made
first-rate entertainers.

Even those spectators who knew the
vaudevillians were Zionians didn’t feel cheated. It didn’t matter
to them that the entertainers had been genetically modified; they
were still extraordinary people performing extraordinary feats. The
audience was being treated to a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle, and
they were duly appreciative.

As the Dance Masters of Space reached the
climax of their act, including leaps through ever-higher spinning
rings, the stage seemed to explode with people. Performers dropped
from the flies on ropes, bounced up out of trapdoors and
somersaulted in from the wings, the pit and the back curtain. All
the entertainers who made up this incredible show bounded onto the
stage in what could easily have been a chaotic mess, but instead
was precisely choreographed to show off each act in turn. Singing,
dancing, juggling; fire, lights, miming; acrobatics and
prestidigitation; a mind-numbing finale to remind the audience—in
the unlikely event that anyone forgot—what a masterful spectacle
they had witnessed here today.

And the audience responded by leaping to its
feet with a roar of applause that shook the very walls of the
theater, with whistles, with cheers, with the clapping of hands and
the stamping of feet, with every conceivable form of enthusiastic
appreciation. They had been bedazzled, amused, astonished and,
above all, entertained. They had spent an evening in the theater
they would never forget, an evening they would brag about to their
friends for years to come.

Curtain calls went on for ten, fifteen
minutes. At last the house lights came on again and the stage was
as bare as when the show began. The audience, feeling both
exhilarated and drained, slowly began shuffling out of the theater
with a loud buzz of conversation, each person remarking to his
neighbor about his favorite moments in the show.

Backstage the atmosphere was no less
exuberant as the performers reveled in the addictive high from the
applause. Drenched in sweat but deliriously happy, Judah and Eva
hugged their colleagues and one another, their spat of just a short
while before totally forgotten. Yet another audience had been
conquered. Was that not cause for celebration?

Avram Bar Nahum, the Ville’s manager,
Judah’s father and Eva’s uncle—though he’d been her de facto father
as well for most of her life—came up to them with a broad smile on
his face. He was a man near fifty, once as trim as Judah himself
but now going ever-so-slightly to a paunch. He waved his left hand
at them—the artificial one that replaced the natural one he’d lost
years ago. He had a broad smile that even his neatly-trimmed full
beard couldn’t conceal.

“Yet another stunning performance!” Avram
exclaimed. “A few hundred more like that and I’ll be forced to
consider giving you a raise.”

“Such compliments will turn a girl’s head,”
Eva said with a drawl.

“I only said I’d consider it,” Avram
replied. Then his face turned suddenly serious. Not the serious of
discussing the show’s management, which he never took lightly; this
was a somber expression that the dancers seldom saw on his
features, and it warned them that something unusual was happening.
“Could you both come to my office now?”

“Is there time for a shower first?” Judah
asked.

“No,” the older man said. “There’s someone I
want you to meet … and I don’t think she’ll be offended by a bit of
shvitzing.”


CHAPTER 3:
Missions

 


Avram Bar Nahum led them back to the room
that served as the road manager’s office in this theater. It was
comparatively small and sparsely furnished, but the Ville’s manager
spent little time in it anyway. There was just a basic desk with
data ports, a comfortable swivel chair for the manager and two
other less comfortable chairs for visitors.

One of the chairs was already occupied as
they entered. The woman who’d been sitting there automatically
rose. “Sit, sit,” Avram said quickly, gesturing for her to return
to the chair. “Kinder, I’d like you to meet Lady Hasina
Wettig.”

Hasina Wettig was a slender black woman, a
full head taller than Eva, with short black hair and brown eyes
brimming with intelligence. Her lovely face was highlighted by
prominent cheekbones and an unlined forehead. Her business suit was
stylish and mostly conservative navy blue, though she did have an
accent of bright red in her scarf. Her only jewelry was a pair of
discreet golden earrings. Her hands had long, narrow fingers with
short nails—the hands of someone who didn’t do manual labor but who
also didn’t lounge idly about. She looked no older than twenty-one
or twenty-two.

Eva raised an eyebrow. “Daughter of Knyaz
Nkosi, one assumes.”

Hasina gave a bit of a smile as she nodded.
“One assumes correctly.”

“My father’s told us a lot about your
father,” Judah said.

“Indeed? He wasn’t supposed to say
anything.” Her voice was coolly neutral, neither angry nor
accusatory. But it was also not pleased.

“Eva, why don’t you sit over there?” Avram
said quickly, gesturing to the empty chair beside Lady Hasina.
“Judah, you can bring in another chair from outside—”

“It’s crowded enough in here,” Judah said.
“I’m comfortable standing.”

 

The young dvoryanka looked over at Judah.
“Exactly what did your father tell you?”

“That he and my mother and my uncles and
Aunt Marnina all worked as secret agents while your father was
Commissar of ISIS.”

“Apparently not so secret.” Hasina looked
back to Avram. “This was not supposed to be made common
knowledge.”

“It hasn’t been,” the older man said calmly.
“You don’t know about show business folk.”

“Educate me,” Hasina said crisply.

Eva cut her uncle off before he could say
anything further. “We jabber and gossip backstage. We’ll stab our
best friends in the back—figuratively—for a better spot on the
bill. I’ve never been to the imperial court; I’ve heard the
infighting gets pretty ferocious there. They have nothing on us,
believe me.

“But what belongs backstage stays
backstage. Period. Nothing goes out front except what we want to
show them. And nobody, not even ISIS, controls that more carefully
than we do.”

“Over the years Mikkel and I have told the
company just about everything we did,” Avram said. “We had to
explain what happened to Eva’s parents and Judah’s mother. I had to
explain this.” He held up his artificial left hand. “But you’ll
never find a more loyal, more devoted, more patriotic group of
people than our company. Any secrets your father and I have between
us is safe with them. I stake my life on that.”

He grinned. “Besides, if I didn’t tell them
they’d invent stories even more lurid. That would only have made
the situation worse.”

Lady Hasina didn’t seem entirely convinced,
but her expression remained neutral. Apparently she had a lot of
practice at that.

“Be that as it may,” she said, “I didn’t
come here to discuss past assignments. My father needs you now, and
I still don’t know what these two have to do with it.”

“Your father wants the young agents Mikkel
and I were twenty years ago,” Avram said with a sigh. “I’ve tried
to keep myself in shape and I’m pretty good for a man my age, but
….” He let his voice trail off as he patted his stomach, then
continued, “Mikkel’s in better shape than I am, but he’s not up to
this, either. This is a young person’s game. You need young people
to play it.”

Judah was getting excited. After listening
to all his father’s stories, after reading all the Ilya Uzi books
over and over, was there a chance he’d be offered a secret mission
of his own? His heart started racing. He looked over at Eva, but
she was keeping her face as neutral as Lady Hasina’s.

The dvoryanka pulled a small device out of
her pocket. “I’ll have to discuss this with my father,” she
said.

Judah’s eyes went wide. “Is that a Q-line?
I’ve heard about them, but never seen one. I guess knyazya can
afford things like that.”

“Particularly knyazya who used to be
Commissar of the Imperial Special Information Service,” Eva said
dryly. “Why didn’t your father come himself? We’d have given him
the best seats.”

“His movements are always watched,” Hasina
explained. “Even though I’m known as his personal assistant, I have
a lot more freedom.” She turned to Avram. “Is there someplace
secure around here?”

“You can use my office,” the older man said.
“Nobody bugs a road manager’s office on the random chance a spy
might wander in and say something secret. I’d say the entire
backstage was pretty secure, but there might just be an
entertainment reporter hanging about, looking for a story.”

He rose and gestured for Eva to do the same.
“The kinder and I will leave you alone until you need us.”
He shooed Judah and Eva out before him, then closed the door to
leave the dvoryanka her privacy.

Judah looked around to make sure no one else
was within earshot. “What’s the story? Do they need people for a
secret mission?”

“Nu, if they did, would you be
interested?”

“You bet!” Judah said enthusiastically.

“Even if it meant leaving the Ville?”

Judah hesitated just a fraction of a second.
“If the security of the Empire’s at stake,” he said, “that might be
more important than the show. If you and Mama could do it—”

The older man turned to his niece. He knew
his son’s interest in the subject—how he’d always hung on every
word of Avram’s and Mikkel’s stories about protecting the Empire,
how he devoured spy novels and quoted them at length. But Eva was a
question mark. While Judah’d lost his mother on that one terrible
mission, she’d lost both her parents and had been
inconsolable for months. Then, without warning, she’d broken out of
the depression and become the exuberant extrovert she was today. He
wondered how much of her wild, almost reckless, behavior was in
reaction to that traumatic event.

“And you, Eveleh?” he asked her. “How would
you feel about it?”

“Has the knyaz been put back in charge of
ISIS?” she asked, avoiding a direct answer.

“She didn’t say, but I don’t think so.”

“Then how can he hand out top-secret
assignments?”

“Nkosi’s a patriot,” Avram said gently. “He
doesn’t need an official title to care deeply about the Empire’s
security. He’s an intelligence maven, a man with
considerable resources and even more friends—of which I am one. If
he sees a problem, he’ll try to fix it whether he’s Commissar of
ISIS or not.”

“And people will just risk their lives for
him?”

“Not for him. For the Empire.”

Eva looked about to say more when the office
door opened and Hasina poked her head out. “My father would like to
talk to you a minute,” she told the senior Bar Nahum.

Avram laid his left hand gently on Eva’s
shoulder and returned to the office with the dvoryanka, closing the
door behind them.

The Quantum-line, or Q-line, speaker was set
up on his desktop. A Q-line was the most secure communicator
available because it used a digital one-time cipher pad. Hasina’s
device spoke only to one her father had, and they were the only two
devices with this particular randomly-generated cipher pad. Even if
someone intercepted the message it could never be decrypted by
anyone who didn’t have a copy of the pad. As with most such
encryption devices, this Q-line was voice-only. While picture and
tridee transmission were possible, they were prohibitively
expensive in this circumstance.

“Hello, Nkosi,” Avram Bar Nahum said.

“Hello, old friend,” came the knyaz’s deep,
rich voice. “It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough,” Avram said, “considering
you never call unless the Empire’s in terrible trouble. I think the
Empire could use less trouble, so I could use fewer calls.”

“I can’t fault your logic. Hasina tells me
you won’t accept the job I have for you.”

“Not ‘won’t.’ ‘Can’t.’ Mikkel and I aren’t
the men for the job any more—not if the safety of the Velikaya
Knyaghinya is riding on it, as your daughter says.”

“I’m not Commissar any more. I have to use
the resources at my disposal.”

“That’s exactly why I’m suggesting my son
and Noy’s and Marnina’s daughter. They’re smart, fast and
talented—at least as good as their parents.”

“They’re also totally inexperienced,” the
knyaz pointed out.

“Nu? So how experienced were my
brothers and I when we started? They learn quickly, these children
today. They’re about the same age as your daughter, I might
add.”

There was an audible sigh from the man at
the other end of the line, who knew he couldn’t argue with any of
that. “Tell me about them,” he said at last.

“Don’t think I’m suggesting them out of
nepotism. They’re the biggest stars of the show. I’d much rather
keep them here. Only my great love for the Empire would let me part
with them.

“Judah’s the more enthusiastic one. He loves
anything to do with spying. He listens to my old stories over and
over. He’s memorized all those silly Ilya Uzi novels—”

“If he goes by them, he’ll be in big
trouble.”

Avram smiled. “He knows the difference
between them and reality. I made sure of that. He’s absorbed all
the craft Mikkel and I could feed into him, and he’s always eager
for more. Physically he’s in perfect condition, and mentally he’s
up to the challenge. He’s got the background. As I said, he’ll
learn quickly in the field.”

“And the girl?”

“She’s no girl, and you’d better stop
thinking of her that way. She grew up very quickly—probably too
quickly. Losing both her parents like that did things to her, made
her a little wild.”

“I don’t need ‘wild.’ I need
‘disciplined.’“

“She’ll definitely give you tsouris
there. She does things her own way, which isn’t always the way you
or I would do them. But when she chooses to do something, it gets
done right. Everything comes naturally to her. She’s the most
brilliantly intuitive person I’ve ever seen. I’ve never known her
instincts to be wrong. I’d trust my life—more importantly, I’d
trust the Velikaya Knyaghinya’s life—in her hands. Much as it pains
me to say it, between her and my son I’d rank her the one with the
better potential—if you can convince her to take the job at
all.”

“If?”

“I’ve never asked her how she feels about
it. She’s always listened politely to my stories and my
instruction—but with her parents’ death … plus I didn’t know for
sure the subject would ever come up.”

“I see.” There was a pause of about five
seconds—for Nkosi Wettig, a very long pause indeed. “Well, I’ve
never gone wrong before trusting your judgment. Da, bring them in.
I’d like to have a talk with them.”

 


***

 


As Avram went into the office to talk with
Lady Hasina, Eva turned to her cousin. “I suppose this has you all
excited,” she said.

“Of course. This is what I’ve waited my
whole life for. Next to our act, this is the most important thing I
could ever do. Don’t you feel it too?”

“You still have a parent,” Eva said slowly.
Her expression was more serious than Judah could ever remember. “I
only have uncles.”

Judah’s face fell. “Oh Eva, I’m sorry. I
wasn’t thinking—”

Just as quickly as the somber mood had come
upon her, it vanished again. “Besides, it would put a hell of a
kibosh on my sex life.”

Relieved to be off the hook for his faux
pas, Judah bantered back, “Spies have a great sex life. Ilya Uzi
has at least three different women each book.”

“You know me better than that. If I do
something I do it all the way. It has to become the most important
thing in my universe.”

“You’re saying sex is the most important
thing in your universe?”

“Right now, the act is the most important
thing in my universe. Everything else revolves around that. I never
miss a rehearsal, I never miss a performance. Come hell or high
water, that’s the rock my life is built on.

“Fortunately, even with all that work I
still have time for a hobby. And when I’m at my hobby, that
becomes the thing that consumes me. When have you ever known me to
do anything by halves, boychik?”

Judah smiled, and there was the faint hint
of a blush. “You do tend to throw yourself into things.”

“Right. And I’ve listened to Uncle Avram’s
and Uncle Mikkel’s stories. Being a spy is an all-day, all-night
job. You’re always onstage. No breaks, no time for hobbies. I
couldn’t do anything less.”

Judah tried to return to his earlier point.
“But sometimes a seduction can be part of the assignment.”

“It’s not the same thing at all. Sex as a
hobby is something I can enjoy. I can let myself go. But if I’m
shtupping some guy to save the Empire, I can’t relax, I
can’t let it be fun. I’ll always have to remember why I’m there,
who I’m pretending to be. There’ll always be a clock ticking in my
head. I know myself well enough to know that.”

She shook her head. “No, as long as I was
working on an assignment it would become the only thing in my life.
And that’s a commitment I’m not sure I’m r—”

The office door opened and Avram Bar Nahum
stuck his head out. “He’d like a few words with the two of you,” he
said.

Judah looked over at his cousin, who simply
shrugged her shoulders and walked into the office. He followed her,
curbing his enthusiasm outwardly for her sake, even though his
heart was racing with excitement.

“They’re both here, Nkosi,” Avram said as he
closed the door behind them.

“Avram tells me you can both be trusted,”
the knyaz began without prelude, “and I trust him implicitly. Let
me explain the situation I face and what I would like to see
happen.

“There is an undercurrent of treason running
rampant through the Empire. Local separatist movements are
springing up on one world after another. I’m sure you’ve heard the
news reports of all the anti-imperial riots lately.”

“It’s hard not to,” Eva said. “There’s one
almost every day, somewhere.”

There was a few seconds of silence from the
other end of the line. When the knyaz continued, his voice was a
little frostier; apparently he wasn’t used to interruptions. “As I
was saying, there is grave unrest. That much is public knowledge.
There are other things that are not so public.

“There’s been a rash of ‘accidents’ among
the dvoryane. None of them are the same, there’s no apparent
connection between them—unless you look at the bigger pattern. All
the victims are in the line of succession. With only one direct
heir, that line is fragile as it is—but with these deaths, the
options become fainter and fainter.

“Then there’s the fact that a large number
of dvoryane are building up their own security forces, barely
skirting the law that makes the Imperial Navy the only entity
charged with interstellar security. Private fleets are becoming the
rule rather than the exception. I see all this as a prelude to
civil war.

“The center of all the trouble seems to be
Knyaz Yevgheniy Kuznyetz of Scorpio sector. His is the largest of
the private fleets, nearly a third the size of the Imperial Navy
itself. In addition, he has nurtured alliances with many other
dvoryane that would give their group a fighting force that more
than rivals the Navy. It would be mild to say I’m concerned.

“I also have separate evidence that Kuznyetz
is supporting many of these separatist groups with arms and money,
probably even using agents provocateurs to spread discontent. I
believe he is waiting only for the proper moment to spark an
incident that will lead to upheaval and start him on the road to
consolidating his power.

“There are other factions that have also
noticed Kuznyetz’s build-up, and they’re arming themselves as well.
There will be a lot of blood spilled in a lot of quarters when the
fighting starts—but Kuznyetz is the one I’m most worried
about.”

The knyaz paused, so Judah felt it was safe
to interject a question. “Have you told whatsisname, the current
commissar, about this?”

“Edward Foundry, and no I have not,” Wettig
replied. “I know him too well. He was one of my deputies when I was
in charge. He’s a loyal man, a well-meaning man, I won’t fault him
on that. But he has less imagination than a brick. He’s a slave to
protocol. He runs everything by regulations, with no variation
allowed. This idea is too big to be encompassed by his rule
book.

“Besides, during his seven years in office I
have little doubt the Service has been severely compromised. He’s
weeded out too many intelligent, insightful people because they
don’t work by the book. That left him vulnerable to infiltration. I
have no hard evidence, but I will not underestimate Kuznyetz by
assuming he hasn’t taken advantage of that.”

At a new pause, Judah felt bold enough to
speak again. “What do you need us to do?”

“I have two missions in mind,” Wettig said.
“The first is basic infiltration and information gathering. I need
someone inside Kuznyetz’s paramilitary organization keeping me
posted on what’s happening. I did have someone until a few days
ago, but …” He paused significantly. “He had known ties that could
be traced back to me. We hid them as best we could, but Kuznyetz
has his own intelligence service. Our man was killed, but at least
he got out some important information first. I need someone who’s
never had any traceable connection to me to go in there and tell me
what that traitor is doing.”

“I’m your man,” Judah said confidently.

“Perhaps,” Wettig said, still weighing his
options. “Whoever it is, I can arrange false background for him as
a military officer with good credentials who’s fallen on hard
times. With the rapid expansion of his security forces, Kuznyetz
always needs people.”

“You mentioned a second mission,” Eva said
carefully.

“Imperial bodyguard. The Velikaya Knyaghinya
has been kept safe on Earth since her parents’ deaths, and
especially guarded since Tsar Vasiliy’s stroke. Now that she’s
turned fourteen, the Sovyet Knyazey has decided it’s time for her
to go out into her future realm and ‘show the flag,’ let the people
get to know her. Her first scheduled visit will be to the planet
Languor.”

“Which, by some marvelous coincidence, is
right in the heart of Kuznyetz’s Scorpio sector,” Eva interrupted
again. “Or perhaps not so marvelous a coincidence, given that
Kuznyetz is active on the Sovyet Knyazey.”

“You keep yourself very well informed, young
lady,” Wettig said grudgingly.

“I told you she was smart,” Avram
chuckled.

“What you may not know,” Wettig continued,
“is that Languor has been the center of some of the fiercest
separatist riots in recent months. Kuznyetz is undoubtedly funding
this activity, though I lack the resources for discovering exactly
how.

“I think there will be an assassination
attempt against the Knyaghinya while she’s on Languor. With Vasiliy
in a coma and no direct line of descent beyond Natalia, succession
will be in turmoil. This will be exactly the trigger Kuznyetz needs
to set his fleet into motion. In the chaos, he and his allies will
have the strongest voice.”

“But can he prove a legitimate claim to the
throne?” Judah asked.

“Things get murky there. His current title
was not his by birth; he got it by marrying Knyaghinya Teodora
almost thirty years ago. Since then he’s pushed her into the
background and taken over almost completely. But what his own
heritage is, I’ve never been able to discover.

“Admittedly, someone with marital or blood
ties to the throne would be accepted by both the dvoryane and the
kuptsy more easily—but such things aren’t strictly necessary. With
enough power—which he’s on his way to acquiring—he can stage a coup
and start a new line.”

“And if he controls the timing of the
Velikaya Knyaghinya’s assassination, he’ll already have his forces
in the most advantageous position to stage this coup,” Eva
said.

“Precisely. Which is why I must get someone
I can trust on her security detail. I still have one or two strings
I can pull within ISIS to get someone appointed to that assignment.
Your uncle has praised you highly, Gospozha Bar Nahum. Are you
willing to accept the assignment?”

All eyes in the room were on Eva. She took a
deep breath before speaking.

“Both my parents died working for you. I’m
told it was a noble death, I’m told they made a huge contribution
to the security of the Empire. I’ve got the posthumous secret
medals you gave them. I take them out of the velvet box every once
in a while and look at them. They’re just bits of metal and ribbon.
That’s cold comfort when I want a hug from my father, a smile from
my mother.”

She paused before continuing. “I’ve dreaded
this day ever since they died. I knew it would come, I knew you—or
someone like you—would ask me to step into their shoes. And I
didn’t want to die, not like that, in the prime of life. There are
too many things I like doing, too many pleasures I enjoy. I don’t
want to give them up.”

“So you’re refusing,” Hasina said.

“But I have to face the fact,” Eva
continued, totally ignoring the interruption, “that they chose that
life. Just like Uncle Avram and Aunt Ruth and Uncle Mikkel, they
knew it was dangerous and they knew it was necessary. They did it
for me, so the Empire I lived in would be a better, safer place.
They knew the job could kill them, just like Benny—uh, he’s a
wirewalker—knows his act could kill him someday. But he does it
anyway, because the show must go on. Ultimately, that’s what I have
to look at. That’s what I have to live by. The show must go
on.”

She paused again. “Besides, Judah wants this
more than anything, and I’d have to be a heartless bitch to keep
him from it—and if he leaves I don’t have an act. I’d look pretty
silly prancing around as just half a dance team.”

“You could do a solo act,” Judah said
quietly, “or find another partner.”

“Nu, after I took all this time to
get you broken in? You are my partner, bubbe. We know
each other’s moves, we’ve got our timing down perfectly. We are a
team. We can’t break up.”

“You will not be working as a team on these
missions,” Wettig reminded her sternly. “You will not be working
anywhere near one another.”

Eva shook her head, even though the knyaz
wouldn’t see it over the Q-line. “It doesn’t matter. We could be
parsecs apart, we’ll still feel each other’s rhythm. I’ll still
know to raise my left arm when he holds out his right. I can’t
explain it, but there’s a synchronicity between us. We are a
team, Your Grace, whether we’re together or apart.”

“Then I assume you are accepting the
assignment. I will arrange—”

“Hold on, Your Grace,” Eva interrupted.
“I’ll do it, but I’ll have to do it my way.”

There was a very long pause, and when Wettig
spoke it was in a voice calculated to chill the room by ten
degrees. “And that way would be …?”

“As an oprichnikya on security detail, I’ll
have to follow the orders of the team leader. He could have me
stationed far away from the action when the problems start—and in
fact, since he won’t know me, he’ll probably resent me for being
foisted off on him and give me the least important assignments. If
you want me to protect the Velikaya Knyaghinya, I’ll need much
greater freedom of movement.”

“What do you suggest?”

“I was thinking along the lines of a
freilina. That would give me personal access to the Knyaghinya, and
I couldn’t be arbitrarily banished to some peripheral post. Plus,”
Eva added with a shrewd smile, “I’d get to wear prettier clothing.
Those ISIS uniforms are crappy.”

“I’m afraid I cannot shift my plans to
accommodate your sense of fashion,” Wettig said coldly. “There are
good reasons why—”

“You were just condemning Commissar
Foundry,” Eva interrupted sharply, “for being too hidebound, too
by-the-book, for firing people who showed too much initiative and
originality. Do you want to repeat his mistakes? One thing I can
definitely promise you—I have a lot more imagination than a
brick.”

“I can personally swear to that,” Judah
chimed in.

Still another pause. This was a very unusual
day for Wettig. “Even if I wanted to, I doubt I could accommodate
you. What contacts I have left are in the intelligence services.
The Velikaya Knyaghinya’s attendants are handled by other
departments altogether. I couldn’t—”

“But I could,” Hasina spoke up
unexpectedly.

“Explain yourself,” her father demanded.

“When I served my tour—” she began, then
looked around the room. “I should explain for the Bar Nahums’
benefit that serving as a freilina to the Velikaya Knyaghinya is
considered a great privilege, and it’s usually rotated among young
ladies of the dvoryane. I served three years ago, when the
Knyaghinya was just eleven. Lady Elena is in charge of the rotation
list, and she’s always been a good friend of mine. If I told her
you were a cousin of mine—”

Eva couldn’t quite contain her snort of
laughter.

“Well, a much paler cousin of mine,”
Hasina continued, “a boyarynya who really earned a reward like
this, I think she’d slip you into the current rotation as a favor
to me. Especially if I tell her it’s not for a full term, just a
limited time—say a month or two. Do you think that’s an adequate
period, Father?”

“At the rate the developments are
accelerating,” Wettig said, “I’d be very surprised if Kuznyetz
doesn’t make his move before then. A war like this can’t be staged
on the spur of the moment, it has to be coordinated. It has a
momentum all its own. Either his attempted coup will take place
within that time frame or something extraordinary will have
happened to stop it.”

“With any luck,” Judah said, “we’ll
be that something extraordinary.”

Wettig made no comment over the Q-line.

“I guess it’s settled, then,” Eva said. “I’m
on board for this merry little jaunt.”

“I will leave Hasina to coordinate the
details with you, then,” Wettig said. “Good lu—oh, I’m sorry. It’s
been so long since I dealt with Avram I nearly forgot. I don’t want
to jinx you. Break a leg.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Eva said. “I have a
feeling we’re going to need all the breaks we can get before this
mishegas is over.”


CHAPTER 4:
Kavalergard

 


Unfamiliar cities and new worlds didn’t faze
Judah Bar Nahum. At age 23 he’d already seen more of both than most
people see in a lifetime. Bustling metropolises and provincial
settlements were all transient phenomena to him. The only thing
real, the only thing solid, the only community that mattered, was
the Ville. For everything else, he was just passing through.

Garrimoor was the capital city of Kyrby
which, in turn, was the capital planet of Scorpio sector. As such
it was a thriving cosmopolitan center, with tall buildings, busy
streets and even huvver lanes. It was noisy, crowded and dirty, the
hallmarks of civilization. The people seemed prosperous—and, if
they weren’t happy all the time, it was only because they had too
much going on in their lives to distract them.

As much as he wanted to get started on his
assignment right away, Judah took his time to get oriented. “Always
get the lay of the land,” Ilya Uzi had said. “You never know when
you might have to disappear into it.” It sounded like good advice
to Judah, so he decided to invest a day or so checking out the
city.

There were the posh, sophisticated areas
where dvoryane and other important personages lived. Judah didn’t
bother with them. Outsiders were too noticeable there. Instead, he
concentrated on the rougher, poorer sections of the city where the
buildings were lower and grimier and the citizens were kuptsy and
krepostnye. A man could vanish into the crowds here and, if he knew
what he was doing, go undetected for days, or even weeks.

Downtown was largely office buildings, but
there were rings of housing and neighborhoods surrounding this. And
interspersed with local restaurants and shops were the ever-present
kuptsy bars. From the news reports, the civil unrest was being
fomented at this level, rather than in the slums. No one
particularly cared if the krepostnye rioted; they could be put down
brutally and no one would much notice or care. The respectable
kuptsy were harder to contain and deal with.

Judah checked the online news reports and
saw that there were a handful of separatist groups listed publicly.
There was nothing illegal about this; earlier tsary had decided it
was wiser to leave openings to relieve pressure than to suppress it
all and risk a catastrophic explosion. The few tsary who crushed
free expression usually paid the penalty eventually.

One of the groups, Sons of Kyrby, was
holding a rally tonight, open to all (donations accepted). Judah
decided it would be profitable to attend and gauge the tenor of the
local opposition.

The meeting took place in a small public
hall along the fringes of the kuptsy area. The hall could hold
perhaps a hundred people and was three-quarters full when Judah
entered. The lights were somewhat dim; Judah guessed this was
probably deliberate, so no one in the audience would be too
recognizable. There was a speaker on stage taking questions from
the house, and the room was already buzzing with conversations as
Judah entered.

“But she’s only a little
girl,” one man was saying.

“That’s my point exactly,” the speaker said.
“The tsar’s in a coma and she’s a little girl who’s hundreds of
parsecs away. She’s a little girl who’s never done a day’s work in
her life. She’s a little girl who knows nothing about the problems
real people face. Why should she get all the power over our lives
when she doesn’t know anything about us?”

Judah sat down at an empty seat not too
close to anyone else. He was only here to listen, not interact with
anyone. So, apparently, were most of the other people in the
audience.

“But we have the dvoryane to take care of
local things. The tsar’s job is to run the whole Empire.”

“But why do we need the Empire?” the speaker
persisted. “What do we care what somebody way out on Altoora is
doing? And why should someone on Altoora care at all about us? Why
should we pay taxes for something we don’t even need?”

“We need a central government to keep
everything going,” another man chimed in from the right-hand side
of the hall. “Without that, we’d be looking at wars and chaos.”

“Yeah, right,” said the speaker with a
sneer. “You must’ve had the same Civics teacher I did. That’s just
propaganda, that’s all that is. Who tells the schools what to
teach? The Empire, that’s who.”

“Yeah, when you think about it there’ve been
some pretty rotten tsary since the Empire started,” another man
said, adding to the gripe session. “Look at Kyril II and Alexandra.
They both killed thousands of people. Maybe millions.”

“Alexandra killed mostly dvoryane,” said a
royalist defender. “And Kyril was a madman. That can happen
anywhere. But things have been pretty good recently.”

“Sure—because the tsar’s unconscious and the
Duma’s been running things. They can’t agree on anything, so
nothing important gets done. But the tsar could die any minute, and
then the Velikaya Knyaghinya becomes tsaritsa and takes over all
the power herself. Maybe she’ll be smooth, but maybe she’ll be
another Alexandra. Is that what you want?”

“It doesn’t matter what we want or don’t
want,” said a new person. “It’s gonna happen anyway. There’s
nothing we can do.”

“Sure there is. We can stand up and let
people know how we feel. If enough people say they want things
changed, things get changed.”

“Are you calling for revolt?” asked an old
man sitting alone way in the back of the hall. “There’ve been two
uprisings during my lifetime, both put down ruthlessly. Thousands
of people were killed, even more shipped off to Gulag. Or perhaps
you were thinking of the Communist Revolution, eh tovarishch? What
a noble experiment that was!”

“Of course I didn’t mean that,” the agitator
said quickly. The Communist experiment had been held in wide scorn,
even in Russia back on Earth; with the rise of the Empire, it was
official policy to ridicule that dark chapter of the past. “Let
this little girl sit on her throne if she wants. But we owe her
nothing, and she has no claim over us.”

“We’re part of the largest empire the human
race has ever seen,” the old man said. “Nearly a thousand worlds
now, and growing almost weekly. We should take pride in being part
of something greater than we are. It gives us a sense of direction,
a sense of purpose.”

“A sense of insignificance, a sense of
impotence,” the rebel mocked. “We’re like ants, toiling for a queen
who doesn’t know us and doesn’t care. We’re men, not ants. Let’s
start acting like it!”

Judah’d heard enough. The same arguments had
been going on, to a greater or lesser degree, since the beginning
of the Empire, with no real resolution but to let things go on as
they were. The dissident on stage here was far too determined to be
a simple complainer. Almost certainly he was an agent provacateur,
planting the seeds of dissension to blossom slowly in people’s
minds. Even if he didn’t arouse them to riot today, they’d heard
enough so that when an uprising did start it would not be
surprising and its leaders’ arguments would sound familiar.

There must be hundreds of such agents, not
just here on Kyrby but throughout the Empire as a whole. Riots were
occurring almost daily as dissent spread. As Wettig had pointed
out, ISIS was but a shadow of its former self, unable to extinguish
so many fires at once. If things proceeded any further, the entire
Empire would crack apart—and there’d be plenty of scavengers around
to pick up the pieces.

Bright and early the next morning he walked
into the storefront recruiting office of the kavalergardy, eager to
enlist. The sergeant at the desk was a bored-looking man in his
mid-fifties. As Judah entered, he looked up from his computer
screen and his face took on an expression of professional
friendliness. “And what can we do for you today, gospodin?” he
asked.

“I’d like to join the kavalergardy,” Judah
said.

The sergeant’s face brightened. “That’s just
what I’m here for, son.” He rose to shake Judah’s hand and offered
him a seat. As Judah sat down, the sergeant continued, “I’m
Sergeant Hallif. What’s your name?”

“Ivan Borodin, sir,” Judah replied. It was a
nom de guerre that Ilya Uzi had used in the third book, Fire
Storm. Using it was a slight gamble, but a whimsical one. If
questioned about it he could always claim it was a coincidence.
These things did happen. And Fire Storm, for some reason,
had never been as popular as the rest of the series. And besides,
the sergeant didn’t look like much of a reader.

The recruiter entered the name into the form
without so much as a blink of recognition. “Now Ivan, I can think
of many reasons why a sharp young lad like you would want to join
the kavalergardy. What’s yours?”

“I like the work, sir, and I like being part
of something greater than myself.”

The sergeant raised an eyebrow. “You’ve done
this before?”

“Yes, sir. I was in service to Graf Hanforth
for almost two years.”

“And why did you leave?”

“It was voluntary, sir. I’d originally been
appointed to take the place of one of the officers who decided to
retire. After about two years, the man un-retired and got his job
back. They would have kept me on, but I figured there wouldn’t be
much room for advancement in the near future, so I thought I’d look
for new opportunities.” Judah paused. “The graf appointed me a
boyarin, sir. I can upload the certificate and my recommendation,
if you’d like.”

“In time. I have a few other questions to
ask you first.” The recruiter proceeded to ask Judah a series of
questions designed to test his general educational level and his
basic aptitudes for this particular work. Judah had to walk a
tightrope here. Kavalergardy could not be stupid—but at the same
time, an ordinary oprichnik who was too smart might also arouse
suspicion in an organization on the lookout for infiltrators. After
nearly two hours of interview, Judah was told to return home and
wait for word of his acceptance.

Judah returned to his hotel and spent the
rest of the day researching Kuznyetz and his family. There wasn’t
much available on the public web; the knyaz apparently enjoyed his
privacy. Kuznyetz was not born to his title; he’d gained it by
marrying Lady Teodora; there was no public record of him before his
engagement to her, which was strange indeed. Marriages between
dvoryane and commoners were quite frequent, and even encouraged to
prevent inbreeding—but marriage to a total unknown? Definitely
suspicious.

There was plenty of public information about
Teodora’s family history, and that of her family line. She married
Yevgheniy when she was twenty, and ascended to her current title
eight years later on the death of her father. Over the following
years there was less and less public information about Teodora. The
whole story now centered on Kuznyetz, while Teodora faded into
obscurity. Aside from attending public ceremonies, the couple
removed themselves from the sight of their subjects.

The couple had one child, Lady Marya—and
about her there was almost too much information. The ravishingly
beautiful young dvoryanka, in her mid-twenties, was constant fuel
for gossip. She flitted from party to party, sporting event to
concert and night club to ballroom. She seemed to ignore the
ceremonial duties usually assigned to the junior dvoryane, like
hospital openings and statue dedications; she concentrated totally
on flash and glitz. She had a handsome escort at every event, and
seldom the same one twice. Cousin Eva might be equally promiscuous,
but she at least was discreet; Marya seemed to flaunt her affairs
for all the Empire to see.

He heard nothing from the recruiter that
day, and still nothing the next. He paced back and forth in his
hotel room, trying to derive some solace from what his hero Ilya
Uzi said: “Trust in patience, and develop backup plans while you
wait.” But backup plans were slow in coming. Maybe I don’t have
what it takes after all, he thought. Maybe my daydreams were
just that—empty fantasies.

Midmorning on the third day he received the
call he’d been hoping for. It wasn’t the recruiting sergeant, but
some anonymous voice telling him he’d been provisionally accepted,
and he should report that afternoon to a certain office for a
physical exam.

He was on time for the appointment, with
only minor concern. The examination would show he was a Zionian,
but what did that matter? There wasn’t much prejudice against his
people these days, and Zionians were even valued in the military
services for their strength and reflexes. There’d be nothing to
indicate he was a spy, and his heritage might even work in his
favor.

As it turned out, the doctor was bored and
the examination perfunctory. If she even noticed Judah’s racial
heritage she never mentioned it. His heart and lungs worked fine,
he was free of disease, and his blood tests were negative for
drugs. She called in her findings to the guard office, and orders
were sent down for Judah to report for duty first thing the next
morning.

He showed up as ordered, wearing his neatest
clothes and his most eager expression. He saluted smartly as he was
greeted by a captain who didn’t bother to introduce herself. She
looked down at her computer tablet and back up at him. “Ivan
Borodin?” she asked.

Judah snapped to attention. “Reporting as
ordered, ma’am,” he said crisply.

“It says here you requested a position in
the kavalergardy.”

“Yes, ma’am. I served for Graf
Hanforth—”

“Yes, I read his recommendation. Most
impressive. You happen to be in luck, too. A position on the
household staff just opened up this week. You can have the job if
you want it.”

Judah’s heart leapt happily, but he took
great care not to let it show on his face. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you,
ma’am.”

The captain pointed to a door on her left.
“Go down there to Cdr. Aab. He’ll get you your uniform and kit.
Welcome to His Grace’s kavalergardy, junior lieutenant. That will
be all.”

“Thank you again, ma’am.” He saluted, did a
rapid about-face and left through the indicated door. He was in!
With any luck, he’d discover the secret plans Kuznyetz was hatching
and be able to foil them. Ilya Uzi would be proud.

Observing the scene on a security monitor,
Pavel Lubikov turned to his lord. “I must repeat my concerns about
this policy, Your Grace. Hanforth is known as a close ally of
Wettig. This man is almost certainly a spy.”

Kuznyetz smiled mirthlessly at his prime
councilor. “Of course. That’s why I want him right here, where we
can keep an eye on him. A spy you know is not a threat. I believe
in the old adage that you should keep your friends close and your
enemies closer.”

“He will be closely watched,” Lubikov
agreed. “Wettig must be scraping the bottom of the barrel, to send
someone so obvious.”


Chapter 5:
Freilina

 


After saying quick farewells to the company,
Eva followed Lady Hasina back to the woman’s private space yacht
for the long trip to Earth. Hasina was stone-faced all the way to
the ship; Eva ignored the cold behavior and kept a friendly smile
plastered on her face. If she’s trying to rattle me, Eva
thought, she’ll have to do better than that.

The small ship lifted off as soon as its two
passengers were aboard. Eva tried to introduce herself informally
to the three-person crew, but they were obviously taking their cue
from their mistress and were polite but distant. Eva simply retired
to her assigned cabin, lay on the bunk and waited patiently for
Hasina to make the first move.

An hour or so after leaving Turtello there
was a knock on the door. “Come in,” Eva invited.

Hasina entered, looking very businesslike.
“I’ll have to brief you on the background we’ve created for you.
You will be Lady Ilona Farik, daughter of a boyarin from
Liaska—”

“No,” Eva said simply.

Hasina seemed to share her father’s distaste
for interruptions. She stared daggers at Eva for a few seconds, and
finally said coldly, “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

“Well, the name’s smooth, I can live with
that. But the Ville hasn’t been to Liaska since I was, oh, three or
four. I wouldn’t know my way around there.”

“But it doesn’t matter. You’re not going
there.”

“If I’m not familiar with my own home world,
I could be tripped up and have my cover blown. Why don’t we say I’m
from Ortanj? I was just there two years ago. I know all the best
spots.” She smiled as a memory came to her mind. “And one or two
not-so-good, too. And I can do the accent really well.”

The young dvoryanka’s glare would have
frozen nitrogen. “Do you think you’re in charge of this
assignment?”

“Who’s the one risking her life to save the
Velikaya Knyaghinya while you sit calmly in your cozy little
castle?”

“That’s not—”

“You don’t like me very much, do you?”

Hasina’s nostrils flared. “That’s
irrelevant. We each have a job to do.”

“Humor me,” Eva said. “Why don’t you like
me?”

Hasina paused, and Eva could see the
calculation in her eyes as she was deciding how much truth to tell.
“I think you’re a self-centered prima donna more interested in her
own pleasure than the fate of the Empire. You’re untested,
undisciplined, insubordinate and don’t take this mission seriously,
and I have severe doubts about placing the Knyaghinya’s welfare in
your hands.”

Eva smiled at her. “Good. I like a gal who
can speak her mind. Actually, I think you’ve read me pretty well,
except for that bit about not taking it seriously. My parents
died serving the Empire. While secret-agenting wasn’t my
dream like Judah, I have to respect what they died for or else the
whole thing was for nothing. I can’t accept that. I have to go
through with this to validate them.”

Eva’s smile broadened. “Now it’s my turn. I
think you’re a woman consumed by jealousy because you wanted this
assignment and you’re sure you could do it, but your daddy passed
you over in favor of an ‘untested, undisciplined, insubordinate
prima donna’ because he thinks you’re too valuable to him working
in his office. You resent me because I got the job you wanted.”

From the stunned look on Hasina’s face, Eva
knew she’d scored a bull’s-eye. Probably not too many people had
spoken that candidly to the woman before. Pressing her advantage,
she clapped her hands and said, “Nu, now that we each know
who we’re dealing with, let’s get down to business. We were
discussing my cover identity ….”

 


***

 


The Tsar Gregoriy Spaceport outside Moscow
was the largest and busiest commercial spaceport in the Empire.
Since it serviced humanity’s capital there would likely be hundreds
of ships docked there at any given moment, with dozens more waiting
in orbit for a landing spot as soon as one became available. It
extended for many kilometers, so sprawling that a person standing
at the center of the vast landing field wouldn’t be able to see the
perimeters—even if all those ships weren’t blocking the view. And
the port was in a perpetual state of expansion, constantly adding
new landing sites as the Empire expanded at a geometric rate.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10573
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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