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  When Johnny Comes Marching Home


  Feron Cane could not believe what he saw on the screen. He stared at the man’s image, trying to accept it. Finally, he turned to his colleague, a Traffic Control Specialist like himself, who monitored an adjacent screen.


  “Estelle, would you come here?”


  Bored by routine docking arrivals and departures at Cross Imperial Station, his co-worker joined him at the screen. Estelle Longman stared at the man on the ship’s bridge then shrugged.


  “What’s the deal?”


  “Look again.”


  She did, for a longer moment. “Oh my God,” she said. “It’s not…”


  “I think it is.”


  The voice came through, sounding just as it had the first time. “I request permission to dock. Please have our current emperor ready to receive me.”


  Longman’s mouth opened in disbelief. “Current emperor.”


  Cane didn’t remove his gaze from the screen. “He’s been away a long time.”


  “Still, even he can’t just summon the Emperor like that, can he?”


  “He can.”


  “Well, don’t you think you’d better reply? Give him some kind of answer?”


  Yes, but what answer could it be? Cane flicked a switch. “Inspector, please stand by. I will forward your, uh, request.”


  He blackened the screen and gazed at Longman. Red-haired and sleek, she was so attractive he’d dreamed about her, only he wasn’t thinking of her looks now.


  He said, “My great-great-great-grandfather met him once, when he was a small boy. The man was over three thousand years old even then.”


  Longman nodded. “Those freeze ships. Inspectors travel in stasis, not aging a bit. And after a century or two, when they finally get to their next destination…”


  Cane realized this was their visitor’s next destination. He swallowed, hoping he hadn’t made a procedural error concerning their surprise guest, and flicked another switch. “Well, here we go,” he said. “I’m going to pass his ‘request’ up the line.”


  Emperor Galan XLII was engaged in a very intimate activity with a young lady. Though she was one of the most beautiful and desirable women in the galaxy, his efforts had reached an impasse and stalled in the becalmed seas of lost passion. Yet courageously, he labored on, knowing his delectable partner would whisper not a word of protest or dissatisfaction.


  There were two reasons for the Emperor’s difficulties in the royal bedroom.


  One was that for nearly a thousand years, the Galan Imperial line had been addicted to ever more exotic and mind-altering drugs. Some critics of the dynasty even suggested the First Family had become decadent and corrupt, unable to lead, and deserving replacement. Though the current Emperor resisted such criticism, his conscience periodically troubled him, though not enough for him to renounce his vices.


  The second reason Galan’s amorous adventure left him limp involved a deeper guilt. Five hundred years before, another Galan emperor had signed a loathsome but necessary agreement with the enemy: in eight hundred years, hopefully by the beginning of the ninth millennium, the Cross would officially accept an honorable peace (i.e., a face-saving defeat) in return for survival. In the interim, this secret accord would save many millions of Cross soldiers’ lives and give to the invincible Cenknife what it would have won anyway. Still, the knowledge he was participating in a charade he had inherited from a not-so-illustrious forefather haunted his conscience and ruined his sleep.


  This knowledge also sapped his libido and made it difficult, as now, to rise to a manly challenge. Gazing down at the lovely face beneath his, Galan remembered another face, one he’d seen in holos ever since he was a child. It was the face of a man greater than any emperor, the face of a man with two names. One name he had been born with and sounded ordinary and ridiculous. The other name he had been given to expunge his first from men’s minds and enhance his growing legend in the war effort.


  The man’s face. Try to remember it.


  Yes, he remembered now. Half black, half white, it was the face of the Empire’s greatest hero, an Inspector of the Cross.


  Remembering the man’s face, though, carried a heavy price. Galan’s efforts to bring his cause to completion deteriorated into flaccid, futile thrusts. If his body had been less saturated with chemicals, perhaps it would have been different, and his partner’s passion would have awakened. As it was, she moved as coldly as he.


  The man’s names. What are they?


  Ah, he remembered one of the names. Fred Duggs.


  Yes, it was his birth name and such a ridiculous one. No wonder a Galan emperor nearly four thousand years ago had changed it to something more impressive after the ship explosion which killed Fred Duggs’ crewmates. How had the man survived and come back from the dead? For he had been dead. Historical records were clear and left no doubt. Yet like Christ, the man had returned after cloning, memory and identity intact, as if he were destined to save the Cross from their vicious, unconquerable enemy.


  What was the man’s new name? The name that crossed the galaxy and bridged the stars?


  A gasp beneath him. His partner was excited despite his limp resolve. Galan mechanically kissed her scented lips, remembering how as a child he had dreamed about this man returning from the stars to save them all. His efforts to find a weapon that could turn the tide against the enemy would bear glorious fruit. The greatest of all saviors, he alone would redeem them from the darkness.


  What the devil was his name?


  The door to his chamber opened. Blurry-eyed, Galan turned his head.


  Malron, his chief advisor, entered. He closed the door and came forward, stopping by the bed.


  Galan felt a flush of anger. One word from him and Malron would be executed for this unpardonable breach of royal dignity. He had only to raise his voice and summon the guard.


  Yet his ties to the man were complex, and Galan was grateful for being rescued from his predicament. Dismounting from the woman, he waved her off. Obediently, she picked up her clothes and slipped like a shadow from the room, closing the door silently behind her.


  Galan sat up on the bed, not even covering his nakedness. After all, his chief counselor knew him as did no other, sharing his deepest and most shameful secrets. If he were not so damned useful, Galan would have disposed of him long before.


  He waited.


  “Your Majesty,” Malron said. “He has come.”


  “He?” The word meant nothing to him.


  Malron rubbed his gray beard and straightened a ruff. He waited, his refined, elegant features deeply expressive.


  Finally, Galan understood. Yet, he could not dare to hope, for they had received no report from the man for over a century, and many assumed he was dead. “Do you mean…”


  “I do. He lives. His ship has appeared in CIS airspace, and he requests permission to dock and board. He is currently in a holding pattern until he receives imperial approval.”


  CIS. Cross Imperial Station, the official headquarters of the Empire. Orbiting this home planet Cassan like a giant doughnut, CIS could be reached in forty minutes.


  Galan rose and began to dress. Requests permission. As if this man should ever have to request anything.


  “Please tell—no, ask our visitor to maintain his position until I and my cabinet have arrived to meet him.”


  “Do you think it wise? I recommend another approach.”


  Galan stopped, his pants half on. “And that would be?”


  Malron’s voice darkened. “Blast his ship, erase it from the sky.”


  Galan didn’t need to ask why. Our agreement with the enemy is secret. If anyone can sniff it out and cause trouble, it’s him.


  “Think of the weapons he discovered,” Galan said. “Think of all his contributions. He was the only one who kept us in the war and gave us a chance.”


  Malron stepped closer. “An exaggeration. Sir, he’s a great asset, but we both know the Cross was doomed from the beginning. Please, Your Majesty. In this situation, it is not wise to take chances. After all, he’s—”


  “Don’t say his name.” Galan paused, considering Malron’s advice. Yes, it would be prudent to vaporize the Inspector’s ship and later say it was an accident. Though murder was sensible, his heart beat with idealistic excitement. All his life he’d dreamed of meeting this man who sailed amid the stars and had adventures he could only imagine. Call it boyhood worship—it still caused the influence of his drugs to recede. For the first time in years, he felt clear-headed, thinking thoughts which were actually his own.


  He said, “Please tell our esteemed visitor the Emperor Himself will meet him.” It was an order permitting no disagreement.


  It was happening, really happening. And it was happening so fast Estelle clung to Feron Cane’s arm as the Argo docked, and they waited for their illustrious guest to appear through the egress tube. Feron did not mind Estelle’s dependence on him, or the way her ample breasts pressed against his arm. She could dock on him any day of the week, and he’d be glad to provide a friendly port. What impressed him most though was the excitement of this event. Glancing about, he saw others felt it, too. History was about to be made here. Without advance notice, an ancient visitor had appeared from space, and in some momentous way, all their lives were about to be changed forever.


  Half the brass is decked out in all their finery, Cane thought. He ran his gaze over the packed section of the station. There were hundreds of the Emperor’s beribboned, be-ruffed, and be-gowned favorites, including toadies and members of the Directorate. In Cane’s opinion, the two groups were indistinguishable from each other. The men and women of the Emperor’s Inner Circle had never looked more splendid, with enough lacquer on their elegantly coiffed hair and enough plaster on their bleached faces to build a palace of sky-scraping vanity. Plus, the occasion boasted a goddamned thirty-piece band, ready to play on cue when the Great Hero emerged from the tube.


  And surpassing them all, standing just ten meters from the tube’s end, stood the Emperor himself, the reigning peacock of this charade. He carried enough silk, satin, and scented handkerchiefs on his plump, pampered hide to equip a parade. Like other men, his elaborate court dress scorned simplicity in favor of ornamentation. At times, Cane imagined the stuffed, cumbersome attire actually shouted, though he was the only one who heard it. Buckles and breeches and brilliant waistcoats all contributed to a circus of decadent excess where everyone was expected to jump through rings for the Emperor’s pleasure.


  And how am I any different? Cane looked down at his own clothes, which had been quickly issued to him, along with Estelle’s. As the air traffic specialists who’d identified their visitor’s ship, their presence had been required—a temporary honor—for this occasion, though they occupied a position in the rear.


  Estella pinched his arm. “Feron, do you think it’s really him?”


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  She nodded at the egress tube. “What if he’s a fake?” she whispered. “You know, he could be surgically altered to resemble him.”


  “No,” he whispered back. “They checked the vid. It’s him all right. The one and only.”


  She pressed closer, her breasts like melons. “Chen says we can punch our tickets from here on in because just being the ones who first saw him will make our careers.” She tapped his arm. “Especially you, Feron, for you saw him first and transmitted the Emperor’s permission for him to dock.”


  I’d like to punch your ticket, Feron thought, though he did not say it. “I can’t believe it will have so much of a bounce,” he said and stopped. In the front rank of the observers, Malron, the Emperor’s Chief Advisor, had turned his head and was staring directly at him. His icy glare spoke volumes: Keep quiet and behave yourself. This is important State business.


  Feron moved away from Estelle, who followed his gaze and prudently emulated his behavior. Feron wanted to pull her close again, but to do so would be to risk all he’d achieved for himself through a monumental stroke of dumb luck. He shivered, thinking he might already have canceled his good fortune. At the worst, he might have punched his one-way ticket to a Cross penal colony. If so, it wouldn’t be the first time someone had drawn Malron’s displeasure and been so punished.


  He tried to distract himself, thinking of the tens of thousands of station personnel who were eagerly watching these proceedings on vid. As it was, there were enough cams present at the actual docking site to record their visitor from a hundred different angles.


  And here he came! Though Feron was fifteen meters from the egress tube, he occupied a position directly before it. Consequently, he enjoyed an unobstructed view as their visitor marched from the tube and entered Cross Imperial Station. He stopped five meters from the Emperor, awaiting permission to approach him.


  Despite his excitement, Feron noticed two things at once.


  The first was: their visitor was the One. He had absolutely no doubt of it. It was more than just the fact the man closely resembled holos he’d seen. Nearly two meters tall, lean with brown skin, the visitor stood in his Inspector’s uniform, the bright purple tunic and cloak seeming to flow about him. Feron sensed an aura, the impact of the man as he paused to scan his greeters.


  The second thing Feron noticed was the man’s greeters weren’t greeting him. Instead of clapping, they just stared. Even the band had failed, forgetting to play the Imperial Anthem in honor of the man’s arrival.


  As for the Emperor, he stood frozen, as if struck dumb.


  A second passed. Then another and another and another.


  Suddenly the orchestra burst into song, only the result was discordant, with strings warring with percussion instruments and woodwinds clashing with both. As for security, two officers belatedly rushed forward with electro-wands. It was SOP in such situations, but as the men reached their visitor, they froze like everybody else, their detection devices held by their sides. For all they knew, their visitor hid a dozen bombs under his tunic, and his ship was worse.


  Only he didn’t, and the ship was safe. Everybody knew it as Feron saw the man motion to the security officers to do their job. After they screened him, he assessed the situation and decided to take the initiative. He marched toward the Emperor, his cloak swirling as he approached.


  The Emperor raised his arm and signaled angrily for the orchestra to cease its clamor. It obeyed. In the abrupt silence, someone hiccupped loudly, breaking the tension. The people started to clap.


  By the time the man reached the Emperor, they had broken into thunderous applause. In obedience to his sovereign, the man started to kneel. To Feron’s surprise, the Emperor reached out and stopped his descent. The man straightened, towering over the Emperor.


  Moving close, Galan XLII embraced him.


  The applause grew then grew still more as the Emperor turned his guest in a one hundred and eighty degree arc, so everyone could see him. As they turned, the man’s eyes briefly met Feron’s, searing his soul. Though he lived to be an old man, he would remember that gaze at least once a day for the rest of his life.


  The applause swelled still more, surpassing thunder. Feron imagined sixty thousand other spectators applauding throughout the station, giving the man an unprecedented hero’s welcome, a joyful, glorious homecoming.


  Finally, at a motion from the Emperor, the applause subsided. Feron knew the speeches would start in a minute, ceremony piled on top of ceremony.


  At that moment, their visitor turned toward the egress tube and made a gesture. Feron saw a figure appear in the tube and move toward them. Soon the figure emerged, stepping out into the station’s light. It looked like…


  The applause died as if cut by a knife. They all stared.


  “My God,” Estelle said, “I don’t believe it.”


  Turtan gazed out the Argo’s rear viewport. “Looks like they really rolled out the red carpet,” he said. After their violent escape from enemy headquarters and passage down a singularity, he’d often wondered what kind of reception he’d receive.


  Beside him, Yaneta, his alien bride, stared out the one-way viewport at the numerous dignitaries waiting in Cross Imperial Station. Among them was the Emperor himself, who stood closest. Where, however, Turtan asked himself, was the Emperor’s wife? For a moment, he thought he glimpsed a mole-like member of the Jax. Searching closely, though, he saw no sign of the creature. Four months ago, a member of the species had enabled him to escape from the enemy. What had the harmless looking alien said of Jax power over the universe? It is all our kingdom.


  No, it was his imagination, wishful thinking the Jax would help him again.


  “I don’t see any red carpet,” Yaneta finally said with typical Cen literal mindedness.


  Behind them, Dr. Glitch laughed. She might be a computer, Turtan thought, but her sense of humor and understanding of figurative language were still vastly superior to those of his spouse’s. Sometimes he thought they were superior to his as well.


  “Well,” he said, “the moment has come.”


  Yaneta moved closer and took his hand. The golden strands of her hair lashed the air. For a Cen, an unemotional species, she was upset.


  No, she’s more than upset, Turtan thought. Yaneta loves me and doesn’t want to see me get hurt. Even after more than four months, he sometimes still found it difficult to believe this exquisitely beautiful creature cared about him.


  Dr. Glitch’s voice brought sober news. “Based on the sizable reception awaiting you in the station, I’ve updated my calculation. There is now an eighteen point nine percent chance you will be assassinated shortly after you emerge from the ship.”


  Yaneta tensed, gripped his hand. Damn it, Doc, he thought. Why did you have to say that? He pulled Yaneta close, kissed her lips. “Are you sure you’re all right playing my servant?” he asked. “I know it’s demeaning.”


  “We’ve been over this several times before,” she said. “You can hardly introduce me as your wife when I belong to the enemy. They would question your loyalty and distrust you. If you introduce me instead as a personal servant, it will enhance your prestige.”


  How well she understood. For a moment, he glimpsed the degradation Yaneta would face as the only Cen ever captured alive by the enemy. They would view her as a pet animal, one they hated and despised. If only he could spare her such pain.


  His feelings changed. For the first time in weeks, he viewed her with suspicion. What if she had been manipulating him all along and only pretending to love him? If so, she could wait and betray him at an optimum moment by revealing she was his wife and sexual partner, not a servant at all. If he relaxed his guard, she could destroy everything, especially his vital mission here.


  Still, what choice did he have? He had to risk it. After he’d learned of his leaders’ centuries-long betrayal by colluding with the enemy, he could have chosen to drift forever throughout the universe with only Yaneta and Dr. Glitch for company. Such wandering, however, would be a betrayal of himself. If there was any chance to avoid a devastating defeat in the war, he’d had to come home, even if he faced overwhelming odds.


  “Okay, it’s time to march,” he said and headed toward the portal.


  When he reached it, he entered the station’s egress tube and stopped. Looking back, he was surprised to see Yaneta gazing at him with her large, prismatic eyes. Their hypnotic powers, he knew, could bend one’s will. She’d followed him so softly, he hadn’t even realized it.


  Yaneta. Tall and golden-haired, she possessed a body designed by the gods. Even now, Turtan desired her; though she claimed she loved him, he couldn’t forget she was still the enemy. The Cross had fought her vicious and heartless species for over four thousand five hundred years and lost almost every battle. Yet he’d married one of them and was expected to trust her.


  To his surprise, Yaneta raised her hand to her lips and blew him a kiss.


  He smiled. My loving enemy, he thought. Will I ever know you? Can I ever be sure? He had a sudden image of them living in harmony for fifty years. Then one night, as he slept, she would cut his throat.


  Turtan gave her a wave and turned. Inhaling deeply, he started down the egress tube.


  It was only a few meters, yet he felt he was trudging toward a distant destination. What was the ancient saying? A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.


  He squared his shoulders, determined to look like a soldier. Home, he thought. I’m marching home. He missed not wearing his shoulder holster and laser, but it was probably wise to leave them on the ship.


  Finally he left the tube and entered the glare of Cross Imperial Station. He stopped.


  Slightly to his left, the lavishly dressed Emperor stood watching him. Why didn’t the man do something? Why didn’t he speak or give him permission to approach? Turtan looked around. Why was it so quiet? Why was everybody just staring at him? Why—


  An orchestra burst into play. Yet it sounded so ill-timed and confused, he barely recognized the Cross’s Anthem that had inspired him for nearly four thousand years.


  “Soldiers of God, be strong, true, and brave,


  “Destroy all Evil, our Universe save.”


  The clash and clamor continued, a shocking sacrilege committed against sacred music. To make it worse, two security officers rushed forward with electro-wands to examine him and froze, gawking. Turtan bore their stares and finally motioned them to screen him. After hesitating, they obeyed.


  To hell with this. To cite an ancient idiom, the ball was in his court.


  Marching forward, he was relieved to see the Emperor, who looked paralyzed, raise his arm and abruptly signal the orchestra to stop.


  Someone hiccupped, and people started to clap. By the time he reached the Emperor, the floodgates had opened, and the applause was deafening.


  He started to kneel before the Emperor, a plump, blond man in his forties with a weak chin. The man caught him and urged him to stand. When he did, the Emperor embraced him.


  Stunned, Turtan returned the embrace, feeling as if he were about to cry. For the moment, he forgot his crucial, delicate mission. After four thousand years, I’ve finally come home. This time, it’s not just a dream.


  Or was it? As with Yaneta’s trustworthiness, how could he be sure? His sovereign, however, felt so solid and real in his arms, so worthy of Turtan’s love and devotion, he was forced to believe. God help him if it was only another cruel mistake, and he was asleep on his freeze ship somewhere amid the stars.


  If so, the dream went on and on, the applause bathing him with love. The Emperor turned him, and together they smiled at the crowd. At one point, Turtan noticed a young man staring at him with an intense look.


  Gradually, after a royal gesture, the applause started to subside. Since they’d search the ship anyway, Turtan’s reasoning went, this would be a good time for Yaneta’s cue.


  He motioned toward the egress tube.


  Seconds passed. He was about to signal again when she left the tube and stepped onto the station.


  The applause died. He’d hoped there’d be at least a few seconds delay to soften the shock before the station recognized their second visitor’s nature. While the dull brown robe concealed his mate’s voluptuous curves, her huge, prismatic eyes and even worse, her writhing blonde hair (she must be nervous!) were instant giveaways. Why didn’t I have her cut her hair, or at least tuck it under a cap? Of course, he knew the reason. Cen or not, she was his wife, and there was a point where prudence crossed over into shame.


  Besides, they’d have to accept her presence here sooner or later.


  In the silence, the security officers examined Yaneta for possible threats. Turtan watched them circle her with electro-wands before he turned to the Emperor. “Your Majesty, I captured her during a mission. She is my servant.”


  A man with a dagger-shaped goatee and elegant ruffs (they must be in fashion) stepped forward. “Your Majesty—”


  “Malron,” the Emperor said, “Inspector Turtan informs me this…creature is his servant.”


  Malron’s nose wrinkled. “Sire, she’s the enemy, the first ever to trespass upon this sacred station. I advise you to eliminate her immediately.” He turned to a ramrod straight officer who had materialized by his side. “I’m sure Major Hatcher, our Head of Security, would agree.”


  “I do, sir,” Hatcher said promptly. She was a tall, lean woman with steely eyes. “Despite our initial screening, we don’t know what danger this alien poses. Consequently, we should follow war-time procedure and exterminate it at once.”


  Exterminate it. Like a sexless bug. “Sir,” Turtan said, “I vouch for her safety. She’s completely tame.” Like a pet. “Completely obedient. She constitutes no danger at all.”


  “But she’s—”


  “Malron,” the Emperor said, “I understand your concern. However, Inspector Turtan has vouched for her.”“Yes, Your Majesty, I have.” Turtan glanced at Yaneta, who stood waiting, her eyes dutifully downcast. “Not only is she completely safe, my servant can be of indispensable help in defeating the enemy.”


  “Help?” Malron said. “How?” Instantly, the corner of his mouth twitched—a small reaction, but to Turtan it indicated that Malron realized his mistake. Turtan pounced.


  “Let me demonstrate.” He snapped his fingers. “Yaneta,” he said with disdain, “approach.”


  She obeyed her master’s voice at once, her eyes raised no higher than Turtan’s waist. When she reached him, Turtan smiled.


  “Kneel.”


  She did so.


  “Kiss my feet.”


  Without hesitation, she obeyed again.


  “Stand.”Like a trained dog, she rose to her feet. Turtan let the scene simmer in the station’s minds. On the one hand, he’d committed the unforgivable sin of bringing a member of the enemy unannounced onto the royal station and into the Emperor’s presence, thereby endangering not only his sacred person but sixty thousand others as well.


  On the other hand, he was Turtan, the greatest Inspector of them all, virtually worshipped from one end of the empire to the other. And he had not only pledged his honor that this enemy female was safe but demonstrated her obedience and promised she could help them win the war.The scales tipped first one way then the other. Which way would prevail? Turtan knew this was his plan’s first test (assuming he wasn’t assassinated first). If successful, his ploy could pay dividends. Of course, it could also get him and his bride killed.”Your Majesty,” Malron said. “I urge you to exercise caution. Besides yourself and half of the major officials in your government, the lives of sixty thousand trained, indispensable personnel are at stake.”


  A skilled diplomat and a formidable adversary, Turtan thought. Besides, you have a secret, long entrenched policy to protect because you know the imperial line already sold us out five hundred years ago.


  The Emperor hesitated, clearly not a man accustomed to making difficult decisions. Turtan decided to gamble.


  “If His Majesty lacks confidence in my judgment,” Turtan said, “it will be my pleasure to exterminate this vermin myself. It seems a pity, though. Especially when you consider the great prestige of having the first Cen prisoner in your custody, one you can control to do anything you want, even attack her own people. Later, of course, she can always be disposed of.” There. It was his strongest card. If royal vanity didn’t trump immediate caution, he didn’t know what did.


  While Malron possessed a great stone face, his silence suggested Turtan’s argument was effective. Still, Dr. Glitch had estimated there was a twenty-two percent chance this part of Turtan’s strategy would fail, jeopardizing the rest.”One hour,” Malron said smoothly. “Perhaps it is prudent for us to grant Inspector Turtan an hour to make his case before an emergency meeting of the Directorate. If he fails to persuade them, he personally can terminate his servant—just as he promised.”


  Despite his chagrin, Turtan could only admire Malron’s skill. Since this advisor probably wielded enormous influence, Yaneta’s death sentence was a foregone conclusion.


  Dr. Glitch was right. I’m no diplomat. I’ve just been outplayed by a master. He’s used my own words against me.


  As the Emperor nodded, Turtan racked his brains, trying to think of a counter move. Had he just sealed his mate’s fate?


  Speaking of calamity, Yaneta looked agitated. Her hair, which had calmed, now writhed in the air like yellow snakes. Obviously, she’d followed the conversation.


  No, it wasn’t their talk, for she glanced around, eyeing the crowd.


  “What is it, Yaneta?” he asked.


  She swung, searching elsewhere in the crowd. Her razor-sharp teeth clicked, and she leaped forward.


  White fire lanced through the air, just missing him.


  “A laser!” a woman cried. “Someone’s trying to kill the Emperor.”


  Not the Emperor, Turtan thought. Me.


  Yaneta seized a man, bearing him to the floor. She yelled, falling on top of him. The man screamed, and they both lay still.


  Chapter Two


  Her Last Breath


  Turtan was the first to reach Yaneta, followed by Major Hatcher and several security guards. Yaneta lay so still on top of the would-be assassin, he feared they would kill her if they moved her even slightly. If she wasn’t dead already. Fear and terror roiled within him. Please let her live. Please let her survive this attack.


  Hatcher spoke into a com-link and held up her hand. “Stay back,” she shouted to the crowd as they pressed in. “We’re waiting for medical help.”


  How long would they have to wait? A few seconds could make all the difference.


  A security guard hurried toward them, leading a small man with a medical bag and a bulging belly. The man passed the gawkers and knelt beside the bodies, studying them with his fingers. “The killer’s dead,” he told Hatcher. “Chomped an S-pill, and his guts are already half mush.”


  “Who is it, Dr. Wren?” Hatcher asked. “Looks like Ekram Kakkar, but he’s wearing makeup. I think it’s a disguise.”


  “What about the alien?”


  A shrug. “I think she’s still alive—not sure, though. After all, she’s a Cen.” Turtan saw him open a bag, fill a hypo, and hesitate. “Better not. I might kill her.”


  Turtan edged closer. “Doctor…”


  Dr. Wren’s head snapped up. Befitting his name, he resembled a bird, and his movements strengthened the impression. “I’ll know better when we get her to the hospital.”Major Hatcher stepped forward. “Excuse me, Dr. Wren; you can’t do that. We have no idea what contaminants this alien carries. Per security protocol, immediate IHM is indicated.”


  IHM. Turtan knew the term, which surprisingly hadn’t changed in hundreds of years. It stood for Incineration of Hazardous Material, usually conducted by nuclear bombardment of dangerous pathogens or radioactive waste. In other words, Hatcher wanted to burn Yaneta until not even her molecules remained.


  Dr. Wren sniffed. “Take a deep breath, Major. If this Cen brought dangerous submicroorganisms onto the station, they’ve already spread in the air and infected everyone here.” He pointed at the walls. “Plus, there are vents. Soon, everyone will be breathing it.”


  Hatcher glanced at the Emperor. “Including His Majesty.”


  “Do you hear him?” someone shouted. “He says the air’s poisoned!”


  The crowd stirred in anger and rising panic. From long experience, Turtan recognized the dangerous signs.


  To his surprise, the Emperor stepped in with a sensible proposal. “At least have the alien searched for explosive devices and anything else you can detect.”


  “A great idea, Your Majesty,” Turtan said. And while you’re searching Yaneta, give her medical attention and save her life! But first, it might help to turn this mob’s mind from rage to self-preservation.


  Turtan said, “May I also suggest, sire, we all be quarantined here until we’re examined for any harmful effects, though I’m sure we will experience none.”


  The crowd complained, a few even shouting. Malron moved forward, sharing their indignation. “You can’t be serious. Quarantine the Emperor? And all his royal court?” He spread his hands, sketching both their size and the size of the insult.


  “As I said, we need to be careful.” Turtan smiled. “I’m positive my servant poses no threat, and we shouldn’t forget she risked her own life to save the Emperor and succeeded.”


  The crowd murmured, absorbing the claim. Some glanced down at Yaneta’s body.


  “This is ridiculous!” Malron said. “There’s no proof—”


  “Then why did she do it?” Turtan interrupted. “And why did this man wear a disguise and swallow poison?” He let his words sink in. “At any rate, I recommend we have a brief quarantine of an hour to allay our concerns, including those of our security head.”


  Malron glanced at Hatcher and stiffened. Turtan could almost read his thoughts as the man realized he’d deliberately used the pronouns “we” and “our” multiple times. Despite Turtan’s concern for Yaneta, he relished Malron’s chagrin.


  “I hardly think,” Malron said, “the Emperor should be subjected to such indignity.”


  “Oh, there’s no affront to my royal person,” Galan said, surprising Turtan again. The Emperor smiled at him. “As Inspector Turtan indicated, the quarantine would last no more than an hour, or perhaps two. I order we follow his recommendation at once.”


  The quarantine lasted five hours and was unlike anything Turtan had expected. First, Dr. Wren, who Turtan learned was the station’s medical director, apprised him of Yaneta’s condition. A vicious laser wound to her chest and stomach had rendered her comatose and threatened her life. His staff was hopeful, though. He sidled up close and whispered a promise. “I’ll personally make sure she receives the best medical treatment possible. I know how much she means to you.”


  How could this fat little bird know? Fighting despair, Turtan wondered if he’d slipped in some way and if others had noticed. Dr. Wren’s gaze measured him, uncannily observant. “I’ve studied what we know of Cen physiology, which isn’t much. Perhaps you can add to it?”Turtan scanned the luxurious quarantine area they’d been moved to, seeing it was the size of a very large room. He’d been with Yaneta every day, made love to her over a hundred times. Yet he realized he knew little about how her body worked. Why?


  Something occurred to him. “Cen women,” he began.


  Dr. Wren leaned forward, his lips pointed like a bird’s beak. “Yes?”


  “They give birth through their heads,” he said. He held his fingers several centimeters apart. “And their babies are this long.”


  Dr. Wren eyed his fingers. “Fascinating. If you think of anything else, let me know.”


  After the doctor left, events became even more bizarre. The haughty, spoiled, overdressed aristocracy he was confined with regressed. The change was a good one.


  As doctors circulated among them, swabbing their mouths, taking blood samples, and patting them down with wands, the royalty of the realm became happy, excited children. Turtan realized this was a welcome break from their dull routine. At first they’d been outraged at the prospect of being quarantined. Being cooped up with the Emperor and the Cross’s most famous Inspector changed everything. It became something else entirely, a wonderful game.


  Nor was that all. An assassin had tried to kill the Emperor, and a Cen female, a member of the enemy, had saved him! Turtan could see their eyes overflowing with wonder piled on top of wonder. Even the possibility they were dying from some alien bug added spice to their enjoyment. After all, the danger was slight, just enough to enhance their pleasure. Hadn’t their greatest Inspector personally assured them there was no danger? How could there be when his Cen servant had deliberately saved the Emperor’s life?


  In a corner, the Emperor and his favorites, the elite of the elite, had just set up a temporary throne room for His Majesty, complete with a dais, canopy, and crimson velvet drapes. Malron, of course, was included.


  Turtan walked over there, aware of the political dynamics involved. Though he was an outsider, he was also Turtan. What did this make him, an outsider-insider or a unique freak, one to be embraced but subtly shunned? Ah, since he was almost certainly the assassin’s real target, he might be targeted again and soon.


  Since he’d survived the first attempt, and many thought his “servant” had saved the Emperor, would such a narrow escape improve his chances of success here? If Dr. Glitch knew of these developments, would her calculations be more favorable? But since Turtan’s ship was being searched, Dr. Glitch was lying low, to use an ancient idiom, determined to avoid detection. Sentient, independent computers who thought for themselves were hardly standard issue.


  Nearing Galan, Turtan saw several officials he didn’t know. All were dressed in the cumbersome, confining clothes which reminded Turtan of court fashion in eighteenth-century France, a subject he had found fascinating as a boy. For the women, especially, flamboyance was combined with fantasy, featuring ornamental hoop skirts and elaborate powdered wigs. He didn’t see how they could walk, much less go to the bathroom. The men’s waistcoats and breeches appeared to be more practical, though their glistening white wigs struck Turtan as even more of an affectation than the women’s. A gender bias, perhaps.


  Ever observant, Turtan noticed Malron’s slight frown. He wants Galan all to himself. Views me as a threat. Question is how much is Galan under his thumb?


  As he reached them, Galan rose to his feet in recognition. It was a signal honor to Turtan and once again indicated the Emperor could think for himself. Turtan bowed his head to Galan, then to his retinue. In the process, he tried not to be distracted by a breathtaking court lady (an imperial bedmate?) who eyed him with a brazen stare.


  “Your Majesty,” Turtan said. “Please hear my humble request.”


  Galan nodded. “You may ask anything, Inspector.”


  Now came the crucial moment. Over four months before, Turtan had visited enemy headquarters and not only killed their Emperor, his chief general, and other figures but also crippled the station itself before escaping. It was an unprecedented defeat for the enemy, and for the first time, it had improved the Cross’s chances in the war. He must meet Galan privately and share this information in order to convince him to renew the war effort against their foe.


  “Your Majesty,” Turtan said, “I request a private audience.”


  Malron edged closer. “Your Majesty, your schedule is—”


  Galan waved him off. “For you, Turtan,” he said, “I can find time for anything.” He turned to Malron. “Please arrange a private interview after this quarantine business is concluded and the Inspector checks on his servant.”


  Turtan thanked him, bowed again, and left. For a brief second, he felt hope and triumph. Then dread and fear assailed him. He stopped walking. How was Yaneta? Did she still live? He burned with impatience, yearning to be with her. Even now she could be drawing her last breath.


  Don’t worry, he told himself. She’s in good hands. Dr. Wren promised he would give her the best care.


  A figure stepped before him. Major Hatcher.


  The station’s Security Head gave him a slight bow. “Inspector Turtan, do you mind if our officers screen you?”


  He considered her. Unlike women of the royal court, Hatcher’s uniform represented extreme functionality. Her tight hairstyle was equally Spartan.This woman needs to get laid badly.Despite his concern for Yaneta, he chuckled. Hatcher tilted her head. “Inspector?”He shook his head. “Nothing, Major. Please conduct your screening.”


  He waited as two officers approached him with deference. They hesitated.


  “Well, go ahead,” Hatcher barked. “The Inspector won’t bite you.”


  Turtan submitted to the testing, aware of Hatcher’s gaze.


  “What is it, Major?” Turtan asked.


  “Sir,” she said. “There is a legend in my family. My great grandmother nine times removed met you on Jana six hundred ten years ago. She had a holo of herself taken with you. We still have it.”


  Turtan thought back. A mere six hundred years…it wasn’t so long. Three or four years his time.


  “I remember her well,” he said. “She was about fourteen with blonde hair streaked brown, and she wore a pink dress with frilly lace. She was the cutest little thing.” He raised a finger, pointing to his left cheek. “Before she left, she kissed me right here.”


  Hatcher’s face crashed to pieces. Her mouth opened, only nothing came out.


  Turtan stepped closer, feeling an intense need to share with her, to make her understand just a little of what it was like to endure century after century, millennium after millennium, while others lived mayfly lives and expired.


  “I can
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