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Dear Reader

While this book is set in the same universe as The Empire’s Corps and No Worse Enemy – and helps lay the groundwork for future developments in the series – I wrote When The Bough Breaks to be largely stand-alone.  Chronologically speaking, this book starts just after Captain Stalker and his men left Earth in The Empire’s Corps.  

You should be able to read and enjoy it without having read the first two books.  However, you can download samples of the first two books – and many others – from my website and then purchase them online.  If you like my books, please review them– it helps boost sales and convinces me to write more in certain universes.

As I am not the best editor in the world, I would be grateful if you email me to point out any spelling mistakes, placing them in context.  I can offer cameos, redshirt deals and suchlike in return.

Have fun!  And if you want a fourth book, let me know...

Christopher Nuttall
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Dedication
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To fight against bureaucracy is like fighting against a slow-moving tidal wave; it can seem an insurmountable foe, utterly impossible to defeat no matter how irrational its thinking.  And yet some people have fought and won.  In winning, they helped maintain civilisation.

This book is dedicated to those who fought.

For want of a nail the shoe was lost.

For want of a shoe the horse was lost.

For want of a horse the rider was lost.

For want of a rider the message was lost.

For want of a message the battle was lost.

For want of a battle the kingdom was lost.

And all for the want of a horseshoe nail.

-Traditional
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Chapter One
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It started on Han, although few recognised what it was without the benefit of hindsight.  A single cramped world, divided by political, ethnic, religious and sexual apartheid ... tearing itself apart in a rage that threatened to consume an entire planet.  Han was the Empire in microcosm... and the Empire’s peacekeepers found it impossible to cope with the chaos.

In Han, the death throes of the Empire found an eerie reflection.

-Professor Leo Caesius, The End of Empire.

“I think that’s him,” McQueen said.

Belinda looked up from where she was crouched in the dumpster.  This part of New Canton had been abandoned by the forces of law, order and civilisation years ago, leaving it to sink into a state that drove away even the gangsters who existed on the margins of civilised society.  The Pathfinders had been lurking in the area for two days and it felt like an eternity.  If it hadn’t been for the augmentation and bio-enhancement worked into their bodies, she couldn't help thinking that the stench alone would have driven them away hours ago.

“You think it’s him,” she repeated.  “Are you sure?”

“There are no guarantees of anything,” McQueen reminded her, as he dropped back down into the dumpster.  “But it does very much look like Target One.”

Belinda nodded.  The Han Civil Guard had managed to identify a handful of the rebel leaders before the shit had hit the fan, but it had been completely incapable of actually dealing with them.  If they’d been more competent, perhaps Han would never have exploded into chaos... but there was no profit in contemplating what might have been.  Right now, nearly a million soldiers and Marines were battling to suppress the insurgency and finding it hard going.  Han had been a powder keg waiting to explode for years.

The Pathfinder platoon had been tasked with hunting down what few members of the rebel leaders had been identified and taking them alive, if possible.  Admiral Valentine, the Imperial Navy officer in overall command of the operation, had been insistent that the rebels had to be taken alive, but Major General Dempsey – the Marine CO – had been more realistic.  The Empire never showed mercy to rebels and the rebels knew it.  They could be expected to fight to the death.  And in New Canton there were too many armed men ready to ambush an Imperial force intent on raiding their territory.

She opened the hatch at the bottom of the dumpster and dropped down into the hidden basement.  The other three Pathfinders glanced up from where they were checking their weapons, their hands automatically reaching for the MAG pistols they’d left within easy reach.  Missions had been blown before by a sharp-eyed local noticing something out of place and the Pathfinders might have been forced to fight their way out.  The rebels had tried to take Imperial bureaucrats hostage to use as bargaining chips, but they wouldn’t try to hold Pathfinders prisoner.  They’d kill them all once they realised what their prisoners actually were.

“Looks like him,” Doug grunted, once McQueen had shared the take from his optical implants.  They hadn't risked scattering sensors and surveillance bugs near the nondescript house the rebels used as a base, for fear of tipping them off too soon.  Han wasn’t a particularly high-tech world, but the rebels had managed to import a surprising amount of advanced weapons and armour to support their uprising.  “None of the others look familiar, though.”

“Everyone on this planet looks alike,” Pug grunted.  He skimmed through the rest of the recording, before putting it aside.  “That’s what you get for having a clone population.”

Belinda shrugged as she donned the rest of her armour.  Han’s founders had wanted to boost their population size as quickly as possible, so they’d used cloning tubes as well as volunteer host-mothers and advanced fertility treatments.  They’d succeeded beyond their wildest dreams, which was at least partly why Han had a population problem comparable to Earth’s – and, for that matter, why there was an eerie uniformity binding the population together.  The intrusion of genes from outside the restricted gene pool the founders had deemed acceptable had yet to spread throughout the world.  

“Signal the Navy,” Doug ordered, once they were all checked out.  “I want supporting elements on alert, ready to move, the moment we launch.”

“We can handle it,” Nathan objected, more for form’s sake than anything else.  Once they had the rebel leader in their clutches, they would need to get him out of the city – and the quickest way to do that was to have them picked up by a Raptor.  Getting him out of the city on foot would be a nightmare.  “Really, boss...”

“Get on with it,” Doug ordered.  “And check everything.”

Belinda smiled as she checked her armour and weapons, then allowed McQueen to check hers while she checked his.  Pathfinders had access to the best equipment money could buy, but they knew better than to take anything for granted.  Everything had to be checked out before they launched the mission, or it might fail – and knowing their luck, it would fail at the worst possible moment.  The cloaking field didn't even have to fail completely to alert the enemy that something was wrong.

She donned her helmet and moved over to the door, ready to climb up to the abandoned house they were using as a base.  McQueen took point, weapon in hand, and crawled up the ladder, ready for anything.  Belinda followed him, her augmented eyes automatically adjusting for the dimming light as the sun vanished beneath the horizon.  Han’s moons wouldn't rise until much later.  She caught sight of a rat scurrying across the floor, chased by a small army of cockroaches, and shook her head.  The stench of death and decay seemed much stronger here.

“Activate cloaking fields,” Doug ordered.  “Move out.”

Belinda’s first impression of Canton City had been that it was cramped.  Thousands of buildings had been pressed close together, so close that walkways could be rigged up between them – and had been, as the population struggled to find more living space.  There were hundreds of street children eking out an existence at ground level, while the richer part of the population avoided them like the plague.  Signs advertising everything from soap powder to prostitutes were plastered everywhere, in both Imperial Standard and the local dialect of Chinese.  Belinda had been told that the locals were kept deliberately ignorant of Imperial Standard, making it harder for them to find employment with interstellar corporations or the Empire’s military.  Looking at the bilingual signs, she could well believe it.  

There was nothing distinguishing the rebel base from the rest of the neighbourhood, a wise precaution with the Imperial Navy high overhead, ready to drop KEWs on any rebels unwise enough to announce their presence.  A handful of armed guards could be seen in position to intercept anyone who wanted to enter without permission, although that wasn't uncommon; anyone who could afford guards hired them.  Besides, the rebels had converted a brothel into their headquarters.  No one would question furtive-looking men heading into a brothel.  

There are innocents inside, Belinda reminded herself, as the Pathfinders took up position.  Her upbringing on Greenway hadn't prepared her for the sheer... hopelessness of parts of the Empire.  The prostitutes had probably had no choice but to sell their bodies to survive; it was quite possible that some or all of them were actually underage.  It was illegal, but what did legality matter when it was a choice between selling one’s body or starving to death?  

Doug sent a single order over the command network.  “Go.”

Belinda fired at once, targeting one of the guards and putting a bullet through his head before he even had time to realise that the base was under attack.  The rest of the team engaged at the same time, wiping out the guards before they could fire a shot back.  Even if they had time to react, they would have found it difficult to return fire; the Pathfinders were hidden behind their cloaking fields.  The only real option would have been to spray the entire area with bullets and pray.  

“All down,” McQueen sent.  

“Inside,” Doug ordered  “Pug, take point.”

Pug ran forward and slapped a charge against the heavy wooden door.  It exploded a moment later, reducing the door to splinters.  Nathan threw a stun grenade through the door, triggering it as soon as it was inside the room.  Belinda winced in sympathy as her implants picked up the detonation; anyone without armour or special enhancement would be on the ground, twitching, the moment they were struck by the blast.  Pug dived into the room, his implants transmitting what he saw to his teammates.  Belinda tracked him even as she moved up behind McQueen, ready to provide support.  

“Five guards, none of them listed,” Nathan reported.  “One dead; I think the poor bastard caught a piece of flying wood.  The others are stunned.”

“Leave them,” Doug ordered.  The sound of the breaching charge would have been heard for miles in the still air.  They had to assume that the locals knew that they were there.  “Search the rest of the complex.”

The Pathfinders didn't take chances as they searched the building quickly and efficiently.  Everyone they encountered was stunned and left to lie on the ground until they could be recovered, if there was time.  Belinda pushed her personal feelings aside as she broke into the whores’ living quarters and stunned them, even though it was clear that most of the women were effectively prisoners.  There was no sign of the rebel leader, she realised, as they compared notes over the command network.  They might have missed him.  

She winced as she heard someone opening fire with a machine gun.  The rebels were on the top floor and had managed to grab weapons, according to Pug and Nathan.  Their leadership was probably making its escape over the rooftops while their guards sacrificed themselves to buy time.  The Pathfinders launched high-explosive grenades up the stairs and scrambled up afterwards, determined not to give the rebels any time.  Belinda brought up the rear as they burst into the rebel base and followed the ladder up to the upper floor.

“Belinda, McQueen, run SIE,” Doug ordered, as he led the other two up onto the roof.  “Orbital says that there are mobs forming outside.”

“Understood,” Belinda said, as she sat down in front of the rebel computers and started tearing them apart, searching for the memory chips.  “We’re on it.”

Organising a rebellion, she’d been amused to discover years ago, required a certain amount of bureaucracy – and a surprising number of rebel leaders had forgotten basic security precautions when it came to gathering data on their recruits.  The Marines were experts in getting captured enemy records back to base and using them to locate other targets – or identifying rebels captured in counter-insurgency sweeps.  Shaking her head, she dug out the chips and stowed them away in her webbing, under the armour.  They’d be safe there – she hoped – until they got back to base.  

“Got some too,” McQueen reported.  “I...”

He broke off as the building shook.  “That’s the mob,” Belinda said.  The brothel was almost completely sound-proofed, but audio-discrimination programs in her implants could pick out rebel yells and chants.  “Grab everything and get up onto the roof.”

McQueen followed her up the ladder and onto the roof.  Canton seemed to have come to life suddenly; she could see thousands of people thronging through the streets, shouting and screaming death to the Imperial intruders.  She wasn't too surprised that this part of the city would be solidly behind the rebels, but she pushed the thought aside.  The team would attempt to avoid engaging the mob, if possible.  

“We caught him,” Doug sent, from where the other three had followed the rebel leader as he leapt from building to building.  “We...”

The signal broke off as a colossal explosion shook the city.  Belinda turned to see a giant fireball rising up into the air, shattering several city blocks.  The mob howled in pain and anguish as flying debris slashed through the air, cutting through human flesh and bone as though it were made of paper.  Belinda felt a burst of pain as three termination signals flashed up in her retina display, informing her that Doug, Pug and Nathan were dead.  Even a Pathfinder couldn't survive such an explosion.  

Behind them, the mob fought its way up onto the roof.  Belinda didn't hesitate; she turned and ran towards the edge of the roof, triggering the boosting implants that had been inserted into her body.  There was a rush of energy as she leapt across the chasm between the brothel and the next building; she landed on her feet and kept running, McQueen close behind her.  The entire mission had failed spectacularly and all they could do now was break contact and hope that the death of three of their teammates hadn't been entirely wasted.  But it was hard to imagine that one rebel leader was worth the death of three Pathfinders.  

She landed on the third building and realised, instantly, that they’d made a mistake.  A settlement of dispossessed workers perched on top of it, the workers throwing bricks and glass bottles towards the two Pathfinders.  To her boosted mind, the projectiles appeared to be moving in slow motion, but they were still dangerous.  She kept moving, ducking and weaving as best as she could, slamming into one particularly angry worker who tried to block their path physically.  Belinda felt his arm snap like a twig as they collided.  She left him falling to the rooftop as she jumped to another building, heading towards the city walls.  Once they were in clear ground, she knew they could outrun any pursuit.

The entire city seemed to have gone crazy.  The mobs down on the street below were growing larger, while more and more rooftops were suddenly crammed with people intent on intercepting the two escapees.  Belinda exchanged brief messages with McQueen and then started to launch stun grenades towards the next rooftop.  The armour and augmentation protected her, but not the locals.  She saw a number – including a handful of kids who couldn't be even entering their teens – stagger over the edge and plummet to their deaths.  But there were so many of them that the stun grenades couldn't stun them all...

She staggered as a local slammed into her, followed rapidly by others, their hands tearing away at her armour.  Belinda stumbled and fell to the rooftop, grunting in pain as she struck the hard surface.  Grimly, she boosted her strength again and started to lash out, her armoured hands tearing through her would-be captors with ease.  Behind her, McQueen made it to his feet, his armour covered in blood.  Belinda was no stranger to horror – she’d served on a WARCAT team, back when she’d been looking for a third MOS – but this was something new.  It was something they’d done themselves.

Her communications implant buzzed.

“Devils, this is Alpha-Lead,” a voice said.  “We’re inbound on your position.”

“Understood,” Belinda said, brusquely.  They couldn't stay on the rooftop and await rescue, not when the mob was still following them.  “Get into position and be ready to fire suppression rounds.”

“Ah... strum gas is banned in urban areas,” the pilot said.  “Orders from Fleet Command, don’t you know?”

Not a Marine, Belinda realised, in surprise.  The mission briefing had stated that the QRF was composed of Marines, but something had clearly changed between their departure and the actual operation being launched.  Only Imperial Navy pilots worried so much about precise Rules of Engagement in the middle of an actual engagement.  Even the Civil Guard wasn't that dumb.  

“We’re the bastards on the ground,” McQueen thundered.  “Get that gas deployed now!”

Belinda leapt to another building, then another.  The Raptors were coming in over the city, drawing fire from the ground.  She winced, wondering grimly if Intelligence’s claims that the rebels didn't have HVMs were about to be proven spectacularly wrong, before returning her attention to their escape.  If they could stay ahead of the rest of the mob...

A colossal explosion thundered up behind them as they leapt to the next building.  Belinda had no idea what had exploded, but the blast caught her and slammed her through a window and into a deserted room.  Medical alerts flared up on her retina display as her leg snapped, painkiller drugs automatically entering her system.  The armour went rigid, allowing her to try to walk...

“Deploying gas,” the pilot said, over the intercom.

Belinda cursed as a fourth termination signal flashed up in her display.  McQueen was dead, either killed by the mob or slammed into the ground too hard for his armour to protect him.  She could hear the sound of people crashing their way into the building and heading upwards, right towards where she was lying.  Desperately, she pulled herself to her feet and limped forward, looking around for something she could use as a crutch.  The pilot’s cheerful voice in her ear didn’t help; the gas was spreading, but not fast enough to help her.  

Grimly, she switched her rifle from single-shot to full auto and opened fire as the mob burst into the room.  They were thrown backwards as the bullets tore through them, but there were so many more pushing upwards that the dead and wounded were just thrown forwards.  Belinda cursed out loud and started to launch her final grenades into the mob, even as new warnings began to flash up in her display.  She was pushing herself too far... the grenade exploded, setting fire to the building.  Belinda saw the flames starting to spread, heard the mob howling in pain, smelled the stench of burning human flesh...

We failed, she thought, numbly.  And we’re all dead.

And then she blacked out completely.
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For those of us who live after the Fall of Earth and the end of the Empire, there is a sense of inevitability about its collapse. The Empire must fall. And yet, there seemed little reason for its citizens to realise the truth. The Empire had endured for three thousand years. Why should it not endure for three thousand more? To answer that question, we must delve into the history of the Empire itself.

-Professor Leo Caesius, The End of Empire.

The glittering towers stretched as far as the eye could see.

Major General Jeremy Damiani, Commandant of the Terran Marine Corps, stood at his office window and stared out over Imperial City.  It was an awe-inspiring view; tall skyscrapers punching the sky, massive towers belonging to the Grand Senators and the major interstellar corporations and – in the distance – the hive-like CityBlock structures where countless humans lived and died without ever leaving their blocks.  Beyond that, he could see a thin thread reaching up to orbit, one of Earth’s six massive orbital towers allowing quick and easy access to low orbit.  It was a testament to all that mankind could accomplish on Earth.

“It all looks so safe and tranquil,” Hiram Green said.  “You would never believe that there was anything wrong.”

Jeremy shrugged.  Earth’s land surface was covered in megacities, each one home to billions of human beings.  Centuries of mistreatment had finally pushed the planet beyond salvation; the parts of the land that were not covered with metal were too badly poisoned to support human life.  The oceans that had once fed countless humans were now dying, with thousands upon thousands of marine life forms rendered extinct.  Even if the Imperial Reclamation Corps had been something other than another boondoggle to extract money from the government, it was hard to see how they could save the planet.  Earth was dying.  

And yet the population still bred.  Officially, Earth’s population was listed as forty billion; unofficially, it was at least sixty billion and Jeremy had his suspicions that the true figure was almost certainly much higher.  The Undercity warrens were crammed with people, living out their lives in darkness – unless they were deported from the planet or managed to sign up with a colony project.  Earth expelled millions of people each month and yet they were only a drop in the bucket of the multitudes swarming over the planet.

There were no visible signs of decay in Imperial City, but Jeremy knew that they were there.  The infrastructure built up over centuries to feed the population, to provide light and heat and power, was finally starting to fail completely.  There were just too many failure points and too few maintenance crews to fix them, even when the crews weren't diverted to attend to the whims of one Grand Senator or another.  Sooner or later, and Jeremy knew in his heart that it would probably be sooner, there would be a cascading series of failures that would finally tip the planet over the edge and into darkness.  And then?  No one knew for sure, but Jeremy had a feeling that it would make Han look like a pillow fight between teenage children.  

His gaze drifted over to the Imperial Palace and, no less grand – the Grand Senate.  The Grand Senators had no real understanding of the looming disaster threatening their positions – or they simply didn't care.  Imperial City was insulated from the worst of the problems plaguing Earth, but it wouldn't be long before the systems started to fail there too.  And then the shit would really hit the fan.  Jeremy had moved his family from Earth to Safehouse long ago.  Countless billions on the planet below didn't have that option.  

His communicator buzzed.  “Commandant?  Sebastian Cruz has broken orbit.”

“Understood,” Jeremy said.  He’d left orders that he was to be informed when the transport ship carrying Captain Stalker and his understrength force departed Earth.  “Don’t interrupt us unless it’s something urgent.”

He closed the channel and turned away from the window.  The Commandant of the Marine Corps was entitled to a large office, if only because the other Joint Chiefs of the Imperial Military had their own large offices.  Jeremy hadn't bothered to decorate it, beyond attaching a handful of medals and commendation papers to one wall.  The only luxury item in the room was a desk that had been passed down from Commandant to Commandant for thousands of years.  Jeremy knew that the Marines were probably the only people in the Empire who remembered where the desk had come from – and what it had once symbolised.  

There were two other people in the office, apart from himself and Green.  Colonel Chung Myung-Hee served as the de facto Marine Intelligence Head of Station on Earth, although the Grand Senate would have been alarmed to discover that Marine Intelligence operated on the homeworld.  A tall willowy woman with oval eyes and lightly-tinted skin, few would have believed that she was a Marine on first glance – or that she was one of the smartest people Jeremy had ever met.  Beside her, General Gerald Anderson seemed short, stocky and over-muscular.  The CO of the First Marine Division had to look the part.  

“Report,” Jeremy ordered, as he took his seat behind the desk.

“We have been given warning orders for sending three regiments of Marines to Albion,” Anderson said, shortly.  “They are to be drawn from the First Marine Division.”

Jeremy winced.  The Grand Senate had been more parsimonious than usual over the last five years, using the Marine Corps as firemen while trying simultaneously to starve the Corps of the resources it needed to carry out its assignments.  First Marine Division consisted – officially – of 20,000 Marines, the largest Marine force in the Empire.  Unofficially, the division was badly understrength – and had been parcelled out to support the Civil Guard in keeping order on Earth.  Losing three regiments would leave him with no more than 4,000 Marines on Earth, all scattered over the planet.  There were planets that could be held under control with 4,000 Marines.  Earth wasn't one of them.

“The division has duties here,” Green pointed out.  “They have to know...”

“The Civil Guard has been tasked with keeping Earth under control,” Chung said, tonelessly.  “Their superiors have every faith in their ability to keep order.”

Jeremy didn't bother to hide his disgust.  The Civil Guard was notoriously corrupt and incompetent – and most of the units that were neither corrupt nor incompetent developed local ties that made them untrustworthy.  One of the reasons the Grand Senate had been pushing for a major deployment of soldiers – and Marines – to Albion was a suspicion that the Albion Civil Guard had grown too close to the population it was supposed to monitor and keep under control.  Albion was simply too economically important to be allowed to assert even the local autonomy it was permitted under the Imperial Charter.  

“What’s more worrying is that the orders weren't sent through Marine HQ,” Anderson added.  “They came directly to me from the Defence Department.”

“I noticed,” Jeremy said.  The Grand Senate always meddled in military operations.  It wasn't unknown for them to activate or redeploy certain units without bringing along the supporting elements those units required to be effective.  Marine units were meant to be self-sufficient, but the Imperial Army had more logistics officers than it had fighting men.  “Luckily, we can use that to delay matters for a few weeks.”

Green put their doubts into words.  “And then... what?”

“Sir, we cannot go on like this,” Anderson said.  “Right now, the division is the only thing keeping a lid on a thousand powder kegs.  If I have to give up even one regiment...”

“I am aware of the dangers,” Jeremy said, coldly.  He’d been in Anderson’s shoes himself, before he’d accepted promotion.  “And it is going to get worse.”

“It is,” Chung confirmed.  “We know now who is going to take command of Home Fleet – and effective command of Earth’s defences.  It’s Admiral Valentine.”

“Son of a bitch,” Anderson exploded.  “I...”

“As you were,” Jeremy snapped.  He found it hard to be truly angry at his subordinate, even if speaking ill of a superior officer was a military offence.  Instead, he looked over at Chung.  “Why him?”

“Political deals,” Chung said, simply.  “His patrons are in the Grand Senate itself.”

Jeremy nodded, unable to keep a sour expression off his face.  The Imperial Navy had been promoting officers on the basis of political connections for thousands of years, pushing competence and dedication aside in favour of political reliability.  Admiral Valentine had commanded precisely one major deployment – the operation on Han – and that had been a bloody disaster.  By the time the military had restored order, millions of locals had died, either in the chaos or the reprisals that had followed the end of the fighting.  If Jeremy had his way, Admiral Valentine would have spent the rest of his career on an asteroid mining station on the far side of the Empire.  Instead, he’d been promoted.  

“Right,” Jeremy said, finally.  “What do his patrons have in mind?”

“I don’t know,” Chung admitted.  “The Grand Senate spent months haggling over the position, which suggests that there was some heavy bargaining going on, but we don’t know the exact details.  All we have is speculation.”

“As always,” Anderson noted.

Jeremy couldn't help agreeing.  Chung, at least, was smart enough to understand the difference between speculation and actual hard fact, unlike some of the other intelligence officers Jeremy had worked with in the past.  The disaster that had swept over Han had been so bad partly because the local intelligence services had been thoroughly subverted by the rebels and Imperial Intelligence had dropped the ball completely.  

“Leave that for the moment,” Jeremy ordered.  “The important issue right now is the Childe Roland.”

He smiled at their expressions.  The Marine Corps was – legally – supposed to provide the guard for the Royal Family, but the Grand Senate had taken advantage of the Childe Roland’s minority to edge the Marines out, opening up a whole new field for patronage and political corruption.  Jeremy had no idea what his predecessor had been thinking, but it had been a deadly mistake.  The Childe Roland – the sixteen-year-old boy who was the Heir to the Empire – was utterly unprepared to rule.  He’d been spoilt from birth, given everything he wanted... while being carefully kept away from the reins of power.  And once he took the throne, as he would when he turned seventeen, disaster would follow swiftly.  

“You plan to insert a bodyguard into his staff,” Chung said.  “Will they let you?”

“I wasn't planning to ask permission,” Jeremy said, mildly.  “We still have the legal authority to take command of his protective force – and all we’re going to be doing is inserting an additional bodyguard.”

“They won’t like it,” Anderson said.  “Maybe we should just take him to the Slaughterhouse and make a man of him.”

Jeremy snorted.  By the time recruits reached the Slaughterhouse, ninety percent of them had failed or had been streamlined into another branch of the Empire’s military.  The Slaughterhouse filtered out two-thirds of the remainder, assigning them to auxiliary units if they chose to continue working with the Marines.  Only the best survived to complete the Crucible and be tabbed as Marines.  Putting an unprepared Prince in the training program would be rather like dropping a cat into a blender.

“I don’t think we’d be able to do that,” he said.  He looked over at Green.  “And Specialist Lawson?”

Green frowned.  “I confess that I would have grave doubts about inserting her back into a combat zone,” he admitted.  “The physical wounds have healed; we were able to repair and even upgrade her augmentation in the process.  But mentally... she has a bad case of survivor’s guilt, as well as a burning hatred of intelligence officers.  If she had shown the energy to leave the medical centre, I would have been worried for their safety.”

Jeremy wasn't surprised.  The official enquiry had concluded that the Pathfinders had been the victims of bad intelligence, but Marine Intelligence suspected that the team had been deliberately set up.  They’d walked right into a trap that had been designed to kill the entire team.  It had been sheer luck that had saved Specialist Belinda Lawson from following the rest of her team into the grave.  He couldn't blame her for loathing every intelligence weenie she might encounter in future.  But if she assaulted one, it would mean the end of her career.

Lawson’s record was impressive, even for the Marines.  She’d been born on Greenway, a planet along the frontier where the settlers had been forced to fight to survive.  Her father, a retired Marine, had taught her how to hunt and shoot; she’d been winning prizes since she’d been old enough to hold a gun.  And then she'd gone into Boot Camp at sixteen, the youngest Marine in her year, and graduated to the Slaughterhouse within two months.  Her record there had been remarkable; she’d come first in her class, a rarity for female recruits.  The Drill Instructors had said that she would go far.

She’d served as a Rifleman with Potter’s Pranksters and seen combat action on several worlds before being offered a chance to return to the Slaughterhouse and qualify as a Pathfinder.  Her record made it clear that she’d been pushed right to the limit, like all of the other candidates, but she’d qualified and joined Team Six, under the command of Doug Adams.  She’d fitted in well... until Team Six had been effectively wiped out on Han.  

Marines were always close to one another – Marines were encouraged to regard one another as brothers and sisters – but Pathfinders were the closest of all.  He couldn't blame Specialist Lawson for feeling guilty over having survived when the rest of her team had died.  And he knew that they couldn't risk sending her back to the Pathfinders, or even reassigning her to a standard Marine company.  But using her as a close-protection operative – a bodyguard, in other words – brought its own risks.

“She does need a new challenge,” Green said, as if he were reading his superior’s thoughts.  “And I don’t think that she might go rogue...”

Jeremy grimaced.  The media was fond of using rogue Marines as bad guys in countless entertainment flicks with the same plot – and actresses whose clothing was directly proportional to their intelligence – but they were very rare in reality.  Marines were tested extensively during their training; those that might break were gently eased out of training or streamlined into a different military branch.  Someone who had gone to the Slaughterhouse – even if they hadn’t graduated – would do well in the regular military.

“Good,” he said, flatly.  “She’ll be on her own for most of the time.  We won’t be able to provide her with a proper supporting element.”

“Not least because we’re moving Marines to Albion,” Anderson grumbled.  He scowled down at the table, then looked up.  “Maybe we can keep a company on QRF near the Summer Palace.  There would be no obvious connection between them and your Specialist unless the shit hit the fan, in which case no one would be able to complain...”

Chung coughed.  “Have I told you how much I like your optimism?”

Jeremy held up a hand.  “See to it,” he ordered.  Having a company of Marines nearby would be helpful, although they might have to work hard to come up with an excuse for their presence if the Grand Senate asked questions.  Securing Imperial City was the responsibility of the Civil Guard.  “Maybe we can work it in as a training exercise.  God knows we don’t run enough joint exercises as it is.”

“Yes, sir,” Anderson said.  His face twitched into a bitter smile.  “Of course, they'd find them upsetting and embarrassing.  They might even be discomfited.”

Jeremy scowled.  A military unit needed to be training and exercising when it wasn't actually on active deployment – and the Civil Guard barely trained to minimum acceptable standards.  It was hard to blame their commanders when every last training exercise required a mountain of paperwork, but it was dangerous.  Civil Guardsmen regularly made mistakes that got them killed in the field.  Jeremy had once run a Civil Guard battalion through Ambush Alley – a training facility on the Slaughterhouse – and the entire unit had been wiped out.  And that had been on the easy setting.  A full regiment of Marines would have had problems running through the hard setting.

“They’ll live,” he said, finally.  He looked over at Chong.  Marine Intelligence covered a great many programs that the Grand Senate knew nothing about.  It would only have upset the Senators if they knew just how many programs Jeremy had started when he’d realised that the Empire was in serious trouble.  “And the preparations for Safehouse?”

“Going ahead, sir,” Chong said, unhappily.  “I have a full report for you if you want it, but I can’t say I’m happy about it.  It just feels too much like running away.”

“It's a contingency plan,” Anderson said.  He tapped the desktop, sharply.  “We’re not going to run away.  We are merely preparing fallback positions in case of disaster.”

“Right,” Chong said sarcastically.  “Next time perhaps we could surrender and call it a tactical strike without arms.”

Jeremy ignored her.  Instead, he looked out towards the looming spires of Earth.  Deep inside, he knew that Anderson was likely to be wrong.  When Earth exploded into chaos, even the Marines wouldn't be able to keep order.  The Nihilist attack that Captain Stalker and his men had defeated was merely the first sign of trouble.  It would grow much worse in the future.

For a long moment, he envied Captain Stalker and his men.  They were well away from the doom looming over Earth.  Jeremy and his allies would just have to do what they could to save the planet – or as much as they could of the Empire.  If it could be saved...
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This is not an easy task. Generations of historians had struggled with the legacy of Imperial propaganda, historical revisionism and outright falsification left behind by the Emperors and the Grand Senate. Indeed, the study of history was discouraged throughout the Empire's existence, with historians who wished to examine pre-Imperial times often denied the funds or access they required to build up a comprehensive picture. The net result was a series of glaring contradictions in the official history that largely passed unnoticed.

-Professor Leo Caesius, The End of Empire.

Belinda Lawson lay on her bed and stared up at the ceiling.  It was white, but someone had drawn pictures of cartoon animals more suited for a children’s ward than a medical centre for recuperating Marines.  One of the cartoons – a humanoid rabbit wearing a Marine uniform – had made her smile the first time she’d seen it, but it was hard to feel anything these days.  All she could do was lie in bed and wait.  But for what?

They were dead.  Doug was dead.  Nathan was dead.  Pug was dead.  McQueen was dead.  God knew they’d given her a hard time when she’d first been assigned to Team Six, but she couldn't hold that against them.  They had to know if the FNG – the Fucking New Girl – could handle the pressure and had mercilessly poured it on until they’d carried out their first combat mission as a team.  And then they’d accepted her...

And now they were dead.  

The thought tormented her.  The medics had repaired her leg and mended the minor wounds she hadn't even noticed during the operation, but they hadn't been able to do anything for her soul.  One doctor had tried to tell her that it hadn’t been her fault and she’d ordered him out of the room with as much venom as she’d been able to muster.  An intelligence scumbag had come by and tried to make excuses for the screw-up that had dropped them into the middle of an armed mob, but he’d fled when Belinda had started to activate her combat implants.  She was mildly surprised that he'd been brave enough to face her; intelligence officers, in her experience, preferred to stay well away from danger.  

But it wasn't entirely their fault, her mind yammered at her.  She could have seen the signs, if she’d looked... or maybe they would have realised that they were in trouble earlier, if they'd taken more time.  But they hadn't had the time... in the end, all that mattered was that her teammates were dead and she was the sole survivor.  And she couldn't even get out of bed.

She reached up and ran her hand through her blonde hair.  Like all Pathfinders, she had been allowed to maintain a less-military appearance – Doug had called it slovenly – and she’d grown her hair out, although not enough to interfere with the helmet.  Now, after six months of lying in bed, it was much longer and utterly unkempt.  If it hadn't been for the nurses, she doubted that she would have bothered to wash herself.  She couldn't be bothered doing anything.  How could she when her teammates were dead?

Bought the farm, she thought, savagely.  McQueen’s body had been laid to rest on the Slaughterhouse in an unmarked grave, as per tradition for unmarried Marines.  His Rifleman’s Tab had been transferred to the Crypt, where it would serve as an inspiration to other Marines.  The other three bodies hadn't been recovered at all.  Belinda blamed herself for that too, even though cold logic told her that they would have been savaged beyond recognition by the blast.  At least she could have tried to look for them.

There was a knock at the door.  Belinda ignored it in the hopes that the visitor would go away, but she was disappointed.  The door opened, revealing a young doctor in a white coat carrying a uniform set under his arm.  Belinda scowled at him, trying to intimidate the doctor into leaving, but he ignored her.  He’d been a medical corpsman as well as a Pathfinder, he’d told her when they’d first met, and it took a great deal to intimidate him.  

“You have a visitor,” the doctor said.  “The Commandant is coming to visit you.”

Belinda sat up in surprise, barely heeding her own nakedness.  “The Commandant?”

“Yes,” the doctor confirmed.  He dropped the uniform on the bed and stepped backwards.  “I suggest that you get dressed.  Reporting to the Commandant naked would not make a good impression.”

“Matter of opinion,” Belinda snarled at him waspishly.  What would the Commandant want with her?  Maybe he wanted to give her the discharge papers personally.  “Who cares anyway?”

“I do,” the doctor said.  His voice hardened.  “So I suggest that you get dressed or I’ll be forced to dress you myself.”

Belinda looked at him, decided he probably wasn't bluffing, and stood up.  The doctor eyed her for a long moment and then walked away, leaving her to study her reflection in the mirror.  Her body hadn't changed much, thanks to the improvements that had been sequenced into her genes, but she still looked absurdly young.  Blonde hair framed a heart-shaped face and fell over muscular shoulders and arms.  Her legs looked identical; it was impossible to tell that one of them had been broken and healed by the doctors.

Slowly, she reached for the clothes and donned the white panties and bra, then pulled the uniform jacket over her chest, followed rapidly by the trousers.  The doctor had given her a standard on-base uniform rather than dress blacks, a message she wasn't sure how to interpret.  Her rank badge marked her out as a Specialist, a rank that concealed a great many sins in the Marine Corps.  Almost all Pathfinders were Specialists, but outsiders rarely recognised them as being anything special.  The rank could mean an officer’s driver in the Civil Guard.  

She pulled her hair back into a long ponytail and scowled at her reflection.  Her blue eyes looked haunted; she couldn't help noticing that her hands were twitching slightly.  Absently, she accessed her implants and ran a standard diagnostic, confirming that most of them were still shut down.  The doctors had been reluctant to leave her with full control over her implants after she’d threatened the intelligence officer.  Still, the augments she had left were enough to get by, at least for the moment.  God alone knew what would happen if the Commandant intended to discharge her from the Corps personally.  It wasn't as if all of the implants could be removed.  

“Very good,” the doctor said.  “You clean up nicely.”

Belinda glared at him, cursing her own sloppiness in the privacy of her own mind.  She’d almost forgotten that he was there, something that could have proven lethal on deployment; how badly had she slipped over the last six months?  His mocking smile reminded her of what she’d lost and she silently promised herself that she could get back in shape as quickly as possible.  Besides, Doug had always claimed that heavy exercise had cheered him up.

“The Commandant is heading to Room 101,” the doctor said.  “If you will follow me...”

He marched out of the door before Belinda could reply, so she shrugged and followed him.  Outside, the corridors were almost empty – and completely unmarked.  Medical staff with the proper implants could find their way around, she reminded herself; patients would be advised to remain in their rooms unless they had an escort.  Like most Marine installations, there would be entire sections of the hospital that were inaccessible – and unknown – to most of the residents.  She wondered, absently, where they were going, before a door hissed open and revealed a concealed room.  Bracing herself, Belinda stepped inside.  The Commandant, seated on a chair in the middle of the room, rose to his feet to greet her.

She hadn't seen the Commandant since her graduation from the Slaughterhouse, where he’d worn dress uniform and talked to the newly-minted Marines of the traditions of the Terran Marine Corps.  Now, wearing an informal uniform, he looked older – and tired, very tired.  Few Marines were ever happy in a desk job and the Commandant, who had to deal with the politics, had to be the unhappiest of all.  He looked up as she stopped in front of him and straightened to attention.

“Specialist Belinda Lawson reporting, sir,” she said.  At least she remembered how to do it.  One of the other benefits of being a Pathfinder was even less formality than most Marine units enjoyed.  “Team Six – detached duty.”

“At ease,” the Commandant ordered, tightly.  “Be seated.”

Belinda relaxed – marginally – and sat down on the nearest seat.  At ease might mean that she could relax, but it didn’t mean that she wasn’t in trouble.  The Commandant certainly hadn't offered her coffee.  He studied her for a long moment and then leaned forward, his expression unreadable.

“How are you?”  He asked, bluntly.  “And don’t give me any bullshit.  I need a honest answer.”

“Down,” Belinda said, finally.  One thing that had been hammered into her head more than once was that you didn’t lie to a superior officer.  “Physically, I am a little out of shape; mentally...”

The Commandant listened as she stumbled through her explanation.  “I have a mission that needs someone like you,” he said, finally.  He held up a hand before she could say a word.  “I will outline what we need from you and why.  After that, if you want to refuse the mission, you may do so.”

Belinda heard what he didn’t say.  If she refused the mission, she would be shipped out to the Slaughterhouse, just in case she felt like sharing information with the media.  She found that rather insulting, but she understood the Commandant’s concern.  The media catching wind of a secret operation could be disastrous.  There were plenty of examples throughout history of just what happened if the secret was blown too soon.  

“The Childe Roland is in grave danger,” the Commandant said.  “He needs a close-protection operative right next to him at all times.  I would like you to take on that mission.”

Belinda asked the first question that came into her head.  “Why me?”

“Because you have experience in operating alone,” the Commandant explained.  “Because you are capable of passing almost unnoticed in Roland’s retinue.  Because you have experience at working with young men.  Because you need something to occupy you.”

“Oh,” Belinda said.  She doubted that the Commandant had assigned her because he cared about her health.  It was quite possible that he’d viewed her as a square peg who could be fitted in neatly to a square hole.  And then she realised what he’d said.  “Alone?”

“The security surrounding the young prince is... leaky,” the Commandant warned her.  “If it were up to me, there would be a small army of Marines guarding the palace, with combat armour and heavy weapons.  But it isn't up to me.”

Belinda stared at him.

“The external security is provided by the Civil Guard,” the Commandant said.  His lips twitched into a faint sneer that vanished moments later.  “The unit in charge of securing the Summer Palace is one of their best, but the CO has powerful patrons and his XO isn't much better.  Marine Intelligence ran an operation against the Guardsmen and pulled out enough information to plan an assassination attempt on Roland’s life.

“Internal security is provided by Senate Security – they’re more focused around close-protection duties than the Civil Guard.  It wouldn't be a bad choice, apart from the fact that they’re poorly equipped to deal with a major threat and they have few heavy weapons.  A single Marine company could take the Summer Palace from both sets of guards...”

Belinda shook her head in disbelief.  “Two sets of guards?  Who’s in charge?”

“There isn't an overall commander,” the Commandant admitted.  “They are supposed to coordinate with each other, but no one is clearly in charge.”

“That’s...”

She broke off, astonished.  Everyone knew – well, everyone who had been to any military training centre, at least – that a disunited command was asking for trouble.  Even with the best will in the world, two chains of command were likely to get tangled at the worst possible moment.  A failure to coordinate could mean the Civil Guard firing on Senate Security or vice versa, both sides convinced that the other was actually terrorists.  Offhand, she couldn't recall if there had ever been an example of two chains of command working perfectly.  She rather doubted it.

“It’s political,” the Commandant said, making the word a curse.  “You – if you accept the mission – will be inserted into the Summer Palace, officially as Roland’s latest aide.  He goes through them very quickly.  Unofficially, you will be the last line of defence for the young prince.  As his aide, you can be with him at every waking moment.  Should he get into trouble...”

“Deal with it,” Belinda said.  She had to admit that it sounded like a challenge – and also a chance to rebuild her life.  Besides, Doug would have kicked her ass if she’d refused.  “How many others will know what I am?”

“That’s the problem,” the Commandant said.  “We’re going to have to tell both of the security teams that you’re there, or your weapons and implants will set off the alarms.  And they have to know that you’re more than just a decorative piece of fluff.  Roland himself...we probably should tell him, even though I don’t trust him to keep his mouth shut.  He has too many friends who encourage him to be more self-important than he is already.”

He scowled down at his hands.  “Sergeant Ben Powalski, Civil Guard, will serve as your first point of contact,” he added.  “Powalski failed the Slaughterhouse and went directly into the Civil Guard.  Unlike his two superiors, he’s actually competent and can be trusted – he’ll do whatever he can to help you.  Ideally, we should have some Marines nearby to help if necessary, but getting them into position might prove troublesome.”

Belinda could imagine it.  Flying Raptors through hostile airspace was one thing, but flying them through an area controlled by at least two different forces – three, if one counted the Imperial Navy’s ATC system – was another way to tempt Murphy.  One force might not get the word in time and open fire on the Marines, adding to the chaos.  

Her implants reported that the Commandant’s implants were sending her a file.  She accepted it and opened the file, scanning it quickly.  It was a complete briefing on the Summer Palace, the men and women who worked there – and a highly-confidential file on Prince Roland.  Belinda resolved to read it more thoroughly later, once she had reactivated her implants and run through some exercises to start getting her body back into shape, but what she saw in the summery didn't look promising.  Calling Roland a spoilt brat was unkind to spoilt brats.  

“This is not going to be easy,” the Commandant said.  “At seventeen, Roland will be crowned Emperor – and there is no shortage of people who might want him dead before then.  Right now, he has little actual power, but that will change once he’s crowned.  They will try to kill him – and it will be your task to keep him safe.”

Belinda frowned.  “The security arrangements aren't meant to keep him safe, are they?”

“No,” the Commandant said.  “We don’t think so.”

The Slaughterhouse Drill Instructors had taught her never to ascribe to malice what could be explained by carelessness, incompetence or stupidity.  On the other hand, they’d also taught her that the more unlikely the coincidence, the more unlikely the possibility that it was a coincidence.  If Belinda had wanted to groom the Empire’s Prince for assassination – and if she’d had the patience to play the long game – she couldn't think of how she could do it better.  And most people looking at it from the outside would see nothing more than another power game...

He was right, she realised.  This was not going to be easy.

What are you complaining about, thingy?  Pug’s voice demanded, from out of the past.  The only easy day was yesterday!

“I accept,” she said, simply.  “I won’t let you down.”

“Good,” the Commandant said.  He stood up.  “You have an appointment with the implantation crew in an hour, then another with the protocol officer – I suggest you get a protocol file off him and keep it in primary mode.  There are far too many protocols surrounding the Empire’s Crown Prince and you will have to bear with them.  He will probably suggest clothing as well as everything else.”

“Joy,” Belinda said.  Her father had never worried about what he wore – and neither had any of his children.  Their mother had sometimes worried about them, but she’d tolerated it.  Besides, it wasn't as if Greenway had a thriving social scene.  “I guess I’ll just have to cope with it.”

The Commandant grinned.  “Good luck,” he said, as he opened the door.  “And don’t fuck up.”

He was gone before Belinda could think of a reply.  Shaking her head, she sat back and started to study the file in more detail.  Her first impression, she decided reluctantly, had been right.  Someone was definitely setting Prince Roland up for assassination.  And if his file was only half-right, there was a good chance that he deserved it.  

It isn't your job to decide who is right or wrong, Doug’s voice echoed in her head.  He’d told her that when the team had finally accepted her.  Merely yours to serve the Empire.

The doctor opened the door and nodded politely to her.  Pushing aside her doubts, Belinda stood up and allowed him to lead her back into the hospital.  It was time to get ready for the mission.  Maybe it wasn't a simple combat assignment, but it promised to be just as dangerous.  

And besides, for the first time in six months, she felt ready to return to duty.
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It is not hard to understand why the Empire worked to bury human history. Humanity has a bad habit of looking back to more idyllic times in the past, which would have logically included a time when a specific planet was independent... And that would have encouraged independence movements. It could not be tolerated. However, by suppressing history, the Empire also made it impossible to learn lessons from past experience. 

-Professor Leo Caesius, The End of Empire.

Belinda sucked in her breath as the Summer Palace came into view.  The building sat alone in the midst of a garden, one of the few gardens left on Earth’s polluted surface, utterly inaccessible to the public.  She felt an odd flicker of homesickness as she took in the greenery and realised that the gardeners just allowed the plants to grow naturally, battling it out for supremacy, before she pushed it aside.  The average resident of Earth would never know that the garden even existed.  Those who did would only be able to envy Prince Roland from afar.

The Civil Guard maintained a very visible cordon around the edge of the garden, according to the files.  Belinda had no difficulty in spotting watchtowers and patrols roving around the walls, although the Guardsmen weren't the main line of defence.  Their role was simply to deter anyone who might want to break into the palace; the real lines of defence were hidden weapons concealed within the garden and the palace’s walls.  It looked to be built of wood and stone, seemingly fragile, but the files stated that it had been constructed of starship hullmetal and then covered in wood and stone.  A nuke could go off near the palace and the inhabitants would be relatively safe.

Assuming that they managed to batten down the hatches in time, she told herself as the aircar swooped down towards the landing pad.  Her implants reported a series of sensor sweeps, each one more intrusive than the last.  If her aircar hadn't had the proper ID codes, she would have been blown out of the air before she flew over the garden, but the Guardsmen weren't taking chances.  Obtaining codes that were shared with so many different organisations would be easy, particularly as the codes didn't seem to be changed on a regular basis.  On one hand, it made sense; changing the codes made it far too likely that there would be a friendly fire incident, particularly if one group didn't get the word in time.  But on the other, it was a major breach in security.  The codes could be stolen weeks or months before a planned attack and still be valid.  

The aircar settled to the ground and Belinda stepped out, taking a moment to admire the Summer Palace.  It reminded her of some of the temples on Han, the buildings that some local factions had used to store ammunition and other supplies in the hope that their protected status would save them from the occupation force.  The insurgents had been wrong.  The fighting had intensified until the CO had been willing to order extreme measures, destroying any compromised temple.  

Her implants reported that they were being interrogated as a handful of Civil Guardsmen appeared at the edge of the landing pad.  Belinda studied them carefully, noting that they seemed to be more competent than she’d been led to expect, although they had exposed themselves to her.  She could boost and take them all out... and be gunned down by the automatic defences built into the palace.  Shaking her head, she relaxed and allowed them to check her identity thoroughly.  At least they weren't cutting corners here.

“Welcome to the Summer Palace,” their leader said, when they had finally completed their checks.  The security officers would have received a copy of Belinda’s file – suitably edited – but they needed to run their own checks.  “I’m Sergeant Powalski.”

Belinda shook his hand, taking a moment to study him.  He was a tall man with short brown hair, wearing a Palace Guard uniform that had been expertly tailored to allow him to move without restriction.  The Sergeant had a reassuring air of competence, although she thought she saw a flicker of envy in his eyes as he studied her.  It wasn't uncommon for auxiliaries to resent fully-qualified Marines, she knew; what would someone who had left the Corps altogether think of the Marines?  

“Specialist Lawson,” she said finally.

“There are other security checks that need to be performed,” Powalski said, as they walked into the palace itself.  “After that, the two commanders wish to speak with you before you meet the prince.”

“Understood,” Belinda said.  Inside, her implants were reporting more aggressive security sweeps, directed at her and her companions.  The Civil Guardsmen followed them as they passed through a solid metal door, their hands never far from their weapons.  It wasn't very subtle, but it served its purpose.  “How many more checks do you have to perform?”

“We need a complete breakdown of your weapons and implants,” Powalski said, flatly.  “I’m afraid that the security protocols insist on it.”

Belinda nodded, tightly.  The security scanners would sound the alert if they detected a weapon being used that hadn't been already cleared with the security officers.  It was quite possible that she would be flagged up as an enemy infiltrator if she used a weapon they didn't know she carried.  On the other hand, she would have preferred to keep some surprises to herself.  The Civil Guard was corrupt and it was quite possible that one or more of the Guardsmen might have been subverted by outside forces.  

The security checks were as thorough as she had feared.  Some Pathfinder implants were designed to be very hard to detect, but the Palace’s scanners picked up almost all of them.  Belinda kept one eye on the results as the Guardsmen scanned her again and again, realising that they’d picked up everything apart from one of the neural links.  All of her implanted weaponry had been noted and logged.  She made a mental note to raise the issue of security with the other Pathfinders when she reported back to the Corps.  If this scanner tech became mainstream, Pathfinders might be identified by enemy soldiers before they could go into combat.  

Just think of this as another infiltration, she told herself, briskly.  You’re here to play a role until you need to fight. 

“I didn't know you could hide a weapon there,” one of the Guardsmen said.  He didn't realise that Belinda could hear him, even though she had augmented ears as well as eyes.  “And to think she looks so cute.”

Belinda kept her face expressionless.  She wore a black jacket and a short skirt that fell down to just above her knees, rather than a military uniform.  Everyone looking at her would underestimate her, at least until it was far too late.  She allowed herself a brief moment of satisfaction as the scanning finally came to an end.  Someone who didn't have access to the scan results wouldn't realise that she was anything other than the Prince’s aide.  It wasn't as if she was going to carry a weapon openly.

“I need you to seal those records,” she said.  “No one is to have access to them without being cleared by me personally.”

Powalski scowled at her.  “We do have to inform Senate Security...”

“Let me worry about that,” Belinda said, flatly.  “I’m not here to be a visible guard.  If those records fall into enemy hands ...”

“Right,” Powalski replied, tightly.  He stood up and motioned for her to follow him.  “I’ll see to it personally.”

Once they were through the security office, the Palace corridors became luxurious.  Belinda glanced from side to side, taking in the hundreds of paintings hanging from the walls, each one carefully displayed to best advantage.  Tiny nameplates underneath the paintings identified their subjects as heroes of the Empire, although they didn't say what the heroes had actually done.  Belinda recognised a couple of military figures from her studies on the Slaughterhouse, but the others were a complete mystery.  She wondered if the staff knew who they were – they’d have to give tours to the Emperor and his family – before pushing the thought aside.  It didn't matter.

“You should have access to the basic housekeeping network,” Powalski said.  “As you can see, you have clearance to enter every section of the Summer Palace – you have more clearance than me, as a matter of fact.  I’m not allowed to enter Senate Security’s barracks, for example, any more than they are allowed to enter ours.  Everyone in the palace has an implant that determines where they can and cannot go.  Those who enter a forbidden zone are rendered comatose until they can be picked up and interrogated.”

Belinda made a face.  Implants that could be accessed and controlled from outside the carrier’s body were rare, not least because they were a security nightmare.  But it was one of the requirements for serving in the Summer Palace or another high-security zone, according to the files.  The staff had to be supervised at all times.  

“The cooks, for example, are restricted to the kitchens and their quarters,” Powalski continued.  “They are under long-term contracts that keep them within the palace for six months, after which they are released with proper references from the Castellan.  If you encounter a cook outside his permitted zone, he’s an infiltrator.  Grab him.”

“Clever,” Belinda said.  She didn't relax as her implants attempted to link into the security networks.  There was a moment’s delay as the system checked her ID, then allowed her to draw information from the nodes.  “How many different networks do you have in the building?”

“Five,” Powalski said.  “You should have permission to access four of them.  The fifth belongs to the Royal Family.  No one else is permitted to access it.”

Belinda scowled.  She could understand keeping the housekeeping network separate from the security network, but having three other networks struck her as excessive.  On the other hand, she told herself, a person who managed to take down one of the networks would still have to reckon with the other four.  She tossed ideas around in her head; if she’d wanted to slip into the building, how would she have done it?  Maybe the security staff were more competent than she
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