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chapter 
1

THEY CALLED HIM OLD ABEL, AND HE HAD BEEN 
there since the beginning—before the beginning, really. He wandered freely, almost randomly, through the valleys and forests, finding shelter when he needed it in natural caves and depressions or in the flimsy lean-tos he built, then abandoned as his moods and whims dictated. No one knew his age, but it was considerable, and it was a mystery where and how he obtained his food, clothing, and other presumed necessities of life. Not that he needed much.

He was a small, stoop-shouldered man with a scraggly white beard, long, tangled hair, and sharp, suspicious eyes the color of the evening sky before a storm. His voice, on the rare occasions when he used it, sounded like a stick being dragged through dry leaves. He appeared and disappeared without preamble, and although he was recognized throughout the mining camps and sparse clusters of tumbledown shacks that dotted the slopes of the valley, no one could claim to know him. He seemed neither alien nor entirely human—a species unto himself, indigenous and mysterious.

Sylvania was his world, as far as it was anyone's, and even the nabobs in the Lodge and the swaggering boomrats in the town and the camps treated him with a wary, deferential respect. When they saw him coming, leaning heavily on his wooden staff and lugging a sackful of Spirit-knew-what over his shoulder, the miners paused in their work and nodded to him. Some even ventured a greeting, perhaps receiving a nod of recognition in return; perhaps not. The bolder souls among them occasionally invited him to share their dinner, and sometimes he did. He might even engage in something that passed for conversation, exchanging a few words about the weather: a topic on which he was considered—in the absence of meteorological satellites—the ultimate local authority. He knew to the hour when rain would begin or end, and precisely how high up the slopes it would turn to snow. On other subjects, he had little or nothing to say, but he listened carefully to the words of the boomrats about the progress of their diggings, the latest troubles with Grunfeld and his thugs, or the new whore down at Elba's.

He rarely bothered with the town these days, and when he did, people made way for him and whispered behind his back, telling the newcomers—and there were many of them now—that this strange, threadbare apparition was just Old Abel, the local “character,” as if that explained everything that needed to be known about him. Elba gave him food and drinks and sometimes joined him at his table. He was even believed to spend time in the rooms upstairs—but if he did, the whores didn't talk about it. Some of the older boomers might buy him drinks in return for a few minutes of his almost wordless company. And then he would be gone again, quietly retreating to his silent wilderness.

A few of the boomrats actively sought him out in the forests, convinced that Old Abel knew better than anyone just where to find outcrops of the glimmering green crystals whose discovery, three years ago, had lured them here across the light-years. But Old Abel could seldom be found unless he wanted to be, and he had nothing at all to say on the subject that obsessed the boomers. His silence only served to convince them that he was in possession of secret knowledge that, if they had it, would make them wealthy beyond calculation. But it was no easier to find Old Abel than it was to find the crystals themselves; in fact, it was more difficult, for the Fergusite crystals rimmed the broad valley and littered its streambeds, but there was only one Abel, and he moved as he would.

Exactly what Abel knew, or might know, was a subject of endless debate around the campfires and cookstoves. Some advanced the opinion that he knew nothing at all and was, in fact, simply the ignorant, witless old hermit he appeared to be—but they could not really bring themselves to believe that. Others were convinced that Old Abel had a secret cache somewhere up in the mountains, and lived a life of luxury and ease when no one was looking. A few even suggested that he was really an Imperial agent, spying on the boomrats for the Empire, or for Dexta. Or for the Lodge, or one of the corporate titans.

The oldsters—men like Bill McKechnie and Amos Strunk—knew better, but made no attempt to dispute the opinions of the latecomers. They kept their own counsel and merely smiled as they listened to the theories come gushing forth like water through a sluice. But Bill and Amos had heard the Voice, and most of the newbies hadn't.

They didn't talk much about the Voice. Those who hadn't heard it were convinced that the Voice was simply the delusion of men who had spent too much time in the silent hills of this lonely world, and some of those who had heard it feared that the doubters might be right. The easily frightened among them had taken heed of the Voice and quickly packed up their meager belongings and left the planet as soon as they could. Others, with stronger spines and a more resolute nature, had defied the Voice and remained at their diggings, but kept an ear to the wind and tended to jump at sudden noises.

The Voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, and whispered to them at odd moments as they squatted in the cold, rushing waters, panning for crystals, or sat among the high crags, fussing with their plasma drills. It came to them in the dead of night or in the blaze of noon, on the shining outcrops of the cliff faces or in the gloom of the forests, and it spoke different words to different men. To most, it breathed in soft, insistent tones, “Go away. Leave me alone.” To Bill McKechnie and Amos Strunk, it had said only, “Don't hurt me.”

Old Abel wouldn't talk about the Voice. “I hear what I hear,” he had said one night at Bill McKechnie's campfire. “And you hear what you hear.”

         

WHAT ABEL HEARD ONE MORNING IN MARCH
of 3217, as the Empire reckoned time, was not the Voice, but a cry of pain and outrage. It echoed down from the high reaches of the slopes, up near the snow line, where some of the newbies had been testing their luck. Abel peered upward from the edge of the forest, where he had spent the night, and saw two men he recognized even from this great distance, and a third that he didn't know—and never would.

The two he knew were Karl Cleveland and Hank Frezzo—big, tough, distinctive men who worked for the Mayor, the Honorable Kevin Grunfeld, tsar of the town of Greenlodge and anything else he cared to be tsar of. Cleveland and Frezzo held a third man between them, grasping each arm at the shoulder while their victim's feet kicked frantically at empty air. With a minimum of effort and only a final dying scream to mark the moment, the two tossed the third over the edge of the cliff face, sending him pinwheeling downward a hundred meters or more to the jumbled pile of scree at the base of the precipice. They peered over the edge for a few seconds, evidently satisfied with their work, then walked away and out of Abel's line of sight.

Abel waited a while to be sure they were gone, then laboriously picked his way upward through the scree to the place where the shattered body of the newbie had finally come to rest. Even if Abel had known the man, he would not have been able to recognize the smashed face that stared sightlessly upward toward the cold sun of Sylvania. Abel didn't touch the body or attempt to scavenge anything useful from his kit, although others undoubtedly would when they found him. Nothing was easy to get or hold on to on this planet, and even life itself was but a slippery possession.

He liked the newbies even less than he liked the oldsters, but Abel found himself feeling sorry for the dead man. Somewhere, perhaps a thousand or more light-years away, at the other end of the Empire, this man had once had a home, maybe even a family. When they heard the news—and they would eventually, for Dexta was remarkably efficient in such matters—they would be saddened and mournful. Or perhaps not; perhaps the dead man was a good-for-nothing son of a bitch, like so many of the boomers, and the Empire would be a better place without him in it. Abel didn't know and didn't really care.

But he cared about Sylvania, and was disheartened by what this and other such incidents must inevitably mean for his world. Sooner or later, the Empire would have to do something about it. More boomers were already on their way, and now they must be joined by the grim, gray bureaucrats of Dexta, who ran the Empire and enforced its rules. And Dexta, in turn, would soon be followed by the corporate behemoths, who would rape this quiet valley, then kill it, as surely as Grunfeld's men had killed this sad specimen crumpled at his feet.

And what, Abel wondered, would the Voice have to say about that?


 
[image: image]

chapter 
2

THE TWO MOST POWERFUL MEN IN THE EMPIRE
stared at themselves and each other in the gently rippling waters of the reflecting pool, the replica of the Taj looming above them in carefully crafted splendor. The original had been destroyed in an alien attack during the Second Interstellar War, more than seven hundred years earlier in pre-Imperial days, before the men of Earth had come to dominate this corner of the galaxy. Reconstructed as one of six Imperial Palaces scattered around the terrestrial continents, the Taj Mahal no longer seemed a monument to love but to human persistence, ingenuity, and arrogance. The two men embodied those same qualities.

Norman Mingus was the first to break the spell of the reflection and look away. Tall, spare, slowed but unbowed by his 130 years, Mingus had a face that was pink and unlined and might have belonged to a retired and much-loved schoolteacher. Instead, it belonged to the Secretary of the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs.

The Emperor Charles V, forty-seventh in an unbroken line stretching back nearly seven centuries, lingered another moment with his reflected image. When at Agra, he affected garb of flowing white robes and rather fancied the way they set off his athletic frame and regal features. He imagined that Alexander the Great, when he came east, might have cut a similar figure. With his closely cropped beard, longish curling locks of dark blond, and pale blue eyes, he knew that he looked like an Emperor, just as Mingus, 102 years his senior, with his dark business suit and beady, censorious eyes, looked like a bureaucrat.

“I do love it here,” Charles said, finally looking away from the reflecting pool. “Next to Rio, I think Agra is my favorite Residence. Of course, Paris has its own particular charms, as well. And there's much to be said for Colorado. Tell me, Norman, which do you prefer?”

“I suppose, Highness,” Mingus replied after a moment's thought, “it depends on what business brings me to them.”

“It's always business with you, isn't it, Norman?” The Emperor shook his head regretfully. “Very well, then, business. We may as well go inside, lest we be distracted by this beautiful day and magnificent setting. Four walls and a couple of chairs will do, I suppose.”

         

CHARLES LED THE WAY INTO THE RESIDENCE,
slowing his normally brisk gait to accommodate a man who was nearly five times his age and had been Secretary of Dexta ten times longer than Charles had been Emperor. Mingus followed at his own pace, feeling no need to match the Emperor stride for stride. He had been walking with Emperors for forty years and was no longer impressed by their company—never had been, in fact.

Charles was Mingus's third Emperor, and probably his last, although even that was far from certain, given the casualty rate in that office. His first had been Darius IV, bumbling and benign, who had somehow managed to die of old age in spite of his occupational hazards. Dour, dark-visaged Gregory III had come next, his brief reign cut short by a botched coup known as the Fifth of October Plot, which had swept the Emperor and the next five in line to the throne from the board, leaving the callow and untested Charles to carry on in their place.

It was far too early to judge Charles in any historical sense; it was entirely possible that he might yet wind up with “Great” affixed to his name. Possible—but in Mingus's view, unlikely. Still, Charles's flaws—self-absorption, self-indulgence, and outright selfishness—were the flaws of youth. If he lived long enough, he might outgrow them. But the early signs were not encouraging and Mingus didn't much care for the young Emperor. He had a streak of meanness in him, more appropriate to a small-town bully than the leader of an Empire encompassing a sphere of space two thousand light-years in diameter, with 2645 planets populated by three trillion sentient beings. And Charles had surrounded himself with a retinue of truly detestable young chums, who lent the Household a pungent and unmistakable air of decadence.

On the other hand, Charles was intelligent, reasonably industrious when motivated, and had an excellent grasp of the complexities and realities of his realm. What he needed was guidance—which Mingus was prepared to offer but which Charles was just as prepared to reject. Mingus knew that Charles resented him, just as every Emperor resented every Dexta Secretary, but at least Darius and Gregory had been willing to listen. And today, of all days, Charles needed to listen to what Mingus had to say; the very future of the Empire might depend upon it.

         

THEY SAT OPPOSITE EACH OTHER IN COMFORTABLE
chairs, surrounded by a profusion of elegant tapestries and opulent bric-a-brac, which they ignored as completely as they ignored the tea that had been brought by silent and quickly vanishing servants.

“As you know, Norman,” the Emperor began, “I asked you here today to discuss the situation on Sylvania. We had expected to commence large-scale mining operations there at least six months ago. In that expectation, we have been disappointed. We would appreciate an explanation.”

When Charles said “we,” it was not necessarily the Imperial We. In this case, Mingus knew, the use of the plural pronoun referred to Charles and his coterie of intimates from the Big Twelve corporates, who were drawn to him like iron filings to a lodestone. Or like flies to shit, Mingus thought. It was an unworthy thought—but in this case, entirely apt.

“Highness,” said Mingus, “it is a complicated problem.”

“Of that, I have no doubt. I was hoping that you would uncomplicate it for me.”

“Very well, then. In a nutshell, Sylvania—in a legal sense—is neither fish nor fowl. It is, at this moment, still an Unincorporated Imperial Territory. Normally, that would entitle you to make whatever deals you wish with the corporates and begin mining operations at your pleasure. However, the planet has been continuously inhabited by a population of over one thousand for nearly twenty years. Under the provisions of the Imperial Code, those residents have certain rights that date back to the Homestead Acts of 2697 and supercede the provisions of the Code which would otherwise apply here.”

Charles nodded vaguely.

“However,” Mingus continued, “because the population is still under five thousand registered voters, you have no legal authority to incorporate the territory and appoint an Imperial Governor, thus bringing it under the aegis of other provisions of the Code. Specifically, the Eminent Domain Statutes. Without Eminent Domain, large-scale mining operations of the sort you and the corporates envision would not be permissible unless you could somehow gain the consent of the entire resident population, as defined by the Homestead Acts.”

“Which I'm not going to get,” Charles acknowledged. “I understand all of that, Norman. What I don't understand is why, in spite of the economic boom that has begun on Sylvania, we don't yet have five thousand registered voters? I gather that people are flocking there as fast as they can. A rough count of the freighter traffic implies that there are already at least seven thousand people on that planet.” Charles leaned forward and smiled unpleasantly. “So why hasn't Dexta been able to get them registered?”

Mingus pursed his lips for a moment. He didn't quite sigh.

“I confess, Highness,” he said, “to a certain amount of embarrassment in that regard.”

“Why is the Imperial Historian never around when I need him?” Charles wondered. “Certainly, this must be a historic first. Norman Mingus, embarrassed?” Charles gave a snort that might have been a genuine laugh, of sorts. Whatever his shortcomings, Charles did, at least, have a sense of humor.

Mingus shrugged. “‘Embarrassed' is the only word that applies, I suppose. The awkward and, yes, embarrassing truth, Highness, is that at the moment, the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs has not a single representative on the planet of Sylvania. You see, sire, they keep quitting on us.”

“Quitting?” Charles raised an eyebrow.

Mingus nodded. “We send people there, and before they've been there a month, they come down with what you might call gold fever. All around them, they see people striking it rich. Dexta staffers are as human as anyone else, and sooner or later—generally sooner in this case—cupidity trumps institutional loyalty. They stop shuffling papers and start digging for Fergusite. We can't chain them to their computer consoles, you know. Every Dexta staffer we've sent to Sylvania in the past year has resigned and headed up into the hills to make a fortune. And I gather that some of them have done just that, which only encourages the others to follow. I can't really blame them, I suppose. If I were a young man, I'd probably do the same thing.”

Charles got to his feet abruptly, shuffling his sandals on the glistening tile floor. He walked around behind his chair, leaned against it, and peered at Mingus. “I have difficulty picturing that,” he said, a bemused smile flickering across his handsome features. “You as a young man, I mean. Somehow, I always imagined that you were carved from a block of marble, fully formed.”

Mingus returned the half smile. “I wasn't,” he informed the Emperor. “I just feel that way. Complete with cracks.”

“You know, that gives me an idea. I'm going to have the Imperial Sculptor do a bust of you, Norman. I'm going to put it right behind my desk in Rio. You'll be there forever, staring down at me and all my successors, like Poe's raven, croaking ‘Nevermore' at us whenever we get a notion that you'd disapprove of. Keep us honest, I'd think.”

“Forgive me, Highness, but that's what I'm trying to do now. The problem we have to deal with is not the Dexta staff on Sylvania or getting voters registered. The problem is the damn Fergusite itself—and you know that as well as I do, Charles.”

Charles cocked an eyebrow at him. “Do I, Norman?”

“Well, dammit, you should,” Mingus responded, raising his voice slightly.

“Whenever you call me ‘Charles,'” the Emperor said, “I get worried. Don't try to get fatherly with me, Norman. I had a father once, and he was a scoundrel and an idiot. As for the Fergusite, it's not a problem. It's a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”

“Gold fever!” Mingus sniffed. “You've got it, too, I see.”

“What if I have? Spirit's sake, Norman! A quadrillion crowns' worth of Fergusite, and you want me to leave it in the ground?”

“That's where it belongs, Charles,” Mingus said evenly. “For the sake of your Empire, leave it where it is.”

         

FERGUSITE WAS THE STUFF THAT MADE THE 
Empire 
possible. First synthesized in the twenty-second century—atom by atom and at great expense—the precisely structured latticework of Fergusite focused the immense energy generated by fusion reactors inward upon itself, until the strain ruptured the very fabric of space-time and formed an eleven-dimension membrane of Yao space, which squirted through normal space at transluminal velocities and thus made the dream of interstellar travel a reality.

It was long believed that Fergusite could only be created artificially, but three years earlier, in 3214, the Imperial Geological Survey had stumbled upon a vast deposit of Fergusite on the small and neglected world of Sylvania, 542 light-years from Earth. Natural Fergusite could form only when the most precise combination of factors came into perfect alignment—mineral content, time, pressure, temperature, and gravitational force, all as delicately balanced and tuned as a symphony orchestra with a billion different instruments all playing the same music at the same instant. The Sylvanian deposit of Fergusite was nearly as pure as the artificial version that the Big Twelve corporates had been brewing in their factories for eleven centuries. With a minimum of processing, it could be used in the Ferguson Distortion Generators that rode on every starship—at a tenth of the price of the artificial Fergusite. The discovery would dramatically reduce the cost of interstellar travel, and might usher in a new Golden Age for the Empire.

But there was a problem . . . 

         

“IT IS NOT A PROBLEM!” CHARLES INSISTED VEHEMENTLY. “It's a minor . . . inconvenience, nothing more.”

“You call being crushed into a soup of subatomic particles an inconvenience?” Mingus demanded.

“There's no need to overdramatize it. Yes, a few more ships may—may—be lost. But what of it? Boats have always sunk, aircraft have always crashed, starships have always disappeared. It's just the price of doing business, and everyone accepts that. Except you, apparently.”

“Using the Fergusite on Sylvania would raise that price significantly, Highness.”

“It would do just the reverse! Dammit, Norman, just look at the figures my economists prepared. The Empire spends 30 trillion crowns on interstellar trade each year. Fergusite production represents nearly a third of that cost. Using the Sylvanian Fergusite, even allowing for processing costs, would save something like seven trillion crowns—a 23 percent reduction! Think of what that would mean. Reducing the cost of interstellar travel by nearly a quarter should lead to a 50 to 100 percent increase in the total volume of trade. How can you claim that would be bad for the Empire?”

“I have economists too, Highness,” Mingus reminded him. “And they've factored in some things that your economists didn't bother to include. The loss of an additional ten to one hundred starships each year would cost—here, let me bring it up on my pad.” Mingus reached into his pocket.

“Oh, don't bother,” Charles told him. “I've seen those numbers. I just don't believe them.”

“All right, then. But there's another factor that you cannot assign a number. The loss of confidence in the safety of interstellar travel would have devastating consequences for the entire Empire.”

“Spare me, Norman. Do you really think anyone would care—or even notice? How many notice now, when we lose a ship? There are 3 trillion people in the Empire, and fewer than one-hundredth of 1 percent of them ever get anywhere near a starship. A few more losses—and it will be a lot closer to ten than a hundred, my people assure me—won't make a damn bit of difference.”

“Except to the people who are on those ships,” Mingus replied. “And their families. And the insurance carriers; rates will go up substantially, you know. Did your economists bother to mention that? Then there's the cost of replacing the losses and training new crews. But the real cost—”

“Is unknown! No one knows—not your economists and not mine. Why must you assume the worst?”

“Because of the consequences. Highness, if I am wrong, there are no consequences. The Empire simply goes on doing business as it has always done. But if you are wrong, the consequences could be catastrophic. If—”

“Nonsense.”

“Dammit, Charles, just shut up and listen!”

No other person among the 3 trillion in the Empire could have told the Emperor to shut up. Even for Norman Mingus, it was a close call. Charles stared at him in suppressed rage for a moment, then crossed his arms, balanced his right ankle on his left knee, and sulkily sat back in his chair.

“All right, Norman,” he said. “I'm listening. Make it good.”

Mingus took a deep breath. “Highness,” he said, “as you pointed out, it is impossible to determine with certainty the quality of those Fergusite deposits on Sylvania. The initial reports suggest that the level of impurities lies in a range between one and ten parts in a billion, but we have a very limited number of samples. And, as you know, we cannot test every piece of Fergusite that comes out of Sylvania because the very process of testing destroys the sample and makes it useless. So all we have to go on is a statistical procedure that, by its very nature, is suspect. The process we use to fabricate Fergusite is rigidly controlled, but nature is random and sloppy. One chunk of Fergusite might be perfectly pure, and another chunk right next to it might be dangerously impure. There is simply no way of knowing except by putting it to work in a distortion generator and hoping for the best.”

Charles nodded. “Go on.”

“Any impurity in the structure of the Fergusite can cause the bubble formed in the FDGs to become asymmetrical, resulting in the collapse of the bubble and the destruction of the ship. Even with the process we use now, impurities are believed to result in the loss of some ten to twenty ships each year. We can live with that. But could we tolerate the loss of one or two hundred?”

“It would be nowhere near that high,” Charles protested. “Maybe another ten or twenty, worst-case.”

Mingus stared at the Emperor. “You said you'd listen.”

Charles retreated back into his chair.

“As you know,” Mingus continued, “a trickle of Sylvanian Fergusite is already being sent off-world for processing and has reached the commercial market. And in the past year and a half, two starships known to have employed the Sylvania Fergusite have disappeared.”

Charles gave a derisive snort. “I hope you're not going to try to tell me that two constitutes a statistically significant sample.”

“No, but it does constitute a warning. What I recommend is that for the next five years, we restrict the use of Sylvania Fergusite to unmanned messengers and couriers. That would give us a significant sample. If the loss rate remains acceptable, we could then initiate large-scale mining operations and approve the Sylvanian crystals for general use. But it would be nothing less than foolhardy to open the floodgates now and inundate the market with unproven Fergusite of dubious reliability.”

“Five years? Out of the question. I won't wait another five months, Norman.”

Mingus ignored the interruption and continued. “Aside from the direct consequences,” he said, “consider this. Of the Big Twelve, only seven actually manufacture Fergusite. Prizm takes 70 percent of the commerical market; the others make it mainly for their own use. Now, what happens if tons of Fergusite start flowing out of Sylvania? For one thing, Prizm would take a huge loss and be forced to shut down most of their Ferguisite facilities.”

“That's their problem,” Charles said. For hundreds of years, emperors had routinely pocketed vast sums in “contributions” collected from the Big Twelve. Charles pursued the practice with more diligence and enthusiasm than most of his predecessors, but his relations with Prizm were not especially close. What he lost from Prizm, he would more than make up with revenues from whichever corporate wound up with the Sylvania concession.

“It could become everyone's problem, Highness,” Mingus pointed out. “What happens if, after Prizm shuts down its fabricating plants, we find that the level of impurities in the Sylvania deposits is simply too high to be sustained? The Empire would be crippled for years, perhaps decades. Without reliable interstellar travel, the Empire might very well break up. You couldn't even depend on the Navy to hold it together, because they'd have the same problems as everyone else.”

“Purely hypothetical.”

“Hypothetical or not, it is a consequence that cannot be ignored. And,” Mingus added, “there's this. The confidence of the population in the reliability of interstellar travel would be ruinously, perhaps fatally, weakened. They would turn inward and rely upon their own resources, pursue their own goals. The very concept of the Empire would come into question. You want to run the Empire on the cheap, Charles—but if that's the kind of Empire you want, you may find yourself with no Empire left to run.”

The Emperor nodded thoughtfully, then leaned forward again.

“Is that it, Norman? Anything else you care to say?”

“Not just now, Highness.”

“Good,” Charles said, a cold edge coming into his voice. “Now, you shut up and listen, Norman, and listen very carefully. In the first place, exploiting the Sylvanian deposits will not weaken the Empire, but strengthen it. Do you know what per capita interstellar trade amounts to? Barely ten kilograms per year. Ten kilograms! That's a pittance. It could—and should—be ten times that. The only reason it's not is because interstellar travel is so fucking expensive. We're going to change all of that, and the key to doing it is those Fergusite deposits on Sylvania. The geologists tell me there's enough to last at least a century. And that century—my century!—is going to see a historic increase in trade, prosperity, and Imperial strength. It's going to be a fucking Golden Age, Norman, and I am not about to let you stand in the way of it.”

“I see,” Mingus said.

“Just in case you don't, let me paint you a picture. You are going to get those five thousand people registered in the next three months. And about ten minutes after that, we are going to begin large-scale mining operations on Sylvania. If you try to drag your feet on this, or employ your usual bureaucratic bullshit to obstruct, delay, or impede this operation, I'll drag your ancient ass before Parliament and have it booted out of Dexta once and for all. There are plenty of MPs who would like nothing better than to have one clean shot at you, and by the Spirit, I'll make sure they have it. I'll go public with this and let the people of the Empire know that the only reason they can't have cheaper trade, lower taxes, and a chocolate fudge sundae with cherries on top for breakfast every morning is because of you, Norman Mingus. You understand me, Norman?”

Mingus locked eyes with the Emperor for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “I believe that I do, Your Majesty.”

Charles's body, as tight as an old knot, abruptly relaxed. He sat back in his chair and offered a thin smile. “Now then, Norman, suppose you tell me how you intend to solve our mutual problem on Sylvania.”

Mingus returned the smile. “I have a possible answer, Highness,” he said. “But you won't like it.”

“If it works, I promise you I'll love it.”

“I doubt that, Charles,” Mingus said. “I sincerely doubt it.”
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chapter 
3

GLORIA VANDEEN, LEVEL X DEXTA BUREAUCRAT, 
Director of Dexta's Office of Strategic Intervention, heroine of the recent Mynjhino Crisis, the most wildly popular and glamorous woman in the Empire, and the twenty-four-year-old ex-wife of the man who was now Emperor Charles V, lay naked on the grass in Central Park and gazed languidly upward at the fleecy white clouds drifting through the sunny skies. Lying next to her, separated by a now-empty picnic basket, was her assistant, Petra Nash, equally naked but far less comfortable about it.

This was a Visitation Day, when devout Spiritists throughout the Empire celebrated one of seven appearances by the Spirit, exactly eleven hundred years earlier. Petra was not especially devout, and wasn't really sure that she was a Spiritist at all, but was content to tag along with her boss on this beautiful day. She told herself that this wasn't really quite the same thing as being naked in public, not when she was surrounded by thousands of other celebrants who were wearing no more than she. Still, the sight of all that bare flesh was a little unsettling.

When she thought about it at all, Petra supposed that she agreed with those who claimed that Spiritism was based on a clever and audacious fraud. Weary of centuries of religious warfare, a small band of twenty-second-century scientists and advertising copywriters had supposedly invented the Spirit and her gospel as an antidote and alternative to the bloodthirsty deities worshipped by most of the existing religions. The beautiful, ethereal, and nude Spirit, forty feet tall, who had announced herself to the world in seven spectacular Visitations, was really, the cynics claimed, just a holographic projection, and her Seven Seeds of Wisdom no more than a collection of slick catchphrases and slogans. Whatever the truth of the matter, Spiritism had swept the world, ushered in an age of global harmony, and put an end to religious warfare. Currently, 70 percent of the Empire's population considered themselves to be Spiritists.

Part of Spiritism's appeal lay in the fact that it was a gentle and even sensual religion, which found neither sex nor the human body to be shameful. Thus, for more than a thousand years on Visitation Days—weather permitting—devout Spiritists had assembled here and elsewhere throughout the Empire for a frankly carnal celebration of their faith. Not ten meters away from her, Petra saw a couple enthusiastically demonstrating their devotion. Hundreds more were doing the same all around the Park.

Well, Petra thought, at least it's not as ridiculous as some religions, like the ones that insisted a woman's body should be covered from head to toe, or which engaged in festivals of public self-flagellation. She believed that all religions were pretty silly, one way or another, but at least Spiritists didn't go around slaughtering infidels and imposing their beliefs on others.

She glanced again at the copulating couples surrounding her, then turned back to her boss. “So,” she said, “we've got a mission, huh?”

“Yup,” Gloria replied. “The Office of Strategic Intervention is officially open for business.”

“And we're going to Sylvania for . . . a voter registration drive?” Petra found that a little difficult to believe, and perhaps a bit disappointing.

Gloria turned and grinned at her diminutive assistant. “What's the matter, Petra? Not glamorous enough for you?”

“Well,” Petra said, “it just sounds sort of, you know . . . routine. It's not quite what I expected the OSI to be doing. But at least it should be easier than Mynjhino.”

Just four months earlier, Gloria and Petra had made their triumphant return from the planet Mynjhino. Gloria was then a Level XIII Coordinating Supervisor for Mynjhino's jurisdiction, and Petra her Level XV assistant. What had first seemed to be a nativist uprising among one of the two intelligent species on the planet had turned out to be something far more complex and deadly. But Gloria, using her wits and wiles, had averted a tragedy and emerged from the affair as the heroic darling of the media and nothing less than the Sweetheart of the Empire. The fact that she was the Emperor's ex-wife and probably the most beautiful, sexy, and desirable woman in the Empire only added more luster to what had been, by any standard, a courageous and noble performance.

Upon their return to Dexta Headquarters in Manhattan, Norman Mingus had promptly promoted Gloria to Level X (and Petra to Level XIII, Spirit be praised!) and appointed her to run the newly created Office of Strategic Intervention. Mingus had realized that Gloria was a unique asset for Dexta—even though she had managed to embarrass, outwit, and thoroughly annoy her ex-husband during the Mynjhino Crisis—and he sought to employ her to maximum advantage. So he created the OSI, intending to use Gloria as his chessboard queen, dispatching her to hot spots throughout the Empire where the existing bureaucratic machinery of Dexta was inadequate to deal with the situation.

But four months had gone by without a single call for Gloria and the OSI. They had kept busy for a while simply setting up the office, recruiting staffers, and generally getting things up and running. Once all that had been accomplished, there had been little for them to do, so Petra was glad that they were finally getting an assignment. Still, a voter registration drive was not exactly the sort of role she had envisioned for OSI.

“It won't be as easy as it sounds,” Gloria told her. “It's a complex situation, and there's a lot more involved than just signing up a bunch of boomrats. Mingus gave me the basics on the comm, but I'm going to meet with him this afternoon to get the full story. It seems that Charles is very eager to get those voters enrolled.”

“Aha!” cried Petra. “And how did he react when Mingus told him he was sending you?”

Gloria laughed and sat up. “Well, according to Mingus, Charles didn't quite have a stroke. But I gather that he was not a happy Emperor. Still, he didn't really have a choice. Voter registration is Dexta's business, and not even Charles can tell Mingus how to run his shop. Anyway, at least we'll be on the same side as Charles, so we shouldn't have to put up with any of his Imperial bullshit this trip.”

“I just love it when you say nasty things about the Emperor.” Petra giggled. “It makes me feel like I'm in on some subversive conspiracy.”

“Charles thinks I'm a subversive conspiracy, all by myself. The thought of me getting involved in this Sylvania business will probably give him hives.”

“Well, it serves him right,” Petra declared. “After all the problems he made for you on Mynjhino.”

“It went both ways, you know,” Gloria admitted. “I publicly embarrassed him and made the whole thing a personal battle between the two of us. I probably shouldn't have done that, but what's done is done. I'll just be happy if we can handle this Sylvania thing without another public pissing match with Charles. I mean, he is the Emperor, after all, and we're just Dexta drones.”

Petra looked at her gorgeous, naked boss and sniffed. “Some drone!”

Gloria was the product of DNA from six different continents, plus some refinements added by twenty-ninth-century genetic sculptors. She was of medium height, but seemed taller thanks to her long, silken legs and slim, athletic waist. Her breasts were not large, but firm, globular, and tipped by dark, jutting nipples that seemed perpetually erect. Blond above and below, her skin was a rich cocoa color, like a Euro with a great suntan or a Polynesian who had been under the weather. Her eyes, as intensely blue as polished turquoise, were set at a slightly exotic angle suggestive of Asia; her broad cheekbones tapered down to a narrow, delicate chin, and her nose was short and straight. She escaped perfection only in her somewhat thin lips, which looked, perhaps, a little too determined, but curved slightly upward at the sides, suggesting a permanent bemused smile.

Having been raised in and around the slightly overripe Court of Darius IV, she had no inhibitions about displaying her charms, and famously failed to restrict her nudity to Visitation Days. She had confided to Petra during their Mynjhino adventure that she carried specially crafted genes that endowed her with an enlarged pleasure center in her brain and enhanced nerve structures that made her nipples and navel much more erotically sensitive than those of any normal woman. She had also hinted that she possessed some additional nerves and musculature—inside and out—that made sex a thoroughly spectacular and satisfying experience for both her and her partners. If the sexual fires within Gloria burned hotter and brighter than for most people, it was hardly a wonder. “I'm not a slave to it,” Gloria had told her. “I can control it—most of the time, anyway—but sometimes . . .” Gloria had trailed off with a smug, contented smile, leaving Petra to wonder about those “sometimes.”

Petra, who had a “cute little body,” according to interested observers, and a face that was pretty bordering on plain, couldn't help feeling jealous of her boss at times. In fact, the general resentment of “enhanced humans” had put an end to the twenty-ninth-century fad of genetic sculpting—publicly, at least—and prevented a dangerous cleavage of the human race. Still, it was commonly supposed that a favored few—including, it was said, the Emperor himself—possessed certain genetic advantages that were not available to the common run of humanity.

But Gloria couldn't help being a genetically superior, beautiful, privileged, rich girl, any more than Petra could help being the product of a broken, impoverished home in nearby Weehawken. What mattered was what they had done with their lives. Gloria had joined Dexta after her divorce from Charles because she didn't want to be just another useless rich person; Petra had joined, after twice failing the qualifying exams, because she aspired to be more than just a cute little nobody from New Jersey. All things considered, she thought, they had both done pretty well so far.

Merely surviving their first year in Dexta had been a major challenge for both of them. Dexta, by design, was a Darwinian jungle where only the strong survived and the weak were ruthlessly weeded out. Every form of physical, psychological, social, emotional, and sexual abuse was fair game for the new Fifteens, and fully 20 percent of them never made it past their first year. Gloria had survived only by becoming a Tiger, and Petra by becoming a Dog.

Over the centuries, a metaphorical but very real menagerie of distinct species had evolved within Dexta. They were known as Lions, Tigers, Dogs, Moles, and Sheep. The numerous Sheep formed the backbone of the bureaucracy, and found safety only in numbers and anonymity. Moles were bureaucratic infighters who tunneled under the surface and emerged at opportune times and places to trip up the unwary and establish their own niche.

The Dogs came in two breeds, Pack Dogs and Lap Dogs. The Pack Dogs—often frustrated Sheep or failed big cats—were bureaucratic street gangs who roamed Dexta's lower levels and savaged the weak and unprotected. Lap Dogs were Sheep who had attached themselves to a superior and gained a measure of security from the roving packs.

Lions, mostly male, were the natural leaders, fierce and determined. They sometimes formed prides for mutual support, but often hunted alone, surviving through their strength, ability, and sheer force of personality. Tigers, mostly female, were sleek and beautiful, and prowled the Dexta jungle using sex the way Lions used strength. Both Lions and Tigers could rise high or fatally fall in the high-pressure environment of Dexta.

Petra knew that Gloria had endured an especially harrowing first year, because as the ex-wife of an Imperial—although Charles was not then the Emperor and seemed unlikely ever to be—Mingus had made her a special target for the savagery inherent in Dexta's lower levels. He didn't want Imperial dilettantes polluting his organization, and had let the right people know that he wanted this VanDeen person to receive the full Dexta Treatment, in the expectation that she would soon retreat to her life of privilege and luxury rather than face the fires of Dexta's lower levels.

Instead, Gloria had survived and flourished, thanks to the tutelage of Viveca Kwan, a successful Tiger who had advised her to become predator rather than prey. Using her stunning beauty and sexual prowess to full advantage, she had escaped the hellish attentions of the Pack Dogs and ascended the Dexta ladder swiftly. Gloria learned, as well, what some Tigers never understood—that sex was only the lubricant, not the machine. What truly mattered was how well she performed her job, and that she did with skill and, as on Mynjhino, courage and brilliance.

Petra had also begun as a much-abused Sheep, and might have succumbed to the fury of the roving packs, but found protection by becoming Gloria's assistant. As Gloria's Lap Dog, she gained a degree of security and the patronage of a powerful superior. Their shared perils on Mynjhino had cemented their relationship, and now Petra was not merely Gloria's assistant, but her best friend.

Being so close to a woman like Gloria was not always easy. Petra often felt invisible in her company, and Gloria's wealth, glamour, and stunning sexual presence could be more than a little intimidating. Petra was, in many ways, just a kid from Weehawken, and was still a little unnerved by the high-powered and sophisticated world she had come to inhabit.

As if she had read her thoughts—and Petra wasn't convinced that she couldn't—Gloria turned to Petra and said, “Why don't you go for a stroll and find yourself a guy? A little grope in the grass might be good for you. You haven't had anyone since Mynjhino, have you?”

“Well, I've been kind of busy . . .”

“So have I, but you don't see me letting that stop me, do you?”

That was certainly true. Before Mynjhino, Gloria had been downright reserved in her sexual activities. But since their adventure, she had been the highly public companion of famous men from every walk of life: actors, athletes, scholars, politicians, writers, artists, even a Spiritist bishop. Petra, like the rest of the Empire, had watched in fascination, envy, and admiration.

“I don't know, Gloria,” Petra said. “I'm not quite as much of a free spirit as you are.”

“C'mon,” Gloria coaxed. “It's a Visitation Day, for Spirit's sake! And your mom is in Weehawken and will never know a thing.”

Petra grimaced. That was a sensitive point with her. In the glare of the media spotlight that had been focused on Gloria, Petra had enjoyed some brief fame of her own, centered around her intense but tragic affair with a young Dexta staffer on Mynjhino who had been killed during the troubles there. She had gone along with the media show up to a point, but when she returned home, she found that her mother was shocked and disappointed by her daughter's behavior.

Of course, her mother was shocked and disappointed by practically everything. She made it clear to Petra that she did not approve of her association with a person like Gloria VanDeen—although her opinion was mollified somewhat by an invitation to a lavish dinner party at Gloria's new Manhattan penthouse. In her mother's view, the Emperor—any Emperor—could do no wrong, and Gloria's public altercation with him was shameful and unworthy. And, for that matter, Gloria's sexual charisma was a little much for a woman who basically disapproved of sex and, more to the point, men. Mrs. Nash—Mr. Nash had fled twenty years before, when Petra was six, and had not been seen since—was not exactly a Spiritist, or much of anything else, exactly. She had sampled various religions over the years, but found them all disappointing, as she found virtually everything else in her life to be—including her daughter.

Gloria noticed the frown on Petra's face and said, “Hey, Petra, repeat after me. ‘I am a grown-up. I can do whatever I want.'”

Petra smiled and said, “I am a grown-up, and Gloria can do whatever she wants.”

Gloria returned the smile. “So can you, kiddo. Look, my parents didn't exactly do handsprings when they found out that their darling daughter wanted to be a Dexta bureaucrat. They thought I should have gone on being a rich parasite, the same as them. But I think they've accepted it now. After Mynjhino, they didn't have much choice.”

“We keep saying that, don't we? After Mynjhino, before Mynjhino. I guess that really changed our lives.”

“If it hadn't,” said Gloria, “there would be something seriously wrong with both of us. Spirit, Petra, you lost a man you loved and I was nearly killed more times than I can count. Things like that are supposed to change you. When I got back here, I realized that I could never go back to being what I was before—and that I didn't want to. Why should you?”

“I see what you mean. I suppose I've changed too, but that doesn't mean I stopped being Petra Nash. I know you think I should be more of a Tiger and less of a mutt, and I'm not exactly against that, but I don't think I could ever, well . . . just go wild, the way you have.”

Gloria pursed her lips. “You think I've gone wild?”

“Well, maybe not wild, exactly, but you sure have turned yourself into—I don't know—something between a sensation and a scandal. I mean, the orgy in that nightclub last month? You were all over the vids, Gloria.”

Gloria grinned at the memory. “Okay,” she said, “maybe that was a little over the edge, but dammit, I don't regret a single thing I've done since Mynjhino. When Mingus asked me to run his Office of Strategic Intervention, I realized that what almost happened to me on Mynjhino could actually happen at any time. If I'm going to go hopping all over the Empire putting out brush fires for Mingus, sooner or later I'm going to get seriously burned. Incinerated, maybe.”

Petra involuntarily shivered and clasped her arms around herself. “Don't even say that, Gloria! I hate it when you get fatalistic.”

“Sorry, but you know it's the truth, Petra. I don't know how long I have, but however long it is, I want people to remember that I was here. I want them to say, ‘That Gloria VanDeen was quite a gal, wasn't she?'”

“She still is,” Petra offered. “And I'd prefer to keep it in the present tense, if you don't mind.”

Gloria reached for Petra, took her hand, and squeezed it. “Make you a deal,” she said. “I'll concentrate on staying alive if you'll try to let yourself live a little more. Dum vivimus, vivamus—which I think is Latin for, ‘Let the good times roll!'”

“I think they're about to start rolling for you right now,” Petra said. She nodded toward a young man who was approaching them. She recognized him as one of Gloria's many ardent companions—an athlete, she thought. It was already becoming apparent that he was glad to see her.

“Johnny!” Gloria cried out. “Over here!”

“Well,” said Petra, collecting her clothing, “I think it's time for me to get back to the office.”

“Hey, stick around. Maybe you'll pick up some pointers.”

Petra considered it for a moment, but decided that she didn't really want to watch Gloria making love in the middle of Central Park.

“No,” she said, “I wouldn't want to inhibit you.”

Gloria shrugged. “Okay, have it your way. And would you tell the staff that I want to meet with everyone as soon as I get back from my meeting with Mingus?”

“Will do,” Petra said after she had pulled her dress over her head. “Have fun.”

Petra resolutely marched off, threading her way through the writhing bodies in the Park. Almost against her will, she stopped and looked back at her boss. Gloria and her friend had wasted no time. She watched for a moment as the muscular young athlete thrust himself into the golden body of Gloria VanDeen, and Gloria arched her back in primal ecstasy.

Petra forced herself to turn away, but not before Gloria spotted her and gave her a cheerful wave in the midst of her erotic endeavors. Petra shook her head and mumbled to herself as she walked on.

What would Mom say? she wondered.
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chapter 
4

GLORIA RETURNED FROM HER MEETING WITH
Mingus, feeling the weight of the Empire on her shoulders. She walked through the outer office, noting that Petra was away from her desk. Entering her own office, she closed the door behind her and plopped down into the chair and ran her hands through her long, Dura-styled mane, then leaned back and closed her eyes.

Spirit! How could Mingus ask such a thing of her?

In the months since her return from Mynjhino, Gloria had grown enormously fond of Norman Mingus. And she knew that Mingus was more than a little smitten with her. Despite his great age, antigerontological drugs had preserved his patrician good looks and he had the vigor of a man half his age. He had been married five different times, so he was a man who appreciated women. Yet their relationship had remained chaste and proper, more by his choice than hers; Gloria knew that Mingus didn't want to risk compromising her position in Dexta by having an affair with her.

Sleeping one's way upward within Dexta was an accepted practice for both males and females; it was simply part of the ruthless games that were played in the sprawling bureaucracy. But Gloria's status was already unique because she had once been married to the Emperor. That made her suspect; using Imperial influence to get ahead would not be tolerated by those who had no such advantage, and would have made her a special target for the take-no-prisoners tactics often employed by Dexta staffers. Her public contretemps with Charles had been sparked, in no small measure, by Gloria's desire to assert her independence and make it clear to one and all that her Imperial connection meant nothing to her.

On the other hand, sleeping with Norman Mingus, while a purely intramural matter, would not have endeared her to her fellow bureaucrats. Dexta's culture, although brutal and unforgiving, was also highly sensitive to appearances and propriety, as defined by the expectations of the Dexta masses. Gloria could have a highly public sex life, sleep with her fellow staffers if she chose to (which, for the most part, she didn't), or prowl the corridors of Headquarters in a state of near nudity (which, for the most part, she did), all without offending against Dexta's odd sense of decorum. But having an affair with Norman Mingus, the one and only Level I, might very well put her on the wrong side of some invisible line that separated the acceptable from the unacceptable. At least, Mingus feared that it might, and chose not to take that risk. Gloria respected his wishes, but regretted the necessity.

But now, Mingus was asking her to do something that was infinitely more dangerous and discreditable. His argument was compelling, his logic unassailable, and the need absolute. Gloria overcame her shock and, in the end, agreed to do what he had asked of her. Still, she had left his office with a feeling of bleak dread in the pit of her stomach and a sense of foreboding and outright fear.

As she sat next to him on the sofa in his immense office, Mingus had explained what he wanted of her, and why. Low-grade Fergusite from Sylvania, according to Mingus, would threaten the stability—and the very existence—of the Empire. Her mission would be to prevent the large-scale exploitation of that Fergusite and, if necessary, to destroy it.

Charles, in his usual greedy and shortsighted fashion, was determined to reap the profits he believed would flow from the Sylvania Fergusite. To that end, he had instructed Mingus to register five thousand voters on that distant backwater world—as quickly as possible—so that he could appoint an Imperial Governor, invoke Eminent Domain powers, and strike a deal with the corporates to begin mining operations on a massive scale. Gloria's job—ostensibly—would be to do as Charles desired and get those voters registered.

Her real job, Mingus informed her, would be to prevent a quadrillion crown's worth of Fergusite from reaching market. There were two possible ways in which she might accomplish this rather remarkable feat. First, she could somehow prevent a vote on Eminent Domain from reaching the required 60 percent approval, thus precluding the corporates from evicting the boomrat prospectors from their claims and beginning large-scale strip-mining operations. In this effort, she could expect help from at least one of the Big Twelve; Prizm, which stood to be the big loser if Sylvanian Fergusite flooded the market, was sending a representative to Sylvania who would work with her to assure the failure of the Eminent Domain vote.

But even if Eminent Domain passed, there was still a second way to prevent the suspect Fergusite from reaching the distortion generators of the Empire's starships. It was theoretically possible, Mingus assured her, to destroy the entire Fergusite deposit before it ever left the ground. Gloria blinked a couple of times when she heard that, but said nothing.

“You'll meet with the Sector Imperial Geologist, Stuart Eckstein, before you reach Sylvania,” Mingus told her. “I've met with him already, and he described a method by which it might be possible to sabotage virtually all of the Fergusite on Sylvania and render it useless. It won't be easy, but Eckstein believes that it can be done. He'll fill you in on the details when you meet him. Naturally, it would be preferable to avoid that necessity, but if the corporates get their Eminent Domain petition approved, we'll have no choice in the matter. One way or the other, we must prevent the large-scale exploitation of that Fergusite.”

Mingus had given her a hard, no-nonsense stare when he said that, impressing her with the depth of his commitment. Gloria understood that her own commitment would have to be just as fierce as his. Far too much was at stake for half measures and playing it safe. Whatever the risks, Gloria must find a way to succeed in her mission.

Worst of all, she could tell no one—not even Petra—the true nature of their mission to Sylvania. She would have to tell a lot of lies, or half-truths, to her OSI staff, which didn't strike her as the best possible way to begin their bureaucratic life together in Dexta. OSI's very existence was an anomaly, and a potential threat to some people in the organization. If there was a need for a Strategic Intervention, that could only mean that the existing Dexta structures had failed in some important way. Well, that was certainly the case on Sylvania.

Petra opened the door and stuck her head inside Gloria's office. “Good, you're back,” she said. “How did it go with Mingus?”

Gloria gave a weary shrug. “It went.”

“Everyone's in the conference room waiting for you.”

“Good. I'll be along in a couple of minutes.”

Petra nodded, started to leave, then paused and looked carefully at Gloria. “Is everything okay?” she asked. “You look kind of upset.”

“Oh,” Gloria replied, “I'm just collecting my thoughts.”

“Hmm,” said a skeptical Petra, who knew Gloria's moods well by this point. “Is there a problem?”

Gloria shook her head. “No problem. See you in a few minutes.”

Petra nodded, then disappeared, closing the door behind her.

The first lies, Gloria thought. They sure as hell won't be the last.

No problem? Well, not really, Gloria supposed. Treason wasn't a problem—it was a capital crime.

         

GLORIA ENTERED THE CONFERENCE ROOM AND
heads snapped to attention, not simply because she was the boss. She was wearing a nearly transparent white blouse, wide open to the waist, and a black miniskirt that provided an absolute minimum of coverage in front, and somewhat less than that in back. She took her seat at the head of the table and smiled at her troops. They smiled back.

They were a good group. There were fifteen of them, counting Gloria. She had recruited a number of her fellow staffers from her pre-Mynjhino post in Sector 8, along with a smattering of people she had known or heard good things about. There were a few Lions, several Tigers or Tigers-in-the-making, and some solid, dependable Sheep. She had avoided bringing in any Moles, although you could never be sure about some of the Sheep. And Petra was her loyal Lap Dog. She hoped they would work well together, but their first assignment was likely to be a disappointment for most of them.

“As you've probably heard by now,” Gloria began, “the Office of Strategic Intervention has officially received its first assignment. There is Imperial interest in this matter, so I want us to look sharp, especially since this is our first mission. Basically, our job will be to register voters on Sylvania, although there's a lot more than that involved. I'll give you the details in a moment, but first, I've asked Grant to give you a backgrounder on Sylvania.” She nodded toward Grant Enright, her second-in-command, at the opposite end of the long table.

Grant Enright, a handsome, capable Lion, enjoyed the distinction of being one of the few human males who had ever said no to Gloria. When he was her superior in Sector 8, she had made a run at him and was shocked when he turned her down. He was a rarity in Dexta, a happily married man; Dexta actively discouraged marriage in its lower-level personnel. Moreover, Enright didn't engage in the sexual stratagems so often employed by Dexta staffers on the make, believing them to be a distraction and, not infrequently, self-defeating. So he had resisted Gloria's advances and become her friend instead of her lover. When she was offered the OSI job, she recruited him to become her Office Administrator and had him bumped up a peg to Level X.

“Dina has it,” said Enright, turning to his Deputy Administrator.

Dina Westerbrook cleared her throat and glanced at a sheaf of papers before she began speaking. She was a willowy blonde in her early fifties, which meant that she looked no more than about thirty. She was beautiful, but had a withdrawn, haunted air about her. Before Gloria picked her for OSI and promoted her to a Twelve, she had been a Level XIII for more than twenty years, with no hope of advancement. Dina was a Tiger who had made one big mistake early in her career, and had been paying for it ever since. Gloria didn't know the details, but presumed that Dina had slept with the wrong man, or men, or had used her sexual appeal and prowess for the wrong ends. That was the danger of being a Tiger in Dexta; sex could cover up a multitude of sins, but it could also be responsible for creating them. The wonder was that Dina had stayed at Dexta instead of just leaving in quiet disgrace. But she was experienced and dependable, so Gloria had rescued her, realizing that someday she might find herself in the same position.

“Sylvania,” Dina began, “is an Unincorporated Imperial Territory in Quadrant 3, Sector 15, 542 light-years from Earth. Its current population is estimated to be about seven thousand, although we don't have precise figures yet. There are no indigenous intelligent species, but it has a very well developed ecosystem, classified as a Group One-C.

“It was first settled by humans about twenty years ago. Until the end of the war with the Ch'gnth Confederacy, forty-three years ago, it was in disputed territory. Humans couldn't get near it, and the Ch'gnth ignored it because the climate is cooler than they prefer. Following the war, the first settlement was established by a private group from Palmyra, which is the nearest Empire world, about thirty light-years away. That group, which consisted of a few wealthy business leaders, built what they called the Lodge on the southern coast of the planet's only major continent. They used it as an exclusive vacation retreat and brought in a number of workers to serve as staff. They, in turn, built the only real town on the planet, called Greenlodge, a few miles from the Lodge itself. Over the years, the permanent population gradually rose above a thousand. It stayed there until three years ago, when the first naturally occurring deposit of Fergusite was discovered. Since then, there has been an influx of people seeking to strike it rich, which quite a few apparently have. Along with the miners, there is the usual mixture of speculators, merchants, prostitutes, and assorted hustlers. In short, a typical boomworld.”

“I hear it's an incredibly beautiful planet,” put in Patrick Gilhooley, the OSI Coordinator for Agriculture.

Dina nodded. “That's what attracted the group from Palmyra in the first place. The only continent is about the size of Australia, situated in the northern hemisphere. Sylvania's sun is a yellow dwarf that doesn't put out much heat, so only the southern part of the continent is readily habitable. Along the southern coastal plain, the climate is generally Mediterranean, with rainy and dry seasons. A high mountain range rises just inland from the coast, with dense forests in valleys that have a temperate rain forest climate. Beyond the mountains, there's a broad savanna stretching northward to a tundra region and more mountains, but the entire human population is restricted to the southern coastal plain and the nearby mountains—which is where the Fergusite is.”

“I don't understand why the population is still so low,” said Kristen Kim, the Currency Coordinator. “You'd think it would have soared by now.”

“The main reason,” Dina answered, “is that it's not easy to get to Sylvania. There's still no Orbital Station, although one is now under construction. That means that you have to get to Sylvania via Palmyra, since it's impossible for a starship to refuel or perform routine maintenance at Sylvania. And the Palmyrans have mixed emotions about the whole Sylvania boom. Their wealthiest leaders, who established the Lodge, are reluctant to see their vacation retreat turned into a mining camp, and so they have done what they could to slow and control the traffic through Palmyra. Specifically, they imposed a whopping big ‘transit tax' on anyone using the Palmyra Orbital Station as a way station to Sylvania. Also, they hope to control whatever development does take place on Sylvania, so they have limited the freighter and passenger traffic from Palmyra and given preference to their own people who want to go there. And finally, the likelihood—inevitability, really—of the Big Twelve taking over the whole shooting match on Sylvania has tended to discourage any significant migration. Mostly, it's just individuals who have managed to scrape together enough crowns to make the trip in the hope of making a killing.”

“Thank you, Dina,” said Gloria. “Anything else?”

Dina smiled. “Just that I'm looking forward to seeing Sylvania,” she said. “When do we go?”

“Uh . . . we don't.” Gloria offered a lame smile that failed to soften the frowns that appeared around the conference table. Her team was willing and eager to go, and it hurt her to have to disappoint them on this, their first job together.

“Here's the situation, folks,” Gloria told them. “At the moment, there is not a single Dexta representative on the planet of Sylvania. More than a dozen have been sent there in the past year, but every one of them quit to go off into the hills to mine Fergusite and get rich. And as much as I respect you all and trust your loyalty, I don't intend to subject you to the same temptation. Mingus feels the same way about it. So we're going to try something different.”

“Hmmpf,” snorted Arkady Volkonski, the Coordinator for Internal Security. “You want to make this the Office of Strategic Impoverishment, I see.”

“Arkady, dear,” cooed Althea Dante, the Imperial Coordinator, “you would never let yourself get your hands dirty, digging up old rocks. Nor, I hasten to add, would I. And I, for one, am relieved that Gloria does not intend to dispatch us to some dreary backwater on the far side of nowhere.”

“Not so fast, Althea.” Gloria gave her a malicious grin.

Althea had been a Level XIII, along with Gloria, in Sector 8. A glamorous and notorious Tiger in her midthirties, she had been stalled at Level XIII for years, despite her intimate knowledge of affairs in the Imperial Household. Althea's sexual maneuvers had become an end in themselves, and although she had proven herself useful to Dexta on many occasions, her overall performance had been considered by her superiors to be too self-serving. She and Gloria had enjoyed a bitchy rivalry back in Sector 8, but when advancement to OSI came, Gloria took pity on Althea and brought her along, with a promotion to Level XII.

Althea's mouth opened in shock and unspoken protest, but she reined herself in and sank back into her chair in wary apprehension of what was to come next.

“Here's what we're going to do,” Gloria continued. “Basically, we'll fight fire with fire. We're going to recruit a team for Sylvania composed entirely of Dexta staffers who are already independently wealthy. Presumably, that will make them immune to the lure of the Fergusite. At least, that's what we're counting on. And to ride herd on our crew of rich recruits, of course we'll need someone who is familiar with the whims and ways of the wealthy. Someone who has spent her entire professional career in the company of people who think they hold the mortgage on the universe. Someone who—”

“Oh, Gloria, darling!” Althea moaned. “You can't!”

“Sure I can. You're it, Althea.”

“Spirit!” Althea buried her face in her hands. Gloria grinned to see her old rival in such a state of chagrin. It would do her good, Gloria told herself.

“In the meantime,” she said, turning back to the rest of her team, “I want each of you to search the personnel files in your area and come up with a list of likely candidates. The richer, the better. We'll recruit them, draft them, or kidnap them, if we have to, but I want a full squad of big-bucks bureaucrats assembled in the next three days. Okay, hop to it, people!”

         

THREE DAYS LATER, GLORIA, ALONG WITH PETRA 
and Althea, met with her new recruits in a small lounge area that was part of the OSI office complex. The eight wealthy bureaucrats were scattered among three couches, warily eyeing their new boss with a mixture of anticipation and dread.

Gloria stood before them, wearing a thin, tight, smart-fabric dress that featured a deep scoop neckline and diagonal stripes that cycled through every color in the spectrum, including clear. Since she wore nothing under it, the random motions of the clear stripe would have been the object of intense interest had her audience not had other matters on their minds.

Althea, a small, delicately beautiful woman with alabaster skin, long dark hair, and lively violet eyes, was wearing a sort of working-girl-in-a-harem outfit that left her breasts and belly mostly bare. Gloria was pleased to see that Petra, trying to be more of a Tiger, was in a shorter-than-usual Dexta-gray skirt and a gray shirt that she had left unbuttoned far enough to reveal the subtle undercurve of her pert breasts. Since there were rich men present, it was unlikely that even her mother would have disapproved.

“I'd like to welcome all of you to your temporary assignment with the Office of Strategic Intervention,” Gloria began. “I
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