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CHAPTER 1

KERGEN VOS SAT SILENTLY, STARING OUT OVER THE GRANDEUR OF the main hall, a magnificent space of polished marble, giant columns, and a vaulted ceiling soaring fifty meters above the mosaic floor. The walls were covered with faded frescoes, the work of an artist long dead and forgotten. The monstrous structure projected an image of imperial power and majesty that had long been a fraud in the Far Stars, a façade with no real strength behind it.

And that’s why he was here.

Vos had come to this fringe of human habitation to change all that, to finally bring the wild planets of the Far Stars under the iron control of the emperor. He was determined to gain the victory that had eluded his predecessors, to become the man who brought this last cluster of independent worlds in all of mankind’s dominions to heel.

The existence of this defiant frontier was an affront to the imperial dignity—and a symbol that men could resist the dominion of empire. Vos knew it was a false symbol, though—that nothing could stand before the might of the empire—and he intended to prove that on the bodies of his enemies.

The hall was silent, but it had been filled just a few moments before, the throngs of petitioners craving his favor jockeying for attention alongside petty courtiers basking in the reflected glow of the emperor’s chosen representative. Those of real rank could obtain private access to the governor, meetings at which things could be actually be accomplished. But the grand levees were for the commoners and the low-ranking merchant classes. The huge assemblies were a pointless affair, largely for show. Nothing would be done in response to most of the appeals of those in attendance but the illusion of access, of justice, had its uses.

Vos cared little for the rabble that had just left the hall, but despite his coldness and efficiency, a part of him long buried couldn’t help but sympathize, at least a little. Once upon a time, he hadn’t been that different from them. The lower classes clung to their hope still. They flocked to the capitol to present their cases, to seek redress when the local nobles seized their farms and meager possessions, casting them out into the streets. What they didn’t understand was, the noble who had stolen from them had already paid for direct access—and thus had the governor’s stamp of approval on their actions. The poor, the untitled—there was no justice for them. Not in the empire.

Not in any nation that ever existed, Vos thought.

No, what the peasants didn’t understand was how the system worked . . . or how, long ago, Vos had worked his way through it. How he had hacked and clawed—in some places, literally—to be sitting where he now was. That, like the nobles, he had bought his way to preeminence, albeit with cunning and blood, rather than money and influence. And that’s why he could only sympathize so much.

Because weakness—begging in public, like these miscreants—accomplishes nothing. I took what I needed and created my own justice.

He leaned back against the cold hardness of the governor’s chair. He was still wearing his ceremonial robes, the formal uniform of his office. The position of imperial sector governor carried with it a considerable amount of pomp and ceremony, an aspect of the job Vos had always hated. He understood the use of spectacle in the implementation of power, but he always felt foolish when duty demanded he go forth clad in the full regalia. Such theatrics might be understandable in the empire proper, where the iron rule was complete, and therefore ceremony was crucial. Out here, though . . .

The hat was the worst of all, unwieldy and uncomfortable—a ludicrous, bejeweled bit of foppery that was so heavy his neck ached for hours after wearing it. Now, though, he was free to pull it from his head and cast it aside. He twisted around, trying to work out the kinks.

The images of imperial power were fictions because the governor controlled only six worlds from his headquarters on Galvanus Prime, a tiny foothold in a frontier full of pirates, mercenaries, and rogue adventurers. The insignificant cluster of imperial planets was a mockery, a symbol more of the empire’s impotence in the Far Stars than its great power, and it chafed Kergen Vos to no end. I don’t need costumes, he thought angrily. I need weapons! Ships! Men!

And, for the first time since he arrived on Galvanus Prime, he was starting to get just that. His plans were almost in motion, and by the time he was finished, he would ensure the imperial flag was planted on every world in the Far Stars—and the unruly Rim-worlders who occupied those planets would know their place, finally bowing down to their rightful master.

Vos sighed softly and shifted his weight, trying vainly to get comfortable in the massive chair. He knew it was futile. Three years in this detestable place, and he’d never managed to find a position that lessened the discomfort of that infernal seat. But the powers that be had centuries before decided that magnificence was more important than comfort. The bejeweled golden chair of the governor was hard and uncomfortable, but it was worth a planet’s ransom, and like so much else, it spoke silently of the wealth and majesty of the empire.

The session had been a long one—indeed, it had gone on all day, and Vos was exhausted. Now, at last, he was alone with his thoughts. The levee had been more than the whining and complaints of the lower classes. He had heard many reports, too, filtered the truth from the blatant exaggerations and propaganda, and he had given his commands. His minions had been briefed and dispatched. The routine business of administering the small cluster of imperial worlds was done. But there was no time for sleep, for now Vos had to attend to business he viewed as far more important.

Soon it would be time to launch the final phase of his plan to gain dominance over the sector. Soon the black-and-gold flag of imperial authority would fly unfettered in the breeze of every planet in the Far Stars. And soon he would return to the empire in triumph, and the way would be opened for him to ascend to even further heights of power and influence.

How far I have traveled to have arrived here, in this most unlikely of places . . .

As it had with the peasants moments before, his mind drifted back, the years peeling away like the pages of an old-style book. Before he was governor. Before he was an agent of the empire. To the filth-infested streets of Belleger and a penniless orphan eating from piles of garbage and surviving on what he could steal.

Belleger was a cursed world. It had committed the most grievous of sins—it had rebelled against the empire. For a brief, defiant few months, the flags of revolt flew over its cities, and the leaders of the insurgency gave speeches and led throngs of cheering citizens through the streets in the stirring spectacle of one massive rally after another. They pulled down statues of the emperors, murdered the imperial legate, and burned his palace. Belleger was free of tyranny, they declared defiantly.

But the glory had proven to be short-lived. The imperial battleships soon arrived, and the legions landed, bringing with them death and destruction unimagined. The rebellion died in fire, its leaders executed, the streets cleared with massacre after massacre. The pitiless imperial soldiers fell on the civilians with a savagery so terrible, its memory was seared into the very souls of those who survived. It was as if the gates of hell itself had opened, and every nightmare contained within had burst forward, to feed on the very life of a world and its people.

Belleger was in ruins. Its industry had died in the fires along with half its citizens. Those who remained, crawling through the rubble, struggled to survive amid the chaos, fighting over scraps of food and killing each other for an imperial copper. Even when the troops stopped their massacres, the dying continued, with disease, starvation, and violence in the streets taking a steady toll.

Vos had been a penniless boy then, weak, scared, cast out into the streets when the imperial soldiers slaughtered his family. His parents had been tailors, well regarded locally and moderately prosperous. The young Kergen had expected nothing grander than to follow in the family trade. But any hope of that ended the day he stood in the wreckage of his family home, staring at the burned bodies of his parents. Then the terrified boy stumbled out into the streets, seeking survival any way he could.

There were others like him, the lost children. They were like animals, acting on instinct. Feral. They gathered together, their fear driving them into a huddled mass. But weakness added to weakness did not equal strength, and in time, all of them died.

All save Kergen Vos, who learned to survive.

He’d watched his companions as they fell. The boys quickly, from the elements and disease, but also in violent altercations, battles over food or a dry place to stay . . . or doomed attempts to establish dominance over the group. The girls went more slowly, too often amid scenes of unspeakable debauchery and brutality. Some few survived for a time, as slaves mostly, in the brothels that served the imperial garrison.

Not Vos, though. No, not only did he survive, he prospered.

He curried favor with the imperial troops, sold out his companions, stole from them what little of value they’d managed to find. He murdered them in the dark to silence their tongues, to prevent anyone from learning what he had done. He turned them in to the imperial garrisons, accusing them of whatever offenses he could invent. In postinvasion Belleger, as in most of the empire, accusation was largely tantamount to guilt, as least for the poor and those without influence and allies.

He collected coin for leading the imperial enforcers to the prettiest of the young girls—and a few of the boys as well—to feed the appetites of the soldiers. And the imperial agents further paid him for his assistance—a few coins of no consequence, but a fortune in that time and place—and to spy on his fellow citizens and report anything suspicious.

It was the latter—the agents—who truly captured his imagination. The soldiers were omnipresent, patrolling the streets, milling about the garrison. They were all-powerful to the helpless and oppressed citizens, but Vos realized immediately they themselves were minions, servants, subject to constant discipline and draconian punishment if they failed in their duties. Apart from a few pleasures designed to sustain morale, they were only marginally better off than the broken, desperate citizens of Belleger.

But the agents were something else. They were rarer than the soldiers, more discreet. They were smart, educated. They wielded considerable power, and they possessed seemingly endless coin, one of the main tools of their trade. Money and information—that was power. Vos had been captivated from the start, mesmerized by the cosmopolitan swagger of the operatives.

Even as he scraped in the garbage for food, he began to imagine a future for himself, one far beyond the daily routine of a tailor. He scrambled to get the attention of the agents, gathering information everywhere he could, selling it—sometimes even giving it—to the operatives. Relentlessly, he worked his way closer, became useful to them. Then one day, after he’d alerted the agents to a particularly dangerous group of surviving rebels, he was approached by one of them, impressed by the young boy’s ability to consistently produce information.

Thus began his rise, from the depths of despair and poverty to . . .

To where? he thought, pulled from his memories for a moment. How high do I dare to imagine myself? What reward, what positions of power and honor, what wealth, might the emperor shower on the man who brings the Far Stars to heel? The man who crushed this affront to imperial honor?

The man who had done terrible things, committed unspeakable acts of cruelty as he ascended the ranks of imperial intelligence.

For there had been no rewards for gentleness, no place for squeamish morality in the imperial service. Vos had struggled at first, especially on Belleger, where he had betrayed his former companions, climbing over their broken bodies to secure his own escape from the destitution and squalor. But he’d quickly learned to deal with such feelings. He hadn’t created the universe, nor was he responsible for the fact that mankind lived under the iron boot of imperial rule. His choice had been a simple one: live—and die—in the filth and deprivation of the streets, or find another way, place himself above the sheep who stampeded to their doom and carve out a better place, build his own power and prosperity.

He chose himself, whatever the cost to those around him.

It wasn’t that he’d lost all ability to feel. There had been guilt and self-doubt, of course—arising in the dark nights, when he was alone—but those moments had mostly been long ago. Yes, Vos was still occasionally troubled by the things he did, the decisions he made. But he had made his choices in life, and for the most part, he had made his peace with them.

He stood up slowly, twisting his torso, stretching to loosen his aching muscles. He’d been seven hours in the infernal chair, and his body was rebelling. He put his arms over his head, stretching his aching muscles. It was time to do his real work. Time to plot the final conquest of the Far Stars.

“Augustin Lucerne is a brilliant man, a military genius of almost unmatched skill. And he has built a cadre of enormously capable officers around him.” Mak Wilhelm sat across from Vos, poking at the food on his plate with only marginal interest. He’d just arrived, back from nearly six months of constant travel through the Far Stars, and he was only on Galvanus Prime for a few days. Then he was heading to Vanderon, to finally put matters with the Far Stars Bank to rest.

“Even if your effort to . . . remove him . . . is successful,” he continued, “do we have any reason to expect his successor will be less formidable? His generals are highly skilled.”

“Indeed, Mak, they are extremely capable soldiers . . . though none of them are a match for their commander’s abilities. But Lucerne presents a danger far beyond his tactical skill. He is incorruptible. He has a vision, and a dedication to see it realized no matter what. He is charismatic, an inspirational leader. One of his generals could lead the army, almost certainly. But none of his officers can hold something like the Far Stars Confederation together, not for the long term. Without Lucerne, his diplomacy will crumble. The Primes will squabble with one another, and they will begin to fear and envy Celtiborian power.” He paused and smiled.

“Even his soldiers will begin to fight among themselves. They are loyal to Lucerne, out of respect, admiration, fear. Because they have served him for decades and walked with him through fire. But there is no one among their ranks all the others will accept, no clear successor save Astra. And for all her impressive abilities, she is not truly a soldier. She cannot take power alone—she must have one of the senior generals stand with her, someone with military credentials to back her claim to the succession.”

“A marriage, perhaps?”

“That would be a logical move. But the others will attempt to prevent a rival from taking such a step. They will fight each other over Astra, knowing the one who wins her hand has the clearest road to claiming Lucerne’s power. And some, at least, will go to extreme measures to prevent any of their rivals from attaining such a dominant position.

“You can take the killer off the battlefield, but he’s still a killer.”

Vos stared at his longtime ally, holding a forkful of Lusanian fangfish. “If Lucerne dies, it is likely his forces will fracture, that civil war and a struggle between his key subordinates will result. And as it continues, it will accelerate. As the confederation crumbles into ruin, even those who had banded together out of respect for their departed leader will find themselves at odds. It may not be immediate, but it will happen. Human nature will begin to assert itself.

“Augustin Lucerne’s magnificent army, the product of three decades of war and struggle, will destroy itself.”

Vos reached out and took his goblet in his hand, drinking deeply. “And we will help them move in this direction, Mak. We will aid in creating and expanding those fissures, ensuring no one among them succeeds in filling his master’s shoes.”

“You plan to intervene in their conflicts.” Wilhelm had picked up his fork while Vos was speaking, but he put it down again. “No . . . it’s more than that.” He thought for a moment. “You are going to provide support to one or more of the claimants.”

“Very good, Mak.” Vos was chewing as he spoke. Unlike that of his subordinate, Vos’s normally sparse appetite was, for once, excellent. “In most situations, I would choose a single man to back, the most capable among those susceptible to corruption. But we do not want a victor here. We want chaos, a descent into entropy. And that is best served by supporting multiple claimants.” He turned and stared at Wilhelm. “And once you complete your work on Vanderon, we will be able to provide much of that aid in a clandestine fashion, utilizing the good and unquestioned offices of the Far Stars Bank.”

“An extraordinary plan, Excellency.” Wilhelm’s tone was sincere, but there was a hint of concern there too.

Sensing his subordinate’s hesitation, Vos said, “Out with it.”

“It’s just . . . how can you be sure Lucerne’s soldiers will react as you anticipate? After all, they must be aware of our machinations by now—the senior leadership, at least. They will suspect our involvement in Lucerne’s death. Perhaps they will band together, look toward us with vengeance in their hearts?”

Vos smiled. “Indeed, Mak, they will react just as you say. At first, at least. But they have one weakness. They are soldiers and, most of them at least, honorable men. They understand intellectually the ways of the spy, the workings of espionage and manipulation. But they do not live them, breathe them as do we. To them, honor is a distinction, and usually I would agree. But they are still men, like any others. They harbor ambitions, they nurse grievances. Honor, in those moments then, is self-serving, and easily manipulated.

“And let us remember, not even Lucerne’s grand army can boast universal honor. Many of his people came into his service as the vanquished officers of defeated warlords, absorbed into the ranks of their conquerors. Lucerne has an extraordinary ability to turn old enemies into devoted allies, but men are men, and they rarely forget old injuries. The marshal’s extraordinary charisma is the glue that holds his remarkable army together. When he is gone, those bonds will begin to fail—they must.”

“Why, though? How can you be so certain?”

“Because men are what they are. Most are followers, the rest will seek power at all costs.”

“But Lucerne . . .”

“Lucerne is an extraordinary man, a very rare breed. His generals are highly skilled, and loyal to him. But they are not him. They do not have that same inner strength that makes the marshal incorruptible.”

“So even his most loyal followers will become mad for power when he is gone?”

“No, Mak, nothing so stark and simple. Many will sincerely attempt to follow through with Lucerne’s work . . . and they will challenge those who grasp quickly for power. Yet what will they do if they prevail in the early conflicts, when they have the control Lucerne does now? How many men do you think would surrender such power once it was theirs?”

Wilhelm nodded. “It appears your plans address all possibilities. Save, perhaps, one. What if the assassination of Lucerne fails? We have been unable to kill Blackhawk after more than two years of effort. How can you be so sure we can arrange Lucerne’s death?”

This, in fact, had been the problem that had vexed Kergen Vos since he’d come to the Far Stars. “Indeed, Marshal Lucerne is a difficult target, a man constantly surrounded by a cadre of extremely capable and fanatically loyal warriors. And our efforts with Blackhawk have been disappointing. We must look to where we went wrong, Mak, at how our efforts failed. We relied on the adventurers and mercenaries of the Far Stars, and their greed. But Blackhawk is the best of them all, and that is why he is still alive. None of those we set against him are his equals, and those who tried to kill him were outmatched and destroyed.

“We tried to kill Blackhawk with inferior resources. We will not make that mistake with Marshal Lucerne.”

He paused and smiled. “To that end, I have obtained some imperial assistance, Mak. The emperor is quite satisfied with our progress and pleased at last to see real action in the Far Stars. He has dispatched a . . . specialist . . . to aid us with the good marshal.” Vos pressed the small comm button on the table. “Please come in, Lord Rachen.”

The door on the far wall opened slowly, and a man walked into the room. He was tall and slim, clad from head to toe in black robes. A hood hung down over his face, obscuring even the slightest view of him. Vos watched his second in command, gauging his reaction, and Wilhelm didn’t disappoint. The general clearly knew Rachen immediately for what he was, and a shiver ran visibly through his body. Vos was not surprised. Wilhelm was a soldier and a spy, accustomed to danger and death. But there were some things all men feared. Some terrors that defied courage, cutting into even the bravest with icy pangs of dread.

Vos understood—he understood because he felt the cold fear himself.

The operatives of the Exequtorum Mortis were the emperor’s personal assassins, the deadliest killers humanity had ever known. To the billions of commoners in the empire, they were a legend, a shadowy myth to scare children. But the Exequtorum did not exist to control the peasants, nor the merchant classes and professionals—the emperor had his fleet and his legions for that. The members of this dark brotherhood of death existed for one purpose—to instill the emperor’s terror in men of power—his nobles, and the generals and admirals who commanded his military.

And highly ranked spies like Wilhelm and Vos.

They were above all others, exempt from any law or authority anywhere in the empire. No fate inspired more dread in the powerful functionaries of the empire than being placed on the Exequtorum’s proscription list.

The terrible guild of imperial assassins had existed as long as the empire itself, longer even, for the early imperial histories tell vaguely of how the organization had allied with the first emperor and slain all his rivals. In fact, the rumor was that they had never failed an assassination attempt, and while it was probably apocryphal, it clearly had a ring of truth no man wanted to risk.

It was said, too, that the order’s grandmaster was a thousand years old, an undead monstrosity who served the emperor with unwavering loyalty in exchange for immortality. Vos knew that was nonsense, a bizarre myth that endured because it served the imperial purposes.

It didn’t change the fact that even for a man of Vos’s power, the black-clad figure standing there was like a cold nightmare out of the darkness.

“Thank you, Lord Rachen. Once again, I offer you my gratitude for coming so far to aid us in our struggle.” Vos’s tone was one of respect, almost subordination.

The shadowy figure nodded silently.

“Lord Rachen, with your agreement, I would like to begin your mission immediately. You have at your disposal all information and resources we possess.”

The man simply bowed his head again in affirmation of Vos’s request. Then he turned and walked out the way he had come, having said not a word.

“Perhaps we will be able to remove Marshal Lucerne after all.” Wilhelm’s voice was animated, hopeful. “I hadn’t reckoned with the Exequtorum. Indeed, the emperor must be quite pleased with progress to dispatch one of his personal assassins to our cause.”

“Yes, Mak. Now, we will see how Marshal Lucerne’s vaunted soldiers deal with one of the most capable killers in the galaxy.” He paused, and a wide smile crept onto his lips. “And the emperor’s largesse does not end there, my friend. For when Lord Rachen has rid us of Marshal Lucerne, he will remain in the Far Stars with us and complete another mission.” He stared across the table, and his smile broadened.

“He will also kill Arkarin Blackhawk.”








CHAPTER 2

AUGUSTIN LUCERNE SAT AT HIS DESK STARING AT THE GLOWING screen of his workstation. There was a plate off to the side, his dinner, picked at and stone-cold. His steward had brought the meal unbidden and come back three times, offering to get something else or to reheat the plate. Lucerne appreciated the concern, but finally he’d sent the aide away with orders not to return until morning. He’d snacked on the gourmet food as he worked, but he’d eaten no more than a quarter of it.

He knew he needed to eat more, if only to keep his physician off his back. He’d been down two kilos at his last exam, and he’d endured an endless series of lectures on taking care of himself. But there was simply too much work to do. And he just wasn’t hungry. The workload was vast, and he had too much to think about. Lucerne didn’t have the luxury of cutting back. He needed to stay on top of everything.

When he made mistakes, people died.

He’d come close to making a tragic error with Antilles. Even now, months later, it still shook him to his core. If it hadn’t been for Blackhawk—and Danellan Lancaster’s surprising, eleventh-hour courage—his ships would have destroyed the Antillean fleet. His soldiers would have landed on the planet, and a costly war would have raged for months, the result of which would have been catastrophic. For while Lucerne was confident his people would have won, he could only guess how many of them would have been lost. Hundreds of thousands, certainly. Perhaps millions. And along with the body count, the economic powerhouse of Antilles—vital to the prospects of Lucerne’s plans—would have been a ruin, its magnificent factories reduced to smoking rubble, its awesome industrial production no longer available to build the nascent economies of the less developed worlds joining the confederation.

You need to have better data before you act. And you need to be more careful with your decisions. You let your temper get the better of you, you old fool, and you came a hairsbreadth from throwing away thirty years of sweat and blood.

The marshal closed his eyes tightly and opened them again, trying to clear his vision. The screen was blurry in front of him, his eyes so tired they could barely focus. It was long after midnight, but he was nowhere near done. Soon he would dispatch the second wave, and his soldiers would travel to another twenty worlds, sweeping tyrants and petty dictators from their positions of power.

He wished he was bringing true freedom to the people of those worlds, but he knew in his heart he was as absolute a ruler as any of those his armies fought. He was uncomfortable with the apparent hypocrisy of his actions, but he also understood that he was different. He would command with an iron fist only to defend the worlds of the Far Stars from the empire. Once the sector was united—and strong enough to defend itself—he would yield his power and retire to private life. He knew few people would believe that, but in his heart he was sure it was true.

He would walk away when he could. Gratefully.

Lucerne had never understood the drive of those who struggled to acquire power for its own sake. He hated the constant responsibility, and nothing made him as uncomfortable as the ceaseless accolades, the endless worship of those around him.

If only they all knew how badly I wanted to step down, how truly exhausted to the bone I am. But I can’t. Not until I am finished.

Because what will follow when I am gone? Who will hold the confederation together, lead its fleets and armies if the empire attacks one day? Astra? How can I do that to her? Lay that terrible responsibility at her feet?

He knew his daughter was as capable as he was, but he still felt guilty about the responsibilities he knew would one day fall on her shoulders. He’d told himself she was not obligated to follow in his shoes, but he knew it was a lie. Augustin was a creature of duty, completely unable to walk away from the people and the responsibilities, and despite Astra’s seemingly wild and uncontrollable spirit, she was no more able than he was to abandon this dream. He didn’t think she shared his full passion for it, but he also knew she wouldn’t let it die . . . out of love for him, if not dedication to the ideals he espoused.

Again, though, the thought crushed him. This was a prison, but one of his own choosing. For Astra, though, the choice was made for her, and not just by him. Lucerne had hoped for a time that Blackhawk would agree to succeed him and to shepherd the Far Stars Confederation alongside Astra. His daughter clearly loved the rogue adventurer, and he was just as sure Blackhawk returned the feelings. He’d tried to convince his friend more than once, but he understood the resistance he’d always met.

For many years he had been the only person who knew the truth about Blackhawk, about how he had broken his conditioning and fled from a life as a brutal imperial general, a monster responsible for killing millions. Yet it was obvious he couldn’t truly understand what the imperial scientists had done to Blackhawk, the unfathomable effect of the decades of mental and emotional conditioning that had stripped him of his sense of self and made him the perfect tool of imperial aggression. How much of that was still inside Blackhawk, fighting to regain control?

So when Blackhawk said no, Lucerne had to respect it.

That is why I do this. It is why I sacrificed so much, the life I might have had—quiet, full of joy, and not one filled with death and the endless call of duty. But everywhere men breathe the air, the iron rule of the empire controls all. Everywhere save here, in the Far Stars. This tiny flicker of freedom has been kept alive not by the courage of men, nor by their steadfastness, but by a natural phenomenon. The Void has saved the Far Stars from domination, held back the imperial battleships that surely would have brought the shackles of empire to all who dwell here. But we must take responsibility—and ensure with our own strength and resolve that no one is ever to take that liberty from us.

I have willingly sacrificed myself to this quest. But I would spare Astra this fate.

It was a pipe dream, though, no doubt the result of his tired mind. He knew even as he sat there that the quest he had begun would claim her, that she had no more chance than he had to escape the call of duty. And for the first time in thirty years of death and war, he truly regretted the path he had chosen.

Rafaelus DeMark stood on the small balcony of his headquarters, staring out over the crowd in the piazza below. It was a stunning space, a sea of multicolored cobblestones surrounding an immense fountain. Nordlingen was famous in the Far Stars for its architecture, but now the scars of war were upon its magnificent buildings and monuments.

DeMark’s eyes caught the detachments of soldiers he’d positioned all around the square. He had roving patrols, snipers deployed on the buildings, and a whole battalion in reserve, ready to respond to any unrest. The war on Nordlingen had ended when Blackhawk liberated the planet’s captive king, and the grateful monarch had ordered his armies to stand down. But peace hadn’t lasted long, and his soldiers had been dealing with random violence and terrorist attacks since the formal hostilities had ceased.

DeMark had expected to be off Nordlingen by now, back on Celtiboria and ready to carry out the next mission for Marshal Lucerne. King Gustav had signed the peace accord and the Confederation Treaty, and he’d enthusiastically announced his commitment to a new future for his world. The king was popular, and the news that he’d been abducted and held hostage by his renegade prime minister enraged the populace. Indeed, they had turned out today because of that seething anger, and they were gathered to witness the execution of Loren Davanos.

DeMark had been against the execution. Not the idea of it, just the timing. He agreed Davanos deserved death. Indeed, the bastard was responsible for the resistance that had caused his troops to suffer thousands of casualties, and the native Nordlingeners even more at the hands of his enraged soldiers. But he thought the public spectacle was dangerous and ill-timed. Something was wrong on Nordlingen. DeMark had expected things to calm down immediately after the fighting ended. The king was restored to his throne, and he was allied with the Celtiborians. All soldiers had been granted amnesty, by both their king and Marshal Lucerne. By all accounts, Nordlingen should be quiet, pacified.

But it wasn’t. The incidents had begun shortly after the surrender. Bombings, shootings, various acts of terrorism not uncommon in the wake of war. But instead of lessening, the problems escalated.

Once more, fear spread among the people.

DeMark had responded by tightening controls, imposing curfews, and threatening martial law. The king backed him up on his decrees, but the tightened security was increasing the resentment of the Celtiborians. The king had declared them allies, brothers in the confederation, but more and more of the people came to view them as occupiers, as foreigners who exerted an unclean influence on their monarch.

I’m a soldier, not a policeman, DeMark thought, looking out over the hundred thousand gathered below. I do not know how to win this kind of war.

It didn’t help that the situation didn’t make sense to him. None of it. His people had been extremely careful to avoid incidents with the population. Where did this resistance come from? How could he root out those behind it—and do it without oppressing the people and feeding the opposition through his own actions?

“General DeMark, sir . . .”

DeMark turned to face his aide. Emile Varne had served him with great skill and dedication, and the Celtiborian general had come to rely heavily upon the orderly.

Varne stood at attention, his brand-new major’s insignia freshly polished and dazzling on his collar. “King Gustav wishes to know if you are ready for him to proceed.”

DeMark nodded, suppressing a sigh as he did. “Yes, Major.” The sooner this is over, and all these people disperse back to their homes, the happier I will be.

“Very well, sir. I will advise the king that you give your permission to begin.”

DeMark winced at his aide’s choice of words. “Just tell him I am ready whenever he wishes to proceed.” His people were veterans, the terror of the battlefield, but they were not diplomats. DeMark had gone to great pains to forge a working relationship with the Nordlingener monarch, but he knew no king liked to ask for permission for anything.

“Yes, sir.” Varne snapped a perfect salute and turned on his heels, marching swiftly away.

DeMark sighed. He found being a diplomat no easier than his soldiers did being babysitters and police, and he was exhausted at trying to stamp out the insurgency with gloves on his hands. He knew sterner measures would be counterproductive, that Marshal Lucerne wanted willing allies and not battered and bloody slaves. But he had to do something.

He looked back across the crowds, as if another glance would expose any enemies to him. The truth was, DeMark expected trouble. He’d had to allow Gustav to continue with the execution, but he knew the spectacle gave the leaders of the underground movement a perfect opportunity. Whatever happened, if his men ended up firing on Nordlingeners today, it would only further inflame emotions. He’d tried to convince Gustav to wait until things were calmer, but the normally mild-mannered king had been insistent on executing his treasonous minister as soon as possible. DeMark understood the king’s outrage, but that didn’t change the fact that something felt very off.

Eich Morgus glanced out the window, staring down at the large platform in the forum below. It was a rough wood structure, hastily erected to serve as a scaffold for the execution of Loren Davanos.

Davanos stood spread-eagled in the center, his arms and legs chained to two metal pillars. Adjacent to the pillars stood a large generator, ready to administer a lethal dose of electricity to the condemned traitor. If Morgus had been a different sort of man, he might have felt something like guilt. It was because of his actions that Davanos was in his current position. Morgus had been sent to Nordlingen by Kergen Vos, and he had been the architect of Davanos’s treachery. He had supplied the weapons and funding for the prime minister to launch his secret coup—and to resist the Celtiborian invasion.

But Morgus was who he was, and guilt was not part of his makeup.

The fool did this to himself. All he had to do was keep the king from being rescued, and yet he couldn’t even protect a fortified position from a small group of raiders.

Now the king was free, Davanos was captured, and half a dozen imperial operatives had been killed—including Morgus’s visiting superior, Vagran Calgarus.

Calgarus had been found dead after the raiding force withdrew with the king. Somehow his head had been cut off, and that gave Morgus pause. Calgarus had been one of the best the imperial service had to offer, and the idea that someone out there was capable of utterly defeating him was disturbing to say the least.

What’s done is done. Calgarus was a loss, but it doesn’t change the mission. The collapse of the war on Nordlingen was a setback, but it was far from the end of the matter. Morgus’s mandate was to disrupt the Celtiborian efforts to consolidate the planet into their confederation, and formal warfare was only one of many ways to achieve that goal. Morgus and his team had been the force behind an increasingly active campaign of terrorism and clandestine resistance.

And that campaign was about to ramp up enormously.

Davanos may be lost to us, but he still has one more use. His execution would be the signal for a series of attacks throughout Nordlingen, taking Morgus’s covert war to an entirely new level. The Celtiborian commander had proven to be extremely intelligent and patient, but sooner or later he would have no choice but to launch reprisals and expand martial law. And the population would come to resent the occupiers. Resistance would grow . . . and slowly turn to hatred. Morgus wasn’t foolish enough to think he could drive the Celtiborians off Nordlingen, but he would keep them busy, pick away at their strength, and tie large forces down on the planet—soldiers Marshal Lucerne would not have available to deploy elsewhere.

Morgus smiled. The same thing was happening on a dozen other worlds: imperial agents dispersing coin, spreading propaganda, sowing discord. It had been Governor Vos’s plan from the start. He’d never expected any of the targeted worlds to actually defeat the Celtiborian invaders, just to inflict as many casualties as possible and then occupy the remaining forces with one act of resistance after another. Most of the revolutionaries were paid criminals and mercenaries, not true believers. But as the Celtiborians necessarily cracked down, Morgus knew more genuine resistance would develop in response.

Augustin Lucerne’s Far Stars Confederation would struggle to control the worlds it absorbed, and his magnificent army would slowly bleed to death of a thousand cuts.

And only then would Governor Vos strike.

Morgus heard the sounds of the crowd outside growing louder. He refocused on the scaffold, watching as the last of the speeches ended.

It was time.

“There have been at least twenty attacks, General. All over the planet.” Major Varne’s uniform was disheveled and coated with dust, one sleeve was shredded, and a rough blood-soaked bandage covered most of his arm. He’d been down in the piazza when the bombs there had detonated. Over three hundred had been killed and almost a thousand wounded. DeMark suspected Varne hadn’t included himself in the number of injured any more than he’d gone to the infirmary before reporting to headquarters.

The general was struggling to maintain his calm, but inside his rage was reaching a dangerous level. Thousands were dead planetwide, including several hundred of his soldiers. He ached to strike back, to send his people out to avenge their lost brothers and sisters. Unfortunately, he had no idea who was behind the attacks.

He’d been worried about unrest after the execution, but he hadn’t imagined anything like the wave of attacks that began almost the instant Davanos was electrocuted. It wasn’t more than a few minutes later the other reports began coming in: a freight monorail two hundred kilometers from the capital blown up by a carefully placed mine; government buildings in the second- and third-largest cities vaporized by massive explosions; over two dozen sniper incidents planetwide. All occurred within a window of less than one hour.

It had been nothing less than a coordinated planetwide operation.

Whoever was behind this campaign—and there was no longer any doubt in DeMark’s mind that’s exactly what he was facing, an organized campaign—knew exactly what they were doing.

And DeMark knew the only way to end the violence was to crush it root and branch, using whatever overwhelming power was necessary—and accepting any level of collateral damage. But such a response carried its own risks. If his forces cracked down, they would feed the resentment of the locals, adding to the dissent and throwing fuel on the fire of rebellion. But if they failed to defeat the terrorists, the locals’ hatred would grow with every incident—and every dead civilian the Celtiborian soldiers failed to protect would become a rallying cry for the resistance.

More important, Marshal Lucerne’s orders were clear. The confederation, however it was coming into existence, was not to become a totalitarian regime, brutalizing the citizens of its worlds. DeMark had agreed completely when he’d first been dispatched to Nordlingen. But he’d seen too many of his soldiers in body bags since the fighting had supposedly ended, and his idealism was rapidly fading.

And it was being replaced by something ugly.

He felt the anger coursing through him, and he tried to hold it back, keep it in its place. As a man, he was entitled to his rage, but as an army commander and military governor, he had to make rational decisions, unaffected by emotions. Still, intellectually he realized he had few viable choices. Waiting it out, hoping the violence would die down, had proven to be a failed strategy, leading only to the latest massive wave of attacks. Now, he would face the inevitable blowback, the rage of the Nordlingeners at the thousands of murdered civilians. They weren’t dead by his hands or his orders, but they had died on his watch. And he knew the people would blame him and his army. He had to do something else. Now.

The general shook his head and stared down at the floor. He knew he was about to do just what his unseen enemy wanted, that he was playing into their hands. He felt like a fool, a puppet dancing on some unseen master’s string, but had no other choices. He wasn’t going to allow someone to keep killing his soldiers—and if too many more civilians were targeted, he’d have widespread uprisings to deal with on top of the orchestrated terrorism.

DeMark turned around and stared at Varne, pausing an instant before speaking. “I am declaring full martial law, Major. Effective immediately. All civilians are restricted to their homes when they are not at work or engaged in necessary activities. All public entertainments are canceled. All broadcast facilities will be supervised by designated Celtiborian censors. All Nordlingeners, save duly appointed army and police units, are banned from possessing any weapons or explosives. Any individuals caught with proscribed materials will be imprisoned indefinitely. All those apprehended participating in terrorist activity will be summarily executed.”

“Yes, sir,” Varne snapped. It was clear the aide agreed completely with his commander’s decision.

DeMark sighed. Yes, Emile, I know it feels good to do something. But do you realize deep down, as I do, that this will only escalate things?

We are doing just what our enemy wants.








CHAPTER 3

MAK WILHELM SAT QUIETLY IN THE ANTECHAMBER, WAITING TO see Chairman Vargus. He’d been there over an hour, and he had to suppress his amusement at the petty power game the chairman was playing. Vargus had been in the bank’s upper management for thirty years, and he’d held the top position for the last fifteen. Wilhelm realized the banker hadn’t come that far without a degree of skill and ruthlessness, but men like Vargus rarely possessed those traits without considerable ego accompanying them.

Wilhelm knew Vargus was perfectly aware he was Governor Vos’s top deputy, and that he was here representing the largest single depositor at the bank. Still, the old financier couldn’t resist attempting to assert his authority. Enjoy it, you damned fool, for the precious little time you will still have it. When the meeting about to take place was done, Vargus might still remain in his chairman’s seat, but he would be a puppet, doing the bidding of his new master. And that will cut at him like a blade in his gut . . .

“General Wilhelm . . . Chairman Vargus will see you now, sir.” Vargus’s assistant was young, and very beautiful. Is the old fool sleeping with her? Or does he just want his business associates to think he is?

“Thank you.” Wilhelm stood up and straightened his uniform. The dress reds were uncomfortable as hell, but there was an undeniable intimidation factor that came from standing in a room in the full regalia of an imperial general. The scarlet coat and spotless white breeches were symbols of the unimaginable might of the empire—instantly recognizable, even in the Far Stars. Wilhelm thought it might be overkill—he had all the real power he needed to control Damian Vargus. But in the end, he’d decided there was no harm in a little added strength.

He followed the aide down the long hallway. Wilhelm was a serious man, totally focused on his duties—a soldier, a spy, a killer. He didn’t let nonsense interfere with his clear-mindedness, not while he was on the job. But still, he couldn’t help but notice how tight her skirt was.

She stopped and opened the heavy walnut doors, the portal to the inner sanctum of one of the sector’s most powerful men, the chairman of the Far Stars Bank. One of the most powerful men for another ten minutes, at least. Then just another tool, hard at work for Governor Vos. Or a vacant chair and a body that would never be found.

Either way.

“General Wilhelm, I am pleased to see you.” Vargus rose slowly from behind his enormous desk, moving around and extending his hand to the visitor. He was clad in a dark gray business suit with a barely visible pinstripe, the height of current Vanderon style. And any of Wilhelm’s thoughts that Vargus was sleeping with his secretary instantly vanished.

God, he’s gone to fat.

Vargus hadn’t been all that slender when Wilhelm had first met him three years before, but the chairman was considerably heavier now, and he looked older too, more than Wilhelm had expected just a few years later.

“And you, Chairman Vargus.” He reached out and took the banker’s hand, suppressing his reaction at the sweaty clamminess of Vargus’s palms. Wilhelm was a fastidious man, a bit of a neat freak, but he’d experienced worse things in a lifetime of imperial service than an old man’s sweat on his hand. “I trust things are going well for the bank?”

Vargus gestured to one of the guest chairs in front of the desk. “Please, General, have a seat.” He stood, watching Wilhelm sit, and then walked back around his desk, dropping his bulk into his plush leather chair. It was clearly an expensive piece of furniture, well built and exquisitely crafted, but it still creaked loudly as it absorbed the impact. “Yes, certainly,” he said, addressing Wilhelm’s question. “Our profits are up 11 percent for the first half of the year. And your own . . . ah . . . special accounts have a cumulative return of 19 percent since inception. Considering the economic . . . instability in many areas of the sector, that performance is quite strong.”

Vargus smiled. Wilhelm suspected it was a friendly, if insincere, gesture, but there was a creepiness to it nevertheless. What was the return before you stole as much as you could?

“That is good news, Chairman. I am certain the governor will be pleased. But that is not why I am here.” He hesitated, allowing Vargus’s tension level to rise a bit.

“Yes, General? Is there something else the bank can do for Governor Vos?”

Wilhelm held back a smile. Impatience, he thought. He is worried. He should be worried. But I will offer him a lifeline. The only question is: Will he be smart enough to take it?

“Yes, Chairman, there is. Or, I should say, there may be.” He stared right into the confused banker’s eyes. “You see, as of three days ago, the governor controls 50.16 percent of the voting stock in the Far Stars Bank.” Wilhelm paused, allowing his words to sink in. It had been a difficult road securing control, one that had taken every moment of his time for the past six months—and a truly enormous deployment of imperial financial resources. But Wilhelm had seen it done, leaving behind a sordid trail of threats, deals, and bodies.

Vargus stared blankly for a few seconds. “I’m afraid you must be mistaken, General.” His tone was halting, nervous. “I would know if so much stock had changed hands recently.”

“Come now, Chairman. Must we doubt each other? Do you think I came here with empty bluffs, charades you would see through in a heartbeat? No, I think not. What I have told you is true. Our accumulation has been executed with great care and subtlety. In many cases, we have purchased the right to vote shares without actually buying the stock itself. In others, we have taken control of the entities that own the stock, specifically to avoid any direct transfers of Far Stars Bank shares. It was an enormously expensive process and quite difficult to execute in secrecy, especially on such a short time frame. I assure you, though, that we now effectively own controlling interest in the bank.”

Vargus sat at his desk, white as a sheet. He stared back a long time before any words came. “Assuming this is all true, General Wilhelm, may I inquire about the governor’s intentions?”

Very good, Vargus. Wilhelm knew the banker was seething with rage, that every impulse in his body was pushing him to hurl back threats, to declare his defiance in no uncertain terms. But Vargus was controlling himself, hiding the anger and fear—and seeking to obtain more information. Perhaps he will be useful, after all.

“Well, Chairman, that is largely up to you.” His tone was cold. “You may oppose us, seek to fight our control. You will lose that battle in the end, but I have no doubt you could delay us for a period of time.” Assuming we let you live that long.

He paused, still staring intently at Vargus. “It would be futile, though. For starters, you would be ousted from your position—and no doubt you would face significant punitive actions once we are able to ascertain the specifics of your activities as chairman. No doubt, a thorough review will uncover a variety of undertakings not properly sanctioned by the board.” There hadn’t been a Far Stars Bank chairman in three centuries who hadn’t stolen all he could get his hands on, and Wilhelm knew Vargus was no exception. Indeed, he had a fairly complete file detailing the current chairman’s above-average rapaciousness.

Vargus stared across the desk, clearly trying to maintain a calm demeanor as he faced the imperial agent. “And if I do not fight the governor’s control? If I agree to cooperate? What then?”

“Then you would prove you are a wise man, Vargus.” Wilhelm nodded slowly. “In that case, the governor would be pleased for you to retain your position—and all your privileges and perquisites. Including your unsanctioned, shall we say, participations in certain investments. Governor Vos believes his loyal allies deserve to be compensated.”

Wilhelm sat bolt upright in his chair, the posture a leftover from his days of active military service. It made him appear tall and imposing, though he and Vargus were the same height.

“The governor would expect you to run the bank as you see fit,” Wilhelm continued, “as you have done so effectively for years now.” A pause, then: “Of course, he will from time to time request that you take specific actions that are necessary for his own plans. And in such cases, I am afraid the governor’s word will transcend any other considerations.”

The chairman swallowed, betraying the fear he was trying vainly to keep in check. “Of course, General.” Vargus’s tone was complex, a mix of his fear and acquiescence. “I will serve at the pleasure of the governor.” He hesitated then added, “As soon as I see proof of his controlling interest, that is.”

“I will show you proof as an act of good faith. But know this: the only thing that concerns you is that I’m telling you Governor Vos is now in control. Anything besides that is just detail. I’m sure you’re feeling a sensation in your gut right now—that’s the knife we already have in you . . . it just hasn’t been twisted yet. So in the future, do not unduly test my patience.”

Wilhelm let his words sink in. He was tired of the man’s bluster and the sooner the damned foul understood the reality he faced, the better.”

“I understand, General. Let’s proceed.”

“Very good, Chairman. The governor will be extremely pleased.” Wilhelm reached down to the small pouch hanging from his belt. He pulled out a small data chip and set it on the desk.

Vargus glanced down at the chip. “And what, may I ask, is on that chip, General?”

“It contains a list of loans, Chairman, the sum total of the bank’s business relationship with Lancaster Interests.”

“The bank is involved in hundreds of ventures with the Lancasters.”

“Over a thousand, in fact,” Wilhelm replied. “One thousand, two hundred and eleven as of yesterday. Total value in excess of twelve billion imperial crowns in allowable credit, with approximately eight billion of that drawn down and outstanding.”

Vargus shifted nervously in his seat. “Your information is impressive, General.”

“Thank you, Chairman.” His voice was deadpan, disinterested. The last thing Mak Wilhelm craved was praise from Damian Vargus. He held up the chip again. “It all stops. Now.”

Vargus had a confused look on his face. “What stops?”

“All business with the Lancasters, Chairman. All credit lines are to be frozen immediately. All outstanding balances are to be called due. You will notify Lancaster Interests of this tomorrow via bonded courier. You will also prepare to institute legal proceedings on the various worlds to take control of bank-funded Lancaster projects in their jurisdictions.” He paused. “Unless Danellan Lancaster is somehow able to produce eight billion imperial crowns to repay his loans.”

Vargus stared back, a look of pure shock on his face. Finally, he stammered, “But . . . General . . . that is not pos—”

“I’m afraid the governor will be extremely displeased if his first request is rebuffed.”

“But the bank has a centuries-long relationship with Lancaster Interests!”

“Yes, Chairman, and that has lulled Danellan Lancaster into a false sense of security. He has placed his company in a perilous position, complacent in the belief that the bank’s financing would always be available. The stoppage of funding alone will cause enormous damage to Lancaster businesses sectorwide. But the subsequent foreclosure actions will push the company over the edge.”

“But the collapse of Lancaster Interests would have enormous economic repercussions throughout the Far Stars.” Vargus’s voice was tinged with panic.

“Indeed. No doubt many worlds will experience severe depressions. Nevertheless, the governor is adamant about this. Are you reconsidering your cooperation already, Chairman? I am scheduled to depart in several hours for Galvanus Prime to brief the governor. He will be very disappointed if I cannot assure him this has been handled as he requested.”

“No, General,” Vargus said, slumping miserably. “I am not reconsidering.”

“Excellent.” Wilhelm shifted his weight, as if he was about to get up. But he stopped and turned back to look at Vargus. “Lord Villeroi will remain on Vanderon to oversee the governor’s interests, so if there are any problems, you may discuss them with him.” Wilhelm paused, noting the reaction on Vargus’s face. Sebastien de Villeroi was an unsettling presence wherever he went, a perfect choice to keep a potential enemy—or a friend of indeterminate reliability—on his toes.

And if Vargus knew what a psychopath Villeroi truly was, he’d ruin that expensive suit.

“That is of course the governor’s prerogative, though I can assure you, it is not necessary.”

“It is indeed his prerogative, and one he intends to exercise. Lord Villeroi will remain, Chairman. The governor is more . . . comfortable with him here.” Wilhelm paused for a few seconds. “He is a man of many skills. His last mission before his time here was on Kalishar.”

Vargus stared across the desk, his face a mask of confusion and tension. “Kalishar?”

“Yes, Chairman. He served as our intermediary to the ka’al . . . the previous ka’al. His position here will follow much the same function as it did on Kalishar.”

Wilhelm let that sink in and watched Vargus squirming in his seat. Beads of sweat were forming along his hairline, and one had already begun to slide down the side of his face. The imperial general suppressed a smile. Villeroi tended to have that effect on people, but Wilhelm wanted to be perfectly clear.

“His availability arose from the fact that his previous assignment unfortunately came to a tragic end. I’m afraid the ka’al proved to be less than reliable. He took advantage of the governor’s trust, accepting mountains of imperial coin, but he failed to come through on his promises. All very sordid business, but Lord Villeroi has a very diverse set of skills, and he was able to address the matter with the appropriate action.”

Vargus didn’t respond. He just stared back at Wilhelm, trying to maintain his composure. He was, of course, well aware that the previous ka’al had met a gruesome end. Wilhelm briefly considered providing details—it had taken the ka’al over two days to die, and it was almost impossible to describe the personal pleasure Villeroi had derived from the entire episode. But he decided it wasn’t necessary. Scaring Vargus enough to prevent treachery was one thing.

Turning the man into a useless wreck was counterproductive.

“Well, Chairman, I am afraid I have pressing commitments,” Wilhelm said, rising slowly from his chair, “and you have considerable work to do to prepare for tomorrow’s actions.”

Vargus leaped out of his chair, racing around the desk to offer his hand to Wilhelm. “Indeed, General. Please inform the governor that he may rely completely on me.”

“He will be most pleased to hear that, Chairman.” Wilhelm shook Vargus’s hand and nodded briefly before turning to walk toward the door.

Though I rather think Lord Villeroi will find it disappointing . . .








CHAPTER 4

BLACKHAWK CLIMBED THE LADDER FROM THE LOWER LEVEL AND stepped out onto the bridge of Wolf’s Claw. The past four months had been the longest period of time he’d been away from his ship since he’d acquired her ten years earlier.

It’s good being back.

Danellan Lancaster had offered to repair the badly damaged Claw in his own shipyards, paying for all the work himself. It had been an unexpected show of gratitude and magnanimity from a man Blackhawk was, against all odds, beginning to respect. He had nurtured some serious doubts about the Antillean magnate, but Lancaster had been true to his word about everything. He’d seen to Antilles’s admission into the Far Stars Confederation, forcing the resolution through the Senate with all the pressure the planet’s premier family could bring to bear. He’d kept every promise he had made to Marshal Lucerne, and now he’d delivered the Claw a month ahead of schedule.

And what a job his people had done on Blackhawk’s ship.

The bridge was almost blinding, a visual feast of gleaming metal and bright new walls and floors. Everything had been replaced—the workstations, the seats, the floor. Blackhawk had a pretty good idea the Claw had been in service since before he was born, but now the old girl looked like she’d just rolled off the assembly line. Blackhawk’s ship had always held a surprise or two—top-of-the-line weapons systems and a hyperdrive no one would expect to find on a battered old free trader to name a few. But now every system on the ship was leading edge. He’d put her toe to toe against a world-class imperial spy ship now.

He suspected it was all Lancaster’s way of saying thank you. Blackhawk had saved the industrialist’s life more than once. He’d extricated him from his imperial entanglement, rescued him from Augustin Lucerne’s titanic wrath, even pulled him through after he’d been gravely wounded when the Claw’s crew had been attacked in a botched assassination attempt.

There was probably a bit of selfishness at play too, Blackhawk suspected, or at least familial concern. Danellan’s relationship with his son had improved, but the magnate had to realize that when Blackhawk’s people lifted off, Lucas would be with them, at his place in the pilot’s chair as always. Every upgrade to the Claw increased the chance his son would return again to Antilles, and it was no surprise a man as wealthy as Lancaster had spared no expense.

Blackhawk sighed sadly. He’d been glad to help Danellan Lancaster find his inner courage, but the last thing Blackhawk had done for the magnate had been the costliest of them all—at least to the Claw’s tightly knit family. Tarq Bjergen had been a valued member of the crew, a friend who had given Blackhawk absolute loyalty through one desperate struggle after another. But now he was dead. He’d died on the Claw’s sick bay table while Doc worked ten meters away—to save Danellan Lancaster.

Because Blackhawk had told Doc to save Lancaster over Tarq.

There hadn’t been any choice. That’s what Blackhawk told himself, what he had continued to tell himself. If Lancaster had died, there would have been no chance to stop Marshal Lucerne from attacking Antilles. Millions would have been killed, and the confederation would have been destroyed, the Far Stars lying almost naked before the rapaciousness of Governor Vos and the empire.

Instead, only Tarq was dead, a tragedy for his friends and comrades, but by any reasonable measure, a fair trade for the millions on Antilles.

It was all true, but it didn’t bring his friend back. Doc had told him Tarq would have died anyway, that his wounds had just been too severe. Blackhawk knew that might be true, but he also suspected Doc might be full of shit, telling him what he needed to hear. Tarq had been one of the strongest, most powerful human beings Blackhawk had ever seen. It was impossible for the Claw’s captain to accept that the giant’s awesome constitution couldn’t have pulled him through if he’d gotten the care he needed soon enough.

Worse, Blackhawk tried to imagine what might have gone through the huge man’s mind as he lay there, his life slipping away. Was he conscious enough to understand? Were his last thoughts of Blackhawk’s betrayal, of death approaching because the man he had followed with unshakable devotion—the man he had fought beside countless times—had abandoned him?

It was one thing to make a command decision, to choose to save millions over a single man, and quite another to live with yourself afterward. Arkarin Blackhawk had killed his friend, a man who had followed him everywhere he had led for years, with no regard whatever for the danger. And he knew he would carry the pain with him the rest of his days. Along with all the other guilt I bear.

The crew had surprised him, hearing his admissions about his past and granting him absolution without question. Astra had been right. They didn’t care what he had been twenty-five years before. They accepted him for what he was, and he felt a gratitude to them he knew he could never express. The past didn’t really matter. The present, though . . .

In the end, Tarq’s death had done more to drive a wedge between Blackhawk and his crew than his heartfelt confession of the atrocities he’d committed as an imperial general so long ago.

Tarq had been theirs, and for the first time any of the crew could recall, Blackhawk had chosen an outsider over one of their number. They understood the situation, and even Tarq’s brother, Tarnan, had agreed Blackhawk hadn’t had a choice. And they all pledged their continuing loyalty. But the fact remained—the dynamic of the Claw was no longer the same. Accepting something intellectually was one thing, but his crew were human beings, not computers, and their emotions defied total control.

No one behaved differently or showed any signs of discontent, but he could still feel it. They had been like a family before. Blackhawk had been the unquestioned commander, but there had been a special closeness among them all. Now, there was a more formal feeling. He was their captain and they were his crew. It was something no one else could have seen, something barely perceptible to an outsider. But it was real. Blackhawk knew it was real.

And it hurt.

“She looks great, doesn’t she?” Ace’s voice came from below, and Blackhawk turned to see his informal second in command climbing the ladder onto the bridge. He was his usual self, cocky as hell and radiating confidence.

“She does indeed. I hardly recognize her.” Blackhawk watched Ace hop off the ladder onto the spotless surface of the bridge’s new metal floor. It was good to see him so active. He’d had a long and difficult recovery from the wounds he’d suffered on Castilla, but now he was back. Almost, at least. Blackhawk could feel the extra distance between them, just as he could with the others. He suspected Ace tried to rationalize away whatever he was feeling, but it was there despite his efforts.

Decisions have consequences, you old fool. You should know that better than anyone. And having no choice doesn’t get you off the hook for being responsible for what you have done. He wondered if time would heal this invisible wound, and he decided he just didn’t know.

“So, now that the Claw is ready, where are we going?” Ace walked across the deck, flopping down into his new chair.

Blackhawk walked over to the command seat, but he stood behind it instead of sitting, his hands gripping the soft leather of the backrest. “Castilla, I guess,” he said softly. “Aragona has been back there for months now, and against all odds, he’s managed to survive and regain his position. I don’t want to give him too much of a free run. And we need to make sure everything is going smoothly. The bank isn’t going to wait forever before sending someone else after him. He still owes them a lot of money.”

Ace took a deep breath, but he didn’t say anything immediately. Blackhawk knew his friend couldn’t be too anxious to return to Castilla. They’d been a few seconds from getting away from that world when Ace took the two shots that had almost finished him. He’d been four months recovering, and now he was being asked to go right back.

“You really trust that piece of shit, Ark?”

Blackhawk noticed an edge to Ace’s voice when he mentioned Aragona. The Castillan
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