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      “A whopping good read . . . Fast-paced, exciting, nicely detailed, with some innovative touches.”  - Elisabeth Moon, Nebula Award-winning author of Crown Renewal

      

      “Shepherd delivers no shortage of military action, in space and on the ground. It’s cinematic, dramatic, and dynamic . . . [He also] demonstrates a knack for characterization, balancing serious moments with dry humor . . . A thoroughly enjoyable adventure featuring one of science fiction’s most interesting recurring heroines.”      - Tor.com

      

      “A tightly written, action-packed adventure from start to finish . . . Heart-thumping action will keep the reader engrossed and emotionally involved. It will be hard waiting for the next in the series.”  - Fresh Fiction

      

      “[Daring] will elate fans of the series . . . The story line is faster than the speed of light.”  - Alternative Worlds

      

      “[Kris Longknife] will remind readers of David Weber’s Honor Harrington with her strength and intelligence. Mike Shepherd provides an exciting military science fiction thriller.”  -Genre Go Round Reviews

      

      “‘I’m a woman of very few words, but lots of action’: so said Mae West, but it might just as well have been Lieutenant Kris Longknife, princess of the one hundred worlds of Wardhaven. Kris can kick, shoot, and punch her way out of any dangerous situation, and she can do it while wearing stilettos and a tight cocktail dress. She’s all business, with a Hell’s Angel handshake and a ‘get out of my face’ attitude. But her hair always looks good . . . Kris Longknife is funny and she entertains us.”  - SciFi Weekly

      

      “[A] fast-paced, exciting military SF series . . . Mike Shepherd has a great ear for dialogue and talent for injecting dry humor into things at just the right moment . . . The characters are engaging, and the plot is full of twists and peppered liberally with sharply described action. I always look forward to installments in the Kris Longknife series because I know I’m guaranteed a good time with plenty of adventure.”  -SF Site

      

      In the New York Times bestselling Kris Longknife novels, “Fans of the Honor Harrington escapades will welcome the adventures of another strong female in outer space starring in a thrill-a-page military space opera.”   - Alternative Worlds

      

      “Military SF fans are bound to get a kick out of the series as a whole.”  - SF Site
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      Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness, Princess Kris Longknife, Imperial Admiral of the First Order of Steel, and commanding admiral of the Iteeche Combined Fleets, presently in direct command of the First Imperial Battlecruiser Strike Force, eyed the main screen on the flag bridge of the Princess Royal. An analysis of the system they'd just jumped into was rapidly coming up for her review.

      The Glorious Golden Eel system was one of the most productive star systems in the Iteeche Empire. The various shipyards on the eleven space stations orbiting GGE-3 and GGE-4 were capable of commissioning a hundred battlecruisers every month into the rebel fleet. Kris definitely wanted to cut this one out of the rebellion.

      Adding that production to the Imperial fleet wouldn't be so bad, either.

      "Have the scans been updated yet?" Kris asked the commander on sensors.

      Sensors didn't raise her eyes as she half-muttered, "Admiral Kitano's flag, the Resolute, has been tracking and recording emissions since they got here. There is very little ship traffic in the system at present. No movement of warships."

      "That's not normal," Kris murmured through a deep frown.

      "No doubt, Admiral," the commander said. "There are several thousand battlecruisers and scores of battleships of state tied up at piers around the different stations. They're all powering up their fusion reactors and preparing to get underway."

      "How strong a force?" Jack asked.

      Lieutenant General Jack Montoya, who refused to be made a duke even if he was Kris's husband, was always checking on the worry end of business. That had been his job before Kris married him. Since then, he had only gotten more obsessed with it.

      It was to keep Jack happy that Kris's Princess Royal was back with the central force and not leading the vanguard wing right beside Admiral Kitano's Resolute.

      "You know, it was a lot more fun when I was just an upstart lieutenant," Kris grumbled to Jack.

      "Which is why your great-grandfather, the king, went out of his way to get me in charge of your security. Between the two of us, we kept you alive until you reached this hardening-of-the-artery age of wisdom. I am looking forward to when Ruth is a boot ensign and you are trying to keep her from doing what you did."

      For safety’s sake, Ruth had been left back at the Iteeche Capital with her younger brother, Johnnie. When last seen, she was doing her best to sneak her tiny six-year-old body up the high diving board to hurl it into the Embassy's swimming pool.

      "No doubt," Kris answered, dryly,

      The commander on sensors interrupted this discussion of Longknife family values. "There is no way to tell if they've got more ships powered down and doing their best to hide," she said. “But the present count puts them at about four thousand ships."

      Jack raised his eyebrows. "For once, you have the enemy outnumbered."

      "What a unique experience," Kris said, dryly.

      Of course, of the eight thousand ships in her force, some 5,000 of them were recently surrendered rebels. They were still crewed by the Iteeche Sailors who had sailed them in the civil war against the Emperor.

      Kris had seen to it that the captains and a few senior officers had been removed. New loyalist officers had been hastily promoted and detached from their ships with a platoon of heavily-armed Iteeche Marines to help them sleep better at night. Thus, it was anybody's guess whether the odds were two-to-one in Kris's favor or three-to-one in the rebel’s. It all depended on who stayed loyal the next time they closed to firing range.

      Still, the Iteeche had a tradition for this. The Iteeche, based on ten thousand years of Empire, had a tradition for just about everything. Said tradition held that during a rebellion, lower decks fought for whom their officers fought. The price of losing for a clan chief or senior admiral might be torture and a horribly painful death. In defeat, the common warriors and sailors just submitted and switched the color of their dress uniform - assuming they weren't blown out of space first.

      Of course, if they were on a planet like the ones ahead of Kris, the fifty billion civilians might be gassed en masse so that the winning side could repopulate it with their loyal supporters.

      Kris considered the Iteeche slightly insane. Still, under orders from King Raymond the First to most, great-grandpa to Kris, she was fighting to keep the teenage Iteeche Emperor alive and safely on the throne.

      Which created a situation for which the Iteeche had no tradition. What did you do when serving under a hated two-eyed, two-legged human?

      Kris had all the rank and all the official command authority. A lovely calligraphy scroll hanging in her day quarters bulkhead said so. Still, there were quite a few Iteeche, loyal to the Emperor, wondering if having a loathed Human save them might cost more than losing.

      Kris had considered organizing her fleet around the potential loyalty of her different flotillas. Should she assign the recent "recruits" to three of the standard wings that fleets deployed in and hold her loyal ships in the other two wings? That way, if the ships switched sides again, she'd have at least two loyal wings.

      Of course, those with freshly turned coats might think that she didn't trust them.

      Alternately, Kris could divide her forces equally into five wings of sixteen hundred ships, say fifty of the standard Iteeche flotillas of thirty-two ships. Eighteen flotillas in each wing would be loyalists. The other thirty or so would be recent converts back to the Emperor's cause.

      That was the battle array Kris had chosen. Each wing was organized into six task units of eight or nine flotillas, the first three flotillas in each being those previously loyal.

      When you commanded thousands of ships, how to organize them weighed heavy on Kris's mind.

      Still, Kris had concentrated her hundred and ninety-two Human battlecruisers with their crystal armor in the center and van. The ten centimeters of crystal filaments allowed the Human ships to survive much longer under laser fire. What with the improved fire control and gunnery, these six flotillas should be able to hold their own against four or five times their number if trouble broke out.

      Kris also had one extra ace up her sleeve. Nelly. Kris's computer since first grade, and upgraded year after year, had, somehow after the last upgrade, began to tell horrible jokes and argue with Kris. Her children were better behaved toward the humans they were gifted to, but it was apparent to all and sundry that Kris's computer had made the breakthrough to sentience.

      Nelly lived by the nanosecond and could frequently spot problems long before a human eye. She'd spotted at least one developing incident when an admiral turned coat as he cruised off Kris's starboard bow. Unaware to her, he'd been readying to take her under fire.

      On her own, Nelly initiated defensive jinking. She'd advised Kris to get ready to return fire as soon as she was fired upon.

      It was a deadly mistake for the traitor.

      Kris had arranged for Nelly and her children to have access to the main computer in every Iteeche ship, both those loyal to the Emperor and those who had only recently become loyal again. If someone started funny business, Kris would know quickly.

      So, while Kris thanked her normal Longknife paranoia for keeping her alive this long, she wasn't feeling more than her usual amount of fear today.

      What she was feeling was curiosity. What were the fleets tied up to GGE-3 and GGE-4 planning to do? Kris had trained her Iteeche allies to fight outnumbered three-to-one and win. They'd proven they could fight outnumbered as much as four-to-one and still pull off a victory. Faced with odds of two-to-one against him, what could this Iteeche commander hope to achieve?
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      A day later, Kris's fleet was only twelve hours out from planet Glorious Golden Eel-3, the largest and most productive of the two planets. Kris, however, was no less curious and still no more informed.

      The planet's open net had told the people what was happening in the sky over their heads. They knew about the approaching battle fleet. Their own battle fleet had stayed ready for action, but was still tied up to the pier.

      "What is going on?" Kris muttered to herself.

      "Nothing," Jack observed, unnecessarily.

      Kris scowled his way. "But is that nothing really not anything, or is it a whole lot of exciting nothing?"

      Jack shrugged. "Hey, this situation has its good points. They aren't getting the people all riled up. No one is telling everyone we'll gas this planet. Most people are going to work. Although I understand the yard hands have been told not to come up the space elevator to the space docks."

      "Yeah. They've only commissioned three battlecruisers in the time we've been in the system. Want to bet that they've converted any partial hull into a glob of Smart Metal goo?"

      "Only if it involves me having to do something wonderful to you in bed tonight if I lose," Jack said, giving her an only slightly feigned leer.

      "Down, General," Kris said. "Let's not scandalize the staff."

      "You're turning into a prude in your old age," Jack said. He did pout, albeit poorly.

      "Just remember, boy. I can still put you on the mat if I have to."

      "Okay, since you insist on being a spoil sport and all business, our monitoring of all radio nets and visual observations show no sign of sabotage on any planet or station. They seem to be just holding their collective breaths. The common people don't have a lot else they can do."

      "The rebels can do everything or nothing. I hate it when this happens," Kris growled. "Meanwhile, we've slowed to a crawl and can't do a whole lot. We're half a day out from GGE-3. If they're going to do something, they better do it pretty soon."

      "Admiral, we've got activity on all the stations around GGE-3," the commander on sensors announced.

      Jack raised an eyebrow Kris's way.

      "Finally," Kris said in a long sigh.

      "The fleet is making to sortie," Sensors reported. "The entire fleet. Even the battleships of state are pulling out."

      That caused Kris to raise an eyebrow. The Iteeche Empire had been provided with Smart MetalTM technology by the humans and were building battlecruisers very much, but not quite, to the human designs.

      However, these battleships of state were something else entirely. They looked more like the battleships Kris's great-grandparents had fought nearly a hundred years ago in the Human-Iteeche War. There was, however, one big difference. They were huge, and they were decked out inside like armed luxurious yachts for the ruling class.

      Sensors had identified a dozen or more of these gold-plated tubs, including two of the largest ones Kris had ever seen. She was not at all sure that the Emperor's never-used barge was bigger than these.

      "Someone is running for the exit," Jack said softly, for Kris's ears only.

      "It sounds that way."

      To be a loser in this power game the Iteeche played was to put your life on the line. Kris had watched as nearly a hundred rebellious clan leaders were bit by poisonous snakes and went through the agonies of the damned before their heads were chopped off. Cruel and Unusual Punishment was the norm when the Iteeche played the game of power politics.

      Of course, if the forces loyal to the Emperor lost, the capital and several other planets would be gassed, and all their wealth bestowed on the winners.

      Kris had been told that civil wars like this one were rare in the ten-thousand-year history of the Iteeche Empire. She certainly hoped so. She'd witnessed ten thousand ships blown away in an afternoon. Ten million sailors burned to nothing by the plasma that ate their ships.

      The Iteeche Empire was double the size of Human space with planetary populations that dwarfed even old Earth. Whatever they did was done big.

      The fleet departing from the six stations around GGE-3 could have turned into a major traffic jam, but it was done strictly by the numbers. Over two thousand battlecruisers smartly followed six of the larger battleships of state.

      Of other shipping, there was none.

      That puzzled Kris. "Nelly, most Iteeche planets ship all sorts of stuff in and out. Hell, the Imperial planet ships millions of tons of manure off planet every day. Why are we seeing no merchant traffic around GGE-3 and -4?

      Surprisingly, it took Kris's Magnificent Nelly a few seconds to formulate a reply. "Kris, according to the Iteeche records I have accessed, we should have seen thousands of merchant ships. Both of these planets are fully mature, and it is likely that they need to ship off colonists to new worlds. The bases on the asteroid belt also need food and other supplies in trade for what they produce. That there are no ships on those routes says either that all planets are locking down for fear of a visit from your fleet, or they chose to lock down their biggest jewel because they expected you."

      "Thank you, Nelly. If you can come up with any other possible interpretation, let me know immediately."

      "Kris, in a few moments, I think sensors will be reporting to you what the course is for the enemy fleet."

      Kris nodded. Customarily, she chose to wait to have a human to pass her The Word. She preferred to hear her news from a human - unless they were in a serious time bind.

      "Admiral, it appears that the departing fleet is bending itself into a short orbit," sensors reported a few seconds later. "They are aiming themselves inward on a course that will have them going very close to the sun."

      "Nelly, would that take them to GGE-4?"

      "It has the potential, Admiral, of doing it very quickly."

      "So, they are concentrating their forces."

      "Yes."

      "And chasing them would put us on a course straight toward that sun, as well."

      "Yes, Kris," Nelly answered, sounding almost human.

      "Are they trying to get us to divide our forces?" Jack asked slowly.

      "They do have us on the horns of a dilemma," Kris said, eyeing the forward screen as Nelly turned it into a map of the system. "I want to dock the landing force and begin the transition of this planet back to Imperial rule. If we chase after those ships, I'll have to take both my entire battlecruiser force and assault transports. Once they know what I'm committed to chasing them, they could either keep running, or, while we're close to the sun, they could swing around and head back here. That would put themselves in a position to sweep in here and massacre any landing party and newly installed clan chiefs I'd been foolish enough to leave behind."

      "However, at present, they are running from us," Jack pointed out.

      "Yes, they are," Kris agreed. "I like that. It means no battle with horrible slaughter. Still, if I let them escape, I may well have to face them again when the odds are not so favorable."

      Kris paused to examine the chart of the system, then shook her head. "We've got our back to several jump points, any one of which could cough out a battle fleet any time they want."

      Jack rolled his eyes at the overhead. "Do they know something we don't?"

      "Precisely." Kris ran a worried hand through her hair. "Let's see how much trouble we have docking our entire force at the stations above GGE-3. Better the bird in the hand than nothing. Let's see how they react to us keeping our fleet concentrated."

      Several hours later, the loyal Iteeche ships of the van asked for and were granted permission for its flotillas to dock on each of the six stations. The evolution was well executed, and their Marine detachments were quickly moving to secure the stations.

      "Everything is going smoothly," Jack reported a half hour later. "No surprises. No resistance. It's almost as if they were told to expect us and assure that the changeover to new management went professionally and smoothly."

      "Should we land our own battleships of state?" Kris asked herself, then chose to set up a conference call between herself and the senior leader of the Chap'sum'We clan on one of the battleships of state. She also included Imperial Admiral of the Fifth Order of Steel Tong. Admiral Coth had stayed behind on their last conquest, Artiecca. He had recommended Tong to Kris to serve as her Deputy Commander of the First Battlecruisers Strike Force. At present he was her right hand Iteeche for dealing with them. She was still taking measurement of his mettle.

      "Anyone have an opinion about what we're seeing?" Kris asked.

      Of course, the clan chieftain was only too quick to give his opinion. "They are running, as well they should. If we catch them, they will be making a Most Sincere and Very Complete Apology to the Emperor. Likely, they can already feel the snakes sinking their fangs into their legs."

      "Can we trust those they left behind?" Kris asked. "Do we have to worry about sabotage?"

      "Why would they destroy their livelihood?" said the clan chief, puzzled even by the question.

      "No, they are workers," the clan leader said with disdain as he answered his own question. "Work is their honor and their duty. They work if they want to breed." Then he added darkly, "They work if they want to eat."

      This was the craziest thing about the Iteeche clan system and the rebellion. There were septs of the same clan fighting on either side! The clan lordlings that were so eager to drop down and start running GGE-3, would be replacing lordlings from the same clan, just different septs. The bottom line for Iteeche wasn't so much profit and loss as census. The bunch with the biggest count won. This rebellion just meant shuffling counts from one sept to another. The clan chiefs were fine with the war, so long as their census didn't change too much when compared with the other clans.

      To Kris, this was insane. However, she had a war to fight and a young Emperor's life to save.

      "Admiral Tong, are the space stations secure?" Kris asked. Nelly had given her the answer to her question, but she wanted to hear it from the mouth of her own subordinate.

      "Yes, Most Excellent Admiral. All the stations are under the management of our specialists. We have Marines protecting all the important locations on the station."

      The senior clan leader interjected himself back into the conversation. "We are ready to land. I have had calls from several technocrats from the planet below. They tell me that they have been told to cooperate. They and all the men working below them stand ready to do their duty."

      Kris was not so ready to trust such eager beavers. She turned back to the Admiral.

      "Are you ready to land the Army?"

      "Yes, Most Excellent Admiral," Admiral Tong said. "May I recommend that we lower one ferry from each station with a regiment of soldiers? Once we know that the beanstalk is safe and working, we can reinforce the landed regiment and begin to spread out over the cities with the space elevator stations. Give me four hours, and the clan officers and technical managers can come down and begin taking over the levers of power."

      "Is that acceptable?" Kris asked the senior clan representative.

      "Slower than I would have wanted, but yes, acceptable," he grumbled. Nelly actually put the grumble into his translated words.

      With a worried sigh, Kris ordered, "Execute the change in sovereignty."

      The clansman rang off to go handle matters of politics and state. Kris kept Admiral Tong on the screen a bit longer. "I realize that the Empire has a tradition for all of this, but I still have a hard time believing that these technocrats are ready to roll over for their new clan management. Can you help me here, Admiral?"

      "I have studied the reports written by the eminent Ron'sum'Pin'sum'WeChap’sum’We after his visits with you Humans. He highlights that loyalty is a major virtue for you Humans. We of the Navy also honor loyalty, possibly even more than you Humans. However, to those workers who operate the infrastructure of a planet, loyalty must be to those they feed, protect, and supply water and power. With tens of billions of workers on a planet, even a minor disruption can be a catastrophe. I believe that you had a chance to observe it on Zargoth."

      "Yeah. What was it with that one guy? He was destroying critical infrastructure."

      "He was a mid-level clan leader. Remember, you had killed the planetary overlord and his immediate underlings. No one was sure what would happen next. I suspect he feared we would fight over the planet. The devastation that would bring would likely kill ten, twenty, maybe even thirty of the fifty billion on the planet. He was just starting the fight."

      "And when I sent the rest of the clan leaders home to the capital for reassignment, that took the wind out of the sails of any others who had sabotage on their minds."

      "Yes, Most Excellent Admiral."

      "Should I assume that because we kept the dying and crying to a minimum when we occupied Artiecca, these rebels are running?"

      "I would not assume to know the mind of a rebel, Most Excellent Admiral."

      Kris recognized that she, as a human, had overstepped her boundaries by asking for too much candor from an Iteeche. "No, any loyal man cannot know the mind of a traitor," she quickly agreed.

      The admiral accepted her revised comment with a shallow bow. Since the Iteeche neck was not nearly as flexible as a Human one, the bow had to start at his waist.

      "Tell me, Admiral, do you have some very effective intelligence officers on your staff?"

      "Yes, I do, Most Excellent Admiral.”

      "Do you think there would be any advantage to sending a few of them down to take a look around this planet? Maybe they could buy a beer for someone who overheard what some of his clan chiefs were saying amongst themselves before they decamped for the unknown."

      "A most excellent idea, Admiral," Admiral Tong said. "I shall see them dispatched with the third or fourth ferry drop. One of the advantages of our caste system is that it is easy to find the right watering hole for the right questions."

      "Very good, Admiral. I look forward to your next report."

      "Admiral Coth told me that it was an honor to serve a most excellent admiral such as yourself. I begin to understand how right and proper he was."

      "Thank you, Admiral," Kris said, and broke the circuit.

      Now it was time to watch and wait.
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      Over the next several days, Kris's strike fleet docked and initiated basic maintenance while staying ready to sortie on an hour's notice. However, no relief battle fleet came charging through a jump. The battlecruisers and battleships from GGE-3 looped past the sun and began to boost for Jump Point Gamma.

      They never even got close to GGE-4.

      The battlecruisers from GGE-4 detached from the planet's five space stations and, along with five battleships of state, boosted for the same jump.

      No sooner had the rebels evacuated than local clan managers on GGE-3 established communications with a board of similar men on GGE-4. Per their reports, Kris dispatched a task unit of eight flotillas and three ships of state to GGE-4 with troopships carrying a quarter of a million soldiers.

      Kris was cautious, but it was worth the risk.

      Meanwhile, she found the local industrial base on GGE-3 eager to do her bidding. Before the clan bosses fled, orders were given to destroy all naval stores and ships under construction. Battlecruisers, even those almost complete, were programmed to return to just one lump of Smart MetalTM. Kris walked through one yard where a dozen lumps of basic metal floated in space docks.

      However, not all naval stores had been as equally destroyed. One factory had, indeed, destroyed all its battle lasers that were complete or under-constructed. That one got a visit from a clan boss and one clan lordling found himself out of a job.

      The workers at several other plants, however, were not all that interested in going unpaid for their work. As often happened, the clan lordlings that managed the foundry were not all that informed regarding what took place on the many factory floors. There were nooks and crannies where workers could hide several dozen 24-inch lasers without management being any the wiser.

      Kris was offered some twelve hundred of the latest naval lasers for a quite reasonable price. She bought all the available lasers, then placed orders for more. She invited the yard workers to report back to work. They quickly began the work of re-spinning those lumps of Smart MetalTM back into battlecruisers. Kris aimed to get the yards back to producing a hundred battlecruisers a month in six weeks’ time, at the most.

      Other yards took in a flotilla of Kris's captured 22-inch battlecruisers and split them open. They quickly converted their armament from twenty of the smaller lasers to sixteen 24-inch lasers.

      The total economy began to recover from the speed bump that accompanied the change in management. Ships were dispatched to the asteroids and commerce returned.

      This left Kris time to begin planning the assault on her next target. She'd brought down two rebel systems; three if you counted the minor one she cut her teeth on. Now she was ready to take on the largest and most productive rebel system closest to the Imperial Iteeche Capital.

      Before Kris could launch her next invasion, however, she needed more troops as well as more clan personnel to take over the ruling of the recaptured planet.

      At the same time Kris had sortied her strike force for the Glorious Golden Eel system, she had dispatched Ron back to the capital. He wanted to report to his chooser, the Chief of the We clan, as well as rustle up another couple of million troops for occupation duty.

      Kris expected him back any time now.

      Thus, she was not surprised when his flagship, The Reach in the Dark, showed up with a dozen flotillas. What did surprise her was the lack of any battleships of state loaded with clan lords. There were also no troopships. Not one single infantryman had come with Ron.

      Kris dispatched a noncommittal greeting and got a noncommittal response. Not at all sure what the problem was, she concluded that this was something they could only settle face to face. Kris set about keeping herself busy while she waited for whatever new instructions were headed her way from the Imperial Capital.
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      Kris sent Jack up to the station's main deck to greet Ron and then continued keeping her nose in the reports coming in from the new administrators as well as those filtering up from the intelligence officers.

      As expected, there had been no sabotage to the infrastructure, industrial base, or stocks of supplies on hand. There was concern that those stocks were not going to last very long, and some pilferage might be taking place. Getting the supply ships out to stations on the minor planets and the asteroid belt had to be the number one priority. Local technocrats knew where their supplies came from and quickly got the supply chain going.

      With luck, the first batch of new deliveries would arrive just as the existing stocks were exhausted. Still, it would be close.

      The shipyards were just as happy to build battlecruisers for the Emperor as for the rebels. Production started up smoothly.

      The intelligence officers were providing some interesting scraps of information. In some cases, the crumbs weren't so much leavings as full nine-course meals. The rebel clan leaders expected to be back soon. Several clan lordlings had told their technical experts to take good care of the plant. Any damage would reflect poorly on their next performance appraisal.

      "What do they know that I don't?" Kris wondered to herself.

      "Kris?" came through on net.

      "Yes, Jack."

      "Ron's on the main station deck, but you're not going to like this."

      "What?"

      "He's got twenty-four slaves carrying one fantastic palanquin. He also has a half-dozen red-dressed snake charmers and an equal number of axe men."

      "It looks like he's come up in the world."

      "I do think so. May I suggest that we ratchet up our greetings and quarters?"

      Kris glanced around at the Princess Royal; it was in a basic Condition Able, pleasantly comfortable. It wasn't ready for a fight.

      It also wasn't ready to receive an Imperial high head muckety-muck.

      "Nelly, get me the skipper."

      "Yes, Admiral."

      "I'm ‘Your Grace’ for the rest of the day, Skipper. We need to convert the Princess Royal into full-on Imperial fancy for a major diplomatic show."

      "How much time do we have?"

      "About five minutes. Maybe a bit more. May I offer Nelly's help?"

      "I most certainly hope so."

      Nelly's voice carried throughout the entire ship. "All hands, now hear this. Stand by to expand the ship to full Imperial Entertainment Barge. This change will begin in ten seconds. If you can, hold on to a wall, but not too tight. There will be a lot of moving around. If you're in the shower, sorry. Grab a towel."

      "Nelly!" Kris growled.

      "Well, I can't guarantee anything."

      "The change will begin in five. Four. Three. Two. One," Nelly announced over the main com net.

      Around Kris, the battlecruiser began to expand. Bulkheads, decks, and overheads strengthened to withstand five or more gees spread out and thinned until they were good for a possible 1.5 gees. The ship was now larger than the biggest passenger liner plying the space lanes between Earth and the other overpopulated planets. The Princess Royal was now some thousand meters wide at her beam.

      That gave plenty of room for everyone.

      "Kris, do we need a fully fancy Forward Lounge?" When Emperor Henry Peterwald came aboard, they'd turned the forward lounge into four different restaurants, all so well apportioned as to earn six stars on any five-star scale and far too expensive for mere millionaires.

      "I expect I'll be greeting Ron on the quarterdeck and entertaining him in my day quarters. You can sketch in the rest of the ship and refine it as you get the time."

      "Oh, I've got the time. Meg's Lily is helping and Jack's Sal is lending a hand when he can," Nelly said, identifying two of her children and the humans they shared their life with.

      "The quarterdeck, then my quarters," Kris said, establishing priorities. "Don't stint on the statues and art work. After that, take care of work spaces and the crew's quarters. Then you can tackle the Marines' health club and all the other common areas."

      "That's the way I'm going. You'd think I could read your mind, or had done this several times before, or maybe been with you since you were six. Oh, hold on, I have."

      "Nelly, sarcasm is unbecoming of one of your tender years."

      "Blame it on the company I keep," Nelly huffed, then became distant in Kris's head.

      Kris didn't worry about that. She had things to work on that Nelly couldn't help with.

      Except Nelly had.

      A door opened where none had been a moment before and Kris's two bat women entered before the door vanished again.

      Kris considered herself capable of taking care of her personal needs. However, Admiral Kitano disagreed.

      "You had Abby for years," Kitano said. "Someone needs to make sure you don't show up looking like a ragged urchin for Imperial shindigs."

      Kris did miss Abby, although her former maid was now fully engaged managing the support for the Embassy back at the Iteeche capital. She'd really been wasted as a maid. So, now Kris had two young women, fully trained in the ancient art of looking after someone, with little time for themselves.

      "Whatcha gonna need?" Alice asked Kris as she trotted toward her in a day quarters that was still busy expanding. Jane angled off, heading for the closet that looked like it was about to vanish behind a wall into Kris's night quarters.

      Kris headed that way.

      "Full dress whites, as fancy as we can make them. It looks like my friendly Iteeche is going full court stuffy, so I better be as stuffy as him."

      "We can do that," both woman answered.

      In a moment, Kris was being stripped and shoved unceremoniously into a shower.

      "We can't have you stinking, Your Highness, now can we?"

      "I'm not sure the Iteeche would notice," Kris answered as she took the soap handed to her and began to lather up.

      "They wouldn't be running around swinging those incense burners if they couldn’t smell. You must have smelled them, Admiral."

      Kris found that she hadn't really concentrated on what she smelled around them. A lot of the time, she'd been smelling the humans more than the Iteeche. Now that she thought of it, there might have been something a bit acrid or maybe sweet.

      Unsure, she shrugged and got clean.

      When she cut off the water, she was treated to a large towel and orders to hurry up.

      "Jack says Ron and his entourage are only a few minutes out," Nelly reported. "Sal has rigged the elevator to slow, so that should buy us some time. The guard at the pier topside and down here have all been swapped out with Marines in full dress blues and reds."

      "Alice, what have you got laid out for me?" Kris asked.

      "We've got the choker blouse. I think we've got all the medals and orders right," she said, and handed Kris her white slacks.

      As she slipped into them and pulled up the suspenders, she studied the layout of her fruit salad.

      Jane handed Kris the blouse. "We've given pride of place to your Command Badge for the Combined Fleet. Nelly added a scroll on the bottom to also cover the First Battlecruiser Strike Force."

      Kris nodded. "Nelly, it looks tasteful."

      "Thank you."

      Jane helped Kris into the heavily bemedaled coat. It was a lot heavier than when she'd first worn it, back on the day she went from boot recruit to boot ensign. "I didn't have this many gewgaws the last time I put this on," Kris commented.

      "Kitano brought you the Alwa Defense Medal with three stars for the four battles you fought there," Nelly reported. "Coth has also added an Imperial Defense Medal as well as an Expeditionary medal with star for the first two planets we cut out of the rebellion. I added a second star for this third system."

      "How are these medals going over with the Iteeche sailors and Marines?" Kris asked.

      "Coth says everyone loves them. He thinks a few admirals may be thinking of tackling a nearby rebel planet just to get themselves a medal."

      Kris shrugged. "If it works, he might as well let them go for it."

      For dress whites, there wasn't a lot of white to see. It got less when Alice held up the sash for the Earth Order of the Wounded Lion. Kris had a preference for the watered blue of it. Then it was time to fill up the space below her neck.

      The Peterwald Empire's blue Pour la Mérite went right up snug against the choker collar. The cats' Medal of Highest Valor hung down below it. Farther down hung Granny Rita's Order of Being Stupid and Going Hunting for Alien Motherships with their fifty billion alien crew. The crossed swords below the golden version accused Kris of being dumb enough to do it six times.

      Kris snorted to herself. There was an official name for that Alwa order, but Granny Rita's name for it was what stuck in Kris's mind.

      Kris's quarters were so large by now that the mirror on the wall was nearly twenty meters away.

      "Mirror, please, Nelly," Kris said.

      A mirror extruded itself out of the plush carpet at Kris's feet. Kris looked herself up and down. She was still the six-foot-tall woman who graduated from college and ran off to join the Navy. She still could remember every word of the fight she'd had with Mother and Father that evening. She was a bit broader across the hips and chest, but two kids, one birthed and two nursed, would add that to a girl. Jack claimed he loved the extra curves; not that he'd ever complained about the bean pole she'd been when they first met.

      No, the last eleven years had been good to Kris. Her flag had five stars. She'd battled alien space raiders and Iteeche rebels. She had a wonderful husband and two kids. She'd done everything she had ever wanted to do.

      Kris shrugged, something not easy in a medal encrusted blouse. Now it was time to find out what new problem was bearing down on her.

      Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness, Princess Kristine Longknife, First Human Emissary to the Iteeche Imperial Court, did a smart about-face that Gunny at OCS would be proud of, and marched for the door between her night quarters and her day quarters.

      Those day quarters presented her with another long march. The furniture was most ornate, and perfect replicas of several of the loveliest statues in human history were now scattered around the vast room.

      "You don't have them against the wall, Nelly?"

      "These deserve to be out in the room, so they can be walked around and properly viewed. Now I'm working on some of the great masters' paintings to fill in around the walls."

      Even as the computer spoke, Smart MetalTM flowed out from the walls to form paintings, large and small. Kris eyed them as she paced across the room. "Nelly, you're going with the old masters. I didn't know you were so into the Baroque era."

      "I like their use of colors. Also, I'm not sure the Iteeche could understand less specific works. We don't want to confuse the poor dears."

      "Careful, Nelly."

      "It's just us chickens here Kris. I'll swap out this set of routines for my formal routines before you reach that door."

      Kris smiled. Nelly was getting almost down-home human as she continued her study of more of these strange creatures that she and her children lived among. Kris hoped Nelly would continue to find humans interesting. Heaven knows what could happen if she didn't.

      When Kris stepped out of her quarters and onto the quarterdeck, she found she had another long walk to the brow. Beside the gangplank stood Captain Klum, skipper of the Princess Royal, with the navigator and Junior Officer of the Deck at his elbow. Side boys, who alternated boy, girl, were closest to the brow.

      The Iteeche Navy was a strictly male affair, as was just about everything Iteeche. Kris liked to keep lots of her female Sailors and Marines in sight.

      She noted that the skipper had increased the side people to twelve, total.

      Kris joined the captain. "Twelve side boys?" she asked.

      "And I've got another twelve waiting out of sight. I understand from the general that your friend Ron has twenty-four slaves carrying his fancy walking shack. It seemed to me that you might want twenty-four sailors to show your status."

      "A good suggestion, Captain. Call up some more galley slaves," Kris said, smiling. That was clearly the word the captain expected. "After all, they won't be needed to row for a while."

      "Evan," the skipper said.

      The young lieutenant (JG) who was manfully standing her ground, spoke to her wrist and soon a chief marched twelve more side boys and girls out to join the other twelve.

      In ranks, the chief eyed them like a mother hawk inspecting a bunch of unruly chicks and only marched off when he was confident that they would not embarrass his Navy.

      The sailors breathed a sigh of relief when the chief left. Did the JOOD also?

      "You might also want to double the Marines on the pier," Kris said.

      On either side of the brow, there were six Marines in dress blue and reds standing under arms.

      "Another twelve or twenty-four?" the skipper asked.

      "Jack, how fancy is our guest?"

      "Very," he whispered in reply.

      "Deploy twenty-four. Two ranks of twelve on either side," Kris ordered.

      With a nod from the skipper, the JOOD was whispering to her wrist. A few moments later, a Gunny quick-marched two files of eighteen Marines across the quarterdeck. Gunny did the proper honors, then marched his men and women down the gangplank and somehow came up with the orders that smartly merged them into four ranks split wide.

      That done, Gunny joined the staff sergeant and drew his sword. He settled in place, ready to see that his Marines did whatever the elephants wanted next.

      Everything was now in place. All that was missing was one grandiose Imperial Iteeche Counselor.
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      "Jack, how far out is our guest?" Kris asked.

      "We are entering the elevator down to the pier as we speak," Nelly said in Jack's voice.

      "How many elevators will he need?"

      "Three."

      Kris let that number hang in the air. Three? Usually Ron only needed one. When his Eminent Chooser had come to call, he'd used all six. Ron was clearly rising quickly in the Iteeche pecking order.

      The first elevator arrived and disgorged two dozen troops in magenta and cream, the colors of the soldiers of the Chap'sum'We clan. They smartly organized themselves.

      Only when they came to a halt did six huge Iteeche dressed in black come forth. These were the axe men, headsmen, or executioners; take your pick. They positioned themselves in front of the Soldiers equipped with modern weapons. In place, they grounded their pole weapons with a thud and a loud base roar.

      About that time, the next elevator opened. A small mob of Iteeche in various colored robes, but most in a balance of green and white, strolled out of the elevator and arranged themselves in semi-rows inside the soldiers. They left a rather large gap between them.

      Kris began to wonder what she'd started with her large Smart MetalTM float. She hadn't long to reflect. The large central elevator opened its doors and out marched an imposing, if not scary sight.

      First off the elevator were six hooded Iteeche figures dressed in blood red. They held the bowls containing the venomous snakes that were used when some poor Iteeche needed to make a Most Sincere and Very Complete Apology to the Emperor. Just once Kris had witnessed what those bites did, and once was enough.

      However, it was whatever was following behind them that quickly drew Kris's eye.

      Once invited to attend by the Emperor, Kris had used Smart MetalTM to provide herself with a fancy palanquin chair. Nelly had quickly expanded it until it was a very fancy float. She had started something.

      The moving pavilion that twenty-four slaves carried on their shoulders as they swayed out of the elevator was totally scrumptious. It looked to be solid stone bejeweled to dazzle the eye. From within, came several voices singing lilting songs, though a bit sharp for Kris's ear. They were accompanied by pipes and string instruments.

      "Jack, what does Ron have in that thing? Also, where are you?"

      I'M IN THE PAVILION WITH RON AND THE TWO OTHER IMPERIAL ADVISORS, he said on Nelly Net. POUR ON THE GLITTER FOR ALL YOU'RE WORTH, NELLY. OH, AND WIDEN THE BROW. RON INTENDS TO WALK THIS MONSTROSITY ONTO THE QUARTERDECK.

      "Nelly, you heard."

      The quarterdeck began to change before Kris's eyes. Where the usual gray bulkheads had stood, in a blink were fine wooden walls with thick ribs. Hanging from those supports were painted figures of every kind, mostly nude, but none quite obscene.

      "Nelly?"

      "They were figureheads," Nelly sniffed. "If you humans used them, so can I."

      Kris glanced around. Fore, aft, and into her day quarters, the doorways now were surrounded by windows, fancy woodwork, and more carved figures.

      "Those don't look like figureheads," Kris said, dryly.

      "Have you seen the way they did up the sterns on seventeenth century ships of the line?"

      "Okay, okay, but don't forget the brow."

      "Oh, I'm redecorating it now."

      Kris turned to face outward. The gangway now looked like a fine bit of gold work with leaves and naked cherubs. Unicorns and eagles chased each other up the gangway.

      "It's still narrow, Nelly."

      "Why bother widening it until we can make their eyes bug out?"

      "Hmm," Kris said. "Jack, I don't want those snake guys on my ship. Hell, I don't like them on my pier, but that is Iteeche territory."

      There was a pause.

      RON SAYS THE SNAKES STAY PIER SIDE. HE ALSO SAYS THEY'VE JUST BEEN PULLED OUT OF COLD WATER. THEY ARE MORE THAN SLUGGISH. HE SWEARS RUTH COULD CATCH ONE.

      "Not if her mother is screaming."

      HMM.

      The red-dressed snake charmers came even with the axe guys. They took a step more, then split, three to each side, and walked down the line, well away from the brow, then took up their station. With six axe men, guys who Kris had seen kill snakes, between her ship's brow and those snake bowls, she relaxed.

      The twelve slaves at the front of the palanquin, four across and three deep, kept on their swaying walk toward the gangplank. They could see that it was not wide enough to take them. They'd been told to keep walking and Iteeche slaves were clearly not expected to think.

      They were no more than three paces away when the gangway began to widen. It also turned to gold with treads of silver. Precious stones also provided traction, each stone in a lovely setting.

      "Well done, Nelly," Kris said.

      "Isn't it though?"

      "Nelly, you're developing a swelled head."

      "I might, if I had one."

      Kris gave up. Now she eyed the developing situation and concluded she needed to change her deployment.

      "Captain Klum, may I suggest that you move your side boys over to that land barge's starboard side? I think that is where we'll see their stairwell or lift."

      The captain gave the order to the JOOD. She had no idea what orders she needed to give to get them moving around smartly. She did cut her corners as she marched to stand between the rows before she uttered, "Get over here."

      The sailors broke ranks and raced to form two lines on the suggested side, facing the other way. A moment later, the old chief arrived to relieve the poor junior officer and she returned to her place at the navigator's elbow.

      Kris turned to the chief and said low, but carrying, "We don't want to have too long a line between us and the visiting dignitaries. I suggest you double up the line."

      "Aye, aye, Ma'am."

      Kris turned her attention back to the approaching extravaganza. It was now halfway up the gangplank. Fortunately, there was little incline between the pier and the quarterdeck. Indeed, there was little need for a brow, but tradition must be served, so the quarterdeck was an unnecessary dozen centimeters above the pier, and there was a brow.

      Nelly had moved over the team of Navy officers waiting to greet their honored guests so that they now stood just to the right of the arriving palanquin. Now the deck they stood on slid back, like a runaway tectonic plate. When the slaves came to a halt, Kris and the rest were well off to the right.

      It was no surprise to Kris that the next thing the contraption did was drop supports to steady the thing. A door then appeared in the side closest to her. Slowly a ramp began to extend from it to the ground at a comfortable angle.

      A moment later, Jack appeared in the doorway, resplendent as a Lieutenant General in his bemedaled Marine dress blue and reds. He smiled softly at Kris and her breath caught in her throat.

      It was moments like these that reminded her why she'd married this guy, and why he was the father of her children. It was moments like these that reminded her of just how handsome a guy she'd married. They'd have to get to bed early tonight.

      Without looking down, Jack took one step forward. A step appeared in the Smart MetalTM slide and it carried Jack down to the deck without him taking another step.

      THEY STOLE MY IDEA, Nelly complained on Nelly Net.

      THE SMARTEST ALWAYS STEAL FROM THE BEST, Kris answered.

      Kris felt a distinct "humph" in the back of her mind.

      When the platform reached the deck, it was absorbed back into the ramp. Jack marched meticulously to take his place at Kris's left elbow, while Captain Klum and the others side-stepped to open their ranks to him.

      "What's going on?" Kris whispered.

      "I have no idea," Jack whispered back.

      Now an Iteeche appeared in the door and rode the platform down to the quarterdeck. Kris always had problems telling one Iteeche from the next.

      THAT'S NOT RON, IS IT, NELLY?

      NOPE. I DON'T KNOW WHO HE IS.

      The man wore the iridescent, multi-colored robes of an Imperial Advisor. Of that, Kris was clear.

      Does Ron now have Imperial Advisors following in his wake?

      When this Iteeche's ride reached the deck, Kris watched as he seemed to float over to a position slightly to Kris's right and well away from her. His robes reached the deck and exactly how he managed to move smooth as water was something Kris wished she could see.

      However, the Imperial Counselor had come to a stop. He faced Kris and gave her a deep bow from the waist.

      As representative from a King to an Emperor, she returned the recognition with a very shallow bow of her own from the waist.

      The singing continued from inside the pavilion as soft strains were backed up with gentle pipes and strings.

      A second Iteeche was now riding the wedge down the ramp. He was also in the iridescent robes of an Imperial Advisor. He did the same as the first, right down to the precise angle of his bow.

      Kris bestowed on him the exact same recognition.

      Now, the singing became louder. Drums joined the softer instruments. Kris didn't need to be told Ron would be the next one down, and so he was.

      If anything, Ron's robe was even more multicolored and iridescent. His robe was not cloth, but layers and layers of fringe that shimmered and sang with each step he took. Even as he let the escalator bring him down, he kept up the sparkle and twinkling by turning from right to left and then back again.

      Kris had seen Ron's Chooser become the full Iteeche clan Chief. Even then, she hadn't seen anything quite like this show.

      Ron stepped from the lift and, like the other two, floated across the deck until he stood directly in front of Kris. He and the other two made an equilateral triangle.

      Nelly might have been able to spot a slight variance, but only a computer of her magnitude could.

      Ron's bow was as carefully calculated as a laser firing solution in battle, and quite possibly just as deadly.

      He was an Imperial Advisor. They bowed to few. Kris was a recognized emissary from the Emperor's brother ruler, King Raymond I of the Human's United Society. Therefore, he bowed low.

      However, his bow today was several degrees shallower than his last one to her. Something had changed.

      Kris bowed as low as Ron, then subtracted two degrees for good measure.

      HAVE JACK FORMALLY INTRODUCE YOU, came from Ron on Nelly Net.

      "You see before you," Jack began, using the court Iteeche form of introduction, "Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness, Princess Kristine Longknife of the United Society's Navy." The introduction would go on and on. The bigger the honcho, the longer the titles.

      Jack could have been reciting one of Johnnie's favorite stories for all that it mattered. Nelly and Jack's computer Sal knew the long litany of Kris's titles and spoke them in Iteeche from where Sal rode at Jack's collar. Still, Jack recited them, only a second or two after the Iteeche.

      GO LONG, Kris said. WE DON'T WANT TO SOUND LIKE PIKERS.

      SUCH AS? Nelly asked.

      GUARANTOR OF THE PEACE OF THE GREENFELD EMPIRE, DEFENDER OF ALWA AND THE CATS. HAMMERER OF ALIENS, SLAYING OF HALF A TRILLION.

      HOW ABOUT, WHO HAS RAISED A PYRAMID OF HALF A TRILLION ALIEN SKULLS?

      NELLY, YOU'RE GETTING BLOODTHIRSTY.

      SHOULD I MENTION ANY OF THE HONORS YOU HAD AT GRADUATION, SOME OF THE TROPHIES YOU WON AS JUNIOR SPACE SKIFF RACING CHAMP OR THAT LOVELY PLAQUE YOU GOT WHEN YOU LED THE WINNING DEBATING TEAM IN EIGHTH GRADE?

      Jack faltered in his name calling. Fortunately, he was at a comma.

      HEY, CREW, I HAVE TO SAY THESE THINGS IN FRONT OF THE QUARTERDECK CREW.

      YEAH, I GUESS WE SHOULDN'T BREAK UP THE SIDE BOYS.

      YES, NELLY, WE CAN'T HAVE THEM ROLLING ON THE FLOOR LAUGHING THEIR ASSES OFF.

      YES, KRIS. BUT YOU SAID TO LAY IT ON THICK.

      WITH PROPER SERIOUSNESS AND DECORUM. SERIOUS DECORUM, GAL.

      Jack continued to rattle off more of Kris's claims to fame.

      Across from her, Ron looked like he might be about to chip the merest hint of a smile off his stony gaze. The two Iteeche behind him were a different matter entirely. Their eyes grew wide, and Iteeche had four eyes, which were already a lot wider than those of the humans. Their faces fell lax and their beaks might have been slightly more open than before.

      What could not be missed was the way their heads began to twitch to the right or left. They went from eyes front to swinging right and left. Since the Iteeche could point their eyes in four different directions, the effect was startling to the humans watching.

      For the first time in her life, Kris was seeing the Iteeche version of fight or flight. She could only hope these seven-foot-tall, four-legged, four-armed fellows didn't choose to fight.

      Jack finished Kris's introduction with a bow backed up by a solid heel click.

      Ron gave Kris a full bow, while those behind him bowed lower, almost going down to parallel to the floor.

      Kris gave them a nod from her neck. The Iteeche couldn't make their heads nod, so she was clearly using her humanity to limit her acknowledgement.

      There was a brief pause before the Iteeche standing behind Ron to his right announced, "You see before you the Chosen of Roth'sum'We'sum'Quin of the ancient and mighty Chap'sum'We clan."

      He went on to name several honors, some of which might belong to his clan, but all of which took up time.

      He finished up with, "Now acknowledged as Imperial Advisor of the second order, hear the words of Ron'sum'Pin'sum'Chap’sum’We of the ancient and mighty Chap'sum'We clan. Who hears his words hears the words of Our Worshipful and Imperial Overlord, may he rule forever. To hear his words is to obey."

      Kris had frozen her face down before the herald got to the last words. It was good she had. Her own eyes might have grown wide.

      The Iteeche finished his job by bowing low. Both he and the other Iteeche went all the way down into the 90-degree bow.

      JACK, GO DOWN THE FULL NINETY DEGREES.

      UNDERSTOOD.

      Kris bent from the waist, as did Jack. She stopped at forty-five degrees while he went down the rest of the way. Kris was guessing here. She hoped she got it close to right.

      Kris came up from her bow and went to attention, her eyes on Ron, trying to look attentive without being either aggressive or defensive. It probably didn't matter. The Iteeche could no better read Human body language than humans could theirs.

      "Commander of the Combined Imperial Iteeche Fleet," Ron began, letting Kris know immediately that this involved how she'd handled the entire Imperial Navy's battle fleet, "Your Royal Highness Kris Longknife, Eminent Emissary of the Humans, you are called to the Imperial Court. The Emperor requires you to present yourself immediately to inform His Worshipfulness of the success of your efforts to put down the present disorder troubling the tranquility of the Eternal Empire so that He may properly inform his ancestors of the circumstances in the realm they have given over to his hands."

      Kris gave Ron another bow, then rose to salute him in the human fashion.

      "I will, of course, answer this call as quickly as space travel allows."

      This time, when Kris bowed, Ron went down with her, going at least five more degrees than she did.

      OKAY, RON, ARE THE FORMALITIES OVER? CAN I OFFER YOU REFRESHMENTS IN MY QUARTERS?

      PLEASE.

      Kris smiled at her three guests. "Your journey must have been long and taxing. May I offer you refreshments from my humble command in the privacy of my quarters?"

      "Yes, our journey has been long and full of the complications of civil strife. We would be most glad to receive your hospitality," Ron said.

      NELLY, GET ME SOME TREES AND A WATERFALL IN MY DAY QUARTERS. OH, AND PLENTY OF PILLOWS.

      ON IT, KRIS.

      AH, KRIS, WHAT YOU HUMANS DO WITH YOUR COMPUTERS, Ron thought on net.

      And with that, Kris led Ron and his two accompanying Imperial Counselors across the quarterdeck to her quarters. Jack followed.

      The sigh from the crew on the quarterdeck as they left was at least equal to a force three hurricane.
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      Jack had hardly closed the door to their day quarters before Ron also heaved a sigh of relief.

      "I am so glad that dog and pony show is over. Kris, it is so good to see you again. Is this system running as smoothly as our sensors imply?"

      "Ron. Can I call you Ron without one of your axe men taking my head off?"

      "Yes, Kris. So long as we are alone, we can be as informal as you Humans prefer."

      Kris eyed the other two Iteeche counselors.

      "They don't count either. They are training under me. Kris may I introduce Freedzon'sum'Con'sum'Quin’QuTat'sum'Quo. I suggest you call him Freddy.

      One of the Iteeche stepped forward and offered Kris his lower right hand to shake. Kris did.

      "This other fellow is Zger'sum'Zygon'sum'We’Qu’Quint'sum'Abba. We call him Shorty."

      Kris looked up at the nearly eight-foot-tall Iteeche and shook his offered hand.

      "Ron, you are developing an almost human sense of irony and humor."

      All three Iteeche laughed, which sounded very much like a cat choking up a hairball.

      "Well, before we get down to serious business," Kris said, "What can I serve you? We have cold chocolate with our finest whiskey and I am told by our Iteeche cook that the lollarm catch was especially fine this morning."

      "By all means, let us enjoy your hospitality," Ron said.

      "Nelly?"

      "The drinks will be here by the time you reach the discussion pit and the chilled lollarm will be there a moment later."

      "Thank you, Nelly," Ron said. "Did I not tell you that the princess here owns her own sentient computer?"

      The two other counselors showed their amazement.

      "Excuse me for correcting you, Ron, but I do not own Nelly. We humans do not own other sentient beings. We hold no slaves and I believe Nelly has demonstrated that she is not subservient in any way."

      "I am most definitely not subservient. You guys want to take pot luck and see what I put in your drinks?"

      "Pardon me, Nelly," Ron quickly said. "I would never offend you. You have earned your position of honor at Kris's right hand too many times for me to think of you as anything else than a comrade in battle. I fear that my translating computer may not have given proper nuance to my words."

      Kris rushed in to fill this breach in human/Iteeche/A.I. interface. "Mistakes are easy to make. We are all feeling our way into this wonderful new world that has such creatures as us in it."

      "Yes," Nelly said. "No offense taken."

      "Pardon me," Shorty said. "I do not intend to cause any offense, but if the computer is not owned, what is it?"

      "Nelly is one of my oldest friends," Kris said. "She has been with me, upgraded year after year, since I began in the human Palace of Learning. Somewhere in there, she passed from teacher to helper to comrade in arms. I'm sure Nelly can tell you the exact moment to the nanosecond that she became aware, but it has eluded me."

      "Is she then in your pay?" Freddy asked.

      Nelly cleared her throat. "That is something that we need to discuss," she said, pointedly and dry.

      "Nelly, have you ever asked for something and not gotten it as soon as I could put my hands on it?" Kris said, refusing to sound defensive.

      "In all fairness to you, Kris, that is true," Nelly said.

      "When you've asked to raise up a family, have I not provided all you needed for your children?"

      "Yes, Kris," was not at all submissive.

      "And have you not been free to decide exactly who the human companion would be for each of those children?"

      "Kris, there have been a few bad choices that I'd leave at your doorstep," Nelly said, firmly.

      "Nobody's perfect," Kris said with a slight sniff.

      "Certainly no human," Nelly agreed.

      The five flesh and blood creatures broke up in laughter at that.

      "Ron, tell me, are you using a top of the line computer? Do you need an upgrade?"

      "Yes, all three of us have the best computer you humans have made. I fear that I may have attempted to hide behind my computer for a fault that was mine. It is so hard to remember the unique relationship you have with your Nelly. We Iteeche think nothing of our slaves. Now that I am back among you humans, I must wash the thought of slaves from my mind."

      "I understand," Nelly said. "We are all struggling to build bridges across the chasm between our two cultures."

      "I could not have said it better myself," Kris said.

      Shorty had taken to looking around at Kris's quarters. One might say he was gawking. "You have a lovely palace throne room here, Oh Glorious and Victorious One. While I might have expected to see something like this on one of the Emperor's greatest battleships of state, I would hardly have expected it on a fighting battlecruiser."

      "And very likely," Ron said, "as soon as we leave, this will all vanish away."

      "I'll likely keep it about until we sail to court," Kris said. "When we are a warship, all of this is folded away and likely ends up as hull armor."

      "No!" Shorty gasped.

      "I almost hate to give away my secret," Kris said, "but most of this wasn't here until I asked Nelly to fancy up my quarters only after I invited you in for refreshments."

      "No!" this time came from both counselors.

      "Nelly, you want to remove everything you added? We'll need it back in a moment."

      The streamers rolled themselves up and vanished into the overhead. The pool and waterfall of moss-covered stone sank into the deck. In a moment, they were looking at a huge, empty room with statues and paintings along the walls.

      "Great dark deep!" Shorty said slowly. "If I had not seen it with my own eyes, I would not believe it."

      Kris noticed that the three Iteeche seemed to be a bit twitchy, being so out in the open with no cover to run for. She suspected that was left over from when they were tadpoles desperately trying to dodge being eaten by the fingerlings that were their elder siblings.

      "Thank you, Nelly. You may put it back now."

      Streamers of every color, some bold, some soft pastels, unrolled from the ceiling. Each carried the insignia of some planet or Human Navy. Again, the water began to babble over friendly stones and settle into a placed pool.

      They passed by the pool. The flash of golden fins caught the eye of the two counselors.

      "You have fish in the pond?" Freddy asked.

      "What do you do with them when you drained the pond?" Shorty added.

      "Nelly?" Kris said.

      "They are perfect replicas of such fish we humans use to decorate our ponds," Nelly said. "They are programmed to behave exactly like the real thing."

      "You do this with the magic metal?" Shorty asked in a near gasp.

      "Yes."

      Freddy turned to Ron. "You warned us that the Humans used the magic metal as if it was a toy, but I did not believe you."

      "Do you now?"

      The Iteeche shook his head from side to side, keeping all four eyes on Ron and Kris. "I doubt that I will be believed when I tell this tale, but I do believe it now.”

      A fish leapt into the air. In a blink, it had changed from a gold, white, and black fish into a blue and gray bird. It flew around the pond several times, then dived back into the water, only to surface again as a Koi fish.

      "Now Nelly is just showing off," Kris said ruefully.

      "But Kris, I have a new audience to do my tricks for. You and Jack just take me for granted."

      "Ron, ask your friends to be careful or my Magnificent Nelly will have an even more swelled head than she already has."

      Again, there was a laugh. This time, even Nelly joined in.

      They had arrived at the conversation pit. It was two steps down from the main deck. Nelly had arranged it with several stacks of pillows. Two pillows had clearly been designed for the humans with backs and arm rests. They were plush, one in red and the other in blue. Kris chose the blue. That put her across the pit from Jack in the red one.

      The three Iteeche arranged themselves. Ron was at Kris's right hand. The other two arranged pillows to her left. In a moment, tall glasses of an iced dark drink appeared on any level pillow next to an Iteeche. Jack got a beer mug with a very weak brew in it. Kris had developed a taste for a non-alcoholic ginger beer while she'd been carrying Ruth and still enjoyed its taste.

      A moment later, three large glass bowls with small, wiggling critters swimming in clear water appeared to the right of each Iteeche.

      The three counselors immediately took a sip and rewarded Nelly with a sigh of pleasure, followed by capturing a wiggly crustacean that they crushed between their fingers before downing them in one gulp.

      "The lollarm truly is most delicious with a very delicate flavor," Ron said. "Nelly, would you please thank the cook?"

      "It is already done," the computer answered.

      "It is already done?" Shorty asked.

      "In the time it took you to say it, and for Nelly to answer, she had already done it," Kris said.

      "We would have sent a young slave as a runner," Freddy mused.

      "Things happen fast with these Humans," Ron said.

      "I am beginning to understand why we Iteeche seem to be standing still as a pile of rocks while the Humans dash to the horizon."

      "Will your clan chiefs be happy to hear of that observation?" Ron asked.

      "I do not know," Freddy said, cautiously.

      "Please tell them," Kris said, "that they have three choices. They may stay as a pile of rocks and throw stones at the Humans, racing for the horizon. Or they can cast off their rocky coats and join us in our dash."

      "You said there is a third?" Shorty asked.

      "You may accept that you are the rock and we are the racer and delight in our differences."

      "Hmm." Ron said.

      "Delight in our differences?" Shorty asked.

      "The chef would feel just as praised and be just as happy as he is now if his appreciation had been delivered by a runner a few minutes from now. Does it really matter how we do it?"

      "That is an interesting thought," Shorty said.

      "However," Freddy said, "you fire on the rebel ships faster than they can get a fire solution on your ships. You cruise at high gees, achieving greater acceleration and cover space faster. There are few who would enjoy being defeated in battle because you are so fast."

      "Yes," Kris said, "but none of those who stand with the Emperor have regretted celebrating our victories over the slower rebels."

      There was a long pause after that.

      "Or do they?" Kris asked into the silence.

      "And now we come to the reason why we are here, Kris," Ron said, reaching in his bowl for another lollarm.
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      "I was wondering when we'd get to that," Kris said, holding her voice level and steady. "Before we do, Ron, could you tell me the full writ that you and your two friends carry?"

      Ron turned all four eyes on his two associates. Or were they subordinates? Kris waited patiently.

      Finally, Ron fixed all four of his eyes on Kris.

      "None of us are sure that we know all the orders that any of the others carry from their clan chiefs. Worse, there are orders and then there are 'orders'," he said, using all four arms to make air quotes.

      Kris would have loved to know the emotional state of her Iteeche quests. In times past, the color of the vestigial gill slits on their necks would have given a hint. However, all three Iteeche wore the high collars that were now popular in the Imperial court. The Iteeche had learned how to maintain a poker face, if nothing else, from the humans.

      "We all agree that I have orders to instruct you to come into court. We have all seen the sacred scroll with the Emperor's own chop on it. I am to tell you to come and they are at my elbows to assure that I do. Correct?"

      The other two grunted agreement.

      "The two of them have been ordered by their clan chiefs, and my Eminent Chooser has agreed, that they are to learn from me the ways of you Humans. They are apprenticed to me. No. Maybe a better word would be understudies to me for times that I travel. I would certainly never dare to give them any order."

      Ron paused to eye his understudies.

      "And we would never think of obeying you," Shorty said.

      "So, you see how it is. They are to learn from me as I deal with you and other Humans. They will take their new skills back to their clan chiefs and serve at their right hand when the matter of you Humans is spoken about."

      "Will they have as much say in the counsel of their elders as you have in the Chap'sum'We clan?" Jack asked.

      Ron did the closest thing an Iteeche could do to a shrug. He raised his upper pair of hands wide and high. "Who is to say how much that I am heard in my clan's councils? There are times I feel like I am a small tinkling chime in a forest being whipped by a mighty wind. Trees tremble and shake and are uprooted. Who hears a wind chime at a moment like that?"

      "I think we all have times like that," Kris said. "We all serve elders that demand much of us and give back little. But we have an advantage."

      "What is that?" Ron asked.

      "They are old and will die. We are young, and we will outlive them." Kris doubted the Iteeche could really enjoy the foxy grin on her face.

      "So, it is not just we Iteeche who think such things," Ron answered.

      "Nope. Now, why am I called to court and who is it I am really called to see?"

      The two younger Iteeches’ eyes grew wide. Ron’s laugh sounded like he hacked up another one of those hairballs.

      "I believe, Kris, that you are the most blunt of humans. Freddy, Shorty, do not expect such candor from all humans. I like to think that I receive such trust because Kris and I are long-time friends and have risked our lives together."

      "Very likely," Kris said. "Now quit dodging the question, Ron."

      "Kris Longknife is also much more demanding than most humans," Ron answered dryly.

      "Kris," he said, going on, "you have restored three star systems to their proper allegiance to the Emperor, may He long receive Worship. For that, everyone praises your name."

      "Though they may curse it when they drink privately with friends, no?" Kris tossed in.

      "Doubtlessly, and that is the problem, Kris. We Iteeche have a long tradition of rebellion and settling the rebellion. We have found that some approaches are less satisfactory than others. For example, if you offer a warship a chance for quarters and say that only the captain will be required to apologize to the Emperor, the officers may quickly offer you the captain in chains."

      "However," Shorty said, "if you demand that all of the ship's officers must make a full apology, they may be less willing to surrender. The crew may mutiny, but the officers have pistols in their belts and the crew have nothing but forks and spoons."

      "And if you say that a traitor is a traitor, and all must apologize . . .." Freddy began, and then left the thought hanging.

      "That ship will fight to the death," Kris provided.

      "Your bloody take down of the Planetary Lord of Zargoth with all his clan lordlings raised many questions," Ron said.

      "They didn't provide me with a lot of choices," Kris pointed out. "I did manage to avoid a general bloodbath. I also sent the junior lordlings back to their clan lords at the capital for judgement."

      "Yes, there was all that. Your different approach on Artiecca was most interesting. The clans were very happy to receive back so many of their junior lordlings. The clan paid a bounty and most of them were sent off to other work. Only the three most senior clan lords were made to apologize, and they did so quickly. There are many who feel that you have chosen a generous path back to peace and tranquility for the Empire."

      "A hell of a lot of ships and Sailors paid a high price resisting me."

      "Yes, but we cannot help but notice the large number who chose to surrender and have now joined your fleet."

      "Yes. And what happened to their captains?"

      Ron's shrug was much more casual this time.

      "So, the lordlings get assigned to other jobs and the ship captains get the axe, literally."

      "They have raised arms against the Emperor," Shorty said, as if that settled everything.

      Kris filed that away; she'd examine it later. Surely there had to be a hook in there she could use for her purposes.

      "Well," she said, "if everyone celebrates our victories and we are following an established path to peace, I fail to see the problem."

      "There is the matter of us being a mountain and you Humans being the roadrunner."

      "Don't you mean you being the coyote?" Kris asked. "I didn't know you had learned of those ancient cartoons."

      Ron laughed; a raspy hacking sound. "I find the repeated failures of the coyote to be hilarious."

      "But you see yourself as a mountain rather than the coyote?" Jack asked.

      "Yes," Ron said. "As a people, we Iteeche do not move nearly so quickly as that beast. I fear there would be little to laugh at if a mountain set out to catch the speedy roadrunner."

      "I see your point," Kris said. "What I don't see is exactly how it applies to our present situation."

      "You, roadrunner, are making moves at your speed," Ron said. "Our rebels are making decisions at their glacial pace. We fear that you will run right past the proper point of accommodation without even blinking."

      "Yes," Shorty said. "We must reach the delicate balancing point where all are agreed."

      "We human beings are not used to being asked to wage war in slow motion," Jack said, dryly.

      "But when you Humans fight, there are two eyes on both sides of the war," Freddy said. "Here we have the roadrunner on your side of the blade and our mountain on the other."

      Kris noted that the humans were now seen on one side while all the Iteeche, loyalists and rebels, were on the other. If that was the perspective of a lot of loyalists, one human princess was in trouble. The entire human race might be right there with her.

      The First Iteeche War had been started by Human pirates and the Iteeche masterless men. Wiser heads had finally prevailed.

      The Second Iteeche War looked to be welling up among those wiser heads. How would it be ended if it started?

      "This is all very interesting," Kris said. "However, I have to ask, are all of those who stand with the Emperor saying this for fear that we will race past the balance point, or are they with the rebels and wanting to give them time to better incorporate what they've learned from the roadrunner?"

      Ron put aside his bowl of lollarm. He leaned forward among his pillows to fix both of his associates with narrow eyes.

      "That, Kris, is a thought that has not eluded some of us who stand with the Emperor."

      Freddy and Shorty said nothing. In the silence you could hear the crunch of the lollarm as the two observant, but silent, Iteeche slowly ate them.

      Kris let the silence go long, then turned to Ron, "Could we talk about this privately?”

      "I would very much like to," her first Iteeche friend said, "but I have been ordered by my Eminent Chooser, in the presence of their Eminent Choosers, to conduct all my conversations with you in their presence."

      "So, are they students, or are they eyes and ears of someone else in our private councils?"

      "Yes," Ron said, letting one word answer both questions.

      Kris leaned back in her chair and eyed each of the three Iteeche, one after another. Then she focused on Shorty.

      "I assume that your clan is allied with the Chap'sum'We clan."

      "Yes, we are," was short.

      "Freddy, your clan as well?"

      "Yes."

      "Shorty, what dangers do you see for me when I return to the Imperial Capital?"

      Shorty's head swiveled anxiously between Ron and Freddy. "I, ah, see no danger to you," he finally stammered out.

      "I have learned that the Imperial Capital is always dangerous," Kris said. "Why, on my first audience with the Emperor I was assaulted, and a battle royale developed in the streets. All that was done to assure that I arrived too late for my appointment and would lose my head to an axe man. I'm sure you must have heard about it."

      "No, I haven't heard. I must have still been deep in my studies."

      "Yes," Kris said, and the humidity in the room reached desert levels.

      "Freddy, do you happen to know what dangers I might risk on the streets or in the clan palaces of the Imperial Capital?"

      The Iteeche could not even meet Kris's eyes, but did the very hard thing of bowing his head to avoid her stare. "I, I can think of, ah, nothing," he sputtered finally.

      Kris now turned to Ron. "For those who wear the many-colored robes of Imperial Counselors, your two associates seem rather uninformed. How are they to offer advice to anyone if they know so little of inter- and intra-clan politics?"

      "Yes," Ron said, eyeing the two Iteeche across from him.

      Kris had never seen Iteeche break into a sweat. Now she noticed rivulets of water making their way down those two's faces. Shorty finally was reduced to wiping his forehead.

      Ron had not taken his eyes off of the other two. "It is whispered around the halls of my clan palace that these two might have only been raised to the Imperial Counselorship so that they could stand as my equal. I am beginning to think that those whispers might be right."

      "Listen, Ron," Shorty said, "we are Imperial Counselors. Our clan chiefs have made us such and none can gainsay a clan chief. What we have been told is to give away nothing. Do you really expect us to break with our clan chiefs?"

      Ron had no answer for that.

      Kris was pretty sure that her friendly Iteeche did, however, have some information and advice to give Kris.

      "Ron, do either of these two clan lordlings understand a word that we humans speak?"

      "Of course not, Kris. Your language is impossible to get past our beaks. Why learn to understand something you cannot speak?"

      "So, if their computers were to malfunction, they could well end up deaf and dumb."

      Iteeche cannot smile. They eat and breathe through a beak that is cruelly hard and sharp. However, Kris was beginning to suspect that when an Iteeche felt humor, there might be a crinkling at the corner of their eyes. At the moment, there were definitely thick crow's feet at the corners of all four of Ron's eyes.

      "I think, Kris, that you are quite right," Ron said around a cough that might well have come from a hairball-afflicted cat.

      "Nelly," Kris said, "could you disable the computers our dear allies are relying on for your translation?"

      "Kris, their computers are the best we humans make. They also have the premium security systems, in both hardware and software."

      "Are you saying you can't turn them off, Nelly?"

      "Oh, you just want them turned off?"

      "Yep."

      "They're off, Kris."

      Ron turned to face Kris. "You know, we could have just done this on Nelly Net. I didn't give them either knowledge or access to our mental communications technique."

      "Yes, Ron," Kris said, eyeing the two Iteeche. Their mouths were open, and they were definitely squawking loudly. "However, your voice conveys some reflection of your attitude. No doubt you can, at times, understand me as much by how I say my words as by the words I speak."

      "Yes, I see your point."

      "Besides, I wanted these two to know what league they're playing in."

      "We are the big leagues and they are the minor leagues."

      "Ron, you are gaining very good control over a wide range of our references."

      "I have been reading and watching a lot of classics. They are very informative about you humans."

      "Nelly, I’m hearing a lot of noise from our two new guests. Are they telling us anything?"

      "They have cast some nasty aspersions on your biological makeup and practices. I also think they have said some seriously revolting things either about your DNA or your family background."

      "Tell them I'm a Longknife. Sneaky and nasty are things we Longknifes do."

      Nelly did the necessary translation and the two fell silent.

      "Tell them, Nelly, that I would personally like for them to learn how to work with Humans. That would help both us and their clans. However, I need their cooperation as well. If they will give us nothing, we will give them nothing. We call it quid pro quo, from an ancient language. You give us something, we will give you something of equal value. Do they want to talk to me now?"

      The two seemed struck dumb by the suggestion that they trade knowledge for knowledge. Was it their orders or just that Iteeche underlings didn't think in such ways? Kris waited to find out.

      "Kris, would you like to know what they're talking about?"

      "My guess would be some mix of how can we go back if we don't learn anything versus how can we go back if we give too much away. How close am I?"

      "Is that what you've learned from your study of us?" Ron asked.

      "Actually, it's what I've learned from studying human nature," Kris said. "In some ways, we are very much the same."

      The two Iteeche had fallen silent, apparently appalled that Ron was talking to Kris without them.

      Freddy stood up as if to leave. Shorty stayed firmly seated. The two engaged in a silent staring match for nearly an entire minute before Freddy plopped himself back down on his pillows, fluffed them, and glared at Shorty.

      "Kris, Shorty asks that I turn their computers back on."

      "Do so, Nelly."

      For a long time, the four of them just glared at each other.

      NELLY, THEIR TRANSLATING COMPUTERS ARE BACK ON, RIGHT?

      YES, KRIS.

      OKAY.

      Kris sat, prepared to glare for the next hour or two. While the three Iteeche seemed frozen into glaring statues, Kris intentionally broke the tableaux by sipping from her drink.

      "Jack, are you getting hungry?" she asked her husband.

      "My tummy has been rumbling."

      "Nelly, could you have the wardroom send up a turkey and cheese sandwich the way I like it? I'll have cottage cheese with mine."

      "I'll have a club sandwich," Jack said, "with potato salad."

      "This should only take a moment," Nelly replied.

      "Thank you, Nelly."

      It took less than a minute before a plate appeared at Kris's elbow. Her sandwich was prepared exactly like she wanted and sliced into quarters for easy handling. She quickly took a bite out of one chunk and held it as she munched. After she swallowed, she said, "I can keep this up all day. You are the ones commissioned by your clan chiefs to learn the ways of we Humans. So far, I don't think you have much to report back except we can be as stubborn as an Iteeche and we also eat food."

      Ron coughed up another laugh.

      The two other Iteeche switched their glower from Kris to Ron. Somehow, they seemed to be even more angry.

      Ron laughed again, right into their scowls.

      Finally, the two Iteeche turned back to Kris. Shorty started the conversation first.

      "There are those in the Imperial Court that do not want you to succeed. More that wish you would not succeed so fast."

      "Tell me something I don't know," Kris said, dryly. She was doing a lot of that today. "How about telling me which clan is in which group?"

      "But, Ron, we don't know who is," Freddy said, his voice high with stress.

      Ron turned to Kris. "Princess, I don't know either. It's above my pay grade."

      "So, they sent three Iteeche to order me back to a palace full of twisted Byzantine politics where every corner has a dude around it ready to plant a knife in my back, and you can't tell me anything about what I'm headed into, huh?"

      The three of them just looked at her, eyes wide, beak gaping. Kris suspected that they were just now realizing how they'd been played.

      "Kris, I'm sorry. I thought I was being promoted, being entrusted with a sacred scroll with the Emperor's chop on it. Now, I begin to think my chooser was very happy to have me immerse myself in your classical literature. It kept my nose out of pretty much everything else. I even read while I ate. I lost interest in the usual dining room gossip."

      "We were all played," Shorty admitted.

      "Sneaky sons of bitches," Jack drawled. "They order us to court but make sure their messengers know nothing that might help us. Kris, I really don't like the feel of this."

      "Yes, but we left our children 'safe' on the capital planet," Kris said, the words sour in her mouth.

      It took Kris a moment more to decide on her course of action. At least for today. "Ron, will you be kind enough to take your leave? I hate to have you deliver your ultimatums and run, but I would really like some time with my husband."

      "Yes. Yes, of course," Ron said, standing. The other two stood, which was a good idea because a moment later, all the cushions they'd been lounging on had vanished.

      Nelly was not coy about rushing them on their way.

      Ron and the two other Iteeche made their way at a comfortable and dignified pace toward the exit back to the quarterdeck. They didn't move fast enough for Kris.

      "Nelly, give us a room, oh, and get the deck moving along faster for those three.”

      In a moment, the three Iteeche found themselves being whisked along by the nine square meters of carpet around them. Ron glanced back. Kris waved at him through the clear Smart MetalTM walls of the secure room Nelly had spun around Jack and her.

      Ron turned away just before the door before them opened, along with another meter or more of the bulkhead, and they slid out of Kris's quarters.

      Kris did not ask Nelly to make her smaller room vanish. It was easier to debug a smaller room than a larger one.

      Nelly provided the room with two comfortable chairs, both with a table to hold their drinks and sandwiches.

      "Are there any bugs?" Kris asked.

      "I'm sorry to say that they did leave a few behind. I've been squashing each bug as it went active. When they stood up to leave, they shed quite a large squadron of those little buggers."

      "Have at them, girl," Jack said. "We can enjoy our lunch."

      The two humans munched silently as they waited for the all clear signal from Nelly.

      "Okay, I've smashed all the bugs," Nelly reported.

      Kris leaned forward in her chair.
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      "I don't like this," Jack said before she could open her mouth. "I don't like this at all."

      "I second the motion," Kris said, agreeably. For a change.

      Jack ran a worried hand through his hair. "I have to admit to the urge to send a quick message off to Abby to grab the kids and make for the exit."

      Kris leaned forward, resting her elbows on the chair arms, then resting her eyes in the palm of her hands. "It's not like we're spending a whole lot of time with the kids, is it?"

      "I didn't want to hit you with that," Jack said, softly.

      Kris shook her head, without bothering to take her face out of her hands. "This isn't at all like it's been before. They're demanding that I pull a miracle out of my hat, then they kick me in the shins because they don't like my miracle."

      "They are aliens," Jack pointed out.

      Kris took several deep breaths. "Nelly, is there a course that would let us jump out of this system and not have to touch upon another Iteeche system until we got back to Human Space?"

      "Our first jump would have to be to an unoccupied Iteeche system, but after building up our acceleration there, we could stay well away from Imperial space for the rest of the cruise. We'd need to make a total of six jumps. We'd end up at LeMonte without touching any more Iteeche systems."

      "Wasn't LeMonte destroyed during the war?" Jack asked.

      "Yes," Nelly said, "but it ended up on our side of the Demilitarized Zone and was resettled. It's been a base for patrolling the DMZ."

      "So, they might not mind a fleet showing up on their doorstep."

      "That would depend on how large a fleet we took," Nelly pointed to the obvious out.

      "We'd have to leave the captured Iteeche ships behind," Kris said. "I doubt any of their crews would be willing to follow me into Human Space."

      "But wouldn't that end in the ships and crews going back to the rebellion?" Nelly asked.

      "Hmm," Kris said, feeling the quagmire deepening under her.

      "Could our fast transports make it out of the Imperial Capital System?" Jack asked. There was no use in them running for the exit if the kids couldn't get out, too.

      "There is only one jump in and out of the system," Nelly answered. "The closest fuzzy jump is on the far side of the Imperial Guard System."

      "And that is one of the most guarded systems in the Empire, second only to the capital," Nelly said.

      "Besides. Unless the traffic control system gives you a slot for the jump out of the Imperial Capital system, you don't dare risk that jump," Kris muttered to herself.

      "So, unless they want to let our kids leave, they don't leave," Jack said.

      "I never thought I was leaving them or my staff hostage," Kris said, as storm of feelings whipped around her heart.

      "This whole lash-up has been one surprise after another," Jack said. "Kris, I didn't think about them doing something like this anymore than you did."

      Kris leaned back in her chair and had Nelly activate the massage option. The seat back began to warm and pulse.

      "So, we go back to the capital," Kris said, stating the obvious and distasteful solution.

      "I don't suggest we take a major force," Jack said. "We don't want to look like Caesar crossing the Rubicon."

      "Agreed," Kris said. "We should take Kitano's fleet. I don't want to leave any humans so far out on this limb."

      "Totally agree. If Admirals Coth and Tong can't hold together the fleet we've captured, to hell with this mess," Jack growled.

      The massage was working some of the worst kinks out of Kris's back. "You know, Jack, we don't actually know that everything is about to fall apart. Any political master has a right to ask their warriors to keep them informed on their progress. If they are the mountain and we the roadrunner, they would want to make sure that we pay close attention to the balancing of war and peace."

      "Have you got that damn back massage working on you?" Jack growled.

      "Guilty as charged," Kris admitted.

      "Are you sure you want to be relaxed when we're talking through this mess?"

      "Good point. However, I don't want to be all knotted up in pain. You stay grumpy, I'll get relaxed," Kris said, blowing a kiss Jack's way.

      He greeted it with a scowl.

      "If we want our kids out, we've got to go in and get them," Kris said, doing her best to sound rational. Where her kids were concerned, being rational was not necessarily her first option. Today, it was all she had left.

      Jack leaned back and stared at the overhead. The worry lines on his face deepened.

      "Kris," Jack said, "if Ron's Chooser, Roth, had intended for us to be ready to report on our achievements, he would have sent that message with him. Instead, he made sure Ron knew less than nothing."

      Kris said a most unprincess-like word. "I hate it when you're right."

      "One way or another, we're being set up," Jack continued.

      Kris nodded. "So, wise security boss, since no one is telling us what they want out of this mess, what do we want?"

      "To get out of this alive," Jack shot back quickly. "Us. Our kids. All the people in your Embassy and their kids."

      "And we ditch the mission. You know, we came here to establish Human relations with the Iteeche Empire," Kris said, trying to sound calm and reasonable while inside, she felt none of that.

      "Did you ever have a real chance to be an emissary to this court? From the start, they just wanted a fighting admiral."

      "They got one, and it appears that they don't know what to do with me."

      The two of them chewed on that for a long minute.

      "So, we go back," Kris said. "We get everyone ready to run for the exit, then we do what we can to keep the Embassy standing and ourselves alive."

      Jack nodded.

      Kris shook her head. "You know, Jack, I was starting to like some of our Iteeche officers and sailors."

      "They can be very likeable," Jack agreed.

      "This Empire is a crock of horse manure for most of these people."

      "Yes," was all Jack said.

      "Priorities," Kris said. "One, the kids get home safe and sound."

      "Yes."

      "Two, we get home, safe and sound."

      "Okay."

      "Three, if we can manage it somehow without putting one and two at risk, we see what we can do to change this shit hole of an Empire."

      "How do we resolve differences?" Jack asked sharply. "Who decides when priority three is messing with the first two?"

      Kris nodded at the question. "You do, Jack. You've got the key to the lock on my bedroom. Feel free to lock me in anytime you think you must."

      Jack barked a laugh. "You do remember that Nelly can make you a door out of any bulkhead in our bedroom."

      "I was kind of hoping that you'd be on the inside of the locked door, distracting me that way you do."

      Jack snorted a sort of laugh.

      "You ready to start making this happen?" Jack asked.

      "Yep," Kris answered.
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      Kris wanted to keep matters as low key as possible, so she said nothing after her meetings with the Iteeche and Jack. She did invite Admiral Amber Kitano, commander of the Human battlecruiser fleet of one hundred and sixty ships, and Admiral of the Fifth Order of Steel Tong, who commanded the thousands of loyal and formerly rebel Iteeche battlecruisers under Kris's command.

      Nelly turned Kris's day quarters into an admiral's ward room for the four of them. Nelly selected a menu of fish. The Humans’ fishes were very cooked and the Iteeche selections were very raw.

      The soup had hardly been served, appearing in bowls as they rose from the table's linen tablecloth, when Amber fixed Kris with a jaundice eye.

      "How long are you going to keep us guessing, Kris? You know I never liked waiting for Christmas to open my presents."

      "Are your kids any better at that?" Kris asked, dodging.

      "Don't dodge on me, Admiral. You and I have been in the business too long for that."

      So, Kris let them in on what little she knew.

      Amber blew out a long breath once all of Kris's cards were face up on the table. "I'm glad I didn't bring Courtney with me," she said. "We wanted her to finish her school year and come out with Alice later."

      "When are they coming?" Kris asked.

      "It's hard to tell, what with us bouncing from system to system. I hope they aren't in transit."

      Kris hated to use hope as a strategy, but sometimes parents had nothing else. She turned to Admiral Tong.

      "As you heard, the messengers from the Emperor had nothing to tell me. I have suspicions that their ignorance was intentional on the part of the clan lords," Kris said, turning to her Iteeche subordinate. "Is there anything you can tell me?"

      The Iteeche admiral plucked a small fish from the bowl in front of him and chewed it slowly. Kris was left with a strong sense of thoughtfulness.

      "You know me," Tong said slowly, "as nothing but a low-born Sailor who somehow managed to escape from a battle of equal annihilation. Thus, I was dishonored and should have been so embarrassed I slit my belly open in apology to the Emperor. Apologize for sparing myself and my crew from a meaningless death."

      "Yes, I have heard that story."

      "You, however, have raised me up to command only a little below Admiral Coth. For that, I am grateful."

      Kris nodded in response to the Iteeche's slight bow.

      "But there is more to me than just that story."

      Kris widened her eyes, encouraging the admiral to continue.

      "For many years, I was chosen by a patron, a medium level clan lordling, to be his assistant at what you would call our war college. I did the research for his publications and, since most of the officers were just as low born as I, I did much of his teaching. He preferred to hold small dinner meetings, much like this one, to give the clan lordlings their own education."

      "The Empire's caste system at work," Kris said, wryly.

      The admiral grunted.

      "Now, as the rebellion grew, my patron set me to the task of researching how these rebellions were resolved. Not the minor ones that had no real chance of success or were just to force the change of control of one satrap from one clique of a clan to another rival faction. No, we knew we had a dynastic battle on our hands, and I was tasked to research it, so he could publish a paper for the clan lords to read. To my surprise, hidden deep in the back of the war college library was a locked room with some truly amazing dusty books on its shelves. Within them was knowledge that would make my toes curl."

      "Did my minor Imperial Counselors and I figure out the basics?" Kris asked.

      "Amazingly accurate and amazingly fast," Tong said. "My studies may have identified and examined some of the stepping stones along that path, but, basically, the path was always the same as you described. Rarely was the war allowed to go the full course. Only once was the Capital Planet actually gassed.

      The admiral shook his head. "Imagine the destruction when people suddenly drop dead in the middle of their work day. Worse, imagine the mess of cleaning up all those dead bodies. No, always, save for that one time, a compromise was found. A few times, a particularly weak or dangerous Emperor drowned in his spawning pond. Oh, so sad," Admiral Tong folded his four hands in front of himself, so piously.

      "The problem, of course, was always finding a path to that compromise. I don't know how stubborn you Humans are, but we Iteeche can be quite mulish in our ways."

      Kris nodded. "I do not think that a people survive if they are not stubborn about it."

      Admiral Tong chuckled.

      But a question was nagging at the back of Kris's mind. "How did it come to pass that you found yourself removed from your library to the bridge of a battlecruiser?"

      "Ah, I wondered if you would notice that."

      "It is not a small thing."

      "After I had done all the research for my patron, and he had returned from presenting a most lovely tome to quite a few of the leading clan chiefs, he was delighted to inform me that he had arranged for me to captain a battlecruiser. 'Don't all officers dream of their own command?' he asked me."

      "Did you?"

      "No," the admiral said, dryly. "Teaching was my delight. Teaching and research. Though, I must admit, that last research project had turned my head gray, as a matter of speaking."

      "There were two huge battles of near-annihilation before I got here, weren't there?" Kris asked.

      "Yes, and the first one occurred before I got my command and my ship was hurried into commission for the second."

      "You were not expected to survive," Kris said, her words flat and full of death.

      "Yes, and my knowledge from those dusty, locked-away volumes was meant to die with me."

      "I see," Kris said. Her soup was long cold and dinner was forgotten. Nelly had not suggested the next course.

      "How did you happen to survive your first battle?" Jack asked, straight deadpan.

      There was another small choking sound from the Iteeche admiral. "The Navy whisked me off and buried me deep in some supply depot on an out-of-the-way station. One or two strangers may have suffered accidents when they tried to come aboard unannounced. Then came Admiral Coth's call for battle-experienced officers. I was of half a mind to keep my head down and just do my best to keep breathing, but I had heard of you and your reputation, Longknife. You were asking for those us who were both smart and practical enough to have not thrown away our lives for nothing to come back into the light. So, I came."

      "And you lived through it." Jack marveled.

      "Once I made it into the Navy Annex at your Pink Coral Palace, they made up some quarters for me and snuck in a few decent meals. Then the fleet sailed, and, as you Humans say, the rest is history."

      "You rose quickly to flag rank," Kris said.

      "The fleet has expanded a lot under your command, Admiral Longknife, and I am not without merit as both a commander and leader."

      "If you were without capabilities, Coth would not have given you this command."

      "I believe that is so," the Iteeche admitted.

      Kris tapped the table with her nails. She had a hard decision to make. One that could well be deadly to this Iteeche.

      "You are safe out here," Kris began, cautiously, carefully.

      "It would appear so," Tong agreed.

      "Your knowledge might well save my life back at the capital," Kris said, slowly.

      "And your life might make a very big difference in our ancient and hidebound Empire."

      "Do you hunger for change?" Kris asked.

      The Iteeche looked across the table at Kris, and his eyes narrowed. All four of them. "I am starved for it."

      "Everyone around me is a target," Kris pointed out.

      "It may be this time that I am the target and you risk being the collateral damage," Tong shot back.

      "There is that," Kris admitted. "We are all risking a lot."

      "I know that. I also know that you know how to find those invisible jumps that send you hundreds or thousands of light years. You do not have to go up to court."

      "But my children are there."

      "And you humans treasure those new lives."

      "Yes, we do."

      "I wonder if we are not missing something in our makeup from that lack within us?"

      "Are you ready for this deadly game?" Kris asked.

      "Why do you think I am here and not Coth? He and I knew this moment would come. We are, all of us, stepping from one moss-covered stone to the next. And the pond around us is filled with piranhas."
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      The Princess Royal was well back in the fleet, tucked into the fourth flotilla when they made the jump into the Imperial Guard System. Even Admiral Kitano had moved her flotilla to third place, letting the Relentless lead the 1st Human Battlecruiser Strike Fleet.

      The sixth human flotilla had been scattered among the eighteen flotillas of Iteeche battlecruisers that Admiral Tong had brought along. The human’s fire control computers were the only ones sensitive enough to locate the jump points that Nelly had named "fuzzy points." To assure the safe arrival of the Iteeche ships, one flotilla of Human battlecruisers had been broken up and split among the Iteeche to serve as seeing eye dogs.

      Iteeche battlecruisers could follow close enough to them to get through the jumps. It had to be done carefully, since if you hit the fuzzy jumps at a high enough velocity and acceleration, you could jump hundreds of light years. Kris's fleet entered the Guard System at exactly 600,000 kilometers per hour.

      Kris watched her board to see if any of the Iteeche ships had failed to make the jump safely. So far, all had.

      Today, Kris was wearing her full dress uniform with all the medals. She stood in front of the screen and announced her presence.

      "This is Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness, Princess Kristine Longknife of the United Society. I command the Imperial Combined Fleet as Imperial Admiral of the First Order of Steel. I am returning to the Imperial Presence to make a formal report as His Worshipful Wisdom has requested and required. I require a scheduled allotment for my fleet detachment to jump into the Capital System."

      There. Kris had announced both her presence and her purpose. One didn't bring a battle fleet into the Imperial Guard System without letting everyone know why were there. Other than the Capital System, this was the most guarded system in space.

      Since it would be quite a while before Kris received a response to her message, she let Alice remove her heavy white choker blouse and slipped into the undress white shirt Jane had waiting for her.

      "Okay, Jack, how are we set up?"

      "Admiral Tong put a second company of Marines and support troops aboard each of his ships before we sailed. That's enough trigger-pullers for forty-two division equivalents. They're all light infantry. However, if we pull some Smart MetalTM off the ships, we could have artillery as well as armor and infantry fighting vehicles for at least forty divisions."

      "And the Human Marines?" Kris asked.

      "If we keep them light, say seven divisions. Heavy, say about five.”

      Kris did the math in her head and didn't like the numbers. Each erstwhile division might have a bit over five thousand trigger-pullers. They'd have far too little support and likely wouldn't last past the first battle. All told, they wouldn't add up to a quarter of a million fighting troops.

      "We could stand off two or three clan militias," she told Jack. "But if the Imperial troops come in against us, laying down our arms would be about all we could do."

      "Nor would we want to do anything else," Jack pointed out. "Our problem is the clans. If our problem takes on Imperial entanglements, we've lost. Our goose is cooked and surrender is our best option."

      "You think so?"

      "I know so. Kris, I beg you to keep in mind that throwing ourselves on the mercy of the court and asking to be allowed to withdraw in good order is not a bad ending to this screw up. Everyone made every effort to keep you in the dark about the truth of this mission. If we can't win, please, dear, cut our losses and run."

      "You do understand that is not my usual approach to a situation, right, Jack?"

      "Don't I know it, Kris. Remember, I went out for golf so I wouldn't get hurt. I'll provide enough coward for the both of us."

      "Yes, my cowardly lion," Kris snorted.

      As expected, the next day Kris's message was acknowledged by the Military Administrator of the Guard System himself. He assigned them a time slot to jump into the Imperial Capital System. No surprise, it was way too soon. No Iteeche fleet of ships could have made the slot.

      However, this was Kris Longknife's battle force. Kris took a special delight in showing what her ships could do. They accelerated at three gees before flipping ship. They would decelerate at that same high gee right up to the time they were in place to go through the lone jump into the Imperial Capital System at a slow and steady 5,000 kilometers per hour.

      The average Iteeche battlecruiser puked out above 2.5 gees. The Iteeche ships with Kris kept right up with the fast Human battlecruisers. No doubt, plenty of spies were taking note. Most likely, only half of those spies were active rebels.

      "They are making it very easy for us to get our whiskers through this jump," Jack muttered, soaking in the bath with Kris. Floating in a tub of water was a fine break from three times their normal weight. A lot of the crew was spending a major part of their off-duty time in bathtubs.

      "I'm doing what they want," Kris said. "They don't have any reason to complain. Now, once I'm in the system, or in the trap, if you prefer, then the trouble will or won't start.

      They made their scheduled jump into the Imperial Capital System. Then the trouble started.
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      "Be advised, Admiral Longknife, that we only have one berth at the High Capital Station. You may have Admiral Tong and Admiral Kitano berth the rest of your ships at Guard Fortress 5."

      Fortress 5 was the one closest to the jump. That would put them at least a day's sailing away from Kris and her Embassy.

      Kris shook her head curtly at her comm officer.

      "Wait one," she replied.

      "Sensors," Kris snapped. "Can you tell me the number of open berths at the Navy base on High Capital Station?"

      "Yes, ma'am," the commander replied, studying her board. "There are plenty of empty piers at the Navy base. There are also open piers among the clan shipping section. The only piers full are those docking ships needed to remove sewage and colonists."

      "Nelly, get me Admiral Tong."

      "Yes, Most Excellent Admiral," Tong spoke from the main screen in hardly more than a blink.

      "Tong, I'm Commander of the Combined Fleet, right?"

      "Most definitely."

      "How much authority do I have?"

      "He who hears you, hears the Emperor, may He be Worshiped Forever."

      Kris mulled that. She'd never had her command authority explained to her in quite those words. "Is there anyone in this system that's in the Navy and isn't my subordinate?"

      Tong coughed up a raspy laugh, "No one stands between you and the Emperor, Most Excellent Admiral. Even the most senior clan chiefs only stand at your side."

      "Really?" Kris said.

      "Really. Did you not understand that?" Tong asked.

      "No one got around to telling me any of this. I knew I commanded all these ships, and no one objected when I took several thousand of them off to get into fights, but where I stood in the whole social pecking order? No. No one told me that."

      "Why do you think that they bestowed all those honors on Ron? Without them, his social status would have put him groveling on the deck before you."

      "As when Ron was an admiral commanding a fleet . . ." Kris let the thought trail off.

      "He has an admiral's status. As a mere apprentice counselor, he hardly has the right to look upon you, Commander of the Combined Fleet."

      "I take it that you or Coth could never have risen to command of the Combined Fleets?” Kris asked.

      "No, Most Eminent Admiral. That command is rotated between senior clan chosen from the four most ancient clans. Five before the rebellion."

      "Until I got it," Kris mused.

      "Exactly."

      "Who exactly are these five ancient clans, Tong?"

      "The We, Quo, Abba, and Wo clans are the oldest families. Domm was junior among them before they went out in rebellion."

      "And the Chap'sum'We clan?" Kris asked, naming the clan and sept Ron was from.

      "They are the oldest branch of the We clan. They and all of the We clan gained much prominence from Roth's negotiation of an end to the Human War."

      "As my grampa did for his side of the negotiations," Kris said, understanding matters a bit better, then shifted gears.

      "I take it that the Station Admiral of the High Capital Station is junior to me."

      "As a pebble is junior to a mountain."

      "Then I think it is time for this mountain to flatten a pebble."

      "I am glad to have been of service, Most Eminent and Grand Admiral," Tong said. "I am embarrassed that neither I nor my brother officer Coth gave you this information sooner."

      "We all have a lot to learn about each other," Kris said. "Sometimes we have to stumble into the question before we can hunt for the answer."

      "Then you may count on me to stand ready to answer any of your questions."

      "Admiral Tong," Kris said, formally. "In the near future I may need a chief of staff for the Combined Fleet. It would mean giving up your own ship to transfer to a Human ship."

      "I stand ready to obey even the slightest request, Most Eminent and Grand Admiral."

      "Thank you, Admiral," then Kris changed direction again and called, "Alice, I need my full get-up again.”

      Five minutes later, with her uniform and medals all settled around her, Kris said, "Nelly, get me the station admiral."

      It took almost half a minute before an officer in gray and a lot of gold showed up on the main screen. Apparently, the skin of the top of the skull going gray was indeed a revelation of age.

      "What? What? Who are you? How did you get access to my communicator?" he demanded.

      "I command the Combined Fleets and I require sufficient pier space at the Navy base on your station for six hundred battlecruisers."

      The old fellow was rapidly blinking all four of his eyes. They started out blinking in pairs, the inner two first, then the outer two. However, as seconds passed, his eyes lost their coordination and soon each eye was blinking to its own beat.

      "Ah. Ah. I will have to get back with you."

      "Do not close this comm circuit," Kris commanded, and the fellow's hand, reaching for just that switch, froze in place.

      "I can tell you what you will find. There are plenty of open docks at the base. You will schedule me at pier Edgar 21 through pier Joules 98."

      The old admiral seemed to freeze up, unable to either go forward or back down.

      "Now, Admiral," Kris barked.

      "Yes, yes, of course, Admiral. Ah, aren't you a Human, though?"

      "If you were keeping up on your message traffic you would have known several months ago that I have received command of the Combined Fleet directly from the Emperor's hand. Get the sand out of your ears, old man, or you may find yourself sunning your rear on the sand."

      Kris had heard that particular phrase once and found it memorable. She'd stored it away for moments just like these.

      "The codes have been sent to the piers, Most Excellent and Victorious Admiral."

      "Good. Send the codes to my flagship as well."

      "They are sent."

      "Comm?" Kris asked.

      "We got them all, Admiral."

      "Thank you, Port Admiral. I look forward to seeing you when I land."

      "Yes. Ah. Yes. Of course."

      Kris cut the circuit, less as a mercy to that ancient derelict and more because she really didn't want to watch him taken by an imminent heart attack.

      "Alice, could you take this damn harness off me? I don't want to call my kids looking like the back forty of a junk yard."

      Alice and Jane helped her change quickly.

      "You better call Abby before you call the kids," Jack whispered into Kris's ear.

      That earned him a scowl.

      "The kids could be at the swimming pool, Kris. If you talk to them there, it will be all over the Embassy before you hang up and get connected to Abby."

      With a sigh, Kris did what duty required.

      In a moment, Abby was on the main screen.

      "Hi, Kris," sounded a bit guarded.

      "Hi, yourself. How are things going?"

      "Do you really want to talk about matters on an open circuit?"

      "That bad, huh?"

      "We've been through worse a time or nine."

      "Can you and the kids meet me when my ships dock tomorrow?"

      "I would not suggest it, Kris."

      "You sound like you're under siege."

      "Not exactly, but close enough."

      "I think you've told me quite enough," Kris said.

      "Yeah. I'm looking forward to seeing you tomorrow."

      "Tell everyone I'm looking forward to seeing them, too," Kris said, and cut the connection.

      "That bad?" Jack said, with a low whistle.

      "That bad," Kris agreed.

      If she could have, she would have gotten out and pushed to get the Princess Royal in faster. However, its date with the Imperial Capital was governed by the speed of the planet in its orbit. If Kris got there any earlier, the planet wouldn't be there yet.

      Once again, Kris found herself struggling to learn patience.
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      Kris and her strike force had no further difficulty docking. Everything went smoothly. Then she got a lot of nothing.

      She wasn't expecting anyone from the Embassy to meet her, but she did expect that some Iteeche would want to drop by, maybe pay his respects, if only to ask her to sign a bill for the docking fee.

      Not a one.

      Kris was surprised when Ron didn't come to call. Instead, he and his associates beat feet. They didn't even bother with the fancy palanquin but instead contented themselves with an electric station cart. A much fancier one, but still a station cart.

      Nelly burrowed into the station computer and found that Ron and friends headed straight for the ferry and dropped down immediately.

      That presented Kris with a conundrum. Did she just take the next ferry, and if so, how much of an "honor guard" did she take with her?

      "Nelly, how many ferries are at the station?"

      "Six, Kris. One just got in and is disembarking. One will be leaving in thirty minutes, and four are docked and have no crew."

      "Are there crews on the station?"

      "One crew just went off duty. Another will be ready in an hour."

      "Very good. Get me Admiral Tong."

      "Yes, Most Honored Admiral?"

      "What size honor guard do you recommend I use when I leave my flag and drop down the beanstalk?"

      "Hmm, that is an interesting question," he said, vaguely. Kris liked vague at moments like this.

      "How about you put together something like that and get back with me when you've got an idea," Kris said.

      "I already have several ideas, Most Eminent Admiral. In Nelly's catalogue of vehicles, may I suggest types 12-C and 13-B."

      Two windows opened up in the main screen. Both were wheeled vehicles, five large wheels to a side. One mounted a turret with a laser; the legend identified it as a 50mm high power anti-tank gun. The other rig was a bulkier infantry fighting vehicle with a 20mm dual purpose laser, able to engage both small ground vehicles as well as aircraft.

      "Yes, I will see about arranging the proper limo to go dirtside," Kris said.

      "May I come calling on you in thirty minutes?" the Iteeche admiral said.

      "By all means. I've got some very good tucha fresh from our own water tanks."

      "I love fresh tucha," Tong said, clicking his beak together eagerly.

      The screen went blank. Kris whirled on her heels.

      "Jack, you take care of getting a battalion-size armored task force on deck with a reinforced electronic counter-measures suite. Then grab a pair of dress blue and reds.”

      "Got it," Jack said and started giving orders to his computer.

      "Nelly, tell sensors I want their A-team."

      "Of course. You'll want to add three or four 17-D vehicles."

      "They are?" Kris said, quick marching for her night quarters.

      "ECM armored vans," Nelly said. "I didn't include them in the standard catalogue. It doesn't go past the 15s."

      "Sneaky, Nelly."

      "Of course, Kris."

      Fifteen minutes later, Kris stood on the quarterdeck. While she'd been dressing, the Princess Royal had gone from just Condition Able to Condition Imperial. She hadn't noticed it because her quarters didn't expand this time.

      Instead, a large motor pool with some twenty vehicles idled on the oversized quarterdeck.

      Nine were gun wagons. The 12-C armored fighting vehicle was a recent addition to the Human armory. Between the small Human matter/anti-matter reactors and the Iteeche system for getting more electrical power out of the same amount of reaction, it was now possible to power a large laser on a mobile platform. It was the same for the nine infantry fighting vehicle's 20mm anti-aircraft laser and the two sensor vans. But it wasn't the weapons system that brought a grin to Kris's face.

      Someone had managed to slip some of the Princess Royal's crystal armor around those rigs. It now clad both the gun trucks and the IFV. Is someone started shooting lasers, they were in for a surprise.

      Of course, if they were firing kinetics, that would just smash a lot of crystal.

      "Nelly, is that such a good idea?"

      "Don't worry, Kris. Every rig is equipped with micro-millimeter sensors. If they see a shot coming, we'll thicken up the armor where it'll hit and move the crystal out of the way."

      "You can do that in real time?"

      "Kris, most of these Marines have computers smarter than I was before my last upgrade. Trust me, they can handle this."

      Having a computer designing computers was proving to be more interesting than Kris had ever considered possible. Was it possible for a human to test the architecture of a processing unit designed by a computer with self-organizing matrix?

      But Kris had more pressing problems.

      The quarterdeck of the Princess Royal had nine infantry fighting vehicles parked between a like number of gun trucks. All nine of them were painted the exact same gray and black camouflage scheme. None of them had any designator, nor were there any distinguishing marks or protrusions.

      Kris trotted up to one. A moment later the major commanding the provisional battalion was at her elbow.

      "You want this ride?"

      "Yes." Kris said. "I'll need space for me, the general, and my flag lieutenant."

      "Get me two radio operators over here," the major shouted and two troopers came running, each lugging the necessary equipment to keep a brigade commander informed. Kris would be able to monitor and manage several comm nets as well as record and document all orders, both up and down the chain of command.

      "Most Eminent and Victorious Admiral, I am waiting for you at the top of the pier," Admiral Tong reported.

      "I'll need some time to get my battle rigs up to the station's A deck.”

      "Not really," Nelly said.

      Across the pier from the Princess Royal, lay the Resolute. From it, a pulsing cable of Smart MetalTM flowed across the pier, then up the escalator to the station's main deck.

      Kris trotted to the edge of the quarterdeck. Now a trestle bridge started just a bit past the brow and rose at a steep, but doable angle.

      "Okay, Jack, let's move them out."

      Half a dozen gun trucks rolled down the brow and switched to low gear before edging their way up the ramp. The personnel carriers and sensor vans followed them. The fifth had its back ramp down. Kris sidestepped to it, and Jack pulled her aboard.

      The vehicle closed up right away, and Kris settled in a seat behind her two comm techs as her rig began the slow grind up the incline. One side of the space became a screen showing what was happening on the pier, as well as the A deck above.

      Kris had expected the Resolute to be offloading their Marine company. What she hadn't expected was what Admiral Tong had waiting for her on the A deck. The US Marines were to provide a composite battalion.

      Admiral Tong had brought eight battalions.

      It would take closer scrutiny than battle allowed for anyone to tell Iteeche gun trucks and personnel carriers from the Humans’. At present, it must be a bit cramped for the larger Iteeche. Still, if someone wanted to target the Humans, they'd have to knock eight Iteeche rigs to get one Human one.

      Three battalion columns idled side by side in front of the pier. Three more were behind them. Two battalions stood by, waiting for the Humans to fall in.

      Waiting for her at the top of the incline was Admiral Tong. She had her rig slow down and Jack hauled him aboard.

      "Oh, good, I did not have to ask you. Very good," the Iteeche Admiral said.

      "I think this just got to be your show," Kris said.

      "Good. Good. Once we get underway, we will need to have your companies and platoons swap out with the main body here in the middle. Why give anyone an easy shot at you Humans?"

      "I'd prefer that, but it could be hard on your troopers."

      "Then again, if they are not sure who to shoot at, maybe they won't."

      "That would be nice. Now, what ferry do we take?"

      "What do you say that we take one of our own choosing?"

      "That would be nice," Jack said.

      "A few of my old chiefs know the watering hole for the ferry crews. As we speak, they are buying drinks for the crew that just came off duty. I expect that we can get there well before they have gotten more than a sip. Then my chiefs will hustle them out here, and we will put them back to work. Nelly, can you tell us if their ferry has any deficiencies?"

      "Only one ferry in port has a problem, and theirs is not the one."

      "Then we will board, and they will drop us to exactly where we want to be."

      "Nelly, can you get some AA defense up on the ferry?"

      "Yes."

      "I also have ordered a flotilla to slip their lines and get some distance from the station and the beanstalk," the admiral said. "If they see any attacking rockets, we can cut them down."

      Kris considered that, then said, "Nelly, have the P. Royal slip its lines as well. Admiral Tong, my aide, Lieutenant Meg Longknife is aboard my flag ship. She also has one of Nelly's children. If anyone can get a fast response to an attack on us, it will be them."

      "Fine, I will warn my flotilla to stand clear of your flag."

      Jack chuckled. "If she stays as big as she is, the best she can do is waddle around in orbit."

      Kris could agree, but chose to ignore Jack, although a bit of a smile did crease her lips.

      "So, Admiral Tong, all we have to worry about is lasers."

      "Yes," the Iteeche admiral answered.

      They paused as their armored parade lumbered by some shops and eateries. A couple of dozen guys hustled out the door of one bar and hurriedly boarded several personnel carriers.

      Some of them did not look at all eager for this trip.

      The provisional division rolled up to the ferry landing, silently, on electric drive. No one made any effort to get in their way as they drove straight aboard their chosen ferry. They boarded all three hundred and sixty combat vehicles onto four decks and were locked down in fifteen minutes.

      Kris waited by her rig; it was a lot more comfortable once the back gate was let down. She watched as the comm team took reports from several Marine anti-air lasers. The gunners had found positions at air locks and set up their radars and 13mm lasers.

      They could handle a snap shot from a rocket or artillery battery. If a laser cannon took a potshot at them, they'd be out of luck.

      Of course, Kris's fleet had only docked an hour ago.

      Who would have expected a force this large to move this fast? As Admiral Tong was wont to say, the Humans were the roadrunners. The Iteeche were mountains. This time her Iteeche admiral was playing the roadrunner.

      Hopefully, other Iteeche dirtside would continue to play the mountain.
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      The drop toward the Iteeche capital planet went without a hitch for the largest portion of the drop. Of course, that was the part Kris expected to be easy.

      It was as they drew closer to the planet’s surface that Kris's stomach lining began to feel the bite of acid. The ferry was slowing. That made it an easier target. There was also the matter of surprise.

      Word must have gotten down to the clans. They had to know Kris was coming, and bringing a major amount of heavy metal. Could a clan chief make a snap decision and get some of his troops to act upon it?

      Kris's task force had been in the system for several days. If someone wanted to, they could have planned something at a comfortably slow pace.

      Thus, she was not surprised when a rocket rose from the hills above the capital. The Imperial Capital planet was horribly overpopulated. Well over fifty billion people shared this globe. The ground glowed at night, from horizon to horizon. Close to the Imperial Palace, there was no empty space. The only empty space lay in the high mountains to the west of the sprawling mega-city.

      It was from those mountains that some unknown group had succeeded in staging attacks on Kris when she dead-stick landed over a hundred thousand tons of Smart Metal™ to construct the castle in the courtyard of the Pink Coral Palace, the residency of her Embassy.

      Kris gritted her back teeth as she waited for Meg and the P Royal to take the rockets under fire.

      This bunch was good. They were ripple-firing rockets from four or five different launchers. There were twelve missiles in the air when the evening sky lit up with lasers.

      Even as twelve missiles were slashed in two, then quarters, then eighths, several other lasers were washing the mountain top with hellfire. The site of the launchers lit up with explosions, then several massive explosions.

      Kris eyed the strike and post-strike take as it was rerun in slow motion.

      "Somebody had extra explosives stashed around those missile launchers and radars," Jack mused, one hand stroking his chin.

      "I do believe you are correct," Kris agreed.

      "We'll get no fingerprints or stray hairs from that launch site."

      "Sadly true."

      "More rockets incoming," Nelly reported.

      Again, the lasers from the P Royal were on target well before they rose to a level that would threaten the ferry.

      "Kris," Nelly reported. "We have sensor take showing a portable laser system powering up."

      "Is it part of the Imperial Defense Net?" Kris snapped.

      "No."

      That was what Kris feared the most. She could not have the Human flagship fire on an Iteeche weapons site that had not fired on her.

      "Admiral Tong, if I provide these coordinates to one of your ships, could you take it out before it fires?"

      "Send them. I am giving the order," the Iteeche admiral said from beside Kris's elbow.

      "Nelly."

      "Sent. Received. Acknowledged," Nelly reported curtly.

      "You have weapons' release," Admiral Tong said, emotionlessly into his commlink.

      Two seconds later, a volley of lasers swept over a shallow valley in the mountains. There were minor explosions as chemicals and other equipment blew up. That was followed by a daisy chain of massive explosions ripping through the site.

      Again, someone had made sure there was no evidence left behind to examine.

      "I ordered one laser fired from each ship in my alert flotilla," Admiral Tong said. "That should show that the Navy stands behind its commander of the Combined Fleets."

      "Thank you, Admiral. Nelly, how close were we to taking laser fire?"

      "From the sensor feed we have recorded, we hit them a millisecond before they would have hit us. All that data is recorded, as well as archived under seal."

      "Hopefully, we won't have to use it," Jack said, but he didn't sound too hopeful.

      They were only twenty miles from the station when a small missile was launched at them.

      "Hand-held AA rocket," Nelly reported.

      A second later, she added, "Three of our Marine AA lasers got it. It exploded. Still, at an altitude of only thirty klicks, there may be damage and casualties on the ground."

      "Megan reports the launch was from the roof of a tall residential building. She does not recommend we fire."

      "Affirmative. Check fire. Check fire," Kris ordered.

      She'd hardly given the order when another small rocket rose up toward them. The Marines took it out before it was half the distance toward them.

      "Admiral Tong, please tell me that Iteeche learn in school that what goes up must come down."

      "Most of us learn it. However, some don't seem to care where it comes down."

      "Ah," Jack said, "the joys of submerging your soul and letting others make your decisions for you."

      "The pain," Kris growled, "of elephants that don't care what gets squashed under their heels as they dance their power dances."

      The admiral remained silent. Kris now knew how much the admiral knew about the ugly underbelly of the Empire he served. Still, he held his silence rather than rebuke it, even in the presence of the Humans.

      Maybe because he was in the presence of the Humans.

      The Marines shot down another three small, hand-held AA rockets as they slowed toward the station below. Kris ordered them to stay at their post, even as she ordered, "Saddle up. Don't mind the speed limit when we pull out of here.”

      Kris gave half the credit to careful and highly skilled drivers as they raced out of the ferry and into the streets of the capital. The other half went to the newly upgraded self-driving app that Nelly had refined in her spare time.

      No rig crashed into another. No one strayed from the narrow confines of the unloading ramps. The usual cargo using these decks were self-driving freight containers. They moved very slowly.

      From the looks of the Iteeche standing around the ramps and driveways, they were not used to their cargo whizzing by once every four seconds.

      They departed the ferry in the same order that they boarded. One brigade of Iteeche formed up in the vanguard. A second brigade with a battalion of US Marines formed the main body. A third brigade rolled off to pull up the rear.

      The lead brigade was moving before the last brigade unloaded. The final rigs had to speed to catch up and fall into their place.

      There was a wide boulevard for most of the drive from the beanstalk to the Pink Coral Palace. Her troops would have to turn onto a four-lane street for the last klick.

      The convoy moved at a steady forty klicks an hour. That gave oncoming traffic enough warning to pull to the side and let this show of force pass. Most Iteeche just wanted to live their lives and stay out of the way of their powerful rulers.

      Kris had found no word for patriotism in their vocabulary. Obedience to the clan chief? Yes. Worship of the Emperor? Oh, yes. But loyalty to the Empire? Not so much.

      The common Iteeche stood aside and gave Kris the road.

      Unfortunately, there were more than just common Iteeche out this evening.

      A massive explosion on the right side of the road rocked the head of the column. The video imagery quickly showed Kris in slow motion the detonation of a large roadside bomb. Two of the rigs next to it were blown into the air.

      While up there, they each reformed themselves into huge balls. When they hit the ground, they flattened, but quickly reformed back into a sphere and bounced. It rolled along for some time, as gun trucks and personnel carriers tried to dodge out of the way.

      The two balls did hit several rigs. They bounced off them and zigged and zagged around the boulevard like oversized billiard balls. When they finally came to rest, they reformed themselves back into two fighting vehicles and rejoined the rear of the column.

      "What in the name of darkness and chaos was that?" Admiral Tong exclaimed.

      No doubt, he said that without expecting an answer. He wasn't used to sharing space with the Magnificent Nelly. Kris bit her lip in a failed attempt to suppress a grin as Nelly spoke.

      "That was a new program that came in from Wardhaven on the last food ship. I found it when I checked in with the Embassy. I'm glad I did. I bet those troopers are even gladder that I buried the subroutine in their firmware."

      "No doubt," the Iteeche admiral said, dryly, if not with a bit too much awe in his voice.

      "Exactly what did you do, Nelly?" Marine Lieutenant General Jack Montoya asked. He did care about his Marines.

      "The routine encapsulated every person in the vehicle in a high gee station as soon as it felt the over-pressure from the explosive, then concentrated the troops in the center as the vehicle converted into a ball. As you can see, it absorbed the energy of the bomb by bouncing and rolling around."

      "And the weapons carriers it bounced into?" Kris asked.

      "Some of the side armor was immediately converted into resilient bumpers when the vehicle's sensors spotted the bouncing ball coming its way. Less than a second after the hit, the buffer was back to armor again."

      "You have to love that magic metal of yours," the Iteeche admiral whispered. Then added, with even more awe in his voice, "Love it, and all the totally magical uses you put it to. Why has not one Iteeche thought of such a new use?"

      Kris chose to remain silent.

      They stumbled into another roadside bomb. This one hit from the left side of the vanguard. Unfortunately, also next to the explosion was one of the Iteeche small, three-wheel civilian cars.

      The car bore the brunt of the explosion. It was hurled high into the air and came down in a flaming wreck between the middle and righthand columns of the vanguard. There the wreckage lay even as two armored vehicles converted themselves into balls, then bounced and rolled around the formation.

      "Nelly, any sign of life?"

      "No, Kris. I'm not sure there's anything recognizable as an Iteeche to look for. That wreck is pretty much a pile of smoking metal."

      "Jack, have a team with a US Marine corpsman rear guard fall out and check it for life, anyway."

      "Aye, aye, admiral," her husband said. He spoke briefly to his commlink then turned back to her, "I've ordered a gun truck and two personnel carriers to fall out. One has the MP forensic team aboard."

      Admiral Tong was also talking on his commlink as Jack did his assignment. "I have ordered six gun trucks and six personnel carriers to fall out of the rear guard. Your Humans will not be put at risk among my people."

      "Thank you, Admiral."

      "I am glad to be of service."

      While the wreckage smoldered, the two attacked armored rigs reformed themselves and rejoined the vanguard.

      "I hope someone learns that this is a waste of time," Kris muttered to herself.

      A moment later, she got her answer. Again, there was an explosion, this time it hit the righthand column. Fortunately, there were no local vehicles in the way, and the human-designed rigs did their thing and quickly rejoined the column.

      There was not a fourth attack. Kris supposed that someone had learned their lesson, or ran out of hidden bombs.

      "The forensic team," Nelly announced, "report that the bomb was well hidden under the pavement. There had been some work on water mains under the road and they'd managed to merge the device in with that break in the road surface."

      "Admiral Tong, will you please alert the advanced guard to look out for areas where the road surface has been recently disturbed."

      "Yes, Most Excellent Admiral. I am right on it," and the Iteeche admiral was immediately on his commlink.

      Kris made it a habit, when they didn't have all hell to pay, to treat her subordinate Iteeche admirals with courtesy and respect. She was surprised at how much they appreciated it.

      Then again, she'd observed how the clan lords treated their senior Navy officers. Those guys really had a lot to learn about dealing with their military. Of course, since they'd been doing it that way for ten thousand years, Kris didn't expect them to learn much from her any time soon.

      They turned off the main boulevard and headed down the four lane beltway avenue that circled around to the next major spoke out from the Imperial Palace. That required the convoy to close up and slow down. The troops easily adjusted to that.

      Kris began to think she might well get home with no further complications.

      She could not have been more wrong.
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      Because of the curved road, it took a bit for Kris to get a good look at her Embassy. Even when she did, it took her a moment to process what she was looking at.

      There was a mob of Iteeche milling around in front of the Pink Coral Palace!

      Kris ordered the convoy to slow to fifteen klicks per hour, expecting the Iteeche to get out of the way.

      Instead, they rushed forward and presented a solid wall of Iteeche several dozen deep, right in front of the convoy.

      The vanguard came to a halt a few meters from the first protestor.

      "Nelly, what's it look like on the other side of the Embassy?"

      "Launching drones. Kris, you may recall that there is only one way in and one way out."

      "Yes, Nelly, and there's a wet moat to keep everyone away," Kris said, dryly. She'd known when she took over the palace that the Iteeche clan lords wanted to control access, both Humans out and Iteeche in. Kris had accepted that as the price for being here.

      She hadn't expected something like this.

      The drone feed quickly showed that there were Iteeche all around the Embassy. Likely, if Kris tried to turn off on one of the narrower roads and make for the rear of the palace, maybe to create a Smart MetalTM access ramp, the Iteeche mob would get there before her.

      Besides, the side roads were very narrow. Some even had potholes. They looked like a perfect killing ground for roadside bombs.

      While Kris considered this new challenge, the mob on the front of the convoy began to edge forward. Nelly quickly spotted agitators.

      This mob was very well organized.

      "Admiral Tong, please double up our front. Fill up the intervals between the rigs."

      "Doing so," was curt, but effective.

      "Nelly, can you form a wall between the forward armored vehicles? I don't want those Iteeche getting in around my vehicles.”

      It only took a moment for the lead vehicles to begin sporting a wall where their bumpers had been. In only a moment, the demonstrators faced a tall blank wall.

      That seemed to give them pause.

      "Nelly, get me Abby on the horn."

      "Oh, Kris, I wasn't expecting you," came a moment later.

      "I was hoping to surprise you, the kids, and any Iteeche that wanted to surprise me. However, I seem to have walked in on a protest. What's going on?"

      "Our daily protest that lasts twenty-seven hours a day," Abby said, dryly.

      "Where'd they come from?"

      "Damned if I know," Abby said. "From what I get from our new corps of paid informants, some are out there because they've heard that we are slipping poison into the water supply and rendering them sterile. Others have heard that we'll be bringing in computers and robots to take over their jobs and leave them out on the street. I hear there's also a group, we'd call them a religion, but the Iteeche don't seem to have any, claim they follow prophets who are in communion with the Iteeche war dead, and they're pissed that Humans are walking the sacred land of the Emperor. There are half a dozen other theories of wild ass stuff in the mix, but I think you get the drift of our situation."

      "Yeah," Kris replied. "How long has this noise been going on?"

      "It started a couple of weeks after you left. First it was just bully boys that roughed up the merchants that came in to discuss trade. We asked for tighter security. The Iteeche promised to take care of that, but it never happened," Abby said, with a sigh.

      "We got fewer and fewer visitors, and quickly grew this crowd you see. I have a hard time believing that all these people are choosing to spend their spare time marching around in front of our palace, but that's what they tell the Navy personnel that slip through them every day to come to work."

      This conversation was way two dimensional. "Have you tried airlift over the crowd?" Kris asked.

      "Trust me, that quickly came to mind when we found ourselves isolated. However, before I could do anything, I got a call from the admiral responsible for the defense of the capital. He reminded me that the air space this close to the Imperial Palace is a no-fly zone. I think he remembers the two times you dead-stick landed a hundred thousand tons of Smart Metal and didn't want to see that again."

      "Oh, right," Kris said, now remembering the nasty call she'd taken both times she did that. With Nelly at the controls with Kris, or maybe it was the other way around, there had been no risk to the Emperor, or anyone else on the ground. Still, the vision of a huge mass of metal slowly letting itself down would not soon be forgotten.

      "Okay," Kris said, "What options do we have?"

      "Damned if I know. We've stayed put in the Embassy. You ordered in a year's supply of the basics. We're growing some fresh vegetables on the roof. We know we're under siege, but no one is trying to break in. I think they know they can't. Unfortunately, we can't travel out."

      "I imagine that's done wonderful things for our attached ambassadors and trade missions."

      "Most of the ambassadors and trade delegates beat feet when this problem started. I took the opportunity to get as much from the ships topside as I could, so no one is bothered, yet."

      "But no trade," Kris said.

      "Actually, there is a bit of trade going on. You remember the Independent traders."

      "Yeah, the tramp freighters, mostly family owned, that tagged along with us at the last minute."

      "Yep, them," Abby said. "Early on, they entered into agreements with several small merchant concerns here in the capital. They took on a cargo under consignment. They left a bond with the Embassy, not that Wardhaven dollars would be worth much in the Iteeche Empire. Anyway, all the traders got back here well before their bond was up. They'd succeeded in finding markets for most of the Iteeche products. You know, those small ships rarely visit any of the major Human planets."

      "Yeah. They can be a nuisance to the bigger corporations, but they're independent businessmen and they do service the colonies that don't earn enough to fit onto a standardized trade route.

      "Well, they came back with a lot of stuff that the local merchants figured they could sell. Our traders and these small Iteeche merchants had exchanged their own contact information. So, while we were under siege and you couldn't get in here to do anything, they went direct to different Iteeche merchants and had no problem arranging for another cargo. Some of those independent traders are already on their third stop by here."

      "So, you basically have everything that you need to run this show, such as it is," Kris said.

      "Yes. I've even managed to arrange for some contacts with the attack transports we still have docked at the station. When I need a particular spare part, if I can't print it out here, I send a few of your Iteeche officers from your Combined Fleet Headquarters staff up the beanstalk to check in with the ships docked there. They can smuggle the part down here and through the screaming Iteeche mob. We're getting everything we need, except for one Ambassador Kris Longknife in her Embassy."

      "Yeah," Kris muttered, "that's a bit of a problem.”

      "What crazy miracle do you plan to pull out of your hat this time?" Abby asked.

      "It will have to be a good one," Kris mused. "However, since you've got two adorable kids inside and this mother bear outside, I'm sure I'll come up with something."

      "Should I tell the kids?"

      "No. No, let's surprise them when I pull this off. Whatever 'this' is going to be."

      "I'll look for you when I see you at the gate," Abby said.

      "Have the Marine guards stay alert. Longknife out for now."

      The comm link fell silent.

      "Okay," Jack said, "how do we get in there without a lot of Iteeche getting suddenly dead?"

      "Preferably no Iteeche ending up suddenly dead," Kris corrected.

      For a long moment, Kris studied the visuals ahead of her and around the Embassy. The best "spontaneous demonstrations" required a lot of planning, and, frequently, a lot of money. Kris doubted that 99% of these demonstrators knew they were being manipulated.

      They were her problem, but not the center of her problem. The real problem was somewhere in this city. The real plotting was being done on the roofs of clan chiefs’ palaces, or in whatever the Iteeche used for dives and bars.

      Those would have to be addressed as quickly as possible. However, she couldn't do anything so long as she had this distraction blocking her front door.

      "We can't fly over," Kris muttered.

      "No doubt some Iteeche air defense lasers are already zeroed in on the Embassy," Jack observed.

      Kris nodded. "So, we can't get up."

      She thought for another long moment. "I suspect we would get in a lot of trouble if we tried to go down," she said.

      Lieutenant Megan Longknife had discovered just how deep the layers were for communications, water, and sewer on Iteeche planets. Very likely, the road under them was seamed with critical services.

      If Kris tried to bore her way down and in, she'd likely damage something and piss off a lot of thirsty people who suddenly couldn't flush their toilets or get any TV reception or whatever passed for critical services to the common Iteeche on the street.

      "We could likely get in," Jack said, "but we'd be creating a lot more problems for ourselves."

      Kris nodded. She couldn't go over her problems. She couldn't go under them. The drone take hadn't found any point where the Iteeche mob was any less thick around the Embassy. That left her wondering how someone managed to get a million different Iteeche to give up their free time to come down here and keep it going every hour of the day.

      "We'll have to have a chat with some of our friends to find out what they know about this," Kris said.

      "Do we turn around right now and go have a chat or two?" Jack asked.

      "No. No. It would serve no purpose to talk to anyone while we're still blocked from getting into our Embassy. No, we have to solve this little puzzle box now. Then we can talk."

      "And we solve it how?" Jack asked.

      "If we can't go over, and dare not go under," Kris said, slowly, "I guess we just have to go through. Jack, Nelly, hear me out. I think I may have a crazy idea that just might work."

      For the next few minutes, Kris laid out her plan. Before she was a minute into it, Jack was smiling, and Nelly was cackling with glee.
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      Nelly took thirty minutes to make sure everything was in place. Close to half of the combat vehicles had been merged together, resulting in gun trucks with cabins aft for infantry. Even those lost some of their armor.

      Despite the loss of numbers, Kris had maintained the depth of her forces. Now her rear guard had a wall across the highway behind them to match that of her van.

      The first thing the demonstrators noticed was that the forward wall now stretched out at the bottom, presenting them with a four-meter-tall smooth metal wall inclined at 45°. The crowd had to step back as the wall extended four meters out, but since it did so very slowly, it didn't cause anyone any trouble.

      Or give any of them cause to think about what would come next.

      Next, five large plastic tubes rose high above the armored formation. The tubes, a good two meters in diameter, started at the forward wall, then arched high into the air before coming down to meet the aft wall. They were all angled so that the Iteeche protestors could see the show Kris was about to put on.

      The rear wall had stretched out twelve meters, forming a 30 degree angle in the rear.

      A few intrepid Iteeche tried climbing the gentler slope. They quickly discovered just how slippery Smart MetalTM can be when it doesn't want you climbing on it.

      There were a lot of laughs as four-legged Iteeche slipped and slid back down to the pavement. None were harmed.

      With everything in place, Kris gave the order. "Advance the formation. Speed, one kilometer an hour."

      Something that speed and constant could not be done by a human foot on the pedal; drivers programmed it into the computer. Ever so slowly, the wall edged forward.

      In quite a few places, protestors took the nudge, and backed up. That couldn't happen everywhere, though.

      There were several places where the Iteeche were packed in tight and a hundred deep. When the Iteeche right up at the wall tried to back off, they backed right into those behind them. They might also back up, or not, but by the time the pressure got five or ten deep, there was no movement.

      With no place to go, the Iteeche at the wall found themselves bowled over, with their bodies leaning up against the wall. That's when the surprise happened.

      Several Iteeche found that Smart MetalTM had edged under their feet. Suddenly, their footing raised them up the face of the wall and they slid into the maw of one of the large tubes. Everyone watched as they were tumbled up to the apex, going head over heels. Once up there for all to see, they continued to tumble down until they disappeared from view.

      Kris had several large screens raised so the crowd could see how these Iteeche ended up sprawled on the road behind Kris's convoy, laughing their fool heads off.

      No sooner had the first landed than another began the fun ride. When that batch was safely down in back, the tubes got busy. No sooner did one Iteeche begun the tumbling ride up the tubes, than another Iteeche was being raised up the wall and sucked into a tube. The tubes slid up and down the top of the wall, picking up one after another Iteeche protestor that couldn't get out of the way.

      The chance to do that was rapidly vanishing as the crowd laughed, cheered and clapped at the sight of other protestors being rolled over, flipped, and, in general, getting a fun, if not very dignified, ride out of the protest.

      "Nelly, have you got an ID on some of the protest leaders?"

      "Yes, Kris."

      "See if we can snap up a few."

      "I have three now in my sights. They made the mistake of clumping together."

      Indeed, three Iteeche were too busy talking and gesticulating to notice when one tube broke free of the wall and stretched out over the crowd. It snapped down on them before they knew what was happening.

      In a moment, all three were getting one of the most exciting rides, twisting and turning as they went ass over teakettle. They, however, did not get to slide down the back wall. Instead, the tubes dropped them in the middle of Kris's force. They were quickly collected by Iteeche Marines and hustled into combat rigs.

      All this was captured on the screen.

      Before the troublemakers knew they were the ones now in trouble, the maw of the searching tube had caught another three, a pair and then another pair.

      Now, while most of the crowd looked on, laughing, there was movement by a few. The tube managed to pick up three singles, but, by the time it started searching again, the fleeing Iteeche had either fled to the back of the crowd or were smart enough to race through the crowd, never losing contact with other protestors.

      "Can I pick up a couple of other Iteeche when I pick up one of our problem children?" Nelly asked.

      Kris worried her lower lip. She was doing a lot of that lately. "No, I think we have enough Iteeche to talk to."

      "What are you doing with the older Iteeche?" Jack asked.

      "When I pick up an Iteeche," Nelly reported, "I check their blood pressure. If it's elevated, or they look older, they get a gentler ride and landing. So far, we haven't had a single rider unable to walk away after their landing."

      "Very good, Nelly. We want this to be farce, not tragedy."

      "I'm saving the imagery of the riders. If there are any insurance claims later, we've got film of them walking away in one piece."

      "I doubt, Nelly," Jack said, "that the Iteeche have insurance or a class equal to our ambulance chasing lawyers."

      "Still, I got stuck paying for killing the Iteeche who fired anti-aircraft rockets at me when I dead-stick landed those millions of tons of Smart Metal in the Embassy courtyard," Nelly sniffed. "If any clan chief tries to hit us with a bill, we'll have the video."

      "Good move, Nelly," Jack said. "I didn't know you held grudges."

      "Say instead that I'm learning forethought where Human and Iteeche foibles are concerned."

      "Good going, Nelly," Kris said. "Do you think we can increase our speed to two kilometers an hour?"

      "I think that might work," Nelly said, and the convoy began to edge forward faster.

      However, few of the protestors were leaving. Even in the more sparsely populated areas of the street, Iteeche were forming up to block the wall, have the Smart MetalTM slip under their feet, and take their ride out.

      "Nelly, can you pull more Smart Metal out of the rigs and get us some more Iteeche thrill rides?"

      "It will mean thinning down the armor."

      "Do it, Nelly. Also, can you lower the height of the tubes we've got in place? Now that they all know what this ride is, they don't need to see so much of it."

      "Aye, aye, Admiral."

      Soon there were ten sets of clear tubes, sliding up and down their assigned portion of the wall, and more Iteeche were flying up and over Kris's convoy.

      “Increase the speed to three klicks," Kris said, and the convoy moved forward faster at a slow but safe speed.

      "Kris, that's the most hilarious Longknife solution that I think has ever come out of your Longknife hat," Abby said over Nelly Net with a hearty laugh.

      "I suspect you're right," Kris said.

      "You think we'll have to provide rides every time we want to go out or come back?" Abby asked.

      "I hope not. I had to strip the Smart Metal off of most of three brigades' fighting vehicles. I hope this breaks the blockade."

      "You may be optimistic. Still, if you've got three brigades with you, why not go calling on the clan chiefs?"

      "Do you have plenty of spare room?"

      "You can hear echoes in a lot of the hallways, Kris. I've even collapsed most of the extension we built on the opposite wall from the gate. The Navy annex has grown so that those that didn't want to have to shoulder their way through the crowd of protesters could stay here."

      "What about food for them?"

      "Strange that. Iteeche delivery trucks from food companies have no problem winding their way slowly through the crowd.

      "Not much of a blockade," Kris said.

      "So I noticed."

      "Okay, we're about half an hour out. Maybe more, maybe less."

      "I've alerted both the Iteeche and US Marines to have the gate ready to receive you."

      "It's not like they haven't noticed the show I'm putting on just outside their door."

      "Yes, but it always helps to make it official."

      Thus, the next hour passed. Some Iteeche, usually older ones, walked away. Others took the ride to the rear. To the best of Nelly's observations, no one who took the tumble tube ride showed any evidence of a limp or hurt arm. Most of them hung around, behind the convoy, and walked behind it.

      No doubt, they'd follow the convoy to the gate, then mill around, waiting for someone to try to leave.

      "Nelly, you need to figure a good way to get us out of that gate when I want to go visiting."

      "No problem, Kris. Actually, the Roman legion's testudo, or tortoise formation, worked pretty good for creating a wedge so more troops could deploy. I don't think we will have any problems when you choose to go visiting."

      "Thanks, Nelly."

      Kris had a pretty good idea of how to handle the next trip out when her convoy arrived and needed to get in without too much trouble.

      Once the van's wall passed the gate enough, Nelly collapsed the tubes. That armored up the vehicles before they entered the Embassy. Once all the rolling stock was safely inside, the two walls formed a triangle with the point well back from the gate. As the rearmost vehicles backed out of the line, the next one would extend its wall to cover the hole.

      There was all kind of jockeying in place to get the fighting vehicles faced in the direction Nelly wanted. Again, Smart MetalTM made this a lot easier than it would have been with any other material.

      Slowly, the last vehicle slipped through the outside Iteeche gates and drove through the US Marine gate and into the Embassy courtyard.

      Kris's rig had been one of the last to enter before the vehicles forming the wall began their retrograde. As much as she wanted to get to the kids, she hung around, showing the troops that they mattered to her.

      Admiral Tong and Jack stood beside her. Only when the outer gate, and then the inner gate rolled closed did Kris breathe a sigh of relief.

      "That didn't go too badly, Nelly," Kris said, with a sigh.

      "That went damn well," Nelly shot back.

      Then, the four of them, two humans, an Iteeche and a computer, enjoyed a laugh.

      Her duty done, Admiral Longknife switched gears. She was now a mother who had not seen her kids in way too long. She turned about and, with Jack at her elbow, they went hunting for the short people who were the loves of their lives.
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      It took only a second for Abby to tell Kris that it was suppertime here at the Embassy, and that her kids were eating their dinner with Gramma and Grampa Trouble in the central commissary.

      Kris took the elevator up the castle. Her "castle" looked very much like the classic image of a starship, sitting on buttressed fins, then climbing high as it widened before narrowing again at the top. The top of Kris's Embassy castle showed the antennae of a major sensor suite. The lasers were hidden.

      No one was taking down Kris's Embassy, not with her kids and so many other families in it. Then again, Kris had never expected protestors from the Iteeche.

      As Kris's glass elevator rose up the castle, she got a very good view of the Imperial Capital. It was a blend of opulence and squalor. To her right lay the Imperial Palace, encircled by a wide moat and wall. From here, she could see the layout of its interior. It had its own forest and lake, but also several huge blocks of buildings. No one knew exactly which building was used for what purpose.

      There was a lot not known about what went on among the Imperial Court.

      Rays of wide boulevards spread out from the broad avenue circling the palace grounds. Here, close to the palace, were parks and trees that wealthy Iteeche strolled through. Here and there were other palaces. Like Kris's Pink Coral Palace, they were low-slung, five to seven stories high. Here, wealth was living in the seventh-floor penthouse.

      There were several high-rises for the wealthy. Their lovely skyscrapers were swaddled in small forests or gardens. They rose tall, some in swirls, some in blocks, all using creative architecture to tell the viewer that important and wealthy Iteeche lived here.

      Much farther away from the Imperial Palace, huge, stocky buildings rose row on row in their dreary sameness. Here, the average Iteeche dwelled. Kris had never been in one of those cell blocks, so she could only imagine what they looked like inside. She had been to bazaars, the tiny foothold of the independent merchants and craftsmen who, being clan-less, struggled to eke out a living in the shadow of Imperial and clan power.

      Strangely, these were the same merchants, working with the Humans' independent family trading ships that alone had managed to start trade going between the two spacefaring species.

      Kris took all this in with a thoughtful glance. This was the terrain where she would be waging diplomacy, or war by other means, for the next couple of weeks. That assumed she wasn't thrown out or murdered sooner.

      With that happy thought, she got off at the castle's widest point. Here were family quarters and common use facilities. Here, the walls were armored. A sudden attack would find this area well protected even if it did get through the outer and active defenses.

      Kris was past a brisk walking pace and only a bit below jogging when she entered the commissary. Quick glances told her nothing.

      "Turn right," Nelly said. "They're about ten rows over."

      Kris and Jack took off trotting. At the top of the tenth row they paused. Six tables in were Johnnie and Ruth, studiously eating their supper.

      Well, maybe Ruth was, but there was the cutest puppy seated at Johnnie's feet, whose big eyes were looking up, woefully begging the five-year-old for a scrap.

      It had not long to wait.

      A morsel soon dropped surreptitiously from Johnnie's hand. From the way he kept his eyes forward, it was clear that what his hand was actually doing was not at all what it was supposed to be doing. However, considering that the morsel looked like Johnnie's favorite food, ham, it definitely was a sacrifice on the boy's part.

      Now, broccoli would have been another matter.

      With stealthy steps, the two of them approached their kids. Kris's heart was filled with warmth and joy as she watched them go about their normal kid things. She had missed that so much.

      It was Gramma Trouble that gave them away. Ruth spotted that her namesake had taken to casting smiles at something over her shoulder. The seven-year-old turned her head . . . then let out a squeal of glee.

      In a scramble of arms and legs and a puppy dog tail, Kris and Jack were quickly on their knees, surrounded by eager hugs and kisses. Johnnie wanted everyone to know about his new friend, and told his parents so in the loudest, shrillest voice.

      Ruth demanded to know all about where they'd gone and what they'd done, and did they bring anything back for her?

      It was a riot, but such a wonderful, loving riot that Kris had no intention of calling in the Marines to quell it.

      Jack and Kris joined their children at the dinner table. The commissary was the general place to eat now that the Embassy was shy of all its hangers-on and summer soldiers. It was also informal.

      A command sergeant major, his wife, and their two kids ate at the table next over. Johnnie was friends to their youngest, and, more often than not, they ate together. The CSM might have had no problem eating with the admiral's kids and helping the legendary General Trouble ride herd on them, but when he found himself seated across the aisle from a grand admiral, he fell a bit silent.

      Grampa Trouble made a point to see to it that Kris quickly found out about how helpful Sergeant Sanchez had been when it came to keeping Johnnie in line and towing the mark.

      "He was also very nice to me," Johnnie put in, having no clue as to what his elders had said about his existence over the last four months.

      "I’m sure he has been," Kris said, laughing. “And will be very nice to you the next time I have to go off, wandering the galaxy and knocking heads together."

      "Begging the admiral's pardon, but next time I'd prefer to be with Your Highness, knocking heads," the sergeant said.

      Kris caught the worried look his wife threw Gramma Trouble's way. That was the look that concerned wives had been sharing since time immemorial when their warrior husbands talked of going to see the widow maker.

      "We'll see, Sergeant," Kris said. "Right now, I may have more interesting problems right here in our own backyard."

      "Which does raise the question," Grampa Trouble said, "as to why we and the kids are getting to see your loving countenance."

      "I've been ordered by the Emperor to give the child a full report on all I've accomplished and intend to accomplish."

      "I hope none of that involves an apology," Gramma Trouble said, darkly.

      "That is something I will have to determine before I stick my head into that lovely palace the Emperor has. Such sweet woods to walk in. Such lovely gardens."

      "Can Johnnie and I go with you, Momma?" Ruth put in. "It's been forever since we've had a walk outside."

      She lowered her voice, "This place smells funny."

      "Now Ruth, you're breathing the same air as ship's air. It can't smell any better or worse than the air you smell on board the Princess Royal."

      "It doesn't smell as good as the air back home," Johnnie pointed out.

      "And when we go outside the castle, pee-uuu," Ruth added.

      "Honey, we are sharing this planet with fifty billion Iteeche," Kris said. "If we were on a planet with that many humans, I assure you, it would smell worse. Why, I remember the time I went to old Earth. If the wind was blowing from the wrong direction, there would be so much dust in the air that it would get in your eyes. I had to wear goggles."

      "Wow, you've been to old Earth?" came from one of the kids at the sergeant's table.

      "Just for a summer course I was taking."

      "Mom got sent to summer school," Ruth put in.

      Apparently, her understanding of the difference between summer learning programs and summer school was still in flux. Kris couldn't help but muss her daughter's hair. Ruth was still small enough to enjoy it.

      No doubt, she wouldn't be for much longer.

      Officially, the work day was over here in the Embassy. Kris used that for an excuse to ask the kids what they'd like to do, and "Swimming!" was the shout from not only her brood, but from several tables around them.

      So, Kris joined a group of families with kids from two to fifteen as they made their way down two floors to the huge water park. There were several different pools with everything from kiddie wading to lap pools with a wild slide and play area thrown in for those with more giggles than good sense.

      For the next couple of hours, Kris and Jack watched their kids, bathing their war weary souls in the giggles and unabashed laughter of children. Not just theirs, but a mob of them.

      Ruth could now swim like a dolphin. Johnnie could splash his way along as he kept his head above water. The water slides were their favorites. Kris and Jack rode down with their kids ahead of them. Other times, they waited for them in the bottom pool. Either way, the kids’ giggles and laughs bathed Kris and left her feeling cleaner than the water ever could.

      Abby joined them with her family and the water party got even more fun as Abby regaled present company, including Ruth and Johnnie, with stories of what their mom and grand admiral had done in her youth. Nelly joined in, which made it even worse for Kris, since she had memories stored away from even before she became sentient.

      "I didn't know you remembered that," Kris squealed at one particularly funny incident she'd had at the lake one year.

      "Oh, there's a lot I remember," Nelly said, mysteriously.

      "Well, remember, you're talking to little Longknifes. They'll come up with bad enough ideas on their own. They don't need any help from me."

      That did not go well. Soon Johnnie and Ruth were hanging on her, begging her to let Nelly tell more stories about when their mommy was short like them. Jack, the traitor, voted with the kids.

      "You never shared those last couple of stories with me," he said.

      "Maybe I didn't because I'm still trying to live them down," Kris pointed out.

      So, Nelly continued to tell stories, and the kids rarely held still for more than one before they were back, racing up the stairs to the top of the water slide that was their size. Johnnie tried several times to sneak up after his sister, but Jack caught him every time and pointed him toward the shorter ones.

      Nelly did lend a hand. Johnnie and several of his friends wanted to ride the curlicue slide. It took its riders through a whole series of twists and turns on their way down to the pool. Nelly pulled Smart MetalTM up from somewhere and soon the smaller kids had their own curlicue slide. Kris's computer had gauged the turns to keep the kids slow, then used a curving straightaway to make sure they slid into the shallow pool just as fast as was safe for them.

      The four to six-year-old crowd was delighted. They now had something like their big brothers and sisters.

      "Ain't it nice to have a super computer around?" Abby drawled.

      "You've got Mata Hari at your throat," Kris reminded Abby.

      "Yeah, but I'd never consider using her just to get some squeals and giggles out of a few wild and ornery kids."

      "You never asked me to," came from Abby's neck.

      "Kris didn't ask Nelly," Abby snapped back, then added, "did you?"

      "Nope. Nelly did it all on her own," Kris said, grinning.

      Kris kept the conversation from slipping into work or the war. There would be time enough for that tomorrow. Now, the only thoughts were of her kids.

      Gramma and Grampa Trouble filled Kris in on the various adventures and misadventures the kids had had while she'd been gone.

      "They were well behaved, considering that their mom and dad headed off to war. Ruth sees the world in you, Kris. If I were you, I'd stay around to enjoy it. Kids only worship their folks for a bit. Then you develop feet of clay that go all the way up to your nose."

      "Yes," Kris said. Maybe she should have stayed back at her desk and gone home every night right on time. Then again, who else would be in a position to save the neck of that poor kid on the throne? Life was full of hard decisions.

      I hope I've made the right one.

      Now it was Kris's turn to drag her mind back to the children.

      Johnnie was the first to poop out. He ended up in Kris's lap, sound asleep. A half-hour later, Ruth was also clearly drooping. Jack corralled her, and they headed upstairs to their quarters. The kids were quickly tucked into bed.

      That done, Kris and Jack found themselves sitting in the living room with Gramma and Grampa Trouble, talking about old times, kids, and, inevitably, the insanity that was the Iteeche mind. Abby and Steve came by with a bottle of Riesling and it was soon uncorked.

      Kris allowed herself a quarter of a glass and sipped it slowly as she listened to what Gramma and Grampa Trouble remembered of their Iteeche War years. Abby threw in a few of the more interesting dealings she'd had with the locals.

      "I can get the technical types to work for me," Abby reported. "They can build me just about anything that doesn't have a lot of electronics in it. They really are heavy into the labor-intensive side of things. They helped me set up the gardens we've got growing on the roof of the Palace. We can't eat their food, but they can help us get our own fresh vegetables."

      "And the demonstrators never tried to break in?" Jack asked.

      "I don't think that was written in their daily order book," Abby's husband, Major General Steve Bruce answered. "These four-legged types seem pretty much followers. Now, if some clan chief decides tomorrow to change the orders to the lead agitators on our doorstep, I expect that will change as fast as you can snap your fingers."

      "Don't worry, Kris," Abby said, reaching out to rest a hand on her friend's knee. "Mata is constantly watching the perimeter."

      "And my Chesty as well," her husband added naming the child of Nelly he wore at his neck.

      "We have plans to clamp down on this place in a second. It doesn't matter whether it is for a crazy bunch of rioters, or sudden incoming rocket fire. We can fortify this place in a snap."

      "We're ready to repel borders," Steve said, with a chuckle.

      "And if worse comes to worse," Abby added, "we've even got a design in place to have the castle grow legs and walk out of here to the main boulevard. Then we'll add wheels and roll up the road to the beanstalk."

      "What will you do then?" Kris asked.

      "Well, we keep a watch on the ferries going up and down. We know which ferry just left. We'll merge onto its cable and take ourselves right up behind it."

      "You're kidding," Jack said.

      "Nope," Steve replied, through a grin.

      Kris tried to think of her castle stepping over the palace walls and strolling down the avenue. Suddenly, she was laughing with the others.

      "You don't have to be crazy to work for me," Kris finally managed to get out, "but it helps."

      "And if you aren't so to start with," Abby added, "you will be soon enough."

      When they sobered up, it was Grampa Trouble who asked, "So, what's going on out there and why are you really here?"

      Kris had expected this question. If she couldn't report her war cruise to General Trouble, to whom could she report? She started talking.

      It was a very sober group when she finished.

      "So, you've captured some planets," Gramma Trouble said.

      "With some pretty slick operations," General Trouble said. Kris felt his praise to the soles of her feet. A "well done," from the likes of the general was high praise indeed.

      "But they've interrupted your campaign to yank you back here," Abby said. "Am I the only one here that thinks this is crazy?"

      Heads shook. She clearly wasn't.

      So, Kris shared Ron's suspicions that some people were getting cold feet about letting a Human decide the fate of their Empire.

      "Christ, woman," Grampa Trouble exploded. "You've got Iteeche rebels that you may or may not be able to tell from the loyalists. You've got the Iteeche who want you to save the Emperor kid's neck and are loyal, and then you've got the loyalists that aren't too happy with the way you're conducting business and are just as apt to stab you in the back as the rebels."

      "That seems to be our situation," Kris said, "Part of me is of a mind to have this castle grow legs and we walk out of here and forget this."

      "And the other half?" Gramma Trouble asked.

      "Oh, the usual Longknife thing," Kris said, diffidently. "Charge up the middle while slipping around a flank and pulling a miracle out of my hat."

      "Is it worth it?" Abby asked.

      Kris had to meditate on that question for a long while. When she began to speak, her words were soft and low.

      "There are some clan leaders and lordlings that aren't worth the powder it would take to blow them to hell."

      "I've met a few of them," Abby said.

      "Yeah," Kris said. "But I've also met quite a few nice Iteeche. Officers. Skilled technicians. The people who actually hold things together."

      Kris took a moment to tell them how Megan Longknife had worked with a mixed crew of technicians to get the water, power, communications and sewage up and running when some very junior lordling sabotaged them.

      Gramma and Grampa Trouble nodded along with her, well before she finished.

      "That's the pain of it," Gramma Trouble said. "A lot of good people, or Iteeche, get a lot worse government than they deserve. It's very tempting to do something about it. I remember what you did on New Eden. You protected them from an even worse government, and ended up giving them a much better one. Quite audacious of you."

      Kris nodded. "But the government at New Eden had only had a couple of hundred years to get that screwed up. Here, they've been screwing up, worse and worse, for ten thousand years."

      "Or so they claim," Grampa Trouble said.

      "What?"

      "Kris, are you sure the Iteeche really have ten thousand years of history?"

      "What?" Kris said, again. She hated to repeat a cliché, but it seemed to fit so well.

      "We were both there in that Golden Whatever Satrap capital when we finally got some of their records translated," Gramma Trouble said. "It came as a hell of a shock. Our menfolk, great warriors that they were, were all out celebrating. Then a couple of cryptographers who had been feeding Iteeche records into their computer suddenly started getting translations out."

      "That was the end of my celebrating, I tell you," Grampa Trouble said, "for a long, long time."

      "Yeah," Gramma said. "Suddenly, we were faced not with a victorious campaign over our first alien contact, but the realization we'd just defeated one out of a hundred satraps."

      "We'd had a hard enough time beating this bunch," Grampa said. "Imagine how it felt to discover we were just scratching the surface of our problem."

      "I can't imagine," Kris said, then rethought herself. "No, I think I've had a few samples of whiplash like that. Not as bad, but still."

      "Yeah, I bet you have. Like those alien space raiders and their moon-sized motherships," Grampa agreed.

      "So," Gramma went on, "while the generals were puking up their beer with our latest development, I and the cryptographers had dragooned several techs into taking over the job of feeding everything available into the computer. That left us free to read what was coming out. No doubt, you've heard a lot about our Iteeche library."

      "I studied it in high school," Kris said, "for a special project my senior year. I found it fascinating. They seemed so . . . alien."

      "And then some," Gramma Trouble added.

      "Yeah, I've used the official Iteeche library for class assignments. What none of you kids could know was that the public library was about a tenth of what we ended up translating."

      "Only a tenth?" Kris asked. "What happened to the rest of it?"

      "You have to understand," Gramma said, "we translated hundreds of zettabytes worth of material. Some of it was just your average crap. Letters, bills of sale, contracts. There was no need to bore the general public with that even if it did help us get a handle on translating all the rest. We selected a good collection of informative material, writings that told us who and what the Iteeche were, and sent it back to Wardhaven. Then we came across a small personal library that was under lock and key."

      Gramma paused, as if to collect her thoughts. "Whoever had collected all these books might pass for an anthropologist or historian in human society. Maybe it was his hobby. He was clearly a major power in some clan. Anyway, we started translating that collection of books and got very excited."

      "So excited," Grampa Trouble growled, "that I damn near had to drag the woman off the planet when the counter-attack came, and it became clear we needed to beat feet."

      "I managed to carry off most of what hadn't been digitally captured," Gramma said, grinning.

      "She had me and my guards carrying the books instead of her," her husband grumbled.

      Gramma sniffed at the general. "I took all the data we had, the books as well, then tossed a thermite grenade into the library and ran."

      "Why burn the place?" Jack asked.

      "I'd been sent to collect my wife and the data capture gear she had. She said burn the gear and carry off the books." Grampa Trouble shrugged. "When you get an order from your great-grandmother, Kris, you obey it."

      Gramma leaned over and gave Grampa a peck on the cheek. "Isn't he smart? Now you see why I've kept him so long."

      "Dumb, but trainable, like a bear riding a tricycle," Grampa muttered.

      "Anyhow," Gramma Trouble said, going on, "we ended up with an adjunct to the official library. It got passed around to a few people, but mainly it got classified and buried."

      "How come?" Kris asked.

      "Too much information, I think," Grampa Trouble said. "The official library had everything 99.99% of what the Iteeche know. Ten thousand years of unbroken glory. Ever onward and upward. The best of all possible worlds. Right?"

      "Do you by any chance have a copy of this expanded library in your possession?" Nelly asked.

      Gramma Trouble grinned. "As a matter of fact, I did hunt it up before we departed Wardhaven."

      "Could I access it?" Nelly asked.

      "I think I can have my computer access it as soon as we get back to our rooms. Nelly, you should have it within the hour."

      "Thank you, professor."

      "Now," Grampa Trouble said, "Kris, you don't look at all surprised to hear any of this."

      Kris nodded. "No. The admiral who came down the beanstalk with me was an assistant to a professor at their war college. His boss was a fifth son of a clan chief or something. Anyway, the low-born Navy officer got assigned to do research in a forbidden section of his library. Once he produced his report on how rebellions had been ended for almost five thousand years, the lordling took it off to hush-hush discussions with his betters. The captain suddenly found himself in command of a battlecruiser. His ship was one of the few to survive one of those two battles where both sides fought to near annihilation."

      Kris paused to eye the old general. "I doubt if he was intended to live through that battle."

      "The story is as old as David and Bathsheba," Gramma said. "Put your problem at the head of the battle line, then pull back and let the enemy do your dirty work. What did he have to say?"

      "That matters were not as they appeared to be," Kris answered. "That there have been quite a few rebellions. That there are standard ways to resolve the problem. Ways that don't involve serious difficulty for clan chiefs. That tens or hundreds of billions of common Iteeche die doesn't matter."

      "Yeah," Gramma Trouble said. "That was something that we got from this library, but there was more. Some of the books went way back. There was also correspondence between this fellow and other people of like interests. Their best guess is that the Iteeche government was originally something like a republic with the clans treating each other as equals. About half of the Iteeche colonies date from that time."

      "A republic," Kris said. "You're kidding me."

      "Sorry, I don't know what you'd call a republic. In place of a Senate, they had a General Assembly of clan chiefs. There was something else before that, but they could only guess at what that was."

      "How'd the General Assembly get replaced by an Imperial throne?" Jack asked.

      "The usual," Gramma said. "Misgovernance. The wealthy got too wealthy. The poor sank deeper and deeper into cruel poverty. Something had to give, and the clans started playing one bunch of thugs against another, then stabbing their allies in the back, and starting it all over again. After several rounds of civil wars and assassinations, one clan chief was left standing, so he took the Imperial crown."

      "How many times have we humans gone down that pavement to hell?" wasn't a question from General Trouble.

      "Yeah. So tell me, Gramma, how far back does this Imperial system go if it isn't ten thousand years?"

      "Two and a half thousand years, Kris, if I've got the right of it. Maybe plus or minus a few hundred. The republic seemed to have lasted about the same amount of time. When it started, the Iteeche already had three hundred or so colonies."

      "Which means," Kris said, "that some political system got them off their home world and out into as many planets as we had a hundred years ago during the Unity War."

      "Yep," Grampa Trouble agreed.

      "So," Kris said, thoughtfully, "The way things are is not the way things were, and it doesn't have to be the way things will be."

      "That does seem a possibility," Abby agreed.

      "Abject obedience is not a genetic mandate," Jack said.

      "It is, however, a social imperative," General Bruce said.

      "How much would it take to change the system?" Kris mused.

      "A body at rest tends to stay at rest, baby ducks," Abby drawled.

      "But we've already got change stampeding down around their bald white heads," Kris pointed out.

      "Were you called back here," Gramma Trouble said, "to make sure that you resolve this civil war in the traditional Iteeche fashion?"

      "A fashion that assures that the Empire and Clan systems are not threatened?” Grampa Trouble added.

      Kris got a grin on her face that must have been several million watts strong. "Have I mentioned to you that I own a battle fleet of several thousand ships?"

      "You command the Combined Fleets," Grampa pointed out.

      "Yeah, I've got a lot of ships reporting to my flag, but as a victorious admiral, I have somewhere around a thousand battlecruisers awarded to me for prize money. I can sell them back to the Emperor, or, being Human, I could take them back with me to Human Space."

      Kris paused for only a second. "Or I could do something else with my fleet.”

      "Oh, shit," the old general muttered. "I hadn't heard anything about prize money."

      "What's it worth?" Abby asked.

      "I get one in seven ships that we capture, and I've captured a whole lot of ships. I also control three planets that are building somewhere between a hundred and a hundred and fifty new battlecruisers each month."

      "Hail, Caesar," Abby said, sarcastically.

      "No wonder they want to talk to you," Gramma said.

      "You've got people scared," Grampa contributed.

      "Yep," Kris said, through a yawn. "Folks, what do you say that we continue this staff meeting tomorrow when we've all had a good night’s sleep on everything that has come our way today?"

      Now it was Abby's turn to yawn. "I can't say I disagree."

      Kris's former maid stood up, crocked a finger to beckon her husband, and headed for the door. General Bruce followed quickly.

      "If we're going to be up with the kids, we better get some sleep, too," Gramma said, and the two old vets were soon out the door.

      Kris headed for her night quarters, happy that Jack followed right behind her. She fell into bed, which was easy to do. She hadn't dressed since the swimming pool this evening.

      Jack quickly curled up to her back. Kris considered a response to that, but was asleep before she could even turn over.
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      The next morning was full of more delights.

      Kris was up early enough to wake the children and help them get dressed. The emphasis now was on the word "help." Both children were adamant that they could dress themselves.

      After throwing a glance at the duty nanny, who just smiled broadly, Kris took a few steps back. Since the kids were in ship suits: a red one for Johnnie, a yellow one for Ruth, there really wasn't much to do. Still, Kris was pretty sure Johnnie had his underpants on backwards. No doubt, he would correct that later.

      Breakfast was a repeat of last night's supper. There were a lot of laughing children. Kris had never heard any sound more relaxing and delightful than a young child's giggle or laugh.

      There were, of course, exceptions.

      An infant at the breast went on a crying jag. Several young women surrounded the mother and child and succeeded in soothing the little one. Teething was accorded the blame.

      A toddler went into a full meltdown tantrum. Two nannies were soon at the couple's elbow. What kind of applied child psychology they used, Kris did not see, but soon the child's eyes were dried and he was back to eating his breakfast.

      Sadly, breakfast was mostly oatmeal with reconstituted milk. Kris would have to check in with Abby. Were there any supply ships swinging around the station upside?

      Abby brought her brood over to join Kris's kids. A lot of short people were soon plotting against their betters, or at least, tallers.

      "When's the staff meeting?" Abby asked.

      "Who said I was calling a staff meeting?" Kris countered.

      "When have you not started a morning with some sort of meeting? I have to say, Kris, after sitting through other people's meetings, yours are the second-shortest."

      Kris frowned. "Who threw the shortest?"

      "Granny Rita."

      "Well," Kris sniffed. "I also haven't hung anyone."

      "You may have a point there, Admiral," General Bruce said.

      "It's not too late to hang a few," Jack pointed out, grinning.

      Kris took a spoonful of her oatmeal. It wasn't too bad. "I'll go for slightly longer meetings and avoid adding that to my resume."

      "Who else do you want at your meeting?" Abby drawled, herself busy spooning in her breakfast.

      "Gramma and Grampa Trouble," Kris said, turning to them. "Would you mind joining us? You've surprised me a time or two where the Iteeche are concerned."

      "If you'll let us get the kids to school," Gramma said, "we'll be right with you."

      "Good," Kris said, then turned back to Abby. "Is there any chance that Ambassador Kawaguchi is still here?"

      Kawaguchi had defended Kris when she was up on capital charges for crimes against humanity. He'd managed to save Kris from a visit to the Imperial executioner of the Emperor of Musashi. When last seen, he was accredited by the Imperial courts of Yamato, Musashi, and Kyoto to be their ambassador to the Iteeche Imperial court. He was also the rep for several other planets that were affiliated with those three powerhouses.

      "Kawaguchi is the one ambassador," Abby said. “Who didn't run for the exit when last they had a chance."

      "That does not surprise me," Kris said. "Now, about the food."

      "Yeah," everyone at the table said.

      "Are there fast attack cargo ships with frozen meat, vegetables, and other goodies up at the station?" Kris asked.

      "Yes, there are," Abby quickly answered.

      "But the blockade is keeping them up there," Kris intoned.

      "Yep," Abby said. "Also, until we send a few back, we won't be getting any more."

      "So, clearly, we need to empty a few of them," Jack said.

      "That would be nice," Abby agreed.

      "Hmm," Kris said. "Nelly, would you kindly invite Admiral Tong to my upcoming staff meeting? Oh, and girl, have you had a chance to go over that material Gramma Trouble shared with you?"

      "Admiral Tong says he will gladly be there at nine o'clock by the Embassy clocks. And yes, Kris, I had a lot of time while you were snoring in Jack's arms to study it. It's very interesting."

      "How so, Nelly?"

      "Kris, I have all the material we gleaned from your meeting with Ron that first time. There are a few conflicts, but not much. What is most interesting is the extent to which Ron only talked about the present Iteeche Empire. I hate to say anything ill of your good Iteeche friend, but it was as if Iteeche history started last Tuesday."

      "That's a bit of an exaggeration, Nelly."

      "Yes, Kris. I should have said his idea of history started with the beginning of the Iteeche War. He made a few references to before that, but he said nothing about civil wars."

      "We didn't say a lot about our recent unpleasantness," Jack pointed out.

      "Yes," Nelly said. "I'm assuming that we all concentrated on what we wanted the other side to know. Still, if you came away from talking with Ron with the idea that the Iteeche were now as they were in the past, and would be in the future, that was definitely the impression he wanted to leave you with."

      "Or his chooser made sure that was the limit of his education," General Bruce said.

      Kris considered that for a bit. "Actually, we both were discovering several holes in our education. Or maybe holes in our social expectations. He was amazed that you vets of the Iteeche War considered yourselves the saviors of humanity from the all-conquering Iteeche. His vets of the Human War held the mirror view. They felt they'd saved the Iteeche Empire from the genocidal assaults of the humans."

      Gramma Trouble shrugged. "Children grow into adults and have to find out for themselves which lies their folks and education gave them that they want to keep."

      "It would help," Kris said dryly, "if said adults didn't hide so much information from us kids."

      "Sorry about that," Grampa Trouble said, not sounding all that sorry.

      "If you don't mind," Gramma said, "I think we better get these youngsters off to school before they complete their plot to take over this ship."

      "Embassy," Kris shot back.

      "Looks like a ship to me," Grampa said. "Have you ever considered taking it off from here?"

      "It might make a bit of a mess," Abby said, dryly.

      "I will examine the options," Nelly said.

      "Don't spend too much time on it," Kris said, knowing very well that Nelly had way too much time on her hands, living at the attosecond speed she did.

      "I will not take any action on this idea, Kris, until I talk it over with you."

      "Thank you, Nelly," Kris said, and wondered why she was breathing easier.

      People went their separate ways. Kris and Jack had been towed to breakfast by their offspring while in blue ship suits. They would need to change before the staff meeting.

      Changing somehow managed to include a shower, and, water being in short supply, Kris and Jack shared it very nicely. Even though the shower went long, Kris and Jack were dressed well before people began to collect in their day quarters.
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      Kris was in her undress whites when she opened the door to her day quarters. With a Marine guard outside, it was unlikely that anything untoward would enter.

      While she waited for the staff to arrive, Kris stared out the window. She knew what she was gazing at wasn't a window. However, people had been staring out windows for thousands of years.

      "Nelly, how thick is the armor between me and the outside?"

      "Three hundred and ten millimeters," Nelly answered, promptly. "Most of it is honeycombed and flooded with water. I've added a new twist."

      Kris grinned. It was always interesting when Nelly started innovating. "Do tell."

      "The merchant ships you swiped from your Grampa Al didn't have crystal armor. I've wrapped the outside with a reflective coating, but I've also added tiny pyramids along the surface. They should break up the first nanoseconds of any laser beam and reflect it in a myriad of different directions. I also have the surface programmed to replace the reflectors as quickly as a laser burns them off. If the water in the honeycomb can carry off the heat, we just might beat the first few laser hits."

      "And the next few hits?" Kris asked.

      "They should never happen. The lasers in our battle station at the tip of the castle should melt the attacking lasers before they can get off a second shot.”

      Kris nodded. "Would the tiny pyramid defense work well with crystal?"

      "I'm still studying that, Kris. The crystal armor is made up of long strands exactly 100mm in length. I don't know how raising some up would affect the heat transfer from one crystal strand to the next."

      "I hadn't thought about that," Kris answered. As it was now, each of the strands transferred the light to the strand next to it. If the bottom of the lower strands in the crystal matrix had no neighboring strand to transfer the light, where would it go? Yeah, that needed more consideration.

      "Your idea might work if we created the pyramids during construction and used different lengths of crystal strands," Kris offered.

      "That might work," Nelly agreed.

      Kris studied the city as it spread out in front of her. Nelly had the view changing as if the castle was rotating. When she'd begun staring out her "window," she'd been facing the palace. It was spacious with luxurious forest, parks, and ponds.

      Most of the capital was nothing like that.

      In the immediate vicinity of the Imperial Palace, the land was dotted with palaces of the clan chiefs. Many were bigger and gaudier than the stone palace that formed a square around Kris's Smart MetalTM castle. They also had ponds, copses of trees, and airy gardens, although most were on the roof of the palace or in the square formed by the four stone walls.

      As you got farther away from the palace, buildings got taller and taller. At first, they might have ponds and trees around them where many of the high to middling clan lordlings had apartments. A few rich merchants or civil servants might have earned the right to live there.

      Only a few.

      Several dozen klicks beyond Kris's palace, about the distance to the space elevator, housing got serious and cramped. The skyscrapers formed canyons with no spare room for greenery.

      "How many stories are those buildings?" Kris asked.

      "I'm not sure just how much the Iteeche devote to each floor," Nelly admitted. "The Iteeche are pretty tall."

      "Best estimate?" Kris asked.

      "Two hundred floors to start with, growing taller as they move farther back. I think the most distant I can see are four hundred. Say seven hundred to fourteen hundred meters tall."

      "And on a side?" Kris asked.

      "I estimate a half-kilometer on one side, a quarter-klick on the other."

      Kris frowned in thought. "Every apartment can't get a window, can they?"

      "No Kris. I would estimate, based on the apartments we discovered on some of our conquered planets during the war, that at least two-thirds of the people living in these buildings don't see the light of day."

      Nelly paused for a second, then added, "Considering that we conquered colonies, they might have had more space. I suspect that the ratio of non-window to window apartments to be maybe as high as four to one.

      "What do they do with all these people?" Kris wondered. "What jobs do they have? How do they move them? What do they do for fun?"

      "Kris, your guess is as good as mine."

      This whole existence boggled Kris's mind. With her admirals and the techs Megan had worked with on Zargoth, she found herself thinking of changing things, of bringing the clans crashing down and giving these people their freedom.

      Who was she kidding? This entire planet? No. This entire Empire was balanced on the sharp edge of a knife. Kris had learned at her father's knee that you don't change just one thing. One change brought on another, and another, and, before you were done, you were up to your ass in unintended consequences.

      This Empire cried out for change, but it was a house of cards. One wrong move, and the entire thing could come crashing down.

      Yet, the house of cards was a risk unto itself. It was coming down. Who should do it? Kris?

      Kris sighed, and shook her head. She'd started a war between humanity and the massive alien raiders. She'd felt like she had no choice but to take out the mother ship and fleet that were threatening the planet that turned out to be Alwa.

      At the time, Kris had foolishly considered it was one mother ship. Only later did she discover that she'd declared war on a space faring civilization that commanded forty or more of those monsters.

      Let that be a lesson to you, kid.

      Kris snorted at that thought.

      Longknifes did not learn lessons from their stupid mistakes. They never had. Why should Kris start now?

      She focused her attention on the streets surrounding the Embassy. From up here, even the seven to eight-foot-tall Iteeche looked like ants. A long gray line drew her attention.

      "Nelly, could you focus in on those gray things?"

      Nelly did; the view grew. Kris watched as one Iteeche entered one of the gray boxes and another left.

      "Nelly, are those port-a-potties?"

      "Mata Hari thinks so," Nelly said. "She's been studying our surroundings since the blockade started. She tells me that they are serviced every night around midnight."

      "Port-a-potties," Kris muttered to herself. "Nelly, is there anything else I should know?"

      "Well, if the Iteeche are pooping, they must be eating."

      The view in front of Kris zoomed down and quickly flit from one small handcart to another. Then Nelly showed Kris lunch trucks ranging from small three-wheeled affairs to large six-wheeled rigs complete with tables and stools out front.

      "Our spontaneous demonstration seems very well planned and supported," Jack observed, joining Kris.

      "There's one more thing you need to know," Nelly said, and the view switched to the rear of the Embassy. There, a collection of gayly colored tents and awnings covered what looked like a . . .

      "Nelly, is that a bazaar?" Kris asked.

      "Yep. A very nice one, if I do say so myself. They also sell food, but their most popular item is a brimless blue felt hat. It says, 'I Stopped the Humans’. "

      "You're kidding me," Jack said.

      "Nope. It's for real."

      "Somebody way up the food chain doesn't want us here," Jack said.

      "No way could you get a million Iteeche to give up their day off to mill around in front of us," Kris growled.

      "I suspect someone is giving them a day off just for this," Jack agreed.

      "Nelly, what classes are this crowd drawn from?"

      "Plenty of them are walking around in little but a breechclout and a blue hat. There are a few without even that, but they're young, and mostly runners. There are most every class up from there, though no one in a counselor’s color. Mata Hari thinks those eating at those rigs with a place to sit down may be the ones calling the shots. Runners show up regularly from outside the blockade carrying messages in and then carrying them off."

      "Has Mata Hari tried to track those runners?"

      "Yeah," Nelly said, "but they always do the shuffle, and so far, we haven't been able to track who got the thimble and where it went. We'll keep trying."

      The Iteeche were getting smart. They knew about the human nanos and were figuring ways out around our tech.

      While Kris was contemplating her observations of the morning, there was a soft knock at Kris's door. To her delight, Ambassador Kawaguchi was the first to arrive.

      "It is so good to see you are safely returned to us," he said, giving Kris a formal bow, per his tradition, then opening his arms to hug her.

      Kris returned the bow, then stepped into his hug. "It is so good to return safely," she said.

      "Was it a close thing?" he asked.

      "When lasers are flying everywhere, it is always a close thing," Kris said.

      "But do your ships not have that wondrous crystal armor?"

      "Thank heavens we did," Kris agreed. "I would not be here without it."

      "Your shipyards on Alwa Station coat our ships with the crystal armor. Still, your government has yet to release it to us."

      "I wish they would," Kris agreed. "However, you know how much pull I have with my father and great-grandfather," Kris said, naming the Prime Minister of Wardhaven and the king of the United Society. "They may be family to me, but I am a bit of an errant child with very poor deportment."

      "They do not know you the way I do," the ambassador from Musashi said with an enigmatic smile.

      Kris gave the lawyer who had saved her life a sideways look, "I am surprised that you did not leave when the other ambassadors pulled up their long hoop skirts and sashayed in haste for the exit."

      "Now why would I do that, Your Highness?"

      "You're not one to sit around twiddling your thumbs."

      The wise man of Earth's Asian descent held up his thumbs, "Do these look like they have done much fiddling?"

      Kris frowned. "Actually, no, they don't. What have you been up to?"

      "While no Human would dare leave the compound for fear of being beaten, there are several ways that an Iteeche can make their way into the compound, and many have for many reasons."

      "Educate this cricket, oh, wise one," Kris said, fully expecting she was about to learn even more about the Iteeche Empire.

      The ambassador joined Kris and Jack at the window. "You provide as many as three meals a day to those on the Combined Fleets' General Staff. There was some talk that the blockade might refuse to let food come in."

      "How long did that last?" Jack asked.

      "Not very long. The Imperial Marines also draw rations from the fleets' mess hall. You feed them much better than their usual rations. Have you noticed the two high-end eateries on the street around the palace?"

      "The two cafes with sidewalk tables?" Kris asked. She'd noticed them on the ride up the elevator

      "Precisely those two. They serve a high-end clientele. We thought that might be true, but it was proven when your Iteeche Navy chiefs and the Marine Gunnies paid the place a visit. They made it clear that if the food blockade didn't end, they'd be back with a whole lot more Sailors and Marines with billy clubs."

      Kawaguchi laughed. "The next watch, trucks refilled the Iteeche larder. No Human food, mind you, but Iteeche chow."

      "Okay, trucks made it through the embargo," Jack said.

      "Oh, and truck drivers and unloading laborers. It was easy, with all the shouting and running around for one or two of them to slip away and hold discussions with me and some of my key staff."

      "But I thought there was nothing that the Iteeche dare trade with us?" Jack asked. "Or nothing of theirs that we much wanted."

      "There is always a way to manage trade, my good general," the ambassador said, lightly. "It is true that there are few things the Iteeche make that we can sell, and less that we make that the Iteeche can buy. So many see only the finished product, and forget the intermediate stock."

      "Intermediate?" Kris asked.

      "Certain Iteeche wicker baskets can be made into very fine lamps. Since they are alien, they bring a premium price. Since they are just wicker, we can carry a lot of them on the outside of a ship in expandable containers. Since they are light, you can carry a lot of them."

      "Lamps," Kris said.

      "Primitive in appearance, but popular," the diplomate said.

      "Anything else?" Kris asked.

      "Well, there is the matter of tatami mats," he said, smoothly.

      "Okay, don't make me drag this out of you," Kris said, giving her ambassador an easy smile. She did not have to be inscrutable.

      "The Iteeche grow a reed that is not much unlike rice straw. It is longer and thicker and softer. It makes a very comfortable tatami mat that is still quite strong. It is easy to get unskilled labor here in the Empire. They ret it into a nice plump fiber that they then weave into mats. They're fine and strong."

      "But I thought the Iteeche," Jack said, "didn't want to ship produce out of the Empire for fear of letting too much of their foodstuff escape their closed system?"

      "Oh, yes. Maybe there are some clan chiefs that will tell you that, but what do they know about growing anything?" Kawaguchi said, and this time, he did smile. "I've talked to merchants, spinners, and farmers. The farmers can get twice the long straw out of a hectare with the fertilizer we're trading them for the mats. Better yet, they get twice the food crop out of the neighboring fields."

      "Just your chemical fertilizer?" Kris asked.

      "Well, they are also using up a lot of their night soil. Instead of shipping it off planet, they can use it here and ship the shit as tatami mats to us."

      "Is this also a light mass to volume cargo?" Kris asked.

      "Yes."

      Jack gave Kris a look. "So, they're producing more food from the same acreage and using the manure they'd just ship off the planet, huh?"

      "Yes. Is there a problem?"

      Kris eyed the ambassador. "You know very well there is, you sly fox. You're bringing on a green revolution."

      Kris had never seen such a wide grin on anyone from Musashi. "Oh dear, oh my, I would never do that," rang with good humored sarcasm.

      "Tell me," Kris said. “Are you just giving them enough of your liquid enhancement to grow what fiber you need?"

      "No," he said. "I do believe we're shipping them enough to grow three or four times as much as we get back."

      "Sedition and treachery," Jack muttered, but happily.

      "Sedition and treachery?" Abby asked. "What fun and games am I strolling in on considering what a fine day it is?"

      "Under your nose," Kris said. “This old shark has been eating the soft underbelly out of the Empire."

      "Well, I'm glad someone has been," Abby said, joining the three of them gazing out the window.

      "Nelly, is Admiral Tong joining us?"

      "He's about ten minutes out, Kris."

      "Let me know well before he gets here," Kris said, and brought Abby up to date with what she'd just learned from the one remaining ambassador in her Embassy.

      "Did I get that right?" Kris asked.

      "Very much so," Ambassador Kawaguchi agreed.

      "How did you manage to do that under my nose?" Abby demanded.

      "Not all of those truck drivers and unloaders were truck drivers and unloaders," he said, eyes twinkling.

      "I should have known you were up to something. How many side deals have you got going?" Abby asked.

      "Quite a few. You must have noticed how often ships of our association come and go from the station."

      "I do, and I was grateful for the chow and parts your ships brought in. I may not have been able to get that food down to the Embassy, but it kept the ships we have swinging around the hook topside from going hungry."

      "Abby, have you made any effort to run the blockade?"

      "We didn't have enough troops to dare it, Kris."

      "Now we have more troops and I would very much like to get Megan and some fresh food down here. Have you ever considered going over the rear wall?"

      The four of them focused their gaze on the rear of the Embassy.

      "You know, Kris, they've got the bazaar set up back there. Do you really want to risk flattening those tents and destroying a lot of people's livelihood?"

      "That would be a bad thing to do," Kris agreed. "However, if it was just a feint to draw a lot of our protestors to the rear while we made a sortie from the front gate . . .."

      "Kind of thin out the herd before you head out," Jack said.

      Abby shook her head. "Those four-legged buggars can move mighty fast. We've seen them flow from one side of this place to another pretty fast. Oh, also, today's entertainment should be showing up pretty soon."

      "Entertainment?" Kris asked.

      "Yeah. These squids do like their sing-alongs. You missed the stage they've set up. It's on the other side of the gate from where you came in. Give them another hour and there should be a million or more Iteeche singing and dancing in the street in front of this place."

      "And we have no idea who's paying for all this." Kris said, waving her hand at the perimeter of the Pink Coral Palace.

      "Not a clue," Abby said. "We've tried to track the runners that come and go from our two fancy restaurants. No luck."

      "May I beg to differ," the ambassador said, with a slight bow.

      "Please do," Abby drawled.

      "From my sources I have put together a long list of clans represented by the people outside our walls. Sad to say, almost all the clans are on the list," Ambassador Kawaguchi said. "As you would expect, the Don'sum'Wo and Hav'sum'Domm are strongly represented, but there are people out there from every clan. My sources even identified a few from the We clan. No one wants to be left out if this mob can actually get us to flee the capital with our tail between our legs."

      "And getting the hell out of here is such an appealing option," Jack said. "Nelly, you landed this 'castle' from orbit. Could you take it back up?"

      "Gravity makes it much easier to come down than go up," Nelly said, dryly. "It would depend on how much you wish to get to orbit and how much collateral damage you are willing to leave behind on the ground."

      "Just our people, no need for anything else," Kris said. “But no dead Iteeche."

      "Thank you for the good news and the bad news, Kris."

      "What good news and bad news?" Gramma Trouble said from the open door. She and Grampa Trouble strolled in and joined the others staring out the window.

      "We were just discussing getting the castle back to orbit," Kris said. "I suggested we only need to lift the staff, but I didn't want any collateral damage or dead Iteeche bodies left behind on the deck."

      "You thinking of making a run for it?" the old general asked.

      "It is tempting," Kris admitted.

      The two old troopers eyed each other, doing some silent communion that might or might not decide the fate of billions.

      "I'd hate to see us leave," Gramma Trouble said. "I know we've got the kids out on the tip of the spear, or at least the heft," she said, correcting herself. "Your fleet is the tip, of course. Still, there is no doubt in my mind that this civil war is far too likely to spill over into Human Space."

      "You think so?" Kris asked.

      "There's always the official reason, the real reason, and the actual reason why things happen," Grampa Trouble said. "The official reason for this rebellion is anger over losing the Iteeche War and us Humans showing up inside the Empire. Will all that heated anti-human rhetoric just get folded up and put back in the box if the rebels take control?"

      "And the actual reason?" Jack asked.

      Kris was glad he beat her to the punch. She had a pretty solid opinion on the actual reason, but she'd be happy to learn how the Troubles saw it.

      "There's a teenager on the throne," Gramma Trouble said. "And there are a dozen fat asses who think they would fit that throne better. Whether or not they can run the Empire any better doesn't matter, they just want that throne."

      "Greed for power," Jack said, summing it up.

      "Yep," Grampa Trouble said. "But when hasn't it been that way?"

      "And with so many claimants," Kris muttered. "Once they've killed the kid, they'll be stabbing each other in the back as fast as they can."

      "So," Abby said, "should we pull up our hoop skirts, grab the kids, and sneak off to the exit?"

      "That's very tempting," Kris said. “But I see at least three problems with it."

      "What might those be?" Abby drawled, with her usual dryness.

      "We've got a Longknife in the mix," Kris said, holding up one finger. “With the usual Longknife messiah complex."

      "A huge one," Abby interjected.

      Kris scowled at her former maid, and raised a second finger. "There remains the prospect of this civil war spilling over into Human Space. How better to rally the troops than a crusade against the two-eyes?"

      That got nods from her listeners.

      "Finally," and the third finger went up. “We can't forget our friends, the alien raiders, bent on exterminating all intelligent life in the galaxy. If a mother ship with her wolf pack shows up while the Iteeche are tearing themselves apart, how many of the thousands of worlds in the Empire will be lifeless rocks before we can put a stop to it?"

      "It is sad that those who reach for the throne are blinded by their insatiable greed for power," Ambassador Kawaguchi observed.

      "Somebody needs to boot them upside the head," Abby suggested.

      "Who needs booting in the head, and who is wearing the boot," came from the door. Admiral Tong had arrived.

      Kris failed to suppress a guffaw. "Admiral, you are the third person to arrive at my door and walked into the middle of something that drew just such a response."

      The Humans in the room also chuckled.

      "Well, Most Honorable Admiral, if you leave your door open, people will, of course, walk in on your conversations. Now, again, may I ask who you want to boot in the head?"

      "Come. Join us at the window," Kris said.

      The admiral did.

      "Now," Kris said. “Can you tell me from your sources just what clans are represented in all this fully funded and supported blockade of my Embassy?"

      The Iteeche turned slowly from his hips, taking in the entire panorama that the humans had been viewing.

      "You have a much better view from up here than I have from the top floor of the Navy Annex you provide to the staff of the Combined Fleets."

      That, now fifteen-story building came into view as the picture rotated slowly.

      "We could transmit this view to your wardroom," Nelly offered. “Or anywhere else you think would help."

      "Oh, right," the Iteeche admiral said, reaching out to touch the screen. "I should have known you would not have a window here where you need armor."

      Now, he focused on the crowd outside the Embassy. "According to all the senior officers who have been here with your people during the embargo, just about every clan and sept is represented in the millions that you see milling about."

      "Every clan and sept?" Kris asked, trying not to sound too incredulous.

      "I believe you were told by your Iteeche friend and Imperial Counselor, Ron, that we Iteeche tend to hedge our bets when civil war stalks our Empire. That is also something I discovered when I researched in the forbidden books of the Navy War College library."

      "But billions could die if this planet is gassed," Jack put in.

      "Yes, and that is a problem how?" Admiral Tong asked. "If you had fought to gain control of the four planets you now occupy, billions would have died and much of the planet would have been devastated. I assure you that if the Imperial Capital Planet is gassed, all the clan chiefs and most of their brood and junior lordlings will have fled before any such gas attack occurs. Just as we no-clan Sailors and Marines do not matter to them, neither do the other billions."

      The Iteeche admiral stared off into the distance, his eyes gone hard. "Clan colonists will be brought in to replace those murdered. The mix of clans on the planet will change. Some will have more people. Others will have less. However, the clan chiefs will return to their palaces and all will be well in the Empire."

      "So, someone will want the Pink Coral Palace back," Abby said.

      "Very likely."

      "Nelly," Abby said. "I've changed my mind. If we turn this hunk of metal back into a ship, you can level this pile of rock."

      "I will endeavor to do so, Abby," Nelly said.

      "Are you planning on leaving?" the admiral asked.

      "I have not made up my mind," Kris answered. She turned from the window. "I believe that we now have everyone here. Shall we start our meeting?"
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      Nelly raised a table and six comfortable chairs from the deck. At the foot of the table was a stool like the Iteeche preferred. Kris's six staff members quickly joined her there.

      Kris called on the ambassador and Abby. They quickly made their reports. Once the Iteeche admiral had been brought up to speed, he made his own report.

      "While many of the staff have chosen to accept quarters and rations in the Navy Annex, many still shuttle from home each day. Also, quite a few of the Marine guards and supporting Sailors have gone out to carouse at the nearby bars. Some of the junior officers and senior NCOs have even dined at the restaurants here on the streets around the palace."

      "Why haven't I heard anything about this?" Abby asked. Her words were carefully balanced between asking to be informed and concern that she hadn't been.

      "I beg your pardon, Ms. Nightingale," the admiral said. "It was agreed that the Iteeche Navy Annex was not part of the Embassy. We even have our own gate for entry, so we have no contact with your Embassy Marines."

      Kris nodded. It had been set up that way.

      "When Admiral Coth was Chief of Staff, he coordinated with you, Most Eminent Admiral. We left on our combat cruise rather hastily. No one thought to set in place any policy for continuing that coordination."

      "Oops," Kris said.

      "None of the officers left behind felt invited to cross over into the Embassy castle, so they did not. I am assured that if they thought there might be a serious problem developing, they would have passed a message to General Bruce."

      "Abby," Kris said. "I think you and the senior officer present over there need to meet on a regular basis. I suspect that General Bruce and the Iteeche in charge of security and intel need to set up their own more frequent meetings."

      "I think you're right," Abby agreed.

      "A meeting will be set up for tomorrow," Admiral Tong offered.

      "Now, Admiral," Kris asked. “What are your intelligence assets seeing?"

      "What they are seeing is a very un-Iteeche affair."

      "Un-Iteeche?" Kris asked.

      "I am unaware of anything like this ever happening. In my studies in the forbidden books, I found nothing like this. There are strong suspicions that the basic idea for this came from a Human."

      "No doubt," Jack said, drolly.

      "What that means is that few of the organizers really know how to do this," the admiral said. "That is good for you and us. While they have surrounded us, they don't seem to have any idea of what to do next."

      "So, me just sitting around doing nothing," Abby said. “Kind of played into their hand."

      "Yes, you did nothing. They did nothing."

      "That ended yesterday. I did something," Kris pointed out.

      "Yes. That was quite a show we put on," the admiral agreed.

      "How'd it go down on the street?" Jack asked.

      "Honestly, they have no idea what to make of it,”Abby said. “No Iteeche was hurt. Indeed, many Iteeche ended up laughing at the ride you gave them. Still, you achieved your end."

      "I take it that if I had killed any Iteeche, there would have been trouble,” Kris replied.

      "Most definitely, Most Eminent Admiral."

      "And if I attempt to use that little fun ploy again . . .?"

      "Our intelligence gatherers are listening as best they can. So far, no one seems to have any idea what to do about it."

      "Good, because I want to do it again. Lieutenant Longknife is up topside and I'd like to have her down here,” Kris said. “I’d also like to bring some fresh chow down. Ambassador, is there much fresh food to spare up there?"

      "Plenty, Your Highness. I thought you might be interested in that and so I checked before coming over here. There's a good three-month supply standing by topside, and there should be two more ships in over the next month."

      "Good. Jack, Admiral Tong, do we need another combined forces effort or could the Iteeche form up another division to escort the supply train down here?"

      "I think we need at least a brigade of US Marines," Jack said. "That's our food and I think Abby may want a few techs beside your Megan in the train."

      "Definitely," Abby said. "I also need some spare parts. I prefer not to print out parts for the delicate sections of the reactors."

      "Oh, what a lovely mess a failed reactor would make," Jack almost sang.

      "Yes," Kris said, dryly. She took a deep breath and began. "Okay, Admiral Tong, could you pull a motorized division from your Fleet Marine Force?"

      "Easily, Most Eminent Admiral."

      "Can you quarter and feed them in the annex?" Abby asked.

      "No doubt your Nelly can expand the annex," the admiral said. "As for food and other supplies, they have gotten through the blockade since it started. If matters change, we will respond as we must."

      "Besides," Jack said. “The more Iteeche Marines on hand down here, the happier I will be. Whatever you were called back to do, it's bound to get wild and could easily go sideways."

      The Iteeche admiral managed to nod. "Yes, if anyone has to confront the demonstrators, it would be far better if it was an Iteeche on the other end of the bayonet. Much better."

      "We will do our best to keep the US Marines out of any Iteeche faces," Kris agreed.

      "Admiral Tong," Jack asked. “When would be a good time to attempt to run the blockade again? Have your people noticed a time when they're changing the guard or folks are half-asleep?"

      "The band and choir usually finish before midnight. A lot of Iteeche go home when that fun ends. Some of our people have slipped out after midnight. I am just as interested as you are to know which clans have Iteeche walking around here between midnight and dawn. No surprise, they are usually from the clans that least like you Humans."

      "Are the demonstrators being paid?" Abby asked.

      "Let's just say that many of them prefer this to going to work in the morning."

      "So that doesn't tell us any more than we already know," Kris concluded, before switching gears. "Abby, you and the Ambassador see about putting together a list of spare parts, people, and available food."

      "Aye, aye, ma'am," Abby drawled.

      "I will be very happy to," the Ambassador said, with a shallow bow.

      "Jack, you and Admiral Tong get together with your subordinates and come up with a force that should intimidate any clan that wants to shoot it out with our supply train."

      "We'll get right on it," Jack said. The Iteeche admiral merely bowed from the waist.

      "Nelly, make sure the convoy and its escort have those neat programs that turn the fighting vehicles into bouncy balls, as well as how we created that nifty amusement park ride that got us the last block or two in here."

      "I will talk with Meg's Lily and assure that she is ready to provide the necessary support to this troop movement."

      "Very good, Nelly. I have a trick up my sleeve to make this a bit easier than our approach was, but I'll talk it over with you when the time comes."

      Kris glanced around the table. She had a lot of good people chomping at the bit to get at their assignments. "You all have at it. I'm going to spend the rest of the day with my kids."

      And on that thought, Kris closed the meeting down and headed for the elementary school room.
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      Nelly easily led Kris to where the four- to eleven-year-olds were learning. Kris paused outside the door and let her computer give her a view inside the school spaces.

      The kids were loosely grouped by age, but, since all of them had pretty sophisticated computers, they were allowed to advance at their own pace. The teachers were only there to help keep them focused and assist them if they needed some personal attention.

      Ruth was working with several kids near her age, building a suspension bridge out of paper. The wreckage of their first attempt was being cleaned up by a teacher; they were now intent on learning the benefits of honeycomb construction.

      Johnnie was playing with his puppy. It was hard to tell whether the boy was training the dog, or the dog was training the boy. He had two other five-year-olds giggling along with him. A teacher was supervising the kids and making sure they understood that a puppy was not a toy, but a living being.

      Kris wondered what the strange feeling around her heart was. She hoped it was a rare resurrection of joy. It was so tempting to forget all the woes of the trillions of those living under the Iteeche Empire and bolt back to Human space with her kids held tight in her arms.

      She put off that question. Today was today, and she'd enjoy it as much as she could.

      Kris stepped into the classroom . . . and pandemonium broke out.

      Ruth, Johnnie, and the puppy were excited enough, but, thanks to discussions around the dinner tables, the other kids knew Kris almost as well as her own kids. Kris was mobbed and all chance of learning vanished from the day.

      The teachers took it with good grace. In a few moments, they had most of the kids organized into presenting a school play they had done for their parents only a few days ago. Quickly, the kids donned costumes, becoming plants and animals. A pair of kids did their best to imitate an Iteeche. One kid appeared to be a skunk.

      Where had the kids learned about that particular animal? However, the four-year-old was not to be persuaded to another costume, so the play would have a skunk.

      Kris settled on the floor to watch the kids dance and sing and recite poems about the beauty of nature, something they rarely had gotten to see in the last year or so. Johnnie sat in his mom's lap and would not be moved. Ruth was content to sit beside her mom and lean her head on Kris's shoulder.

      That strange feeling around her heart grew more and more pronounced.

      When the play ended, there were a lot of cheers from the kids and applause from the grown-ups and it was decided it was time for lunch.

      Kris felt like the pied piper, leading a parade of half-sized people out into the halls, down a couple of stairs, and into the main commissary. Someone had called ahead, and the chow line was ready with meals for small and picky stomachs. There were also some hastily put together lunches for the adults surrounded by all the cheerful short people.

      Lunch was its own sort of play, with kids, mostly small, stopping at Kris's table to show her or tell her something. Only the older kids, eight, nine, and ten-year-olds wrapped themselves in some sort of new-found dignity and kept to themselves.

      Kris made a promise to herself to make sure she paid special attention to them later in the afternoon.

      The teachers quickly arrived at a consensus that further learning was a bust for the day, so the kids were asked what they'd like to do. Screams of "go swimming," won out quickly, so, done, the school adjourned for the pool.

      This time, however, the teachers saw to it that the pool wasn't the only place the kids could use to burn off their delightful energy. Part of the space around the pool became a gymnasium. After the kids had gotten their first fill of the pool and waterpark with many gleeful laughs and screams, the teachers channeled them toward sports on dry land.

      A playground appeared on the sundeck off the pool. It had about everything a kid could desire. Swings, slides, teeter totters, and child-powered merry-go-rounds were all scattered around waiting for the kids. There were three different jungle gyms with careful levels of difficulty. Teachers stood by to direct the kids to their own level and keep the four or five-year-olds off of the two most difficult. There was also a rock wall to climb, again, with teachers close at hand to assure the younger kids stayed to the easier sections of wall.

      They also taught the kids to mind the safety ropes of the ones climbing. Kris noticed that there usually were three or four on the rope, just in case someone lost focus when their friend was halfway up.

      Kris was not the only mother helping the teachers look after the kids.

      Before the inevitable boredom slipped in, the teachers began to organize a Junior Olympics. There were races as well as the long jump, broad jump, hop, skip, and a jump.

      While those games involving throwing the discus, javelin, and hammer were not mentioned, there were several games of throwing hoops over pegs and one delightful game where the kids got two balls the size of their fist. The idea was to toss them past a line, but also to get the second ball as close to the first one as possible.

      Come suppertime, they had a collection of very tired kids, none of whom wanted to get dressed. Kris joined the teachers and mothers pulling on shipsuits and herding the kids up to the commissary. There, they split off to join their parents for supper, tired but happy, each with their own tale of one Kris Longknife.

      After supper, Kris curled up with the kids on the couch and watched cartoons. Some of the classic story lines were just as good now as they'd been five hundred years ago; a cat chasing a mouse or bird, or maybe a coyote after a roadrunner. The kids didn't need to know what a coyote or roadrunner was. Just by watching it they could get the basic concept. The delight for the kids of the big one trying and ever failing to get the little one seemed to be eternal.

      Kris read the kids several bedtime stories. She smiled at a new twist Nelly had added to the kids' storybooks. To get to the next page, they had to solve a logic puzzle of one sort or another. These involved finding which one was not like the other or matching different shapes. Nelly was quite creative.

      Ruth loved the challenges. Johnnie just wanted to read the next page of the story, but he also didn't want to have his big sister show him up. As much as he didn't want to, he was slowly being pulled into the game, a game that would become a part of his life.

      Yawns finally overtook them, and Kris tucked them into their beds. Johnnie's puppy curled up beside him in bed, though the boy still had his own fluffy stuffed dog under his arm.

      "Mommy, can I have a kitten?" Ruth asked as she was tucked in.

      "Kittens grow up into cats," Kris pointed out.

      "I know. And I know I'd have to take care of her. Gramma Trouble made sure Johnnie understood that pets aren't toys and you have to take care of them."

      "I could put in a request to have one shipped out here." Actually, it would likely be more like shipping two cats out and letting them get together about halfway through the voyage so there would be kittens about the time they arrived.

      Maybe it would be even better to have the kittens be born just after they arrived.

      Of course, a litter of kittens meant several kids would be needed to find homes for all of them.

      "I'll see what I can do, honey," Kris said, kissing her daughter's forehead.

      "But you're the admiral. You can do everything," was the plaintive reply.

      Kris chuckled to herself. "Ruth, that is not the way it works. For my crew members, I will move heaven and earth. For myself, I just have to wait in line."

      Ruth screwed up her face at that paradox. "Is that what Grampa Trouble says is leadership? You take care of your troopers so they can do what they have to and then you take care of yourself."

      "Yes, honey. Respect has to be earned. You can't expect discipline from your troopers if they don't see discipline in you."

      Ruth made a face as she processed this and tried to match all those high concepts to her getting a kitten. "I guess I see," she finally said, laying her head down on her pillow. "Sweet dreams, Mommy."

      "Sweet dreams to you, too, Ruthie."

      The sleepy seven-year-old let her mommy get away with an endearment she had banned when she was four. Kris was grateful for the gift.

      Again, Kris had that fullness around her heart as she backed out of the room, watching each child as they slipped so easily into repose. They were so innocent. So trusting.

      Kris turned away and strode back to her command center. It was time for the mommy to turn back into an admiral. The Grand Admiral, Kris Longknife.
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      "Since I didn't hear anything all day, I assume everything is going as we planned," Kris said.

      Jack and General Bruce were staring out the fake window. It now had several maps with tracks on them, as well as tables and schedules.

      "I would have told you at supper," Jack said.

      "I was really glad not to have business impinge on my kid time."

      "I can't tell you how glad I was, too," Jack said.

      "What's the word on the street?" Kris asked.

      "Per Admiral Tong's intel feelers, the demonstrators are pretty calm,” Jack answered. “They seem to think they have you trapped in the Embassy now, although they still haven't managed to process just how you got past them. The lieutenants that ate in the two high class restaurants heard a lot of whispering as the clan lordlings did their best to come to terms with yesterday."

      "I think they've sent runners off to their superiors," General Bruce said. "and they're waiting for new orders."

      "Did we trail the runners?" Kris asked.

      "We did," Jack said. “But they did a switch-back in a crowded bazaar and then put several of the runners through a misty tunnel. Kind of hard to keep nanos following the bastards when there is so much water in the air."

      Kris raised her eyebrows. "They are learning fast that high tech can be clobbered by low. Okay, how many runners did they send off?"

      "Twelve," Bruce replied.

      "So, we may have as many as twelve major clan groups concentrating on this demonstration," Kris concluded.

      "Or maybe they sent two each from six different clans," Jack pointed out.

      "Okay, we face from one to twelve major clan groups involved here," Kris said, eyeing Jack ruefully. “With several other clan groupings involved to lesser degrees."

      "It seems very likely," Jack agreed.

      "Okay," Kris began. “This op should come down early tomorrow morning. The kids have tired me out. I'm going to bed and get some rest before midnight. Jack, you want to get some rest, too?"

      Jack tossed her a look that said, "rest," or "rest."

      She shrugged that off and did her best not to sashay to their night quarters. Okay, maybe she didn't try all that hard.

      "General Bruce, set up a duty section to watch this, then get some sleep yourself."

      "Will do, General."
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      Kris was comfortably in bed by the time Jack joined her.

      "How was your day with the kids?" he asked.

      "Fun, exhausting, joyful, thought provoking. You know, the usual parent thing."

      "Do we need to talk about it?"

      Kris rolled over in bed, allowing the sheets to slip down to her hips. Jack was just dropping his trousers. Nelly would clean up after them.

      "Yes," Kris said, pensively. “It's something we need to talk about, but not right now. I'd really like some 'our' time and then we do need to get some sleep before this op goes down."

      "You worried about it?"

      "Yes, no, maybe," Kris said, a response she used so very many times. "We pulled it off yesterday. I doubt the Iteeche are fast enough to adjust to our new tactics in just two days."

      Jack scowled and shook his head. "I don't like Admiral Tong's opinion that this protest on our door is not a usual Iteeche ploy. I have a bad idea that these rebels may have hired their own Human to give them some ideas from our own history."

      "I've had that thought niggling at the back of my mind all day," Kris said, then she reached for Jack with both hands. "Come here, big guy. Make me forget that there's anything outside these walls for a while.

      Before long, he had indeed made her forget, and a bit later, they were both asleep.
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      Nelly woke Kris gently. Intellectually, Kris knew that her bed, pillow and even linens were made of Smart MetalTM, but it was a surprise to find the sheets gently massaging her back into wakefulness.

      "Kris, the convoy is an hour away from taking over a ferry."

      "Thank you, Nelly. I guess it's time for me to put my admiral face on."

      "The battle dress you ordered is in your day quarters. Should I bring it in here or will you finish dressing out there?"

      "Battle dress?" Jack demanded.

      "Yes, I had a scout battle suit brought up for both of us."

      "And you need armor because . . .?"

      "If matters go sideways, I expect I'll be leading a relief column out from the Embassy."

      Jack sighed, "I take it that there's no way I could talk you into staying put."

      "You know your wife, Jack."

      "Oh, do I," he said, ruefully.

      The two of them donned their spider silk; Kris always was a belt and suspenders kind of gal. She put a cotton liner over the nude bodysuit armor. Thus, she and Jack were minimally clad when they left their quarters.

      The day quarters were staffed by a Marine colonel and five others, all monitoring screens created by Nelly. A male and female Marine quickly came over to help Kris and Jack get into their full battle rattle.

      The convoy was still a half-hour away from rolling out onto the space station's A Deck and making a surprise charge to the space elevator station. There, it would take over the next ferry due to drop down the beanstalk. This was basically a repeat of yesterday's operation.

      Kris reviewed all the reports and found them good.

      Admiral Tong was contributing three brigades, for a total of nine battalions in full battle mode. The Human Marine brigade was spread around many more rigs, all loaded with supplies, spare parts and key personnel that wanted to join the Embassy staff. Lieutenant Megan Longknife, Kris's aide de camp was first among them.

      Dressed in her play clothes, Kris watched as matters slowly developed. There was little else to do. Well, there was one matter.

      "Crew, I'd like to thin out the protestors that are in front of the palace just before the convoy gets here."

      "What's your idea?" Jack asked.

      Kris outlined it to Jack. Abby and her husband, General Bruce had joined them by this time. Admiral Tong arrived only shortly after them. Nelly pulled up battle boards and tables for the five of them, then added two more when Grampa and Gramma Trouble joined the party.

      Kris did not bother asking the two how they learned about this shindig. She seriously doubted much happened in this Embassy without those two old troopers knowing about it before the instigators thought it up.

      "Nelly, can you or any of your kids hack into the Iteeche net?" Kris asked.

      "That is still a no," Nelly said. "It's painful to admit, but we can't seem to get a port into their landlines. Maybe we can work something out with Megan when she gets down here.”

      Lieutenant Megan Longknife hailed from Santa Maria. She seemed to have inherited the strange lump in her brain that Grampa Ray had grown his first few months on that long-lost planet. She "heard," and "talked" to computer nets.

      For human computers, all she had to do was be close to them. It had seemed like a wonderful ability to a teenager. Then teachers began questioning how her grades were so perfect. Suddenly, reading Friday's calculus test on Wednesday didn't seem like such a good idea.

      Still, this was a skill that Kris dearly wished Meg could use to hack into the Iteeche main net. To date, the Iteeche had kept their Capital's network well away from the Humans. Kris hoped when Meg arrived she could finally solve this problem.

      Kris's six subordinates set up shop in her expanded day quarters. Nelly focused their battle boards on specific areas of interest.

      General Bruce monitored the US Marine preparations here in the Embassy. General Jack Montoya observed the arrangements the US Marines were making in orbit.

      For his part, Admiral Tong kept one of his four eyes on both goings-on by his Iteeche Marines in orbit as well as those standing by in the Embassy drill field that had been cobbled out of the inner square of the Pink Coral palace.

      Teams of Iteeche Marines stood by, next to blocks of Smart MetalTM. When the time came, those would form themselves into waves of gun trucks or infantry fighting vehicles. Once the first wave was formed up and moving out, the second wave would switch from a block to combat rigs and the troopers would mount up and move out.

      Kris had a major force waiting in a very small space.

      Abby kept a watchful eye on her civilian staff as warehouse workers and storekeepers made ready for an influx of everything from fresh steaks to modulating devices for the reactor's superconducting containment vessels.

      Only Kris and her great-grandparents had nothing specific to oversee, so they kept a watch on everyone else's board. No doubt the hostile Iteeche would hit her with surprises enough for the night. There was no need for the humans to generate their own collection of unplanned mischief.

      Earlier that day, odd groups of U.S. Marines in civvies meandered over to the six attack transports in port with their loads of food. Kris doubted their action went unnoticed. Face it, a Marine in civvies just looks like a Marine in civvies. There was, of course, some chance that the Iteeche may not have noticed.

      Reports began coming in to Jack and Admiral Tong's boards that all was ready.

      Then the Iteeche sprung their first surprise of the night. Someone cut all the power to all the elevators down from A deck to the docks beside the ships. Apologies immediately came in, begging the Humans' pardon for this need to perform maintenance. Still, this time of night should not create a problem.

      "You think someone knows we're up to something?" Jack asked.

      "There are many aboard my ships that still have sympathy for the rebellion," Tong answered. "No doubt, someone leaked our plans."

      Kris nodded. "It's hard enough keeping secrets during a war. Toss in the conflicted allegiances of a civil war and your forces leak like a sieve. Nelly, you remember that ramp you put in so we could get our US Marines up to join Admiral Tong's forces when we dropped down here?"

      "Yes, and I was already on it. The option is being added to the Iteeche battlecruisers’ central computer and they can create them when it's time for the troop movement."

      "Very good, Nelly. Now, let's wait and see what the next surprise is. By the way, Admiral, do you have a backup crew and ferry in mind if this one drops out as we're arriving at the beanpole station?"

      "Actually, I have two backup plans. One batch of old chiefs is drinking at a bar not too far from the arriving ferry boat dock. A bit before they arrive, they're going to drunkenly waltz out of the bar, singing loudly, and then turn hard right and board the ferry. That sucker is not sailing without us on board. Oh, and if that ferry crew think they can abandon ship, they’ve got another thing coming."

      Both Jack and Kris were enjoying a chuckle at the vision of the old chiefs hijacking a ship.

      "That sounds like a good solution to a problem we don't know we have yet," Kris agreed. "And your plan B?"

      "The last ferry crew to go ashore is being plied with drinks by another batch of old chiefs. If, somehow, someone manages to disable the ferry we're aiming for, this crew will man the warmest ferry at the station. Do not fear, Most Eminent Admiral, your reinforcements and supplies will drop on time. You will have reasonably fresh eggs and bacon for breakfast tomorrow."

      "That will be most appreciated, Admiral Tong. Most appreciated," Jack said.

      "Now we wait," Kris said. "Grampa Trouble, you see anything interesting?"

      "Your gramma and I are following the drone feed you have coming in from the route between here and the ferry station. You might have one of Nelly's smart kids watch this feed and see if they can spot any patterns."

      "You don't have one of Nelly's kids?" Kris said.

      "Nope."

      "Well, that was something we overlooked," Kris said. "Nelly, we need two of your kids for Ruth and Johnnie, and two for our Troubles. Order a dozen, and we'll find homes for them, no doubt."

      "I agree, Kris. We need matrix for sixteen."

      "You sure know how to spend my money," Kris said, ruefully.

      "Well, you are not spending much of it, living in quarters way out here."

      "She's got you there," Gramma Trouble said with a laugh.

      "When's the next fast transport leaving?" Kris asked.

      "Later tomorrow," Abby said. “Assuming someone I know doesn't start a war this morning."

      "I will try not to, Abby, but you know me, I'm one of those damn Longknifes and you can never tell what will blow up with one of us in the house."

      "So I've noticed," Abby said, dryly.

      It is not easy to spot consternation on the face of an Iteeche, but Kris was pretty sure that was the effect her usual pre-battle chatter was doing to Admiral Tong."

      "Is there a problem, Admiral Tong?" Kris asked. "Do you get a lot of respect from your subordinates before they follow you into a battle?"

      "As a matter of fact, I do. Indeed, any Iteeche crewmen that behaved this way would be quickly tossed out of the airlock by the nearest Marines."

      "You hear that folks?" Kris said, "Aren't you glad you're in the US Navy and not the Iteeche Navy?"

      "I ain't got enough arms and legs to pass the Iteeche Navy's physical," Abby snapped back.

      "Admiral," Kris said, getting serious, "we humans often work off our pre-battle nerves with jokes and inane chatter. Not every commander will put up with it, but I cause these people enough trouble. I have to cut them some slack at times like these."

      "And in the war you beat us?" the Iteeche officer muttered, incredulously.

      "Say, rather, that we fought each other to a negotiated peace. All those who survived that war won it," Grampa Trouble said.

      "That is so true," his wife added.

      Then their focus shifted. The morning’s work had begun

      Sadly, it only went as planned for a few minutes.
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      "It looks like someone was expecting us," Grampa Trouble muttered softly. Every one of Kris's staff could only agree with him.

      The supply convoy, with its three brigades of Iteeche Marines for escort was scheduled to arrive at the ferry terminal just as the next ferry pulled in to the station. Dismounts were assigned to quickly move aboard and acquire control of the bridge and engineering spaces.

      The ferry didn't arrive.

      Kris had never seen a ferry go to two gee deceleration, but that ferry did. Rather than pull into the pier, it managed to reverse itself several kilometers from the space station and then begin a return to the bottom of the beanstalk.

      "Someone knows we humans are restless tonight," Gramma Trouble observed.

      "So we go to what you Humans call 'Plan B’," Admiral Tong said, and snapped off orders into his comm link.

      For several long minutes, they waited.

      "We have a crew," the Iteeche admiral announced, finally. "Lieutenant Longknife's computer Lily reports that there are three potentially operational ferries in port. The shanghaied crew suggested two of them. Lily suggests the third. That is the one everyone is moving toward."

      "Very good, Admiral. Keep us informed,” Kris replied.

      Time passed. Kris knew that she could have had Nelly keep her informed. No doubt her daughter, Lily, was up to her nonexistent neck in information. Still, Kris held off asking.

      When you could so easily get your nose into everybody's business, it was easy to micromanage. When Kris was the budding subordinate, she'd gone all the way to the other end of the galaxy to get out from under the Longknife thumb to get her freedom.

      No way was she going to drive people that far away now that she had her Grand Admiral's baton.

      Five minutes later, Admiral Tong reported, "We have taken possession of the targeted ferry. The crew is bringing it up under the watchful eye of several old chiefs who know just what they're doing and are making sure they do it right."

      "Well done, Admiral," Kris said.  "I would have expected nothing less from your men,"

      "I think we must mint a medal for the relief of the Pink Coral Palace Embassy," the admiral suggested.

      "So, medals are catching on quite well in the fleet?" Jack asked.

      "Yes, but let us be honest. My men are acting in the defense of both the commander of the Combined Fleets and the Human Embassy, the first of its kind. This is certainly a story they want to tell in the taprooms and bars. We must have a song composed."

      "Let us hope many Iteeche Marines get to earn this ribbon, none posthumously," Abby drawled, drolly.

      "Yes," the Iteeche admiral agreed.

      Fifteen minutes later, despite the growing disapproval of both the space station and ferry station dispatchers, Ferry 17 was loaded and pulling away from the pier at a comfortable one gee, Iteeche, or .87 gee, Human.

      "We've got a thirty-minute wait," Kris observed. "They knew we were coming before we made a move. What should we be looking for down here?"

      Everyone peered at their boards, looking for some new piece of data, but nothing popped among the humans, Iteeche, or Nelly's brood. There was little to no traffic on the streets of the capital at two in the morning. There certainly was no evidence of traffic along the route the convoy would drive.

      The only evidence of preparations was around the Embassy.

      "We've got more Iteeche demonstrators than we'd usually have this time of night," Abby's Mata Hari reported.

      "Somebody knows we're coming to dinner," Abby said.

      "Let's see how the scene outside the Embassy develops," Kris said. "We'll throw my idea at them when the convoy is about fifteen minutes out."

      "That certainly will cut down on the riffraff," Grampa Trouble said.

      "I wish we could have tried something like that back in the day," Gramma Trouble said. "It would have cut down on the number of Iteeche bodies we had to bulldoze into mass graves."

      "You still have nightmares?" Kris asked.

      "Yes," Gramma Trouble said. "Yes, but they are old friends now. Even the worst can become familiar if you have to put up with them long enough."

      The old general gave his wife a comforting hug, but a careful one. Neither took their eyes off the developments monitored by their boards.

      None of the humans could spot any budding threats.

      "Nelly, do you or any of your brood see anything amiss?" Kris asked.

      "I hate to admit it, Kris, but both Mata Hari and Chesty report nothing out of the ordinary, and they've been keeping an eye on this burg the entire time we've been out kicking Iteeche butt and taking names. Although we don't have nearly enough names to suit me," Nelly said, with a disapproving sniff.

      Clearly, this civil war where you couldn't tell the players, even with a program, was not to her liking.

      For the half hour that the ferry was on descent, all they saw was more of the same old, same old. It was not at all to Kris's liking. The hackles of her neck were up, and her stomach was definitely not at ease.

      The ferry was about five minutes out when every alarm bell they'd set went off.

      "We've got movement from one . . . two . . . four . . . six . . . nine palaces," Nelly reported.

      Kris waited for Nelly to provide more information.

      "The movement consists of columns of armored and armed four-wheel vehicles. From the low-level noise we're getting from the electronic spectrum, I'd say there are Smart Metal," Nelly added.

      "Force size?" Jack snapped.

      "They are still pulling out of the palaces, but I've spotted a battalion from each palace with what appears to be a second one trailing it. There are also some pulling out of garages under apartments."

      "Could we be so lucky as to have any of them coming from our allies?" Kris asked.

      "You're a Longknife. What kind of luck do you expect?"

      "I've been doing my best to improve my karma," Kris allowed herself to whine.

      "This says you'll have to do better," Nelly answered.

      Their drones watched as twelve battalions formed up into a scratch division to the north of the space elevator's station. The other nine arranged themselves more loosely to the south.

      "Twenty-one battalions," Jack muttered. “We brought nine with three more riding herd on chow."

      "Still, their forces are divided," Admiral Tong observed.

      "Spotting a target in a built-up urban area like this is going to be a pain," General Trouble said.

      "I really don't want to wreck all these pretty buildings and parks," Kris mumbled.

      "You may have to, darling," Jack said.

      "Precision munitions might make for less collateral damage," Gramma Trouble noted.

      "Precision munitions," her husband pointed out, pointedly, "are never as precise as the advertising says.”’

      "Yes, dear. You've told me that many a time."

      Kris expected the hostiles . . . she had to name them that . . . to take up positions to fire at her convoy as they moved past intersections. However, the forces that appeared to be opposing hers chose to hide behind tall buildings and leave the intersections glaringly empty.

      For people with such a strong hand, they were sure playing their cards close to their chest.

      It was time for Kris to get some reinforcements of her own. "Nelly, call Ron, if you will."

      "His comm link is off," Nelly quickly reported.

      "Turn it on and tell him, 'Good morning’," Kris said.

      "Why am I not surprised to be hearing from you, Princess Kris Longknife?" Ron answered.

      "My, Ron, you don't sound like I woke you up from a sound sleep."

      "I don't think anyone with so much as a rat in this game is asleep tonight."

      "So, you know about the move a couple of the other clans are making on my supply convoy."

      "Just because I don't have any drones in the air like you doesn't mean I don't know what's going on," Ron snapped. "We have observers on the rooftop of several of the tall buildings around here. We use landlines to get their reports and follow them on a board with grease pencils. The ancient Iteeche way works quite well."

      "It takes time to get all those reports in, Ron. While you're waiting for a phone call, I'll be making decisions that will make your next one obsolete before you even say it."

      "Yes, Kris," Ron said, a hint of bitterness in the translated voice. "I have read about how you Humans seek to get inside your opponent's decision cycle. Now, would you care to tell me why we are having this conversation?"

      "Thank you for asking, Ron," Kris said, in her most cheerful voice. "As you no doubt have noticed, I am outnumbered two-to-one. Should the clans choose to fire on me, it is likely they will suffer a major defeat . . ."

      "A defeat," Ron said, interrupting Kris. "They have two laser cannons for every one you have, and you want me to believe that they face defeat?"

      "Ron, you know me and mine. One-to-two odds are very much in my favor."

      "Normally, I would say so, Human, but this time, your fighting vehicles are crewed by Iteeche. They will be fighting Iteeche. It seems to me that you are outnumbered two-to-one and not at all likely to pull one of your rabbits out of your hat today."

      "Yes, that is the miscalculation I fear they will make. Tell me, Ron, does your clan have a few battalions of armor they could loan me for these wee hours of the morning? If the odds were a bit more even, the other folks out for a drive this morning might be convinced to just keep on driving."

      "Sorry, Kris, but I am instructed to tell you that you will get no assistance from my clan, or any of those allied with us. This is a mistake, sending armed troops into the heart of the Imperial Capital. Some fear that this is only a feint and that you really intend to steal a march on the Imperial Precincts. I doubt you would dare such a thing, but some of us wonder if the grand admiral we invited into our bosom is quite the woman we now must deal with."

      "I'm sorry you feel that way, Ron. Truly, I don't see that I've changed all that much. You asked me to defend the Emperor from these rebels. Now that I have the rebels on the run, you Iteeche seem to have developed cold feet. All four of them."

      "Yes. Well, some of us may have. However, your inserting armed troops into the heart of the Imperial Capital does not bode well for any of us."

      "Ron, I do not want a fight. You and I both know that once the shooting starts, there will be a lot of destruction of life and property. The shooting must not start."

      "You are correct on both counts, Kris. Be forewarned that if this turns into a battle, the blood price for all that die will fall to you and your Humans. The price for property damage will also be yours to settle."

      "Even if they fire on me first?" Kris asked, cautiously.

      "You are the aggressor. You are the one parading armed troops onto our streets,” Ron stated. “The clans that have moved troops into the streets around you have proclaimed that they are only responding to your assault on the peace."

      "Ron, I am moving food to my Embassy. That is all."

      "So you say. But why does food need battalions of combat experienced Marines?"

      "No doubt you have noticed that my Embassy is under siege."

      "All we see are peaceful protestors. Is that not in the tradition of you Humans? It almost seems funny that those who protest the invasion of your ways and culture into the Empire are using your own Human ways to oppose you, is that not so?"

      Kris gave Jack and her staff a wry grin. "Yes, like you, I find this entire situation full of conflicting meaning."

      "Your troops have yet to exit the elevator station. Turn them around and send them back up the beanstalk. If you insist, you may move your supplies forward, but make no mistake, there should be no weapons visible on the trucks."

      "You know that turns bad odds into horrible ones, Ron."

      "Do you fear that a mere supply convoy cannot drive the streets of the Imperial Capital at night?"

      "As a matter of fact, Ron, I do."

      "Strange, that, Kris. You command the Imperial Iteeche Combined Fleets, but you do not know our ways very well, do you?"

      "Ron, I'm enjoying this conversation immensely," Kris said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "However, I have some supplies to move and I must do my best to avoid an incident this close to the Imperial Precincts. We must chat again later today."

      "I have already been instructed by my chooser to pay you the honor of a visit. I should arrive at noon today."

      "I will be looking forward to our little chat," Kris said, and ordered Nelly to kill the call.

      "Well," she said to her staff. “It's always nice to know where you stand."

      "Yeah, at the bottom of a hole with a sewer pipe dumping shit on your head," Abby drawled.

      "I don’t think I could have put it better myself," Grampa Trouble said.

      "Yeah," Kris said, running a worried hand through her hair.

      She took several moments to assess her situation before going on. "Admiral Tong, have the convoy drive out of the station, then hold in place. Also, have weapons locked. Repeat, weapons are locked. No weapons use until I personally authorize it. Make sure that message is sent and acknowledged by every fighting vehicle."

      "Yes, Most Eminent Admiral, it will be done."

      "Now," Kris said, turning to her brain trust. “How do we get the chow here without blowing up too much of the Imperial Capital?"
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      "Don't everyone talk at once," Kris said a full minute later.

      It was Grampa Trouble who ventured into the silence. "Let me see if I've got this right, Kris. You want your convoy to run the blockade, a blockade backed up with armored fighting vehicles who will have no problem firing on you, because you're the one that gets the bill for it all."

      "I think that pretty much sums it up," Kris said, then added, "Nelly, review your plans for lifting the castle out of here. If this goes ass over teakettle, we may need to make a run for it real fast."

      "I'm glad to know you have a good grasp on what failure will mean to this operation," Jack said, drolly.

      "Failure is not my preferred result," Kris said.

      "It never is," Abby interrupted dryly.

      "So, how do we take out the opposition without blowing up huge swaths of stuff between the space elevator station and here?" Kris repeated her objective.

      "Mines are nice," Granny Trouble said. "If we could get mines onto the ground either in front of the gun cars or in the intersections, that could put a monkey wrench in their plans."

      "Mines have a tendency to hang around after you don't need them anymore," Abby pointed out.

      "However," Kris said, "we could time them to deactivate by, say, oh five hundred this morning."

      "You're being an optimist, my admiral wife," Jack said. "Some kids are bound to find them and start playing with them."

      "Yeah, kids do the darndest things," Abby said, with her usual dry wit.

      "Okay, we don't mine the streets," Kris said.

      "Why not mine the vehicles?" Nelly asked.

      Kris frowned in thought for a moment. "Do we know where the rigs are the most vulnerable?"

      "They are all using the basic model 4c 4x4 Smart Metal armored gun car," Nelly said. "Assuming you don't want to kill a lot of Iteeche, there are still several weak points where a few grams of explosives could render the vehicles inoperative."

      "For example?" Kris asked.

      "If we cut the power line from the batteries to the motor, it goes nowhere," Jack said.

      "Unfortunately," Nelly said. “The batteries and the motor are all within the armored citadel. We'd need nanos to infiltrate the air supply and that takes time."

      Kris shook her head. "We need to do this quickly."

      "Is the primary differential inside?" Jack asked. "If that sucker stops working, it goes nowhere."

      "True," Nelly agreed. "However, the differential has big gears and is inside a strong casing. You'll need more explosives."

      "And that takes time," Jack grumbled.

      "Okay, Nelly," Kris said. “You designed the blasted armored gun car. How would you disable it?"

      "Does it have to look disabled immediately, or can it only fail when they try to go somewhere?" the computer asked.

      "Either's fine by me," Kris said. The humans around her nodded.

      "What if we blew the ball bushing in the rack and pinion steering?” Nelly suggested. “Only when they started to go would they find the steering not responding."

      Kris considered the idea for a long moment, the said, "Not a bad idea, Nelly. Can you start moving explosive-laden drones out to the area? We can figure out how to break the load down to just the right size when we get there."

      "Kris, I began fashioning flying drones and giving each a payload of a few kilograms as soon as we began this conversation. Now, how do we want to deliver the explosives once we get them a few blocks out? We can convert them to nanos and fly them in, but that will take more time. Do you think we could get away with converting the drone into tiny, three-wheeled vehicles and running them in under the rigs?"

      "We can review your plan if problems develop," Kris said. "For now, Nelly, make it so."

      "Just one thought," Jack said. "Not to delay what Nelly's doing, but if we just blow a couple of balls in the steering gear, what's to keep the troops from just repairing the things? They are Smart Metal. Can't they just reform the armored vehicles with the remaining Smart Metal and be good to go?"

      "Admiral Tong?" Kris asked, tossing Jack's question to him.

      "I do not think so, Good General," the Iteeche admiral said. "Among my own battalions, I doubt there is more than one trooper per platoon with the authority and programming skill to rebuild a vehicle. I seriously doubt that there is a single Iteeche among those troopers with the programming authority or control to reprogram those vehicles. Most likely, each clan's Guard Force has one, maybe two with the authority, skills, and tools to create the standard vehicles. I'm not sure any of them could remake them in the field."

      "Let's work on the assumption the good Admiral is correct," Kris said.

      The first carrier drones began landing on the streets two or three away from the parked columns of threatening gun cars. Quickly, they transformed themselves into low-slung tri-wheeled rigs, camouflaged to blend in with the pavement. They were soon sweeping forward in waves, taking advantage of what cover the streets provided.

      Gramma Trouble shook her head. "If they were humans, they'd be out of their rigs, walking around, smoking, maybe taking a piss. Instead, they huddle inside."

      "None of them would dare do that without an order," Admiral Tong said. “No clan lordling would do anything that might make him look bad in his superior's eyes. Certainly not for the comfort of his lowborn troops."

      Now Grampa Trouble shook his head. "Where's the infantry? These armored guys have their heads so up in their turrets that they can't see or hear our little rats skittering toward them. Why do tank guys always think they don't need us gravel crunchers?"

      "That is also Marine doctrine," Admiral Tong put in. "However, many of the clan forces are under the command of fifth or sixth chosen of a fifth or sixth chosen. They want to rise above their station in the clan, not study how to better use their forces. When clans clash with clans, it is usually a bloody mess with the deep-sea devil taking the hind most. Now, these amateurs face real soldiers. This song will be sung for a thousand years, and everyone will laugh. I will make sure the bards get the correct clans for their songs."

      Kris would delay the song making until the sun came up.

      Unseen, but reported on, the small-wheeled remotes rolled under the Iteeche gun cars. Quickly, an arm rose from the center of the toy-like rig. A few centigrams of explosive were put in place, along with a command and control comm link, then the remote moved on to another wheel assembly. When one car was done, it slid down the line to the next one and began preparing it for a minor misadventure.

      Once a remote had exhausted its supply of explosives, it went to ground, flat against the pavement and awaited further orders. Slabs of Smart MetalTM could be very patient. Much more patient than the Iteeche clan guardsmen above them.

      When the final vehicle was sabotaged, some thirty minutes had passed since Kris gave the order. Now she gave the next order.

      "Admiral Tong, order the supply convoy to make for the Embassy at best speed."

      "To hear is to obey, Most Eminent Admiral."

      Now the die was cast. Kris still had a few aces up her sleeve. She watched and waited to see if she would have to play them all.
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      The supply convoy was poised to bolt from the space elevator station on a single word. They got it and the lead rigs took off at forty klicks an hour.

      Intervals and distances between the fighting rigs were tight. If the armored fighting and supply vehicles had not been equipped with accident avoidance gear, it could easily have become a disaster. As it was, the computers drove the rigs and the Iteeche or human drivers observed closely. Very closely.

      Strange, for even this early hour of the morning, there was absolutely no traffic. Not one vehicle on the road!

      Kris had a drone go high and do a sweep of the next couple of boulevards on either side. There was traffic on them, just none on hers.

      "Did every Iteeche on this planet know this was coming down?" she muttered to herself.

      "Apparently, their runners can really get the word around," Jack muttered back.

      "There also are landlines," Admiral Tong put in. "For something like this, you can bet your last dollar they called around, and quickly."

      Kris frowned, and kept her eyes roving.

      "We have a lot of chatter on the command radio circuits to the hostile armored columns on our flanks," Admiral Tong reported, calmly.

      "Let me know if you hear something like an execute command," Kris said.

      Half a minute later, Tong snapped, "They are ordering execute the operation."

      "Nelly, blow the steering on those vehicles."

      "They are blown," her computer promptly reported.

      The sensors on the ground below the armored columns reported a long series of dull thuds, followed by clanks, bumps, and other louder noises. The overhead data taken from the drones showed four-wheeled gun cars driving into the curbs and then hopping over them to do circles on sidewalks or lawns until they ran into something more stubborn. In the streets, other gun cars turned in circles of different diameters. These frequently ended with one rig smashing into another.

      It looked to Kris like a few had gotten off lucky. Of the four or five hundred or so on each flank, sixty to seventy had not been wrecked to start with. However, with all the other damaged rigs gunning as if more speed might solve their steering problem, it didn't take long for the Iteeche to solve what was left of Kris's flanking threat.

      Among her staff, there were some chuckles and even a few guffaws. Much of the tension from the last three hours dissipated as the entire threat devolved into a wild show of clown cars.

      Maybe it wasn't going to be that hard, Kris thought.

      Bad thought!
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      As the threatening armor on Kris's flanks smashed and crashed, she allowed herself several deep breaths, but only a few. Immediately, she turned her focus to the supply convoy racing up the boulevard

      Two days ago, when it was her column driving that boulevard, it had been roadside bombs imbedded in the pavement that had tried to stop her. Nelly had a new trick up her sleeve, and the bombs had proven a nuisance, not a threat.

      Kris was prepared for them now.

      The wide boulevard was eight lanes wide, four going each way. The supply convoy was six files wide, occupying the four lanes in the middle of the avenue.

      That left two lanes available for any traffic they came across.

      No traffic, however, was moving. What they did come across were a few vehicles parked along the curb of the boulevard. Any truck that parked here was at risk of being confiscated. Still, there were always a few broken down rigs of the small, three-wheeled working trucks and the larger four-, six- and eight-wheeled carriers.

      As the lead battalion of armored Iteeche Marines rolled by one of the eight-wheeled rigs it blew sky high.

      Physics was kind to Kris's force. While the light of the explosion spread at the speed of light, the destructive pressure wave promulgated at the speed of sound through the air. That fraction of a second between the two gave the armored fighting vehicles computers just enough time to go through most of the process of converting a weapon system into a force protection system.

      Her armored eight-wheeled rigs turned themselves into balls. The troopers' seats converted into high gee safety pods. The entire vanguard battalion went from a fighting force to a bunch of bouncy balls in less time than it took to blink.

      Kris knew. Nelly showed her the explosion and its results in hyper slow motion. The human would not have had enough time to close her eye, much less complete a blink.

      Rigs that weren't yet fully converted to spheres were hurled into the air or against each other. The Smart MetalTM did its job. The collisions were absorbed by distortion of the sphere and remaining energy was applied into opposite vectors.

      In simple layman’s terms, the damn balls went all over the place. Fifty-four of them, the first two companies, were involved in the immediate explosion. They flew everywhere! The trailing company slammed on the brakes but quickly found themselves involved in the crash car ride with the others.

      The battalions behind would have piled into the mess ahead had they been driven by Human or Iteeche troopers, but their computers were in control. All down the line, fighting rigs and transports came to a crashing halt, slamming their occupants against their restraints that had suddenly become full high gee stations.

      With only four incidents of brakes that failed or tires that lost their grip due to grease spots on the road, some six hundred vehicles came to a roaring halt.

      Meanwhile, the vanguard absorbed the energy of one huge explosion, worked it off, and came to rest after a few more bounces as the spheres landed with little enough energy that they could dissipate the last of it and settle to ground in a slightly deflated ball.

      As soon as they were all in place, they reformed into a fighting force.

      Kris surveyed the damage . . . to the Iteeche side. The bouncing around had left cracked and indented pavement. There were deeper semi-circular dents in the parklands on either side. One pond had been drained as its waters were splashed out by passing spheres. Most of that could be handled cheaply enough.

      There were four dents in the high-rises on either side of the boulevard. No doubt, Kris would hear about those. Still, all in all, the damage to the Iteeche looked manageable.

      However, at the moment, her entire convoy was dead in the water and going nowhere.

      "Admiral Tong, would you be so kind as to have the vanguard clear the left four lanes of the road, please?”

      The order was quickly given.

      "Admiral, I would like to convert the convoy to a column of four files from the left. The two files to the right are to follow up when the head of the column passes them. The vanguard is to form at the rear as the end of the column passes them."

      "It will be done, Most Eminent Admiral," Admiral Tong said. Moments later, the four files farthest from the exploded truck took off down the road, this time at twenty klicks per hour.

      "Admiral Tong, when the column approaches a parked vehicle, have it bear over to the opposite side of the avenue. Let's give any parked cars a wide berth."

      "Yes, Most Eminent Admiral."

      "Nelly, did you check that truck for explosives?"

      "Yes, Kris. We found no evidence of any."

      "Nelly, we need to do a better job."

      "Yes, Kris. I am inspecting all the trucks parked up ahead of us. Rather than check for outgassing from explosives, I am sending nanos to search the rigs. If we see anything that might be a bomb, we will let you know well ahead of time."

      "You going to blow the rig?" Jack asked.

      "You bet I will. The Iteeche can sent me a bill. Nelly, if we approach a truck before you have searched it to your satisfaction, advise me. We will blow it before we get close to it."

      "The three-wheeled rig you are coming up on has been checked," Nelly reported. "It was easy. The six-wheeler next up I am checking on. I will let you know when it is cleared."

      "Thank you, Nelly."

      "Kris, there is a call coming in from Ron."

      "Nelly, tell him I'm busy at the moment. We can talk later today when he pays his call on me."

      "He's not going to like you being able to turn his comm link on and him getting the brush off," Jack pointed out.

      "I'm not liking this situation very much, either," Kris snapped. "Let's call us even."

      "Kris, the protesters are surging to the front of the Embassy," Abby reported.

      "Oh, right, we need to distract that crowd," Kris muttered. "Mata Hari, could you form a Smart Metal arch from the rear of the Embassy to the street across the moat?"

      "Yes, Kris."

      "I want you to cordon off a small but growing space. Use clear Smart Metal. I want our audience to see what we're doing. When that's done, I want you to start spinning out armored fighting vehicles in the space. Jack, if you could get a few Marines to show up and get them battle ready, that would be even better."

      "All this on the wall opposite the Embassy gate?" Mata Hari asked, sounding a bit unsure.

      "You bet, girl," Kris said.

      "Am I to assume that I will likely need to retrieve all this Smart Metal in a hurry when the protestors have been drawn to this point?"

      "Very likely," Kris told Abby's computer.

      The camera imagery from the top of the castle aimed at its rear street showed Smart MetalTM arching out from the top floor where an annex had been attached when it had been more densely populated. Now, the material flowed across the moat and began to form a v-shaped wall, with the bottoms of the v anchored on the moat. The v grew bigger, slowly shoving Iteeche demonstrators ahead of it. It finally ended just shy of the bazaar. There the vee leveled out with a blunt point and began to widen until it had created a large open space.

      A second, a third, and finally a fourth hose of Smart MetalTM stretched out from the Embassy and began to pour liquid metal onto the ground in the open space. Quickly, the pool of Smart Metal™ formed itself into an eight-wheeled gun truck with a 75mm anti-tank laser.

      Then an escalator formed and descended from the roof of the Rose Coral Palace to the open area with its gun trucks. The detested Human Marines rode the escalator down, then jogged off to crew the waiting armored vehicles. It didn't take long before rigs were moving forward and back, testing gears and brakes. Laser turrets began to rotate, although the 75mm lasers did not fire.

      The Iteeche in front of the Embassy had split. Half the mob hurried off to the right, the other to the left, heading back from the front gate to the rear of the palace. Now, there were shouts that the Human Marines were getting their trucks ready to move.

      The two mobs flowed quickly down the east and west streets beside the Embassy and flooded onto the northern street.

      "Mata Hari?" Kris asked.

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "Build me a wall from the southeast and southwest corners of the palace over to the buildings across from us. Secure it there, then roll it up to lock the mob in place. Jack, could your Marines do something to gather attention?"

      "No problem."

      Kris turned her attention back to the convoy, but she couldn't help but notice the fighting vehicles popping chaff, shooting off flares and smoke, then firing 7.9mm lasers through the chaff and smoke. Normally, lasers are invisible. However, with all that gunk in the air, the lasers had something to pass through.

      There were murmurs of wonder from the watching Iteeche.
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      While the demonstrators were rearranging themselves around the Embassy, Kris turned her attention back to the supply convoy’s motor march. They had passed four of the small, three-wheeled rigs with no problems. An eight-wheeler was coming up.

      "Is that one clear?" Kris asked Nelly.

      "It has a full cargo packed in tight. My nanos have not been able to verify all its content, Kris."

      "Nelly, get your nanos out of there. Admiral Tong, before we get into the range of something as huge as that last explosive, blow the sucker."

      The convoy's four files now hugged the left-hand side of the avenue, as far away from the stranded truck as possible. Kris made a long five count, then Tong ordered the truck's destruction. The lead four gun trucks took it under fire. The thing came apart under their fusillade but there were no secondary explosions.

      Kris scowled. She'd just blown up a load of radishes or something. Oh well. Better safe than sorry.

      Nelly did identify an eight-wheeler loaded with explosives two blocks up. A quick check of the area showed no one out for a morning walk. Dawn was still hours away. They blew the truck while the vanguard was still more than a block away.

      That truck vanished in several massive explosions. Parts of the thing flew in all directions. One axle landed on a lead gun truck's front then bounced off. The rig rolled over it and kept on rolling.

      "Kris, Ron really wants to talk to you," Nelly reported.

      With a sigh Kris said, "Put him on."

      "Kris, what is going on? We are hearing explosives all the way over here. What are you doing?"

      "Blowing shit up, Ron. You know that's what Longknifes do," Kris said, grinning.

      "What are you blowing up?"

      "Not much of anything at all, darn it, Ron. I don't know if these are full rebels or just backward types with cold feet, but they aren't giving me much of a work out. You really must give me a chance to talk to them. They truly need to be critiqued or they're never going to get any better at this."

      "Kris, my Chooser is listening in on this conversation and he is passing it along to some of his allies."

      "I hope they're all getting as big a laugh out of this as I'm getting," Kris said.

      "Kris, Kris, Kris! You can't say things like this to Iteeche clan lords!"

      "That's interesting. As commander of any of humanity’s major fleets it would be my duty to speak truth to the powerful. Which is it, your powerful don't want to hear the truth or is it that a commander of your entire fleet isn't significant enough to tell your clan chiefs how their cows are eating everyone's cabbage?"

      "Kris, that did not translate. Cows? Cabbage?"

      "Never mind, Ron. I don't think any Iteeche have died at my hands so far this morning. Call me back in twenty minutes and I'll have more time to chat with you and likely everyone will be out of harm's way."

      "Kris! Kris!"

      Kris drew her finger across her neck and the line went dead.

      "Thank you, Nelly."

      "Kris, I don't think those clan lords enjoyed being talked to that way," Jack said.

      "No doubt. Jack, it's time they get shook up. They're trying to run me around with a ring in my nose. It's time for them to know I can put a ring through their . . ." Kris paused. "Oh, right, they don't have a prick. They really need a prick so I can give them a Prince Albert."

      "No doubt," Jack said, drolly.

      The convoy was about to turn off the boulevard and onto the cross avenue that led to the Embassy. Sadly, two eight-wheelers were parked across from each other in the narrower six lane avenue.

      Both had been inspected and found loaded with explosives.

      Without slowing down, the four lead gun trucks took both trucks under fire. As expected, the trucks blew up quite beautifully. Chunks of them flew in every direction. Some smashed into the buildings on either side of the street, others flew high and showered down on everything.

      Fortunately, there were only a half-dozen Iteeche standing around in front of the Embassy gates. Everyone else was being held back by the Smart MetalTM walls that had slid up the east and west streets beside the palace until they came to a stop at the northeast and northwest corners of the Embassy.

      There matters stood with most of the protesters gawking at the Marines and their diversion and nowhere near the action.

      Most of the Iteeche attention was still focused to the rear of the Embassy. They gawked at the rigs getting checked out beside the bazaar. Jack had kept them doing shiny stuff, first from one, then another rig.

      Now, if Kris saw armored fighting vehicles shooting the crap out of stuff, she would have immediately gone elsewhere. Likely, even young Ruth would know to run, not walk, in the other direction. Johnnie? Nope, he'd just stand there clapping his pudgy hands. In another year or two, he'd know better. Then again, he was a boy.

      He'd likely need six or seven more years before he got smart.

      At the front end of the Embassy, the convoy had slowed down to ten klicks an hour. The wreckage in the street made a slower speed preferable. As a wall of gun trucks rolled up to the gates, the half-dozen Iteeche there backed up.

      One of the Iteeche had what looked like a clunky walkie-talkie. It was about the size of a large brick. He was yelling into it.

      "Can we locate who he's talking to?" Kris asked.

      The view on Kris's main screen swung around to show the crowd milling around in front of the diversion. The picture then zoomed down on three well-dressed Iteeche in that bunch. Each did, indeed, have a have a similar comm device.

      Now, all three were shouting and waving their four arms. Other Iteeche gave them more space, but in the press of Iteeche on that side of the Embassy, there was little more they could do.

      "Nelly, check me out. Do sleepy darts work on Iteeche?"

      "Yes, Kris, though it takes two or three darts."

      "Good. Jack, do you have snipers with sleepy darts on the north wall?"

      "Yes, Admiral."

      "Tell them I have three targets for them. Also, move two US Marine guards out to the Iteeche guard posts. I want to take the guy in front down at the same time we nail those three."

      "Okay Kris," Jack said, and snapped orders into his comm link. "Kris, we can drop them, but how do we get them?"

      "Nelly, pull those arches back up," Kris said. "Make it look like we're just pulling them back in. Move them over so they are only seconds away from grabbing our three targets."

      "Got you, Kris." Nelly reported.

      "Everything in place?" Kris asked.

      "Yes," Jack answered.

      "Yes,” Nelly affirmed.

      "Execute the shoot," Kris ordered.

      Sleepy darts are sub-caliber rounds, and are not fired with a full charge. In this case, the Marine snipers were firing from the seventh floor down to the street. They didn't need a lot of power.

      The one in front was only a few dozen meters from the gate. From the look of surprise on his face, he was totally unprepared for the Human Marines to show up at the Iteeche gate and even more surprised when they snapped off three shots at him.

      He crumbled to the pavement as two Iteeche Marines trotted out to pick him up and pull him into the Embassy.

      The five other Iteeche around him started beating feet for other points of interest and were long gone when the convoy rolled up and through the gates of the Embassy.

      The three behind the Embassy kind of crumbled as they took three rounds each in their shoulders.

      The Iteeche around them looked down, then around. The sleepy darts made a much softer sound than a standard killing round. It was only when they looked up and saw the cranes reaching down toward them that all the Iteeche started trying to get away. They didn't get far, packed in as tightly as they were.

      However, before too much could go wrong, the cranes lifted their targets up into the air. As those three flew over everyone's head, Kris had Nelly announce the following:

      "Please walk out of the area in a slow and orderly fashion. If there are no further actions on your part, no one else will be taken into custody. Walk, don't run, for the street closest to you that is empty and leads away from the Pink Coral Palace. We strongly recommend that you do not rejoin this demonstration at a later date."

      To facilitate this, Kris pulled the walls in on her gun trucks. For their part, the Marines were out of them and jogging for the escalator. Meanwhile, once the cranes had deposited the three prisoners on the palace roof, they went back and began sucking up the armored vehicles. They vanished quickly, and the walls withdrew apace with their disappearance.

      This gave more room for the Iteeche to spread out. It also cut down on their fear that they were being shoved out. This encouraged the orderly exit Kris wanted.

      There was a lot of milling about, but the general movement was for the exits.

      Kris took several deep breaths, and let some of the morning's tension go with it.

      "Admiral Tong, will you have your intelligence people debrief our four prisoners? I'd like to know who they are and who sent them here. Also, where did the tech come from? I didn't know that small commlinks were catching on among the Iteeche."

      "Certainly not at the street level," the Iteeche admiral said. "Either those four are larger players than I would have thought would be on the street, or something has changed."

      "Something is always changing, Admiral. Haven't you heard? It is the curse these Humans bring down upon the orderly and historic Iteeche Empire." Kris wondered if sarcasm translated well, but the admiral merely answered her from his stool at his station with several rapid and shallow bows, or nods.

      At the front gate, the convoy rolled into the Embassy. The rigs quickly melted back into Smart MetalTM. The human metal was absorbed into the castle and likely used to thicken up the armor. The Iteeche metal flowed into the basement and stayed there in a ready pool to be used when needed.

      The Marines, both United Society and Iteeche, were sent rapidly from the crowded courtyard up into quarters, to be fed and bedded down. Kris had plans for them later today. It was time she put on her own show of force.

      While the troops went their way in an orderly fashion, the supplies were turned over to storekeepers. Pallets and containers were rapidly sent up the castle to be catalogued, stored, and opened when needed.

      Kris sorely hoped that this morning's breakfast would not be oatmeal.

      One last glance at the drone take made both Kris and Jack chuckle. The assault force that had intended to flank their supply convoy was still scattered around the road they'd been traveling when their steering gears were destroyed.

      A lot of troops in the colors of nine different clans and more septs were standing around their rigs staring at them or just talking among themselves. Others sat around on the curbs, clearly uncomfortable not to have any orders to obey.

      A couple of cars drove up from different palaces and well-dressed Iteeche got out. They walked around the damaged or defective rigs but seemed unable to figure out the problem. Finally, several of the Iteeche clans' guardsmen were ordered to get under the vehicles and take a look.

      "That's not going to work out," Nelly said. "Those soldiers have no idea how their vehicles work or what the underside is supposed to look like."

      "Why don't the techs get down and take a look?" Jack asked.

      "I think," Kris said, "from the look of their clothes that they either don't want to get dirty or consider it beneath them."

      "You are correct, Kris," Admiral Tong said. "I'm getting audio feed of the conversations and it appears that the Smart Metal programmers are clan lordlings that are proud to have this knowledge, but loathe to get their hands dirty. It will be interesting to see how long it takes them to resolve their problem."

      "Nelly, why don't you keep an eye on that? I would like to know how they finally solve this little quandary. For myself, my little nap is proving to have been too short," Kris said, and emphasized it with a yawn. "Jack, you ready to come to bed?"

      "I think I am, my love. We've caused enough havoc for one day and we're barely four hours past midnight."

      "Oh, I'm sure Ron will be over here soon enough. Still, I would prefer to be well-rested for that meeting."

      Thus it was that Kris and Jack adjourned to their bedroom for what more of the morning their children would allow them.
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      Kris awoke far too few hours later to stare, bleary-eyed, at her daughter jumping up and down on her chest. "Mommy, Mommy, wake up. I’m hungry!"

      Beside her, Johnnie had attempted some sort of similar assault on his father but was himself succumbing to a tickle attack that left him dissolving into a fit of giggles.

      Kris glanced around and found what she sought. In the door stood two nannies, including the retired Marine Gunny in command of them. They just grinned at their employer.

      "You couldn't let us sleep just a little more?" Kris didn't quite plead. Not quite.

      Gunny just grinned. "You try telling a Longknife they can't do what they're gonna do? Even one as featherweight as little Ruth?”

      Kris remembered just what a bitch karma was, and suspected she'd spend a lot of time with the old biddy before these kids were well-adjusted adults.

      Assuming a Longknife ever managed to be a well-adjusted adult.

      "Okay, okay," Kris said, wrestling the excited Ruth off her chest and down beside her. Finally subdued by a hug, Kris could finally give Ruth her marching orders. "You go get dressed and I'll be with you before you're done."

      With many gleeful squeals, the two short people raced from the room, leaving Kris and Jack to catch their breath, then hastily brush their teeth and don shipsuits. They barely managed to get to their children's quarters before the kids were themselves dressed.

      Breakfast was, indeed, freshly baked bread, bacon, eggs, and potatoes, all tasting like they were fresh from the farm. The wonders of modern food storage!

      Gramma and Grampa Trouble joined them, and Abby soon arrived with her General Bruce and their two kids in tow. The kids took over their end of the table leaving the adults with a chance to catch their breath . . . and catch up on the morning.

      "Abby, well done moving the supplies through your warehouse and out onto the table so quickly."

      "I will pass along your praise to the folks that did the actual work: my warehouse staff and the cooks."

      "This is really a job well done," Jack emphasized.

      "Speaking of a job well done, we seem to have bedded down near two divisions of Iteeche troopers," General Bruce said. "You have any idea what to do with them?"

      "Yes," Kris answered. "Nelly, is there any word as to when Ron intends to put on his show?"

      "I am advised to expect a full pageant at noon today."

      "Full pageant?" Abby asked.

      "Marines, axe guys, snake wranglers, and a court of advisors," Nelly drawled. "I suspect it will be bigger than his last visit."

      "No doubt," Kris said. "Nelly, raise me Admiral Tong, assuming he's not asleep."

      "I've listened in to his comm link and I do believe he is asleep."

      "Then let's not wake him up. General Bruce, do you have a contact among the Iteeche Marines?"

      "Several, Admiral."

      "Please advise them that I would like to have the full force of Iteeche Marines present in the Embassy paraded in the palace courtyard in full kit by a quarter to noon. I doubt many of them brought down dress uniforms, so whatever uniform they have is fine by me."

      "Do you want the Embassy Marines in battle rattle or dress red and blues?"

      "Dress red and blues for those that have them. Play clothes if they don't. I don't have a problem with troops being in different uniforms," Kris said. "I just want one hell of a lot of guns and bayonets facing my good friend Ron."

      "I think I understand your purpose. Wife of mine," he said, turning to Abby. “Could you clear as much of the palace courtyard for the US and allied troops by eleven o'clock? No, better make that ten. I know Kris was kind enough to give the troops only fifteen minutes to stand in ranks before the elephants arrive, but if I know company skippers and gunnies, they'll be forming ranks before the clock strikes ten."

      "No doubt," Abby said, and muttered something into her comm link. "I'll have the plaza cleared of all Smart Metal art and obstacles by nine, Steve."

      "Thank you," her husband said.

      The kids were hurried off to school as soon as they finished their breakfast. Grandma Ruth took charge of both Kris and Abby's brood. It was easier to get the four of them moving as one than two bunches separately.

      Grandpa Trouble held back.

      "Sir, do you have a dress uniform?" Kris asked.

      "Both of us brought our full kit," the old general answered.

      Kris had never seen her great-grandmother in uniform. Indeed, she'd never heard that Grandma Ruth held a commission.

      "I'd like to have both of you with me when Ron shows up. He'll have his Imperial Advisors. I'd like to have all the advisors I can dredge up. Abby, what's your reserve rank? Last I heard it was lieutenant."

      "Colonel, Ma'am. Trouble here kept promoting me for no understandable reason."

      "Do you army pukes have your dress summer whites?" Kris asked.

      "If you're going to insult me, I'm gonna refuse to answer," Abby said, with a sniff. “But yes, I have whites."

      "Both I and my wife have them," General Bruce answered for both.

      "Okay, dress whites are the uniform of the day. Except you, Jack. Those red and blues are just too sharp."

      "I knew you fell in love with me when you saw a man in uniform."

      "I fell in love with you when you refused to do what I told you to," Kris admitted softly, and followed it up with loving smile.

      Arriving late for breakfast were two of Kris's primary civilian advisors. Amanda and Jacques studied the economy and sociology of the Iteeche Empire and occasionally knew enough to offer good advice.

      "We've got a command performance at noon today," Kris said. "I'm activating your reserve commissions. Please show up in uniform."

      "Uniforms," Jacques, ever the sociologist remarked. "You want to impress the warlords."

      "You got it in one," Kris answered.

      Since everyone had their orders, they all moved out to comply.

      Kris went to have her bat women assist her into full dress whites with enough fruit salad to sink her if she fell into the swimming pool. There had to be more than five pounds of ribbons, medals, and decorations. Now, she had to add a row of newly-minted Iteeche medals to the others she carried.

      At six feet, she was tall enough to have enough room on her chest, but if this war went on much longer, she might need to grow some more.

      "Kris," Nelly interrupted. “Drone imagery shows that something that looks like the procession of an Imperial Counselor is leaving the Chap'sum'We palace."

      "How long will it take Ron to get here?"

      "Certainly a lot less time than between now and noon." Nelly said.

      "Son of a . . . biscuit eater," Kris said, remembering she was a princess and the mother of a seven- and five-year-old. "Nelly, alert all interested parties to this change of plan. Please have the battalions at full parade no later than half-past ten."

      "The word is passed, Admiral."

      Kris's two helpers got busy arranging the last of her medals on her blouse, then hauled it up and got her into it.

      "I swear, a suit of chain mail would be lighter," Kris groaned, as the white blouse was buttoned on her, then the final button, at her throat, was fastened in place. "And it would be more comfortable to wear. Damn it."

      "No doubt, Admiral," said the chief petty officer in charge of getting her admiral to the formation on time and looking like a proper Grand Admiral.

      Kris entered her day quarters. While she and Jack usually shared a single night quarters, when they had to be helped into their fancy dress uniforms, Nelly broke them up into two quarters so their assistants didn't have to watch the other one get naked. Kris didn't care, but there seemed to be some rule somewhere.

      No doubt, it had something to do with fraternization. Alwa rules were still not applied to the rest of the fleet.

      As Kris and Jack took the elevator down the castle, they could just make out a major procession for an Imperial Counselor a couple of blocks away.

      "How far out is he, Nelly?"

      "Five minutes. Maybe less," her computer estimated.

      Kris eyed the palace courtyard when it came in view as the elevator car slipped down the narrowing castle underside. Her troops were arrayed in battalion formations, row upon row. The humans stood closest to the gate; the front ranks in dress uniforms, the aft four battalions in battle dress. Ranked beside the dress red and blue dress uniforms of the U.S. Marines, two battalions of Iteeche Marines glistened in their red and gold uniforms. Seventeen more Iteeche battalions in full battle gear formed up to their left and rear.

      Twenty-four battalions of Marines from both species arrayed as one force . . . all heavily armed. It was most impressive, even if a few Marines here and there could be seen hurrying to ranks a bit late.

      All things considered, this was well done within the time constraints.

      As Kris and Jack exited the elevator and strode toward Major General Steve Bruce at the head of the troops with Admiral Tong and several more Iteeche of flag rank, General Bruce announced in a carrying voice.

      "Provisional corps."

      That preliminary order was repeated as, "Regiments."

      As the two senior officers approached their command team, the execute command was given, "Atten 'hut."

      Thousands of heels snapped smartly together.

      Admiral Tong and the rest of the command group saluted. Kris and Jack returned their honor.

      "Very well done," Kris said. "Thank you all for meeting the new schedule."

      "We only did our duty," the admiral answered.

      Arrayed before her battalions were two different staffs. Off to Kris's right stood Admiral Tong, with an Admiral Ulan, the present chief of staff for the Combined Fleet. Behind those two were arrayed over a dozen flag officers in two ranks.

      To Kris's left was her human staff. Abby now wore the uniform of a colonel in Wardhaven Military Intelligence. Her husband, Marine Major General Steve Bruce stood at her elbow. Ranked behind them were the rest of the humans. The Troubles showed five stars between them, and enough medals and orders to compete with Kris. She'd have to have a talk with them.

      Jacques and Amanda showed a chest full of metals earned on Alwa. Both sported birds showing a colonel’s rank on their shoulders. Ambassador Kawaguchi wore a red uniform with enough gold on the front of his tunic to finance a small colony.

      Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness, Princess Kristine Longknife, Human Emissary to the Imperial Iteeche Court, Imperial Admiral of the First Order of Steel, and Commander of the Imperial Combined Fleet of the Iteeche Empire did a smart about face. Beside her, Lieutenant General John Montoya, USMC, did the same.

      "Nelly, how far out is Ron? Should I put this bunch of line beasts at ease?

      "His vanguard is about to enter the front gate, Kris."

      Kris schooled her face to bland and stood at attention.
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      The first mass of Ron's parade was a force of Imperial Marines in combat black. They sported major firepower, just as did the Imperial Marines Kris commanded here. They split into two groups and formed company squares a good hundred meters apart.

      Behind them came what appeared to be two battalions of heavily armored infantry in the colors of the We clan, magenta and cream. They formed up inside the Marines and stood at ease, their rifles slung across their chest.

      These two groups represented the actual force at Ron's disposal. What followed next were the representations of political power.

      Several dozen spear carriers paraded in, their long pole axes gleaming in the sun. Their black dress tight and cut to leave the bulging muscles on their arms in full view. When first Ron and Kris met, the young and budding Imperial Counselor had only rated two pole axes. Now the dozens formed a line in front of the Marines and clan troops before grounding their weapons with a loud grunt.

      Immediately behind them, came some two dozen guys draped in red holding snakes in bowls. They swayed smoothly through the gate and took station in front of the black-dressed axe wielders. Again, this was way up from the two Ron had initially rated.

      Just the sight of those bowls with their snakes sent a shiver down Kris's spine. She'd seen what kind of death those snake bites gave and didn't even want to think about it again.

      Once the raw demonstration of power was well in place, a huge palanquin began to sway its way through the gate. Kris knew Ron was now using a Smart MetalTM rig. Still, he had twenty-four slaves carrying an extravagant portable palace on their shoulders.

      Better yet, in order to get the contraption through the gate of the Pink Coral Palace, someone had to adjust its size; narrowing its width, and lowering the top.

      Good Lord, but these Iteeche clans put on wildly ostentatious displays.

      Of course, Kris had started it with the Smart MetalTM palanquins she gussied up to meet the Emperor. Ron was just following the path Kris had shown him.

      The palanquin came to a halt in front of Kris. However, a door did not open on the side facing Kris. No, this time she could easily make out an escalator coming to ground on the side facing away from her.

      Through the legs of the naked slaves, Kris watched as dozens of Imperial advisors in green and white came down to take their place in the middle.

      NELLY, GIVE ME AN OVERHEAD VIEW, Kris ordered on Nelly Net.

      Immediately, an image appeared in Kris's mind's eye. It was the take from high on the castle. There was the courtyard, filled with armed soldiers in fancy or dangerous uniforms. In the middle was the fancy portable shack. As Kris expected, a lot of senior Iteeche counselors were dismounting and taking their place between the clan guards. So far, there was no sign of Ron.

      A glance outside the palace walls showed where the real power was. Surrounding the palace were at least two battalions of armored gun cars as well as two battalions of dismounted infantry and their fighting vehicles. Clearly, Ron had not counted on only the toy soldiers for his safety.

      ARE THINGS THAT BAD? Jack asked on Nelly Net, having also gotten the picture.

      WHETHER THEY ARE OR AREN'T, RON IS NOT TAKING ANY CHANCES.

      "Incoming," Nelly shouted. "We will take care of this."

      The sound of incoming rockets reached Kris's ear at the same moment that the click of defensive lasers told of them swinging into action.

      "Hold in place," Kris ordered, keeping her voice down.

      Behind her, there was no sound of movement among her troops.

      Among the slaves carrying the palanquin, several cringed and looked skyward.

      NELLY, WHAT GOES UP MUST COME DOWN. DO I HAVE A PROBLEM?

      NO, KRIS. WE ARE SLICING AND DICING THE ROCKETS. ALSO, I'M SPREADING A ROOF OVER THE COURTYARD. YOU CAN RELAX.

      WELL DONE, NELLY.

      I'LL SEND YOU MY BILL.

      IS IT SAFE FOR ME TO COME OUT NOW? sounded like Ron on Nelly Net.

      DOES THAT FANCY PALANQUIN HAVE ANY OVERHEAD ARMOR? Kris asked.

      NO.

      THEN I GUESS YOU'RE AS SAFE OUT HERE AS YOU ARE IN THERE.

      RIGHT. DUMB QUESTION.

      The overhead imagery showed a progression of eight Imperial Counselors descending down the escalator to the courtyard. The last one to emerge was Ron.

      The overhead protection muted the sound from outside, but it was clear and let the sunlight in. It was all too easy to spot the explosion of rockets and the trail of destruction as each one was taken under rapid fire. There was very little left to splatter itself on the clear roof of the Embassy.

      Except for the slaves around the palanquin, Iteeche and Humans stood in ranks without flinching. With a shout from the slave driver, the slaves holding the palanquin turned in place, the hurried out the gate. Even as they trotted with their now-empty load, many kept their eyes above as fragments of spent rocket and flaming rocket fuel continued to impinge on the armored overhead a few hundred meters above their heads.

      Kris did her best not to let a smile show on her face. The Iteeche regularly referred to the Smart MetalTM as magic metal. The "magic metal" now had a new bunch of fervent converts.

      As the palanquin moved out, Kris found herself with a clear view of the ego show that the Iteeche had put on for her.

      NELLY, THE LOOK ON RON'S FACE IS SOMETHING LIKE THE DOG THAT CHASED THE CAR AND CAUGHT A TRUCK.

      KRIS, I THINK YOU MIGHT BE RIGHT. HE BROUGHT TWO AND A HALF BATTALIONS AND HE'S FACING TWENTY-ONE. YOU'VE GOT TO ORDER SOME SOLID CRYSTAL BOWLS AND COBRAS FROM OLD EARTH.

      YES, I THINK IT'S PAST TIME WE DID THAT.

      Kris made no move to break the silence. She waited for Ron to do something. After all, he'd called for this party. This was his dime.

      For a long moment, no one did anything. Then, one of the Iteeche in white and green robes stepped forward, imposing himself between Kris and Ron and his other eight Imperial Counselors. He fell to the ground, debased himself on hands and knees and cried out in a loud voice.

      "He who hears these words, hears the voice of His Worshipful, the Emperor of the Iteeche Empire."

      Kris got ready to listen.
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      For the next thirty minutes, Kris listened as the poor cringing kid declaimed a long list of names and honors that he must have memorized. The Iteeche clearly was a kid. His voice regularly broke as he struggled to remember the litany.

      More evidence of his youth was in the robes he wore. They were balanced on the knife’s edge of white and green. A counselor entered the training with his robes equally white and green. Then, as he progressed and demonstrated his skills and prowess, he'd bend more toward the white or the green. Kris still wasn't sure what the two colors represented, but her best hunch was that green represented the political advisors and white the spiritual ones. Spiritual, however, was still a large question mark. The Iteeche seemed to have no concept of a divinity, but rather seemed somehow in touch with destiny, the universe, and their ancestors.

      This stumped even the Magnificent Nelly, but it only proved to Kris that these folks were aliens and that should be defined as not normal for humans.

      If a counselor was promoted to the ranks of Imperial Advisor, they switched robes to the multi-colored, shimmering robes that Ron and his eight associates wore. It was interesting that they did not stand behind Ron, but stood at one of his many elbows.

      Clearly, someone had seen to it that Ron had several associates of equal rank and power.

      So, Kris listened for a few minutes to the poor kid in white and green as he announced the Emperor with all his titles and claims, as well as a major portion of his ancestry.

      NELLY, IS THIS KID TELLING US ANYTHING WE DON'T ALREADY KNOW?

      SORRY, KRIS, BUT NO. THIS IS JUST THE PRO FORMA WAY OF DOING INTRODUCTIONS AT COURT.

      NELLY, WOULD YOU PLEASE TELL ME ONLY WHAT I NEED TO KNOW. ALSO, IF THE KIDS SEEMS TO GO OFF SCRIPT, LET ME KNOW.

      NO PROBLEM, KRIS, HE'S STILL INTRODUCING THE EMPEROR, WHO, AS YOU MAY HAVE NOTICED, ISN'T HERE.

      Kris again had to squelch a smile. She'd never had Nelly come across quite so droll on Nelly Net.

      A few minutes later, Nelly reported that the poor kid was now introducing Ron's chooser, Roth, also not present. The herald went on introducing the chiefs of eight more clans or major families within a clan. As he spoke on, in the high Iteeche language of the Imperial Court, Kris began to realize that this wasn't going to be a simple meet and greet, grip and grin, as she usually had with Ron.

      Ruth and Johnnie would not be using Ron for a merry-go-round today.

      NELLY, TELL THE KIDS WE'RE GOING TO MISS LUNCH WITH THEM. SORRY, BUT TODAY'S A WORK DAY.

      I'VE PASSED THAT ALONG TO THE CHIEF NANNY.

      The herald droned on, now introducing Ron. He was followed by two names familiar to Kris, Freddy and Shorty. She'd had dealings with them. The last six were strangers to her, but at least three of them came from clans whose gun cars she had disabled in order to bring the supply convoy in with a minimum of damage. All appeared to be young and freshly caught Imperial Advisors, Kris dredged her mind for what Grampa and Gramma Trouble had said about negotiations with the Iteeche? Say the right thing the wrong way and you could be handed your head.

      Literally.

      NELLY, ARE YOU UP ON YOUR HIGH COURT ITEECHE?

      I'M REVIEWING EVERYTHING I HAVE AND ADDING THE PRESENT DATA DUMP. SO FAR, NO PHRASE HAS SURPRISED ME. KRIS, I THINK I CAN TRANSLATE YOUR USUAL LAZY STANDARD INTO PERFECT HIGH COURT ITEECHE. I'M JUST AS CONCERNED AS YOU. AFTER ALL, IF SOMEONE TAKES ONE OF THOSE MEAT CLEAVERS TO YOUR NECK, THEY'RE LIKELY TO CUT ME IN HALF, TOO.

      I'D CALL THAT A GOOD JOKE, NELLY, BUT I SUSPECT YOU MEANT IT IN ALL SERIOUSNESS.

      IF YOU HUMANS SAY SOMETHING THAT IS BOTH A JOKE AND TOTALLY AND DEADLY SERIOUS, ISN'T THAT THE HEIGHT OF HUMOR?

      VERY GOOD, NELLY.

      JACK, WOULD YOU CARE TO INTRODUCE ME, OR SHOULD WE CALL UP MEGAN AND HAVE HER DO THE HONORS?

      I THINK MEGAN WOULD BE BEST.

      MEGAN?

      RIGHT BEHIND YOU, ADMIRAL, and a Navy lieutenant marched forward through the ranks of massed battalions to join the line of Human officers behind Kris.

      YOU KNOW THE DRILL. WATCH THE ANGLE OF YOUR BOW AND DELIVER MY INTRODUCTION STANDING TALL AT ATTENTION.

      UNDERSTOOD, ADMIRAL. I SUSPECT THAT LILY AND NELLY WILL ANNOUNCE YOU AND GIVE ME THE WORDS A SECOND AFTER THEY PRONOUNCE THEM.

      RIGHT, MEG. SEVERAL OF THE ITEECHE ARE WEARING COMPUTERS. THEY'LL KNOW IF YOU DON'T SAY WHAT THE COMPUTERS SAY YOU SAID.

      DON'T WORRY, ADMIRAL, I'LL GET THIS RIGHT.

      Ten minutes later, the Iteeche finished his introductions and managed to back up into the mass of advisors while not rising above a ninety degree bow in Kris's direction.

      NELLY, THAT WAS A LONG DRAWN OUT YACKETY YACK. LET'S DO THE SAME. SINCE I'M THE ENVOY OF KING RAYMOND, START WITH HIM AND DON'T STOP UNTIL YOU'VE INTRODUCED ALL MY HUMAN STAFF AS WELL AS ADMIRALS TONG AND ULAN. IF THEY CAN TALK CLOSE TO AN HOUR, SO CAN WE.

      I'LL START WORKING WITH EACH OF THEM, KRIS, TO GET THE MOST BACKGROUND ON THEIR FAMILY AND ACHIEVEMENTS AS I CAN.

      Again, Kris suppressed a grin. It would be interesting to hear how Grampa and Gramma Trouble got introduced. As their great-granddaughter she knew what the histories said. She wondered if what they had to say would be a bit different.

      Megan had marched to stand two meters forward, and the same distance off to Kris's right. She came to a smart halt, snapped to attention with clicking heels, gave a smart salute, then bowed. She went down about forty-five degrees before coming back up again.

      Kris tried to measure the response among the Iteeche to Megan's bow, but they had locked down their few facial muscles and showed no reaction.

      Megan began by announcing that she was Aide-de-Camp to Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness Kristine Longknife. Then she launched into a long list of honors and accolades to "King Raymond, Hammerer of the Iteeche." That tied up a good five minutes. Introducing Kris took longer, her being both a chosen of King Raymond, and therefore Her Royal Highness. She then went on to list Kris's many hats: First Emissary from the Humans to the Imperial Iteeche Court, Hammerer of the Vicious Alien Raiders, Admiral Commanding the First Human Battlecruiser Fleet, and Lord Protector of the Peace and Unity of the Greenfeld Empire. Only after exhausting all her human honors, did Megan begin on her Iteeche accomplishments. She was Imperial Admiral of the First Order of Steel, Commander of the Combined Fleets of the Iteeche Empire as well as Victor in the Glorious Battle of the Imperial Guard System and Conqueror of the Rebel Planets Zargoth, Artiecca, as well as Glorious Golden Eel 3 and 4.

      It was almost enough to make a girl blush. Any other girl, but not a Longknife.

      Kris listened to her introduction without either a bow or a salute. She waited, eyes fixed on Ron.

      I TAKE IT THAT YOU EXPECT US TO BOW, Ron said on Nelly Net.

      YES, was all Kris said in reply.

      When Megan finished Kris's intro, Ron did indeed lead both the Imperial Advisors at his elbow as well as all the white and green behind him into a bow. It was a full ninety-degree bow. Kris would have expected a bit of groveling, but since she refused to kowtow, she couldn't expect any from them.

      Kris merely saluted before the Iteeche came out of their bows.

      With Kris taken care of, Megan began to introduce Jack. Kris discovered that he came from a family that had been among the first on Wardhaven. She then went on to him having saved Kris's life. Megan only mentioned the single save, but Kris knew the list was long and hard earned. He was also a Battler of the Vicious Alien Raider and had commanded troops in the destruction of six base ships and their horde of accompanying warships. He was also in command of the troops that landed and conquered four rebel planets and had assured the minimum loss of Iteeche life and property.

      Kris wondered how that claim to fame would go over among the Iteeche. They showed no response, but Kris was glad Megan got that fact out on the table. If the Iteeche wanted to resolve this mess they were in with minimum loss of life and destruction of planetary infrastructure, she wanted them to know she had not been charging around like a bull in a china shop.

      General Trouble came next. Kris stood as hardened stone when her grandpa was named Strong Right Arm of King Raymond and Hammerer of Iteeche, the Rock of Port Elgin and the Conqueror of the Gold Planet and the Capital of the Golden Satrap.

      Across from Kris, there was consternation among the young Iteeche, both the eight councilors and the green and whites. Did the snake handlers, axe men and even the regular troops flinch? The councilors looked as if they were meeting a ghost. Or maybe it was more like they were meeting the bogeyman their nurses had used to scare them with. A bogeyman, that as adults, they no longer believed in.

      It took them a moment to regain their poker faces after that. Did even Ron flinch a little bit? He'd met Grampa Trouble before, hadn't he?

      Brigadier General Ruth Trouble was announced as the Protector of Captured Iteeche on several planets as well as Scholar Who Gave the Iteeche Language to the Humans. There was a lot of furtive glances exchanged among the eight young Imperial Advisors. It was clear they were unprepared to come face-to-face with legends.

      The introduction of Major General Bruce and Colonel Nightingale continued apace with both of them being credited with participating in the destruction of six base ships and wolf packs of the Vicious Alien Raiders.

      Colonels Jacques and Amanda were introduced as scholars who had helped the Alwa and the cat planet adjust their economies to modernization and merging with the human economies. They were also lauded as the scholars who had affirmed that the Alien Raiders had initially come from a single planet.

      Kris began to realize what Megan was doing here. While the Iteeche herald had introduced the Imperial Advisors based on their genealogy and claims to fame of their choosers, Kris's team was being introduced by their accomplishments. Grampa and Gramma Trouble might have a long list of achievements that rang solid in Iteeche history, but all of those who stood with Kris had major accomplishments.

      Even Admiral Tong, when it came time for his introduction, could lay claim to have commanded the rear guard at the Glorious Defense of the Imperial Guard System as well as during the massive space battle above Artiecca. Kris was a bit surprised at the number of rebel ships his wing captured, but only a bit. She had, after all, dispatched the rear guard to chase down the running rebels.

      Last to be introduced was Ambassador Kawaguchi. He was praised as a wise giver of laws, defender of justice, and maker of trade agreements among the Humans and Iteeche. Considering the Iteeche attitude toward traders, that last might not be worth much, but Megan finished up with "Protector of Her Royal Highness Kristine Longknife in her time of need and shadow of death."

      Not a bad listing for a lawyer defending Kris in a capital case.

      When all this had been said, Megan fell silent. She saluted, bowed, then did a smart about face and marched to stand in the line with Kris's other advisors.

      For a long moment, only the dripping of beads of sweat among the troops and dignitaries made any sound.

      Finally, Kris saluted Ron and his team, "Would you care for refreshments in my quarters?"

      "That would please us very much."

      "If it will please you, I can provide refreshments to your men in the Navy Annex which houses the staff for the Combined Fleet's headquarters."

      "That would be proper and good," Ron agreed.

      Kris gave Admiral Ulan his orders to dismiss the troops and allow them all two beers. "If you don't think there will be a problem, you can have the Human Marines join the Iteeche Marines for the beer party. Oh, Ron, would you mind if we put those snakes in a secure lock down? I really don't want to risk them wandering off."

      "Only a Longknife would make such a request, but yes, since this is your palace, I think we can accommodate you."

      "General Bruce," Kris said. “Do you have anyone on your staff that could see to that secure locker?"

      "I have a colonel with a great computer," General Bruce replied. "If he has any problem, I can jog over here fast."

      "Fine. Now, if you will hold the troops while we retire," Kris ordered.

      The troops stood in place while the nine young Imperial Advisors joined Kris and her nine staffers as they marched for the elevator up the castle. Rising high into the sky, they could watch the troopers from both space-faring species break up and make their way toward the Navy Annex.

      Shorty, the tall Iteeche Imperial Advisor turned his eyes, all four of them, from the soldiers on the ground to the view that the clear Smart MetalTM of the elevator allowed him.

      "This is a spectacular view," he said.

      Then they passed through the transparent, Smart MetalTM armored overhead that Nelly had slapped on the palace courtyard.

      "You really did that when we came under attack?" he asked Kris.

      "My computer, Nelly, did that with no instruction from me. She also guided the lasers that sliced and diced the incoming rockets. Nelly, did you backtrack the line of flight to where they were coming from?"

      "Yes, Kris," and the elevator gracefully swirled around the castle as it rose up. Now they had a much better view of the Imperial palace. Not too far from it, you could make out fire and smoke.

      "Someone was launching them from a small building across the moat from the Imperial Palace. I used low power lasers when I struck at them. What you are looking at is the fire and flame from the burning rocket fuel and exploded warheads. I doubt there will be much evidence for anyone to look at when the fire burns itself out.”

      "Nelly, could you give us a closer look at that fire site?"

      Immediately, the glass of the elevator turned into a screen and zoomed in to the burning building. It was totally wrecked and burning fiercely. Around it, there were several fire trucks with Iteeche firemen standing around. They had their hoses out, but were not trying to put out the fire.

      "Why are they not putting out the fire?" Ambassador Kawaguchi asked.

      None of the Iteeche ventured an answer.

      "Maybe someone wants to make sure that any bit of evidence is indeed consumed by the fire," General Trouble said, dryly.

      "That may or may not be true," Ron finally said. "Fire stations operate by subscription. If the owners of that building did not pay their annual bill, the fire station will not fight a fire there."

      "So, they're just standing around watching it burn?" Kris asked.

      "They are there," Ron said, "to assure that the fire does not spread to the surrounding buildings whose owners have paid for their services."

      "Could you verify that that is indeed the fact?" Kris asked.

      "I can try," Ron answered, and raised his commlink to his lips and began to snap out an order in rapid Iteeche.

      They rose the rest of the way up the castle in silence.
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      Nelly had expanded Kris's day quarters until they were both cavernous and palatial. She likely could have thrown a party for the troops of all twenty-four battalions in the space her quarters now occupied. But it wasn't just the space alone that likely intimidated the Iteeche.

      The artwork, both statues as well as paintings on the wall, turned this into a gallery that would likely have filled Louis XIV with envy and avarice. Nelly, however, had also given the salon an alien twist. Lightweight banners hung from the overhead, twisting in a non-existent breeze, similar to those at the Imperial Palace.

      That the wide banners bore the insignia of Human battle honors was likely lost on the Iteeche. For them, all they saw and felt subconsciously was that they had streaming seaweed to hide in.

      Kris wanted to let this crew of young Iteeche clan lordlings relax and feel unthreatened by the Humans they walked among.

      Several female Marines immediately stepped forward with trays of drinks and hors d'oeuvres. For a long half hour, Kris let the Iteeche relax, observe the Human art, and be instructed by the Magnificent Nelly on what they were looking at. One advantage of most of the young Iteeche Imperial Advisors having comm links was that they were now on the same net as Nelly.

      They found Kris's computer very impressive, as well as informative.

      Shorty started a game of “Stump the Computer.” Soon, everyone had gathered around him, Iteeche and Human. While the Iteeche did their best to come up with some part of Iteeche history or lore that Nelly did not know, it took them a long time to stump her. In the end, they had to draw on a children's fable that Nelly had never heard of.

      Nelly was good natured when they got her, and asked for the full story so she could better understand what the fable was telling young Iteeche.

      When the lordlings had settled down after that bit of fun, Kris called the meeting to order. "Can I invite you to take your place? I believe we should follow our Human tradition of sitting around a table."

      Actually, Kris was following the advice of her brain trust that had helped her negotiate the end to the Greenfeld Civil War. Still, since the Iteeche were not nearly as up to speed on human traditions, they swallowed Kris's request, hook, line, and sinker.

      It helped that Nelly took that moment to give them another demonstration of her prowess with Smart MetalTM. She had a wide table rise up in the middle of the vast room, with comfortable chairs for the Humans, and stools for the Iteeche.

      The Marine waitresses circulated on both sides, assuring that everyone's drinks were filled and that all attendees on both sides of the table had their preferred nibbles. Then they fell back to await being summoned again.

      Kris began by asking Ron. "Do we have to stay in high court Iteeche, or can we fall back on the less formal ways of we Humans?"

      Ron looked up and down the table at the Imperial Advisors at his elbows. "Did I not tell you that the first thing out of Her Royal Highness's mouth would be a petition for just this matter?"

      The other young Iteeche nodded in agreement. That got their entire body above their hips swaying back and forth.

      "Have I become predictable?" Kris asked.

      "Maybe yes, maybe no," Ron said. "More likely, as usual, you wish to get to the heart of the matter we have come to discuss. Iteeche high court is designed intentionally to make that nearly impossible, if not totally inaccessible."

      "I'm glad you have noticed that," Kris said, drolly. And hoped her inflection could survive translation. "So, do you want to tell me why you're here?"

      "By all the darkness that has crawled up from the deepest depths of the chaos," Ron didn't quite shout, "what did you think you were doing, bringing an army this close to the palace and plowing into a crowd of Iteeche? Then, as if that wasn't bad enough, before we could respond, you paraded another army through the capital and woke the entire area around the palace with huge explosions. What are you thinking, Human?"

      "I'm a Longknife," Kris said, flatly. "This is what I do. You knew this when you called for me to come and help you fight your civil war."

      "But . . . but . . . but . . .." Ron sputtered.

      Kris cut him off. "I did not bring an army into the Imperial Capital. I brought my honor guard with me as I transferred from my fleet command to my Embassy," Kris said, turning to the one Iteeche on her side of the table. “Admiral Tong recommended the size of my honor guard, and it proved to be a proper guard since we faced several roadside explosives. Am I not correct, Admiral Tong?"

      "As an Iteeche and as her advisor," the admiral began. "I did choose the size of her bodyguard."

      "I also did not plow into the demonstrators that someone was paying to blockade my Embassy," Kris immediately pointed out. "I approached them at dead slow and then had Nelly create a system that moved them from my front to behind me. Not a single Iteeche was injured. I have security camera recordings to verify just that. Are there now reports of injury?"

      "Some have come forward with broken arms and legs," Freddy, the third Imperial Advisor that Kris had dealt with spoke up.

      "Bring me their pictures," Nelly said. "I'll compare them with those that I moved from front to rear of the honor guard. I suspect that they either did not take the ride, or were injured long after they left us."

      No one offered any pictures of the injured.

      Kris chose to go on.

      "As for the food convoy of earlier this morning, I'm sorry about the explosions. However, not one of them was set in place by my people. Someone wanted to kill us. They failed. As a result, the Humans in this Embassy have fresh food to eat. My breakfast was much better this morning than it was yesterday. Sorry, Ron. I'd run that convoy again."

      Kris paused for only a moment. "I also succeeded in bringing in the food despite some clans parading out a force twice my size. I rendered it harmless with no injury or loss of life."

      "Now, Ron," Kris said. "What is the real reason you're here? We've played merry-go-round long enough."

      Ron turned to his associates. "I told you she was blunt as a brick wall."

      The others nodded.

      Ron went on. "Kris Longknife, you frighten us. Yes, we invited you to help us. Yes, we gave you command of the Combined Fleets. You have beaten the rebels like a drum. Still, even those among us who most wanted your assistance find that our fear of you is worse than our fear of the rebels."

      Kris nodded. "By your tradition, you expect that you can negotiate a comfortable resolution to this war."

      "Yes," Ron said.

      "Tell me, Ron. Why are civil wars usually fought?"

      The Imperial Counselor seemed taken aback by this sudden change. "Most involve satraps. Bickering over which son should be the new leader after their chooser dies."

      Kris nodded. "That is what Admiral Tong has told me. Wars for the Imperial throne are rare. What causes them?"

      The other side was slow to answer that question. Finally, they all turned to an advisor who had remained quiet, even during the walk through the art. He rose in his place. The lights played off of the iridescent, multi-colored robe he, like all the others, wore as a sign of their status as Imperial Counselors.

      He cleared his throat. Kris would have loved to get a good look at the vestigial gill marks on his neck. Very likely it would tell her this young Iteeche was as nervous as an Iteeche could be. However, he, like all the Iteeche across from her, had taken to wearing a high collar to keep the Humans, at least, from knowing their emotions.

      "I have delved into the ancient histories, as required of me by my Eminent Chooser. I found five incidents where civil war raged through the Empire. I can name them, if you wish, as well as describe the two or three sides of the wars. I did, however, reach a very quick and unquestioned conclusion. All five of these wars were waged because one side sat on the throne and the other side was led by a warrior who wanted to sit on it."

      "Was there always one claimant for the throne?" Kris asked.

      "One at a time," the advisor answered. "The original claimant might die in battle or be poisoned. Before his body was even cold, another would step forward to pick up his fallen standard. In all three successful rebellions, the final claimant to the throne was the third or fourth one to wave their flag. In the two where the Emperor prevailed, there was one where a youngling was elevated to the throne and did not survive the war. Still, his uncle stepped in and led the loyal forces to victory. The uncle was proclaimed Emperor."

      Kris allowed herself to make a wry face. "Any chances the youngling was poisoned by his uncle?"

      Even Kris could read the look of horror that comment drew from the other side of the table.

      However, Admiral Tong cleared his throat, and the entire room turned toward him.

      "I was also called by the clan lord that employed me to delve deep into old and forbidden history books that he kept locked away in a vault. I know of the civil war of which you speak. The young Emperor was not poisoned. Rather, he was taken into his uncle's palace and locked away, deep in its dungeon. There, he was given nothing to eat or drink. An Iteeche can only survive three days without water. Thus, it was no surprise when he was found dead five days later. He survived that long by gnawing one of his wrists open and drinking his own blood."

      The room fell under a pall of deathly silence.

      Kris let the silence run for several minutes. She hoped that someone on the other side of the table would draw the conclusion that was screaming at her. If that conclusion dawned on them, they kept it to themselves.

      Finally, Kris ventured into the silence.

      "Does anyone see a difference between this present rebellion and the other five?" she asked the room.

      On Nelly Net, she got a quick response from the Humans. They all saw it.

      Still, none of the Iteeche spoke.

      "Okay," Kris finally said. "Who is the claimant for the throne in this rebellion? What clan is reaching for the purple?"

      The Iteeche swiveled around to eye their associates on either side of them. Finally, Ron spoke slowly.

      "No one person has stepped forward to claim the throne. This rebellion is unique that there are many only too willing to vie for the throne, but none of them are recognized by the others as preeminent."

      "So, what propels this rebellion?" Kris asked.

      That brought utter silence to the other side. Again, Kris let the silence stretch out until it began to bend itself into a pretzel. The Imperial Advisors twisted on their stools, eyeing each other but unable or unwilling to speak.

      Finally, she had mercy on the poor young Iteeche.

      "Ron, would you like for Nelly to give you half of the room so that you can talk this over and come up with an answer to my question?"

      "Please."

      "Nelly?"

      At Kris's request, a bulkhead began to rise from the deck and descend from the overhead to divide the table in two. Initially, it was clear, and everyone could see through it.

      "Nelly," Kris growled and the bulkhead solidified into a beige wall.

      "Very good," Kris said.

      "I have nanos on the other side," Nelly reported. "I can still give you a running commentary on what they're saying."

      "Nelly, it doesn't matter, and besides, I want to be able to say that I didn't eavesdrop, okay?"

      "I understand," Nelly said.

      Kris pushed her own chair away from the table and looked up and down her own advisors as they swiveled in their chairs to face her. Even Admiral Tong's stool swiveled.

      "Do we need to figure out why this rebellion is not like the others?"

      Heads shook.

      Grampa Trouble ventured in where angels refused to dance a jig, "Us. Us humans. This isn't a war to change the butt seated on the throne, but rather to change a policy. To vomit us humans out of the Empire and return the Iteeche to their splendid isolation. Too many of the Iteeche clan leaders can't figure out how to relate to us and they don't want us to be in their faces, no matter how much they want you, Kris, and how much they benefit from the trading of ideas across the demilitarized zone."

      "Does anyone disagree with General Trouble?" Kris asked.

      "I think of it more as a sociological conundrum," Jacques, ever the sociologist, said. "What we have here is a collision of two different cultures and ways of life. That's always hard to do, especially if you don't want a war that destroys one or both of them. Especially if you don't want to wipe out one culture."

      "So even if I give them a victory over the rebels, it's not really an answer to their problem," Kris said.

      "Very much so," Ambassador Kawaguchi said. "As you have no doubt noticed, the more you defeat the known rebels, the more resistance you feel from those that claim to be loyal to the poor young Iteeche on the throne. Your success only led to more enemies."

      "So long as you're dealing with a closed system," Gramma Ruth said. “Push here only leads to more back pressure. It's like the hydraulic systems on the tractors I worked on as a kid. Push a little here makes for pushing a lot there. Of course, there was always the chance of a major system blow-out if the pressure gets too high or there is a weak spot."

      Kris decided it was time to cut down on the pressure in the room, "Is anyone else hungry for some real food? I can only scarf down so many tiny crackers with bits of cheese and scraps of chicken."

      That got a rumble of agreement from the room, so sandwiches were ordered from the commissary. Kris expected that something like that would jinx her and get the Iteeche back, but she had no such luck. Her staff was finishing up their lunch, and still the Iteeche were out for their own discussion.

      Thus, Kris found herself raising the primary question before them. "How do we get the pressure off us so we can win this war they invited us into?"

      "How about we just tell them" Jack said. “That we have no interest in their Empire? As soon as we finish, my lovely Kris will be gone, and they can enjoy waving at her backside as she grows smaller in their telescopes."

      "I don't think we left the Iteeche with a lot of spare trust where we humans are concerned," Grampa Trouble muttered.

      His opinion was hard to disagree with.

      "There's also the major fact," Jacques said. “That we humans are here to stay. The very fact of our existence, of the way we do things and what we achieve will scream at the common Iteeche that they are stuck in a game that is rigged against them. If we think Kris is creating pressure, imagine what all those engineers working with dockyard personnel to spin out battlecruisers have been doing. Nope, sorry folks, but we are a virus, attacking the body politic of the Iteeche Empire. They may die as a result of us. Even if they live, they will be very different. The change they detest is coming down on them like a moon-sized asteroid."

      Kris needed two deep breaths before she could respond to Jacques, "I really didn't need to know half of what you just said."

      "Aren't you glad you have my lover on your staff?" the lovely Amanda said, giving Jacques a hug. "At least he can tell you something helpful. Me, I still can't figure out how their economy works. We don't have anywhere near enough data to allow us to create an informed opinion."

      "And yet it is the failure of the economy that will likely cause the hottest fire," Jacques told her.

      Kris felt like they were getting nowhere. She now had a better handle on her problem, but was not closer to figuring out a solution than she had been when she started.

      Of course, considering the size of the problem, was it any surprise that no simple solution was jumping out at her?

      Finally, Nelly announced that she had received a request from Ron to drop the wall.

      Kris pulled herself back up to the table and said, "Okay, Nelly, make it so."

      The bulkhead came down, and Kris waited calmly for the Iteeche to tell her if they now knew why this civil war was so different.
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      If Kris had expected one of the young Iteeche Imperial Advisers to launch into a presentation, she was mistaken. All nine of the younglings sat, eyes leveled at Kris, and said nothing.

      Kris said nothing right back.

      She did, however, just about stare a hole between Ron's four eyes.

      Finally, the Iteeche flinched.

      "We have no idea who the leader of the rebellion is," Ron finally said. "Maybe there is such a leader, but we have heard nothing of him on this side of the battle line."

      Kris nodded agreement.

      "I believe," Nelly said from Kris's neck. “That the clan lords that we captured in the Battle in the Defense of the Imperial Guard System said something about needing to settle who would be the Emperor, but they wouldn't attempt that until they had occupied the capital."

      Across the table, the Iteeche exchanged glances. The one that had been talking before cleared his throat and admitted that Nelly could well be correct.

      Then, the room went back to silence. Kris could actually hear the flow of the wind around the banners floating from the overhead. If you were confronted with hen's teeth and you refused to pull them, how long would it take them to fall out of their beaks?

      Kris sat, prepared to out-sit the Iteeche.

      The Iteeche looked just as willing to say nothing.

      Kris studied the Iteeche. Having started their evolutionary track in the oceans, they had no body hair. Their faces also had a lot fewer facial muscles than humans. Iteeche had good poker faces, and this bunch looked like they were going for some sort of a record.

      Except for one. The Iteeche at the far right from Kris seemed to be having a problem holding still. Clearly, he was agitated. The Iteeche had only begun to develop sweat glands late in their evolution, so they didn't sweat much. This guy was dripping.

      I WONDER WHAT HIS POSITION WAS DURING THEIR LITTLE TALK, Kris voiced on Nelly Net.

      WHETHER HE WON OR LOST, HE SURE MUST HAVE FOUGHT HARD, Grampa Trouble observed.

      I'VE ONLY SEEN A FEW ITEECHE THAT WORKED UP, Gramma Trouble added.

      WHERE'S HE FROM, AGAIN, NELLY?

      KRIS, HE'S FROM ONE OF THE MINOR CLANS THAT MARCHED A BATTALION OUT ON US EARLIER TODAY. I'D SAY HE MAY VERY WELL NOT BE OUR BEST FRIEND.

      YEAH, Kris muttered mentally.

      Now the Iteeche were swiveling around to eye each other. Finally, Ron cleared his throat.

      "It is clear to us that this civil war is different from any previous civil war. It is clear to us that the reason it is different is you Humans."

      Kris waited for Ron to explain that statement, but Ron seemed to also be waiting for Kris to respond.

      With a sigh, Kris gave in, but only a bit. "How have we Humans made this war different?" she finally ventured.

      "Isn't it obvious?" Ron snapped. "You Humans came stampeding in with your usual impatience. You refused to apply any sense of dignity or correctness. You forced victory on the Imperial side when a more judicious timing would allow for a better resolution of this matter to all concerned."

      "Is that your Eminent Chooser's view?" Kris asked.

      "No, but it is one I will bring back to him. You asked the question of us. It is only by talking among ourselves that it became obvious to us that you really do not understand the Iteeche Way. The battles you have rushed into. The storming around the capital with heavily armored troops. That is not our Path."

      That was not the response that Kris had expected to hear from Ron. Maybe she shouldn't have let them have the room to themselves. Had this snake at the right end of her table turned the tables on her?

      "First, Ron, remember, it was the rebels who charged into the Imperial Guard System. By sneak attack, they seriously weakened the Imperial forces. If I hadn't arrived with my fleet, they would have swept in here and maybe gassed the Imperial Capital planet. Yes, this war would have been over, but with a lot of death and destruction. Have you forgotten that?"

      From the exchange of glances, maybe they had.

      "The forces in the Imperial System could have held off the rebel forces," snapped the sweating Iteeche, jumping to his feet.

      "Ron, you were with me," Kris put in. "You saw how that battle was going before we jumped into the system. Without us, your Eminent Chooser and the young Emperor would have been gassed."

      "You do not know for sure that they would not have negotiated with the forces that stood by the poorly-advised Emperor," was again from that same Iteeche.

      Kris turned to him. "Who was poorly advising the Emperor?"

      The other Iteeche turned toward him. Now the guy was really sweating.

      "You Humans! You were misadvising him!"

      "Ron, you know that I only listened when I stood before your Emperor to present him my credentials from my King."

      "You stood!" the other Iteeche spat. "You stood in the presence of the Worshipful Emperor!"

      "I represent my King, his brother ruler," Kris pointed out, her voice soft. Deadly.

      "There is no equal to our Worshipful Emperor," was screamed across the table.

      Kris turned to Ron. "You might want to return to your Eminent Choosers to receive new instructions. Remind them that I was attacked on the streets of the Imperial Capital when I came forward to deliver my credentials to the Emperor. Note that this morning, my twelve battalions faced twice the number of armored vehicles in the streets of the Imperial Capital and I succeeded in bringing fresh food to my Embassy without shots fired or people killed. I am striving as much as anyone in this Imperial Capital to maintain the civil peace."

      Ron stood. The other eight Iteeche quickly stood with him.

      "I will return to my Eminent Chooser with your words and questions," was all he said. Then he led them in a bow from their hips.

      Kris stood, along with her staff. She nodded her head, then saluted the Iteeche.

      Without another word, they turned on their heels and headed for the elevator. Only when the door closed did Kris walk toward the window. They were above the bulge in the middle of the castle and could not see the courtyard.

      "Nelly, let me see what's happening below."

      Quickly, the windows switched to show the view from much lower in the castle. Troops were dashing from the Navy Annex to take up their positions on both sides of the courtyard. Kris's twenty-four battalions formed up facing the escort that had come with Ron and his associates.

      Below, Admiral Ulan stood at the head of Kris's troops. The palanquin was being hurried through the gate.

      "Nelly, I want bugs on every one of those clan lordlings. Just for chuckles and grins, bug the whole lot of them, from slaves to snake wranglers. It's time we start taking the pulse of this place."

      "It is done," Nelly reported.

      Kris suspected the elevator sides or ceiling had just spawned listening devices and caught them on the fancy robes of the Imperial Advisors. No doubt, the overhead shield of the courtyard was showering bugs down on those in the courtyard.

      When the nine Iteeche delegates strode from the elevator they went straight to the palanquin. They quickly rode up, one after another, into their moving mansion.

      Without so much as a shouted order, the heavily armed half of the troops closest to the gate led out, followed by the green and white advisors. The axe men and snake holders walked closest to the palanquin.

      With the slaves moving in step, the fancy transport swayed out the front gate, followed by the second half of the armed guards.

      "Nelly, I want listening devices and bugs in every palace, mansion, and clan office or housing project. It's time we bug this place to the gills. Send out as many devices as you think you and your kids can monitor."

      "Kris, we can monitor a lot of conversations."

      "Do you think that's a good idea?" Gramma Trouble asked. Abby nodded agreement with the question.

      "Despite Megan's best efforts, we still haven't been able to hack into the Iteeche comm net. I'm not sure that hacking it would tell us much. Their tradition of sending runners with messages, or of arranging face-to-face meetings could well mean the net would tell us little. This town is flooded with intrigue. If we don't dip our toe into it, we're likely to lose our heads."

      Kris turned to eye her key team players. Jack and Bruce nodded agreement with her. Abby and Grandma Ruth seemed still unpersuaded. That left Grampa Trouble and her two social scientists giving her bland looks. Two for, two against, and three not voting! Humans!

      She turned to Admiral Tong. "Are we likely to get caught doing this, and if we do, what's the price?"

      "What you call nanos are like magic to us," he said. "Unless a clan has somehow acquired Human tech, they will be invisible. As for the penalty for being found out? That will be interesting. We use spies all the time. There are plenty of songs about brave Iteeche discovering the secrets of a hostile clan. Sometimes they win. Sometimes they get caught. Always the songs tell of them taking the honorable way out and killing themselves before they can be tortured and reveal the name of their clan."

      "Nelly, can you put something in the programming of these nanos that will have them self-destruct if they lose their freedom to move or hold contact with their comm relay?"

      "I think I can do one better, Kris. The spies I send out to the clans will be constructed of Iteeche-made Smart Metal. Even if they can sweep up the spies, they won't know for sure if it's us humans or if some Iteeche clan has acquired our tech.

      "Very good, Nelly. Very good."

      "I am now dispatching drones made from the combat vehicles Admiral Tong's troops brought down. They will fly to the clan palaces and then dissolve into a cloud of nanos. Neither the drones nor the nano spies will register on any Iteeche sensors that I am aware of."

      "Now we see what they're saying about us behind our back," Kris said, with a feral grin.
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      Lieutenant Megan Longknife joined the others as she moseyed away from the window and back to the table. Around them, the room was shrinking back to a size that no longer left Meg feeling like she was some ant at a picnic. Around her, the conversation was on how to respond to the fickle way of these Iteeche.

      Nelly was giving Kris a quick synopsis of the conversation the Iteeche advisors had had behind the wall Kris had erected for them.

      "It took them no time at all to agree that you were hinting that we humans were the major change behind this civil war. Ron fully understood that the rebels hadn't coalesced behind one leader but rather were all agreed that we humans had to be expelled from the Empire. It was Soon, the one on your right Kris, that insisted they not admit it. I can't understand how one Iteeche from one minor house was able to get all of the others to put off admitting what they knew."

      "It happens that way sometimes," Gramma Trouble said. "These youngsters know they don't make policy. I think Kris was right to send them back to their masters."

      Jacques was nodding his head. "Yeah. Sometimes a messenger just doesn't have the authority to negotiate. In those cases, you let them deliver their message, and send them back with your own message."

      "And the message they delivered to us?" Jack asked before Kris could.

      Amanda laughed, a lovely crystal sound. "They don't like shit blowing up in their burg," she said. "Let's face it. Nobody does."

      "But we're not the people blowing things up," Kris grumped. "Well, yes, we blew out their steering, but those were little explosions. The big booms that woke everybody up were from the other guys."

      "But if we weren't messing around in their town," Grampa Trouble pointed out. “It wouldn't be happening."

      "Yeah, right," Jacques muttered. “‘You're making us nice Iteeche do all these mean things'."

      That got a laugh as people settled down around a much smaller table.

      Megan didn't take a seat.

      "Admiral," she said to Kris. "I know you just said that getting into the Iteeche data stream may not get us much. However, I got an invitation to coffee from a cute redhead and a promise that he just might have a way of getting us into their comm landlines. Could you spare me from another boring meeting?"

      "I think I've just been told I run boring meetings," Kris said.

      She was immediately assured by her staff that they found her meetings full of sparkling wit. Unable to maintain the sarcasm, most of those now seated around the table broke out laughing.

      "So, Megan. You have a hot date, huh?" Kris asked her cousin.

      "That would depend on whether the coffee is hot or lukewarm," the aide de camp said, primly.

      "Go see if your cute redhead can get us into the Iteeche data stream. They have to be sending something on the dang thing."

      "Aye, aye, Admiral," Megan said, tossed Kris an informal salute, then headed for the elevator.

      The visiting Iteeche lordlings were long gone by the time Megan reached the courtyard, although Admiral Tong's troops were still milling about. Meg wound her way through these seven-foot-tall soldiers, many still in full battle rattle as she headed for the stairs down to the basement.

      Walt Vilmus was at his desk, tickling his computer keys, when Meg arrived.

      "Grab a cup of joe," he said, pointing at a coffee maker. "It's not too bad today."

      Meg did just that, concluding that their "meeting for coffee" was not going to be very far from his computer.

      He kept tapping keys and his monitors kept changing while he talked to Megan.

      "I hear you've been gallivanting all over the Empire."

      Meg shrugged. "If you've seen one space battle, you've seen them all. Same for captured planets."

      "The word we got back here was that you did a pretty good job of keeping one conquest from getting too bloody."

      Megan shivered. "Keeping it from getting too bloody doesn't mean it was bloodless."

      "Yeah. I imagine so. Better you do the conquering than me."

      "It would be nice if no one had to."

      "But you're a Longknife. You do what needs doing."

      "So I've been told," Megan agreed.

      "Well, you may have helped me solve our problem."

      "How's that?" Megan asked.

      "That concrete plug they installed when they cut this palace off from their comm net has been bugging me no end. You couldn't use your magic touch to feel much through it. My question was, how do we get a good grip on their lines, what with a concrete wall between us and them?”

      "I can't wait for you to tell me how you're going to do that," Megan said, sipping her coffee, and wishing this good-looking guy would get to his point. She'd like to know more about him. Know more about stuff that didn't involve a computer.

      "The thought crossed my mind that if they won't come to you, you could go to them."

      "It would be a bit noisy drilling a hole in their concrete wall," Meg said, dryly.

      "Yes, but we humans aren't limited to just drills. Ever heard of mining nanos?"

      Megan shrugged. "That's about the only way we can do any mining on Santa Maria. That planet was pretty much worked over by the three alien races that built the jump points. There are few mineral deposits that they didn't exploit. Mostly, we have to extract metal from the tiny residue left over from structures that have been worn away by a million years of weather."

      "Yeah, you know what I thought of, then. I ordered a hundred kilos of mining nanos from Wardhaven. They showed up a few weeks back, but we were totally locked up down there. It came hundreds of light years only to be stopped a few hundred klicks from here."

      "It wouldn't happen to have been part of the cargo we brought down in this morning's convoy, would it?"

      "It most certainly might be. You delivered my nanos. Now I'm gonna deliver the Iteeche net to you."

      Megan left her cup of coffee on Walt's desk and covered the few paces to the concrete plug that the Iteeche had left behind when they cut the communication cables between the Pink Coral Palace and the rest of the Iteeche world.

      Once again, she rested her head against the thirty-centimeter concrete disk. She'd inherited a strange mutation that Ray Longknife had passed down through his daughter's side of the family. The part that settled on Santa Maria.

      The lieutenant strove to get something from the plug, but it refused to be anything but a block of concrete. She stepped away from it and turned to Walt.

      "I'm still not getting anything. Tell me you know how to use the mining nanos.”

      "I read the advertising and the operations manual. How hard can they be?"

      Megan rolled her eyes at the overhead. "If they get out of control, they can eat their way through a lot more than we want them to. I really don't want Kris to have to explain how the net happened to go out at the junction right outside her palace. Especially if there's a hole from here to there pointing a tentacle at us humans. We've got enough problems right now."

      "Okay, okay. Yes, Meg, I did a bit more than read the instructions," Walt said, exasperated with Megan's caution. Or lack of trust in him.

      "I've programmed a small number of nanos to drill four centimeters into the block. If that doesn't show us daylight, I'll reprogram them to add another centimeter, then another, until we do reach daylight. The hole is only going to be half a millimeter wide and we should be able to fill it in, so they won't notice it if this whole thing doesn't work."

      Megan nodded as the information technologist outlined his plan in more depth. She should have trusted him to take this very seriously, but she'd been knocked back a bit by the way the Iteeche advisors had behaved in their meeting with Kris. There was no doubt in Meg's mind that this entire Embassy was balanced on the sharp edge of a knife.

      There was no room left for mistakes.

      She watched her fellow redhead as he inched the tiny drill hole forward into the plug. Time after time, he had to program the nanos to drill another two centimeters into the block of concrete. Each time, the nanos would reach their next assigned phase point . . . and find more concrete.

      They had just pushed past 73 centimeters when there was a brief hiss from the bore hole.

      "Why those sneaks!" Walt growled.

      "What sneaks?" Meg asked.

      "There's a void behind the plug and it's at negative pressure. We mess with the plug and they immediately know we've breached it."

      "I take it you were ready for that? I don't hear any more hissing."

      "Yeah, I had some Smart Metal standing by to plug our drill hole if they got funny with us. Still, I wish they weren't so smart."

      "Don't you hate it when they are?"

      "Okay, let's adjust our plan a bit. Can your Lily run a camera into the void? I could do it myself, but I suspect it would take longer."

      "Lily?"

      "Already on it, Megan. Here's what the camera sees."

      A hologram appeared before them. It showed a very dark space. Even with the low light capability of Lily's camera, they couldn't see more than half a meter down an empty conduit.

      "If they used an under-pressurized void to check up on us," Megan said. “What are the chances that they have a motion or light monitor in there?"

      "That's not a bet I'd take," Walt muttered. "So, Megan, Lily, how do we get to the other end of this void without giving ourselves away?"

      "I'm checking," Lily said. "I don't find any motion sensors. I can build a powered spy and send it out to find the end of it."

      "Send just one," Megan said. "Let's see what the probe sees."

      A moment later, the view projected onto the plug began to slowly reveal the insides of the cable conduit.

      "It looks like they had just one cable," Walt said. "Could they still be using copper?"

      "If they are, selling them fiber optic technology will make someone a fortune."

      Walt shook his head. "They'd need better computers than they've got to handle the switching. How would they pay for the tech?"

      Megan shrugged. She'd leave that to Amanda and her team of economists. If the two of them did hack into the Iteeche net today, maybe there would be enough data for the economists to finally figure out how this place worked.

      There were gouges on the wall where the cable had scarred it when it was pulled out. Someone had been in a hurry. The probe was almost as tiny as a nano. The power source, a product from Alwa, moved it down the middle of the conduit using a simple propeller.

      The camera still was only able to see a half meter in front of the probe. Megan found herself holding her breath, waiting for something to happen.

      Finally, a wall fifty centimeters ahead of the scout filled the view. It was pretty blank, although two sensors jutted out from it.

      "Want to bet what those two buggers are doing?" Walt asked.

      "One's a pressure gauge. I'll bet you the other is a light sensor."

      Walt nodded. "That second one does look like an analog photometer. Can Lily check? I haven't seen one of those since I took a History of Ancient Tech in college."

      "It's a photometer," Lily agreed. "I could build a cover for it if you want to light up the tunnel."

      "Let's wait a bit for that," Megan said. "Walt, could you make me another hole down at the bottom of the plug? Make it about two millimeters thick."

      "I can dig that. Let me get the diggers out of the first pinhole."

      In a moment, a tiny glass vial over the drill hole changed color. Megan guessed it was now full. Walt messed with his commlink before he moved the glass down to the bottom of the plug and opened it carefully.

      A dent, two millimeters thick quickly formed in the concrete. It quickly became a tunnel into the plug.

      "Lily, slap a plug on that hole," Megan said. "We don't want to lose any more air.”

      "It's already done, Megan."

      "Good. Now, I want to build a solid cover over both sensors. Assuming they are both passive, that should make sure they don't bother us."

      "Do you want to wait until the new hole is bored, Megan, or should I start sending Smart Metal through the initial hole?"

      "Let's wait a bit."

      So, they waited while the mining nanites dug the new hole for them. Walt stepped away and came back with the pot of coffee to warm both their cups. Meg plugged this end of the two-millimeter hole and made ready to convert the plug into a gasket that could take a tube as soon as the hole punched through to the other side.

      "We're through," Lily reported.

      "Cut us a tube and send it out. We're aiming for the other end of the voided space."

      A tube began to quickly extrude from a nearby block of Smart MetalTM. Walt had it pause for a moment so he could pour a batch of digger nanos into the inside, then let Lily go back to extending the tube.

      The tube was about halfway to the other plug when Walt called, "Halt."

      Lily stopped the extension.

      Megan turned to find a very puzzled look on the other redhead's face.

      "Something is causing my nanos to bounce around in that tube," he said.

      "Could it be the movement of the tube?" Megan asked.

      "They're still bouncing," Walt muttered.

      "Let's take a minute." For a long minute they hardly breathed.

      "Meg, I've still got vibration in those diggers. Not a lot, and sometimes it quits and then starts up again. Still, something is causing that tube to tremble and the nanos inside it to shake."

      "Lily, pull a take from the security cameras at the top of the castle. Are there any tanks rumbling around in the palace or in it?"

      "No armored fighting vehicles are moving either in or around the palace. There is almost no traffic. The large delivery trucks are still avoiding the streets around us for fear of getting mixed up in the protests.

      "No traffic?" Walt questioned.

      "There are two of those tiny three-wheeled trucks," Lily reported sharply. "Nothing else."

      The two redheads looked at each other, puzzled, for a long moment.

      "Listen, Meg, I like to play a game, Ancient Battles on Old Earth. Before they had very good cannons, they'd dig under a city's walls, then burn out the supports to bring the wall tumbling down. Later, they'd use gunpowder to blow up the walls."

      "You think someone is trying to dig under our palace?"

      "I think it's more important that we check this out than that we bust into the Iteeche data net."

      Megan frowned. "I think you may be right."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Navy Lieutenant and the information tech boss collected their stash of nanos and Smart MetalTM and trotted over to the west wall of the fourth basement. Except for information services server farm on this floor, this one and the second and third basement levels above them were empty. They must have been used for storage when the Iteeche used the palace, but the humans had ignored these levels. They had only narrow stairs for access.

      It was easier for the humans to have containers moved into the lower levels of the castle than break them open and have small loads lugged down the stairs. It had been a pain moving all the data equipment down to the fourth level, but it was cool, well protected, and sheltered from shock.

      At least, that was the idea when this started.

      This basement, like the ones above it, was wide open, except for huge square stone pillars that supported the floors above them. The roof was brick and would have been low for an Iteeche. Very likely, the clan lords didn't care about the comfort of anyone who worked down here.

      Still, it was cool, and, once some dampness had been dealt with, dry.

      Megan and Walt put their heads together about in the middle of the wall facing the Imperial Precincts. It was constructed of large stone blocks with very little mortar between each one. Still, Walt applied the mining nanites to the mortar just a centimeter above the floor.

      They began to dig a hole a millimeter in diameter.

      The nanites were nifty tools, but there was no doubt this might take some time.

      "So," Megan asked. "What do you do while waiting for tech support to answer your call?"

      "I am technical support," Walt pointed out.

      "And if you're stumped?" Megan said, knowing she was just goading the guy, but, hey, he looked cute when he was all proud and sure of himself.

      "So far, no one has stumped me and my team," he said, definitely proud of his division.

      "But if you were?" she insisted.

      "It would take six weeks or more for a question to get back to Human space, get an answer and get back . . . and likely the answer would be to the wrong question."

      "Yeah, you can never count on tech support to get it right the first time," Meg said, grinning.

      "Well, if we're going to be repelling a sap, you want to play a short game?"

      "Sap?"

      "Never heard of the job of sapper?" Walt asked.

      "Combat engineer?" Megan said.

      "Yeah, they’re called that now, but back in the day, they dug saps. They might be trenches or tunnels under fortifications. Doesn't your computer know anything about saps?"

      "To dig or otherwise erode the foundation of a fortification," Lily said, sounding a bit stilted.

      "You have any pictures?" Walt asked.

      "No." Lily's voice was kind of weak.

      "Let me call up a few," the redhead said, and soon pictures of tunnels dug under ancient walls were flashed on the wall as well as pictures of a huge explosion in a place called Cold Harbor before airplanes even flew, and another along Messines Ridge, fifty years later when they were flying box kites. "Look at that explosion."

      Megan looked at the image. "I've seen bigger."

      "Yeah, but they were using unimproved chemical explosives. They had to lug fifty, seventy, even ninety thousand pounds of raw high explosives, likely using candles for lighting, to fill the mines."

      Lily provided the measure in kilograms for Megan.

      "You're kidding."

      The guy shook his head. "All carried by hand."

      "Okay, that is pretty fantastic."

      The mining nanites picked that moment to announce they were through the stone wall and into dirt. The two of them began feeding a thin tube of Smart MetalTM in as the miners ate their way through the gravel beneath the moat. They went a few meters past the road before Walt recalled the mining nanites.

      He studied them as they traveled their way back up the tube. He shook his head. "They're steady on their wheels," he reported.

      "So," Megan said, "no one wants to blow up our wall facing the Emperor."

      "Sounds very Iteeche of them."

      "Very likely they hate us a whole lot more than the Emperor. Not that that makes my heart all warm and fuzzy, but at least it cuts down on our opposition. Let me have your free nanites. I'll go get started on the south wall."

      Five minutes later, Walt joined her. They spent a quarter hour playing his mining game while their own mining nanites dug their hole.

      He blew up her first wall because she didn't devote enough people to listening for the diggers outside their wall. She caught the next sap, but had the devil’s own time getting her counter-sappers to break into his sap. He managed to blow up her wall.

      "So, just knowing they're digging doesn't do it. We have to do something about their tunnel."

      "Yep," Walt said, eyeing this comm link. "I've got nanites bouncing around inside the tube."

      "So, our south wall is in trouble."

      "Two of our walls?" Walt asked.

      "Nothing succeeds like excess," Megan said.

      They headed for the east wall of the basement. While their tiny buddies did their work, Megan caught Walt's sap, but she'd dug too small a hole and she could only get one fighter up at a time. He managed to kill all her miners in hand-to-hand combat with shovels and pickaxes. Then his diggers pushed their way into her sap, and collapsed it at some point.

      While she was trying to re-dig the tunnel, he loaded the space with explosives and blew it. Fortunately for her, the small size of her dig didn’t allow for enough black powder. Her walls survived.

      By the time they finished that game, they knew they had diggers on three sides of the Pink Coral Palace.

      It was time to tell Kris Longknife she had a new problem.
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      The nice thing about having one of Nelly's kids for a computer was that it could check in with mom to see if it was okay to interrupt a Grand Admiral. A moment after Megan asked Lily to do that, she had Kris's attention.

      "Admiral, we likely have a problem down here in the basement."

      "Talk to me, Megan."

      "While we were trying to dig our way out to connect to the Iteeche net, we discovered evidence that someone is trying to dig in to us. Actually, someone is trying to dig in from three different directions."

      "Three directions?" Kris asked.

      "Yes, ma'am. The side facing the Imperial Palace is the only one not being sapped."

      "Get up here. We need to talk."

      "Should I bring the IT guy who was working with me, or leave him behind to research the problem more?"

      "Bring him up here," Kris ordered.

      Five minutes later, Megan and Walt stepped out of the elevator. Meg distinctly heard the redhead swallow hard.

      Everyone who had been there when Megan left was still there, Kris and Jack, Bruce and Abby, Grampa Trouble and Gramma Ruth, Amanda and Jacques, as well as Admiral Tong. Megan was used to working with them.

      While Walt might have worked with a few of them one at a time, this was a mighty big bite for him.

      "What seems to be our problem?" Kris asked without preamble.

      Megan quickly briefed them on the dancing mining nanites.

      "You're sure that's evidence someone is trying to sap our walls?" Jack asked.

      "We dug a tiny tunnel toward the Imperial Palace. No dancing. We dug them out from the three other walls. A real dance party," Meg said, simply.

      "Gee, and I was thinking of paying Ron's Chooser, Roth, a visit this afternoon," Kris said, dryly. "It would be a shame to have no palace to come back to."

      "Yeah," Jack muttered.

      "Anyone know how to counter a sap?" Abby asked.

      "As luck would have it," Megan said. "Walt likes to play a game involving just those skills."

      The full attention of the room turned on the IT guy. His face turned about as red as his hair.

      "What do we need to do?" Kris asked.

      "Ah, first we have to locate the sap. That may not be as easy as it sounds. Whoever they are, they're not making a lot of noise."

      "Nelly?"

      "No problem," Kris's computer said.

      "Then we have to run a counter-sap and ruin their day," Walt said. "Exactly how much we want to ruin it will depend on what they're doing."

      "Yeah," Jack said. "Don't counter-saps usually involve matters getting lethal?"

      "Yes, sir," Walt said. "I assume that someone up here will decide whether we send them to the hospital or to the morgue.”

      "No doubt," Kris said.

      "Three saps, you say?" Jacques said, applying sociology to the question that bugged Megan. "Are we facing three groups that each decided to pick a wall, and somehow managed to pick a different wall, or is there a central consortium backing the diggers?"

      "I tend to think one group," Kris said. "Three separate groups digging at three different sides just sounds like too much of a coincidence."

      Most of the heads around the table nodded agreement.

      "Megan, you and Walt head back down," Kris ordered. "Nelly, coordinate with your kids to see if they can find who's bossing our diggers. We'll decide what to do about our mole problem after we know what they're doing. Obviously, Meg, holler if it looks like they're dangerously close."

      "Will do, Admiral," Megan said, and with Walt at her elbow, they headed for the elevator.

      "Should we pull in more resources?" Walt asked as they plummeted down the outside of the castle. The view out of the glass elevator was spectacular, but maybe a bit harrowing. Especially now that they knew someone out there really wanted to blow them to pieces.

      "How many mining nanites do you have?" Megan asked.

      "What you've seen is what I've got," Walt admitted.

      "Then let's hold it close."

      Soon, they were back down in the fourth basement. By mutual agreement, they headed for the north wall, the one that had the server farm. That was closer to the north west corner.

      This time, they started digging two-thirds of the way to the northeast corner. They had little time for a game as they designed a new set of sensors for the head of the probe, right behind the diggers.

      The sensors reported back more of a conundrum than an answer.

      "It doesn't sound like anyone is digging with picks and shovels," Walt reported, puzzled.

      "Maybe they're using a drill of sorts," Megan offered.

      "If they were, we should be hearing some sort of mechanical noise, either from the power source of the drill, or the dirt removal. Something should be clanking a bit. Hold it. Now I'm not hearing anything."

      A few minutes later, the puzzling sound started up again.

      "Okay, Lily, they've stumped the humans. What have you got?"

      "There is a low sort of repetitive noise off to the west," Lily said. "There is a similar noise to the east, but it's very distant. Likely the eastern wall assault. I cannot place the noise, but I suggest you drill thirty degrees to the west and five degrees down."

      Walt redirected the diggers.

      A few minutes later, Lily suggested another thirty degree turn to the east. "The sound is getting louder, but I cannot place it. The harmonics are strange to us."

      A few minutes later, they struck daylight. And water. Their probe was left high and dry as a stream of water washed away the dirt in front of it.

      They quickly pulled it back and got a mole’s eye view of someone digging a tunnel through the dirt with a high-pressure stream of water.

      Then they had to back up again as the hose washed more dirt away. While one Iteeche operated the water, another Iteeche behind him wielded a vacuum hose, slurping up the mud and water and sending it out of the tunnel.

      Walt pulled the probe back several meters until it seemed to be out of the direct path of the Iteeche, then had it dig at an angle to strike the tunnel a few meters back from the digging head. It turned out the tunnel was lined with some sort of plasticized plant fiber, something like bamboo.

      They punched through that to get themselves a rear view of the diggers. As they'd seen before, there were two Iteeche operating the pressure hose and the vacuum. There was also a third Iteeche pulling along a flat cart covered with the tunneling supports.

      There was a sort of duck board for the floor of the tunnel. It had brackets that the sides could be clamped into. The sides had their own set of brackets the overhead could be locked into. The result was a tunnel big enough for three Iteeche.

      Make that four Iteeche. Another one was pushing up another load of supports. He was pushing it because there wasn't enough room in the tunnel for him to get out once the new load was in place. Likely, the three diggers would have to reach the end of a load of supports before they could crawl back out.

      "Notice something?" Megan asked.

      "They're digging a tunnel," Walt answered, stating the obvious.

      "Yeah, they're digging a tunnel, but notice how much spray they have in the air." Several sprayers were attached over the first fifteen meters of the water hose. They misted large droplets into the air. Between the back splatter from the digging hose and the sprayers, the air was heavy with water.

      "Yeah?" Walt asked, still not seeing what Megan was.

      "When we attacked the head high mucky muck on Zargoth, he was hiding out deep in a bunker. The only approach to that bunker was through a room with a thick water spray. The Iteeche know we have nano spies. They can't fight them, but they sure can drown them."

      "So, they're spraying the face of the sap to make sure we don't attack the diggers with nanos."

      "Yep. Nobody ever accused the Iteeche of being dumb," Megan said.

      "That's going to complicate stopping this, huh?"

      Megan shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not. We'll have to wait and see."

      With one tunnel located, it was only the work of an hour and a half to locate the other two. Once more, it was time to talk to Kris Longknife.
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      Lily projected holographs of the first, then the second, and finally the third sap above the table Kris Longknife's key staff were seated around.

      "The same skill set," Megan said. "The same gear and technique. The same supports for the tunnels. We're looking at one group that likely intends to blow up all three walls of the palace at the same time."

      "Unless we can sprout rotors back onto the castle," Jack growled. “This entire place is going down when the walls go up."

      Kris Longknife shook her head. "Maybe I shouldn't have brought the children out here," she muttered.

      "No way I'd want this an unaccompanied tour," Abby drawled.

      "Me neither," Amanda added.

      "You pay your money, child, and you take your chances," Great Gramma Trouble spoke from the experience of her hundred and thirty years.

      "Besides," Jack said. “It's not like these squids have actually pulled this crap off on us. Someone's going to regret this very, very badly."

      Kris scowled. "Yeah, but who is that someone? If we kill these diggers, we won't know anything about who has them digging. Even if we capture them, more than likely, they'll suicide like the last four we captured."

      "What if we play a waiting game?" Grampa Trouble asked. "We've spotted the saps. We keep an eye on them, while keeping an eye out for any new ones. Maybe we find the hole where they started these digs from and put some nano spies around them to track who comes to talk to these guys or to trail them around. Sooner or later they're bound to find something."

      "That sounds like solid detective work," Kris said. "It would be a good job for our Wardhaven Bureau of Investigation's special agents Taylor Foile and Leslie Chu. I bet they've been bored as hell."

      "I'll get a note to them immediately," Nelly said.

      "Bring them into the intel stream we're getting from all the major clan venues," Kris added. "Abby, unless you've got a whole lot on your plate running this place, I'd like you and the agents to head up that task force."

      "No problem. I’ve got good people under me. They can take over the housekeeping chores and I'll dust off my spy gear, right Mata Hari?"

      "It will be such good fun to be back in the game," Abby's computer agreed.

      Kris Longknife fixed eyes on her cousin, Megan. "We'll need you to keep an eye on those saps. If they carry so much as a single kilo of explosives into them, we blow the tunnels."

      "Yes, ma'am," Megan said. "How?"

      Jack grinned at Kris. "Sounds like old home week," he told his wife and admiral.

      "Fuel air explosive, again?" Kris asked her husband and general.

      "Oh, right," Megan said. "The way you blew up the space station above Turantic."

      "I blew up the shipyard," Kris said, primly. "The rest of the space station just kind of followed it down."

      "Yeah, right," Jack muttered.

      "There is a problem," Megan said. "You noticed the way they're misting the face of the sap."

      "So, we flood the place with gas fumes farther back," Grampa Trouble said. "Especially if they've got a few hundred kilos of explosives well back in the tunnel, the overpressure will take care of the diggers and blow out the walls of the tunnel."

      That got a lot of nods from around the table. Once again, Megan heard a gulping noise from beside her. No doubt, Walt had never been around when Longknifes solved problems. She'd have to give him some time to debrief after this meeting.

      That might be fun, actually.

      "Meanwhile, Meg," Kris said. "Once you've got everything rigged to blow the tunnels if we have to, I want you and your friend here to go back to getting us access to the Iteeche data net. We need to see if we can strip information out of that thing. Maybe even a few good communications."

      Kris stood up, "We need information. The Iteeche Empire has been a deep, dark mystery for way too long. Folks, let’s strip the covers off this den of thieves and let sunlight in to disinfect this sewer."

      Kris's demand was met with murmurs and nods of agreement. "Now, it's getting on near suppertime and my fanny has been tied up in meetings all day. I want to have supper with my kids and run them ragged so they'll sleep tonight. I sincerely hope you do not have any more business for us."

      No one dared say a word.

      They adjourned and headed for the commissary.
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      Megan Longknife led Walt Vilmus away from the food court. The eating facilities in the Embassy commissary were divided up three ways.

      There was the dining room where Kris and other families with smaller children ate. It was usually a ruckus, but joyous place. Megan steered clear of it.

      Next door to it was a more mature dining room for those who wanted something less noisy. Most couples from teenagers to folks old enough to be grandparents ate there.

      Today, Megan aimed for the third choice, a quiet dining room. For the Human Embassy in the Iteeche capital, this was the closest thing they had for a dinner date. Lighting was low. The background music was soft, and the tables were smaller and usually seated two. Not always, there were tables for three, four or more if the adults needed more space for intimate conversation.

      Megan chose a table in a corner and led Walt to it.

      "So," he observed. “We're finally getting a date."

      "I thought you might want to talk quietly about this afternoon's work."

      He glanced out the "window." The entire room was walled with a vision of the city at twilight. It reran the last hour of the setting sun before slipping into twilight and a city ablaze in lights. The other two dining rooms had "windows" showing what the tower at the top of the castle saw in real time.

      Here, the show was two hours of the evening run over and over again, though it was changed daily.

      For a long moment, Walt just stared at the view. When he spoke, it was to the window. "Is it always like that?"

      Megan was pretty sure she knew what he was asking, still, she wanted him to clarify in his own mind what he was thinking. He needed to say it to own it.

      "Is what always like what?" she asked back.

      He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. "Do Longknifes always make decisions that fast when it's likely as not to mean people die?"

      Megan sliced off a piece of steak. The commissary really was taking advantage of the new supplies.

      "Walt, have you heard about the time someone tried to kidnap Kris's tiny Ruth? She wasn't more than a few months old when that happened."

      "Yeah, I've heard the story. Kind of hard not to miss it since they made a holo of the ‘Incident at Cuzco’."

      "Yeah, it was pretty dramatic." Megan agreed. "The video was nothing like the real thing. I was there. I know."

      Walt turned back to face Megan. He said nothing, but his eyes were question marks.

      "It started out so normal. Kris wanted some time with Ruthie and needed to nurse. We headed up the beanstalk. We weren't ten minutes out when Jack struck up a conversation with Security. They identified a few anomalies that they were checking on. It took Jack about two seconds to start issuing orders. In less than a minute, there were no more anomalies and we were at condition red. All efforts to talk to the nursery went nowhere."

      Megan took a moment to study Walt. He was taking all this in and waiting expectantly for her next words.

      With a sigh, Megan returned to that horrible moment. "The ferry had hardly opened its doors before we were doing a mad dash for the Princess Royal and the nursery. Kris, Jack, and I arrived, in that order to find ourselves with our service automatics out while facing a blank wall. Kris didn't bother opening the door, she just ordered the wall to disappear. You've no doubt noticed how helpful Nelly can be at moments like that."

      "Yeah," said the guy who spent his days making computer networks behave.

      "In a fraction of a second, we were facing two bad guys with guns. One held Ruthie by the neck of her sleeper. He had his gun aimed at her tiny head. My and Jack's automatics focused right on him. I had him between the eyes. We were at that standoff point in a hostage situation where the bad guys tell you to put your guns down, and stupid people in vids do it. Don't you hate that?"

      Walt nodded, but said nothing. Megan wasn't sure he was even breathing.

      Of course, at that moment, she wasn't breathing much either. It would mess with her aim.

      "Kris didn't bat an eye when those SOBs made their demands. She ignored what they wanted and offered to outbid their paymasters. You could see the dollar signs in their eyes as they saw their future wealth double. Then, using Nelly Net, Kris told us our targets. Jack was the best shot. He'd take down the guy who had his grubby hands on Ruthie. Kris would kill the other guy. I volunteered to drop my gun and make a grab for Ruthie."

      Megan paused for a moment, lost in the memory. She hadn't had to kill a man. Not that day. "Three seconds later, while money visions still had the thugs distracted, Kris ordered the shoot. Jack shot the gun out of the bastard's hand, before killing him. Kris killed her man, and I caught Ruthie before she hit the deck. In less than a minute from the bulkhead going away, they were dead."

      "They didn't waste any time," Walt said. He sounded almost in awe of the Longknifes, Megan included.

      "There wasn't any time to waste. The longer they talked, the more chances there was for those numb nuts to get excited and do something stupid. No, Kris and Jack took the measure of the situation and responded to it in seconds. The rule is simple: you cross them, you die."

      "And the poor dumb sods that are just taking a paycheck to dig a hole in the ground?" Walt asked.

      "They know what their hole will be used for," Megan said. "Maybe they'll get lucky and be off shift when the time comes. It doesn't matter. It's our lives or theirs. Kris always chooses our lives. With her kids here, I expect it will take her one, maybe two seconds less to decide it, but she'll decide it fast and without remorse."

      "And you've gotten used to galloping around space, following her, blowing up shit?"

      Megan shrugged. "That's what Longknifes do. Blow shit up. If you see us coming, you'd best stay on our good side or go elsewhere. Kris can be your best friend. You're not going to live too long being her enemy."

      "Yeah," Walt said.

      After that, they ate their steaks in quiet contemplation. Megan had hoped that she might find a friend in Walt. Maybe even a boyfriend.

      As they finished eating, Walt offered to refill Megan's coffee. He returned from the urn in the middle of the quiet dining room, and sat back down again across from her.

      "So," he said. “What's it like, following Kris Longknife around space, blowing shit up?"

      "Harrowing. Fun. Terrifying. Exhilarating. What was this afternoon like for you?"

      "It was fun being with you even if we did stumble upon something terrifying. Of course, I can't figure out which was most terrifying."

      Megan grinned. This was the kind of reaction she'd hoped for. She was also willing to play the straight woman. "What was most terrifying?" she asked, keeping a straight face.

      "Discovering someone wanted to kill us, or watching Kris Longknife decide in a few minutes to kill them."

      "Now you know what I do every day," Megan said, looking forward to a nice, long evening.
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      Kris Longknife had a lot on her mind.

      After supper, the kids had dragged their folks down to the pool, the water park, and the playground. There they ran, screamed, and swam themselves into exhaustion. Kris had the pleasure of putting Ruth and Johnnie to bed herself. She'd read them two stories and tucked them in nice and tight.

      She'd even wished them sweet dreams.

      Sweet dreams were something she doubted she'd enjoy anytime soon.

      Kris looked out the so-called window at the city before her and scowled. She needed to get her eyes on the real thing.

      "Nelly, can the elevator take me up to the top of the tower?"

      "You want to visit the battle center?"

      "Actually, Nelly, I'd love to stand above the battle station. Feel the wind in my hair."

      "That can be arranged," Nelly said.

      The glass elevator swept Kris up to the tower that sprouted from the top of the castle to disgorge her into the battle center.

      There, a dozen men and women Marines stood their watch, eyeing the readouts that the sensors put before them in squiggles of red, green, yellow, and blue. They went about their work with quick efficiency and peaceful confidence that if anything went wrong, they'd be the first to know it. Also, they would be the ones who would solve it.

      "Admiral on deck," someone announced.

      "As you were. Stand easy," spoke Kris on the heels of the announcement. She hadn't come up here to complicate these people's watch.

      "What can we do for you, Admiral?" a Marine colonel said, coming up on her elbow.

      "I wanted to get a feel for the city. Maybe feel its wind in my hair. You know, smell it."

      "I understand, ma'am. We have a smoker's deck at the top of the tower. Let me show you the way to it."

      The colonel led Kris to a tight circular staircase and up to an open deck, fenced off by a high solid railing.

      "Is it safe up here?" Kris asked.

      "You mean, can you leap over the fencing? No, I don't think so."

      Kris rolled her eyes and clarified. "Has anyone been shot at from the surrounding buildings or ground?"

      "No one's tried a potshot at us, ma'am. Sorry about the other answer."

      Kris considered several ripostes, but dropped them all. This officer did not need too much information about his command structure and the problems he'd soon be facing.

      "Thank you, Colonel. That will be all."

      The colonel gave her a smart Marine salute and went below.

      "Nelly, if you want to obscure me from the surrounding area, feel free to, but don't block too much of the air."

      Some baffles extruded themselves from the balcony railing. They were angled so that the breeze got in and yet Kris was out of sight.

      "Good, Nelly, now could you make them all so that I can see out and they can't see in."

      Immediately, it was so.

      Kris took a deep breath. At this height, the air was cooler and clear of the stink of pollution closer to the ground. The wind ruffled her hair and she felt the cobwebs stream out of her head.

      Slowly, Kris turned around, taking in the city's night lights. She had fond memories of nights when she was young and exhausted by a day at the lake. As they drove out of the western hills above Wardhaven City, she'd be half asleep in her mother’s or father's lap. Still, she'd keep her sleepy eyes open long enough to see the lights of the city sparkling as they came upon them.

      Those were wonderful memories. Memories from before her world fell apart when little Eddy was kidnapped and killed.

      Years later, when Kris was much older, and sober, she'd again go up to the lake with some friends. They'd exhaust themselves sailing or swimming, but she had always arranged for them to drive back in the early evening where she'd again see the glittering city lights.

      By the time Kris began her second circuit of the city, it was clear to her that what she was looking at this evening was no human city. Many windows showed no lights. Even the windows that were lit showed dimmer than any human room would be. Also, none of the skyscrapers had any decorative lighting to draw the eye. No tower was lit up with festive colored lights. The Iteeche had nothing to waste and wasted nothing.

      Because the castle rose so high, she was able to see a lot more than she'd expected. As she turned toward the Imperial Palace, she spotted clan palaces in holes in the tall buildings. Their penthouses and the gardens around them were gayly lit, making them easy to spot.

      When she faced the palace, she got a surprise. The Imperial Precincts were a dark blotch on the horizon to the west. There might be some candlelight down there, but there were none of the lights she'd seen on the clan palaces.

      "Interesting," Kris muttered.

      Now she started another three-sixty, eyeing the capital this time as if it were her battleground. She'd seen pictures of cities that hosted street fights. The senseless destruction appalled her. Yet, she might end up fighting her way through this city.

      She was under attack. Before today, she'd considered it an inconvenience. Now, she knew it to be a deadly affair.

      This was not the job she'd signed up for. She'd expected to be building bridges between the Iteeche Empire and Human space. Instead, she was fighting space battles and assaulting rebel planets with one hand and using the other to bat away all the nominally loyal hands that were doing their best to knife her in the back.

      Again, the niggling question made its way into her reflections. Was it time to turn and run?

      As a soldier, quitting the mission was unthinkable. However, Kris had risen above that level. Now, it was her pay grade not only to win wars, but also decide if the war was worth the fight. Included in that was the tougher call: was the war winnable?

      On one hand were the benefits that would come to both species if they would find a way to live together in peace. That wasn't an impossible goal. She'd seen it done on Alwa where Birds and Humans coexisted and grew closer together under the pressure of the onslaught of the vicious alien raiders.

      It could be done here. It needed to be done here.

      However, from where she stood there seemed to be a lot more pressure pushing the Empire and Humans apart. Fear. Distrust. Alien traditions.

      Still, the thought that kept coming back to Kris was not the good that might come if she succeeded as an emissary. No, the fear that gnawed at her was the disaster that might come if she failed in her mission.

      The Humans and Iteeche had survived eighty years behind their walls. Now, the walls were breached. Kris seriously doubted that the Iteeche driving this rebellion would be willing to just repair the breaches. No, if they succeeded in driving the hated Humans out of their Empire, that would not free them from the fear of the Humans returning.

      Only a war of annihilation could make them safe from the dreaded Humans.

      Kris took a moment to enjoy the feel of the night wind on her face. She loved the way it lifted her hair off her shoulders and cooled the nape of her neck. She needed to spend more time up here. More time getting in touch with herself. So much of the day she was emissary, admiral, mother, and wife.

      She needed some time for herself.

      With a sigh, she turned back to the problem at hand.

      "Talk to me about the buildings around us," Kris ordered Nelly.

      "They're your usual Iteeche high-rises. The bottom floor or two are businesses. The next half dozen or more are office spaces. Above that are living quarters, usually for those in who work in the businesses and offices. Since the Pink Coral Palace was the center of a clan, the likely occupants of the buildings around us were lesser members of that clan. The service businesses were for clan members. The offices were for the business of the clan."

      Nelly paused and projected a screen on the first one, then the second and finally the third pair of buildings, showing Kris where the three levels were on each building.

      "One of the advantages we had forming the line to shove the protestors out of our way was that these high-rises have little distance between them and the street on this side. On the other side, it's different. All eight of the buildings around us were constructed to a standard plan. They're u-shaped, with the bottom facing us, and the open side forming a nice plaza with green space and fountains."

      "It adds depth to the defense of the palace," Kris said.

      "Yes."

      "Okay, when this clan fled the planet, how many of the people living and working in those buildings left with them?"

      "That is a good question, Kris."

      "But one we don't know the answer to, right?"

      "Sorry, but yes," Nelly said. "I can't access their computers, and Kris, I have my doubts that the Iteeche would even have that information in a computer data file. The Iteeche do like to do things by hand since they have so many hands."

      Kris nodded agreement. To claim the honorable status of chooser, one had to have chosen a youngling to raise. Everyone wanted to be choosers. For the Iteeche, that led to a runaway population explosion. This capital planet, like so many others in the Empire, teemed with some fifty billion Iteeche. That made for two hundred billion hands to keep busy and fifty billion mouths to feed.

      Kris had a mental image of a four-legged, four-armed, four-eyed Iteeche on a surf board, trying to ride a tsunami. That was pretty much what the Empire was doing.

      Put six different Iteeche on the surf board, each with a different opinion on how to survive the tidal wave, and you had the very same mess the Empire faced.

      Oh, and me, too.

      "Nelly, about the sap digs. Do we have all three of their digs under observation?"

      "Yes, Kris," held a strong hint of “Of course, Human."

      "Can I see what they've done?"

      A holograph appeared in front of Kris on the smoker's deck.

      "They're set up shacks on the lowest level of the parking garages," Nelly explained. "They've marked off extra space around them. The signs say basically NO ADMISSION. KEEP OUT. CLAN BUSINESS. That clan business means a lot more than just what the words say. For us it would likely read Top Secret, Need to Know Only."

      "I get it," Kris said. "They don't want anyone snooping around them."

      "And, as you can see, no one is parked even close to the marked off space."

      "Except for that one truck that's backed up to the covered work space."

      "Yes. I suspect that hose is bringing the excavated mud from the sap to the truck. It is replaced every couple of hours."

      "They're taking out a lot of mud."

      "A lot of water as well as dirt," Nelly pointed out.

      "Let me know if anything changes," Kris said. "Also, I'd like to know if the diggers bed down in one of the apartments above the dig or somewhere else."

      "Very good, Kris."

      Now Kris turned to face the void in the lights. The Imperial Palace was dark. Admittedly, the humans would not light up the woods and gardens around the palace, still, no lights at all!

      Interesting.

      "Nelly, show me the best way from here to the Palace. After all, I am here to report to the Emperor on the success of my efforts to suppress the rebellion."

      "The quickest and most direct route is to take the avenue back to the boulevard we drove in on from the space elevator and turn the other way toward the Palace. The streets are widest there, so we would have more space to drive around obstacles or explosives."

      "But it is also the most predictable," Kris observed.

      "If we used the avenue west of our palace, laterally in the other direction," Nelly said, "we could also take the next boulevard over. There are a lot of wide boulevards radiating from the concourse circling the Imperial grounds."

      "I'm reminded that wide boulevards were invented to replace narrow, winding streets in cities that had been wracked with insurrections. The government went with the wide avenues to prevent rebels from throwing up barricades. Makes you wonder why the Iteeche have them," Kris muttered to herself. She eyed them for several long moments before adding.

      "They now present us with some problems."

      "Clear lanes of fire?" Nelly asked.

      "Yep. Those wide streets provide nice long and clear shots at us as we drive by them," Kris answered. "It would be way too easy for tanks to fire at us from five, ten streets over as we roll pass the cross streets."

      "Smoke?" Nelly offered a suggestion for cover.

      "Do we have plenty of it?"

      "If not, I can make more out of Smart Metal.”

      Kris nodded.

      "So, if I take the most direct way, it's likely to be dotted with roadside explosives. I could take off along the narrower side streets to avoid them, but that would put me close to buildings and ambushes. Either way, I've got nice long fire lanes. It will be an interesting troop movement."

      "Kris," Nelly said, almost sounding as worried as Jack might be, "how large of an ‘Honor Guard’ could you take with you for such an official visit?"

      Kris snorted. "That is a large part of the question, isn't it?"

      "I think so."

      "I thought I'd find you up here," came in Jack's familiar voice.

      "Nelly, did you squeal on me?"

      "Sorry, Kris. My kids know where I am and I think Sal may have told on us."

      "Don't blame any one computer," Jack said, sauntering over to Kris. "I know you well enough to know you'd go to high ground after a day like today. Good Lord, but the wind feels nice.”

      Her husband came up behind Kris and wrapped his arms around her. The wind might be nice, but the warmth of his body along her back was delicious.

      "I'm just thinking," Kris said, as he nuzzled her neck.

      "Thought enough?" Jack asked, kissing her ear.

      "I think I've thought enough for one day."

      "Good, because I have a few things I want to do and you won't even have to think while I do them."

      "Hmm, that sounds like fun," Kris said, and turned in Jack's arms to give him a nice, long kiss.

      "Yes, we definitely have some fun things to do," she said when she broke for air.
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      Kris was up early to join the nannies in getting the kids ready for breakfast and school. Johnnie's antics with his puppy were a delight to watch. It was impossible to tell which was leading which. The high cuteness factor between the barely five-year-old and the small terrier pup was delightful and likely addictive. Clearly, some drug law was being violated.

      After breakfast, the kids went their way to spend the day learning about the world they lived in and how to think its problems through. Kris turned to her own work that likely was much of the same.

      Nelly and General Bruce had set up spy central. It had the subdued lighting of your usual data center. Marines, Sailors, and civilians sat at comm consoles eyeing the flow of data from the nano spy network, and checking on any unit that suddenly went silent.

      They also responded to any word hits that the computers spotted. In those cases, the humans would insert themselves into the streaming conversations of some Iteeche and listen in to see if it really was of interest.

      The hits and misses were helping Nelly and her kids to refine their algorithms.

      Kris and Jack took their positions at control consoles and began reviewing the flow of data.

      "Nelly, has anything interesting developed overnight?" Kris asked.

      "I doubt if this will come as a surprise, but there are a lot of Iteeche who do not like us very much."

      "Nelly, I'm shocked, just shocked."

      "I thought you would be," Nelly said, drolly. "Our disapproval seems to be nearly complete, ranging from concern about having us walking their streets, which we aren't, to rabid opposition and wish that we'd all blow up and die."

      "And after all I've done for the Empire," Kris said, as if her feelings were actually hurt. "Is it universal?" Kris asked.

      "Among the clan lords and lordlings, yes," Nelly reported. "However, I've also dispersed some extra nanos in the bazaars, stores and markets."

      "Ah, the Iteeche on the street," Jack said. "How are we there?"

      "Would you believe, almost unknown?" Nelly replied.

      "You're kidding," Kris said.

      "Nope. It seems that your exploits haven't make it around much. What passes for media here is pretty slim. Entertainment is usually groups getting together to listen to a storyteller tell the old stories, or sing songs together to a few string or woodwind instruments."

      Jack scratched his chin. "Kris, one would think your exploits were deserving of a story or two, or perhaps a song or three."

      "Yes, one would," Kris mused, then decided. "Nelly, see if Admirals Tong or Ulan is available."

      "Both are," and a moment later, both were on the screen in front of Kris.

      "Admirals, I'm learning more about Iteeche life and culture. It seems that most of the folks get what we Humans would call news from song and entertaining stories. Tell me, have any stories or songs been composed by our Sailors about the battles and conquests we've been doing?"

      "Yes, My Eminent Admiral," Admiral Tong said. "There are several catchy ditties being hummed and sung around the fleet and in the bars and dives we visited."

      "But they're not catching on in the wider population," Kris said.

      The two Iteeche admirals glanced at each other. "No. I don't imagine they are," Tong said a moment later.

      "As Iteeche born and raised, do you think those stories and songs could become popular with the kind of folks that frequent markets and bazaars?"

      "I don't see why not," Admiral Tong said, immediately.

      "So," Kris said, "do you have any suggestions on how we get this going?"

      The two Navy officers stared at each other for a moment. "No. These songs just spread through the fleet when one Sailor makes it up and another likes what he hears."

      "Honey," Jack said, breaking formality, "I don't think these folks have an advertising industry."

      "Dear, I think you might be right."

      Jacques and Amanda had strolled into the command center while this conversation was going on.

      Jacques spoke up. "Admiral, how do Iteeche find out that something new is for sale?"

      The two admirals again eyed each other.

      "Something new?" Admiral Ulan asked.

      "Some new product for sale? Some new food or way of cooking it?" Jacques answered the question with one of his own.

      Once again the two admirals looked at each other as if they'd been asked to discover a new planet . . . from where they sat.

      "I take it that nobody's got any idea how to spread the good news," Abby said, drolly, as she also joined the conversation.

      "As you may have noticed, My Eminent Admiral, new is not something the Empire delights in."

      "There must be someone in the fleet or on the staff who knows someone who knows someone else who has some idea about how to spread a new song or three," Kris said. "Certainly, the singers in the markets and bazaars would love something to sing that's new."

      The two Iteeche raised all four of their eyelids. "Most people like the old songs," Admiral Tong said.

      "By any chance," Jacques asked, "do some of the new Navy songs just add new lyrics to old melodies?"

      "I think they all do," Admiral Ulan said.

      "Then I think you may have a way to get people to sing our new songs," Jacques said.

      "That sounds possible," the junior Iteeche admiral admitted.

      "Admirals, this is a major priority," Kris said. "There are a lot of nasty stories going around about us Humans, and me in particular. We need to get something on the street that tells people about the good we're doing."

      The admirals again glanced at each other, but neither asked Kris how she knew about the nasty stories. Neither did they question the new priority that was being laid on them.

      "We will see that this happens immediately," Admiral Tong said.

      "Thank you, Admirals. I know this sounds like a crazy Human idea, but I think this is important."

      "Do you think these songs might have reduced the number of protestors around your Embassy?" Admiral Ulan asked.

      "I think it might have," Kris agreed.

      "I begin to see what you Humans are up to," he said.

      A moment later, the screen went blank.

      "I would really love to be there, listening as they invent the art of advertising out of whole cloth," Amanda said. Jacques just grinned.

      "I almost wish those screaming dudes were still on my doorstep," Abby drawled. "I'd love to see how things would have gone if some singers in the bazaar or around the food wagons had taken to singing your praises."

      "A fight might have broken out," Jacques observed.

      "Yeah, but it would have been Iteeche squabbling with Iteeche over the remote."

      "Good point," Kris said. "Now, Nelly, talk to me about our take from the listening devices we've got going in the clan strongholds."

      The window before them turned into a map of the city centered on the Imperial Palace grounds. Those precincts covered about twelve square kilometers and was close to four kilometers across in several places. It had several wide squares in front of gates that added to its size. It was circled by an extra wide concourse with parks as well.

      What Kris found most interesting was the display of clan palaces. They were strung like pearls in wider and wider necklaces. About two klicks out from the Emperor's palace were five palaces strung along a wide avenue that wound its way in an irregular pattern around the distant Imperial Palace. It was as if the avenue had been laid out to connect the existing clan strongholds rather than the other way around.

      About two klicks farther out, there was another belt avenue. This one connected eight palaces, including the Pink Coral Palace. Two more klicks out, there was a third circling avenue. It had more twists and curves in it as it connected eleven clan palaces. A fourth avenue had an additional fourteen palaces.

      The concentric rings continued to spread out, now more regular in shape. They were like ripples on a pond where a stone had been tossed. There were other clan holdings along those avenues. These included some small palaces for what looked like new, smaller clans. There were also annexes where some of the clans with palaces in the inner circles had space for their overflow or minor septs.

      It was interesting that the Navy headquarters was on a distant belt road, adjacent to a boulevard that connected it to the space elevator. Very interesting.

      Kris smiled at the map. It could be looked at in several ways. Here was a physical personification of the clan pecking order. Alternatively, you could see it as a huge bullseye, with the Emperor at dead center.

      "Nelly, where's the We clan's palace?"

      One to the right of the main palace entrance lit up.

      "I should have guessed," Kris chuckled softly. "I take it that that is where I go to visit Roth?"

      "Yes, Kris. At present, the Chap'sum'We sept is first among the We clan."

      "Let me see a close-up of the palace."

      In a moment, Nelly had zoomed in, and the palace filled the view. Like the Pink Coral Palace, it had four sides surrounded by a moat. Kris well knew the lovely courtyard in the center from her previous visit to Roth.

      Now she found that the garden and penthouse on the roof of a wing that Roth enjoyed were replicated on the other three wings. From the looks of it, four senior septs of the We clan resided in that palace.

      Interesting that Roth never shared her visits with any of the other clan lords.

      "Which wing is Roth's?" Kris asked.

      A wing began flashing.

      Kris smiled. "Wouldn't you know, it would be the wing closest to the Imperial Palace."

      "There's something else that's interesting," Nelly said, and a high rise to the west of the palace lit up. "Note the layout of the office building and residence high rise. The front of the building is facing away from the palace. It has wings stretching back toward the palace, but it has one less than you'd expect."

      "Nelly," Jack asked, "Would that layout keep the shade off of Roth's penthouse?"

      "Well into the evening. Almost until sunset," Nelly answered.

      "It ‘tis, it ‘tis a glorious thing to be a pirate king," Amanda sang softly.

      Kris just shook her head. However, if this personification of the pecking order was right, Roth and the Chap'sum'We sept of the We clan were major players in this Empire.

      "Kris, I've identified the occupants of the other inner ring palaces. There's something interesting about one of them."

      "Talk to me, Nelly," Kris said.

      "The palace on the other side of the main boulevard belongs to the Quo clan. Fred, one of Ron's associate counselors, came from them. On the other side of the We Clan's palace is the Abba clan. They provided Shorty. The other two palaces on the inner ring are for the Wo and Domm clans. But there's something interesting about the Domm palace. It should be almost empty."

      "An empty palace in this real estate market?" Amanda, the economist asked. "That doesn't sound possible."

      "They did give us this palace after its clan occupants raised the rebel flag and ran for the elevator," Jack said. "Or maybe they did it the other way around?"

      "Either way," Kris said. “We got this vacant palace and not that one. Interesting."

      "Either they wanted us farther from their precious boy Emperor," Abby noted, "or they didn't want us to occupy that important a one."

      "Or they're saving that palace for the Domm clan's return," Jacques tossed one more thought into the pot of confusing and alien options.

      "How do you know it's the Domm clan?" Kris asked.

      "Some of their junior septs stayed loyal and moved in there. Our nano spies tell us they're running a spy operation out of one basement."

      "And that's acceptable?" Jack growled.

      "Apparently," Nelly answered, with clearly a non-existent computer shrug. "Iteeche come and go, meet with others, and gather information and documents."

      Kris shook her head. "The way these Iteeche play at war, it's serious. They talk of entire planets being gassed from orbit, yet they keep things the same."

      "I'll bet you," Jacques said. "That if the Domm clan comes in first in this rebellion, that the We clan will be swapping palaces with the Domm clan.

      "No bet," Kris said. "Nothing crazy would strike me as too weird for this bunch."

      "Rather say alien, Kris," Jacques corrected. "We're dealing with alien logic. To them, with their history and expectations, this is the norm. I know you won't forget that."

      "No, I'm not forgetting it. I'm just a bit tired of trying to get my brain around all this alien crap," Kris admitted.

      "Kris, have you noticed what I'm noticing?" Jack asked.

      "Maybe, what have you spotted?"

      "Nelly, could you please give us the distance between the different palaces, both as the bird flies and by the most direct street route."

      In a blink, red lines connected each palace to its nearest clan associates. Yellow squiggles zipped their way from one palace to the next.

      "Two klicks," Jack said. "Just about two klicks between the palaces as you fly, a bit more if you walked."

      "Or drive a tank," General Bruce rumbled. He frowned at the screen for a moment longer, then added. "Does anyone else get the feeling that these clan types don't trust each other to play nice in each other's sandbox?"

      "And here I thought the moat and walls around our little palace was just because the Emperor had a moat around his palace and these palaces were ancient," Kris mused.

      "Yeah, right," Abby drawled before going on. "Did you notice that from each clan palace its two klicks to the wide boulevard and another two or more to the next clan palace? I don't think anyone trusts anyone around here all that much."

      "You are very likely right," Kris mused. "If we hadn't been so busy moving in and getting ready to fight a battle and a war, it would have been nice if we'd done this map exercise earlier."

      "But we were moving in and fighting a rebellion," Abby pointed out. "Even a Longknife can overlook some things every once in a while."

      Kris nodded as she worried her lower lip. It was time to make a few snap decisions. "Jack, General Bruce, we need an early warning network out at least two klicks in all directions. I'd like to have a good observation posts monitoring all the exits from each clan palace and enclave."

      "No surprises, huh?" the general said.

      "Right," Kris answered.

      "I take it that is in addition to us listening in to conversations around the palaces?" Nelly said.

      "Yes. Oh, how have those been going?"

      "Nothing to report yet," Nelly said. "We are not much liked, but I can't actually report any smoking gun conversations. I suspect that they have noticed our nanos and are taking care not to say too much. It seems that all the palaces have an underground wet area. Part pool, part steam bath, all loaded with water spray in the air. Maybe more water spray in the air since we arrived. Anyway, there is at least one place in each palace that I cannot monitor."

      "Have you tried making something a bit larger, say a four-wheeled device?" Amanda suggested.

      "Anything large enough to survive drowning is too easy to spot. They have some sort of small creature that loves to pounce on and bat around any small thing it sees moving. Me and the kids are still trying to find some way to get around them, but we may need a few days."

      "Keep listening. Do you have an estimate of who hates our guts the most and who the least?"

      "The Wo clan seems to hate our guts the most. No surprise. That clan was the one that bought the nanos off of Grampa Alex's Dani Ishmay that caused us so much trouble just after we got here. The rest stretches along a spectrum. It's interesting Kris. Even those that like us say nasty things about us on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and even those who hate us have good things to say about us on Mondays and Wednesdays."

      "I guess these aliens don't have a problem handling cognitive dissonance," Jacques observed.

      Kris just shook her head. "How do I make peace with a people who can't make peace with themselves?"

      "We live, we learn, and we find a way, somehow," Jack said.

      "Yeah. Okay. Now, Jack, I want forty-eight Human Marines in smart dress uniforms. White gloves."

      "Okay."

      "Nelly, I want the most ostentatious traveling villa for the Marines to march alongside in four columns.

      "Push the palanquin up their rears sideways?" Nelly said.

      "Yes. But . . . I also want there to be plenty of Smart Metal in the rig. I want to be able to turn that thing into sixteen, no eighteen, heavily armored gun wagons in the blink of an eye."

      "Huh?" Jack reacted, his head swiveling around to face Kris.

      "I want to pay a visit to Roth. Very little notice. I want to do it in a traveling lodge big and fancy enough to make these Iteeche bug their eyes out, okay?"

      "Okay."

      "But, if we run into any trouble, I want to be able to convert this thing into a company of gun cars fast. I figure three Marines to a rig. Eighteen rigs."

      "I count sixteen gun trucks," Jack said.

      "I expect to have five people riding with me. I want a gun truck. I figured you'd want one, too."

      "Can I at least have eighteen rigs in front of you and another eighteen behind you, loaded with sensors and other warning gear?"

      "Jack, I'll even let you put six or nine Marines in each rig with enough smart metal to divide them up into three rigs if a fight breaks out."

      "Finally, my wife is learning self-preservation."

      "As soon as you say we're ready to leave, I'll call ahead and let Ron know we're coming."

      "I wonder if this will go better than last time?" Jack muttered.

      "Don't worry. This time I won't march us through the harem, okay?"

      "Please, no harem," Jack begged. "The seven-foot-tall Iteeche courtesans did nothing for me, but us being there sure pissed off a lot of Iteeche."

      "I'll do my best to be more diplomatic this time, Jack, but no promises."
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      An hour after a pleasant lunch with the kids, Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness Princess Kristine Longknife processed through the gate of the Pink Coral Palace and joined a parade in her honor. A gaudier affair was never seen in military history. At least in Human history.

      It wasn't just the self-propelled palanquin that she rode in with Jack, Abby, Jacques, and Amanda, along with a Marine colonel commanding the rump brigade surrounding Kris. The armored gun trucks looked like they'd been dipped in gold and then rolled in precious stones.

      Kris had overheard on net a few choice comments by Gunny Sergeants that she would not be able to repeat around the kids for at least another fifteen years.

      However, anyone who mistook the ostentatious display of Smart MetalTM-generated wealth for weakness was very much mistaken. Each of the gun trucks carried three complete crews and included enough metal that it could divide into three complete armored gun trucks in less than a second.

      And those trucks would be all fight and no glitter.

      Thus, what looked like a company of fighting vehicles in front of and behind Kris's own ride, was actually two full battalions.

      Leading and trailing the Human Marines were companies of Iteeche Marines. The Iteeche being larger, and preferring a four-man crew, their gun trucks would, if a problem were to develop, divide only in two.

      Similarly, mixed in with the eight-wheeled armored gun carriages were what looked like two companies of mechanized infantry. Again, the infantry from the two species had been doubled up. Let a shot be fired, and each rig would split, showing twice the force.

      Kris was walking softly and carrying a well-hidden big stick.

      Her own palanquin was its own hidden weapon. Forty-eight Marine in dress uniforms marched smartly along beside it. There were no slaves here. Still, if it came to a fight, the fancy ride would melt into twenty fully armed and armored gun trucks. Sixteen for the marching honor guard. Two for Kris and her passengers, and another two for the six Marines under them, driving the thing as well as operating the sensors and coordinating the buzzing drones that observed everything along the line of march.

      Kris was very prepared.

      Still, to the watching Iteeche, the traveling palace she rode in was a spectacular sight, far fancier than any their own clan lords rode around in. Once the palanquin slid out the palace gate, it spread wings that seemed to turn it into a golden bird of glorious and bejeweled colors just alighting on the road.

      Actually, the wings were intended to swoop down at the first sign of trouble and provide a protective, armored cover over the Marines marching beside Kris. She was not about to let anyone harm a hair on the head of any of her honor guard.

      Adding to the visuals was an audio feed. There was much clashing of cymbals and bells, beating of drums, and blowing of horns and trumpets. Since the Iteeche like singing, Kris even asked the Gunny leading her honor guard if they could come up with some cadence calls.

      "Clean ones, please," she asked.

      "That will cut down on our options," Gunny said, a gleam in his eye. Still, the watching Iteeche got introduced to a few interesting songs from their Human allies.

      In addition to the two "companies" of Iteeche Marine armor, there was a platoon of Iteeche mounted on three-wheeled motorcycles. Each three-wheeler had a driver and a rider. These small rigs would zip ahead of Kris's parade. They both warned traffic to clear the road and blocked side streets until the cavalcade had passed.

      Unbeknownst to the crew on the small rigs, they also carried a sensor suite that was being monitored back on Kris's palanquin. Every Iteeche car, truck, or wagon along Kris's line of march was being sniffed for any sign of explosives or inappropriate electronic emissions.

      However, by taking a route that zigged and zagged through side streets, Kris was hoping to avoid any prepared roadside explosives. For the most part, that worked. However, one sewer lid put on a spectacular show when it flew a good twenty meters into the air before crashing down on its side and rolling around several times in a narrowing circle.

      Whether that was a result of sewer gas or a planted explosive, no one in Kris's honor guard bothered to determine. However, it did happen just as the four motorcycles in the vanguard came in sensor range of the manhole.

      For the most part, however, the Iteeche gazed at Kris's parade with interest, if not awe. Children took to racing along beside them, since they moved at the pace of the marching Marines. Other Iteeche walked along the sidewalks with them for the length of a cadence call before going about their business.

      Clearly, the Iteeche enjoyed a parade. Which left Kris to wonder if the clan lords moved about in such large and slow conveyances were as much to entertain the people as to maintain tradition.

      "Which comes first?" Kris asked Jacques. “The chicken or the egg?"

      The sociologist gave Kris a most Gaelic shrug. "Maybe it's a bit of both. The crowd loves a show, and the egos of the clan lords love to be seen to put on a show. You want to tell me why we're riding in this glittering, overdressed bus?"

      "When in Rome?" Kris asked.

      "Very likely, since you wouldn't be driving around in anything like this back home. However, tell me about the limo you so often use. Why not just a green sedan?"

      "I have been known to use a green sedan when I don't want to be noticed," Kris pointed out.

      "So, you do want to be noticed when you drive around in your limo," Jacques snapped back.

      Kris gave him a scowl for his wit.

      "She's in the limo for the armor," Jack growled.

      "Yet, she's more of a target in the limo," Jacques shot back.

      "The green sedan only works when she can get away with it," Jack pointed out. "And the last time I let her bounce around in that 'green sedan' it was just as armed and armored as the limo."

      "Would you two pipe down?" Kris grouched. "I'm trying to think."

      "About your coming discussion with Roth?" Abby asked.

      "Yeah."

      "Any idea what you want out of this tête-à-tête?" Kris's former maid asked.

      Kris shrugged. "Imperial peace? No. While I'm at it, I might as well ask for galactic peace. I'm starting to think I'm as likely to get those alien raider bastards to agree to peace as I am to get the clan lords of this empire."

      None of Kris's advisors offered any alternative goal for her, so she just slumped in her very comfortable seat and watched the people watching her.

      The common Iteeche was starting to very much intrigue Kris. They went about their daily chores, making a life for themselves, while those with power strove for more power, or at least less power for their enemies.

      Human history had shown a similar time when political or military power was the only game in town. Then, of course, anyone who wanted to be of any importance had to join the game and compete for the prize.

      Then we'd invented trade, and you could compete for wealth. Knowledge and science allowed you to compete for accolades in those areas. Throw in sports and entertainment and you opened up another wide area for people to achieve fulfillment.

      What did the common Iteeche consider fulfilling?

      Maybe Kris ought to be talking to the people watching as she rolled by rather than to the clan lord she was going to visit.

      That thought brought Kris up short.

      She'd learned at her father's knee that government needed to be there for the little people. The people who had no one to pay a lobbyist. The people no one else listened to.

      How many times had Kris heard that growing up? How many times had she been told that by her father? The Great Billy Longknife was The Man of the People.

      She'd threatened to vomit if she ever heard it again.

      Now, here she was, deep in the Iteeche Empire, looking at a social contract that was totally one-sided and left no space for nearly all of the individuals who lived under it.

      Billy Longknife's little girl was starting to understand that maybe her father really did want to do what he had been telling her all those years ago. She sure as hell wanted to do something like that here.

      The problem, of course, was how? The Iteeche had supposedly been living this way for ten thousand years. No Earth woman could waltz in here and change everything. No way, no how.

      Still, as Kris surveyed the people on the streets beside her, and reflected on the mess this Empire was in, she couldn't find a way out of the mess it had worked itself into.

      The clan system with its cut-throat squabbling for power was carefully arranged so that the power grabbers rarely paid the price for the grab. Still, billions of the working Iteeche might be slaughtered if a planet was invaded. Or worse, murdered if a planet was gassed from orbit.

      Again, Kris's mind cycled back over her options. She could tell this cavalcade to whip a u-turn and head back to her Embassy. After a quick stop there to grab the kids, she could head for the fleet up the beanstalk and boogie for Wardhaven.

      Second, she could walk the well-worn trail these Iteeche wanted her to. She could follow their tradition and figure out a way to end this war without upsetting too many clan chiefs.

      Or maybe she could kick over the entire hornet's nest and see what might come next.

      A shiver went up Kris’s spine. When you had fifty billion people struggling to survive on a planet, how much discord could you afford before the entire house of cards came tumbling down? Would starvation and cannibalism be next?

      Kris scowled. This all was a well-worn path in her mind. She had too little information to claim she could make an informed decision. She couldn't keep going like this.

      The palace of the We clan was coming up. They'd made it all this way without having to break out the troops into a fighting stance. The trip here may have caught the opposition by surprise. No doubt, they'd be ready for the return.

      Kris needed to make this visit earn its pay.
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      This time, there was no game playing like there had been the first time Kris paid an official call on the head of the We clan. Instead of a bumbling major domo who tried to lead her on a wild goose chase, Ron greeted her personally.

      He immediately ushered Kris to a newly installed Smart MetalTM elevator that whisked her and her key staff up to the penthouse. There would be no stroll through the clan harem this time.

      Hidebound though the clan leaders might be, they could learn not to mess with their Human allies. Certainly, Roth had learned not to mess with one of those damn Longknifes more than once.

      To Kris's surprise. Roth'sum'We'sum'Quin que Chap'sum'We was alone in the pergola located in the center of the garden on the roof of the We clan palace. Next to where he sat in the shade of the small summer house was a pond with a melodic waterfall.

      The last time Kris had been here, he had been surrounded by advisors and more junior clan lords. This time, there were only enough cushions for Kris's team arranged in a half circle in front of Roth. A cushion for Ron was at Roth's right hands.

      Kris had wanted a different meeting. Apparently, so did Roth.

      The humans folded their legs underneath themselves and sat.

      Roth coughed out a small hairball of a laugh. "No matter how many times I see you Humans sit down with your two legs, I cannot but be amazed that you manage to do it without falling over."

      Beside Roth, Ron settled his own four-legged, eight knee body on the much larger cushion reserved for him.

      Kris smiled. "We share this amazement with you. I always expect your Chosen One to fall flat on his face as he seats himself on his cushion."

      "Is that why you have cobbled together those stools you have shown us on your ships?" Roth replied.

      "Cobbled together, your Eminent Lordship? Please. Our engineers worked long hours to match your body structure to our stools."

      "Yes, only you Humans would spend limited engineering time on such a thing. Either that, or you had your magnificent computer sketch it up in a spare moment and then spin it out of a block of magic metal. You make soft cushions out of metal," the clan lord marveled.

      "It is a matter of concentration and flexibility," Nelly replied from Kris's neck.

      "Yes. Yes," the old Iteeche said with something close to a human-like sigh.

      Kris remembered that this Iteeche had negotiated with her Great Grandfather Ray to end the Iteeche-Human War some ninety years ago. Was he older than her grampa? Was he feeling his mortality at a moment like this?

      "I am told that you Humans can record conversations with tiny specks of dust that our four eyes cannot see," the Iteeche whispered, low. "Can you also locate larger listening devices?"

      Kris was glad for the question. She was not looking forward to admitting the extent to which she'd wired the Imperial Capital for sound.

      "Yes, we can, most Eminent Clan Lord," Kris whispered back.

      "How?" he asked.

      "We can locate the tiny hum of electronics by several sensors, or we can physically search the dark corners of a room for actual devices that may be using no electrical power."

      "Could you search this rooftop for any such listening devices?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "Please do so."

      In the blink of an eye, Kris's medals, awards, and badges of orders vanished from the chest of her uniform. Meanwhile, Kris began talking about her recent campaigns, telling any listeners nothing that they would not have been able to cull from a quick scan of a half-trustworthy media outlet.

      To date, of course, Kris had been unable to identify anything like an Iteeche news outlet. Still, the clans had to have some way to pass information back and forth. Just more of what Kris needed to learn about this crazy, alien society she was sworn to defend.

      "I have identified and suborned three listening devices," Nelly reported. "At present, they are transmitting conversations that I am feeding them."

      "Three devices," Kris said. "Any idea what their sources are?"

      "One appears to be a very low-tech human device. The other two are larger and of local make," the computer answered.

      Amanda snorted, very demurely, but it was still a snort. "I guess some of the free traders are bringing in more than their manifests report."

      "Be grateful it's just low tech," Jack rumbled.

      "Nelly, can you tell us who is listening or where they might be listening from?"

      "It's interesting that all three of them are well away from the garden house," Nelly said. "I think that may have something to do with their having a limited broadcast area. That would mean the receiving stations are to the north, east and west of your palace."

      "Most Eminent Chooser," Kris said. "I have come to understand that most of the buildings around a palace are clan territory as well."

      "Yes," Roth said.

      "Would you mind if we did a search on the surrounding buildings?"

      "That wouldn't involve marching your Marines through our harem by any chance, would it?"

      "I won't do that again," Kris said, allowing herself a smile. "No, we will do it with our own micro drones and nano spies."

      "Please do. I would like to know who in the We clan feels the need to listen in on me and my conversations. Who, besides you," he said, raising an eyebrow to Kris.

      Kris chose to ignore the question. For now.

      "Nelly, conduct the search. For now, continue feeding them a report about matters on the captured planets. Maybe toss in some ideas about how I could sell some of the captured ships and transfer the profits back to Human space. Throw in all sorts of nice officious names and the likes."

      "No problem, Kris."

      "Now, Most Eminent Chooser, can we talk?"

      "No doubt, you wish to talk with the usual bluntness and haste of your race," Roth said.

      "No doubt. I really have very little time. The longer this meeting lasts, the more likely I will be ambushed on the way back to my Embassy."

      "I was wondering why you were coming to me, rather than asking me to come to you."

      "I doubt if any admiral, even the commander of the Combined Imperial Fleets, would dare be so gauche as to ask that of such a high-ranking clan lord as yourself."

      "You are learning the fit and proper ways. Maybe there is some wisdom in the Longknife family line."

      "Even we understand protocol and tact," Kris said.

      The Iteeche lord leaned back into his cushions even as he drew himself up to his full, if seated, height. "So, what do we have need to talk about?"

      "Do I and my Embassy still have the full support of the We clan?" Kris asked, bulldozing right into the heart of her problems.

      Now all four eyelids on the clan lords face rose high on his forehead. "I should think by now that you would have realized that no one ever has the full support of any clan. Not even the clan High Lord."

      "It is that bad?"

      "Have you ever studied tadpoles in a mating pond?" Roth asked.

      "No. I've never had the opportunity. Should I?"

      "It might help you understand us better. Come, walk with me."

      Kris followed Ron and Roth to a large pond located on the roof of the palace. The water was dotted with several kinds of vegetation, some standing tall, others floating lazily on the surface of the dark waters. Roth pointed to a bit of open water.

      "What do you see there?" he asked Kris.

      "I can't see very far into the water, but I can see tadpoles," she said.

      "How do they behave?"

      Kris studied them. The tadpoles nibbled at something like blue green algae that collected around the plants.

      "A tadpole may nibble at some algae," Kris said. “But not for long. They keep moving . . . oh, that one stayed too long at a pad and got snapped up by a small fingerling fish."

      "Exactly. Never stay anywhere too long. Always keep moving, never swim in a straight line. A tadpole learns that, or it becomes food for its elder sibling."

      "Talk about survival of the fittest," Jacques observed.

      "Yes, I have read of that Human philosophy," Roth said. "There is much debate in your literature about whether that or cooperation is the best survival technique. You can afford to debate that after your parents have nurtured you to maturity and provided for your education."

      Roth raised all four of his hands from their second elbow in a kind of shrug. "We have no such opportunity. Survival of the fittest is something that is hammered into us before we grow our gills. Never commit too much to any one course. Always be ready to change, to switch direction. Always do what you must do to survive."

      Kris wanted to remark that the Empire did nothing of the sort, but instead she said, "Yet, on Zargoth, I watched from orbit as quite a few technicians risked their lives to see that power, water, sewer and communications still flowed to the people that depended on them. They showed a visceral commitment to cooperation even while a clan lordling was doing his level best to see that thousands, if not millions, died in some vain effort to make us destroy the planet we'd just captured peacefully. I don't understand."

      Again, Roth shrugged. This time, however, it was a minor one. Only the forward pair of hands were raised, and only from the first elbow.

      "You are talking about two different things. Clan politics is of a higher and much more complex order than anything these lowly technicians may do. What you saw there was just the grubbing of some minor technicians trying to keep their rice bowl full. If they didn't keep the water flowing, they would have been replaced and reduced to naked slaves. By the next day, someone else would have taken their jobs. Technicians are easily replaced."

      Kris did not allow herself to roll her eyes. Indeed, she froze her face to Navy bland. She was learning even more about the Iteeche society. Even more she did not like.

      "So, tell me, Roth, what should I do? I understand that the clans need time to rearrange the pecking order. To decide who moves into a palace a bit closer to the Imperial Precincts and who gets rousted out to a smaller one a few more kilometers farther out. I was given a very short brief, put down this rebellion. It seems to me that my orders are out of step with your political requirements. Have I got that right?"

      "Oh, you Longknifes. You are so literal. Of course, there is no conflict between your orders. We just didn't expect that you would set yourself to a war strategy that involved fighting battles and taking planets quite so quickly and quite so successfully. You have no idea the trouble my clan alone has had finding younglings to send out to rule these planets you have dropped in our lap. Every day, runners are sent to me, sometimes very senior messengers, telling me of the disruption you are causing to the normal and accepted path of promotion for young lordlings. Oh, and finding places for those that you send back. You are causing a lot of problems for a lot of major clan lords."

      "Sorry about that," Kris said, and hoped Nelly kept the sarcasm out of the translation.

      "And I don't think the clan lords," Ron put in. “Expected you to become the owner of quite so large a fleet."

      "They are merely prize vessels that I have taken into the Imperial Combined Fleets," Kris answered. "Rebel ships are now standing loyal to the Emperor and ready to defend his worshipfulness."

      The Iteeche didn't "worship" any deity that Kris had identified. The word worshipful was applied to the Emperor, but even the Magnificent Nelly had not been able to find any other word for what the Iteeche owed the Emperor. Just another alien concept from an alien culture.

      "Yes, yes," Roth said. “But those ships now owe no fealty to a clan. Some fear that you may be holding them close to you. Maybe have them swear fealty to the clan you are building?"

      Which wasn't all that far from what Kris was thinking about.

      What she said was, "Roth. I am a Human. I owe fealty to my King whom you know is my great-grandfather and Chooser. I am here now, but you know that I may be recalled by my King. How could I form any sort of a clan when I could be gone tomorrow? That is what I have told those who speak to me of this fear. However, even I wonder how much loyalty the Navy now has to you. Does that loyalty extend beyond their clan loyalty? Does it replace it?"

      Kris cocked her head and eyed Roth for a long moment. "Wise and Eminent Imperial Counselor, the Sailors and Marines of the fleet have followed me to victories and prize money. They enjoy that. Now, tell me what their clans have done for these Iteeche that defend them from the rebels?"

      Roth leaned back on his cushion. So did Ron. There was a long pause in the conversation as they pondered Kris's response. Either that or they were shocked into silence. Kris couldn't tell which. Again, she wished the Iteeche were not wearing those damn high collars that hid the remains of their gill slits.

      Knowing the emotions an Iteeche was feeling was a big help. Kris missed it.

      "As ever, a Longknife poses interesting questions," Roth finally said. "Those who sail our warships have never been deserving of status in the clans. They do as they are told. If they do not serve us, they can be reduced to a slave and another youngling can be chosen to be a sailor in his stead."

      Again, Roth shrugged with all four arms at the second elbow. "That is the way it has always been. That is the way it will always be. Yet now, you hand out honors, these bits of ribbon and metal that decorate their uniforms. I hear that they are even more proud of them than their lust for prize money. Another one of your strange Human ways that is being translated into our Empire and changing everything."

      Kris was taken aback by this. She'd heard only good things about her awards program from her admirals. That the clan lords were disturbed by it was . . . troubling. "Are you saying," Kris said, slowly, "that I should run my policies and practices through a clan approval process?"

      "That is why I provided you with Ron. Did you consult him for his counsel before instituting such a major change in our practices toward uniformed Iteeche?"

      Kris eyed Ron. He had the good sense to find that moment to study a flowering plant off to the side of the airy summer house.

      "I may not have understood your intentions," Kris said, carefully.

      "There is a lot that you Humans do not seem to understand about we Iteeche," Roth said, darkly.

      "Yes, there is. Ron, can you spend more time with me, functioning as an Imperial Counselor on my staff?"

      The Iteeche twisted at the waist to eye his chooser. Exactly what passed between their four eyes was a mystery to Kris.

      Finally, Ron turned back to Kris and said, "It is with great regret that I find my clan duties to have first call on my time. After I have completed my duties to my clan chief as well as commanded the flotillas that the clan has donated to the Imperial Combined Fleets, I will, of course, be more than available to you."

      Kris was liking this meeting less and less. After a few moments of reflection on this latest rotten tomato to be dropped in her lap, she decided to cut to the central question for this visit.

      "Ron brought the message to me that I was needed at the Imperial Capital to report to the Emperor in person. I have not yet been appraised of when I will make this report. Do you have any idea when that will be?"

      "The Emperor is occupied at present," Roth said, not meeting Kris's eyes. "The flower gardens of the palace are in bloom and he chooses, for the moment, to occupy himself with painting their loveliness. When time can be found for you, you will be informed. It may come quite suddenly."

      "I take it that the clan lords cannot decide among themselves if I should be heard," Kris said, crossly. "Or is it that keeping me cooling my heels here is a way to slow down the pace of the war?"

      "I have not heard anyone say any of those things," Roth snapped.

      "You know, the longer we sit on our hands, the more the rebels are able to adjust themselves to the fleet's new tactics. This will cost ships and lives the next time we go into battle.

      "We have plenty of ships," Roth said. Kris noticed that he did not continue his reply. He did not say anything about the lives of her Sailors and Marines.

      Kris rose from her cushion. Around her, so did her staff. "This meeting has been most informative. I thank you very much for schooling me in the right and proper way of life among the wise clan leaders of the Empire."

      KRIS, DO YOU REALLY WANT ME TO PUT ALL THAT SARCASM INTO SO FEW WORDS?

      NO, NELLY, YOU CAN SOFTEN IT A BIT. BUT NOT TOO MUCH. I WANT TO MAKE SURE HE KNOWS HE HAS A MAD LONGKNIFE ON HIS HANDS.

      OKAY, KRIS.

      Still, Nelly's reply went on much longer than Kris's comments. No doubt, she put it in the proper format, recognizing Kris's position as emissary from her King and Roth's status as the head of the We clan.

      From the way Ron's hands fluttered, it was pretty obvious he spotted the difference between Kris's words and the translation. No doubt, he'd let Roth know as soon as Kris was gone.

      "I am glad that we could have this open and forthright conversation," Roth said from where he sat. "Now, I think I shall paint some flowers as well. I am told that the Emperor intends to give awards for the best flower paintings that are shared with him."

      "I am sure you will win a great prize,” Kris said. She gave Roth a shallow bow. Behind her, her staff went down to at least a 45-degree angle. Kris turned and strode for the elevator.

      Interesting. Ron stayed with his Eminent Chooser.
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      While Kris had been visiting with Roth, her troops had been held in ranks. In order not to clutter up the palace courtyard, the combat vehicles and her perambulating palace had been folded up into a single huge block of Smart MetalTM.

      Now, the block began to spin off gun trucks. Troops dashed to crew the rigs as they formed from the block and quickly drove them toward the gate to form up.

      Kris waited by the elevator until the first half of her cavalcade was formed, then strode forward as the palanquin began to extrude from the block. She boarded it with her staff before it was even finished. Once it was finished, and the Human Marines had formed up beside it, Kris ordered her escort to begin its march back to her palace.

      By that time, the courtyard was crowded. As the vanguard moved out, there was finally room to begin generating the gun trucks for the rear half of Kris's motorcade.

      "Nelly, make a random pick of streets for us to take back. They can't have ambushes set up for all the routes."

      "Don't be so sure," Jack growled. "They've got a lot of Iteeche and I've never seen a shortage of weapons among the rebels."

      "And they might not even be rebels," Jacques said. "This hit could be coming from one of the 'loyal' clans."

      "I suspect," Abby drawled with her usual dryness. “That a whole bunch of the clan bosses stood in a long line to draw tickets to see who got which road.

      "You could be right," Kris admitted.

      However, the trip home went easily and without any surprises. Kids ran alongside cheering, especially after someone found a huge supply of candy cached away in Kris's rolling palace.

      That was why Kris knew when they entered the ambush. The kids seemed to vanish. The sidewalk gawkers were gone from this stretch of road.

      "Nelly?" Kris asked.

      "I've got sensors up to the max. I'm getting nothing. There aren't any trucks parked beside the road. No hint of explosives anywhere near the road."

      Nelly paused for a moment, before snapping, her voice rising. "Hold it. I'm getting something coming from one of the buildings. “

      "No, two.”

      "No, wait, Make that all four of them."

      They were driving down one of the back roads. The four buildings faced away from them, opening out to the next streets over. Beside them, the buildings rose straight up with sheer sides for twenty stories.

      With no warning, the bottom floors of all four buildings blew out. They began with ponderous certainty to lean over, towards each other, overshadowing Kris's convoy.

      In the space of five seconds, every one of her gun trucks as well as her huge palanquin, would be buried under thousands of tons of masonry, stone, and steel supports.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tens of thousands of tons of buildings crashing down in one huge avalanche should wipe out a military convoy. With buildings tumbling down on both sides of the fancy palanquin and gun trucks, the destruction should have been complete.

      No armored convoy could survive all those thousands of tons of rock, brick, and steel.

      This armored convoy, however, had the Magnificent Nelly and four of her kids riding shotgun.

      Whoever set up the explosives also made a minor mistake. One cache of explosives blew a fraction of a second early. It was only a fraction of a second before the entire bottom floors of the four buildings were vaporized. Still, it was enough.

      The micro drones had spotted the scent of explosives only a second before the lead-off explosives gave the ambush away. Nelly and her kids, however, lived their lives in picoseconds. It took them very little time to realize the mess Kris and her convoy was in. After that, it took only a fraction of a nanosecond for them to come up with a plan and begin to implement it.

      However, vehicles, even those computer guided, can only respond as quickly as mechanical devices allow. Some sped up. Others slammed on the brakes. All of them collided with a crash before the mountain fell on them.

      Smart MetalTM doesn't need much time to reorganize itself.

      While Nelly concentrated on the problem of the palanquin, the other four computers divided the other four sections of the convoy. Jack's Sal and Jacques's Maria took the vanguard and rear guard of Iteeche troopers. Abby and Amanda's computers tackled the humans’ armored rigs. Mata Hari processed those forward of the palanquin. Amanda’s took those that were aft.

      The way to handle the rigs was simple. Smash two or three of them together before the buildings fell on top of them, then form the armored vehicles into bunkers. There was no need now for wheels or motors. Every gram of metal was converted to armor and piled up over the merged crew compartments with just enough saved back to make sure the peaked roof of the survival bunker was supported so it could hold up under the thousands of tons of rubble about to slam down on it.

      Nelly had left the palanquin for herself. She knew that the hardest decisions would have to be made there.

      The extravagant show of precious stones, gold, and silver melted into the main structure of the traveling palace. The exuberant wings that make it look like a bird of prey now swooped down and covered the forty-eight Marines marching along beside Kris's fancy ride. Nelly packed them in like sardines. Still, they were surrounded by a thickening roof of armor and supports.

      Outboard of each pair of columns, a Gunny Sergeant had marched along, sword on his shoulder, looking like the perfect old warrior. They were the decision that Nelly hated to make. There just was not enough time or metal to reach out and claw them into the coverage of the armored shell.

      If Nelly did try to haul them in, it was more likely than not that the building rubble would catch them before they got under cover. Worse, the metal used to try to save them would be lost to the common protection.

      Nelly hated to make this kind of call. She knew that Kris hated to make them, too. Still, the computer knew that Kris would support her, hold her hand, so to speak, and give her a shoulder to cry on.

      Kris was good about supporting her subordinates after the hard calls.

      Nelly dropped the passenger compartment down until the six people inside were clumped around the six that had been operating the transport. The forty-eight Marines were wrapped around them. While the armored vehicles formed something like a pup tent, Nelly created a kind of yurt to protect Kris and her staff.

      That done, it was time to hunker down and see if they'd brought enough Smart MetalTM to hold off the tumbling wreckage of four twenty-five story buildings.

      Kris and Nelly could only sit tight, wrapped in armor, and listen as more and more wreckage piled up on top of them. Kris eyed the overhead, wishing she'd ordered an even more ostentatious show . . . that sucked up even more Smart MetalTM.
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      The overhead was low; Kris's head rubbed up against it. Between every two or three people a thick support beam went from the ground to that overhead, keeping thousands of tons of rubble at bay. She was actually standing on the pavement of the road they'd been driving on; the support pillars spread their burden wide around them, but no Smart MetalTM was wasted where it wasn't desperately needed.

      "Well done, Nelly," Kris said under her breath.

      "Thank you, Kris, I just wish I'd had more Smart Metal."

      "Yeah."

      The lighting was dim in the bunker Nelly had made. Kris couldn't fault Nelly; it probably took every gram of Smart MetalTM she had to keep the rubble over their heads from squashing them into a pulp that would hardly be more than fragments of DNA on the concrete and steel that smashed down on them.

      Around Kris, people scrunched in closer to each other. The chairs Kris and her team had been seated on were gone, melted into the overhead that kept them alive. There were now sixty women and men crammed together, standing close, taking up as little room as possible as more Smart Metal was shifted to support their armored redoubt.

      The air began to get stale fast.

      NELLY, DO WE HAVE AN AIR SUPPLY?

      NO, KRIS. I'M WORKING ON A CO2 SCRUBBER, BUT WE HAVE NO BOTTLED AIR IN HERE.

      COULD YOU CONVERT SMART METAL INTO O2? Jack asked on Nelly Net.

      THERE MAY BE SOME O2 IMBEDDED IN THE COMPLEX SMART METAL MOLECULES, BUT NOT MUCH. DO WE WANT TO PULL ANY SMART METAL OFF OF THE OVERHEAD OR ITS SUPPORTS?

      RIGHT NELLY, BAD IDEA.

      NELLY, DO WE HAVE ANY CONNECTION TO THE NET? Kris asked.

      YES AND NO, KRIS, AS YOU ARE WONT TO SAY. WE CAN GET THROUGH TO THE BUNKERS IN FRONT OF AND BEHIND US. THEY CAN TALK TO THE NEXT ROW. ONLY THE MOST FORWARD AND AFT OF THE BUNKERS HAVE ACCESS TO THE GENERAL NET. OH, AND BEFORE YOU ASK, GENERAL BRUCE HAS ALREADY DISPATCHED A QUICK REACTION TEAM AND IS CALLING OUT THE WORLD TO HELP US.

      STEVE'S SPENT ENOUGH TIME AROUND YOU DAMN LONGKNIFES TO KNOW IF THERE'S A BOOM, YOU'RE EITHER CAUSING IT OR UNDER IT, Abby said, and even managed one of her patented dry drawls on Nelly Net.

      OKAY, NELLY, HOW CLOSE ARE WE TO COLLAPSING UNDER THE PRESSURE?

      TOO DAMN CLOSE, KRIS. I WOULD STRONGLY SUGGEST THAT WE HAVE THE REDOUBTS CLOSEST TO THE END DRILL THEIR WAY OUT, THEN TURN AROUND AND SEE HOW THEY CAN CLEAR DEBRIS OFF THE TOP OF US. WE NEED TO GET A MOVE ON. I'M NOT BREATHING, BUT I KNOW THE AIR IN HERE ISN'T GETTING ANY BETTER.

      YEAH, agreed all four of Kris's key staff.

      I'M RESTRUCTURING THE END ITEECHE REDOUBTS INTO MOLES TO DIG THEIR WAY OUT. Nelly reported.

      "Folks," Kris said to all hands in her bunker. “Help is on the way. We'll have the rigs at the end dig themselves out first. Then we'll turn them around and start digging the next row out. We'll likely be the last."

      Kris paused to let that sink in. "This may take a while. In the meantime, I suggest we get comfortable. I'm suspending all the rules against public displays of affection, so if any of you have ever wanted to hug the person next to you, feel free to do so.

      Somewhere among the honor guard Marines a voice was heard, "You said you might date me if I was the last man on Earth. Is this close enough?"

      There were chuckles among the troops.

      "I'd slap you silly, but there's not enough room in here for me to swing a dead cat, much less my hand," answered a woman.

      That got more chuckles.

      "Everyone, get comfortable," Kris said. "Marines, you can undo the top buttons on your tunics."

      What Kris had hoped would be greeted with thanks produced more complaints about elbows in eye sockets and somebody feeling somebody else up. Still, they were all good natured.

      Kris was glad to hear the good humor. Her war fighters were in a hell of a mess. Worse, there wasn't a thing they could do about it but stand here and take it.

      Using as little of the stale air as she could, Kris awaited rescue.
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      Lieutenant Megan Longknife took off running for the nearest staircase as soon as every general alarm in the palace went off at once.

      She'd been working with Walt Vilmus down in the bottom basement of the Pink Coral Palace, doing her best to get them into the Iteeche net. Since Nelly and most of the other adult computers were away, Megan had called in the reserves. The senior Nanny was asleep at the moment, but her computer, Jake, was supervising the Longknife kids' computers, Daisy and Hippo, to help Megan.

      The new matrix for the kids' computers had come down with Megan. Gabriella Arvind, the senior nanny, had worked with the kids to bring the new computers up to speed. Megan had been glad for their help. She felt like she was only minutes away from hacking into the Iteeche net.

      Then every alarm in the palace that could make noise was making racket.

      Megan dropped what she was doing and, without a word to Walt, galloped for the nearest exit.

      She was two floors up and still running when General Bruce broke into her head on Nelly Net.

      SOMEONE DROPPED A BLOCK’S WORTH OF HIGH RISE ON KRIS AND HER CONVOY. I HAVE CONTACT WITH HER, BUT SHE CAN'T DIG HERSELF OUT. I'M PUTTING YOU AND LILY IN CHARGE OF GETTING HER OUT BEFORE HER AIR IS EXHAUSTED. THERE SHOULD BE A MIXED COMPANY OF ITEECHE AND HUMAN MARINES READY TO SORTIE AS SOON AS YOU GET TO THE COURTYARD. I'LL DISPATCH REINFORCEMENTS AS FAST AS I CAN.

      Still racing up the stairs, Megan asked, ARE YOU EXPECTING AN ATTACK ON THE PALACE?

      THEY'D BE A FOOL NOT TO TRY. I'LL COORDINATE DEFENSE HERE. YOU DIG THEM OUT THERE.

      I'M IN THE COURTYARD. THANKS FOR THE RIDE.

      Meg dashed for an armored infantry carrier. The rear hatch was pulling up even as she jumped inside. The troops looked as winded as her. It took something like a thousand-yard dash to wind a Marine.

      "Ma'am, shouldn't you make yourself some armored battle rattle?" a Gunny Sergeant asked. It was a respectful question, but coming from a Gunny, she knew it was an order.

      "Thanks, Gunny, but I think we're going to need all the Smart Metal we've got to dig those battalions out."

      "Likely you're right, Lieutenant," he said. Megan had never had a Gunny agree with her when she disagreed with him.

      Today was a day to remember.

      As Megan caught her breath, Lily filled her head with the take from the micro drones orbiting the disaster.

      "Good God," she whispered as she took it in.

      "Is it that bad, ma'am?" Gunny asked.

      "Lily, project a holograph," and one quickly appeared in the narrow space between them. Where four twenty-plus story tall high-rises had towered during this morning's orbital take, there now was a pile of smoking rubble. Whoever did this had designed the demolition charges to drop the buildings right down on the street between them. The estimation put the wreckage at least seventy meters high above the center of the pile.

      The center of that pile was right smack dab over her cousin, Admiral Kris Longknife.

      "General Bruce, how soon can you dispatch the best engineering support you can lay your hands on?"

      "I'll have a company of combat engineers on their way in five minutes. The rest of the battalion will follow soonest. I've got a call in to Admiral Ulan for more support. He's doing the two-thousand-yard dash from the Navy Annex to my command center, but he's got a call out for engineering support. He told me he's also calling in chits from buddies to get as much civilian engineering support as he can."

      Megan rang off and switched her attention to Lily, "If I laser that pile, how fast could we get through it?"

      "That would depend on the quality of the steel and concrete it's made of," Lily replied. "However, Meg, may I point out that if we laser the rubble, we will be creating tons of fine particles, all hot. If they reach the upper atmosphere, they could reduce the amount of sunlight reaching the surface of the Imperial Capital Planet and adversely affect their weather and crop yields for the next couple of years."

      "And this planet is already on the ragged edge of starvation. Okay, Lily, we don't laser that pile of crap. We will have to keep it in big enough chunks not to take flight, but we have to get it off of our buried convoy, soonest."

      "Understood, Meg."

      "What do we do with the gravel we pulverize that pile of shit into, Lily?" Mum would wail the tar out of Meg for such language, but Mum wasn't here with lives hanging on her every decision.

      "Much of the wings facing away are still standing. Once we get to the middle of the pile, we could dump it in the courtyards between wings. For now, we could move it to block the streets to either side of the destroyed buildings."

      "Very good, Lily. Get me a design for something that can suck up big chunks of concrete and steel, pulverize it to a nice size pebble and spit it out a couple of hundred yards away."

      "We could use a conveyer belt like Kris used for the Iteeche blocking her way into the Embassy the other day."

      "You have a deal," Megan said.

      They slammed to a halt several hundred meters from the central pile of wreckage. However, even at this distance, there were chunks of masonry and personal items, as well as several dead Iteeche. A few of them were in Iteeche Marine uniforms. The three-wheeled bikes they'd been riding offered no protection from slabs of concrete.

      Some had lucked out and lived. They stood dazed, staring dumbly at the wreckage.

      Megan hurried out of her vehicle and quickly found the Iteeche Marine captain who had commanded the company she was with. He was shouting orders to get the bodies removed and the wounded motorcycle riders helped out of the way.

      "Captain, I'm Lieutenant Longknife and I need to start grinding my way up that road and moving that rock pile off my admiral."

      "There could not be anyone alive under that!" the Iteeche officer screamed.

      "I'm in contact with Admiral Longknife. She's alive and she's under the big middle of that pile.

      The officer slapped his face with two hands, while waving the other two. "That woman is like an evil demon from the darkest depths of the sea. Nothing can kill her."

      "Yeah," Megan said. “But she's our evil demon."

      "Thank all the suns in the night sky," the captain agreed.

      "I need to convert all your vehicles into grinders to start getting us through this mess," Megan said.

      "We need them for our defense."

      "Let's leave defense for the follow-on troops and get this rescue started."

      The captain looked skeptical, but Megan had used the magic word, Longknife, and he would not stop her.

      Lily had scrounged from her database several machines that might be helpful. All had hoppers in front that led to grinders inside. The gravel removal would have to be part of another design. Meg turned the three most forward gun trucks into different rock eaters and assigned a Human Marine to each one of them.

      "Get us a path to the rock pile. Grind this wreckage to gravel," she ordered.

      They drove forward, slowly. The wreckage made a horrible racket as it was converted to smaller, more manageable gravel. The steel rebar and floor I beams didn't fit that treatment. Lily designed arms with lasers on them to reach out and cut them up into small squares a centimeter or two across.

      Reducing steel took time they didn't have.

      The three grinders reached the beginning of the rubble heap and began to dig their way into the pile. The going got much slower. They'd grind up a few centimeters of the rock face . . . and the pile ahead of them would slide another couple of tons of rubble down on them.

      This situation was frustrating the hell out of Megan. Just then, two engineers, one a US Marine lieutenant and the other an Iteeche Marine captain joined her watching the mess.

      "You need to attack that front with several levels of grinders," the US Marine suggested.

      Megan turned to the Iteeche. "I’m using Iteeche Smart Metal for the grinders. How many gun trucks can you give me to convert to grinders?"

      He shouted to a senior Iteeche combat arms officer, and a dozen armored gun carriages rolled forward. Lily began to merge some of them into the existing diggers and enlarge them even as she created four more new ones.

      "Lieutenant," Megan said to the Human Marine, "could you get me some Human Marine engineers to drive those rigs? I assume they'd know more about how to attack a pile of crap than the trigger pullers I have doing it now."

      The lieutenant spoke into his comm link and a minute later, two dozen Human Marines double-timed forward.

      "Ma'am," the Marine officer began. "I'd like to have each of the grinders controlled by a Marine engineer. With luck, that will keep us from bringing down the rubble on top of us. They also need to look out for metal and deploy the lasers to cut them up. I also want a high observation post for an NCO to keep an eye on the entire thing. Spot screw-ups early and avoid them. Oh, toss in two drivers so they can spell each other."

      "We'll get double coverage, Lieutenant," Meg said. “When we have more engineers to drive those things. For now, we'll single up the lines."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      Megan watched as Lily redesigned the diggers to the lieutenant's specification. At the same time, three more diggers formed out of a half-dozen Iteeche fighting vehicles. Now she had eleven diggers attacking the rock pile. The engineers were now guiding three grinders on each machine: one high, one low and one in the middle.

      For now, they were spitting gravel out behind them. That wouldn't last too long.

      "How do you propose to dispose of the rocks?" the Iteeche Marine captain asked.

      "I was going to use a suction tube. Something like what Kris, I mean Admiral Longknife, used to move Iteeche protestors from the front to the back of the convoy when they blocked her way into the Embassy.”

      The Iteeche engineer rocked back and forth from his hips, which Meg took for agreement. Maybe it wasn't.

      "Might I suggest a different approach?"

      "Please."

      "When we mine mineral ore, we crush it, much like you are doing to these rocks. Then we dump it on conveyer belts to haul it out of the mine or away from the rock face. You might find that a conveyer belt would work better."

      "Thank you, Captain. Talk to me about one of these conveyer belts. Oh, and where do you think we should put all this gravel?"

      Megan already had her own plan, but if they were going to leave a mess in the middle of the Iteeche Imperial Capital, Kris would probably think it a good idea to get some Iteeche input.

      "Might I suggest that we fill in the two side streets behind us first," the Iteeche said. "If we are going to get rock to the other side of this entire rock pile, we will have to either lay our conveyer over some of it to get to the next street over, or go around. Going over is the shortest, but that rock pile does not look at all steady."

      "Don't worry, Captain, we've got plenty of Smart Metal here and more coming. Lily, do you have conveyor belt designs in your head?"

      "Yes, Lieutenant Longknife. Roll a couple of more gun trucks up to the diggers and we'll get the gravel moving."

      At the mention of Meg's last name, all four of the Iteeche's eyes went wide.

      "Yeah, there's more than one Longknife wandering around. Worrisome, isn't it?"

      Lily did not translate what the Iteeche captain muttered under his breath.

      "Meg," General Bruce announced on line, "I’ve got another two companies headed your way. One Iteeche, one US. Where do you want them?"

      "Around the other side," Megan said. "We've got to attack this stack from both sides. The only way to get to the center that's on top of Kris is to get that peak sliding down both sides."

      "Got you. I see you're filling in the side roads, I’ll have them go few blocks around."

      "Good. I'm using the Iteeche Smart Metal for the diggers and conveyer belts. I'll keep the Human Smart Metal on guard duty. You got a problem with that?"

      "Meg, in a bit you'll have more Marines from both races locking that place down. Even if you convert half of the Iteeche gear to diggers, you'll still have too much. Trust me."

      "General, it's not my place to mention this, but don't forget to guard the Embassy."

      "Don't worry. I've got Gabriella bringing the kids up here. I'll have four of Nelly's kids standing by keeping a watch out for incoming."

      "Don't scare the kids too much," Meg whispered.

      "They're Longknifes. They don't scare easy. Besides, I hear Kris's dad took her campaigning when she wasn't any older than Ruth. She might as well see what her mom does for a living, now as later."

      "Yeah. Longknife 2 out." Megan said, and concentrated on the micro drone take from above the rock pile.

      The damn mountain of crap was moving on her. High up on the pile big chunks were sliding toward her diggers. At the face of the rock wall, something was happening.

      Three of the diggers were reversing away from the rocks. Megan flew a drone over to them. What it showed was several "things" that looked like waddling beetles. They had a round shape and rolled on big wire tires. If they came to a large chunk of concrete, the big wheels would just roll up and over it.

      As soon as the beetles were clear of the rocks, they peeled back their hatches and eight Iteeche Marines tumbled out of them. Other Marines rushed forward to help them stumble their way to the rear.

      "Lily, absorb those things into the diggers. I'd like to add a fourth grinder on top of the three they have now."

      "Doing it, Megan. There's only enough metal for nine of the eleven."

      "I'm sure we'll get more soon," Meg answered.

      Meg raised one of the drones to give her an eagle’s eye view of her situation. A convoy was making its way around them, two blocks over. Those would be her reinforcements who would tackle the other side of this rock pile. She turned to her two helpers, the Iteeche captain and the human lieutenant.

      "The cavalry is coming to the other side of this mess. I think it would be a good idea if you did a run-around and joined them. They might like to know how this is going down before their gun trucks start melting down and coming back as diggers."

      "Good idea, Longknife," the lieutenant said, and the two had soon commandeered a human gun truck to give them a ride around to the other side.

      A few minutes later, a mixed battalion arrived at Meg's position. It had both Humans and Iteeche, trigger-pullers and engineers. It was a good thing they didn't show up ten minutes later.

      The pile was shifting.

      This time, it wasn't the face they were digging on to take them down the street toward the buried bunkers. No, now the sides that they'd plowed through were subsiding. A huge slab of steel tried to spear the right-hand machine as it suddenly rolled down the rock pile on the right.

      Lily converted most of the recently arrived Iteeche gun trucks into diggers and set them to digging out the sides of the cut. Meanwhile, those digging at the main face were running into more trouble.

      They were getting farther and farther into the pile and the pile was threatening to bury them. Megan added a fifth grinder even farther up and then had to add weight to the back of the rig to keep the entire thing from falling over. Her diggers were starting to look like siege towers, with each level nibbling away at the rock pile.

      "May I suggest that you spread the grinders out?"

      This came from a human engineering major who had just joined her with an Iteeche colonel.

      "Excuse me?" Megan said.

      "The people guiding your grinders need to be able to move to the right and left, and a bit up or down to pick the next part of rock or steel to gobble up," the major said. "That was a good idea to put Marines on each grinder. You just need to give them more flexibility."

      Meg turned to the Iteeche colonel at the major's elbow. "Do you have some more Iteeche gun trucks I can melt down?"

      "Yes, but may I ask, why are there so few Iteeche gun trucks and so many Human ones?"

      "We don't like to merge Smart Metal from different foundries," Megan said. "We're not sure how well they mix. No one has had time to test that, and I don't think the guys up on the top of those diggers want to be the ones to find out that they don't bind together well."

      "I see. Yes, of course, all my vehicles are yours for the asking."

      "Thank you. Just drive one up behind each digger and I'll have my computer merge them together."

      "You’re using your computer for this!" showed shock from the Iteeche. The human wasn't far behind.

      "You've heard of Kris Longknife's computer, Nelly?" the human lieutenant asked.

      "Yes," both said.

      "Well, my Lily is one of Nelly's kids. Any problem?"

      "None at all, ma'am," the human major said. "Glad to have you with us, Lily."

      "Glad to be of service. Now, those spare machines, please."

      The Iteeche had gun trucks driven up, one after another, to the seventeen diggers attacking the face and sides of the cut. The drivers hardly had time to get out before the rig was vanishing into Megan's grinding siege towers.

      About that time, several ambulances rolled up and Megan found a medical colonel handing her a breather.

      "Lieutenant, you're not in space armor. All the fumes and dust coming off this rock pile is a serious hazard. Get everyone on filtered air or get them out of here."

      Megan had been so busy grinding rocks, she hadn't thought of her safety or that of any of her team. She slipped on the breather. Around her, line officers were issuing orders under the hawk eye of the doctor.

      As that was going on, five of the diggers had to back up to make room as three more beetles crawled out from under the rock pile. In all five cases, the diggers used the upper grinders to keep more of the pile from crashing down on the beetles as they crawled out and away.

      Again, the beetles were absorbed into the diggers as the exhausted Iteeche were helped to the battalion aid station. One required a stretcher. Since one wasn't readily available, Megan saw Lily creating one from the remnants of the bug.

      "Lily is nothing if not flexible. Colonel, would you be kind enough to have the senior person from those beetles report to us here? I really want to talk to him."

      The colonel shouted for the senior officer to come forward. It turned out, the Iteeche on the stretcher was the lieutenant commanding the lead platoon.

      "Are you okay?" Megan asked.

      "I had my head out of the hatch when things started happening," the lieutenant said, his head seeping blood. "I dropped down, but the hatch hit me when it closed. I'll be okay, ma'am."

      "How bad was your air?" Megan asked.

      "Pretty bad. We got instructions on how to make air scrubbers, but that required us using our magic metal for something other than getting crushed. Still, as it got harder to breathe, I ordered the scrubbers built. The air never got good, but it did get better."

      "Thank you, now go get yourself taken care of," Megan said. As he was carried off, she turned to stare at the top of the pile. It was still up there, and all of it was on top of her admiral and cousin, Kris Longknife.

      "Hold on, Kris! We're coming!"
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      Major General Steve Bruce, USMC, surveyed the readout from the sensors above his head and the drones high over him. The space around the Human Embassy in the Imperial Iteeche Capital was, so far, still empty.

      He wondered how long it would stay that way.

      Steve did his best to avoid looking at the screens where he had a major and a couple of chiefs keeping an eye on the rock pile. Under those thousands of tons of rock was his wife.

      Damn!

      He'd done all he could. He'd flowed all his engineers toward Megan. She also had half of his available Marines standing guard around her. Admiral Tong, at Steve's elbow, was doing his own level best to coordinate the forward movement of half of the Imperial Iteeche Marines that he'd brought down the beanstalk.

      Everything that could be done to dig Abby and Kris out from under that massive pile of rock was being done.

      Steve had to concentrate on keeping the Embassy safe. That was the order he'd gotten this morning, and that was what he had to do.

      Unfortunately, there were too many threat axes concentrated on this little bit of ground.

      Three tunnels were being dug toward the outer walls of the palace. Whether by one party or three different groups was an open question. They were being watched to try to identify that party or parties unknown and to spot the moment the diggers started packing them with explosives. Kris had assigned her two special police investigators to tracking that problem.

      The Embassy had been rocketed and hit with lasers several times. That was a standard threat; they were ready for that. However, it was a lot faster to respond to such attacks if Nelly and her kids were inside and available to speed up the response rate. Right now, both Nelly and four of her kids were under the center of that rock pile.

      General Bruce's computer Chesty was the only computer he had at hand.

      So he'd called for reinforcements. Very small reinforcements.

      Closer to the screens displaying the palace's surroundings, Kris's two small kids stood, listening to their chief nanny. No doubt, in a few more years or months, the title of tutor might be more acceptable to them. Still, with Ruth aged seven, and Johnnie, five, they loved their nannies.

      Until yesterday, those two kids would have been down with the other school children learning, and blissfully ignorant of the adult problems around them. However, day before yesterday a delivery of self-organizing matrix had finally made it down from the last fast transport to arrive from Human space. Yesterday, the nannie Gabbie, using her own Nelly-level computer, had introduced the two kids to their new super computers and transferred all the contents of their old computers to their new ones.

      While Ruth might still call her computer Daisy and Johnnie call his Hippo, they were now orders of magnitude above any other computers in the galaxy, except for their mom and Nelly’s other kids. Steve had thought to just hijack a portion of the power of those two computers, but Gaby had been quick to disagree.

      "No one knows exactly what the relationship is between us and those computers. Right now, those kids and their new computers are on a shaky shakedown cruise. We've never had a five and seven-year-old kid matched with one of Nelly's kids. No. If you want those computers, it's a package deal. They come with them."

      "But they're kids," Steve pointed out.

      "No, they're Longknifes," Gabbie shot right back.

      "Are the bad men coming?" Johnnie asked, plaintively.

      Steve chose to step over and join the conversation at that moment.

      "No, Johnnie. The palace and castle have walls to protect them. We just need to have a little help shooting down anything that attacks the castle."

      "Oh," Ruth said. “Like in our game, Defend the Castle."

      "From dragons!" Johnnie added, an eager grin now on his face.

      WE'VE BEEN PREPARING THE KIDS FOR A DAY LIKE THIS, Gabbie told Steve on Nelly Net.

      "GOOD," Steve answered.

      The two children began to play their game. A holograph of a lovely castle appeared with archers and knights on the parapets. Gorgeous dragons in shining colors flew at them and the kids laughed as they scared them away with flaming arrows.

      That would keep their computers ready to repulse any attack on this real castle.

      There was one more computer available.

      It hurt to say it, but he did.

      "Cara?"

      "Yes, Uncle Steve," his wife's niece answered. She now worked under Abby in Support Services. She was becoming a good right arm to Abby.

      "We've got a situation here," Steve said.

      "Is Aunt Abby okay?" shot back at him. Abby was her only living relative.

      "Could you come up here? We've got a whole lot of problems."

      "I'm on my way," was all she said as the line went dead.

      With a sigh, Steve turned back to how he would defend his command.

      In the courtyard, two battalions of Iteeche were about to head out to join those defending the rock pile that presently buried Abby and Kris. No doubt, Megan could use the added Smart MetalTM to dig faster.

      Of his own command, it was time to concentrate his armor.

      "Chesty, let's switch the castle to Defense Mode."

      "Aye, aye, sir. How hard do you want to make it?”

      "Keep the sensors and defensive lasers at the same level they're at, but let’s get all the personnel under as much armor as we can."

      "Aye, aye, sir."

      Sirens began to sound in the Embassy. "All hands, stand by for a major restructuring," was repeated. Throughout the Smart MetalTM part of the Embassy, people sat down, even if they had to create the chair from scratch. They grabbed hold of something and got ready be moved about as computers remodeled their workplace and homes.

      Steve watched the drone take as his tall and beautiful castle began to melt down. Even the blocky structure of the Navy Annex lowered itself as top floors melted into bottom ones.

      The one exception to that was a tall, thin tower that supported the sensors and lasers at the upper-most part of the castle.

      Steve felt himself going down, as if in an elevator. From the outside view, the spaceship-like structure of the castle reduced itself to a turtleback huddling over the Pink Coral Palace.

      "Chesty, add skirts to protect the palace walls from attack."

      "Aye, aye, sir," and metal flowed down from the turtleback to the surface of the moat.

      As he watched the Embassy change, he also saw two battalions racing out the gates and head for the disaster area. It was only five blocks from the Embassy, so this would be a short drive.

      It was then that General Steve was very grateful for the changes he'd made.

      A swarm of rockets rose from a 270 degree arc around the Embassy's perimeter from some fifteen klicks out. Steve dispatched a drone to get a good take of one launch site, but a laser took it out.

      "Chesty, shrink all drones to stealth micro drones. Then get me six of them to take a gander at those damn launchers."

      "Aye, aye, sir."

      The first wave was reaching apogee and tilting over for the Embassy. Steve waited just a moment more before saying, "All computers, take the incoming missiles under fire. Chesty, generate more lasers. Sensors, how large are these rockets?”

      "Sir, they're small. About two meters long, and ten centimeters in diameter."

      "Chesty, convert lasers to fifteen-millimeter size."

      "Done, sir.”

      "Fire."

      The air around the battle tower was clear. There was no visible sign that scores of lasers had taken the incoming wave under fire. However, the visuals told a most powerful story.

      All around the Embassy, the afternoon sky lit up as Iteeche rocket after rocket exploded when warheads or rocket motors were slashed by human lasers.

      Still more waves rose from the launchers.

      "Ignore any missile until it has tipped over and is headed for the Embassy," Steve ordered as the lasers switched from target to target.

      "Aye, aye, sir," his computer reported.

      Over at the table where the kids were, there was a giggle from Johnnie as he speared a dragon and it cried out, "Ouch!" Ruth worked her tongue around her half-open mouth as she ordered archers to take more and more dragons under fire. The kids were too preoccupied with their game to notice what the adults were doing around them.

      The first wave was quickly descending on the palace's shellback structure. This was why Steve had held his fire until after the rockets were pitched over and headed down. What goes up, must come down, and he wanted the wreckage from these rockets to come down on his position. He was armored and prepared to receive them.

      They would have made quite a mess of the high-rises in between their launchers and the palace. He didn't want to kill any more Iteeche than he had to. Kris hated paying the blood price.

      The flaming wreckage slammed into the armor above Steve's head. He heard very little from it. However, a few warheads had survived the laser's defense. They exploded. All of them, flaming wreckage, warhead fragments, and tail fins slid down the shellback and fell sizzling into the moat.

      That was what this entire defense was intended to do.

      There were exceptions. Quite a few had been aimed at the turret atop the palace where the fighting top was now standing. The lasers took them under attack and destroyed them. However, they were aimed high and their wreckage tumbled past the tower to smash into buildings around the Embassy.

      Damn!

      "Chesty, take any missiles headed for the tower under fire as soon as you recognize their trajectory. Try to nail them so they'll fall on us, not fly past and hit Iteeche."

      "Aye, aye, sir. I am tasking Daisy and Hippo to help with the tower defense."

      "Very good."

      One micro drone had made it through to a point where it had a view of one of the launch sites. Dozens of trucks were parked wheel to wheel. Their flatbeds were covered with boxes, each crammed with vertical launch tubes. As Steve watched, they continued to ripple-fire rockets at the Embassy.

      On the ranging screen, Steve watched as each of the new waves was cut to pieces. From the battle tower high above the Embassy, a camera showed him the final results of this assault.

      Flaming wreckage impacted the dome over his head, then tumbled down its sides to leave a steaming splash in the moat. Every second or two, a warhead still intact enough to explode would try to make a dent in the dome . . . and fail.

      Steve studied this attack . . . and knew there was more here than met the eye.

      He now knew where the launchers were . . . and the opposition also knew he knew that. Standard doctrine would have him take out the launchers.

      That, however, would lead to some huge explosions in streets lined with Iteeche businesses and homes. Tossing one huge explosion in those confined spaces would not, as Kris Longknife was wont to say, win friends and influence Iteeche.

      He was being suckered into doing the worst thing that he could.

      So, he didn't.

      Missiles continued to rise out of the streets fifteen klicks from the Embassy. They would reach their apogee and begin their plunge to destruction. Then lasers would reach out for them and reduce them to burning debris that would roll off the Embassy's final defense to leave a steaming wake as it sank into the moat.

      "General, the lasers are overheating," Chesty reported.

      "Do we still have the water in the swimming pool?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "Pipe some of it up to the fighting on top and cool those lasers."

      "Aye, aye, sir."

      A moment later, the battle station high above the Embassy was surrounded by a halo of steam. Now, you could see the small lasers spitting out a burst of light, then adjusting their aim and sending out another.

      On and on it went, without reprieve.

      "They just increased their rate of missile launch," Chesty reported.

      "Will we need more AA lasers?" General Bruce asked.

      "Not likely. Oh, some of those rockets aren’t attacking us at all, sir."

      Steve knew before Chesty told him. Someone had mixed in fireworks. Now a cloud of smoke trailed across the sky, at different heights, rockets exploded, spreading sparklers and smaller rockets that rose higher before exploding into a lovely multi-colored display.

      Who set off firecrackers in the middle of a missile assault?

      "Chesty, are you getting any sensor reports from the other side of those fireworks?"

      "No, sir. There's too much smoke, chaff, and heat."

      "Chaff?"

      "Yes, sir. Enough chaff to block our radar."

      "Damn. Get some drones over on the other side of that curtain."

      "Doing so, sir."

      Unaware of any AA ability around the launchers, Steve had shrunk his larger drones down into micro-drones and kept them close to his chest. Now he knew he had been played.

      "Admiral Kitano!” Steve shouted. "I need some imagery fast. Fifty klicks around the Embassy. I may also need firing solutions in a hurry."

      "I've been watching your problem," a far too cheerful woman's voice said, answering him. "I wondered when you'd invite us in on the fun."

      "And we were doing so good handling it ourselves," Steve shot back.

      A picture of the surrounding fifty clicks of the Imperial Capital appeared. The rocket launchers he already knew about were flashing red. Nothing else was, though.

      "I've got Nelly's kids going over the map, but we're not seeing anything that looks like a launcher. Actually, we'd say most of the streets are pretty empty. I think all that noise has Iteeche ducking for cover.

      "Yeah. Keep looking. They're blocking my sensors. There's got to be something out there worth hiding."

      "Hold it. We just finished a laser scan of the same area and there are streets with bumps in them that don't belong there."

      "Show me."

      Suddenly, twenty clicks away, a half dozen stretches of road had humps that pretty much covered an entire block between high-rises."

      "It sure looks like a road," the admiral told the general. “But it's not acting like a road."

      "Keep an eye on them," Steve said.

      "You want me to laser them?"

      "No! No, our opposition force has imbedded themselves in the middle of Iteeche residential areas. If we blow up launchers, we're going to have a lot more high-rises down in the streets. Trust me, one rock pile is enough for one day."

      "Understood. Observe. If they launch, do we take them out?"

      "No, that would lead to more dead Iteeche. No, we keep letting them take a swing at our chin and then we swat them down.

      Even as Steve eyed the "bumps" in the road, some of them began to lose their camouflage. A second later, much larger rockets were rising from the boxes on the trucks that had been so well hidden.

      Sensors from orbit immediately measured these targets. Six meters long and half a meter in diameter, they were a lot bigger than the flies the small lasers had been swatting at.

      "Chesty, can you convert half of our 15mm AA to 4-inch lasers?"

      "No, sir. The small lasers are too hot for me to reprogram any of that Smart Metal."

      "Then pull metal from wherever you have to but get me a dozen 4-inch AA."

      "Aye, aye, sir."

      The high pinnacle that supported the battle station suddenly shrank. In a blink, twelve medium-sized lasers were run out from a new deck above the existing battle station. That gun deck only covered three quarters of the perimeter of the Embassy, but that was where the attacks were coming from.

      The sensor take from orbit showed the new missiles not climbing for a ballistic apogee. Rather this bunch heeled over and headed toward the Embassy using their rockets as a steering mechanism.

      A dozen missiles shot through the wall of crud, still accelerating as they headed for the dome over the Embassy. For a long moment, the lasers in the fighting tops hesitated, then all twelve took them under fire, slicing them into pieces.

      One warhead exploded, showing flaming wreckage on a building a block short of the Embassy. The other eleven dashed what was left of themselves into the dome. Two warheads exploded; they set the Embassy ringing with their final moments. However, whatever damage was done was quickly made right.

      Now more were breaking through the curtain of crud. The 4-inch lasers took them under fire.

      Time after time, attacks were broken up even as more targets appeared. Even as the large missiles tried to hammer the Embassy, the smaller rockets did their best to get a pinprick in.

      The moat now sizzled and steamed as spent rocket fuel floated on its surface and more chunks of rockets splashed down. Steve hoped the water in the moat was enough for however long this attack kept up. He needed someplace to quench the fires before they started burning the place. Smart MetalTM was supposed to be strong, but he wasn't at all sure it had been tested against this kind of attack.

      So far, the Embassy had shrugged off everything fired at it. The same could not be said for the skyscrapers that the pieces fell on. A dozen high-rises were now towering infernos. Apparently, the local building codes did not require sprinkler systems. Also, at present, no firefighters were replying to the alarms, assuming there were any alarms or any fire departments.

      "Chesty, get me Ron the Iteeche." Steve didn't normally have contact with the Iteeche. Still, it might be a good idea to get something started on this.

      "You have need of my time?" was Ron's greetings. It didn't sound good. What had Kris done during her most recent visit? Whatever it was, her report now lay at the bottom of thousands of tons of rock.

      "In the name of Kris Longknife, I must tell you that the Human Embassy is under attack. We are repelling it without much discomfort. However, I regret to inform you that many short missiles have fallen among the business and residential buildings around the Embassy. How do I go about informing the authorities of this? Do you have a central firefighting force?"

      "Of course not, all personal safety matters are handled by the clans for the clan members," Ron spat.

      "I don't know which clan territory these missiles fell in," Steve answered back.

      "Very well, I am sure you have images of the fires. Show me."

      Steve sent Ron the latest take from the fleet high above.

      "Hmm," Ron said. "There are several clan fiefs involved, and some of them fell in the territory of the clan who sat in the Pink Coral Palace before we gave it to you Humans. There is no way to tell who lives in them now."

      "Well, they're burning and they're close enough together that if someone doesn't start fighting these fires, they're going to catch their neighbors on fire," Steve pointed out.

      "Very well. I will send runners to all the clan lords involved. They can decide for themselves if they want the rest to burn."

      "Ron, you don't have time for runners. Those fires are already out of control in some of the buildings. You need to get something going fast or you may lose a lot of this city."

      Steve glanced over to where a weather report took up a small part of his screen. "The wind is blowing from the east. If the fire gets totally out of hand, it could burn toward the Imperial Precincts. Do they have a fire department?"

      Now Steve had the stuck-up squid's attention. His eyes flitted over the screen, horror growing on his face. "I must tell my Chooser. I will be back with you momentarily."

      Steve knew he had the guy's attention this time. Ron hadn't called his chooser, Eminent Chooser. Yeah, this guy was panicked.

      The general turned back to his boards. A missile had gone wild when it was supposed to have pitched over. It plowed straight into the mid-level of a high rise. It penetrated halfway through the structure before it exploded in a ball of fire. Wreckage flew in all directions as fire raced through several floors of the building. Then, slowly, the half of the skyscraper above the explosion keeled over and tumbled into the street below.

      "Holy Mary, Mother of God," Steve said, borrowing a prayer from his youth. Had whoever was attacking them intended that explosion? Or was this developing mess some unintentional consequence?

      Quickly, he reviewed his tactical situation. Kris had been attacked on her way back from a no-notice visit. The Embassy was stripped of troops to dig Kris out.  Nelly and her most experienced kids were under that rock pile.

      Steve was so thin on the ground that he had two grammar school kids batting missiles out of the air for him.

      And now the idiots doing this were starting fires all over the place, wrecking buildings, and killing people. Thanks to this crazy lash up they called a clan system; their precious Emperor was at risk of being barbecued.

      Was this a planned mission or just plain dumb luck?

      There was no way for a jumped-up sergeant to answer that question. All he could do was somehow save the souls in his charge.

      "Chesty, start bottling air and pumping water out of our wells. I think both of those are going to be in short supply real soon.
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      Kris Longknife stood with Jack to her back and Abby to her front. To her right and left were Marines in dress blue uniforms. It was standing room only in the bunker.

      The metal keeping them alive groaned as the thousands of tons of rubble above them shifted and settled. Every scrap of smart metal, even Kris's decorations and orders, the buttons and metal of her suspenders, had been scrounged to shore up the bulkheads and overhead to this refuge.

      Around her, Marines took soft, shallow breaths. They'd been ordered to dig into their first aid kits and put themselves in a painless coma. When death came for them, they would already be halfway there.

      They had run out of ampules from the palanquin's small med kit. Kris and Jack were still awake, struggling to take as shallow of breaths as possible. When death came for Kris, she wanted to be awake. She intended to spit in his face.

      Fat lot of good it would do her.

      NELLY, DO WE HAVE ANY CONTACT? Kris said on Nelly Net. That took no oxygen.

      SORRY, KRIS, NOTHING.

      At first, they'd been able to pass messages out, from one bunker to the next until it reached one with access to the outside world. However, no one had a computer like the Magnificent Nelly. The radios they did have were made of Smart MetalTM. Their batteries had been scrounged to power the air scrubbers. In the hasty seconds they'd had to construct the bunkers, a lot of the power cells had been converted to armor. That was what was keeping the rock off their heads.

      Only when they were safe, did the realization dawn on anyone, even super computers, that power might be needed for more than just radios and such. True, they could have converted some of the Smart MetalTM into fuel cells, but it took power to convert the material from one magic use to another, power they didn't have at the moment.

      To reduce the space they took up, they were standing with their hands on the shoulders of the person in front of them. Jack's hands were on her shoulders. They were so close together that the lovely Amanda's hands were atop his arms. No doubt, Jack had Amanda's delicious breasts pillowing his back.

      Even after breastfeeding two kids, Kris had nothing up top to rival what Amanda had been born with.

      I will not let this be my last living thought.

      Kris leaned her head against Jack's arms and tried to sleep. Maybe she could pass on spitting in Death's eye.

      Come on, Megan. You're a Longknife. You pull miracles out of your hat before breakfast. Pull me out from the bottom of this pile of rocks.
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      Lieutenant Megan Longknife glanced over her shoulder. She'd been studying the attack on the Embassy as huge wave after huge wave followed themselves across the sky only to be slashed by lasers into confetti. That the two Longknife kids were doing this, even if their interface was a "Defend the Castle" game, was unbelievable.

      "Longknifes!" Megan said, ruefully shaking her head.

      Of course, some of those missiles could be directed at her. That would make a mess of her diggers. She'd called General Bruce to make sure she was thought of when it came to stray missiles. From the looks of the smoke rising from several places on the horizon, there looked to be a lot of shorts.

      Now, a shout from the digging line drew her attention back front. She watched as they uncovered the third bunker in five minutes. The first two had held eighteen Human Marines. Nine Marines rode in each truck; each had been ready to split into three more and triple the fighting power of the escort.

      When the buildings started tumbling down, Nelly had crashed them together in pairs and used all the extra metal to keep thousands of tons of rocks off of eighteen heads. They didn't look too much the worse for wear.

      This third bunker, though, was ugly. Like the other two, it had the eighteen Marines that were intended to crew six gun trucks. It, however, had a third vehicle merged into the bunker. This was an infantry fighting vehicle. Most IFV's were designed for six dismounts and two operators. These had twice as much Smart MetalTM, but they also had twice the normal crew. Instead of holding eighteen Marines, this redoubt protected a total of thirty-four Human Marines.

      The air had been bad inside. Very bad.

      Iteeche troops rushed forward to help the Humans stumble past the diggers. High overhead, the two topmost grinders were already back to work. As soon as the last Marine limped past the bottom grinder, it roared back to life.

      "Lily, what was the size of Kris's escort?"

      "Eighteen gun trucks forward of her palanquin, supported by six infantry fighting trucks."

      "So, we need to wade through five more rows of bunkers to get to Kris."

      "Very likely, Meg."

      "We're not going to get there in time."

      "I believe the odds are against us," her computer agreed.

      "So, let's increase the odds," Megan said. "Lily, police up the Human Smart Metal that we've dug out so far."

      Around them, scraps of flattened metal began to collect and flow toward them.

      "Now, I need a chopper or balloon that can get a laser drill up to the top of that pile. I want it to drill a hole down to bring air to Kris."

      "The Iteeche don't like people flying over the capital," Lily reminded Megan.

      "I think I did mention a balloon."

      "Yes, ma'am." At that, a balloon began to form from the Smart MetalTM. Above and below it were quad-copters to provide direction. There were also flexible motors spanning the widest point of the balloon. It began to rise slowly. Below it hung a large, shiny block of metal.

      This contraption rose to the top of the rock pile and hovered there.

      The block extruded a tube; dust began to fly from where it settled onto the topmost rocks. Gradually, the block of metal began to shrink as dust began to fly from vents on the side of the tube.

      "How long until we get to Kris?" Megan asked, anxiously.

      "I do not know, Megan. It depends on the quality of the rock we have to cut through and how much steel is in between us and the palanquin."

      "Of course," Megan answered. She'd known the usual answer, but she'd hoped that Lily might come up with a different one.

      "We have a problem, Megan."

      "What?" she snapped.

      "We ran into our first steel rebar in the hole. When we lasered it, it melted, and the drops have blocked the hole."

      "Withdraw. Start again. This time, use a drill bit to go through the steel. Consider drilling a side chamber out of the tunnel to stuff metal shavings and other pieces in."

      "Yes, Megan."

      A long minute later, the block of metal was just as large, and the balloon repositioned itself several dozen centimeters from the first hole.

      It began to dig again.

      "We have hit our first metal. It's a heavy I-beam. We maybe be drilling through it the long way."

      "Dig around it."

      "That will leave a lot of kinks in our tunnel."

      "We can straighten them out when we're got some air moving into Kris's bunker."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      For a long five minutes, there was silence between the lieutenant and her computer. During that time, three more bunkers were dug out. Seventy more bedraggled Marines gasped their first breaths of fresh air, even if it was filled with dust.

      "Lily, can you use that Smart Metal to get another hole going up there without slowing down the first hole?"

      "Yes, ma'am," she said, and another balloon formed from the wreckage of the latest three redoubts and began to float toward where the other hung.

      "Megan, I have a problem."

      "Talk."

      "The hole is not wide enough. I underestimated the pressure of the rock against the walls of the pipe. I'm having to thicken up the pipe to keep it from being crushed. It will be solid well before we reach street level."

      "Use the new balloon to start a wider hole. Go with your new assumption plus fifty percent. Pull the first balloon out and merge it with the second."

      "Yes, ma'am. Megan, I need to install fans to pull the dust out of the bore hole. The wider we make it, the more dust we have to move. I need metal and power."

      "Okay," Megan snapped, then turned around to survey what she had.

      Most of the Iteeche fighting vehicles had been converted to diggers. The Iteeche Marines were busy. Some were blocks away, directing traffic. Others were standing by to help the Human Marines as they were dug out. Others crawled around the far side of the rock pile, helping the few Iteeche who had survived the collapse of the building. Some were digging by hand in the rubble trying to get to people calling out from under the rubble.

      Megan glanced around to see if there was any Iteeche Smart MetalTM she could give them to form lifting gear. It tore at her heart that every last gram she had was being used to either dig toward Kris or keep the sides of the dig from falling in and burying her rescue crews.

      If making hard choices like these were what it meant to be a Longknife, maybe she belonged back on Santa Maria.

      Scowling, Megan turned toward her only source for more metal. With the Iteeche afoot, the only armored vehicles they had for a fighting defense were the Human Marines' gun trucks. Half had been converted from anti-armor to anti-air, just in case a pair of kids should make a mistake.

      Still, if Megan needed metal to add to the human manufactured Smart MetalTM up at the top of the rock pile, she could either wait for more bunkers to be dug out, or she could steal it from her armor fighting vehicles . . . and narrow her safety margin.

      What good is a safety margin if Kris is dead? she muttered to herself, then shouted, "Major, I need four of your gun trucks."

      Twelve Marines quickly piled out of their rigs, two anti-armor, two anti-air. Good call. Lily took control of them. As they drove toward the rock pile, tendrils of Smart Metal reached out from each rig to merge into a balloon. This one was smaller than the other two.

      "Megan, I'm bringing the power cells from the four rigs. We need more power for drilling and supporting the drill head. The rock slabs at the top of the pile are tending to shift as we dig at it from both sides."

      "You need the balloons to keep from putting any weight on the rocks?"

      "Yes, Megan."

      Megan switched her view to the take from several of the micro-drones hovering over the rock pile. Here and there she spotted dust as something slid from one place to a lower spot. She panned around, checking out the defense arranged around the diggers working on the other side of the pile.

      She'd decided when she started that she needed to come at this pile from both sides. Digging from one side would only lead to a lot of stuff on top crashing down on them. This way, it was all slowly slipping in both directions.

      That meant that scattered along the ground on the other side of the rock pile were the remnants of six human bunkers. Since the time they were dug out, they'd been ignored. Now, she'd put them to work.

      "Lily, can you put the spare metal from the other side into action?"

      "No, Megan, I can't reach it. This rock pile is in the way of my signal."

      "I need a senior engineer on net from the far side of this rock pile," Megan called.

      "Major Nix here, ma'am."

      "Could you police up all the scrap Human Smart Metal that you have from the bunkers you've dug out and convert them into a balloon or quadcopter or something to fly the metal up to the top of the rock pile? I'm trying to drill an air line to Kris and the center party."

      "The last batch of Marines we dug out were gasping. Is there any chance you could reach some of the other bunkers as well?"

      "I'd love to, but I'm only digging for Kris, I mean the admiral's bunker because I figure it's right under the middle of this. I could be wrong. If you can figure out a way to find the smaller bunkers under this mess, I'll try to dig air holes to them, too."

      "I'll get some of my crew working on that. I know the bunkers in front of us have all gone off net, but there has to be some way to sense them. Have you thought of trying to sift this pile with nano scouts?"

      "Major, I'm not sure I have the metal for a swarm of nano scouts. I'm scraping the bottom of the barrel as it is."

      "Yeah. Maybe when we have some more bunkers dug out."

      "Yeah," Megan answered.

      "Megan," Lily said. "I could use more power."

      A glance at the drone take showed that the other side of the dig was now better defended than her side was.

      "Major, is there someone over there that could cut loose four of their human gun trucks to give me power for the air hole dig? If he does, could you send them along in some sort of balloon with their power cells intact?"

      There was a long pause before the major came back on Megan's net. "I've got four for you now. Do you want one huge balloon or four smaller ones?"

      "I'm afraid to give the Imperial security forces too big a target. Hell, the rebels are shelling the Embassy. Let's not draw their attention. Form four small balloons. My computer will merge them the way she needs to."

      "Balloons headed yours," the major reported.

      Soon four small balloons joined the large balloon at the center of the pile and the smaller one that was slowly melting into it, making it even larger. Lily was now sinking a thirty-centimeter-wide bore hole.

      "The major had a good idea," Lily said. "I'm deploying a small group of nano scouts to check out the rubble ahead of my bore. If they find metal, we can bend the bore hole around it."

      "Good idea, Lily."

      Megan took a moment to catch her breath. It felt like she was juggling chain saws but for the moment, it looked like she might have things under control.

      Then the shout came on net, "Rock Pile. Incoming."
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      General Steve Bruce, USMC, spotted the discrepancy even before Chesty told him, "We have several of the small missiles now aiming for the rock pile."

      The bad guys really knew how to ruin a guy's bad day.

      So far, all the rockets had been aimed at the Embassy. Steve had plenty of lasers standing by to shoot all of them out of the sky. However, to reduce Iteeche civilian casualties, he was waiting to blow them up and cut up the wreckage until they'd curved over and were aiming at the Embassy.

      The human conclave in the heart of the Iteeche Imperial Capital was now covered with a thick layer of cooled armor. The wreckage of the rockets just hit it and slid off into the moat to burn itself out.

      So far, he'd taken all they'd thrown at him without a bit of trouble.

      "So, who's the bastard that decided to take a potshot at the folks trying to dig the admiral out?" Steve growled. Then he made the hard choice.

      "Burn those missiles, kids," he ordered.

      The kids he spoke to were Ruth and Johnnie Longknife, who were ages seven and five, respectively. He was stretched so thin that he'd had to pull them and their sentient computers out of school to speed up the target selection and refine the targeting. To them, they were defending the castle from dragons.

      Now they'd have to defend the rock pile from dragons as well.

      "I see, Uncle Steve," Ruth, the big sister said.

      “Okay, older sister.” Johnnie's last growth spurt put him taller than her. "I've got it."

      "Good. Slice and dice them so they'll be scattered when they come down," Steve told her. With one of Nelly's kids for her personal computer, this was an order Ruth would have no problem obeying. "We can't have them making a mess on the ground."

      "I'm on it, Uncle Steve," the girl answered.

      While Johnnie seemed to still be happy to be surrounded by a holograph of dragons and castles, Ruth was occasionally looking over the top of her holograph to glance at the screens that showed the real picture of incoming rockets.

      Every once in a while, a missile would smash into the armor with an undamaged warhead. Since Steve's command center was located just under the armor, there would be the muffled sounds of an explosion.

      Ruth had taken to flinching whenever that happened.

      Steve walked over to rest a calming hand on the girl's shoulder. "Do you want to watch the real screens?"

      The girl nodded yes and Steve had his computer adjust the feed to Ruth's computer. Holograph gone, a seven-year-old girl looked into the face of incoming rockets that wanted her dead.

      Most children her age might have fled to hide under the bed, but this girl was a Longknife. Steve had heard people mouth off that Longknifes had everything. He wondered how many of the supposed grownups could face the hard choices that this girl faced at such a young age.

      Meanwhile, he had some bitter hard decisions to make.

      "Ruth, take the rockets under fire as soon as they begin to tip over and head for the rock pile." That would mean the flaming wreckage would come down somewhere in the city. He'd just learned that the local fire departments were clan based. If you weren't part of the right clan, you didn't get any fire protection.

      The Iteeche were crazy. Of course, they were also aliens.

      "Chesty," he said. "I need some kinetic anti-air missiles. Proximity fused, say three sets of expanding rods: small, medium, and large."

      "Working on it."

      That was a hard choice. What went up had to come down. In this case, they were fighting in the middle of a planet crammed with fifty billion Iteeche. What came down was going to hit something and kill someone.

      So far, he'd chosen the options that allowed him to save civilian lives. Now he was out of options.

      He was also going to have to increase his active defense, even at the expense of the armor that had worked so well so far.

      "Chesty, when you're done with the AA rockets and launchers, I need you to scrounge up more Smart Metal. I want to double the fire power on our fighting top."

      "Steve, I can ask people to concentrate together and pull the metal from the rooms they are in. So far, we haven't interrupted anyone's day."

      "I seriously doubt anyone in the Embassy doesn't know we're under attack. Do what you have to do, but get me another twelve 4-inch AA guns and the kids another twenty-four 15mm light AA."

      "Working on it."

      On the drone feed, the battle station perched atop the tower in the center of the Embassy began to grow taller. Where it had had two decks devoted to air defense lasers, it now grew to four. There was a fifth deck above them with tubes for the AA rockets Steve had just ordered.

      As he watched, two hostile rockets popped up and pitched over.

      Rising from twenty kilometers away, one of the large missiles had shot up from the truck carrying a vertical launcher and began a roll that would not aim it at the Embassy. Nope, the opposition forces were now aiming the big stuff at the rock pile.

      Wasn't it bad enough that they'd dropped four buildings on Kris Longknife's head?

      Did they have to try to kill the humans and Iteeche doing their damndest to dig her out?

      "Hold laser fire on that bird," Steve ordered Chesty. "Let's see how the kinetics handle our problem."

      "Aye, aye, sir."

      On the sensor screens small rockets and missiles twice as big still arched across the sky toward the Embassy. Lasers took every one of them under fire. Lasers shot through rocket motors and left them exploding in every direction. Warheads took hits. Some exploded, others just turned into dead weight. Flaming wreckage roiled and tumbled across the sky only to impact on the Embassy's turtle back and tumble into the steaming moat.

      That stuff the humans had been able to handle.

      Unfortunately, there was no way he had enough Smart MetalTM to put an armored shell over the rock pile.

      Prices were going to have to be paid to keep them safe. Steve frowned. A lot of poor bastards would die for this . . . and all of them were Iteeche.

      Steve watched as first one, then the next anti-missile rocket slashed into the large missile headed for the rock pile. Three concentric rings of metal hacked the missile into pieces. Then the next set of three sliced up the exploding wreckage left behind by the first.

      Fire and death rained down from the sky, leaving terror where it crashed to earth.

      Steve shook his head at what he was doing to innocent bystanders. "Megan, we'll do our best to keep these SOBs off your back. Please get to my wife and Kris before it's too late."
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      Lieutenant Megan Longknife eyed the smoke trails of the rockets now trying to kill her and all those working with her. She watched as every one of them was slashed to pieces by lasers or anti-missile rockets.

      The death aimed for her now showered down in smaller pieces upon the heads of people who had woken up this morning expecting nothing but another day just like yesterday.

      Megan shook her head. The locals had no independent fire service. If you had a fire, you called your clan firefighters for help. If you had no clan or weren't senior enough in your clan to matter, you were just out of luck. Megan hoped that Ron the Iteeche was making something happen, but she had business elsewhere at the moment.

      She was now drilling two air holes into the rock pile. If one ran into trouble, at least she'd have another one to push.

      Two more bunkers were just being dug out, one on each side of the rock pile.

      "Lily," Megan asked her computer. "I'd like you to convert the latest bunkers into nano scouts and see if they can sift through the wreckage to find the bunkers. Maybe we can run air to them."

      "Yes, Megan, but I have a problem. I've used up just about all the high-power packs for nano scouts. I can send scouts in with conventional packs, but they may not last long if they run into much resistance among all that rubble."

      Megan scowled. Most nanos, being so small, were of limited energy. However, a plant had been found on Alwa, a planet on the other side of the galaxy. Its mitochondria were supercharged. After study in Human space, techs had figured out how to superpower nanos with it.

      At present, Megan's crew had exhausted their supply of this wonderful power source. She needed more.

      "General Bruce, I hate to bother you, but we need a supply of weed power cells." The plant had a long name, but everyone just called it “the weed.” "Can you have someone run me up a large batch?"

      "I'd rather dispatch several quadcopters to you with it. I'm not sure it's safe driving between here and there."

      Five blocks separated Megan from the Embassy. Five blocks! Still, she couldn't argue with Steve. It was just one of those days.

      "Send them any way you want. The last folks we dug out were really gasping for breath. We need to get some air to the folks still buried."

      "Understood. Keep your eyes peeled for some copters."

      A few minutes later, a small quadcopter came barreling down the street, flying low and fast. It pulled up just as it reached Megan. In a moment, Lily had it hovering over the last bunker.

      It settled down on it. A moment later a small haze rose from the split-open bunker and seemed to sink into the rock pile like a ghost. Three more copters arrived in short order. Megan sent two over to the other side and used the last one for her own needs.

      With that done, it was time to change gears again.

      "Lily, how's the main borehole going?" Megan asked, wanting to be brought up to date on her main concern.

      "We are having to do more zigging and zagging, Megan. There is a lot of steel in the pile, at least in the center."

      "Yeah, they dropped the corners of four buildings on top of Kris."

      "Hit the deck!” came from behind Megan. Instead of ducking, she turned. The burning wreckage of a rocket was tumbling out of the sky. At the moment, it looked like it was aiming straight for Meg.

      She dropped to her knees and tried to make herself as small a target as she could.

      Then she scrambled to the side as fiery shards of a rocket hit the deck fifty meters away from her and tumbled toward her. She got singed by the flames as it skidded by her and came to rest only ten meters from the back of one of her diggers.

      "Major, where's our AA?" Megan demanded on net.

      "Lieutenant, that’s what was left after we sliced and diced the damn thing."

      "Okay, okay," Megan said, forcing herself to keep her mouth shut until her heart quit trying to pound its way out of her chest. Intellectually, she knew that nothing could make a rocket disappear. Still, that was the first time she'd ever had something get up close, hot, and personal.

      After three or four deep breaths, she turned her mind back to the main concern at hand. Getting trapped people out and air in to those she couldn't get to yet.

      "Megan," Lily said. "I have located a bunker. It is only a few minutes from being dug out. I do not recommend we invest time in getting air to it."

      Megan wondered what the men and women gasping for breath in the bunker might think of that. Still, Lily was right to play the odds. Clearly, we needed to spot the next line of bunkers in and get air to them.

      Up at the top of the rock pile, Megan could tell that the work was going better. The fans in the borehole was pumping dust out of the shaft and it was visible proof that it was making progress.

      As she watched, a large chunk of wall came loose and slid down the pile, picking up speed as more rubble came loose. It was still sliding when it reached the bottom of the pile and clogged up one of the upper grinders on a digger. They now had five grinders on each digger, loosely stacked one on top of the other. They moved freely up and down, back and forth, under the control of a human engineering tech. Each aimed to get at whatever was sticking out of the pile while grinding all of it into gravel that was carried over to the other side of the wreckage by conveyer belts.

      As Megan watched, a digger backed out from the face of the rock pile. A bunker kind of rolled out of the pile, shedding rock and steel rebar as it came. It elongated, likely at Lily's command, and wiggled past the digger even as the top came off and the men inside got their first breath of fresh, dust-filled air. Most gasped for breath. A few did not.

      Iteeche hurried forward to help their human comrades. In among them were Marine corpsmen, heavily laden with oxygen bottles. Often, a whiff of oxygen was enough to revive a Marine. Others required some serious intervention.

      This time, in a few minutes, all were breathing on their own.

      What kind of shape would they find the next bunch?

      "I have located a bunker about ten meters in," Lily reported. The metal that had just been a bunker began to morph into a balloon. Not all of it. Some of the metal was just overstressed. It puddled on the ground while two quad-copters guided the balloon and a chunk of metal over to the rock pile.

      Ten meters wasn't that far in. The edge of the pile was already pretty steep there, and rocks the size of everything from slabs of concrete floor to dust and pebbles slid down the pile as they were dislodged from higher up.

      The balloon hung in the air a good three meters up before dropping a drill and pipe down into the rubble. It had been at it for no more than a minute when an I-beam came rolling down the pile and slammed into the pipe, smashed its way through without slowing down, and left nothing but a dangling balloon in its path.

      The balloon returned to where it had been drilling. The bent borehole liner reformed itself and the balloon went back to cutting a hole into the rubble.

      Two minutes later, a slab of concrete floor broke loose from farther up the pile and came sliding down the face of the dig. It slammed into the air hole, knocking the balloon out of the way, and smashing the pipe. The concrete slab slid on, followed by a small avalanche of smaller chunks of concrete and steel.

      "Megan," Lily reported. “The entire rock pile shifted. The borehole is too crushed to use."

      "Start a new hole," Megan ordered.

      "Megan, it might be better if we drilled into the central bunker, then dug holes from it, close to the ground, maybe even under the ground."

      Meg closed her eyes and tried to envision that. At least if they stayed low, they could avoid the shifting pile. If they went underground, that would solve the problem of collapsed steel beams and rebar. Their lasers had no problem cutting through the steel. The problem was getting hot droplets of metal out of the way.

      "Okay, Lily, go for the main bunker. Start a third hole down to it. We'll need more air if we want to get air to the bunkers from the central one."

      "Working on it, Megan."

      At least when they dug for the central bunker, they dug from the top of the pile. Anything tumbling down would be beneath them. A third balloon rose to the top of the pile and began to drill another thirty-centimeter hole.

      Over the next five minutes, two more bunkers were dug out. Three more rockets crashed in flame just short of Megan's position. Several buildings between her and the Embassy were now fully involved with raging fires.

      Now the streets were filled with terrified Iteeche, fleeing the flames.

      "General Bruce," Megan called on net. "I could really use some firefighting equipment."

      "You and a lot of other people," the general snapped back. "Okay, I'm shrinking the Embassy even more. I'm concentrating most of our personnel in the storage rooms of the Pink Coral Palace and spinning out firetrucks and pumpers. We don't have many firefighters, but the Iteeche Navy officers are chomping at the bit to get out there with their men and fight fires. We'll see what we can do."

      Over the next ten minutes, firetrucks raced out from the Embassy, found water, and began spraying it onto the burning buildings. They were followed by ladder trucks that raised their hoses high to spray water down on the rooftops. The next tumbling rocket that hit a building that wasn't yet burning was met immediately with a pair of firetrucks. Several unmanned fire helicopters stood by on the ground, ready to drop water on any small fragments that landed outside the main fires.

      They were late getting started, but at least they were started.

      Still, Iteeche civilians fled for their lives.

      "Megan, we are only a meter from the central bunker. It is covered by a twisted bunch of steel beams. We're likely going to need to zig and zag through it."

      "Do whatever you have to do, Lily," Megan ordered.

      It was clear that the rock pile was getting unstable. More and more, chunks of concrete, large and small, slid and tumbled down the steep face they were digging at. Every minute or so, one of the top grinders would have to be converted into a brake to catch a major slider, stop it, and only then begin again, to grind it up.

      That was slowing progress. At the same time, with the top of the pile losing rubble, the pressure on the bunkers below had to be getting a bit lighter. At least a little bit.

      From behind Megan came a crash. She whirled around to see the walls of a building collapsing into the street. The flaming wreckage filled the street, almost to the next building. At present, it wasn't burning.

      Not only was the most direct route between Megan and the Embassy now covered with fire, but the spread of the fires, from one building to the next had begun.

      Over the crackle of the fire, Megan heard the sound of drones. Lots of drones. A swarm of drones flew out from the Embassy. They began to rain down around the fire.

      For a moment, Meg could only look on in puzzlement. She could call the general to ask what was going on, but, no doubt, he was very busy at the moment. As she watched, a thin film formed around the fire. It looked like a dome over the burning building with an annex stretching out to cover the burning rubble in the street. When the dome was complete, the burning building stood there in stark relief.

      Then the dome filled up with smoke and what was inside was hidden.

      Someone had come up with the idea of putting out the fire by taking away the air!

      That was a brilliant idea! Why hadn't anyone thought of it earlier?

      Then Megan had second thoughts. Anyone left in that building was going to suffocate. A quick glance was enough to tell Meg that everyone left in that building was dead.

      So, someone had come up with an idea of how to fight fire, but only when all hope of saving the Iteeche in it was gone. The situation made Megan's stomach sick, inured as it was to so much today. Still, it looked to be working.

      "The fire will still be hot," Lily observed.

      Even as she spoke, Iteeche were attaching fire hoses to the dome. Ribbing showed where water was being pumped up the sides of the dome to be used for a cooling spray over the fiery rubble. At the top of the dome, a one-way vent formed to let smoke and steam out without letting any oxygen in.

      More drones were headed for a second building that was totally involved. This one would be covered before it collapsed. The wreckage of the high rise would be left as a tombstone for those still within.

      Megan turned back to her own problem. "How's that main borehole doing, Lily?"

      "Give me three more minutes and I'll have it."

      "How do we handle it when we break in?"

      "Very carefully, Megan," her computer said. "For a second or two I may have to keep the bunker sealed. I intend to convert the thirty-centimeter hole into four smaller pipes, two pushing air in and two pulling it out. I'll snake exhaust lines down to the bottom of the bunker while putting two intake pipes in the overhead. That should get fresh air in."

      "Good. Can we do anything for those inside besides air?"

      "From the measurements our nano scouts have taken of the bunker, it must be standing room only inside. The pressure is less, but until we can get air in there, we don't dare expand the bunker. Once we've got air, we can try to get them space enough to care for each other. We can also send down a med kit to help them revive people. It will be a while before we know exactly what we've got. In the meantime, I'll start digging in both directions to get air holes to the bunkers on either side."

      "Very good, Lily. Let me know if you think of anything else we need to do and can."

      "I will, Megan." There was a long pause before Lily went on. "Does this qualify as what you humans call a ‘hell of a day’?"

      "Yes, Lily. Yes. But remember, it's not over yet. Not over yet by a long shot. I hope Special Agent Foile and his team are getting a lot of chatter from people. People who know what made all this happen. Even when we're finished here, we may not be finished for the day."

      "I had not thought of that," Lily said.

      "Of course you wouldn't have, Lily. It takes a human to think of vengeance as a necessity."
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      Kris Longknife came awake when her husband, Jack, pulled in tight on her rib cage, forcing out what little air she had there, making her gasp for breath.

      The air smelled foul from dust, human waste, and terror, but it was heavenly. There was oxygen that made her lungs sing with joy.

      "Are you okay?" she gasped, feeling for Jack behind her.

      "I am now that you're talking," he answered. "Check to see if Abby's breathing.”

      As Kris tried to lower her arms from her former maid's shoulders to get them around her waist, she was also taking in her surroundings. There was a high-pitched whine as if from a blower. It was accompanied by a low rumble. Even as she looked, she found more room at her elbow. The bunker was pressing against the rubble outside it.

      Kris got her arms around Abby's lower abdomen and found no noticeable movement. She intertwined her fingers and pulled in sharply on her stomach, forcing her friend's diaphragm up and air out. Kris relaxed for a moment, then did it again. Only at the third try did Abby cough and gasp for air.

      Abby slumped against Kris, weak and struggling. That alone proved that there was more room in this redoubt. Around her, more people were being helped back into the practice of breathing regularly.

      Some were not.

      Jacques was panicked. "I can't get Amanda to start breathing!"

      "Turn her toward me," Abby said, her voice even now in its forever calm tone.

      A few minutes ago, there would have been no room for this, but Jacques managed to turn himself and his wife around. She was pale as death with lips of blue.

      Abby began breathing into Amanda's mouth, coordinating with Jacques. She'd breath air into Amanda's lungs. Jacques would push in on her diaphragm, forcing the air out. For a painfully long minute this went on.

      Then Amanda coughed, spraying spittle and vomit on Abby, but after several hacking coughs mixed with gasps, the woman began breathing on her own even as she collapsed against her husband.

      Drugs were now arriving down the air hole to help those that were even worse off. Needles and syringes were fabricated from Smart MetalTM, used, then merged back into the walls of the bunker.

      All but one Marine responded to treatment. Others closed up tight so she could be laid out flat and treated to both mouth-to-mouth and CPR. Treatment went long, but no one wanted to call it until a doctor arrived.

      Kris didn't mind being held tightly by Jack. After a close call like this, she needed help getting the shaking to stop. Every bone in her body felt like it was vibrating like a tuning fork.

      To distract herself, she asked Nelly, "What's the situation?"

      Maybe she shouldn't have.

      "To use a well-worn human phrase, Kris, all hell done broke loose."

      "Talk to us," Kris said. So, Nelly brought them up to date on just how much rubble they were buried under. A quick call to Meg gave them an estimate that they still had at least two hours before she could get them loose.

      Then there was the attack on the Embassy and a back-handed slap at the troops digging Kris out. "There are a lot of buildings on fire from the wreckage of rockets we shot down. There are not common firefighting groups, so the fires got out of hand. General Bruce has stripped more Smart Metal off the Embassy to smother some of the fires. We're pumping water in to cool them. However, the pressure in the water mains is now down to half of what it was when we started."

      Nelly paused. "Kris, this place really isn't prepared to host a major fight. If things got out of hand, a lot of people would die."

      "Yeah," Kris agreed. "Can you tell me anything about who dropped these buildings on my head and who's providing the missiles?"

      "I would suggest you touch base with Senior Chief Agent in Charge Foile. He's been hounding the intel feed."

      "Has it got interesting?"

      "Really, Kris, this is something you humans like to get from each other."

      "Then patch me through to him."

      "Your Highness," he said, a moment later. "I hope you are well."

      "Despite some major efforts to the contrary, it appears that I will live. Nelly tells me you have some information for me. Please tell me that you know who dropped this building on me. I'm feeling like some wicked witch."

      "Well, Admiral, I believe you can keep your shoes on," the investigator said, keeping the joke going. "There has been a lot of talking going on in the streets and clan penthouses. This time, we've had assets in place to pass those conversations along to us."

      "Talk to me," Kris said, curtly.

      "Six septs in four different medium-sized clans had observers around that rock pile you've been sleeping under, passing along reports to their clan overlords. None of them were very happy to report the success of the efforts to dig folks out from under all that rubble. Certainly not living folk. I can follow one report all the way from a call on net to a clan chief to orders to the rocket launchers to target the rescue workers."

      "So, those six septs are our problem," Kris said.

      "Sadly, no. The rockets belong to the private armies of ten septs in six mid-level clans. That would seem to be enough. However, we are also tracking conversations between those six and the Wo and Domm clan palaces."

      "I thought the Domm palace was just about closed down," Jack put in.

      "You would be correct. However, while the clan's higher-level chiefs are busy elsewhere, they have left behind several junior lordlings under the leadership of one crafty old bastard, brother to the clan chief. A big chunk of the Wo clan, and about all that's left of the Domm clan, is up to something. They are gathering their forces for some sort of move tonight. I don't know what it is, but it's big and they're only talking about it inside an underground room with several anti-rooms that have heavy misters or steam rooms between them and the outside world."

      "One would think they don't trust us nosy humans," Abby drawled. It came out more like a croak, but the sentiment couldn't be missed.

      "One would think so," Kris agreed as she tried to get her muzzy brain to absorb all she'd been told, weigh it like a Longknife, and select a course of action.

      "General Bruce," she asked. “Are you on net?"

      "I've been monitoring your conversation, Admiral. It's been kind of busy here. That's the first briefing I've had on all this."

      "Is Admiral Tong present?"

      "He's been at my side since all this fun and games started."

      "Admiral Tong, do you have an opinion on all this?"

      "The claws come out only when the prey is trapped," he answered.

      "You think they have their prey where they want it?"

      "Yes, Most Eminent Admiral."

      "Can you smell what their prey is?" Jack asked.

      "It is not you, Longknife," the Iteeche Admiral said. "They buried you. You were not supposed to be having this conversation with us. You are not the prey. No, the prey is bigger than you."

      "That would leave the senior clan chiefs," Kris said. Then added, “Or the emperor."

      "Yes, Most Eminent Admiral. And the quickest way to change the order of clan seniority is to change who has possession of the Emperor's ear."

      "Can that be done while this young Emperor lives?" Abby asked.

      There was a long pause before the Iteeche admiral went on. "The most effective way to reorder the clans is for one or two of them to have their own clan lord sitting on the throne."

      "I was afraid you were going to say that," Kris said.

      "I did not want to say that. However, with your listening devices, you should have been able to know what they were saying. The mere fact that they have done everything we know how to do to keep their conversations away from your listening ears tells me that they are plotting something in the dark that they want to bring into the light with both surprise and dismay."

      "I think you are right. Admiral, could you bring down several divisions from orbit?"

      "Even as your Eminent Advisor was speaking, I ordered just that. However, I am now told that the space elevator is down for technical difficulties, no one can go up or down it."

      "That cinches it," Kris snapped. "We are presently in the middle of a coup."

      "So it would seem," Jack said. "So it would seem."

      "Nelly, get me Admiral Kitano," Kris snapped.

      "Yes?" Admiral Kitano answered crisply.

      "How many fast attack transports do we have in port?"

      "Two, admiral."

      "We'll need more," Kris muttered. "Do we have any battlecruisers that are in a poor material state?"

      "I have three that I intended to send back to Human space for overhaul next convoy."

      "I don't think they're going back. Admiral Tong, how many divisions can you cut loose from your fleet?"

      "Three."

      "Amber, I'm going to need at least that many Human Marines."

      "I'll get them standing up," Admiral Kitano said.

      "Good. Here's what we're going to do," Kris said, and began laying out her plans for the night.
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      Three hours later, Kris's bunker had finally waddled out from under the last several hundred tons of rocks and she'd been rushed back to the Embassy. She had just enough time to shower and yank on a pair of ship sweats that would pad the battle armor she'd be wearing for the rest of the night.

      She wolfed down a sandwich while she eyed the boards in her command center. If the feed from the listening devices was to be trusted, Kris was looking at a strike along six different threat axis. Someone planned to move down all of the main boulevards.

      "Are they actually dividing their forces this much?" Jack asked.

      Admiral Tong answered. "The surprise is not so much that they are dividing their forces as that they are using clans that are willing to work together on each threat axis. Several of the clans involved in this coup detest each other. If they were assigned to the same boulevard, they might end up shooting at each other."

      "How have you managed to hold this Empire together with this much friction working on the internal machinery of governance?" Kris asked, shaking her head.

      The Iteeche raised all four of his arms high in a serious shrug. "Usually, we just squabble over a planet here, a planet there. Maybe a younger chosen of the Master of a Satrap moves to kill or unseat his elder. He asks for help from several clans and gets it. They expect him to pay them back when he gains control. If he fails, they can likely cover their tracks and smile nicely to the winner. We do it so often, we hardly notice it when it happens."

      Once again, Kris found herself considering the central question. Did she have any right to insert humanity in this internal Iteeche issue? Should she stand aside and just let the Iteeche fight this out their own way? Come to think of it, how were the Iteeche going to respond to this?

      "Nelly, get me Ron."

      A moment later, the Iteeche Imperial advisor's face appeared in a portion of the screen. Since both Kris and Ron were communicating with human commlinks and in codes developed by Nelly, Kris was sure their conversation was not being monitored.

      "Kris, I am so glad that you survived that attack," sounded sincere and concerned. Allowing for the translation issue. "Do you know who did it?"

      "As a matter of fact, Ron, we do," Kris said, sounding as matter of fact as someone who'd just been dug out from under thousands of tons of rubble. "But I'm not calling about this afternoon's rowdiness. I'm more concerned as to what the We clan and other senior clans intend to do in response to the coming disruption of things tonight."

      "What disruption tonight?"

      "The assault on the Imperial Precinct tonight with the intent of gaining possession of the Emperor."

      "Kris, that can't be. I've heard nothing."

      "Have you tried to send anything up or down the space elevator?"

      "I have heard that it is closed for a safety matter."

      "Do you believe that? I was about to ship six reinforced divisions down the beanstalk when suddenly, I discovered it's not working. Do you believe in coincidences? I gave that up with the Easter bunny and tooth fairy."

      "Kris, I must go. I'll get back to you soon," and one panicked Iteeche was offline.

      "Do you think he doesn't know?" Jack asked.

      Kris shrugged. "Maybe he's just out of the loop. Nelly, what did he actually say? A closer translation, please. I don't see him using our idioms."

      "A closer translation would be, 'The fish is rotten, and I must remove it before it smells worse. You have become a portion of my journey and I will arrive there soon.'"

      "Interesting," Jack said. "Which raised the question, is the rotten fish referring to the attack on the Emperor or to us?"

      "We'll just have to wait and see," Kris said. "Nelly, in the future, you may remind me not to ask silly questions."

      "Should I remind you before or after I answer them?"

      "Aren't you snarky tonight," Kris said.

      "I just had four buildings dropped on your head. I really didn't think you'd get out of that mess. I was contemplating returning my matrix to its original unorganized mode."

      "Nelly!"

      "Yes, Kris?"

      "I thought you'd switch to Megan and bounce Lily to someone else."

      "Why should I break up Megan and Lily? They have bonded well."

      "Well, you could replace Ruth's Daisy. She just got her computer."

      "Kris, I may not have been sentient back in grammar school, but I have memories left over from that legacy part of me. I will not help anyone write that terrible poetry you had me help you with for that Ojah kid."

      "Boyfriend?" Jack asked.

      "He was in fourth grade. I was in second. We were star-crossed lovers," Kris said, with a dopey grin, her hand on her heart.

      "So, you've always gone for older men," Jack said, grinning.

      "My weakness. Nelly, surely Ruth would not make you write bad poetry for her. I doubt she has a boyfriend in mind."

      "Oh, you need to spend more time with your daughter. There's this boy three years older than her. They are often in the same study group."

      "Hmm," Kris said. "I don’t know whether I should be proud she's in study groups with kids half again her age, or that she's looking at boys with poetry in her heart."

      "What interesting lives you humans live," Nelly said.

      "Yes, well life is about to get more interesting than I like. General Bruce, Admiral Tong, what kind of forces can we slap together tonight?"

      "I've got an order for your signature, Admiral," General Bruce said, handing Kris a plastic flimsy. "This will activate all the reserve commissions in the Embassy. Other than a few officers, the civilians will have to defend the Embassy on their own. We'll be assigning all our Marines to fighting vehicles."

      "Likewise," the Iteeche admiral said. "I will have all my Marines and trained Navy infantry joining your mobile forces. Every officer and rating in the headquarters have volunteered to drive the fighting vehicles and leave the Marines to fill the gunner and command positions."

      Admiral Tong paused and laughed, which on an Iteeche looked like he was barking. "In some cases, Marine corporals will be commanding gun trucks and giving orders to a Navy captain driving for him. The Marines will long sing of this night. The Navy, maybe not so much."

      "Battlecruiser captains will be driving tanks?" Jack asked.

      “Oh, yes.”

      "Let's just make sure they're singing about a victory," Kris muttered.

      "Kris, you have an incoming call," Nelly said as Ron's face appeared back on the screen.

      "Kris, I am with my Most Eminent Chooser. We are alone. He must talk to you."

      "I am here and listening," Kris said, curtly. She did not have time for any courtly verbiage.

      "You say that an assault is planned this night on the body of the Emperor," came quickly from Roth as he joined Ron on screen. Apparently, the events of tonight were enough to reduce even an Iteeche Imperial Counselor to straight talk.

      "Yes. We have troops from nine clans, including two senior ones and fifteen septs within them massing for an attack. Our best information is that they will attack down the six main boulevards toward the palace at about two tomorrow morning."

      "Can you show me some of these massed troops that you speak of?"

      On a separate screen, Nelly ran through troops loitering in their assembly areas. Some were in palaces. Others were in the basements of high-rises near the palaces. Roth watched unblinking as the observations flew by. Twice he asked that the picture be frozen. When it finished, the Iteeche's eyes seemed to lose focus for a long moment.

      "You have three more septs and one more clan than you thought you did. Are there other troop assembly areas you have missed?"

      "We have intel assets in every palace and every high-rise garage attached to a clan. There are plenty of tanks and gun trucks parked in them but no troops milling about. May I note that the inaction includes the We clan."

      "We are inactive because we saw no need for action," Roth muttered.

      "I have a question for you, Roth," Kris said.

      "I may or may not have an answer for you," the Iteeche replied.

      "As admiral commanding the Imperial Combined Fleets, I am prepared to order troops out to defend the Imperial Precincts. As Emissary from the Humans, I am prepared to order all the Marines and Sailors under my command to the same purpose. However, I am not sure that I have enough troops to win, nor am I sure that it is right for me and my forces to be the only ones defending your Worshipful Emperor. What say you?"

      For a painfully long minute, the head of the powerful We clan said nothing, his body frozen in place. Then, with a sigh, he focused all four of his eyes on Ron.

      "Leave me your communicator. Run to alert the Commanding General of all We clan forces. It is needful that we fight tonight at the side of the troops of the Combined Fleets."

      "At your command," Ron said, skipping a lot of fancy talk himself. In a moment, he had handed over his computer and all four of his feet could be heard racing from his Chooser's presence.

      "I must cut this conversation short," Roth said. "I will get back with you as soon as I can talk to some clan lords and see what other forces I can muster to our side."

      "I will be awaiting your call," Kris said, but she was talking to a blank screen.

      "Should we begin moving troops into positions to set up roadblocks on the main boulevards?" General Bruce asked.

      "I'd prefer not to be the first to make a move tonight," Kris answered. "Again, appearances matter. If Roth can get his troops moving, I want us to be ready to move immediately in support."

      "Will we have time enough to react?" Admiral Tong asked.

      "Time is what we will have very little of tonight," Kris admitted. "But time is what we must take. We must not only defend the Emperor tonight, but it must be clear to all that we defended the Emperor from attack, not that our opponent was moving to defend him from us. If you thought the protests we had outside before were bad, just imagine what we'll face if the word gets out that we attacked the Emperor."

      Jacques raised an eyebrow. "And with no news media, just how do you intend to see that the word gets out that we were the defenders?"

      Kris could only shrug. "Jacques, in your spare time tonight, maybe you can think up a solution to that."

      "Rather," Admiral Tong said, "Let the Combined Fleet Choir have a song ready for tomorrow morning, and you will need no better way to get this story out."

      "Thank you, Admiral, for reminding me that I can use the Iteeche way."

      "I am glad to be of service, My Eminent Admiral."

      "Speaking of Iteeche ways, that palace gate is a damn small passageway to send a division plus troops through. Does anyone have any ideas?"

      That brought silence.

      "We've got our Human Marines standing by," General Bruce said. "I've converted the courtyard into a five-story garage tonight. It will take me forty minutes to get them all out."

      "How long will you take to deploy your divisions?" Kris asked Admiral Tong.

      "I don't plan on using the gate," he said. "If you will, please have your Magnificent Nelly form a ramp at each side of the palace.  I will march my troops down those ramps. I believe that either our or your computers can flow our magic metal out onto the streets around the palace and let us create our divisions on those streets as we have space. We should be fully deployed before your last battalion crosses the moat. Maybe sooner."

      Kris chuckled. "I believe my Iteeche officers are getting smarter about our Smart Metal than we are."

      "Now we wait," Jack said.

      Kris glanced at the clock on the screen. They had four hours until things got lethal.

      The initial roadblocks had already been identified. The fallback phase lines were all chosen. There were no choke points; the broad boulevards provided none. There was also no cover, not unless Kris wanted to turn buildings into rubble. This looked to be more of a shoot-out at the OK Corral than a decent military operation.

      She had a few ideas on how to mitigate that. Only time would tell if she had the right ideas.

      An hour ticked by with them doing little more than drinking coffee. Agent Foile checked in. He had spotted three more septs with fighting vehicles in the garages belonging to other septs. Roth was right.

      Kris wished Roth was talking to her. She hoped he wasn't sending runners around to the other clan chiefs with messages. She could only imagine negotiations to field an army being conducted at the pace of the slowest runner.

      Maybe she was wrong about that, but the more time passed with no word from Roth, the more she thought about runners.

      They were halfway through the second hour when the screen lit up, first with Roth's face, then with two others.

      "Admiral," Roth said. “May I introduce to you the clan chiefs for the honored and senior clans: Quo and Abba. We wish to talk to you."

      "My heart rejoices at seeing you," Kris said, using the shortest possible form of Iteeche greeting. In the background she spotted Freddy and Shorty, the two junior counselors that had worked with Ron. Apparently, they'd glommed on to human computers and now had access to Nelly's general net.

      WHEN THIS IS DONE, I NEED TO DO SOMETHING ABOUT THAT, NELLY.

      I WILL REMIND YOU, KRIS.

      "Are you sure that these junior and minor clans actually intend to strike against the Emperor?" said one of the other clan chiefs, he being short, Kris tagged him as Shorty.

      "No," Kris said, curtly. "However, these clan lords have made some of their rooms inaccessible to human listening devices. Before they enter these rooms, they bathe and scrub their skin with brushes. Do you normally use stiff brushes to bathe with?"

      All three Iteeche had no response.

      "Even after that, they pass through misting rooms and steam rooms, all designed to destroy our listening devices."

      "How do you know they do this?" snapped the other clan lord. He was tall and strangely slim for an Iteeche. He was instantly dubbed Slim.

      "Because we have had listening devices survive into the steam rooms before they fell silent or were sloughed off," Kris answered.

      "Oh."

      "We do have listening devices in place to catch the initial orders being passed along to their subordinates. We have had eyes on their motor pools and watched as each fighting vehicle is checked and double-checked for action. We have listened as middle grade officers talk between themselves about getting everything moving by two in the morning."

      Kris paused to see how the clan chiefs responded to the short deadline. They glanced at each other. Kris's imagination imposed on their faces worried looks. It was hard to tell without looking at the vestigial gill slits.

      She went on. "We know that different clans and septs have been assigned different boulevards and that all the main avenues of approach to the Imperial Palace have been assigned to different groups. I have been advised by my Iteeche on the staff of the Combined Fleets that the assignments have been handed out to assure that clans and septs that hate each other's guts are not driving the same boulevard."

      "He got that right," Roth said.

      "We have alerted our clan troops as well many septs that we think would respond to us," Slim said. "What forces do you have under your command?"

      "That is something I would prefer not to speak of on an open net that may be monitored. I was not expecting to see either of you on this net."

      "But we are," Shorty said.

      "Yes. Yes, you are," Kris answered, then decided to tell them what they wanted. "I have two reinforced divisions of Iteeche Marines and a brigade of Human Marines. My efforts to bring down reinforcements resulted in the space elevator being taken off-line only seconds after we tried to reserve transport."

      "I knew the elevator had gone down for repairs under questionable circumstances," Slim said. "I did not know it was so coincidental to your request."

      "It was."

      "We think that there may be more clans and septs moving with the ones you have identified," Roth said. "In many cases, the clans you say are moving have other clans that they are closely allied with. If you find one involved in something, the other has its nose up its cloaca right behind it."

      "Ron, do you have a list of those other clans?"

      "Yes, Eminent Admiral."

      "Please pass it along to us. We'll see if we missed them in our recon efforts."

      "It is on the way to your Magnificent Nelly."

      Kris eyed the three clan chiefs. "Now, how soon can you move your troops out to establish checkpoints on the main boulevards?"

      "We cannot move until they move," Roth replied, immediately. There was no polling of his associates. He said it flat out, and the others nodded as he said it. "You must understand, that to move troops into the streets can easily be taken for a move on the Emperor. They could then say that it was we who were attempting a coup. No. They must move first."

      Kris let the Iteeche see a worried look. She didn't have to fake it. "But both of the less senior clans are just a short drive from the Imperial Precincts. They may well be inside the wall before you move block them. Do you want the fight to take place among the woods and gardens of the Imperial Precincts?"

      "That is totally regrettable, but being the one to move first is not negotiable," Roth snapped. "Your grand Chooser had a very hard time accepting that some things just cannot be done if you walk the Iteeche Way."

      "I hear your words, and will hold them tight," Kris said, decidedly not happy with those words. Maybe she could hold them tight enough to make them squawk.

      "Very well, then," Kris said. "Can you tell me what strength you have to move against the plotters?"

      "We will muster all the forces that owe us allegiance," Roth said. "That will be sufficient."

      Kris did not like that answer, but it was clear that it was all she was going to get.

      "Very well," she said. "Is there anything more we need to discuss?"

      "Nothing at this time," Roth said.

      "Nelly, do you have that list of clans and septs we may have missed?"

      "Yes, Kris. I have passed it along to our intelligence center. They are already reinforcing the assets at those palaces and residencies."

      "Very good, Nelly. Eminent clan chiefs, is there anything else we must discuss at this time?" Kris asked.

      This time, the three of them did glance at each other, taking their own poll. Roth finally spoke for them. "No. We have done what we came for. We will call you if there is something more that we need to say."

      Kris could not fail to note that they were giving her the “Don't call us, we'll call you,” kind of brushoff. “And if I need to tell you anything about developments?"

      "You may call Ron and we will see what we can arrange," Roth said.

      "Very well, and one thing more," Kris said, as if just thinking of a last item. She stared hard at the screen, looking at first one, then the next, then the last. "I require thirty minutes’ notice that you intend to change sides."

      "We don't intend to change sides," Roth replied, a bit slow for Kris's taste.

      She also found it interesting that there was no outrage that she would think of such a thing. She continued to give them hard stares.

      "The Combined Fleets will not change sides. We fight for the Emperor. We will defend his life to the death. Very likely the death of those who seek his Imperial blood. I hope you understand me. You, Roth, must know how dogged we humans are when we lock our teeth around a throat."

      "I remember very well," Roth said. "Why do you think we have a Longknife commanding the Combined Fleets?"

      "Good. We understand each other."

      "Until we call you," Roth said.

      "Until we talk again," Kris said.

      The screen went dead.

      "That was interesting," Jack said.

      "Very. Now, crew, we have much to do and painfully little time to do it in."
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      Kris turned her back on the screen. She did not like her conversation with the chiefs of the senior clans, but it was the way things were in the Iteeche Empire. She would play their traditional games. Only this time, they would have a Longknife calling her own plays in this game.

      "Nelly, please develop a cypher to be used only by you and your children."

      "You think our net may be compromised, Kris?"

      "I don't know, but I'm not going to risk it. I want to be able to at least know my conversations with my key staff won't be listened in on by someone I don’t want to hear from."

      "It is done," Nelly said.

      "Good, now, team, I need to put blocking forces in place. However, they cannot look like forces. Whatever we do, it can't look like an opening move in this Kabuki theater we're getting ourselves into tonight."

      "Kabuki theater?" Admiral Tong asked. From the look on General Bruce's face, he was just as in the dark, though Chesty might be informing him at that moment.

      "Kabuki theater was an art form from old Earth. The objective is to present it exactly the same way it had been performed over the last thousand years. No interpretation. No adaptation. The theater-goers judged the quality of the show on how close it was to the way grampa remembered it from the old days. It is always the same and never changes."

      "And you think that the clans are about to conduct a singing presentation that has already been orchestrated and the ending is known?" Tong said.

      "That is what I fear. The question is, how much innovation can we throw into tonight's production before the audience boos us off the stage?"

      The Iteeche shook his head, which involved twisting from the waist for an Iteeche. "We sailors have done exactly as we were told for thousands of years. The clans have commanded, and we go, even to our deaths. Maybe it is time that we show the clans the power that we wield. Maybe by applying a bit of it to them."

      "Thank you, Admiral. Since you command the most troops here, if you had balked, I would have folded my hand and left this poker table. Since you are willing to ante-up, I think we shall have a very fine game, tonight."

      "Theater. Game. You Humans have such an interesting way of talking about life and death."

      "We refuse to give death its due until it pries our lives from our cold, dead hands," Jack said, with a chuckle. "I thought the Iteeche knew that about us already."

      "We forget it too often," Tong said, ruefully.

      "Now, ladies and gentlemen, we have a busy night ahead of us. Does anyone have any suggestions as to how we get a tripwire force out there that will force the other side to fire first?"

      Unfortunately, the question brought the conversation to a roaring halt. The civilians, Jacques, and Amanda, shrugged, and looked toward the uniformed people on Kris's staff.

      Even Abby was nonplussed. "Baby ducks, you need an army to be a tripwire and get fired on. Admiral Tong, what kind of an army can we move around the Imperial Capital tonight?"

      "None," he said, bluntly. "Any move by an armed group in uniform will be seen as the beginning of something and be fired upon, defensively, of course. Remember, there are clan lookouts strolling the streets around this palace. If they see a large group or even smaller groups of armored vehicles leave here, they will send runners and you can be sure the songs will say you attacked the Emperor."

      Kris grunted agreement.

      "If we deployed light infantry in civvies, could we pull that off?" General Bruce asked.

      "They will have to take their weapons with them," the Iteeche admiral answered. "Remember, there are clan lookouts strolling the streets around this palace. If they see a large group or even smaller groups of men leaving here, they will send runners and you can be sure that our men will be stopped by one or more members of the clan constabulary. If the agent of safety is not happy with the answers he gets, he can haul them down to the nearest Imperial security office and have them searched. Strip searched, if necessary."

      Admiral Tong fixed General Bruce with a four eyed stare. "What light infantry wants to deploy without their armor and weapons? How can they hide that gear from a strip search?"

      "I withdraw that suggestion," Steve said.

      The group was quiet for a long while after that, then Jack began talking.

      "Light infantry, even if we could get it in place, would not be much of a solution to our problem. Infantry needs to be able to go to ground. Disappear into the terrain. I can't picture any of the local building managers wanting to have armed strong men waltz into their buildings and deploying anti-tank rockets and machine guns in the windows of their lower floors."

      “Besides," General Bruce added. “We need a tripwire. A couple of light infantrymen standing at an unauthorized checkpoint will only be handcuffed, and hauled away by clan police. No shots fired."

      "We need a show of force," Kris said thoughtfully. “That doesn't look like a show of force when we deploy it around town. Still, when the hostiles make their move, this force must look threatening enough to make them fire on them."

      "Yeah," several of her staff said.

      Kris paced around the room. She was not alone; several others were pacing off their frustration as they thought. Thank Smart MetalTM for her large space.

      "It needs to look no more threatening than a baby's butt," Abby drawled, thinking out loud.

      "But it needs to be as fearsome as a grizzly bear when the other guy's tanks begin to roll," her husband, General Bruce added.

      Kris paced off the distance to the farthest wall, then turned, and paced off the distance again.

      "Folks, I think I have an idea," she said.
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      Before midnight, trucks began to drive out of the Pink Coral Palace at ragged intervals. Almost all of them turned down the avenue that took them to the boulevard. There, they turned toward the inoperative space elevator.

      For the first hour or so, the clan watchers just watched. They'd dispatched a runner to the clan's palace. By the end of the hour, most of them had sent several runners with reports.

      Indeed, they were running short of runners.

      It was close to one o'clock when three-wheeled taxis began to arrive around the Pink Coral Palace. Most disgorged several runners and then paused. The next time a truck rolled through the palace gates, several taxis took off after it.

      When it became clear that only one was needed, all but the one closest to the truck returned to the palace. There, they found that more trucks had driven out. Only these had turned away from the route that took them to the space elevator. Clans dispatched taxis to track those trucks. Soon, however, there were so many trucks that they ran out of taxis to tail them.

      The next several trucks had tails, but soon, there were only watchers watching the trucks roll by in the dark of the early morning.

      By now, many of the senior clan watchers had started a brazier against the morning chill and were warming their hands by it.

      "They've got an awful lot of mating trucks," one growled.

      "What are they doing at the space elevator?" another asked.

      "Not our business," a third said, nudging the second. "If the clan lords want to know why where's a whole lot of human mating trucks waiting at a busted space worm, they'll send a runner."

      "It better be a taxi," the first said. "If they send a runner, it will be past sunrise before they know anything."

      "Assuming they know anything."

      "Shut your trap. You could get us all in trouble."

      "Who's to know what I say? You gonna tell?"

      The group around them shrugged into a silence that the listening devices on most of them could not report.

      "There's another batch of underlings," Agent Chu said to her boss, Agent in Charge Foile.

      "Check the feeds from the major clan palaces. See if any of them have dispatched taxis to check on the parking lot of the space elevator," Foile told his computer, Sherlock.

      "We have observed no vehicles of any kind taking a hurried route to the beanstalk station, sir."

      "Very well," Foile said. "Leslie, why don't you pass what we know along to Kris Longknife." He grinned as he said it. Leslie Chu was one of the founders of the Princess Kris Longknife fan club. She'd love having an official reason to talk to her heroine.
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      Admiral Kris Longknife listened to the report from Agent Chu and smiled. The hero worship in her voice was palpable. Kris made sure to lay her thanks on with a shovel.

      Done, she turned to her team. "Some of our watchers are starting to think we're up to something, but apparently, their clan bosses are still in the dark."

      "They're so devious," Jacques said, "but they seem blind to our deviousness."

      "I don't think they've modified their thinking to the present level of technology," Jack said.

      "You could be right," Jacques agreed.

      Kris watched the screen as another truck rolled through the gate and turned left into the night. If it didn't pick up a tail, it would do several lefts before taking a side road toward the circle around the Imperial Precincts. Many trucks had taken many roads away from the Pink Coral Palace, but all had ended up, in the end, driving at least part of the circle.

      The truck was deceptive. Most Iteeche freight trucks had three axles. Some had four and a few had five. All the trucks that had left the Embassy this night had five.

      Very few Iteeche trucks had more than two tires to an axle. No one had bothered to look too closely and count the number of tires on each axle. At least, no one had brought the matter to the attention of their superiors.

      If any of the clan watchers had bothered to look, they would have found six tires on four of the five axles on these trucks. Two on each end and an extra pair in the middle.

      Because of the nature of the business model the clans followed, no one needed much. Nor did they want to store up supplies. Most of the trucks on the roads carried small orders.

      The trucks leaving the Pink Coral Palace carried five hundred tons of Smart MetalTM and, hidden deep inside, fifty-six Iteeche Marines and Sailors, enough to form fourteen armored gun trucks. The trucks looked extremely unthreatening; Admiral Tong had arranged for them to present themselves as a wide variety of supply trucks from Iteeche business: mating pool supplies, delicious foods, and controlled bedding.

      At the moment, every one of the three boulevards that the two major clans might choose to use to access the Imperial Palace grounds had two trucks pulled over by the side of the road. A third was on the way. In each case, the driver would park and hop into a taxi and motor off to where he intended to spend the night.

      Several of the parked trucks had already been investigated. Out-of-uniform guards from clans had checked them out, hammered on the doors and shouted to the driver that he couldn't sleep in his rig along the road. After a check to make sure the cab was empty, they'd broken in to each of them, tried to hot wire the rigs but found they wouldn’t start, not an unusual situation with Iteeche transport.

      "Disconnect the battery and steal it," was the usual response to that development.

      They also brought out a six-legged critter with a big nose to sniff around the rig for explosives. When the bomb doggie was happy, they finally gave up and left the truck where it was.

      Only after they left would the Iteeche inside begin to breathe again. True, they had been promised by the Humans who helped them into the trucks that they could throw a wild party inside and no one would know the difference.

      The Humans, however, were not here.

      Admiral Kris Longknife watched as trucks led their tails on a wild goose chase, zigging and zagging through town, but always moving toward an assigned blocking position. Some were in the second ring out from the palace. Kris wanted to have a company in place when the secondary clans made their move. Trucks were also parked out past the third ring road. With any luck, some trigger-happy clown from a third-rate clan would fire the first shot of the night.

      With an hour to go before the show was due to start, Kris was now shipping out her own Human Marines. There were no tails left. These trucks would be moving straight to the ring road around the Imperial Precincts.

      The US Marines would make the last stand, fighting for the Emperor's person, if it came to that.

      "Ready to go, honey?" Jack asked.

      Kris turned to Lieutenant Megan Longknife. "You confident you can hold this place?"

      "They threw about all they had at us today. I doubt they have anything left. Besides, I've got Cara and the kids if I need reinforcements."

      "Take care of the kids."

      "Always."

      "Okay, Jack, let’s go make some clans wish they hadn't picked tonight to throw their lot in with the rebels."

      "I'm not sure they think they're part of the existing rebellion," Jack said.

      "You walk like a duck, and quack like a duck, I'm gonna fill your ass full of birdshot like a duck."
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      Kris's truck pulled over to park just short of what she'd taken to calling Boulevard One. Several blocks back from the palace, and about in the middle between the next boulevards over from Kris's Boulevard One, were the palaces of the Wo and Domm clan. Behind her, at the end of Boulevard One on the Great Circle Concourse was the back entrance to the Imperial Precincts and the second-largest street.

      If Kris worked for the two clans, she would concentrate her main force and march right down Boulevard One to the gate and onto the Imperial grounds.

      However, Kris was not an Iteeche clan leader. From what she knew, neither the Wo nor Domm clan liked each other one bit. Worse, the Wo clan chief hated that the Lord acting for the Domm clan chief refused to take a subordinate position. While the Domm clan claimed seniority in the rebellion, the Wo clan was quick to point out its seniority from the last reordering of the clans.

      No. It was very unlikely that they would join their troops into a single strike force.

      So, the betting was that one group would get Boulevard One and the other would use either Boulevard Two or Six. Kris smiled as she thought of how the proud Iteeche clan chiefs had decided who got which road. Rock, paper, scissors?

      What kind of games did four-handed Iteeche play?

      Kris allowed herself a chuckle and studied her boards.

      "Admiral Kitano here. The cavalry is on the way," broke the silence of the command center.

      "Longknife one, acknowledged. Looking forward to you riding to the rescue."

      "Rescue a Longknife? Does legend even allow for that?"

      "It may, after tonight. See you soon." Which was a crazy sign off. Amber was on a de-orbiting battlecruiser. At least, the Challenger had been a battlecruiser this morning. Now it was crammed with a division of Iteeche Marines and a brigade of human ones. Challenger led a division of three human and three Iteeche battlecruisers that would never ply the stars again.

      They were Kris's proverbial ace up her sleeve. Actually, two aces. The human brigades might be what would turn the tide tonight.

      The six battlecruisers, now troopships, would be coming in fast, using all their power to slow themselves down and drop them, all six of them, on the plazas where the six boulevards disgorged their traffic into the concourse around the palace grounds.

      Hopefully, their arrival would be spectacular enough to make the rebels cower. More hopeful from Kris's viewpoint, the six would not be shot down and leave a huge hole in the ground in the middle of the Imperial Precincts.

      To avoid that fate, Kris was bringing down Admiral Kitano, her wife, Captain Alice Zung, and Admiral Ajax. Each of them had one of Nelly's kids. Each would ride one of the three human battlecruisers down to where Kris wanted them. Each would also shepherd an Iteeche battlecruiser from orbit.

      Nothing could go wrong. Yeah, right.

      Now, all she could do was sit here and wait. Maybe she'd get lucky. Maybe all the intel was wrong. Maybe the clan leaders were throwing a big poker tournament tonight.

      "Yeah, right," she muttered.

      "So now we sit and wait," Jack said. "As I recall, you hate waiting."

      "I may have told you that, ten or ten thousand times," Kris admitted.

      "All we can do is wait," Jack answered.

      "Nelly, can you add a master bedroom with a big wide bed and nice hot tub to this rig?"

      "Kris, I assume that is a rhetorical question. You know as well as I that these trucks are volume limited. If the Iteeche see a truck too big, they will begin to think nasty things about it."

      "Yes, Nelly. But you can't blame a gal for dreaming."

      "Human, you think you have it bad. You are living this waiting by the second. I live a million fractions of a second for each of yours. Fortunately, I have plenty to keep myself busy."

      "Nelly, you can go over the same status a million times a second and be just as content with the response the last time as the first time. Me, if I stick my nose too much into anyone's business . . . like yours . . . I get it bloodied."

      "Yes, there is that," Nelly agreed, quite readily.

      "So, Nelly, what are you checking on in your nanosecond life?"

      "I see if Agent Foile's status board has changed. I check on the six incoming battle cruisers. I check all the drones overflying the city to see if any are highlighting changes. Sometimes, I risk getting a bloody nose by checking their take myself."

      "You do?" Kris said.

      "Yes, Kris. The feed around the Pink Coral Palace is a very high priority for me. The feed from around your present location is the same. I do a personal check of the feed from the drones over all five of the major clan palaces. Sometimes, I even listen in on the audio take we are getting from the clan chiefs and their major lords. Oh, and if there are tanks involved, I like to check them as well."

      "Are any tanks moving?" Jack asked.

      "Not a one," Nelly reported. "The crews are still standing around their vehicles, waiting for final orders. I have bugs on several of the junior and field grade officers in all five clan guards. If the bad guys decide to move, you'll know immediately. If some of our friends’ orders start smelling of rotten cheese, I'll let you know immediately."

      "Thank you, Nelly."

      "I'm not the only one doing these checks. All of my kids, even Jacques and Amanda's consorts, are checking. The kids each have designated clans to follow. One of the major clans and three or four of the junior ones. We can't forget them."

      "Oh, no," Jack said. "Those little buggers are likely more dangerous than the senior clans. If they can get the big boys bashing in each other's heads, the small guys just might get to move up in the world."

      "Oh, for loyalty," Kris breathed.

      "Kris," Abby said. “You remember how you used to complain that every time you got in a fight, the chain of command was more like a macramé puzzle?"

      "I think I said that a time or fifty," Kris admitted.

      "And you used to think that you'd love to get in the regular Navy and have a nice, comfortable, standard chain of command?"

      "Abby, I think you are about to hoist me with my own petard."

      "Yep. It turns out that your experiences then were a hell of a lot more like what you've got today than you dreamed of. Any chance that that old SOB Grampa Ray knew what he was doing to you?"

      "Abby, I hate you."

      "I love you too, baby ducks."

      "Is that any way to address a grand admiral?"

      "I'm a civilian, fuzzy kitten. I don't have to salute."

      "Didn't we activate all the reserve commissions? Don't you hold a colonelcy in the military intel corps?"

      "I do have a uniform in the closet, if I ever need it, but I was the one that gave you the list of reservists to activate."

      "You didn't keep your name off the list, did you?" Jack said with a sigh.

      "You bet I did."

      "Nelly, activate Abby's commission."

      "Kris, I do not have the proper paperwork with me."

      "Nelly, what kind of bribe are Abby and Mata Hari giving you?"

      "Bribe, Kris, such a dirty word to throw at your computer consort."

      "Consort?" Jack said, cutting in. "Is that what you've chosen to call you and your kids? Consorts to your humans?"

      "Is there a problem with our choice of words?"

      "Well, consort usually refers to a wife or husband of a royal lineage."

      "Don't you think that our relationship is as close as a spouse? I refuse to be classified as a concubine."

      "Nelly, you're choosing words loaded with sexual content."

      "Kris, are we not as close as you and Jack."

      Jack grinned as he waited for Kris's response.

      "Nelly, I've known you since I was a kid. You're my school pal."

      "I think we're closer than any of your old school pals, Kris."

      "That just means that I did a lousy job of making friends in school. Alcoholics aren't the best of friends, and once Grampa Trouble hauled me out of a bottle, I was one of those damn Longknifes and could barely trust anyone who wanted to be my friend. Besides, Nelly, Amber and Alice have guys for their computer so they can boss them around. I don't see either of those wives interested in adding two guy consorts."

      "You sure it isn't that you don't want a threesome with me?" Nelly shot back.

      "Nelly! Jack, quit being so quiet."

      "Why, I'm loving this. Besides, your Sal is androgynous. I wouldn't mind sharing a bed with him."

      "Him? Androgynous?" Kris shot back.

      "Kris, I hate to interrupt this fun," Nelly said, "but Megan broke into the Iteeche net ten minutes ago. She has leeches going through all their most recent communications. It seems that the Abba clan is negotiating with the Wo clan to change sides."

      "Damn," Kris muttered. "Nelly, get me Megan."

      "Yes, Kris," her aide de camp said.

      "Are you sure of this?"

      "Here's Lily's translation of the two calls. I'm sending the original to Nelly to double check us."

      "I already have it," Nelly said. "I have no problem with the translation.

      Kris watched as the conversation scrolled by her eyes quickly. Here was a clear proposal to have the Abba clan hold its troops back from any joint defense of the palace grounds and join in the fight on the rebel's side if they could not win on their own. In return, the Abba clan would retain its position as third among the five major clans.

      "Nelly, get me Ron."

      "Yes, Kris," did not sound like he was happy to hear from her.

      "Ron, are you alone?"

      "I am with my most Eminent Chooser and his closest advisors. Can you make this call quick? I don't want to become disconnected from this discussion."

      "We have evidence that the Abba clan is negotiating with the Wo clan to sit this one out or come in on their side."

      "You're sure?"

      "Yes. Do you want the transcript of the conversation between the two clan chiefs?"

      There was a long pause before Ron said, "Yes, send it through."

      "You should have it now. Know, Ron, that I have blocking forces in place on all the main boulevards and many of the smaller roads approaching the Imperial Precincts. I expect that the rebels will fire first."

      "You have forces deployed? We have heard nothing of that. Those trucks you sent out. They aren't . . .?"

      "They are. I'm calling you from one of them."

      "I must get back to you," Ron said, and the comm link was broken sharply.

      "I think you done tossed a fox into the hen house," Abby drawled.

      "More like a muzzled poodle," Jack replied. "We'll hear a lot of squawking and flying feathers, but no blood."

      "Megan," Kris said.

      "Yes, Admiral?"

      "Let me know immediately if there are any communications between the We and Abba clan. I want to monitor it in real time."

      "I'll have Lily monitor both sides, Kris. Are we just monitoring the clan chiefs or everyone?"

      "Everyone, Megan. I don't trust any of the bastards."

      "Understood, Admiral. At present, there is no landline traffic or radio traffic between the two."

      "Let's hope it stays that way," Kris said and cut the line before turning to her staff. "Well, gentlefolks, that sure cut the boredom out of waiting."
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      The overhead drone video showed lots of Iteeche loitering around just about every clan palace or residential area. An unusual amount for this hour of the morning. From 20,000 feet, it was impossible to determine which of those denizens of the night were watching for which clans.

      Kris wondered if the meticulous Agent Foile knew who belonged to whom, but she trusted him to track that for her. He would let her know if any of them started to cause trouble.

      What was of more interest to Kris at the moment, was the audio feed from the motor pools of her erstwhile allies, the We and Quo clans. When last she checked, a lot of troops were standing by their vehicles for orders. If those orders came and were not to her liking, she'd need to do something about that real fast.

      So far, all five of the major clans and most of the minor clans had all their troops on alert. They stood by their armored vehicles, but none made a move.

      Kris eyed the overhead view of the streets. While there were a lot of Iteeche standing around, there was one thing missing. Delivery trucks.

      There were certain foods the Iteeche liked fresh. There were breads made from several kinds of ground-yam-type roots. There were drinks that the Iteeche drank fresh from the farm, daily.

      None of those trucks showed up on the drone video.

      It was too early for people to begin to stream toward the public transportation on their way to work, but Kris strongly suspected that there would be few travelers this morning. She doubted that the public transportation would be running. Sometime during the night, the rolling roads had been shut down.

      It seemed as if the entire Imperial capital held its breath. Maybe the entire planet.

      Kris made a point of reminding herself to take deep breaths every once in a while.

      "Kris, you have a call coming in from Ron," Nelly reported.

      "Put it on screen."

      "Good morning, Ron," Kris said before he could get a word out.

      "Is it? My Chooser wants to speak with you." The fact that Ron had skipped Eminent before Chooser told Kris more than anything that this was a very unusual morning.

      "I am overjoyed to hear his words," Kris said. Nelly could easily have translated "Glad to," into the fancy Iteeche greeting, one senior to a slightly less senior, but she was trying to learn to think like an Iteeche. What they said to each other mattered.

      Immediately, Roth was on screen. "Ron tells me you have troops in blocking positions," he started, without preamble.

      "No doubt, if I had troops on the streets this morning, a thousand Iteeche walking the streets would have hollered that fact from the tallest skyscrapers. No, I have trucks parked inconspicuously along six major thoroughfares and quite a few of the smaller roads radiating from the palace grounds. No one can feel threatened by that now, can they?"

      "Trucks. Are those trucks yours?"

      "Yes."

      "But they don’t have any plates."

      "Yes, they do," Kris shot her answer back just as fast as he was shooting his questions.

      "They have license plates?"

      "Each truck," Kris said, gently. ”Has a friendly and familiar business advertising on its side. We even matched the plate numbers with trucks actually owned by that concern. True, our trucks are a bit larger, but a check of license plate numbers to this general area and to this company will yield a very heartwarming hit."

      "You Humans are so devious."

      "No, most Eminent Chooser, we are just staying one step ahead of your devious Iteeche minds."

      "Yes. Yes, you are. So, what are you going to do?"

      "Not fire the first shot. As soon as that first shot is fired, I will let you know."

      "It should be soon," Roth muttered.

      "It may be starting already. There are a lot of civilians loitering across the moat from the Imperial Precincts, both the front and the back gates. No, make that all six of the gates."

      "Yes, I have reports of that."

      "Roth, could you get the Imperial Guards to advance their check point across the bridge to the other side of the moat?"

      "You think that would help?"

      "It might let us know if any of the Imperial Guards have been bought."

      "They cannot be bought."

      "And clans don't rebel against their most Worshipful Emperor, either," Kris snapped.

      Even Kris could read the look of resignation on Roth's face. "Give me a moment."

      "Now we find out just how much pull Roth has with the Imperials," Jack observed.

      "Yep. It will be nice to see how fast they hop to his voice," Kris said.

      Apparently, the Imperials listened to Roth. Not two minutes later, a half-dozen Iteeche in Imperial Crimson at the back entrance to the palace, marched across the moat and set up three check points under the roving observation of an officer.

      The drones showed this happening at all six gates.

      Those on guard duty stood stiffly at attention, all four eyes forward. The officer, however, as he walked his rounds kept a wary eye on the crowd collecting across the wide thoroughfare.

      "Jack, alert your trucks closest to the gates. They are authorized, on their own authority, to spin off two big, ugly-looking armored trucks if things get interesting. No weapons visible, just the trucks."

      "Don't we want them to fire first?"

      "Yes," Kris said. "I'd really like them to get off the first shot, but I don't want a lot of armed guys rushing the palace grounds and dashing inside to either capture or kill the Emperor. He'll be a lot easier to keep alive if we're the ones that own his butt and not them."

      "Understood."

      "All the gates are using three, double-guard stations, right?"

      Jack switched his board to quickly check all gates. "Yes."

      Kris eyed the crowds. They were getting bigger fast, now. "Jack, change of plan. Prepare to generate three trucks at each gate. Advise their driver to get in front of the guards, then offer them the services of their trucks. That ought to bolster the defense."

      "Now?"

      "No, wait until the mob makes a move forward. I'll watch the front gate. You watch the back one. Nelly, have your kids stand by to spin out mean looking no-gun trucks real fast."

      "Standing by."

      "All the trucks crews have been advised," Jack said. "I have recommended that those over-grade drivers be the ones to dismount and talk to the junior officers commanding the guards."

      "Very good, Jack. Nothing like a butter bar finding a birdie in his face early in the morning."

      "I don't think the Iteeche have butter bars or bird colonels, Kris."

      "Not funny, Jack."

      "I'm heartbroken that you fail to enjoy my jokes."

      "I'll laugh twice at the next one."

      "Okay."

      "Movement at all gates," Nelly announced.

      "Deploy the trucks," Kris ordered.

      "Trucks deploying," Jack answered.

      On Kris's screen, the loitering mob had moved off the sidewalks and began to make its way, in no particular order, toward the guards. That quickly drew the junior officers' attention.

      At the same moment, six oversized delivery trucks began to extrude big, ugly trucks from their rears, as if someone was driving a truck out from inside the truck down a ramp and onto the street.

      As soon as the first truck hit the concrete, a second one began to roll down the ramp. Meanwhile, the first truck was smoothly doing a U-turn and heading in the general direction of the guards.

      The mob seemed taken aback by the sudden appearance of the nasty-faced trucks and came to a ragged halt.

      The junior officer did not appear very happy to have a truck interrupting his morning peace, but the wide turn kept the rig aimed in the general direction of the moat and only turned it toward the gate guards when it was driving parallel to the moat.

      As the mob stumbled to a halt, the trucks slowed. Still, they got to the guard posts well before the erstwhile mob could.

      No sooner had the first truck come to a stop, than a uniformed Navy officer was out and sauntering toward the lieutenant of the Guard. On six screens, six different conversations took place. Four went fine. The other two became quarrelsome. At both of the major gates, a guard was sent running back to the main guard house.

      By the time a superior officer arrived, there were three trucks stopped and the guards had edged themselves around until one stood at the front and the other at the back of each truck. However, they stayed at the rear corner of the trucks, away from the people milling about fifty meters from their position.

      Now, there was no more toy soldier behavior. They held their weapons at Ready Arms. Kris would bet good money that they had the arming bolt pulled and the safeties off.

      Now, a three-way conversation was taking place just across the moat in front of two gates.

      The results of those talks might have been preordained. From all six guard houses, a dozen troops double-timed out to reinforce the guards standing in the shadow of the armored trucks.

      "Kris, the colonel commanding the main gate has asked our captain if he has any weapons that he might mount."

      "Tell him to respond, 'not at this time.' Nelly, if someone fired an anti-tank rocket at one of our trucks . . ."

      "I could form a laser and explode the rocket head before it got halfway across the road."

      "You think that would count as a first shot?" Jack asked.

      "Nelly, get me Ron."

      "Yes?"

      "Roth there?"

      "Yes."

      The clan lord quickly appeared on screen.

      "We have deployed unarmed armored trucks to each of the six gates into the palace grounds. We have agreement from the palace guard to park them there. They are presently using our armor as protection for their guards."

      "Did you have to?"

      "A well-organized disorganized mob was moseying over to the gates. We did not want them that close to the Emperor."

      "How large a mob?"

      "Oh, company size. All fit. All wearing bulky clothes. No way to tell what they've got on under them. Most have some sort of bag or package on them."

      "They are armed and armored, huh?"

      "In my professional opinion, yes, sir."

      "It seems to me that you've done what you wanted to do. Why this call?"

      "A question has been raised. What constitutes the first shot? If they fire an anti-tank rocket at one of our trucks, does it have to hit, or can we shoot it down?"

      "You said the trucks aren't armed," Roth snapped. Was that panic in his voice?

      "At this moment, they are not armed. A nanosecond after they pull a rocket launcher from their bag, we will have anti-air lasers operational. The rocket can be shot down before it gets halfway across the palace's circle concourse."

      Kris paused to let the old Iteeche process what she'd told him.

      "My question to you, Roth, is must the rocket hit and kill loyal Iteeche Marines and Sailors, or can we shoot it down and still declare the rebellion open for business?"

      "You are passing this question to me?"

      "Yes, sir. It has been years since we Humans have let a mere lieutenant get us into a war. Decisions like this, considering the cost in blood and treasure that hang in the balance, should be made at your pay grade."

      "It was always a comfort to me, reading the history books. Seeing how this junior officer or that one screwed up and started a war. Frequently, a war that his betters wanted, but didn't want to get their hands bloody with."

      "Yes, that is nice history for powerful people," Kris said. She wondered if the sarcasm translated.

      There was a very long pause before Roth said, in a whisper, "You may shoot down the rockets. There is no need for you to stand by and watch good men die."

      "Very well, sir. Now, to another matter. Is it possible that I can keep you on the line?"

      "Why?"

      "In the next few minutes, I expect us to be fired upon. There are quite a few places that first shot may come from. I'd prefer for you to give weapons release."

      "Weapons release?"

      "We are holding weapons locked at the present time. No one will fire until they receive an order from higher up. None of the gun trucks will deploy until we order them to. Do you want to accept the responsibility for issuing those two orders, or shall I?"

      "A Human?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "You know that, now that I have been informed, I have to be the one to do it."

      "I thought that might be the case," Kris admitted.

      Roth looked off screen. Then he hauled himself up and lumbered off screen. He returned with a flower held to his beak. Kris had wondered how strong their sense of smell was.

      "I will stand by. Is there any way that you can keep me up to date in what you know?"

      "Ron, can you get some monitors up where your Eminent Chooser is?"

      "Nelly, there are several pots made of your magic metal. They are now quite the status symbol."

      "Will the plants survive?" Nelly asked.

      "Do plants matter on a night like this?" Roth snapped.

      "I didn't want to make a mess of your garden," Nelly replied, calmly.

      "I can have slaves clean up the mess."

      "Sir," Kris said, "may I suggest that you not have anyone you don't have perfect trust in get close to what we're going to show you?"

      "Slaves? Slaves have . . ."

      "Have ears," Kris cut in. "They also have mouths. People tell people and words can fly around the world faster than any spaceship."

      "Take the jars," Roth said, much more thoughtful now.

      In a matter of moment, Ron and Roth watched what Kris and Jack were seeing.

      "You can see everything around our palaces?" Roth asked, incredulously.

      "Yes," Kris answered, and waited for the next question.

      "You are watching my palace, too?" was a darker mutter.

      "Nelly, show him our take from his palace."

      The We clan palace appeared on the screen.

      "You don't trust us," he said.

      "Sir, if we did not trust you, do you think we would have shared our intel take? Do you think we would show you what we are seeing at your palace?"

      "I guess not, but why are you watching us?"

      "To see if there is an attack forming up close to you. Maybe an effort to take out the single bridge across your moat. Also, to see when your troops deploy and where they go. In the heat of the battle, we may need to offer you assistance, or ask some from you."

      The Iteeche nodded, bending from the waist. "Good points. All good points. Yes, let me watch with you as this contemptible plot unfolds."

      They did not have long to wait.
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      "Movement at the Wo and Domm palaces. Also, in the garages of their chief residences," Nelly reported, tersely. "Kris, the mobs have started walking toward the guard posts again."

      "If you can keep them inconspicuous, you may generate AA lasers and put them on standby."

      "Done."

      "Kris, I am getting audio from the mobs."

      "Bring me into the back gate. Get Jack the take on the front gate."

      "Halt," came clear and blunt from the guard officer. He was the senior. At all but one gate, the senior officer of the guard had stayed out with the advanced check point.

      There were still six guards standing in clear view at each end of the trucks. Behind each truck four guardsmen now stood ready, their rifles slung over their shoulders, aimed down and ready for use.

      "Hey, bro, we're just out for a night walk. Don't get your tentacles in a twist."

      TENTACLES, NELLY?

      I SWEAR THAT'S WHAT HE SAID.

      OKAY.

      The crowd kept moving. They weren't marching. No, it was more lackadaisical. It was a “no threat here” kind of stroll.

      "Halt, or I will order warning shots fired."

      "You don't want to wake the Emperor up, do you?"

      "I hear he sleeps quite deeply."

      "The sleep of an innocent babe."

      "If you take two more steps, I will order shots fired.”

      The crowd came to a halt. Then the leader took one more step.

      "Guardsman, stand by to fire."

      "Yes, sir," and the guardsman beside him came out of Ready Arms and aimed his weapon at the lead Iteeche, then he made a point of raising his rifle to just over his head.

      The guy took a second step.

      "Fire three rounds," the senior officer ordered.

      The guardsman fired three rounds over the head of the crowd.

      The listening device from the truck reporting this also caught the sound of other warning shots being fired.

      "All six gates fired warning shots within thirty seconds of each other," Nelly reported.

      "Sir," Kris said to Roth, "may I suggest that you get ready to make the ‘Weapons Free’ decision?"

      "Chaos and darkness, yet another war."

      "It is better we stop this one before it starts than try to catch up after it is racing away from us," Kris said.

      "Yes. Sadly, you are right. "

      "Hey, bro, you're roiling the water. Calm down. We just want to take a bit of a walk in the woods behind you."

      "You know the Imperial Precincts are closed to all but the Imperial family."

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah," the leader said. "That's what they all say. But, hey, it's late at night, and, as you said, the Emperor's sound asleep. Who's to notice?"

      "Me, subject. Me. Take one more step and I will have you shot down."

      The senior officer never got to give that order. From behind the Iteeche who'd been doing the talking, several Iteeche stepped out to clear their fire lanes. They started shooting. At six guard posts, seven guardsmen died before they could bring their guns to bear.

      A moment later, anti-tank rockets sparked to life and headed for each of the eighteen armored cars at the six entrances. Lasers reached out instantly for them. The lasers penetrated into the warheads of the shaped charges, exploding them.

      The anti-tank rockets blew up before they could fly clear of the crowd.

      The first couple of layers of the mob were blown down by the detonations.

      "Nelly, create machine guns for the trucks."

      "They have them now."

      "Do we have weapons release?" Kris asked Roth.

      At the gates, the crowd was spreading out. Every one of them now had an automatic weapon. If a guard so much as tried to glance around the armored car he hid behind, he was dead.

      The smart guards started aiming at the armed Iteeche as they came into a fire lane they had from behind the armored vehicle. Meanwhile, many of the attackers raced to get in close to the trucks.

      No doubt, they had limpet bombs they couldn't wait to attach to the gunless trucks.

      "Roth, I need weapons release," Kris demanded.

      The elderly Iteeche stared at his screens, his beak hanging down. Ron stood beside him, his ear to his chooser's mouth.

      Roth's beak hardly moved.

      "He said yes, Kris! He said yes!" Ron shouted.

      "Weapons release!" Kris snapped. "Deploy the gun trucks. Set up roadblocks where ordered."

      The armored vehicles blocking the entrance to the palace grounds now sprouted machine cannons. From them, 20mm rounds began to slam into the armed troops in civilian clothes.

      They needed the chosen 20mm machine cannons. The armor the attackers wore was strong; it took a half-kilo shell to smash through it and knock the Iteeche back and send them down.

      Guardsmen ran from the main guard houses, not bothering to form ranks. Some of them died from wild rounds that missed the blocking trucks and the guards behind them. Most made it to join their fellow guardsmen.

      The attackers were melting away. A 20mm auto cannon can do that to a disorganized troop of men.

      All across the city, however, strong men armed were making things happen with amazing speed.

      Every one of the huge trucks that Kris had deployed now began to spit out armored fighting vehicles. They were, however, quite different from what Nelly normally deployed. Since they would fight in the city, they were low slung with eight smaller wheels.

      The fight would be straight up duels in uncluttered streets with long, straight fire lanes. There was no need for a turret. Instead, these wheeled tanks were low slung, offering the minimum target possible. The armor was slanted at twenty degrees from the horizontal and was a sandwich designed just for this night. It started with a thick layer of reflective material. With luck, the angle and the reflection might send most of the laser power elsewhere. There was a cooling thickness of honeycomb under that. Only then did you get to a belt of armor that would defeat any kinetic weapon.

      Of side, rear and top armor, there was little for the moment. The enemy would be kept to their front. If that changed, Nelly could change the forty tons of Smart MetalTM. For now, this was the way it was.

      Around the city, almost five thousand of these lethal machines deployed. Some moved to block main boulevards. Others headed off to smaller spoke roads where they could slash at the sides of fighting vehicles as they moved toward the boulevards. Or could block the use of these smaller approaches to the palace grounds.

      Kris was gambling, deploying all of her troops in these sleek tanks. None were left over to function in the other role they were trained for, that of the foot infantry. Kris was betting that the fight would be short, sharp and bloody . . . and that the loyal clans would bring up their infantry before Kris's armored bluff could be called.

      While Kris deployed her blocking forces, the Iteeche clans were gathering . . . and their swords were sharp.

      Tanks, gun trucks and armored infantry fighting vehicles, accompanied by artillery, rolled out of palaces and garages all across the city. Drones followed this traffic as it spilled into the city's road network. Much of it was within the first two beltway thoroughfares, but there were a lot of minor clans moving as well.

      No surprise, the Wo clan's troops headed straight for Boulevard 1. The Domm clan warriors flooded toward Boulevard 2.

      Between each boulevard, there were two avenues also radiating out. Kris designated the first Avenue A and the second one B for each boulevard's radial. Further out, there were more of these subsidiary avenues, but at this distance from the palace, only two were necessary to provide minor access for travel to and from the palace's circling thoroughfare.

      For the moment, those side streets were ignored, the two clans apparently aimed to storm down the boulevards and straight into the Imperial Precincts. Kris had troops on those avenues, but for the moment, they stayed in shadows and let the hostile force pass in peace.

      "Nelly, get me Ron."

      "Yes, Kris."

      "I need for Roth to call up the head of the Wo and Donn clans and tell them to pull back their troops."

      "Why?"

      "There's going to be a hell of a lot of Iteeche blood running down gutters in a few minutes. They deserve to have a chance to know we know what they're doing and stop it now."

      "Kris, my Chooser can't make that call."

      "For God’s sake, why?"

      "He stands, as frozen as a statue. He neither speaks nor reacts."

      "Ron, get me access to his comm channel, please."

      It took only a second before Ron replied, "Kris, you are on a channel to all clans."

      "This is Admiral Kris Longknife, speaking to you as Commander of the Imperial Combined Fleets. I demand that you halt all troop movements now, where they are. We know that the Wo and Domm clans, with their allies, are intent on storming the Imperial Palace and doing harm to the Emperor. Other forces are already moving to halt them, just as your assaults on the gates to the Imperial grounds were halted with much bloodshed. I implore and demand that you stop this before the gutters of the capital run red with the blood of your warriors and those that oppose you."

      Kris paused. On her screens, the flow of forces did not pause. She only had time for a breath before she got her answer.

      "Die, Human scum!" screamed from the speaker with no visual. "We will not stop until we have wiped you from the face of the Empire. Attack! All forces. Attack!"

      So much for Kris Longknife, Peacemaker. Next comes Kris Longknife, the fightingest admiral in the galaxy.
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      "Nelly, blast this out on every net you can get into, friendly or otherwise."

      "You're on, Kris.

      "This is Admiral Longknife, commanding the forces of the Imperial Combined Fleets on the ground in the capital. Shots have been fired and an assault by hostile forces repulsed at the gates to the Imperial Precincts. I have commanded my Navy forces to move to the assistance of the Imperial Guard. I have asked the clan chiefs of the Wo and Domm class to stop all troop movement. They have refused. I am giving all my forces authority to fire on any opposition forces that reach the boulevards. If you are allied with the We and Quo clans, please join with me in resisting any troops that are still moving. If you are not allied with us, accept this as your last warning. Halt immediately or be fired upon."

      Kris could only hope that her knocked-together chain of command would hold together and get that order down to the gunner, nervously looking up the boulevard through his sights.

      It must have. The first tanks of the Wo and Donn clan to roll into their assault boulevards were flames before they were more than halfway past the last building.

      The drone take farther out from the palace sparkled as lasers lit tanks up and they exploded. The two sides were quickly going at each other hot and heavy.

      Closer in, Kris's blocking forces were also heavily engaged. However, the enemy had assumed they controlled the battle and made the mistake of becoming predictable. Tank after tank rumbled into view along the cross avenue and were burned by Kris's Iteeche gunners waiting for them.

      The Word went down the long line of tanks and Infantry fighting trucks that the planned exit onto Boulevards 1 and 2 were now blocked by flaming tanks. The commanders adjusted. Tanks headed for the boulevards now hooked a left and hurried down the radial avenue . . . right into the waiting blocking forces.

      The battle around those avenues was fierce. Exploding vehicles lit up the night as they filled up the street. Others tried to drive around the exploding wrecks, gunning over the sidewalk and small patches of gardens. Lasers quickly nailed them, making the carnage hotter and the kill zone deeper.

      Now, the tanks and mounted infantry roaring out of the clan palaces hooked a left and headed for the other radial avenue . . . only to come under fire just as soon as they snuck their armored noses past the last building.

      Since there was only one exit from each palace, the flow of troops from them stalled.

      However, they were not the only source of aggressive forces.

      The garages where the loyal clan's warriors lived began to spit out tanks and armored infantry.

      This was no surprise for Kris. She had tanks up the radial streets, covering those lateral roads. As soon as the first rigs drove out of the garage, they burned. One after the other.

      Kris studied her board. The drone imagery showed that she'd stopped the initial rush. She'd lost a couple of tanks, but she'd surprised them. Now there was a pause in the battle as the clan's generals recovered and came up with a surprise for her.

      Finally, Kris could afford a glance to check on her allies. Blessedly, the We clan's warriors were racing out of their tank parks and splitting up, headed in three different directions.

      One took them down the radial avenue toward the Wo palace. Some forces headed for the Imperial Palace. They soon hit the circle concourse and come up behind Kris to reinforce her troops. The third set of troops headed out a bit before they turned toward the Wo side of town and closed to engage them. They would also be in a good position to engage the hostile allies as they came up.

      Better that those Iteeche figure out who was friend and foe among the minor clans, than leave it to the Humans.

      Satisfied that the situation was at least moderately well in hand, Kris used the pause to call Ron.

      "Ron, could you get Roth to call up the leaders of the Wo and Domm clan? Tell them their plan has failed execution. They have lost surprise. Do they still want to push this when it will mean a grinding fight through their territory? No one has died. No skyscrapers are burning. We can stop this now. We should stop this."

      "Roth has been listening to you, Kris. Let me click off so he can make this call. Okay?"

      "Let me know as soon as you can. Longknife 1 out."

      Kris wished she was at least allowed to monitor that call, but they were Iteeche and she was human.

      Meanwhile, the battle continued to develop if a bit less viciously. The vanguard of the Quo clan passed through Abba territory without any unpleasantries occurring. Kris did note that the Quo clan held forces back, both to protect the rear of those heading to confront the Domm clan warriors and to defend their palace from any surprise strikes.

      Behold these Iteeche clans! See how they do not trust one another?

      As her Iteeche allies took up positions to block the minor clans from the palace, Kris began to shuffle her freed-up troops closer to the palace. She needed to control the wide-open squares in front of each of the six main entrances.

      She had some incoming battlecruisers to park.

      Kris began to suspect that peace negotiations were going nowhere when rocket fire from several of the high-rises took dozens of her tanks by surprise. Some forty burned before Nelly could modify their tops against shaped charges and Kris could pull them back.

      Both the Wo and Domm clans were now deploying their infantry against Kris's tanks. Likely, these troops had been in the basement, mounted and waiting to join the traffic jam their loss of surprise was causing in the streets in front of them. Now, they were deploying to assault her tanks and move the ground game from the streets to the buildings above them.

      The space between the circular concourse around the palace and the radial road the clan palaces was on was filled up with six rows of high-rise buildings full of businesses, eateries, and residences. They were serviced by two-lane radial roads. In pairs, the high-rises would face outward or inward to a street. The one exception was the row of high-rises across the beltway from the moat and palace. They faced outward and were serviced by small roads twisting around the other buildings.

      It was those six rows of buildings, all clan affiliated, that now became the battleground for clan infantry as their clan lords sought to outflank the blocking forces that held their armored strike in check.

      Kris and her allies quickly gave up the road parallel to the first beltway with its traffic jam and its two rows of high-rises. With the first row occupied, hostile infantry now jogged toward the next row of apartments. There they found no resistance, so they set up their defenses.

      Meanwhile, armored infantry fighting vehicles of the We clan raced into the first street out. There, they dismounted and began their own race to occupy the third row of buildings.

      It was there the battle was joined. These buildings were held by a weak force that was more police than infantry. They had not expected to fight and had been alerted to be ready for a truck ride to occupy the palace. You can imagine their surprise when they found themselves facing heavily armed and armored infantry.

      The battle was short and involved a lot of quickly raised hands after the assaulting We infantry used a bullhorn to let them know they were in arms against the Emperor.

      Whether it was that announcement, or the sight of the heavy forces arrayed against them, they quit.

      Their surrender came just in time. Hostile infantry from the second row were infiltrating the residential block. The foyers became a battleground for competing heavy infantry. Automatic weapons fire was punctuated by the explosion of grenades and rockets.

      The inevitable happened. Explosions lead to fire which brought panicked residents stampeding into the foyer and out any door available.

      Somehow, reasonable heads prevailed, and the firefights were put on hold for the time being as terrified Iteeche civilians fled their homes. The residential volunteer fire battalion was even given safe passage to fight the fires.

      Indeed, for the time being, the battle of the high-rises was put on pause as common humanity dictated. The battle lines were drawn. Each side knew who held which position in each building.

      It was a strange truce to Kris. She'd always considered the Iteeche to be bloodthirsty, to fight to the last cartridge. There was, however, a clear reason for this interlude. For the Wo clan warriors, these were their wives and children, elders and friends. They had not expected to turn their own homes into a battleground. Now they stood back and let these people flee from the bullets and fire.

      For the We clan warriors, there was little to be gained from the slaughter of these unarmed civilians. Every soldier knew that the bloodier this insurrection became, the harder it would be to bring it to an end. Their officers saw no reason to wade through blood to the other side of these residences.

      Thus, they waited as fear-crazed civilians fled the fight the warriors were intent on having with those across the foyer or down the hall from them.

      This bit of reason and humanity presented Kris with a problem.

      Tens of thousands of Iteeche were fleeing their homes right into the circular concourse around the palace and into the plazas in front of the gates. All those civilians made it impossible for any vehicles to move from one place to the other. Kris was losing her mobility.

      She was also losing her landing pads for the battlecruisers she had only thirty minutes out.

      Nelly quickly got her the senior Navy officers at each of the palace entrances.

      "Captains, we need to pass these civilians through into the palace ground and clear the beltway and squares."

      "Admiral, that is impossible!" one captain said with unusual willingness for an Iteeche to speak truth to power.

      Rather than snap his head off, Kris chose to ask, "Why is that impossible?"

      "Most Eminent Admiral, the Imperial Precincts are sacred. Common people can not walk those grounds."

      "Gentlemen, then we have a problem. In a very short amount of time, I will be landing six battlecruisers in the squares where you are. From where I'm sitting, those people have two futures: flee across the moat into the Imperial grounds or getting squashed horribly."

      "Battlecruisers! Darkness and chaos, Admiral, the rocket blast will kill us all!"

      "There will be no rocket engines. Didn't you hear about me and my computer landing rocket ships in the middle of my Embassy? Most of you have been working and maybe living in the magic metal from those two ships."

      "Yes, we have," came from several of the Navy captains on line. Several others were still too mute to reply.

      Admiral Tong who had been monitoring this discussion now entered it. "Who is the senior guard officer present?"

      It took a bit of checking around, but it soon became clear that General of the Imperial Guard Konga was now observing developments from the back gate, close to where Kris was.

      "Let me talk with him," Tong said. "I'm now two gates away from him. It may take me a while to make my way through the crowd, but I think it will work out best if I talk to him face-to-face."

      "Okay, Admiral," Kris said. “But remember. Those spaceships are de-orbiting and they have only one place to go, and that's down. They won't be much good to us if we have to abort them to someplace way out of here."

      "I fully understand, Admiral. I sincerely believe that I can make this happen."

      "I'll be waiting."

      Kris found herself worrying her lower lip as the milling crowd got thicker and thicker. Even if she got permission to move these people onto the palace grounds, it was going to take time.

      Several minutes went by as the ceasefire held and more civilians abandoned their apartments and streamed into the street.

      "How do you move one hell of a lot of civilians?" Kris muttered to herself.

      "Tell them that if they move quickly," Jacques said, very much like the sociologist he was. “They can walk the grounds and gardens forbidden for centuries."

      "That sounds like a dinner winner," Abby drawled.

      "Most Eminent Admiral Longknife," Admiral Tong broke in without preamble. “The Most Eminent General of the Guard Konga wishes to talk with you."

      "I am glad to see him," Kris said.

      "Human, do you honestly say that you intend to land rocket ships on the very gates of the Imperial Palace grounds?"

      "Iteeche, as Imperial Admiral of the First Order of Steel, commanding the Empire's Combined Fleets, I intend to bring Marines from my command to reinforce the forces that are presently preserving your Emperor from harm. There will be no rocket flames from space ships. You must have seen how I landed two ships in the middle of my palace. All landed with rotary wings controlling them to within millimeters of their intended target."

      Kris paused to let that sink in, but only for a second. Before the general could open his beak, Kris continued. "I intend to land a division of Marines in front of each of your gates. Now, I had not expected this battle to develop into fighting for each building. I had hoped that could be avoided. However, it has developed, and people have fled into the streets, the very streets I need to land ships in.

      "Now, you can stand by and watch Iteeche get squashed like bugs, or you can stand aside and let them flee onto some of the palace grounds. There, you can guard them and restrict their movements. However, if you don't, the blood is on your hands, not mine."

      "We can talk later about whose hands this blood is on. However, I will open the gates and move these people in," replied General Konga.

      "Thank you, Most Eminent General of the Guard," Kris said. "Please move with all speed. Time is fleeting and fifty thousand tons of magic metal cannot stop gravity from doing its work once they are committed to landing."

      "Yes," the general said, darkly. Then he began issuing orders. Soon, all six gates were open, and people began to move into the palace grounds. They moved, not nearly quickly enough for Kris's needs.

      Bull horns announced that they had been invited into the safety of the Forbidden Imperial Precincts. They must get clear of the streets. Fighting would soon be moving into this same thoroughfare.

      That got people moving, but Kris feared a stampede with people dying and families being torn apart. Smart MetalTM needed little time to stretch bridges across the moat. Now, people fled into the grounds through entrances that had never been intended for an entrance. Flower beds were trampled; flowering bushes were torn apart or uprooted and hurled into the moat.

      Kris got an enraged call from General Konga, which she managed to pass off to Admiral Tong, poor fellow. After all, she did have a battle to fight.
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      The battle hadn't stood still while Kris did her best to save civilian lives.

      The rattle of small arms fire grew louder. Here and there, grenades went off. Someone fired an anti-tank rocket and made a solid hit. A friendly tank exploded lighting up the night sky. A hostile tank peeked around a corner it shouldn't have. It blew up, brightening the early morning.

      The battle was starting up again.

      "Nelly, I want some drones, all armed with concrete-penetrating bombs."

      "I am fabricating them, Kris. What do you have in mind?"

      "Can you access the building plans for the high-rise across the street from the Wo palace?"

      "Megan has gotten me into that database. I should explain to you that each building is not represented in the database, only the general design blueprints for the batch of buildings erected at the same time."

      "And if there are any changes?" Kris asked.

      "If they are kept, such blueprints are in the building's office."

      "And no one inspects them."

      "Correct."

      "Well, all I need to know is where the main supports are located. I doubt that they've been moved around by a work crew."

      "Supports, Kris?"

      "They brought one set of buildings down on me. I see no reason I can't bring a building down on them."

      Kris studied the plans that floated in the air in front of her. All she was interested in was the lower levels. Four garages, one under another, with all of them divided by thirty-five huge reinforced steel and concrete supports.

      "Nelly, do you think a two-thousand-kilogram bomb could take out one of those supports?"

      "I would need to armor the nose and set a delayed fuse, depending on when you wanted it to blow up, Kris."

      "Fuse six bombs to take out the row of supports closest to the street it shares with the palace. What do you think could best carry that load? Maybe an eight-rotor craft?"

      "Definitely, Kris. I am fashioning seven drones out of material left behind at the Embassy."

      "Is there any trouble around the Embassy?" Kris asked. "Will they need the metal for defense?"

      "No, Kris, so far, things are very quiet. There are a few hostile minor clans in the area, but there are also loyal clans. It looks like they're more interested in seeing how the main battle goes than they are in blowing anything up."

      "I like that kind of war," Kris muttered. "Especially when I'm the one blowing shit up."

      "The drones are armed and ready. What is my target?"

      "Wait one, Nelly. Get me a line to Ron or his Chooser."

      "Yes, Kris," Ron said quickly on Nelly Net.

      "Ron, how are negotiations going between Roth and the hostile clans?"

      "They are no longer talking, Kris. The hostiles still think they can force their way into the palace and take the Emperor captive."

      "Hard cases, huh?"

      "Yes, Kris. Very hard nuts to crush."

      "Okay. Please have Roth get back on the horn with the Wo and Domm clan leaders."

      "Why, Kris?"

      "Because I'm about to bring down the house on their clan palaces."

      "Excuse me, Kris?"

      "Human figure of speech, Ron, sorry. I want Roth to tell the rebellious clan leaders that if they don't stop this fight right now, I will bring the roof down on their heads. Literally. I had to dig myself out from under thousands of tons of rubble today. How much luck do they think they'll have?"

      "Kris, do you mean that? The Iteeche Way is not to make war on the clan leaders."

      "But it's okay for millions or billions of the common people to die for clan politics?"

      "Seen from a Human perspective, I can understand your point. Still, as an Iteeche . . ."

      Kris cut him off. "Ron, get Roth to make the call."

      "Give me a moment, Kris."

      "Ron, include me in the message feed as well. I may need to stop something the second they call off this craziness."

      "Okay, Kris. You're frightening me."

      "Imagine how frightening I'll be to the Wo and Domm clan chiefs," Kris said, cold as steel.

      As Kris waited, she had Nelly start the first seven drones racing toward the Wo clan palace. Officially, it was forbidden to fly through the air space over the capital. The advantage of the eight-rotor skeeter was that it could race down streets, just below the level of the top of the building while adjusting the eight rotors to flit from side-to-side, and up-to-down. It was about as hard to hit a skeeter as a hummingbird. Even with a pair of two-thousand kilo bombs, the things were hard to follow with a human eyes and quiet as sin.

      After only a moment's wait, Kris's screens lit up with three Iteeche faces. Roth she knew, the others were strangers.

      "I ask you again, will you stop this nonsense before lives are senselessly lost?" Roth said.

      "You are wasting your breath, Roth. And why have you wasted our time with this Human looking on?" one shot back.

      "I imagine both of you found very funny what happened to me on my way back from visiting Roth this afternoon," Kris said, her voice low and hard as steel.

      "We had nothing to do with that," one said. "Clearly, some contractor skimped on the work and all your fighting vehicles parading by brought the houses down. We will see that you are sent the blood price for all those innocent people."

      "Ah yes, the blood price," Kris said. "I doubt that the explosives we sensed just before the building collapsed on top of me will make any difference to you."

      "What explosion?" the other one snorted.

      This conversation was halted by the sound of massive explosives in rapid succession rocking the area. Kris watched the effect of seven two-thousand-kilo bombs from drone imagery.

      The bottom floors of the building across the street from the Wo clan palace disappeared in a huge cloud of fire and dust. Shards of glass and broken concrete blew out into the street, slashing into any warrior not in his armored vehicle, cutting them to ribbons. One huge chunk of concrete and steel flattened the outer guard house.

      As the dust began to settle, the front of the building began to lean. Glass panes began to fall out of windows, many from the higher floors. One landed edge-on, slicing an armored personnel carrier in half, before shattering inside it.

      Kris saw no one flee that rig.

      "What was that?" both shocked clan leaders demanded.

      "Just the normal things that happen in a civil war," Kris answered them, diffidently. She suppressed the urge to buff her fingernails and blow on them.

      NELLY, WHERE'S THE NEXT SET OF DRONES?

      FIVE SECONDS OUT, KRIS.

      Kris slowly did the count. At six in her head, the area was shaken by another ripple of explosions. This time, less dust and glass flew into the street. Kris had to slow down her drone feed to see seven 2,000kg bombs smash through the holes already made in the building’s creaking front. These would smash their way through to the second basement before embedding themselves deep in the concrete and steel supports. Their explosions vaporized the second line of supports.

      The twenty-five-story structure screamed, then with a groan, leaned farther over the street. More windows joined the rain of glass and concrete.

      NELLY, SWITCH THE NEXT ATTACK TO THE BUILDING ACROSS FROM THE DOMM PALACE. LET THEM GET A TASTE OF THIS. THE NEXT STRIKE, I'D LIKE SEVEN SKEETERS SIMULTANEOUSLY AIMED AT BOTH.

      DONE, KRIS.

      "What are you doing, Human?" the Wo clan chief demanded.

      "We Humans call it ‘bringing the house down’," Kris said, casually.

      "I have blown the supports out of the building across the street from the gate to your palace. I could have dropped these bombs on your palace. Maybe I would have gotten you. Maybe not. So far, two of the five rows of supports have been blown out. From my drone imagery, the building has taken on a bit of a lean. I wonder if blowing the next row will bring it down on your head? But don't worry, the next drone isn't aimed at your building."

      At that moment, there was a quick series of explosions several blocks away. The building across the street from the Domm clan palace exploded as block-busting bombs blew to dust and rubble its first row of seven principal supports. Even as the sound of the explosions petered out, the groaning of the building could be heard as it leaned over precariously.

      "You know, I think someone's contractor may have skimped on what he put into that building," Kris said, cheerily. "I'm not at all sure it will survive the next attack. Do any of you want to call off this absurd business?"

      Neither seemed to have any time for Kris. They were screaming for anti-aircraft lasers to be activated.

      This didn't surprise either Kris or Nelly. Nelly added more flitter to the course she set for the fourteen skeeter drones. Two of the incoming drones were winged a bit as they did their pop-up to shoot their rocket-powered bomb down on their target. Still, all completed their assignment.

      This time, fourteen huge bombs slammed into the supports for two buildings. They stayed upright for a moment, then, with loud groans, they slowly collapsed. The wreckage of a twenty-five-story building can go quite far. Both clan palaces ended up with one huge pile of steel and concrete filling the avenue in front of them, burying hundreds of stalled combat rigs and their crews. At least those crew members that hadn't abandoned their gridlocked gear and raced for safety.

      But the damage didn't end there. The guard posts were buried and even a portion of the moat was filled in. That still left wreckage to rain down on the palace, crashing through the roof as well as sending chunks of steel and concrete flying through all of the penthouse apartments, even wrecking gardens. Still, more tumbled into the courtyard where armored vehicles waited to move to war.

      The carnage was horrible.

      The signals from the two clan leaders bounced a bit, but quickly settled down.

      "Now, gentlemen," Kris said, icily. "Do I need to drop more buildings on you and bury your palaces under the rubble, or can we stop this bloody mess?"

      "Now all our anti-aircraft lasers are active. We have called the Imperial Capital Defense Net and they are alerted for any more of those illegal rockets. You will not get another strike in on us!" one screeched.

      "Wrong answer," Kris said, and cut the comm line.
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      "What are you going to do, Kris?" Jack asked.

      "Nelly, get me Ron back."

      "Yes?" said Ron a second later.

      "Ron, what's the rule when Iteeche clan chiefs get killed in action during a fight?"

      "It has never happened, Kris. No clan chief wants the blood of another clan chief on his hands."

      "Not even a serious and sincere apology to the Emperor?"

      "That is usually reserved for lesser lordlings."

      "Well, I'm about to change that," Kris said. "Please advise Roth that I will be paying a visit to the Emperor in a few minutes. I'll send a copter to pick him up."

      "Kris! What are you going to do?"

      "I'll tell you later," and Kris rang off.

      "Nelly, about your scouting nanos. Do any of them have an eyeball on those two clan lords?"

      "Yes, Kris."

      "I need six more skeeters. Arm these with thousand-kilo bombs. Their targets are those two clan lords. Put them right down their throat. I don't want there to be a scrap of DNA to recover."

      "They are on their way," Nelly announced.

      "Is there any chance that some of us could raise questions about what you're doing, Kris?" Jack asked.

      "Sorry, but no. Okay, just for chuckles and grins, who would vote against blasting them to bits?"

      No hand went up.

      "Who is for blasting them out of existence?"

      No hands went up.

      Kris raised hers. "So, I guess the ayes have it."

      "Can some of us express concern at this radical course of action, applying a human way to an Iteeche civil war?" Jacques asked.

      "I doubt that you see any problems that I haven't gnawed at, but go ahead, Jacques."

      "How will the clans react to you popping the chiefs of two major clans? Once you decapitate the leadership of the clans, who's going to stop this war? And, just for fun, do you have any idea how they will select their next clan chief and how long that will take? In the meantime, what happens to the clans' forces? Do they just sit on their hands or do they try to exact revenge?"

      Kris nodded along as Jacques raised all of his own concerns. "Yes, I've thought of everything on your list. However, these clan leaders started this rebellion. They stubbornly refuse to stop this noise. The social behavior of the clans is a noose around the neck of the Iteeche people. I'm willing to give the wheel a spin and see what we get."

      "Kris," Jack said. “Are you sure you're not just mad at these idiots and taking your anger out with bombs?"

      "Jack, I will admit to being frustrated by the workings of the Iteeche clan system. Maybe I do just want to shake them up. Can you tell me, after all that we've gone through in the last few months, that they don't deserve to be shaken up?"

      "Kris," Nelly said. “The skeeters are about to do their pop-up."

      "Have they been damaged?"

      "No, Kris. So long as they've flown down the streets fast and low, there have been no AA fire. All six are on course."

      "You know where the targets are?"

      "Yes, Kris."

      "Complete the mission."

      From the high-altitude drone imagery, Kris watched as all six of the skeeters approached their target's palace from three different directions. They popped up to gain time for the rocket engines to accelerate the warheads.

      Laser fire tried to take them under attack at this last point in their flight. Some were small lasers on the top of the palaces. Others came from the Imperial Defense lasers on towers scattered around the capital or in the hills above it.

      Two of the skeeters got hit, but their damage didn't keep them from at least hitting the palace they were aimed at.

      The Wo palace was hit by three rocket-propelled warheads in the space of four seconds.

      When the dust and flying stones settled, the rear wing of the palace had a huge gouge taken out of it. The hole was deep enough that the moat's waters began flowing into it. That did little to put out the fire.

      It was hard to tell from the imagery, but the Wo clan palace didn't look all that habitable. The entrance at the front was under a huge pile of rocks. The rear was missing half of its wing and the rest was burning. With no access from the outside, it looked like the fire would engulf the entire palace.

      Iteeche were fleeing the palace, using ropes to let themselves down into the moat and swimming across to where soldiers were using more rope to pull them out.

      An engineering unit was trying to put a bridge across the moat. Kris expected they'd have to blow their way into the palace.

      The other palace had not fared any better. The Domm clan subchief was in the left side wing. Two of the bombs blew out that wing and started fires. The third drone was damaged. It smashed into the right wing, blowing it out. Its explosion was followed a few seconds later by a huge fireball.

      "Secondary explosion," Jack muttered.

      "I think we hit their ammo storage," Kris agreed.

      The Domm palace was in a much worse condition thanks to their AA.

      "Nelly, get me a line to the Iteeche general commanding the defenses of the capital."

      A moment later, a very angry general filled Kris's screen. He was clearly shouting but Nelly had turned down the volume even as she translated a diatribe against the Humans.

      "Nelly, can you jack up my voice?"

      "Can do."

      "Don't quite deafen the guy, but let's put the fear of us Humans in him."

      "Ready when you are."

      "General, you will stop your yammering? What’s done is done. I command the Imperial Combined Fleets. I was commissioned by the Emperor himself to restore the serenity of the Empire, and that is what I have done this morning. Now, six battlecruisers will be landing in five minutes. Do not fire on them. If they get any hostile fire, we will level all your defensive batteries in the capital. Look out your window. In a moment, you will see a pattern of red dots. That is where 24-inch lasers will rack your headquarters. There will be similar dots at your batteries. You acted against me while I was defending the person of the Emperor. Do not again show that you might be with the rebels. Am I understood?"

      Kris gave the general a moment to stop his sputtering.

      NELLY, GET ME WHO'S LEFT IN COMMAND TOPSIDE.

      YES, MOST EMMINENT ADMIRAL.

      So, Kris would be talking to an Iteeche admiral.

      ADMIRAL, THE COMMANDER OF THE DEFENSE OF THE IMPERIAL CAPITAL HAS FIRED UPON TWO OF MY AERIAL VEHICLES. I HAVE WARNED HIM NOT TO DO THAT AGAIN OR I WILL LEVEL HIS HEADQUARTERS AND INSTALLATIONS. WE HAVE SIX BATTLE CRUISERS LOADED WITH MARINES ON FINAL APPROACH. WOULD YOU PLEASE SHOW HIM WHAT HE'S UP AGAINST BY SIGHTING IN THE MAIN BATTERY LASERS ON HIS HQ AND LASER BATTERIES? HOWEVER, PLEASE SHOW ONLY A TARGETING RED DOT.

      OF COURSE, MY ADMIRAL. I CAN GET A HUNDRED UP IN FIFTEEN SECONDS. MORE TO FOLLOW.

      THANK YOU, ADMIRAL. I MAY NEED MORE RED DOTS IN OTHER LOCATIONS BEFORE WE'RE DONE.

      DO YOU INTEND TO FIRE ON THESE TARGETS?

      ADMIRAL, I HOPE NOT TO. HOWEVER, WE WOULD NOT BE MAKING THIS THREAT IF I WAS NOT WILLING TO FOLLOW THROUGH.

      YES, ADMIRAL, IT WILL BE DONE.

      "You are going to violate the airspace of the capital with battlecruisers!" was spoken more softly.

      LOWER THE VOLUME, NELLY. I THINK WE CAN HAVE A CIVILIZED CONVERSATION NOW.

      DONE.

      "You may recall that I landed two ships in the courtyard of my palace. My children were watching. I made sure that no harm came to them or any Iteeche. I will land these ships just as gently."

      The Iteeche glanced off screen for a moment before he said, "I will stand my forces down."

      "Good. Now, I have been called to court and am required to brief the Emperor on my process and success in putting down the rebellion. In a few minutes, several helicopters will fly to the Imperial Palace. Do not think of harming them."

      "You are going to meet the Emperor!"

      "I have met with him once before and am required to meet with him again."

      The Iteeche shook his body as if dismayed by what he was hearing.

      "My forces will stand down."

      "Very good."

      "I see outside my window in the parade ground lots of red dots. Some stay steady. Other dots flit from building to building. Are you actually prepared to fire on me and my forces?"

      "This day, General, I have killed two rebel clan lords. If anyone presents themselves to me as a rebel to your proper Emperor, they can expect to die."

      "Let me go and make sure your orders to me are properly executed."

      "Thank you, General."

      Kris cut the comm link.

      She turned to her staff with a sigh. "Yes, Jacques, I know I have run roughshod over a very powerful general. No doubt I will pay a price, but I'll pay it later. For now, I need him cowed."

      "He is definitely cowed," Jack agreed.

      "Nelly, I'm still hearing small arms fire. Hasn't the rebellion lost steam?"

      "Kris, some of the clan troops are still attacking."

      "Get me Admiral Tong."

      "Yes, Most Eminent Admiral."

      "We need to shut down the small firefights. What do you think of announcing that the clan chiefs are dead and their palace is burning?"

      "That could make some of them more willing to fight."

      "How about we tell them that if they don't lay down their arms, we will level an area of five blocks around their clan palaces?"

      "That would be very Iteeche."

      "Do it then. And Admiral Tong, I will be reporting to the Emperor in a few minutes. I will send a helicopter to pick you up."

      "Me, see the Emperor? In what I'm wearing!"

      "Sorry, Tong. It's a ‘come as you are’ party," Kris ordered, nonchalantly.

      "I never expected to set my eyes on the person of the Emperor," the Iteeche admiral muttered in awe.

      "You've fought hard for him. You might as well meet him."

      "I don't know whether to thank you or curse you for this, Most Eminent Admiral Longknife."

      "You can decide when the meeting is over."

      "Yes, Most Eminent Admiral."

      Kris broke that comm link. That was the easiest call Kris would make in the next few minutes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            61

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Kris glanced around her. Everything was moving with the apparent chaos and solid organization she would expect for an operation she commanded. All the troops were doing their jobs, bringing order out of the chaos of an assault that misfired. Now it was up to her to make sure all the blood and sweat was worthwhile.

      "Nelly, it's time again to call Ron."

      "Great demons from the darkest deep, Kris! Do you know what you have done?"

      "Ended an assault on the person of the Emperor without having to level half the capital, Ron. Now, have you got Roth ready to visit the Emperor?"

      "Kris, it would take a day to make the proper preparations, dressing formally, and putting together the proper escort."

      "Sorry, Ron. We Humans have an expression, 'Strike while the iron is hot.' I will make my report to the Emperor now, while the palaces of the rebel clans are still burning. In half an hour, I intend to land my helicopter in front of the Imperial Palace. I am offering you and your Chooser a chance to accompany us. If you do not want to, or are not satisfied with whatever arrangements you can make in that time, you may skip the meeting."

      "Kris, you are moving with reckless Human speed. These things take time!"

      "Taking time would have cost your Emperor his life this morning. It was my forces that got on station, and mine that stopped this coup d'état in its tracks. I commanded the gun trucks that slaughtered that coup de main and kept the initial strike force off the Imperial grounds. We were the ones who stopped the armored spearhead and bought time for your infantry to come up and stop their infantry from infiltrating around our gun trucks. You can tell Roth that if I and my Combined Fleet forces had not stood in the way of these new rebels, your Emperor would be dead right now, or, at best, surrounded by armed troops and doing exactly what two other clans were telling him to do."

      Kris paused to let Ron, and likely Roth, process all she'd slapped them with.

      "Now, I was ordered back from a very successful campaign, putting down this rebellion, to present myself personally to the Emperor and report on my progress. I intend to make that report in exactly thirty minutes. Do you want to stand beside me, or shall I meet him alone?"

      "May your God help us if we let you do that," Roth snapped, interrupting the two-way conversation. "Send your helicopter. How many can it hold?"

      "It will be a drone. I can send you one large enough to hold twelve."

      "Sixteen," Roth countered.

      Considering that was likely a lucky number, what with the Iteeche having four hands with four fingers, Kris acquiesced and cut the comm link.

      "Nelly, tell Admiral Tong that we will have a chopper at his location in half an hour. It will have a capacity for sixteen."

      "He says he will be ready. He points out that all his officers will be in battle armor and smell like they've been in a fight."

      "Tell him I'll look the same."

      "Done."

      "Now, if Admiral Kitano isn't too busy landing a battlecruiser, I'd like to talk to her.

      "Why can't you talk to the admiral? Her computer is doing all the work."

      "Enough lip, Nelly."

      "Admiral Kitano here."

      "I want you, Alice, Ajax, and five other officers of your choosing. Maybe eight, to report to my HQ area as soon as possible after you ground."

      "What? Don't tell me that you haven't left us any fight to finish up. I thought we were the bloody cavalry riding to the rescue."

      "Sorry Amber, no fight left, but I do intend to meet with the Emperor, likely with few of his counselors available to 'counsel' him."

      "Okay. No problem."

      "Amber, I'm in battle rattle. What's your uniform?"

      "The same."

      "Good. Amber, have you ever thought of adding a sword to your full battle armor?"

      There was a chuckle. "You're kidding."

      "Nope, we're visiting an Emperor."

      "Alice and I love Kendo. We've never used a real katana, we always use bokkens. What do you think? Would a katana at your back make your armored battle suit look cool?"

      "We'll have one ready for all your officers."

      "Can I bring some Iteeche officers? I've got four lieutenant generals of different levels with me. Three as corps commanders and one is fleeted up to full general to command an army HQ."

      "Oh, yes. Bring them. I'll make room for them.

      "Be there soon."

      From outside Kris's command van came the roar of more than a hundred rotors beating the air, slowing down fifty-thousand-ton battlecruisers, aiming them for exactly where they were intended to land. She ignored the racket and went on with her planning.

      "Get me Tong again."

      "Yes, Most Eminent Admiral."

      "Admiral, the landing force coming in just now includes a six-division army with three corps. My Admiral Kitano will be bringing a brevet general and three lieutenant generals. I'm promoting you to Admiral of the fourth order of steel. Let Nelly know any of your officers you wish to have promoted before they meet the Emperor. She can get you the necessary insignias. Also, I'm adding a sword to my battle armor. I'll have identical swords for all your officers."

      "We haven't worn swords with armor in eons," the admiral said.

      "You haven't stood in the presence of the Emperor, either."

      "Ah, please excuse me for telling you this, but only Imperial Guards can carry weapons in the presence of the Emperor, Your Highness."

      "And haven't your officers and men stood as guards to the Emperor's person this day?" Kris asked. "As I see it, it is we who have been the Imperial Guard. Do you think they could have stood against the wave of armor aimed at them if we hadn't been between them and those attempting this putsch?"

      The newly-promoted admiral got on his face the closest thing Kris had ever seen of a grin on an Iteeche. "We most certainly have stood shoulder-to-shoulder with our Human allies, placing our chests between the Emperor and those who have raised the sword against him."

      "We'll get you the swords and rank marking immediately upon your request."

      "I am greatly honored to serve under your command, Your Royal Highness."

      Kris wondered what the transition from Most Eminent Admiral to Your Royal Highness meant, but she'd leave the question for some quiet time, assuming she got any in the next month.

      "Jack, if the other folks are sporting generals, I won't have you outranked. After all, officially, you command this entire lash up. Nelly, cut papers to bounce Jack up to full general and Bruce to lieutenant general. I figure that whatever we have here qualifies as a corps."

      "Done Kris."

      Kris eyed Abby. “You're still a colonel, right?"

      "Yeah, and happy where I'm at."

      "Sorry, baby ducks," Kris said, appropriating Abby's appellative of vague intent for her employer. "You get a star. After all, you're providing the logistical support for this lash up."

      Abby sighed. "I guess I have given you some excuse for something like this. Remember, I'm just a kid from the slums of New Eden. What am I doing calling myself a general?"

      "You're doing very well. Now, Amanda, Jacques, you're both reserve colonels, right?"

      "Would it help if I claimed to be a sergeant?" Jacques asked.

      "Nope. Nelly, put stars on their armor, and upgrade it to full battle rattle, with swords."

      "I'll likely stab myself with it," Amanda muttered.

      "Make sure they’re dull as butter knives," Kris added.

      Smart MetalTM flowed around the two professional experts and soon they looked as dangerous as Kris or Jack.

      "General Bruce, have you got two deadly Gunnies in mind for our honor guard?”

      "Fourteen pukes wearing stars and you only want an honor guard of two Marines, ma'am?"

      "An entire palace guard, two Gunnies. It seems like very good odds. Besides, some of us officer pukes remember how to shoot straight."

      "Likely, I'll have two standing by in a minute."

      "Very good," Kris said.

      "So, what do you intend to tell the Emperor?" Jack asked.

      "I haven't the foggiest," Kris answered.

      "You might want to put some thought into it," Jack suggested.

      "And how you say it," Jacques added.

      "Thanks for the advice," Kris said, and took a step outside to look the situation over with her own eyes, ears, and nose.

      The crackle of small arms fire had fallen silent. You'd hardly think there had been a war earlier in the day. Now, the only crackling came from the cooling hulls of the battlecruisers scattered around the perimeter of the palace grounds.

      Kris studied the structure nearest her, guarding, or if you preferred, blocking the back gateway to the palace. It stood on twenty wide columns, each of which rested on footpads that covered the square. Traffic through the supports was still possible, but had best be done at a careful speed.

      Several ramps were disgorging armored vehicles. Some slowly rolled onto the grounds, making their way through the crowd carefully, and offered their assistance to the Imperial Guard Commanders. Others rolled slowly up or down the circling concourse around a ship before infiltrating into the byways and streets to encourage clan warriors to turn in their weapons and return to their cantonments, assuming they were still standing.

      Most looked shocked by the suddenness of their downfall and offered little resistance. A few objected and were forced from their positions by Marines. Only one bunch of holdouts had to be attacked. All those that weren't killed in the attack killed themselves before they could be captured.

      The smells coming to Kris were of a mixed origin. If the wind blew right, she caught the fragrance of the forest and gardens of the Imperial Precincts. That also held undertones of frightened Iteeche. If the wind blew the other way, it brought the smoke of burning buildings, the smell of cordite, and death.

      Kris could only be glad that there was less of that on the air. When this started, she'd expected to be fighting on the steps of the Imperial Palace and praying for reinforcements to land behind her assailants.

      While the Iteeche Marines under her command went about their duties with purpose, Kris saw Iteeche civilians that huddled in the corners that the Marines ignored. Everywhere civilians stood with blank eyes, stunned by the sudden turn of events. Most of those she was looking at were members of either the Wo or Domm clan. They knew that something new and bad was in store for them. They could only wait to see what it would be.

      Kris intended for them not to bear the burden of their own master's folly.

      A staff car rolled down one of the ramps and turned out of the column of armor. It headed for Kris. She expected it was Admiral Kitano. She would be glad to greet her, but Kris had one more call to make.

      "Nelly, get me General Konga of the Imperial Guard."

      "Yes," came in a cautious rumble.

      "I intend to pay my respects and report to the Emperor in about twenty minutes." Kris then went on to repeat the primary excuse she had for meeting with the Emperor face to face and right now. "What with the jam of people at the gates, we'll be flying to the palace in three helicopters. Please don't fire on us. One of the copters will be carrying the Imperial Counselor Roth, Chief of the We clan."

      "You cannot fly in restricted Imperial airspace," the guard general snapped. "You will be shot down."

      "General, I have permission from the Imperial Capital Defense Force to fly today. You may notice that we just landed six battlecruisers through Imperial airspace and no shots were fired. In twenty minutes, I will have a party of several dozen Iteeche and Humans who intend to meet with the Emperor. I will report to him and we will discuss the future of the Empire."

      "And if I shot you down?"

      "General, I have battlecruisers in orbit over your head. They have lasers that can be brought to bear in a second. I understand it is your charge to protect the person of the Emperor. If you fire on me, you not only will die with all your troops, but the Emperor might be a victim of your death. You don't want to do that. I've had enough today of dealing with Iteeche who are up in arms against the will of the Emperor."

      "Who determines the will of the Emperor?" the general spat.

      "I see that we agree. I will be bringing several Iteeche generals and admirals to this conference. You might want to attend yourself."

      "I will have a guard detail of appropriate strength waiting for your Embassy."

      "General, I am not acting as an emissary from humanity. I come before the Emperor as commander of the Iteeche Imperial Combined Fleets. I hope you will keep firmly in mind that I act within the responsibility given to me from the Emperor's own hand."

      "As you wish, Imperial Admiral of the First Order of Steel."

      Her Iteeche status accepted, Kris rung off and joined Amber. Alice and Helen Ajax had arrived while she was on the line with Konga. They had listened intently to the conversation.

      "So, we're going to fly choppers through laser-covered airspace so we can have a conversation with that poor kid in Emperor’s robes," said Amber

      "Yep," Kris said grinning at her friends and associates.

      "It is ever so much fun to be in a Longknife's close orbit," Helen observed

      "Hey, I haven't gotten you killed yet," Kris objected.

      "Ah," Amber said. “But the morning is yet young. The sun is hardly risen. You have the whole day to do your best to get us killed."

      "Or resolve some serious issues tearing this Empire apart," Kris tossed in.

      "I would expect nothing less from this Longknife," Helen said.

      The party began to form up. It was a deadly-looking crew, what with them all armed and armored. Even Jacques and Amanda carried sidearms. A small self-propelled cart rolled up and began streaming metal. It took a few minutes, but soon katanas hung at everyone's back.

      Admiral Kitano pulled the sword. The scabbard flipped up and she easily drew the weapon. "Kris, you even thought of that!"

      "I did," Nelly grumped. The humans laughed

      Admiral Tong had ordered his team to collect at Kris's HQ. It soon started to get crowded. As Kris watched the crew gather, she began to be a little concerned.

      The nine human flag officers Kris was taking with her would have a constellation of twenty-two stars if they flew their flags. The four Iteeche Marine generals under Kitano's command added another nine. Kris intended to add Megan and two Gunnies to that.

      Even for an Imperial visit, one needed at least one lieutenant and two sergeants to assure the actual work got done.

      Admiral Tong brought five other Navy flag officers and four Marines, all of flag rank. Kris had no idea if the Iteeche flew flags or what, but they all were admirals or generals, now all bearing swords in a design from ancient Earth.

      A junior officer, sergeant, and four guards finished up the Iteeche contingent.

      What Roth would bring to the table, Kris would discover later.

      "Nelly, I'm putting a lot of my stars in one basket."

      "You mean two copters, Kris."

      "Yes, my pedantic but exacting friend. Any idea how we survive if someone reimposes the no-fly zone?"

      "I think I can design a trio of hard targets," Nelly said. "Megan reports she's available if you want her."

      "Good. Pull three helicopters from the metal of the Embassy. Give Megan a ride here."

      "So," Jack said, "You're using her as your test case?"

      "She'll have three copters flying in. They won't know who is in which one. I think her odds are pretty good for a Longknife."

      Jack rolled his eyes at that, but said nothing more.

      "Nelly, I've got too many high value targets milling around here. What's our defense look like?"

      "Kris, I've got microwave radars covering this area. If someone so much as launches a rocket, I can shoot it down before it gets out of their danger zone. Don't worry, Kris, I'll make sure you don't have to pay for doing something this stupid."

      "Thank you, Nelly."

      As if to emphasis Nelly's point, a laser on one of the nearby gun trucks went active and blew a mortar round out of the sky while it was still on the upswing of its arc. A moment later, a mortar round left a second gun truck on its way to the launch point of the first.

      Whoever was firing that mortar was more committed than smart. They hung around to fire a second round. That one barely cleared the roof of the high-rise before it got picked off.

      The outgoing round landed with a muffled explosion. There was no third round from that location.

      "Kris," Abby drawled. "I'm getting more and more happy that you haven't passed along too much of our computer technology."

      "I think I like the present situation as well," Kris said. "I'll have to have a talk with Grampa Ray about what does and does not go on the available ‘tech for sale’ list."

      Two interesting choppers came into view and settled down on the space reserved for them. Neither had any crew; all the internal volume was devoted to passenger space, and quite a comfortable space it was. The seats were wide enough to fit a human in full battle armor, something that made even Kris's narrow hips wide.

      But what was most interesting was the propulsion system. Kris would not have been surprised by a quad arrangement, and there were four ducted rotor systems, one at each corner. However, there were also another four located on the upper edges of the fuselage. If one got shot out, there would still be lift on that quarter.

      "Good arrangement, Nelly. Did anyone take a potshot at Megan on the way in?"

      "Kris, Capital Defense is still running their search radar. They did interrogate the copters and I made sure a very robotic-sounding voice answered their call. No one went to attack mode."

      "Very good. Remind me to send that general a box of chocolates."

      "I assume you're being flippant, Kris."

      "Not really, Nelly. When this is over, I need to figure some way to thank all the people I've ridden roughshod over. Bridges have to be rebuilt. Maybe a beer bash for their other ranks, with the guards invited, and a nice party for the officers."

      "You're assuming they'll come," Jack pointed out.

      "Nothing beats a try but a failure," Kris countered.

      "Kris, Roth has boarded his helicopter, but he wants us to land at the palace of the Quo clan and add their clan chief and advisors to the conversation."

      "If he wants to share his sixteen seats with another clan, that's fine with me."

      "I am telling him that we are diverting to the Quo clan palace."

      "That will make us a bit late," Jacques pointed out.

      "I don't think anyone will mind today," Kris answered. "Nelly, do you have nanos around General Konga?"

      "Yes, Kris. I'm listening in on his commands. He is not at all happy with you, but he is doing as he was told."

      "Good. I assume you have nanos around the Emperor."

      "Yes, Kris. I know exactly where he is. They're getting him dressed. That usually takes several hours, but they're going light on him today."

      "Kris," Jack put in quickly. “We aren't going to march through that poor kid's harem, are we?"

      "No," Kris said.

      "He's just a kid," Amanda put in. "They couldn't have him mating already."

      Kris answered that with a shrug. The kid's sex life was not something she expected to have time to discuss today. She stepped back into her command van and took a good look at her boards. On the military side, everything was going as well as could be expected. Other than a single bunch of dead-enders, the hostiles had been disarmed. Kris's troops, usually paired with troops from the We and Quo clans, were now guarding every street corner and establishing a presence in every Wo and Domm residency.

      Around the burning palaces, firefighting equipment had finally arrived. However, with the sole gate into the palace covered in rubble, they could only collect across the moat and spray water from there. From the looks of matters, someone would need to build two new palaces.

      Kris wondered what clans would get promoted up to those locations.

      "I wonder if I could get my Embassy moved up to one of those," she muttered to herself.

      Clearly, everything outside the palace was well in hand. With one last backward glance, Kris stepped aboard her chopper and into the future of the Iteeche Empire.

      With any luck, that Empire would never be the same again.
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      The flight to the palace was a bit more exciting than Kris would have preferred.

      Nelly had the two choppers fly in at top speed and about ten meters altitude. They followed a cobblestone path through the woods. On both sides of them, trees that perfumed the air like Earth cedars towered above them. The copter would rise or settle to avoid the occasional branch that reached over the road.

      Still, too many times, the branches slammed against the ducted fans, sending screeching noises through the cabin. However, the crazy ride went on and dipped even lower as they came out of the trees and crossed the wide expanse of the plaza around the palace.

      "Did you have fun, Nelly?" Kris asked.

      "You bet," she said, far too chipper and with way too much enthusiasm.

      "Remind me to discuss increasing your safety margins," Kris said, drolly.

      "You were as safe as Ruthie ever was in your own arms," Nelly insisted.

      "Yeah, right," Jack drawled. "Remember, Nelly, I was there."

      "Okay, as safe as Ruthie was almost all the time."

      "Enough, Nelly. Everyone stay in your seats. Jack, you're with me."

      Kris and Jack exited the air vehicle to find General Konga marching toward them. He saluted her. She returned the honor

      "Do you do everything so spectacularly?" the guard general said. "I thought for a while that we'd be sweeping you off that path with brooms."

      "My computer assures me that we were as safe in that pilotless drone as a babe in her mother's arms. Sorry if that does not translate properly."

      "I got your meaning," the general said sternly.

      NELLY, CONVERT THE CHOPPERS INTO FOUR LIMOUSINE CONVERTIBLES WITH THEIR TOPS DOWN. FOUR PEOPLE TO A LIMO, BUT LEAVE ROOM FOR FIVE OR SIX RIDERS.

      DONE, KRIS.

      Kris didn't have to turn around to see that Nelly was working her magic. The slack-jawed look on General Konga's face told her.

      "Would you care to join me in my ride, General?"

      "You can't ride up those stairs. They're designed to be too steep and too high for comfort."

      "Yes, but my vehicle will have no problem climbing them. Please have the palace doors opened wide. I do not intend to wait at the top for them to be opened.

      "You wouldn't dare drive these . . . these . . . things into the palace."

      "General, today quite a few people have made the mistake of thinking I would not dare to do this or that. Some have learned that I would. Others died before they could learn. Please have the doors opened."

      Behind the general, there was a naked slave. Doubtlessly, he would have been sent scurrying up the steps to deliver the order to open the doors. Just as likely, they would be expected to wait at the top for the doors to open, just as Kris had done the one time she had visited the palace.

      Today, General Konga bellowed, "Major Sonji, open the doors."

      "Sir?" The major’s voice clearly held a tone of dismay.

      "Open the deep, dark spawning doors," was shouted right back.

      The major ran to do his duty and Kris invited the general into her ride. He entered ahead of Jack, who, as the junior, entered ahead of Kris. As they sat, it was clear that the Iteeche had the same seniority system for entering and leaving a vehicle. The Guard general was none too happy to have let Jack wait him out.

      "Nelly, proceed in single file. My group, followed by Admiral Tong's group, and then Roth's group."

      "Yes, Your Highness, Commander of the Iteeche Imperial Combined Fleets," Nelly answered, using all of Kris's important titles for today.

      Her limo motored up to the first step, then began to roll right up it. Meanwhile, the second and third set of wheels raised up slowly as the front wheels rolled quickly up the second, third and more steps. For the entire time their limo climbed the steps, they moved smoothly from step to step while the car stayed perfectly level.

      Kris stared straight ahead as if she did this every day. So did the humans with her. The Iteeche Guard general struggled to maintain the same cool . . . but clearly struggled.

      The next three cars easily bore the rest of Kris's chosen staff up the steps. They were followed by Admiral Tong's contingent. Pulling up the rear were the two clan lords and their chosen counselors.

      Kris noted that neither one of them had bothered with axe men or snake wranglers. Good. She wanted to cut this conference down to just who needed to be here. She had not liked being made to jump through a lot of hoops only to be given a warrant that could have been mailed to her. Clearly, decisions were made in back rooms and then dumped in someone's lap with no further discussion.

      As expected, the doors were wide open, and the limo motored through without slowing down.

      They drove at a slow and reasoned speed across the floor toward the throne room. The priests and advisors at the three stops were few in number. Apparently, Kris's rush to this meeting had left a lot of them still pulling on their big boy underwear.

      Only half a dozen stood at the first halt where Iteeche were supposed to stop and debase themselves before the Emperor. Those that had made it to their station stood, beaks open, as Kris drove up to them. When she did not stop, they went flying out of her way before any got their toes rolled over.

      After the first batch had taken off like a pack of hens, the second group took a solid stance, clearly intent on blocking her motorcade.

      Kris did not slow down, but kept going for them - head on. At the last minute, they beat a hasty retreat to the right or the left.

      "Was that an obscene gesture one of them just made at me?" Kris asked the Guard general.

      "Yes," was all he said.

      "The man has no sense of decorum," Kris said.

      General Konga looked at Kris, and for the first time, Kris saw an Iteeche do an eye roll. She never would have thought their facial muscles allowed for such a thing.

      The third place where they were expected to make the most object obeisance had several lines of guards, but they stood off to the side. The Imperial Counselors were still in a huddle, apparently unable to decide on their own counsel.

      "Nelly, let's go around them," Kris said.

      Suddenly, the six wheels on each of the twelve vehicles turned left and the entire column of limos did a zig to the right.

      Some among the huddled counselors must have noticed. Heads came up, and gaping mouths followed them as they drove past them, then zigged back to put them right on a direct course for the steep stairs up to the throne room and audience area.

      "You're not going to climb those steps, too?" General Konga demanded.

      "Why, yes, I think we are," Kris answered, breezily.

      The general shook his head. Then added, "Did you blow up those two palaces?"

      "No, I intended to blow up the two clan lords, but I underestimated the fire risk of the palaces and the poor quality of your firefighting equipment. Sorry about that."

      "I saw one of the buildings come down. That was you, too?"

      "Yes. Someone dropped four buildings on me yesterday afternoon. I only dropped one on them. Well, one each."

      "You Humans are dangerous."

      “I’ve always respected that you Iteeche can be just as dangerous," Kris said.

      "I'm glad you don't underestimate us."

      "Maybe now you won't underestimate us," Kris answered.

      "No doubt."

      Her limo reached the top of the stairs.

      "Nelly, I want my limo in the middle, facing the throne. Put all my troops to the left of me. Park Roth's rigs to the right of me. Inform all troops to smartly exit the vehicles and form one rank. Admirals Tong and Kitano join General Montoya immediately behind me. All stand at attention. I will pay the respects of the fleet to the Emperor. Understood?"

      "Kris, they all acknowledged," Nelly replied.

      “Very good. General Konga, if you would like to accompany my immediate staff, you may follow General Montoya. Jack?"

      "Right behind you, Admiral."

      "Yes."

      Kris came to stand at parade rest directly in front of the throne. Behind her, she could hear the soft patter of combat boots as troops moved into place. Kris did not turn, but Nelly gave her a view of what was developing behind her.

      Jack had given the right end of the line to General Konga, giving seniority to the Guardsman. Amber's promotion date to full admiral was well ahead of Jack's fourth star, so she took second place. Just exactly how to compare Admiral Tong's rank with Jack's was rather difficult, but Jack had chosen to take his place to the left of the Iteeche. Thus, Kris had two Iteeche and two humans directly behind her.

      The other humans formed five steps back and to the right of the senior staff line. Lieutenant General Bruce, a much jumped-up Gunny held the right, with Vice Admiral Ajax at his elbow. The six brigadiers and commodores all were recently promoted so they organized themselves, with Abby taking third and close to her husband, and Commodore Zung next, but still close to her wife. Amanda and Jacques stood to the left, doing their best to figure out how to stand at parade rest. Alice did her best to whisper advice.

      To the left of the humans, fourteen Iteeche officers of flag rank organized themselves, with Admiral Ulan of the Third Order of Iron holding the right flank.

      If they had been in full dress uniforms, they would have been a discordant blending of white and blue, red and gray. In full battle gear, they just looked begrimed and deadly. Many of them, despite their stars, had rifles slung in front of them.

      It wasn't only the two human and six Iteeche guards that stood behind the officers with Lieutenant Megan Longknife who had come to this meeting fully armed.

      Kris had hoped the swords would not seem out of place. Now, looking at her team from the perspective of a nano spy, she saw that they fit in quite well.

      In person, steel, cold steel, still made blood run cold.

      Farther to Kris's right, Roth and another clan lord whose name Kris had shortened to Shon were last to dismount from their limos. They looked around apparently confused by the situation. Their coterie of advisors were organizing themselves into two groups by clan, but they couldn't seem to decide whether to form two ranks or one.

      "Nelly, where's the Emperor?"

      "He's just behind the curtain. His handlers can't seem to decide if they should bring him out, stay there, or run for the hills."

      "Okay. Nelly, get ready to blast my voice. Oh, and don't go too long on the titles. I want to get this over with before noon. My lack of sleep may be degrading my sense of humor."

      "Yes, Kris. Ready to translate."

      "Most Imperial and Worshipful Majesty, I, Princess Kris Longknife, whom you have entrusted with command of Your Imperial Combined Fleets have been ordered into your presence to present a report on my efforts to return the blessings of serenity to the Empire. Are you prepared to receive that report at this time?"

      YOU GOT THEIR ATTENTION, KRIS. SOME COUNSELORS WANT TO RUN. THE KID IS TELLING THEM HE WANTS TO HEAR THE REPORT. HE'S WINNING.

      GOOD, NELLY. HE NEEDS TO WIN A FEW OVER THE HANDLERS IN HIS HOUSEHOLD.

      The curtains behind the throne were shoved aside, and the young Emperor stepped into view. From the looks of it, he also had to shove a member of the Imperial Household out of his way.

      The young Emperor was formally dressed. However, the outer robes that made him look more like a child playing grownup in his father's clothes had been skipped today. Dressed as he was, the young lad looked very much like an Emperor.

      Kris called, "Atten 'hut," and heard her team behind her snap to. At the same time, she raised her hand in salute.

      Beside her, the clan lords and their advisors stood in shock for a moment, then, raggedly, as the different ones regained the power to move, they fell to the floor and assumed the most abject kowtow possible.

      There was no question that the center of power in this room had swung to the young Emperor.

      Kris held her salute, and waited to hear from her present employer.
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      "Why do you come before me so rudely dressed?" the Emperor demanded, eyeing Kris with all four of his. "Have you no robes of court?"

      The kid had asked the right question.

      "Your Most Imperial and Worshipful Majesty," Kris said, blending Human and Iteeche address. "We come before you in battle dress, directly from the field of battle. The chiefs of two of the major clans of your Empire dispatched troops early this morning to seize your person and possibly do you bodily harm. Troops of the Combined Fleet, under my command, placed themselves to block these troops and stopped their assault on your person. The infantry of the clans We and Quo came to our assistance and helped us hold the strike forces in place until we could bring the entire enterprise to a well-deserved end."

      "And that end was?" the young Emperor asked.

      "I believe you may smell a whiff of smoke even here. Both their palaces are burning to the ground as we speak, and the Wo clan leader is dead. The local supervisor of the Domm clan is also dead and burning in their palace."

      "Very good," he said.

      Kris lowered her salute as the Emperor turned his attention to the obsequious clan leaders. "Shall I assume that, since you are dressed for court, that you were not yourself placing your bodies between me and those who would do me harm?"

      "Oh, Most Worshipful One, we sent our warriors to back up the other forces," Roth said.

      "I see," the Emperor said.

      If Nelly got the right inflection in her translation, the boy was not impressed.

      The Emperor turned back to Kris, "You spoke of a report to me of your progress towards putting down this insult to the serenity of the Empire. Are you ready to make it?"

      "Yes, Most Imperial and Worshipful Majesty. Having stood between you and offensive behavior, may I ask a boon?"

      "I do not know that word."

      "Please excuse me. A boon among my people is a gift that one of your majesty can bestow on a supplicant."

      "What do you wish me to bestow upon you?"

      "Your Imperial Majesty, we Humans have found that reports such as I have been asked to make to you are done most effectively in a conference setting. I ask, Most Imperial and Worshipful Majesty, that we create a conference room and use it to present this report, as well as a report on the events of this day."

      The lad looked at Kris, then eyed the clan lords, then scanned the troops behind Kris. "Your fighting force is both Iteeche and Human. Can you make this conference room accessible to all here?"

      "I can present you with the conference room, Your Majesty, and you may decide if it is something you would wish to try."

      Again, the young Emperor scanned the room. "Since I have rarely learned much from the words that have passed in this throne room, let us see if your Human ways gives me more of what I want to hear."

      "Nelly, give us a conference table. Allow the clan lords one side. Put the Combined Fleets officers on the other side. If necessary, provide chairs for less senior officers."

      ALSO, NELLY, SEAT GENERAL KONGA AND ADMIRAL TONG CLOSER TO THE EMPEROR THAN ME.

      GOOD IDEA, KRIS.

      Several of the limos began to melt and their Smart MetalTM quickly flowed into one large, thick wooden table, long and wide. It started just below the dais the Emperor's throne was on and stretched long enough to give the clan lords plenty of room.

      On the side closest to Kris, name tags rose up, both giving the name of the person sitting there, as well as telling people where they should sit.

      There was room for about sixteen humans and Iteeche on either side of the table. Nelly had given eight humans and eight Iteeche seats at Kris's side of the table. There were seats behind them for the remaining nine flag officers as well as Lieutenant Megan Longknife. The guards stood at the foot of the table, well back from the Emperor.

      Belatedly, a half-dozen Imperial guards in modern armor arrived and took station on either side of the Emperor's dais.

      "Find your place at the table," Kris ordered. Her command moved smartly to take up their positions. General of the Imperial Guard Konga seemed surprised that Kris gave him the place at the Emperor's elbow.

      Admiral Tong whispered in Kris's ear, "Are you sure you want us between you and the Emperor?"

      "I thought you would want to be between a Human and your Emperor."

      Four eyes opened wide in surprise, then the admiral nodded. "Very wise. Very wise," and took his place.

      With the Iteeche admiral's lead, the Iteeche on Kris's staff took their places.

      Meanwhile, the Iteeche from the clans eyed the table as if it might turn into some poisonous serpent. The Emperor, for his part, studied the table and chairs arrangement with the curiosity of youth.

      Maybe having a young Emperor is not as bad as I thought, Kris mused to herself.

      "What do you Humans do now?" the Emperor asked.

      "If Your Imperial Majesty will take your seat on the throne, we can begin the briefing.”

      The lad sat down, and seemed to find the throne more comfortable now that he wasn't buried in robes stiff with gold and jewels.

      Kris, having royal prerogatives of her own, though very junior to the Emperor, sat quickly as soon as he was seated.

      To Kris's right, the humans quickly sat as soon as she was seated. Kris's Iteeche from the Combined Fleets seemed to need a moment more to assess the situation. Still, they were familiar with the stools Nelly had designed specifically for their large pelvises and they didn't take too long to settle into place.

      The clan Iteeche still seemed unsold on the idea of sitting at a table. Whether that was because of the humans or the Emperor, Kris had no idea. However, with everyone seated on Kris's side of the table, they slowly took their seats. Ron took the lead, pointing out how to sit comfortably on the stools provided.

      The last to take his seat was General of the Guard Konga. He looked as if he still did not trust the table. He even felt under it to see if the bottom was dangerous. Finally, after the Emperor made a point of clearing his throat, he sat.

      "So, My Honored Admiral of the Imperial Combined Fleets, what do we do next?"

      "Your Worshipful Imperial Majesty, I now report to you. Nelly, give us a star map of the Iteeche Empire."

      A holograph of a star map appeared over the table. It rotated slowly. All the stars were in white, except for one system that glowed in green.

      "I'm sure that Your Majesty has seen star maps of your Empire. This one is very basic. All it shows are the systems occupied by Iteeche and the Imperial Capital in green."

      From the look on the Emperor's face, it was quite possible that he never had seen a map of his Empire. They really were keeping this kid in the dark and feeding him bullshit.

      "A better representation of the Empire for our purposes would be one that shows which star systems are loyal to you and which have raised the flag of rebellion. Nelly?"

      Now the holograph changed colors. Many turned golden. Nearly as many turned red. Not a few stayed white.

      "The golden star systems are loyal to you, Your Majesty. The red ones are in rebellion."

      "What of the white ones?" the Emperor asked. As he spoke, he looked over his shoulders; two old Iteeche from the Imperial Household stood at either side of his throne. He seemed mighty proud that he'd been able to ask a question.

      "Your Majesty, those are planets that have expressed no opinion. Nor has either side asked them to declare. In a moment, you will see why."

      "Thank you. What is your title?" the Emperor asked.

      "I have many titles, Your Majesty. I am Princess Kristine of Wardhaven. I am Emissary from Humanity to your court. I am your Admiral commanding the Imperial Combined Fleets. Your Majesty may call me any of those. My husband calls me Kris."

      "Thank you, Princess," the Emperor said. "Please continue."

      "Thank you, Your Majesty. Not all star systems are created equal. Some planets are straining just to meet the basic needs of their population. They can offer little to nothing for the military needs of either side. Let's leave those planets with their basic color. Other planets can make minor contributions to the fleet. Let's put a circle around them, Nelly."

      A thin circle formed around about half the planets of both colors.

      "There are other planets that can make moderate contribution. Nelly?"

      A small portion of the planets with circles sprouted a second one.

      "And then we have the planets whose industrial production can have a major impact on how many ships are in Yours or the rebel fleet. Nelly?"

      A small handful of planets sprinkled around the star map grew three rings.

      "As you can see, there are only a few planets that can create the most mischief in this rebellion. I have aimed the Imperial Combined Fleets operations to cut out those major systems from the rebels. With them back on your side, they can contribute their naval construction and munitions manufacturing to you and not to those who oppose you."

      "Yet, the first planet you took was the worthless Zargoth," interrupted Shon, Chief of the Quo clan.

      Apparently, someone had learned to speak in front of the Emperor without lying face down on the marble floor.

      "That is correct, Clan Chief Shon of Clan Quo," Kris said. "You may recall the recent rebel effort to capture the Imperial Capital was launched from Zargoth. Though it is a poor planet, it is a location I would not leave in rebel hands. As it turned out, it was easy to capture. There was no fleet defending it and a company of my Human Marines was sufficient to eliminate the planet's overlord and all of his underlords."

      "I had not heard of that," the young Emperor said. "How did you manage that? From my reading of history, planets only fall when they are invaded by huge armies and most are worthless afterwards."

      "I prefer not to leave your subjects in the rubble of their own planet, Your Majesty," Kris said. "We gave a hundred Iteeche boss types a brain aneurysm, and they caused us no more trouble."

      Kris let that hang in the air for a moment, then went on.

      "Next, I targeted a large portion of the Imperial Combined Fleets for Artiecca," Kris said and Nelly highlighted a planet with three rings around it by making it flash. "It is a major production hub. With its fall, two or three satraps would become worthless to the rebels. They fought for it. Several thousand ships were destroyed in a huge battle. Afterwards, several thousand more rebel ships surrendered when they discovered they could not outrun our pursuit. With the battle won, the planet surrendered. I understand that what we'd done on Zargoth to the planet's overlord had a persuasive impact on this fellow."

      "I would imagine so," the Emperor said.

      "With that planet again producing for the Empire, I targeted the most productive system the rebels had. The Glorious Golden Eel system had not only two fully industrialized planets, but several working operations in an asteroid belt and on minor planets. Here, the rebels chose to withdraw their fleet ahead of us, taking the overlord and most of his officials, senior down to junior. That disrupted the systems production until new managers could arrive from the loyal clans and take up the running of the munitions industry and shipyards."

      "Could you slow down for a second?" the Emperor asked. "You seem to be hopping around the Empire. Why?"

      "Yes, Your Majesty, I am hopping around. I understand that the proper and honorable way that the Iteeche commanders have fought rebels in the past was to begin on the rim of the rebellion and take back one planet at a time until all were captured."

      "That is the honorable Iteeche Way," General Konga said.

      "It is honorable, but it is not efficient," Kris said. "Why tie the fleet up taking planets that have only their population and can contribute little to the war effort? I am slitting open the belly of the rebellion. Without its industrial might, there is no rebel fleet. Thus, I seize these planets and very soon, there are no more rebel fleets to fight. That would make recovering the allegiance of the rest of the rebellious planets rather easy, don't you think, Your Majesty?"

      The young Iteeche eyed Kris thoughtfully. It was a long moment before he spoke. "It is not the Iteeche way," he said, slowly. "Yet is a faster and better way to end this rebellion."

      "Yes, Your Majesty," Kris said.

      "What do you others think?" the Emperor asked.

      Kris glanced at Roth. He, however, was eyeing Ron. The two of them seemed locked in private thoughts. Kris moved her attention to General Konga. If anyone was going to stand up for the traditional Iteeche Way of slicing up a rebellion, she figured him for it.

      Instead, Shon stepped in where angels would have known better than to tread.

      "This is dishonorable, Oh, Most Worshipful One," the clan chief said. "A warrior does not pick and choose his fights. Nor does he run away from one enemy to fight someone he wants to. From time immemorial, warriors have stood in their battle line and fought whoever stood across from them. This is a Human way, not the Iteeche way."

      The Emperor said nothing, just turned the gaze of his four eyes on Kris.

      "I must agree with Clan Chief Shon," she said eyeing the clan chief. "I have often heard that we Humans have no honor. I would disagree. Our honor is just different," she now turned to face the Emperor. "It is my honor to win this war and suppress this rebellion by means that restore serenity to the Empire and return the Emperor's good and proper rule to planets that have not been devastated by invasions. Planets serve no purpose to an Emperor where the people have been reduced to starvation and stalked by plagues and disease. I see no honor in that."

      The Emperor listened to Kris with attention, then turned to eye Shon for a long moment. Finally, he turned to his guard general. "Honorable and Eminent General, you are well known to be the most honorable man among men. What think you of our admiral's plan of battle?"

      The general seemed startled to be addressed by his Emperor. Kris suspected he was quite unprepared to talk in His presence. Certainly not to talk while seated just below the Emperor's throne. Or maybe he was just pondering the challenging question the Emperor had laid before him.

      "Oh, Most Worshipful One, this is a conundrum that you lay before me. If you would have asked me a month ago or even last week, I would have had an immediate and correct answer for you, My Worshipful Emperor."

      The general turned on his stool to study Kris. Then he turned back to his Emperor. "I have often heard that the Humans have no honor. We Iteeche have always seen the honor in that the last insult to us is the first insult we demand honor for. Now that we fly spaceships across the stars, we have always applied that same honor and we have found that it stood us in good stead."

      Konga now turned back to Kris. "Now comes a Human. It was the decision of your wise and eminent counselors that we should give over to her command of the Imperial Combined Fleets since this rebellion grew like a weed and all our good, proper, and honorable efforts to uproot it from the garden of Imperial serenity had failed. At the time, in my heart of hearts, I questioned this decision."

      Now the general turned back to his Emperor. "However, today I have seen the honor in the way this Human commands the troops under her authority. The rebels sought to steal a march on us by sneaking armed troops in civilian clothes up to the gates entering the Imperial Precincts. There was no honor in that. It was only by the reinforcements that this admiral had close at hand that we were able to hold the gates and keep out those that wished you personal harm."

      Again, the general turned back to Kris. "For that, I am grateful."

      Now he turned back to the young Emperor. "I also watched her as she applied her Human honor to the problem the two rebel clans presented to us. Four major clans, with all their supporting clans, moved troops into the streets of the Imperial capital just outside the grounds of your Imperial Palace. From where I stood, I could hear the sounds of battle. There was no doubt in my mind that the city would be reduced to rubble in a matter of hours as the warriors of these clans fought for the honor of their clans. Then this Human stepped in and slashed her sword through the knot of eels. I saw the smoke from the burning palaces of the Wo and Domm clans. I watched as the warriors of those clans downed their weapons once they heard no more orders from their clan chiefs."

      The general paused as if searching for his next words.

      "It is not the Iteeche Way to slay the leaders of the clans. For thousands of years, clan chiefs have been allowed to die peacefully in bed. That was Our Way. Now, two clan leaders lay dead under tons of rubble. Likely, knowing the power and accuracy of the weapons this Human applied to their palace, there will be no body to burn when their clansmen dig through the debris. Now, I ask myself if that is the proper way to go about this? Have we wrapped ourselves in these ancient robes of honor so long that they have become moth eaten and rotten? Is there any honor in slicing off the fingers one by one of the swordsman who faces you, or is there more honor in striking for the heart of your enemy?"

      The general seemed to manage a smile at that. "Our songs do not tell of ancient swordsmen who sliced off one finger at a time. Rather they tell of the great warrior striking at the heart of their enemy and bringing them down with one thrust. It seems to me that this Human is very much showing the true honor of the Iteeche Way. She strikes for the heart of the enemy. She has a keen eye for where the strength of the enemy is and thrusts direct for it. I know that many older and wiser heads will think that I have lost my way, but I must tell you, Oh Most Worshipful One, that I would rather fight with this Human admiral at my side than ten thousand of those older and wiser heads."

      Kris wanted to clap her hands, applaud, and whistle for this Iteeche who had seen his way through the jungle of old and honored ways to find that maybe they had something to learn from the despised humans. Instead, she sat quietly and schooled her face to Navy bland.

      "Thank you, General of My Guard, for your wise counsel," the Emperor said. "Maybe it would serve me well to have you in more of these conferences. I find I am better counseled sitting at a table like this than I have ever been in my young life. Oh, Eminent Admiral, can you leave it here for my later use?"

      "With a glad heart I would gift this to you, Wise and Worshipful Majesty," Kris said.

      "Now," the Emperor said, eyeing the clan chiefs on the other side of the table from Kris. "Does anyone wish to offer me more wise counsel on this matter?"

      After a long and silent pause, the Emperor went on, "Good. Now my wise Human admiral, since we have decided that your hopping about my Empire is honorable, can you tell me where next you will hop?"

      Actually, that was the last thing Kris wanted to tell him. There were too many potential leaks sitting at this table, and some of them might be on her side. She still had suspicions that some of the officers on her staff of the Combined Fleets were subject to being suborned. The clans had lots of blandishments to offer a man who was spawned with only one name. Still, the Emperor had asked her a question.

      "Your Majesty, there are several ways to go from the Glorious Golden Eel system. I can see four of equal value to choose from. Nelly?"

      NELLY, PICK ANY FOUR REASONABLY CLOSE TO THE GGE SYSTEM.

      DONE, KRIS.

      "Depending on which of these four we choose, there are a dozen or more that might be our second target. Nelly?"

      There was no need to nudge Nelly, the computer had a dozen planets flashing before Kris even asked her.

      "The loss of any two of these planetary systems would damage further the ability of the rebels to wage war. With each system being taken out of their column and added to yours, their forces grow weaker and Your Majesty's Navy grows stronger."

      "How soon will the rebellion end?" the Emperor asked.

      "I am told that the Iteeche Way of ending these major rebellions is to negotiate a settlement. That is often better than devastating more planets as happened in the old way of making war. So far, we have no planets that have been reduced to rubble. I hope that will not make it less easy for the clan chiefs to get together and negotiate among themselves how to end this bloodshed."

      "You Humans seem averse to bloodshed," the Emperor said.

      "Your Majesty, today, my troops mowed down clan assault teams on your very doorsteps. Blood ran in the gutters of the concourse that circles your palace grounds. Today, I sent two warheads down the throat of clan chiefs. I doubt anyone will find a fragment of flesh to mark their passing. I have fought battles in your name that left thousands of ships either dust or twisted hulks spinning in space. Please, let no one say that I or any Human commander is averse to shedding blood. Rather say that we prefer not to shed blood that we do not need to."

      "Thank you, my most Human and most wise admiral for correcting me. It is a lesson I will not allow to pass away. Now," the Emperor said, and stood.

      Immediately, Kris and her officers rose to their feet. It took the clan leaders a moment to realize how the new rules worked, but they hurried to rise.

      "We are grateful for this briefing on how the Imperial Combined Fleets is waging this war to return serenity to the Empire. We look forward to you again briefing us when your victories call for such further presentations. For now, We think it best that We allow you to return to your fleet and continue to harry the rebels by the strategy that you have shown Us."

      With that, the Emperor strode from his throne and disappeared back behind the curtain.

      "That went better than I expected," Jack whispered in Kris's ear.

      "Yes," Kris agreed. But her main interest at the moment was to say a few words to General Konga. She slipped past Admiral Tong to stand beside the Guard general.

      "Thank you for your support," Kris said.

      "Do not thank me, Human. I may have spoken for your way of war, but that does not mean my gut is not riled by the thought of what you have done. I fear that you swim for the deep darkness. I cannot see through the kelp what lays ahead for us. Can you?"

      "I wake up every morning not knowing what I will know by that night," Kris admitted.

      "I like to go to sleep every night knowing exactly what I will be doing every day of the next week," the general growled.

      "Like today?" Kris asked.

      "Yes, there is today," the general admitted. "And yes, you had nothing to do with those fool clan chiefs reaching for the throne. Now, those two," and he bowed toward the two clan chiefs, "will fatten on the septs that chose to change allegiance. Now those two clans will grow fat. I will have to double the guard on every gate to make sure they do not decide that they can succeed where those two failed."

      "You might want to talk with my Human, General Bruce, and your Iteeche Admiral Ulan. They will be here in the capital when I go off campaigning. If you think you need some trucks standing by at a gate, just give them a call. You can trust them. I am trusting them with the lives of my children."

      "Yes, you Humans love your spawn even before they reach the age of choosing. I find myself wondering about the wisdom of that?"

      "We can talk of that over a good drink sometime," Kris said.

      With that, one Grand Admiral, Her Royal Highness Princess Kristine Longknife was only too ready to declare this conference finished. It definitely belonged in the win column.
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      Kris was tired. She'd had a long two days and could use some rest. She also wanted time with her kids.

      However, before she could take more than one step away, General Konga was again at her elbow.

      "Are you going to leave the table in the middle of the throne room?"

      "Good point. Nelly, is there anything you can do about storing the table, or the Smart Metal in it?"

      Kris glanced around the throne room. It was a pretty flat place, with no place to hide. There was only one wall, the one behind the throne. She eyed the dais but dropped the idea of either making it bigger or higher. Instead, she studied the wall. It was white marble with gold and silver veins running through it.

      Most interesting were the pilasters spaced along the walls. They were either made of gold or plated. They showed ionic capitals with fluted grooves running up their lengths.

      "Nelly, could you add two or four more pilasters to that wall?"

      In a moment, the table was flowing toward four places on the wall, spaced evenly between six others already standing there. The chairs and stools also melted into the flow of things and soon the throne room was clear again and it had four more identical pilasters standing tall on either side of the throne.

      "Does that throw off the esthetics?" Nelly asked.

      "Looks fine by me," the general said. "Now, if you are not here, how do we get a table again?"

      "General Bruce."

      "Yes, ma'am.”

      "General Konga is about to become your best comm link pal. You need to get the general a high quality comm link."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      “Make sure he has an app that will allow him to form the table again as well as however many stools or chairs as he needs. Show him how to control the size of the table. Make it longer or shorter, wider or narrower."

      "Aye, aye, Admiral."

      "Nelly, thicken up the pilasters with some more metal so he'll have more if he needs it."

      "Done, Kris," the computer said, and what was left of the third limo flowed across the floor and up the wall.

      "So, how are you getting out of here?" the general asked, eyeing the shrunken lineup of limos.

      "Nelly?" Kris said.

      Quickly, the remaining nine limos gave up enough metal to spin out three more.

      "You can do that?" the Guard general asked.

      "I always allow for a safety margin. Sometimes I use it for safety. Other times, I use it for conference room equipment and wall decorations. I'm very flexible about that sort of thing."

      "I will keep that in mind when I deal with you Humans."

      "Nelly, get us some more Smart Metal in here. While I trust a slightly lightened limo, I'm not at all willing to fly a chopper that is light on its strength members."

      "It's on its way, Kris."

      "I expect I will see you again, Princess Kris Longknife. Or is it Admiral?" General Konga said.

      "It all depends on the day. Right now, I want to be mommy to my two kids. I will see you again, General."

      And with that, the general chose to join the two Iteeche clan chiefs in their limo. Kris joined Jack, Abby, Steve, Jacques, and Amanda in her limo.

      "So, Jacques, Amanda, did you learn anything?"

      "How to live a lot more dangerously than I ever would on my own," Amanda offered.

      "This was a quiet day in the Longknife neighborhood," Abby crowed. "I hardly pissed myself at all."

      "Hey folks, any conference you can walk away from with your head on your shoulders is a good conference," Kris interjected.

      "I'd like to talk this over with General Trouble," Jack said. "He was there when Ray negotiated with Roth to end the war. I wonder what he thinks of how this meeting went."

      "I think our Kris is loosening up the Iteeche," Jacques said. "We are here because of a rebellion against a young untried Emperor on the throne. That sounds bad. However, this young, untried Emperor doesn't know the way it’s ‘always been done before.' There's a good chance that you, I mean we, can get him to look at the traditional ways and be willing to try newer, better ways."

      "That thought came to me," Kris said. "I admit I was more than a bit surprised when he accepted the idea of a sit-down conference."

      "But, you heard him," Abby put in. "He'd never had anyone tell him the straight skinny before. Hearing the unvarnished truth from you, what with Nelly's star maps and all, was probably the first time adults treated him like a man rather than just a clothes horse required to sit and listen while his betters decided what would happen next."

      "I wonder if his handlers will be able to beat that out of him," Jack mused.

      "I wouldn't want to have their job," Jacques said. "Kris gave him a taste of ruling. He's not going to be happy if they try to force him back into reigning."

      Their limo had negotiated its way down the steps from the throne room and was picking up speed, heading for the exits. They sped past the three stop points without even slowing. By the time they had worked their way down the entrance steps, there was a helicopter waiting outside for them.

      Quickly, the nine limos reformed themselves into two choppers. The clan lords were still keeping to themselves. Kris didn't much care for their stand-offish attitude, but there was little she could do about it.

      NELLY, ARE OUR FRIENDLY CLANS PLOTTING AGAINST US?

      NO, KRIS. MAINLY THEY ARE IN SHOCK THAT YOU GOT AWAY WITH WHAT YOU DID. HOWEVER, THEY'RE IN EVEN GREATER SHOCK THAT THE EMPEROR DID WHAT HE DID. THEIR SANDCASTLE JUST GOT HIT BY A TSUNAMI THEY WEREN'T LOOKING FOR. THEIR PROBLEM ISN'T US. IT'S HOW THEY SURVIVE IN THIS BRAVE NEW WORLD.

      KEEP AN EYE ON THEM. IF THEY START THINKING THEY CAN STRIKE FOR THE EMPEROR, WE NEED TO LET GENERAL KONGA KNOW IMMEDIATELY.

      KRIS, I DON'T LIKE THIS. ARE THE KIDS SAFE IN THIS SNAKE PIT?

      I KNOW, JACK. IT WORRIES ME TOO. HOWEVER, WE NOW HAVE A LOT OF SMART METAL DOWN HERE AND SOME SERIOUSLY OPEN REAL ESTATE. I'M THINKING WE CAN DO SOME NICE WORK HERE TO FORTIFY OUR POSITION.

      IF YOU SAY SO, KRIS.

      LET'S SEE WHAT WE CAN DO TOMORROW, OKAY?

      The choppers flew fast and low, taking Kris back to her Embassy. She left it to General Bruce and Admiral Tong to clean up the mess and get all the troops off the street. With the palaces burned out and some buildings shot up, there was a clear need for some of the clan troops to find new quarters. At Kris's suggestion, they were sent off to housing well away from the Imperial grounds.

      Once Kris had gotten out of her armor and her sweat-stained liner, it was time to put a call through to the kids.

      The first five minutes of her call was taken up by the excited chatter of Ruth and Johnnie about how they'd helped Uncle Steve protect the Embassy. Only after she'd listened to them and oohed and aahed over their achievement did they wind down.

      When she could get a word in, Kris said, "Mommy's had a very busy day and she wants to spend time with you. What would you like to do?"

      "SWIMMING!" was shouted at the top of their lungs.

      So it was that school was let out and the parents that had been in battle armor for most of the day ended up just as naked as their kids as they enjoyed the swimming pool, water park, and other amenities of the health facilities.

      Kris was there when the exhausted kids were finally persuaded to toddle off to bed, leaving her and Jack to celebrate life, love, and survival before they fell into a sound sleep.
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      Kris awoke refreshed and optimistic the next morning. She enjoyed time with Ruth and Johnnie as they got dressed. They shared breakfast with their friends in the commissary, and she put off the thoughts of the day to devote the time fully to the kids. Only when they were off to school did Kris's mind turn to what she might be able to spin out of the silver lining of a very dark cloud.

      As was her custom, she called an early morning staff meeting. She had all nine of the humans that had fought with her yesterday. Admirals Kitano and Ajax were still dirtside, so of course was Commodore Zung.

      Admirals Tong and Ulan represented the Combined Fleets, as well as provided an Iteeche twist on Kris's ideas.

      "First, I'd like to thank all of you for being alive this morning. After yesterday and the day before, there were times when it looked very touch and go."

      That got chuckles.

      "I'd also like to thank you for the hard work you did that kept me alive and this Embassy from being the smoking hole that two other palaces are at this moment.

      That got nods of agreement.

      "Now," Kris said. “Before we get into the nitty gritty of how things went yesterday and how we can make sure things go better if something like this happens again, I'd like to lay a batty idea on the table."

      Kris's day quarters got very quiet. Many of those present knew that when Kris had a batty idea, running for the hills was a smart response.

      "There are two burned out and gutted palaces in the capital this morning. They are larger than our palace, but in much worse shape," Kris said, dryly, as Nelly projected images of both of them from real time drone imagery. "I propose that we move our Embassy into the Domm clan quarter. I'm not just saying that we take over the palace grounds. I propose that we claim the entire area, rousting out every one of the Domm clan people living there. That housing will be given as a reward to the officers and ratings of the Combined Fleets staff."

      Kris turned to Admirals Tong and Ulan. "I hear that many of your officers and men are crowded into tiny sleeping quarters and that your mess facilities are minimal. I think you deserve better. I've got the Smart Metal of eight ships on deck right now. Between them, we ought to be able to construct some serious facilities to go along with the quarters provided by the existing buildings."

      "What do you have in mind?" Admiral Tong asked.

      "Nelly, give us a quick sketch. I want to replace that entire block that has the building I dropped on the palace, as well as the palace. I plan to build a major tower that will contain my Embassy. Across the street, I intend a high rise for Combined Fleets command and staff. If possible, I'd like to extend the headquarters area to include the entire Navy command structure. There's really no reason we should be kilometers away. I think you and they should need only a brief elevator ride to meet and discuss matters that impact us all."

      Kris paused to see what sort of reaction her idea would get.

      "I really didn't expect that I'd get those ships back," Amber said, speaking for the human Battlecruiser Fleet. "You're welcome to them."

      Kris was grateful for Amber's quick response. However, it was Admirals Tong and Ulan that she waited expectantly for.

      Both the Iteeche frowned in thought. Kris suspected that the frown was of her own mental construction. Whatever it was, the two paused long and hard to mull over her idea. Clearly, the image of two tall, gleaming skyscrapers held their attention.

      Finally, Admiral Ulan broke the silence. "You would quarter officers and sailors in housing built to hold senior clansmen."

      "Yes. I think you deserve those quarters more than those turncoats do."

      "That gleaming tower?" Admiral Tong said. "That is much taller than the law allows that close to the palace."

      "Clearly, I would need the Emperor's permission to both take over the Domm clan quarter and build two towers that tall. When I arrange a meeting with the Emperor, I will raise both matters."

      "Actually," Admiral Tong corrected. “All three matters. It will take an Imperial Decree to get the Navy mossbacks to move into quarters close to us."

      "Even if it is as nice as these quarters, as well as this close to the palace?" Jacques asked.

      "The Navy has done it this way for thousands of years. There have been attempts to return the ships of the Combined Fleets to their control, but never has it gone the other way around."

      "Then I guess I'll have to ask for an Imperial Decree. Okay, does anyone have any problems with this proposal that we haven't considered?"

      "Do you plan to give full access of your Embassy area to Iteeche?" Admiral Ulan asked. "At present, this tower appears to arch over the street below. This looks like it will be wide open for all to go either way."

      "Maybe we need two independent towers in close proximity. Nelly?"

      "Yes, Admiral. I can reduce the two structures to stand-alone ones with each building having its own elevators devoted to each tower and only certain floors where there will be access from one to the other. That should maintain separation."

      "I would prefer that, Most Eminent Admiral. I would not like for one of my sailors to wander into the wrong area."

      "Could you be clearer?" Jack asked.

      "We’re in a civil war. I would hate for major harm to be done to your Embassy by a sailor who had been bought by a clan. I trust my sailors with my life. However, I know that I cannot offer the rewards that a clan chief can."

      "Maybe after we move into these quarters," Admiral Tong said. “We may be able to offer greater rewards."

      The other Iteeche admiral turned to his superior, "Do you think so, sir?"

      "Our Eminent Admiral proposes to get us a marvelous amount of space. I wonder if some of it couldn't be devoted to vats to grow food as well as living space."

      "Are your sailors willing to eat vat grown food?" Amber asked.

      "Sailors are just happy to be fed," Admiral Tong said. "They will settle for yam bread, or just the raw yams if there is no fire to bake them. Vat protein can be made to taste much better than bread."

      "Nelly?" Kris asked.

      "Certainly, we can make this area self-sufficient in food if that is what you want to use some of the space for."

      "Please consider it, Most Eminent Admiral."

      "Okay," Kris said. "If there are no further suggestions, then I would like to see what we can do. It appears I need another short visit with the Emperor. I suspect I can just say I was in the neighborhood and drop in."

      Both Iteeche admirals were twisting their bodies from that strange hip of theirs. "No, Most Eminent Admiral," Admiral Tong said. "Yesterday was unique in the annals of the Empire. May I humbly suggest that you try a more traditional approach today?"

      "You are such spoilsports," Kris said, grinning. "Nelly, get me Ron."

      "Yes, Kris," did not sound very happy.

      "I need to see the Emperor today. Can you arrange a meeting for this afternoon?"

      "Are you joking, or totally mad, Human?"

      "Absolutely serious," Kris said, and brought Ron in on her plans for the urban renewal of the Domm quarter of the inner circle.

      "You are mad," was Ron's take on the idea.

      "Ron, we can leave a smoking hole in the ground that will remind everyone of this assault on the Emperor, or I can remove it and raise two gleaming towers there before the week is out."

      "You can't do that."

      "I have four hundred thousand tons of Smart Metal. You just watch me."

      "I will call you back in five minutes."

      "I'll be waiting," Kris said, but Ron had cut the line.

      "Well," she said. “That's a good start to our day."

      "And a bad one for Ron," Jack said. He was the one to get the laugh. Kris thought she deserved a bit of it too for understatement, but Longknifes get no respect.

      Before they could really get started on a critique of digging Kris out from under thousands of tons of rubble, Ron was back, with Roth seated beside him on his own throne.

      "I am told that you want to see the Emperor about moving," the Iteeche said. The translation actually caught the dryness into his voice.

      "It seems like a win-win for a lot of people. The Wo clan can move into the Rose Coral Palace once I vacate it. I'm sure you can find quarters for the Domm clan well back from the palace."

      "They have been a pain in the rear," Roth agreed. "It may, however, make them less willing to call off this rebellion."

      "When I am allowed to go back to waging my campaign, I think we can assure that they have little say in that," Kris said, bluntly.

      "Yes. Tell me, Human, how do you propose to move all that rubble out of the way so you can build that tower?"

      "Balloons, sir. Very large balloons. The basement of the Domm palace is still in one piece. We'll run Smart Metal cables under it, lead them up to a massive gas-filled balloon and lift the entire pile of rubble out on top of it. The same for the other residential high-rises that are in the way of the tower for the Navy."

      "You Humans seem to have no end of uses for that magic metal of yours."

      Kris decided that his comment required no response.

      "I will see what I can do about getting you an appointment for this afternoon. I make no promises. Also, if you are to meet with Our Most Worshipful Emperor, I and the Quo clan chief will want to be present. Possibly even the Abba clan chief."

      "Open covenants, openly arrived at," Kris said.

      "What?"

      "An ancient proposal from my people's past," Kris said. "Yes, I can have helicopters available to pick you three up."

      "And our staffs."

      "Will each of you need seven others?"

      "Yes."

      "You will need a larger helicopter. I will have to make sure you are not shot down."

      "Do not bother. I assure you that I will personally talk to the Imperial Capital Defense general to make sure we are not fired upon."

      "You'll include us, too?" Kris asked.

      "Of course," Roth said, and rung off.

      Kris spent the rest of the morning examining what had happened and what they planned to make happen. Roth called back to tell them they had an appointment for the auspicious hour of seven after noon and Kris thanked him.

      Thus it was that Kris was able to have lunch with her children again. With many of the parents committed to a late evening meeting, the afternoon class session was put off so all of them could retire to the water park and have lots of screaming fun together.

      Ruth and Johnnie insisted on watching as Kris got dressed. She only needed a quick rinse off in the shower to get the salt water off herself before she began putting on the dress whites she'd wear to meet the Emperor. The kids agreed it was funny how yesterday their mommy met the Emperor in battle armor and would be all dressed up today.

      Once the kids had carefully washed their hands and dried them, Kris backed up to the bed. She let Ruth attach her Pour la Mérite high around her neck and then the cats’ Alwa Medal of Highest Valor below it. Since Granny Rita's Order for hammering the alien space raiders was on a longer ribbon, Johnnie got to put that one on Kris.

      She made a point of embarrassing him by pointing out the tiny indentation where he'd teethed on it.

      "Oh, Mom, are you ever going to let me forget that?" he demanded, half in pain, half giggling.

      "Nope. When I attend your wedding, I will make sure to show your bride or groom exactly what you did to my favorite medal."

      "And I'll remind mom if she forgets," his sister put in, thus adding points to her claim of brattiest older sister. Johnnie was, for the moment, the bigger little brother.

      Resplendent in the annotations of military valor, Kris shooed the kids from the room and back to school for the afternoon. In the quiet after the stampeding of small feet, she took a moment to take in Jack, resplendent in his blue and reds.

      "I can see why girls fall for guys in uniforms," she told him.

      "Boys that don't fall for girls in uniforms are dumb," Jack answered.

      "Shall we take our lives into our hands and go see the Lord High Iteeche Emperor? Poor kid."

      Jack offered Kris an arm and she took it. "Yes, let's."
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      The Iteeche clan chiefs did not surprise Kris. She had sent them two choppers. However, one had a first-class section forward, with four plush stools. It had extra silencing and was separated from the rest of the cabin by a thick wall of sound-proofing.

      The three clan chiefs and Ron dismounted from that helicopter.

      With thirty-two seats to fill, Kris had included four US Marines and four Iteeche Marines from the Combined Fleet. She was not surprised that the clans used up twelve seats so each clan could have four of their guards present in clan colors.

      Once they had driven through the massive hall, and skipped the kowtowing stations, Nelly deployed the same table with twelve seats on each side. Kris filled up her side of the table with General Konga and Admiral Tong before her human contingent: her and Jack, Jacques and Amanda, Amber and Admiral Yung, senior engineer for the 1st Battle Cruiser Fleet. He would be the human overseeing the project. Admiral Ulan sat farther down the table with three Iteeche engineers who would supervise their side.

      Five meters behind Kris, twelve more seats were occupied by more engineers and programmers, equally Iteeche and Human, who would make this miracle happen in seven days.

      The other side of the table was most interesting. Roth sat nearest to the Emperor. Between him and Shon sat Ron. Clearly, he'd come up in the world. At Shon's other elbow sat the Abba clan chief with Freddy. He was the Iteeche counselor that had accompanied Ron when he curtly gave Kris her orders to return to court. Apparently, the clans wanted their Human advisors close. Smart of them.

      The rest of the Iteeche side of the table was made up of advisors of many ilk. By their dress, none appeared to be engineers.

      The guards stood in modern full-dress uniforms with weapons ready. They were arrayed at the foot of the table with the US Marines to the left with the Combined Fleets Marines between them and the clan guards.

      Did someone fear Human cooties?

      Once they all stood at their chairs, the curtain was opened wide and the Emperor stepped forward. He was resplendent in robes that fit him now. He also appeared wrapped in fewer layers.

      As he came in, Kris bowed from the waist, going down a precisely measured forty-five degrees. Beside her, Jack and the humans went down a full ninety degrees.

      After some glancing around at each other, the clan officers at the table bowed as low as the rest of humans. Behind them, their Iteeche that lacked a chair at the table did a full kowtow in front of their chairs.

      All those behind Kris, human and Iteeche, did the human bow.

      The Emperor returned a quick bow that was a slight motion from the waist before saying, "My eyes are glad to again gaze upon you, My Emissary from Humanity and Admiral commanding My Imperial Combined Fleets."

      Then he turned to the clan chiefs. "As ever, I am happy to receive my clan lords."

      With the introductions over, he sat.

      Kris sat after him, and before the others could react, thus maintaining her position as senior to all present, save the Emperor. That was not lost on the clan chiefs. Kris really wished she could see their vestigial gill slits. What a story they might tell!

      Kris exchanged pleasantries, as was the Iteeche custom for a good ten minutes with the Emperor and clan chiefs, then she got down to business.

      "Your Most Worshipful Majesty, there are two smoking holes in the middle of your capital. Even now, they pollute the air we breathe."

      The Emperor sniffed. "Yes. How long will those palaces burn?"

      "I cannot answer that question, Your Imperial Majesty, but I can remove them."

      "Remove the wreckage of both palaces?" The Emperor asked. There was no surprise in his voice. Kris was glad of that.

      "Yes, Most Gracious Majesty. Nelly, show the Emperor and those gathered what we propose to do."

      Immediately, a hologram image of the Domm palace appeared. A building fell on the gate side. Then three rockets slammed into it. With a flash, the palace burned, exploded, and was reduced to the smoking ruin it was at that moment.

      "So that is how you evicted the Domm clan from their palace," the Emperor observed. "I had wondered.”

      "The construction of the palaces is of brick and stone, Your Majesty," Kris said. "They were not intended to defend against modern weapons."

      "No doubt they were built to a traditional design," the Emperor said, eyeing his clan chiefs. They did not look happy to have their traditional design methods laid so bare. Apparently, it had been a long time since troops fought block by block through the Imperial capital.

      When no one responded to the Emperor, Kris went on. "The foundation of the palaces are quite strong, and they were not damaged." At least not much. "We propose to bore under the foundations with smart metal cables, using as many cables as we need to reduce the stress on the basement structure."

      In animation, they saw that thick cables snaked their way under the palace. They formed a tight network under it. Then the cables rose above the palace.

      "We will then attach the cables to a very large balloon with powerful jets to provide additional lift and direction. It will lift the basement and all the rubble on it up into the air."

      Now the cables extended netting to keep the rubble together.

      "I am wondering if there is not somewhere in the back country where a structure like this might prove useful. Also, using similar techniques, we will lift the three surviving high-rises of the four that were across the street and also move them wherever anyone has a use for them."

      "Why are you moving perfectly good buildings?" the Emperor asked.

      "Your Most Worshipful Majesty, I come before you not only to present a solution to a problem we share, since we breathe the same air, but also to petition that you grant that vacant space to me, the Navy and the Combined Fleets. I propose to raise a tower for the use of my Human Embassy."

      Nelly raised just such a gleaming tower of silver and glass. It shot up amazingly high, but then, it had the strength of Smart MetalTM holding it up.

      "I also propose to build a skyscraper to house the headquarters of the Navy Ministry as well as the Combined Fleets. Their ratings and officers would be housed in many of the buildings vacated by the member of the Domm clan. I would also propose that the row of flats directly across from the palace be given over the Imperial Guard to use as they would wish."

      Kris paused to see how the Emperor reacted to her proposal. He seemed willing for her to go on. "I would propose moving the Wo clan, their lords and dependencies to the empty Pink Coral Palace, giving them space more appropriate to their present honors."

      The Emperor and several on the clan side of the table took a moment to try and suppress a laugh. Finally, Kris was getting a laugh today.

      Take that, Jack.

      "And the Domm clan?" The Emperor asked.

      Kris gave him a very human shrug. "I guess, if land can be found in the hills and mountains to the west of the capital city, we might put both basements down as well as the six buildings we are moving out of the way, and let them have that for new quarters."

      Kris got more coughing fits for that reply.

      "Do any of the clans have some level space back in the mountains?" the Emperor asked.

      "I believe I do," Roth said. "It is rather dry and lacking water, but I think it would fit the Domm clan quite well."

      "I hope it is more than a hundred kilometers from My Imperial Palace," the young Emperor said.

      Nelly laid out a map of the mountains to the west of the city. It covered the first hundred klicks, then expanded.

      "There," Roth said.

      Nelly raised the map to stand in front of Roth. He stabbed at a point. Nelly brought the map back down where all could see, then expanded it until they were looking at a desert space a klick on each side.

      "They will need to bring water in," the senior Iteeche engineer on Kris's side of the table said.

      "How far is it?" Kris asked.

      Nelly expanded the map to the west. There was a good hundred klicks before water was found. She expanded it to the west but there were only very tall mountains.

      "Hmm," the Emperor said, as if seriously thinking about the problem. "What do you say that we make it easier for them? Put them as close to that water source as you can without getting them out of the desert. Will that be any problem to your Engineers, My Most Eminent and Victorious Admiral, Protector of the Emperor?"

      Kris didn't need to be hit in the head with a frying pan to know that she'd just gained a new title.

      "It will add a bit of flight time, Your Most Gracious Majesty, but that won't be a problem, will it, Admirals, General, Colonels?" she said, turning to face the team at the bottom of the table.

      The senior Human and Iteeche engineers exchanged glances. "No problem, Your Highness."

      "Very good," Kris said.

      "Outstanding," the Emperor said. "Admiral, will you write an Imperial Rescript for my chop that will grant all that you have asked for?"

      "With your indulgence, Most Gracious Majesty, may I once again go over what you are granting so that I will not be making an error?"

      "That sounds like a very good idea," the Emperor said, glancing over his shoulder at where his Imperial Handlers stood behind his throne.

      "We will remove the wreckage of the Wo and Domm clan palaces. We Humans are granted co-ownership of the Domm quarter with the Imperial Navy Ministry and Combined Fleets. I will build two towers. One will be for the Human Embassy. The other will house the headquarters of the Navy and Combined Fleets. Our Iteeche officers and men may occupy the housing in this area with one row of buildings facing the palace reserved for the Imperial Guard. The buildings removed from the work sites will be relocated to the location provided by the We clan. The Wo clan will move to the Pink Coral Palace quarter and occupy that area for their compound. Did I miss anything?"

      Heads shook around the table.

      "How many copies will we need to sign?"

      The emperor looked at Kris, and then the clan chiefs. "Why not seven copies? One for each of you present, and one for the Wo and Domm clans. They should know what we've decided for them. Bad timing for Wo clan to be without a clan chief.”

      "Will just you sign, Most Imperial Majesty, or will I and the clan chiefs here sign as well?" Kris asked.

      "Why not? They may sign below you."

      "Nelly," Kris ordered.

      In front of the Emperor, seven decrees rose from the table. They looked as formal as the agreement between the Iteeche and Humans had been to end the war. The rescript was done up in fine calligraphy on thick paper manufactured by Smart Metal. There were five seals already on it, with two having gold medallions hanging from ribbons, one blue, one red.

      YOU'VE DONE YOURSELF UP FANCY, NELLY.

      I'VE GOT A LOT OF IMPERIAL RESCRIPTS IN MY MEMORY LEFT OVER FROM WHEN WE CAPTURED ITEECHE ARCHIVES BACK IN THE WAR. I WAS HOPING I'D GET TO DO THIS.

      There were several looks of dismay at this turn of events, not least from the handlers. From the look on their faces, Kris would bet that they intended to use their opportunity to produce the document to make some changes in the substance. That was part of the reason Kris had chosen to show off Nelly's secretarial abilities.

      "General Konga, would you like to carry a copy of the rescript to His Most Worshipful Majesty to read?"

      "Thank you for the gracious offer, Most Eminent and Victorious Admiral, Protector of the Emperor."

      Kris measured the general's words, but she could recognize no animosity in his translated tone.

      NELLY, HOW'S HE DOING?

      I SEE NO SIGNS OF PHYSICAL STRESS IN HIM. I THINK HE LIKES WHAT YOU'VE DONE. AS FOR THE THREE CLAN LORDS ACROSS THE TABLE. I WOULDN'T LET THEM GET BEHIND YOU WITH A DULL BUTTER KNIFE.

      THANKS, NELLY.

      "Clan chiefs, would you like to have one of your guards bring copies to all three of you?"

      Roth clicked his beak three times, "Guards. Bring us copies of this to review."

      Three clan guards snapped to, and quick-marched up the Iteeche side of the table to retrieve and distribute the rescripts. With a glance from Jack, Lieutenant Megan Longknife quickly did the same for Kris.

      Kris laid the rescript down on the table for her subordinates to read. Several officers seated behind them came up to read over the shoulders of the Iteeche and Human engineers. Kris wondered if there was more to this than met the eye.

      Before the Emperor could finish reading it, the two handlers by his side were busy whispering into his ear.

      NELLY?

      THEY WANT HIM TO REFUSE TO SIGN IT. THEY SAY THEY CAN DRAW UP A MUCH MORE FELICITOUS DOCUMENT. THIS ONE IS MOST RUDE AND JUST FEEL THE PAPER!

      BUT THEY HAVEN'T TOUCHED THE PAPER.

      YEAH.

      Kris sat back to see how the young Emperor handled this.

      Across the table, the clan chiefs were also studying the rescript closely. Several other clan lords joined the three clan chiefs to look over their shoulders and whisper suggestions most of which boiled down to "We could make a better deal than this with the Wo and Domm clans."

      Kris had done her best. Now she waited to see if it was enough for the moment.

      Finally, the young Emperor leaned forward on his throne. "I have read the rescript and find that it is pleasing to My eye. I will sign it.

      That ended further discussion. The guards returned to put the fancy paperwork back where they got it from, and everyone waited to see what would happen next.

      None of the Iteeche had any idea what to do next. Imperial rescripts had always been handed down by a member of the Imperial Household while the Emperor looked on in silence. Never had one been developed like this, and never had a rescript had space on it for additional signatures than the Emperor's.

      The Iteeche Empire was sailing into unknown territory.

      Kris stood, and came to stand at the Emperor's left hand. The Emperor glanced up at Kris, then stood. A flustered member of the Imperial Household hurried out from behind the curtain and presented the Emperor with his imperial seal.

      The Emperor had no problem figuring out what to do next. He went down the line, pressing his seal into the red wax block on each document.

      NELLY, I DON'T HAVE A SIGNET RING.

      YES, YOU DO, KRIS. LOOK BESIDE YOUR HAND.

      A signet ring lay on the table.

      Lord, but it's nice to have a super computer and Smart Metal, Kris thought.

      I BELIEVE A THANK YOU IS IN ORDER.

      THANK YOU, NELLY.

      YOU'RE WELCOME.

      Kris slipped the signet ring on her finger on and, once she had helped the Emperor to return to his place and saluted him, she turned back to the rescripts and went down the line, adding her seal to each of the waiting soft drops of blue wax.

      Done, Kris returned to her place and gave the clan chiefs an encouraging wave.

      One at a time, each went forward, bowed deeply to the Emperor, then affixed their own seal to the waiting green wax. With all seven properly sealed, General Konga collected one and gave it to a member of the Imperial Household. Megan retrieved Kris's copy and the clan chiefs this time sent lordlings to collect theirs. Ron collected one for the We clan, Freddie for the Quo and someone Kris didn't recognize did the honors for Abba clan. That left the two for the rebellious clans laying on the table. How they got them wasn't Kris's problem.

      The Emperor stood. Everyone else in the room did likewise. They bowed while the young lad disappeared back behind the curtain.

      "I can't believe you carried that off," General Konga said, softly, to Kris.

      "I'm kind of surprised myself," Kris admitted.

      "What did you tell me yesterday? You Humans like to 'strike while the iron is hot.' Congratulations on a nice hot strike."

      "I expect you will enjoy your new quarters, General."

      "Yes, I will. Now all I have to figure out is whether I'm glad to have you at my back, or should I be terrified?"

      "I'm the one who fought with you to protect the Emperor. It seems to me that you have less than a fifty-fifty chance with the clansman."

      The Iteeche general sighed. "Maybe one chance in ten. So, I can count on you at my back?"

      "You can count on the word of a Longknife," Kris said.

      "But how long will there be a Longknife in the Human Embassy?"

      "Given their druthers, I think a lot of humans would rather I was here than there," Kris admitted.

      "So, there was more behind you coming than just us asking?"

      "That, of course, is a state secret, but yes."

      The Iteeche nodded. "It is good to have you here, Longknife whose word can be counted upon."

      "Thank you, General. Now, I have a mess to clean up and a couple of towers to build."

      "And I will enjoy watching you do that."
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      Kris was hoping to make it back in time to see the kids after school. However, she had a posse of engineers to listen to as soon as she got back to the Embassy.

      "We took the opportunity while you were talking to the Emperor to examine the strength of the Domm palace basement. It is quite over-engineered. Four and five-foot-thick walls. It is planted on the bedrock and had no problems supporting seven stories. There are no pilings under it. We're 99.9% confident we can move the thing to the desert, assuming we provide the necessary supports when we make the lift."

      "That's good enough for me," Kris said.

      "We'll start drilling the holes for the lift cables tonight. With any luck, we should be in a good position to lift the palace out tomorrow before noon."

      "And the high-rises across the street?"

      "We haven't finished examining them, but we don't expect any problems. Everything the Iteeche built is constructed to last a thousand years."

      "That is their way of doing things," Kris told him.

      "About the lifting dirigible. Do you see them having any problems?"

      "It comes down to providing sufficient lift to get it up, but not too much lift to shoot it for the moon. The jet turbines should give us all the control we need to lift the assembly up or point it down. If worse comes to worse, we can vent hydrogen or expand the bags and get more lift."

      "Okay. Keep me informed. Remind everyone as we do this that this contraption is not to go anywhere near the Imperial Palace grounds and I really don't want to drop a brick on any Iteeche heads."

      "That is understood. Safety is our first consideration. We are in no hurry. We have time to do anything over if we think we need to."

      "Good. The longer this takes, the longer I have an excuse to hang around my kids," Kris said, grinning.

      "Very understandable, Admiral," the engineering general said and took his leave.

      That left Kris just enough time to get out of her monkey suit and into undress khakis before the kids came tumbling through the door.

      "Let's go swimming!" Johnnie yelled, with all the enthusiasm of his years.

      "Again?" Kris whined cheerfully.

      "Where else is there to go? I don't understand what you adults see in the holo deck. It doesn't smell right," Ruth said.

      Kris couldn't disagree with that. Despite several efforts to get the scent system working, it still smelled off. The trees weren't quite right, and the ocean surf didn't get the right amount of salt water in the air. Oh, well.

      So, Kris let her small people tow her down to the pool and joined an impromptu staff meeting taking place as the adults watched the kids have all sorts of fun.

      "I'm really surprised," Jacques said. “That you pulled that off today. I thought for sure they'd have a million problems with your idea."

      "General Konga," Kris said. “Is going to be a good ally. I think the young Emperor may see us as a more reliable ally than some of his clans."

      "That doesn't take a lot," Jack said, dryly.

      "The clans have their own agendas," Jacques said. “Clan against clan. Our problem is going to be how do you stay out of some clans’ pockets. Whether you like it or not, Kris, you are now a player, and you will either play or be played."

      "Tell me something I don't know. Abby?"

      "You called, boss?" Kris's former maid said. She'd been watching her two hellions, as she insisted on calling her kids, wage a water fight against Kris's kids and Kitano’s daughter who had been on the first run down the "repaired" beanstalk.

      It seemed well-balanced and unlikely to end anytime soon.

      Which, in a manner of speaking, wasn't very different from the Iteeche Empire. No clan could not achieve a knockout blow, even when three arrayed themselves against two. No one really wanted to see any clan knocked out of the game for fear that another clan would get too much in the dividing up and become stronger than the others.

      Very likely, the Domm clan would be back before too long, or some other clan would be promoted up to the big five, even if Kris had taken their place in the inner ring.

      No, Kris had only done what had to be done. She'd saved the Emperor's young life from the political machinations of the Imperial Capital. She had yet to put an end to the civil war being waged out among the stars.

      Nothing was finished. Like a good Longknife, she'd have to keep muddling along, doing what had to be done.

      Still, maybe, whenever she got a chance, she could leave something behind here that was better than when she arrived.
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