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I

“Mr. August Varviso, Your Majesties.”

Daniel Hankerson had been Emperor of the Central Imperium for long enough now, and he could boast an even longer career as an intelligence analyst in the Imperial Navy before then. Which meant that he was good at wearing the appropriate expression.

Nevertheless, when the Imperial guardsman led today’s guest into their private sitting room, he had to acknowledge that he was surprised.

He knew that a journalist had come to interview them. Given the commotion his wife Hila Eban had caused during her recent visit to the Bornholm Sector, that wasn’t really going to surprise anyone. He also knew that this wasn’t a famous journalist. Given the situation, the protocol expert had deliberately not approached the editor of any news outlet favorable to them, but not anyone hostile to the either. This man called himself a freelancer. That was all Daniel knew. His wife was the journalist, not him.

He wasn’t expecting their guest to be so old.

When he’d given the nod to the idea of a journalist coming to the palace to write the whole story from Hila’s—and his—perspective, he’d been expecting a young journalist radiating energy. Instead, they’d gotten this old greybeard. In the Central Imperium, living to over one hundred thirty years, sometimes longer, was entirely normal, even though it did vary from planet to planet. This man looked over one hundred. He was definitely past ninety.

He came over as thin, fragile. White hair and a sunken face only added to that impression. He was wearing a shirt that didn’t really fit him but was undoubtedly comfortable.

However, Daniel was a poker player. He quickly recovered from his initial surprise and noticed something else, and much more important. The sparkle in the man’s eyes. They were glowing with intelligence.

This man was clever and used to bringing his point to bear. He knew how to get his own way.

And his expression wasn’t too different from the one Hila had worn when they met for the first time.

He looked at his wife. She was studying Varviso with the same keen interest—maybe with even greater interest—with the expression worn by any expert when encountering someone else in the same trade.

She stepped in front of Daniel and held out her hand to their guest. The protocol expert would probably have sighed and shaken his head, but he knew this was how Hila did things.

“Welcome to the palace, Mr. Varviso.”

With a slight smile, the man took her hand, then Daniel’s.

Smiling, but cautiously.

“Thank you, Your Majesties. I am honored to be here.”

“Really?” asked Hila.

“Yes, really. I would say that I am not your enemy, but you’re a fellow journalist, you know that I’d say that even if I was trying to dig up dirt.”

Daniel nodded to him. “Please sit down.”

Varviso waited for the Emperor and Empress to sit, and only then sat down himself. The Emperor’s personal robot, Sean, had left refreshments on the table and was now waiting in the corner.

“Do you wish shomething to drink, Your Majeshty?” the robot asked with his typical and for visitors slightly confusing pronunciation.

Daniel looked at Varviso, who shook his head. “No thank you, Your Majesty.”

Hila also shook her head.

The robot departed and the guardsman followed. The Imperial couple was alone with the journalist.

He observed them and did not bombard them with questions. He was waiting for them to start.

Daniel was scrutinizing him too. He knew that his wife was perfectly able to take care of herself. She had dealt with elite killers and journalists on many occasions—she used to be both.

But he still felt the automatic urge to protect her.

Finally, it was Hila who was the first to speak.

And she jumped straight into her role as a journalist.

“As I understand, you are the chief editor of the Horgen Daily, is that right?”

“Exactly, Your Majesty,” said Varviso. “For forty-three years now.”

“But the Horgen Daily is a local paper.”

“Yes, it’s the only independent media on the planet. Not including the conspiracy bloggers who call themselves the independent media and write stupid clickbait. If you’ll pardon the expression. No, I mean that we aren’t owned by the Foster Group, which owns most of the media and industry in the Barrondo Sector.”

“Understood,” Daniel said. “And Horgen is mostly unspoiled nature?”

“Indeed, though of course you were there on your adventures during the war.”

“Yes, I rescued my sister from the Black Alps there.”

“Yes, I know. We also have plenty of excellent technical colleges and universities, but it’s still a very sparsely populated world. Nevertheless, I have one hundred thirty people in the newsroom to cover everything that happens on the planet. It’s hard for some newspapers.”

“And if I may ask, how did you end up here? I know that the Westerland News hired you as a freelancer for this interview.”

Varviso smiled. “Once every few years, I leave Horgen and spend some time as a freelance journalist on other planets. I also recommend that my staff in the newsroom do the same. It gives you perspective.”

“That’s a very interesting approach. But there’s something in it,” Hila agreed.

Her caution had relaxed a little. So had Varviso’s.

The old journalist now fixed his eyes on her. “However. Forgive me, but we’re not here because of me, ma’am.”

“No. You’re here because of me and because of what I did in the Bornholm Sector.”

“Yes, but not just that. I want the background. I don’t just want you to enumerate the events as you saw them. I want to learn something about you. I want your story.”

“I thought you wanted to know exactly what went on in the Bornholm Sector,” Daniel objected.

“We’ll get to that of course, but even in a local rag we know that the key to any article isn’t who or even what, but why.” He looked at Hila. “As I’m sure you know very well yourself. Everything possible is being written and broadcast about you across the Imperium, ma’am. And about you, too, of course, sire. About both of you. And you’ve given so many interviews, and we know so many things about you, but we also know that there are some topics you avoid.”

This last comment was aimed at Hila. Daniel frowned, but his wife raised her hand.

“Undoubtedly. And you probably suspect that I have my reasons.”

“I’m sure you do, ma’am,” said Varviso. “We know you were a member of the Omegas. We know how… suspicious you were of Enhans. We know you lived on Colbran… but context is the key to the story. Details.”

It was clear that he wasn’t going to drop this subject. And Daniel and Hila both realized that they were going to have to meet him halfway in at least some things.

He was gazing at her fixedly. “Who are you, Empress Hila?”

 


The Recruited Patient

Erden syndrome.

You’ve just drawn the short straw.

It’s a genetic lottery, that’s all.

It affects people completely at random. Rich or poor. There’s nothing we can do.

I don’t know how long you’ve got. Patients can live with it for years… but months are more likely.

The St Augustine’s Order Hospice specializes in these… They’d be able to help you. They don’t charge.

Hila Eban walked through the dirty streets of Port Niven on the planet Colbran as her doctor’s words played and replayed in her head.

Not that she was exactly her doctor. People like Hila didn’t have anything resembling insurance. The doctor worked for a local corporation to keep its workers in a condition more-or-less good enough for work, but nobody wanted to overdo it either. If anyone became disabled, or fell ill with some serious disease, nobody was particularly interested. There were plenty of others where she’d come from. So, they threw them onto the street and hired those others.

Which was what would happen to Hila now too.

Erden syndrome. 

She’d never heard of it before, but she also didn’t have anything that could be described as a proper education. She’d been in the care of the Colbran Children’s Institute from the age of eight. It was financed by a local company, Barani Corp. She’d attended school, of course, a school with a robot teacher, where she’d primarily learned to read, write and count, with some of the basics of history and the geography and astrography of the Central Imperium and the galaxy around her planet. She’d looked up most of what she knew herself on the datanet, because she was interested. She’d still known nothing about this syndrome. Until today.

You’ve just drawn the short straw.

It’s a genetic lottery, that’s all.

The doctor loved metaphors of that sort, but Hila was lucky to find her sober, which wasn’t entirely normal. The doctor probably enjoyed life in this hole about as much as Hila did, but she couldn’t get a job anywhere else because of her frequent issues with drugs and alcohol. Of course, Hila had already drawn plenty of short straws in life, as she might consider, living as she did alone on Colbran’s streets, at the age of seventeen, with no way of getting out.

It affects people completely at random. Rich or poor. There’s nothing we can do.

That might even be true, but Hila knew that many people, including various privileged Enners in Colbran’s capital city, took medication from childhood to prevent genetic disorders. However, nobody was going to hand such drugs out to paupers like Hila. In the same way, those who were already ill got better care. Not to mention the fact that the de facto ruling class of Enners, genetically modified people, were scattered across the whole Imperium. They had been ennobled centuries ago. The situation might have changed since then, but they still had a privileged position, and money, and of course those never get ill. Bastards.

I don’t know how long you’ve got. Patients can live with it for years… but months are more likely.

Here Hila was most fascinated by the tone the doctor had used when she uttered this phrase. Not just that it was empty, and impersonal, she understood that it was more the bored recitation of phrases. When Hila asked a question, the doctor’s boredom and frustration deepened. As if she couldn’t wait for her to go away. She’d told her the diagnosis. Why should she talk to a corpse?

The St Augustine’s Order Hospice specializes in these… They’d be able to help you. They don’t charge.

Yes, there were plenty of hospices and asylum hostels on Colbran, where religious organizations helped those in need. Although not one of them realized that the greatest help for those in need would be to leave and shoot the Enner scumbags and their minions who ruled here. And the Central Imperium could only brag about “standards of living rising across the Imperium”. Maybe, but how did that help when there were holes in the Central Imperium like Colbran and you live in one of them?

Ultimately, however, Hila would probably go to the hospice, or another like it. There wouldn’t be anything else she could do.

Her muscles would slowly weaken, she would struggle to breathe, her body would gradually switch off. The doctor hadn’t taken the trouble to tell her the details but had given her an information leaflet.

Her legs would probably fail first, then her arms, and finally it would be a competition between her heart and her lungs as to which could hold out the longest.

Modern medicine could treat all these things individually, but not Erden syndrome. It was a combination of genetics and reactions to certain drugs used by humanity for centuries to help them adapt to life on planets other than Earth.

She continued to walk Port Niven’s streets. As if the illness had heard her deliberations and had decided to get in touch, her feet grew heavier, and after a while she started to tremble. She had to stop and lean against a cool wall made of cracked karaconcrete.

As she gradually caught her breath, she noticed that there was someone else on the almost empty street. Someone who had probably wandered into this quarter of town by mistake. A tall, elegant woman in a suit of the type that had come back into fashion among the elite on several of the Imperium’s planets. Hila wondered how long it would be before the woman was mugged, or worse. She couldn’t guess her age, not at that distance. The woman, who seemed to be looking in Hila’s direction, turned around and left.

Φ

She wanted to keep working while she still could, even if only for basic survival and delaying the inevitable. She thought of herself as an ant whose queen had died. If, for some reason, the colony couldn’t create a new queen, the drones would simply continue to do their work until they died out.

Of course, Hila’s robot teacher hadn’t taught her this in school, but she’d watched documentaries on the datanet, to which the television screen in their tiny apartment had been connected. It had been her roommate Enrique’s idea. When she’d asked him why he’d bought a TV with his hard-earned money when he didn’t even have a bed, he’d shrugged and stated that the datanet and TV helped him to get away, while a bed would only keep him here.

She’d held out exactly three more days at work after her diagnosis, then she had a seizure. Her legs didn’t obey her, the pain shot through her chest, she staggered and gasped for breath. They had to turn off the machines as a result.

When the foreman had asked what was going on, she’d had to tell him.

And he wasn’t a bastard. In his way, he was both perpetrator and victim. He’d also been born on Colbran and had just worked his way up. He couldn’t allow her to keep on working when she wasn’t able to work and Colbran didn’t have benefits or invalidity support. If he didn’t throw Hila out, the company management would throw him out and appoint somebody new who would then throw Hila out. That’s just how it was. Maybe not in other places, but in this shithole, yes. It was mostly robots who worked in the local dairy factories on other planets. Here someone had concluded that people who have no choice about being paid a pittance were cheaper than robots. It was enough for the corporation to provide a few robot teachers.

Apparently, Barani Corp. had received some award for supporting employment last year.

So, Hila left, with the money for her last week. She said goodbye to a few colleagues, who looked at her with a mix of apathy and sadness. They went through this quite a lot. There’d be someone new within two days. They’d have forgotten Hila within a month.

She wasn’t dejected. She wasn’t sorry. It was another blow of fate, that’s all. She was used to that—fate had already dealt her plenty of blows.

As she made her way home along the familiar street, she had the impression that she saw that strange woman in the suit again, but maybe she was imagining it.

She wasn’t imagining the five men who stood in her path.

She didn’t know any of them. That was the first thing. Port Niven’s streets were full of various gangs, but they stuck to their territories relatively well and didn’t inconvenience the locals too much. When Hila was younger she’d worked for a few of them, she’d brought trinkets, stolen things, to the bosses. Of course, the gangs also robbed the locals, but they chose them carefully.

Only there was always someone new here. And as soon as they headed toward Hila, it was clear that this wasn’t a misunderstanding. They were after her.

She’d experienced this a few times before. Some of the gangs had the initiation rite of beating up—or killing—random people. A baptism of fire.

She studied them.

The leader was maybe thirty or thirty-five. The others were younger, only a few years older than her. The boss was the only one who didn’t look like an idiot. His eyes were watching his surroundings. He knew what he wanted, and he knew how to get it.

His four companions, by contrast, were significantly less intelligent. They’d come for a punch-up, the boss had told them where and who, they didn’t care. Their only nicety was forming a semicircle around Hila as they approached.

“What do you want?” asked Hila aloud. Aloud enough for the entire street to hear her, but she knew nobody would come to her aid. That wasn’t how it worked on Colbran.

“You pissed off the wrong people, girl,” said the leader.

“I’ve no money,” she lied. She had something from work, but nothing worth the effort of five musclemen.

“We don’t want money. Not from you.”

From what he said, it seemed as if someone had sent this bunch after her. But that made no sense. Who? The foreman at work? He wouldn’t give a shit. She must have pissed off a lot of people in the times when she’d stolen for another gang and some traffickers, but they’d probably get even with her boss. If they’d caught her, they might have beaten her up, raped her or even killed her on the spot, but nobody would wait a few years to take revenge. She’d worked in the dairy factory for nearly a year and a half.

She no longer worked there now.

Already, she was just waiting for death.

Her legs were still weak.

She was slowly dying, and someone on the street wanted to beat her up or kill her. Or rape her? She’d encountered a few like that, in the few years in which she’d started to develop a feminine figure. She’d learned to defend herself. But it didn’t always work.

She’d experienced many things.

Her entire life was one rotten experience.

And now it was ending. Here, in this way.

She lost her temper.

From documentaries, and even from school, she knew what adrenaline was, and how it works, and now it drowned out even Erden syndrome. She was still debilitated, but she didn’t care.

Everything was against her! Absolutely everything!

And now she had a bunch of bastards coming after her!

The semicircle narrowed. The two goons at the edge were ready to form a notional noose around her if she tried to run away.

That was smart. They were counting on it. She had no chance against five guys. Running away would be sensible. Logical. In the historical documentaries she watched, they called it strategic withdrawal.

All her life, Hila had tried to do sensible, logical things and it had done her no good.

No good whatsoever!

Anger bubbled up within her.

Genetic lottery.

You bet!

She broke into a run.

They’d expected her to start running in the direction she’d been coming from when they blocked her path, which was why they were ready to cut her off.

They hadn’t expected her to attack.

For a few seconds they were confused. Taken aback.

That was enough for Hila.

The leader was standing in the middle of the group, a little further away. Probably he didn’t intend to get his own hands dirty. He came over as the type who is nothing more than a charismatic coward. He forced the others to do what he was too afraid to do himself.

He wasn’t expecting Hila to come running at him and before he could react, the point of Hila’s shoe connected with his crotch and, a few seconds later, her fist hit his Adam’s apple.

Hard, fast, brutal.

He grunted and dropped to his knees. Hila rapidly kicked him one more time in the head and he fell to the ground. She turned around.

Two of the remaining heavies took an instinctive step backward. They were hesitating even more now. She needed that.

She didn’t know any martial arts. She’d learned to fight on the streets. She knew from practice why it’s important to take out the leader first.

Now she threw herself at the boy on her left. He managed to swing his fist, but his blow didn’t connect. She punched him in the belly with all her strength. As he came closer, she raised her elbow and rammed it into his nose.

Her arm began to tingle.

She was still high on adrenaline.

One of them seized her from behind, but she tore herself free and jabbed her elbow backward several times. She must have hit his nose; he grasped her shoulders but couldn’t get his hands round her throat.

“I’ve got her! I’ve got her!”

Another one of them came to help him. She couldn’t see the fifth.

She thrust both hands behind her and found his face.

There were maybe one hundred ways of preventing this. But he didn’t know even one and didn’t have the time to attempt anything.

She dug in with her thumb and after a moment felt viscous liquid on it as it pressed into his eye.

The dude shrieked so loud that his fellow-fighter slowed down.

Hila was suddenly free. She tugged and, with her bloodied fist, swiped at the man in front of her.

He rallied and Hila herself took a blow to her cheekbone.

The world began to spin.

“You bitch! You fuckin’ bitch!”

This time she dropped to her knees and the man raised his foot to kick her in the chest or the head.

She plunged her hand into his crotch and squeezed.

More shrieking. Which got louder when she tugged.

Suddenly, she was on her feet and he was on the ground. Another kick to his head silenced him.

She looked at the fifth boy, who was staring at her and his four pals in horror. The one who’d lost his eye was screaming the loudest. He knelt on the ground, covering his eye socket with a bloodied hand and screaming insults.

Hila kicked him in the head, not taking her eyes off the fifth.

They stared at each other for several seconds. She gasped for breath as the adrenaline raced around her body.

All the injustice in the universe seethed within her.

He stared.

Then he took to his heels.

Φ

Hila had gone three more blocks before the adrenaline drained away and the Erden syndrome made itself felt again.

She should save her strength. That’s what the drunken, stoned doctor had advised her.

It didn’t help.

She trembled, vomited; pain shot into her chest.

Her legs gave way. She lay on the street in her own vomit.

Genetic lottery.

She wondered if her attackers would find her here. She wouldn’t be able to defend herself now.

She’d used up all her energy on them.

Maybe she’d also used up some of the few weeks of life she had remaining.

She didn’t know how it worked, but the doctor had mentioned something of the sort.

The most important thing is to rest.

She didn’t know how long she lay there, but finally she managed to get up and headed home with trembling steps.

She fell over twice more on the way.

Genetic lottery.

Φ

“For God’s sake, Hila, what happened?”

She looked worse than usual, but she’d managed to stagger to the apartment. A small apartment in the slums that she shared with her roommate Enrique. 

She fell onto the artificial flooring. She was trembling and could barely feel her left leg.

Enrique knew about Hila’s diagnosis. She’d discussed it with him. Now she quickly told him about what had happened on the street.

His reaction didn’t really surprise her.

“Are you sure you didn’t provoke them?”

“I don’t know. But that wasn’t even their turf.”

Yeah, someone attacked her, and he wondered if it was somehow her fault. Great.

Enrique had also had it rough. They were both street children who’d met in that robot school. Enrique was a year older. She knew that he’d initially lived here with a girlfriend. When the girl had left him for some padrone who had maintained her and bought her nice things, Enrique had protested, so his rival in love had hired some muscle to beat him up. Since then, Enrique had not been able to move the deformed fingers on his left hand, but she knew that they’d hurt him much more than that.

“And did they do that to you?” he wondered.

“No. Erden syndrome did. It’s getting worse and I… I…”

It was a while before she could speak again. Her illness really was getting worse.

She could barely feel her legs anymore.

Enrique was still asking if they had maybe followed her, who they were and where they could have come from. She didn’t have a clue.

And that wasn’t the point.

“I…” she managed to stammer, “…d-don’t think I can g-get up.”

He helped her by pulling her to the bed. It wasn’t easy. Then he gave her some water.

“Do you want some protein bars?” he asked her. “I’ve got some left. They’re good.”

Hila thought that she would quickly upchuck any food she ate right now.

She lay and stared at the ceiling. An hour later, she needed to go to the toilet but couldn’t walk there herself. Enrique helped her. 

He didn’t grouse, but she knew that neither of them could live like this.

“Enrique,” she said aloud. “In my coat there’s the money they gave me at work, before they kicked me out. Take it.”

“You can use it too, though, can’t you?” he growled. Dragging your roommate to the toilet and back is not an experience anyone has ever enjoyed, unless they chose it as their career. And probably not even then.

Enrique used to tell her how he’d always wanted to be a stage actor, but life on Colbran wasn’t exactly conducive to his ambition. Of course, Hila had had her dreams too. Once upon a time a documentary filmmaker had filmed a news story about “Life on Colbran”. Apparently, it had won her some prize or other. It was the sort of program that rich, privileged people watched, said “Oh, how terrible”, then went to play golf. Hila thought it would be cool to be a reporter like that and tell the truth.

If only anyone would let her.

At least they could dream. Reality was no help.

“Enrique,” she said aloud, when the pain had ebbed away a little. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Do you want me to get you some meds?” he asked, as he counted the money he’d found in her coat.

“No… I want you to contact the Hospice of the Order of St Augustine.”

Φ

It was great in the hospice. They gave her painkillers. And someone who evidently had experience wheeled her to the toilet.

She was no longer in pain, but her body was gradually failing. She watched the television in the common room. As Enrique had always said, television was a means of escape.

But only a little.

The members of the Order were all nice, kind. Hila had probably never seen so many smiling people at once in her entire life. But everyone knew they were only easing her suffering.

“Are you Hila Eban?” asked one of the Order’s brothers, one day. “You have a visitor.”

“A visitor?” Hila blinked. Had Enrique come to say goodbye? He sometimes got these fits of sentimentality.

But it wasn’t Enrique.

It was an elegant lady in a suit.

The same lady that Hila had seen on the street after seeing the doctor, and then several more times after that.

A woman who obviously didn’t belong here.

“Are you Hila Eban?”

The lady had brown-black hair and a slightly crooked nose. Her skin indicated she’d been born under a sun that wasn’t Colbran’s.

“Who are you?”

The woman smiled at her like a teacher smiling at her favorite pupil. The Brother had left them alone and she sat down beside Hila’s bed, on a small stool.

“My name is Diana Palmer. And I have come to make you a certain… offer.”

“I saw you. On the street.”

“Yes, I’m sure you saw me watching you. I know that you have advanced Erden syndrome. And I know you’ve been told it’s incurable.”

“Definitely for a street kid like me.”

“For anyone, but I represent people who could help you. I’m offering a certain experimental treatment.”

“Experimental treatment. I know something about genetics.” From documentaries. “How do you want to help me?”

“It’s complicated. But what do you know about the Ralgars?”

“They’re the big lizards who often wage war on the Central Imperium at the frontiers, right?”

“Yes. Ralgars can regenerate. They can grow back entire body parts. And our scientists have managed to isolate their DNA. We think that this mix could be implanted into a human host using genetic manipulation. It would get rid of the Erden syndrome. You’d be able to start a new life.”

“That’s hooey.”

“No, it’s an experiment. I’m going to be completely open with you: you may not survive. We’re testing it on a lot of people in the terminal phases of various illnesses, and not all of them survive.” A gracious smile. “But what have you got to lose?”

Hila moved her hand with difficulty. This woman was making her a good offer, but everyone from the Colbran slums knew all about good but suspicious offers.

“Who are you? No bull.”

Palmer gave her another gracious smile.

“I represent the Omega Initiative. Believe it or not, I work for the government. Let’s just say that we are… one of the units of the Armed Forces.”

“Armed Forces?”

About six months previously Hila had toyed with the idea of joining the Imperial Army. There were recruitment centers on Colbran, and for many young people it was a way of escaping the slums. But precisely for that reason the Army could take its pick, and they didn’t select everyone. Not a seventeen-year-old girl. For that, the consent of a legal guardian would be needed, or some other confirmation, and who would wait for that, when so many other candidates were lining up?

“Yes, the Armed Forces,” said Palmer. “Technically we come under the Army, but we are… unofficial.”

“What do you mean, unofficial?”

“Unofficial in the sense that, if you tell anyone what I was just telling you, I will deny it and wave it off. The ravings of a delirious teenager.”

Hila’s face twisted, but now she trusted this woman. She didn’t make threats; she stated the facts.

“And why would someone from the Army—even unofficially—want to treat Erden syndrome using Ralgar DNA? That’s hooey!”

“I’ll ask in a slightly different way, Ms. Eban. Tell me what you think about the Enhans. And as you said yourself: no bull. No polite phrases.”

Hila took several deep breaths.

She wasn’t in pain, but she was thinking clearly.

The Enhans were the artificially created nobility of the Central Imperium. The Imperium’s original rulers had created a caste of people with higher resistance, faster reactions and apparently greater intelligence. Resistant and superior. They’d originally been intended to rule and to lead remote colonies, but over time they’d become a nobility, based on something that could be measured. The Enhans even had their own chamber of parliament, and even if the Emperor—also an Enhans—had limited their powers, many of them still did exactly as they liked and were highly influential. An Enhans house ruled Colbran. It also owned Barani Corp. In the Imperium, nobody worried about this, because those bastards were just influential, and so they were permitted to rule planets like Colbran.

“I hate them,” she said aloud. “Hate them. I don’t trust them… And for fuck’s sake it’s enough to look around and see what they’re doing here!”

“Did you know that they have their own chamber of parliament? They gain a great deal of political influence.

“Of course I frickin’ know that. I can’t stand them.”

“And do you know that the Emperor is also an Enhans, even though the other Enhans houses rather identify themselves in opposition to him?”

“I didn’t know that, but of course, those bastards want to rule absolutely everything themselves. Make all planets into places like Colbran.”

Palmer smiled. That graciousness again. “You have perspective, Ms. Eban. Great perspective. It’s almost unbelievable, given where…”

She stopped short. Entirely planned. Hila snorted. “Given where I’m from? I like finding things out! I take an interest. And I know that a hot chick like you doesn’t just go round hospices to talk to rabble like me about politics and offer untested treatments. So, what do you want?”

“Aren’t you afraid that I’m an Enhans and I wanted to provoke you?”

“No Enhans would be interested in a nobody like me.”

“You’re probably right. The Omega Initiative is only accountable to the Imperial Intelligence Service. Unofficially. We want to genetically modify volunteers. Volunteers like you, I hope. And to form our unit from them. You’ll be stronger and faster than Enhans, and you’d be our secret weapon. You’ll receive military training and be an unofficial member of the Imperial Army. You’ll fight Enhans actions, frustrate any of their intrigues for which we cannot deploy the Army, because Enhans have great influence in the Army too. They even have special units formed solely of Enhans, called the Superiori Commandos.”

“So why don’t you take volunteers from the Army? Why are you crawling round hospices?”

“For the same reason. Every soldier is on some list or register somewhere. It would be suspicious if they just disappeared. While nobody knows that you exist and nobody will miss you. Forgive me.”

There’s nothing like being honest, is there?

Something still felt wrong to Hila. Finally, she asked the question.

“And why me? There are probably loads of dying people across the Imperium. What makes me so special?”

“We’re recruiting people from places like Colbran, where we can expect them not to be too fond of Enhans. But I also know about your medical records, and Erden syndrome apart, you’re relatively healthy.”

“You bribed my doctor to give you my medical records, didn’t you?! They’re supposed to be confidential!”

“Surely you’re not as naive as all that!”

“Well… no. Not about that doctor. She needs something to buy her dope with.”

Palmer kept on talking.

“But principally, I know that you are strong-minded and a good fighter. Not just in terms of physical fitness, but also potential. You’re not afraid of conflict and you know how to win.”

Hila suddenly twigged.

“You hired those heavies to attack me?!”

Palmer nodded.

“You bitch! They could have killed me!”

“I needed to know whether you had it in you. Training is important, but in a place like this it would be easy to become just another apathetic drone. I needed to see you in action. The street has taught you many things and you know how to use them.”

“You bitch!”

“You’re here, I’m here. They lost. One of them lost an eye. Life isn’t fair and you probably don’t expect it to be.”

Hila said nothing for a long time, then she shook her head. “No, I don’t.”

Palmer was also taking a long hard look at Hila. “So, Ms. Eban, you now have two options. You can stay here, lying on your back and looking at the ceiling, and enduring your last few weeks, or at best months. Or you can accept the invitation to join the Omegas. I don’t guarantee that you’ll survive the genetic manipulation, or that you’ll get through training, or that you’ll even survive the subsequent service. After all, I’m asking you to do a hard job. When you’ve completed your training, you’ll be a combat commando, a spy, a provocateur. All at once. And it won’t be easy. Even if the genetic manipulation is successful, it’s likely that you won’t live long. Your modified body will simply switch off in time, but it could be twenty or thirty years. I’m therefore deliberately not saying what will come after your service. You sign up for an indefinite period, but the reality is that you can’t keep someone who doesn’t want to be kept. And they send me on these recruitment missions because I’m able to judge this. Don’t focus on any glowing future. I’m offering you work and duty. You will do nasty, disgusting things, but they will be necessary for the good of the Imperium. For the people in the Imperium, because we know that people like you don’t care too much about the Enhans. And if that’s too idealistic for you, then you’ll be able to hurt the people who hurt you. One way or another, that will be your life. It won’t be an easy life, but it’s the life I’m offering you. It’s up to you now.”

Hila scrutinized Palmer. She remembered what had gone through her head when the doctor had first diagnosed her.

The greatest help for those in need would be to leave and shoot the Enner scumbags and their minions who ruled here.

Palmer was offering her exactly that.

Hila gazed at the ceiling.

The television had been an escape route. The bed kept her inside.

Palmer was offering her a way out. Any way out. The hospice would keep her alive and the Sisters would hold a bowl underneath her and brush her teeth.

“You said your name was Palmer, right?” she asked finally, even though she already knew the answer. The woman nodded.

“That’s right.”

Hila stared at her.

“Where do I sign?”

 


I I

“So, you only have a few years left to live?” said Varviso, making sure. “Is there nothing that can be done?”

“Do you think we haven’t tried?” said Hila, feeling calmer than she would have expected. Telling this story, finally, had helped her. Her eyes met Daniel’s, and he smiled at her encouragingly. He knew the story. Most other people did not.

“The entirety of medical science in the Central Imperium is at your disposal,” said the journalist.

“We’re trying everything,” Hila assured him. “Slowing down my metabolism, genetic implants. But all this can only slow the process, not stop it. One day my body will simply switch off. It’s a hodgepodge of human and Ralgar DNA and a great many other untested genetic mixtures. In the next fourteen years, one day… I have a daughter who I know I will never see grow up and…” She looked away. Her eyes filled with tears.

She hadn’t been expecting this to hit her this hard. But because of the events in Barrondo, she was afraid for Elda. Afraid of what sort of world her daughter would live in. And Varviso had now uncovered that wound, that awareness, that Hila knew of but wouldn’t admit to herself.

She wouldn’t be there for Elda.

Daniel took her hand. Varviso could go on pressuring her now. But he didn’t. He looked like a fragile old man. “I apologize, ma’am. I shouldn’t have said that.”

She blinked. “It’s… it’s fine. It’s a relevant question. In your place I’d have asked it too.”

“Do you want something to drink?” Daniel suggested.

She took a glass of water from the table. Maybe her husband wanted something stronger. She didn’t.

Varviso studied her for a moment. “Would you like to take a break?”

“No, that’s fine,” Hila heard herself say. “I’m just… shaken. I won’t break down, trust me. I’ve been living with this reality since I had Elda… Princess Elda. And I wouldn’t change a thing.”

Varviso was silent for a while, then he also reached for a glass of water. “Maybe I could tell you something.”

“You? Didn’t you say just now that this wasn’t about you?”

“That may be true, but I know I’m some strange coffin-dodger that you’re telling your life stories to. Maybe some of my experiences would interest you. I’ve experienced many things during my career.”

“In local newspapers on Horgen?” Daniel wondered.

“Well, yes, even there, sometimes, like the time Emperor Daniel and his girlfriend broke into High Gardena in the Black Alps to rescue his sister. But yes, I’ve experienced more things while traveling around the galaxy.” He smiled. “I’m an old man, and I rely on that fact, so I’m sure you will forgive me for sometimes liking the sound of my own voice, won’t you?”

Hila burst out laughing despite herself. Varviso went on. 

“Once I observed an interesting event on Barrondo. My article was syndicated across the whole Imperium, although it was very censored… and it didn’t appear everywhere. Some of the more prudish worlds didn’t want to know.”

“What happened?” Daniel wondered.

“A highly unusual tourist arrived in Barrondo…”

 


The Xenophile

“Name?”

“Darren Horn.”

“Reason for your visit?”

“Xenophilia.”

The immigration official looked up from the travel documents and raised his eyebrows with interest. The tedious, long-drawn-out routine of his job had just been broken by this very atypical answer.

Darren Horn knew that the immigration officer was interested in whether he was coming to the planet Barrondo for business, or as a tourist, but he was always level with people. He didn’t want to hide who and what he was.

“S-s-sorry, what?” stammered the official. The planet Barrondo had the reputation of being the planet of forbidden pleasures, so he was used to tourists arriving for all sorts of things, but this had evidently derailed him.

“Xenophilia,” Darren repeated. “The Greek term for love for or attraction to the unknown. Since humanity made contact with alien races, it’s also been used for someone who is sexually attracted to aliens.”

The official looked more interested than shocked. “Well, I’m glad that you’re proud of what you are.”

“Of course! That’s fundamental! We must first and foremost be honest with ourselves.”

A long line of people stood behind Darren, but the mesmerized official continued asking questions. In theory, how long he spent questioning each new arrival at the spaceport on the edge of Foster City was up to him.

“We don’t have too many aliens on Barrondo…” he began cautiously, but then quickly added: “Although, of course, Barrondo is the world where everyone’s innermost wishes come true,”—citing almost verbatim a sentence from the tourist brochure.

“You have some Ralgars here and that’s exactly what I’m looking for,” said Darren enthusiastically. “Specifically, Ralgars who are going through their sex-change cycle right now.”

“You… well… how exactly do you… that is, I mean… Those are interesting desires.”

“I’ve already been to the Gliesans and spent several wonderful nights with one when he was hibernating. But he had consented before he went to sleep, so it was fine, morally and ethically speaking! And with two Silmani I played their third sex, the one that died out over one hundred fifty years ago and that has been cloned since then.”

“I know how it works with the Silmani,” said the official.

“And last year I went to a Lasian nest. Lasians are giant ants. I couldn’t do anything with them, but they allowed me to masturbate in their spawning puddles in the queen’s nest…”

“Excuse me!” exclaimed the elegantly dressed middle-aged woman behind Darren. “There are children here!”

Darren looked around. He couldn’t see any children, but the woman’s outraged expression indicated that there were children somewhere in the spaceport and that he should therefore stop talking.
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