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      The Myriad Casino in the middle of Hub Central was very well air-conditioned, and Daniel Hankerson was grateful for this. The air was always fresh and refreshing – by the standards of a giant space station – and the musty, sweaty smell of the players’ despair was not evident.

      Fresh air was not all that the Myriad offered; there was also the view. It was one of the most luxurious casinos on Hub Central. The extensive space with its towering columns was dominated by gigantic globes, in which live fish of all colors swam back and forth. Rays of light refracted through the globes, bathing the halls in shimmering rainbows. It would look like a nightclub, except that the casino was not gloomy; rather, it was brightly lit, and the colored light only added to the atmosphere.

      There were eight separate halls in the casino and each had its own bar and willing staff. While robots held waiting jobs in most of the station, the Myriad prided itself on employing human waiters and waitresses. Daniel was convinced that at least half of them had undergone bioplastic surgery, because surely it was not possible to meet so many gorgeous people all at once.

      The Myriad simply targeted clientele from the best society, so nobody was bothered by the presence of Daniel, an Enhans. Daniel had previously encountered minor prejudices in several casinos, where it did not make sense to explain that an Enhans’ chances of winning were no greater than anyone else’s. Enhans, often known colloquially as ‘Enners’, could boast faster reflexes, greater physical resistance, a faster metabolism and many other things including a higher average IQ, but even though the Protectors’ original design was intended to improve brain capacity, no Enhans was automatically a mathematical genius able to figure out what cards the other players held.

      Some people were still convinced that an Enhans would definitely cheat, but Daniel wasn’t too worried by this; he had learned to live with it. He frequented various casinos, but the Myriad was his favorite.

      Here there was a wide choice of games, from roulette and blackjack to a game adopted from the Gliesans, one of the alien species living in the Central Imperium. The game was quite entertaining, despite boasting the strange name of Naz-Bar-Bardam.

      Nevertheless, Daniel Hankerson turned his attention, as usual, to one of his greatest casino passions.

      “Mr. Bertold, you are big blind,” said the croupier, who could have walked into any beauty contest in the Imperium and walked off with the crown.

      “Oh! Certainly,” said the player to Daniel’s left, and tossed a hundred chip onto the gaming table.  Daniel had small blind and raised him a fifty chip. Meanwhile, he glanced at Bertold, who could not take his eyes off the dealer. Hanz Bertold was an elegant man of around sixty, and obviously the sort of self-made rich man who wanted others to believe that he had been born into higher society, as if it mattered. He wore an extravagant suit and Daniel figured that Bertold used to be bald, but, judging from his hairstyle and just the way it looked, he had commissioned new genetic hair. At the same time, however, his new hair was too long and thick to look good on him.

      People like him regularly visited the casino, largely to display that they could afford it, and because they thought that the rich were also frequent visitors. His image was helped by his attempt to speak with that same drawl that some Enhans also affected, as if it were a mark of success.

      Grinning to himself about this, Daniel looked at the two cards he held in his hand. The six of spades and the Jack of diamonds. Not a combination, but there was no need to hold off here either.

      “Place your bets, please,” said the dealer, and placed the flop of three cards on the table.

      The remaining two players called big blind. As small blind Daniel needed only to raise the half, but he decided otherwise.

      He threw down two chips. “One hundred.”

      His opponents were certainly trying to guess whether his hand was interesting, or whether he was just bluffing. This was what was important in this game, more so than in any other.

      Mr. Bertold was first in line, but he only raised fifty. “I call.”

      “I call,” said the player opposite Daniel; a lady of maybe forty, in a richly decorated red robe of the type worn on Wuwei, where there was a remarkable biracial population descended from colonists from mainland China and central Africa.

      Wu Festian focused on the game through small, calculating eyes. Daniel concluded that she was the sort of person who precisely calculates the probability of each card and analyzes all the possible outcomes. He ventured to predict that Festian was also an excellent chess player. She gave the impression of having actually been born into higher society, and smiled at Daniel a few times, as if considering letting him win because he was the Emperor’s great nephew.

      Reminding himself that he must not get carried away or over-analyze things, Daniel turned his attention to the third player. Here analysis was almost too easy.

      Brigadier General Jean Flaubert had a face like a lump of granite. Unlike Daniel, who was wearing his own clothes, Flaubert had put on his most magnificent dress uniform and was proudly displaying all his medals, as if awaiting admiration. Daniel noticed that several of them were for combat deployment in anti-pirate patrols and in battles against the Ralgars. Although these battles had taken place many years ago, Flaubert was a warrior still; he stared at the card table with a cold, focused expression, as if a battle plan were lying there.

      All three players called Daniel’s bet.

      When the bets were in, the dealer turned over the first card of the flop.

      Daniel settled down and concentrated on the game.
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        * * *

      

      “Excuse me, Mr. Hankerson, there is a robot at the entrance claiming to be your servant.”

      Daniel raised an eyebrow as the doorman bowed to him almost subserviently, but spoke with an expression suggesting that, clearly, such a noble sir could not possibly have a robot servant.

      “Yes, that will be Kelvin. Let him come in,” he smiled. “If it isn’t a problem?”

      “Of course not, sir, of course not.” The doorman swept off and Daniel cast an apologetic glance at his opponents.

      “I do apologize. I don’t think it will be anything important.”

      “Is it usual for people of your rank to have a robot servant, Lieutenant?” asked General Flaubert, a little resentfully. Daniel suspected that this guy still cleaned his own boots even now.

      “The rules permit officers to have robot servants. I am merely taking advantage of them,” he said, haughtily. Robots were not cheap, of course, and Daniel could afford one, though the majority of officers could not. But when other people think you are a snob, they underestimate you. As an intelligence officer, this suited Daniel down to the ground.

      And as a card-player.

      “Servants are great, human and robot,” said Bertold, and chuckled. “But let’s play!”

      They had already been playing for over two hours. Daniel’s heap of chips had grown considerably, but Bertold was also not faring badly. Fissures were appearing in Flaubert’s stony countenance as he watched his chips melt away. At this rate he would be out of the game within half an hour. Wu Festian stuck to her careful analysis, and sometimes it worked out for her, so she continued.

      Daniel looked at his hand. A seven and a nine. Four cards were already face up on the table, another nine, a six, a four and a Queen. Festian tried to behave unobtrusively, but her right hand constantly caressed the little finger of her left. However, this seemed very artificial; maybe she was faking a nervous tic. Did she have a good card but wanted to pretend that she didn’t?

      The doorman came towards them with Kelvin, Daniel’s servant.

      “Fold,” said Daniel, and laid down his cards. “Please deal me out of the next round.”

      General Flaubert cast a sullen glance at Kelvin and turned back to the cards.

      Daniel stood up and moved a few steps away.

      “Is this your robot, sir?” asked the doorman.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “At your service, sir.”

      But Daniel had already turned to face Kelvin.

      “What’s up?”

      “You did not return when you said you would,” said Kelvin, primly. He was a typical K-20 model robot from Ashur Robotics, deliberately designed to evoke the early illustrations of robots from the twentieth century. Kelvin was made entirely of metal alloys, with long, slim legs leading up to a sturdy torso, from which protruded arms that were only just wider than his legs. On the flat, smooth torso sat his equally flat, smooth head, but two blue eyes gleamed from it and beneath them was the speaker, from which his voice could be heard.

      His voice had been set to what Ashur Robotics called “Christopher Lee”, whoever that was.

      “Yes, I didn’t return home on time. This is my last evening on the Station, Kelvin, and I stayed out to play cards. I’ll be playing for some time yet.”

      “You said you would be back in your quarters by midnight.”

      “Yes, I did, but I wasn’t.”

      “I tried to call you and couldn’t.”

      “Kelvin, I turned the comlink off. I wanted to be left alone. By everything and everyone.”

      “Sir, how can I serve you when you don’t cooperate with me?!”

      This was typical of this model. K-20s were English butlers to a T.

      “Kelvin, you’re not my mother.”

      “I would not dare to suggest that, Mr. Daniel. Of course I am not your mother, if only because I do not possess the reproductive apparatus to allow me to conceive a child. But I want to serve you faithfully.”

      “Okay, I understand. But I don’t need your help. I’m going to be here for some time, so you can just go back to the barracks.” The officers waiting to report aboard their ships had allocated quarters on Hub Central. Until recently they had been bursting at the seams, but most officers waiting to be attached to the Seventh Fleet were already aboard their vessels and the Seventh Fleet would soon leave for the war. If there had been any activity anywhere this week, it had been in the bars and brothels of all price categories, where the officers and astronauts went for one last good time before flying off to war. The Myriad had had the same traffic as at any other time, mainly due to the fact that it was expensive.

      “Please will you leave your comlink on, sir?” Kelvin tried again.

      “Yes, okay, I will, and...” Daniel paused, struck by an idea. “Actually, given that you’re here, could you get me a drink from the bar?”

      If Kelvin could smile, he would have done so now. His blue eyes certainly gleamed somewhat brighter.

      “Of course, sir. My pleasure. What will you have?”

      “A Tombara Sling,” said Daniel. “And make sure they mix it properly.”

      “I’ll be right back!”

      The robot scuttled away and Daniel returned to the table, where another game was just finishing. As he was expecting, Wu Festian had won.

      Possibly Kelvin would distract their attention a little. It would certainly raise the hackles of the casino staff that he had sent his robot to get him a drink, rather than one of their beautiful waitresses. The other players at the table, mainly Flaubert, but probably also Bertold, inferred again that he was simply some loaded buck who liked to show off.

      “Thank you for waiting for me,” he said, nonchalantly. “Who is big blind?”

      The dealer gave an answer, but Daniel’s attention was suddenly distracted. Over her shoulder, he could see one of the casino’s entrances; four sturdy men were just coming in. They moved quickly, and their eyes flew over the entire hall in an instant. All were wearing thick jackets, even though the temperature was maintained at a pleasant eighteen degrees everywhere on the station.

      Their movements were confident, they knew where they were going and why they were here. Daniel suddenly realized that it was not to play cards.

      One of the security guards at the door had realized this too, and was now running towards them. He opened his mouth to say something, but one of the men brutally punched him in the stomach, then delivered a second blow to his head. Then they all quickly drew weapons from their jackets, two pistols and two submachine guns.

      A ray of light from one of the ceiling aquariums fell directly onto the face of the group leader.

      “Nobody move, this is a stick up! We only want some money!” he yelled. Two of his cronies fired into the air.

      The screams of guests reverberated round the casino. Some clutched their heads in panic, others hid under tables or lay on the floor. Others remained seated as if turned to stone.

      So did Daniel. Armed robbery? Here? Hub Central was enormous, certainly big enough to have its own underworld, but a robbery here? Those people could have a maximum of a few minutes before the Station police arrived.

      Did they want to shoot their way out?

      One of them had already darted over to the armored door, where chips were exchanged for money, and was threatening the man behind the screen. Even now, chips could be exchanged for actual banknotes, and that was what they were after.

      The remaining three looked around the hall again. Daniel noticed that his three opponents and the dealer had frozen. Keep still and don’t move. Those meatheads would not get half a block from the casino before being caught. Playing the hero made no sense, even the casino staff understood that. Everything was insured, it made no sense to take any risks and...

      “Hey, you!” shouted one of the thieves, and Daniel, astonished, saw that the thief was looking directly at him. He advanced, the light and shadows from the suspended aquarium illuminating his face, and Daniel saw mulishness there, and something else.

      “I’ve seen photos of you! You’re an Enner! I fuckin’ hate Enners!”

      He raised his sub-machinegun and opened fire.
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      The burst of fire from the sub-machinegun thundered through the casino.

      Daniel jumped away from the card table with a speed that probably surprised the shooter.

      Another scream. This time the guests leapt to their feet in panic.

      “Oh my God!” shrieked Bertold beside him, and dived under the table. Out of the corner of his eye, Daniel saw Flaubert pushing Festian and the dealer to the floor and immediately yelling with pain.

      He didn’t know how serious it was, but Flaubert screamed and swore, so he knew it was not fatal, or at least not immediately fatal.

      Keep calm. Keep calm. A small corner of Daniel’s brain noted how quickly everything could change. A minute ago he was enjoying a peaceful evening, now...

      He darted out of his hiding place, his enhanced reflexes and muscles helping him speed to the next table, which was empty. The attacker fired at him again, but the bullets went wide.

      Keep calm. Keep calm. Daniel took several deep breaths. The attackers and their cronies came towards him, another round of bullets hit the table, which was protecting him so far. Daniel had no more than a few seconds before the gunman with the sub-machinegun was right beside him.

      He closed his eyes and, from behind the table, yelled at the entire hall:

      “The golden keyboard loves leeks!”

      The attacker was checked by this complete nonsense, so loud that drowned out the screams of the casino guests and the rattle of the guns. But only for a fraction of a second. He began to move again almost immediately. Daniel could already see him standing above him. He aimed the sub-machine-gun, triumph in his eyes.

      And at that moment, his head exploded.

      This time nobody had time to scream. The attacker stood there for a few endless seconds without his head, blood spraying from his neck, the sub-machinegun hanging from his hands. Then his body collapsed onto the floor.

      Kelvin was still standing at the bar. In his left hand he held the Tombara Sling he had been bringing to Daniel, his right hand stretched out in front of him, his robotic palm bent at ninety degrees. A barrel was sticking out of his uncovered arm. The robot’s eyes had also changed: instead of blue, they were now gleaming bright red.

      “Your behavior is inappropriate in good society!”

      He pointed the barrel at another attacker. All three were already staring at the robot.

      “What the...”

      “Kill it!”

      They opened fire, but Kelvin fired from his arm again, hitting one of the men in the stomach. The gunfire from the sub-machine-gun hit him from behind; a few wounds in his head, torso and arms suddenly left the robot incapacitated.

      “Your behavior is highly inappropriate,” he said, before his speaker failed and he fell lifelessly to the floor.

      Daniel dashed out of his hiding place. The dead attacker with the sub-machinegun was only a few meters away from him.

      “Kill that bastard and let’s get out of here!” screamed one of the attackers.

      Daniel sprang towards the sub-machinegun, but it was clear to him that he could not just point it, and he was now in an open space, the attackers were running towards him, rays of light from the giant aquarium above flitted across them...

      He didn’t stop to think, but seized the sub-machinegun, rolled onto his back and fired a round into the air.

      Directly into the giant aquarium sphere.

      Hundreds of liters of water poured out, straight onto the remaining two attackers. A small tsunami washed through the casino.

      One of the scoundrels managed to stay on his feet during the flood, waving his hands, terrified. The other lay there on the ground. Daniel got up before the wave hit him. He fired at the standing man, then staggered. His clothes were soaked, the water was cold.

      The final robber quickly picked himself up off the floor, also wet and disoriented, swearing in several languages.

      Daniel fired.

      The fourth corpse splashed into the water. All around him, colored fish were flapping helplessly.

      Daniel dropped the sub-machine-gun and took several deep breaths. His heart was pounding and he was shaking from the adrenaline.

      Keep calm. Above all, keep calm.  Breathe. Just breathe…

      Despite the water, he dropped to his knees and vomited.
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      “If I understand correctly, your new crew members include one Enhans.”

      Captain Alexander Golna did not like journalists.

      He understood, of course, all those fine maxims about journalists being important for civilization and democracy, that an open society is a strong society, and all that jazz. He also read reports on the datanet, every day and from several different media outlets – because only fools rely on just one source – and all those reports were written by journalists.

      He understood all this. But that did not mean he had to like them. He always had the impression that the dearest wish of journalists was to dig up dirt on someone, and, if they couldn’t find any, they would invent it.

      But then Golna became an officer in the Imperial Navy, and as he climbed up the career ladder, it happened ever more frequently that he simply had to talk to journalists.

      This had been doubly true in the last few months, after he had assumed the command and supervised the completion of the work on the ship Hermes, which had aboard communications technology so revolutionary that it attracted the media’s interest. This interest was not declining even now, when the Imperium once again needed to deal with a military conflict.

      So he had to play his part. That was why he was now wearing his best dress uniform, sitting in the beautiful captain’s cabin aboard the Hermes and answering questions put by Hila Eban, a member of the species Journalisticus vulgaris.

      Eban was younger than he had been expecting. According to her file, she was 32. She was wearing a suit of the sort that had come back into fashion on Hub, Earth and other central planets. Her olive complexion nevertheless contrasted sharply with her blond hair that – judging from the dark roots – was dyed by some old-fashioned method. Golna briefly wondered why she took the trouble to do something like that in an age when medical science could change your hair pigment to any color you could possibly desire.

      Most striking, however, were her dark eyes. She watched him like a cat lying in wait for a mouse. Her face might be smiling, but her eyes were guarded.

      She asked him questions with this inquisitive caution and firmly insisted on detail when he, at the beginning, had given her a brief account of where he had worked. She had told him how nice it was that he had been born on Tombara fifty-six years ago and studied at the Port Royal Academy. He had also given her an inventory of the ships he had commanded and the posts he had held, but the viewers weren’t interested.

      Golna was therefore forced to give answers that were more to the point. She didn’t want the inventory, she wanted to bring people closer to the “man behind the uniform.” So he had opened up. She asked him about his home planet of Tombara, known as a place of “relaxed morals”, and what had brought him to the Navy. He was used to such questions. She had also asked about the current war with the Ralgars, and his new ship, the ship capable of miraculous, mobile FTL communications. These were all questions he was used to.

      But when it came to questions about Enhans, he was on thin ice.

      He slowly breathed in. The woman was not a monster. Hila Eban specialized in military journalism. At the same time, she enjoyed digging up dirt anywhere on anyone. On the other hand, some of her reporting would definitely benefit the armed forces in the long term. Golna knew that, a year ago, she had been the one who exposed corruption in the tender for the purchase of new combat mechs for the Imperial Army. Six soldiers had died in a military exercise due to poor-quality equipment. Eban had dug like mad to uncover the secret and the result had been a new supplier for the army and the arrest of eleven people, including two generals, one senator and one deputy undersecretary.

      She never came over as someone who dug up dirt for the sake of it. She did her job, and a certain, honest corner of Golna’s mind had to admit that she did it well.

      “There are hundreds of Enhans in the Navy,” he reminded her. “And thousands, possibly tens of thousands, in the Imperium. The members of the Eighty-Six Families are everywhere, not just the Imperial Parliament. I think that any prejudices are neither here nor there, and they certainly do not belong in the military.”

      “Do you mean the prejudices of ‘normal’ people towards the Enhans, or the prejudices of the Enhans towards normals?”

      “Both. The Enhans were created centuries ago by the Protectors. The gene is dominant, meaning that all their children are also Enhans.” Again he was explaining things for the viewers. Eban was still looking at him politely, as if inviting him to continue. “Whether this is good or bad is entirely beside the point. In addition to humans, six alien species also live in the Central Imperium and we have all had to learn to get along. I think that mistrust between two groups of people, one of which has been enhanced a little, is something we should have left behind long ago. In the course of my career, I have served under the command of Enhans, and I have also had Enhans under my command.”

      “But weren’t you involved in a conflict between Enhans and normals years ago, when you were commanding the Mexico City?”

      Again she was asking about something she knew very well to be the case.

      “If you mean the incident on Tarlin, then yes,” he said slowly. This topic had been a sore point for years. “There was an uprising against the ruling... caste, let’s say, of Enhans. The Marines had to evacuate the palace and several dozen civilians died during the operation.”

      “The court martial acquitted you of all charges, but one of your marines committed suicide. Maybe you didn’t know this?”

      “I know exactly what Private Keith Sloan did,” said Golna, frowning. For the first time, Eban looked surprised that Golna should know the name of the marine who took his own life after obeying his orders. “It was a tragedy.”

      “Undoubtedly...” Eban regarded him for a moment, and something interesting sparkled in her eyes. Then she returned to the original subject. “Nevertheless, if I am not mistaken, this Enhans is a direct member of the Imperial family. His name is Daniel Hankerson, from the ruling Hankerson family.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant Daniel Hankerson is a distant relative of the Emperor. I don’t know how distant, but I understand that he is well on the way to a successful career in the Navy Intelligence.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of any further conflicts?”

      “No. Even the incident on Tarlin was many years ago now. I firmly hope that we, as a civilization, put similar prejudices behind us long ago.”

      The buzzer on the table sounded.

      “Excuse me,” he said, getting up immediately. He could have added something to the effect that the captain must always be available, but that was just a cliché and would probably not impress a military correspondent.

      Eban just nodded, and, to his astonishment, switched off the robot-cameraman levitating above the sofa.

      He pressed the button. “Yes? Captain Golna.”

      For a while he listened, then remained still, peering at the intercom.

      “What?”
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      Police Inspector Cervi of Hub Central Security – HCS – squelched through the water on the casino floor. His face wore an expression of permanent curiosity. Daniel suspected that he had planned on spending his evening in another way.

      “So, those men burst into the casino, demanded money, then one of them began to shoot at you and the others joined in?”

      “Yes, Inspector.” Daniel was still soaked through; the towel given to him by one of the casino’s beautiful waitresses hadn’t fared any better.

      The casino floor was covered by several centimeters of water. A group of coroners were putting the attackers’ corpses into body bags. All that was left were the dead fish. Probably nobody would be bothered about them, but Daniel had already seen a number of doormen and janitors gathering up live fish into pails.

      “General Flaubert said that the one who started it all cast some racist slurs.”

      “I’m not sure that you could call it racism, but he talked some crap about Enhans. I am an Enhans, but I don’t know how he recognized my face.”

      “Um hmm.” Cervi made a note on his datapad. “And then? Your robot attacked him...” he squinted at his notes “...with a rifle that was integrated into his arm?”

      “Yes, inspector. But I had to activate him first.”

      “Activate?”

      “Yes.” Daniel glanced at the bar, where several police mechanics were handling Kelvin as if he were another of the victims. The repairs would be expensive, but Kelvin would soon be back at his post. Robots can withstand a great deal, and even though his core memory had been hit, it regularly uploaded to a backup disk.

      “My robot is the personal bodyguard type. The standard K-20 robot, called the E model. It’s a limited edition. If I am threatened he will act to defend me, but I have to activate him first. I do that by shouting a password.”

      Cervi looked at his notes again. “You shouted something like... ‘the keyboard loves leeks’, is that right? Was that it?”

      “The golden keyboard loves leeks. Yes, I had to choose something I wouldn’t use in normal conversation as a password.”

      “That... makes sense. I think. I assume that you have that robot legally?”

      “Yes, I can send you all the purchase and ownership rights documents.”

      “Please do. Not that I don’t believe you, but...” Cervi looked as if he would believe anything now. “What can you do to ensure that the robot does not kill anyone innocent?”

      “Once he is activated, he will only attack anyone directly threatening me or him. All the attackers met these parameters. If not activated, he will defend me passively. That means that he will stand in the path of the bullet, throw me to the ground and the like.”

      Cervi scratched his head. “I see... you were very lucky, Mr. Hankerson.”

      “Yes, I was.” Daniel threw away the wet towel. “I was that. So was everyone else in the casino.”

      “That is true. And indeed, I must thank you on behalf of HCS. If you and your robot had not intervened, a lot of people could have been injured.”

      “Do people often rob casinos in this part of the Station?”

      “Sometimes, but I don’t remember when the last time was. And they never start shooting at the guests. Prejudice against Enhans... Hhhmmm... did you know that there are more Enhans here than anywhere else in the Imperium?”

      “Of course, my family lives down there, on the planet,” Daniel reminded him and Cervi nodded.

      “You are related to the Emperor, yes? Hankerson. How closely? Should we expect an invasion of journalists?”

      “Because of me? I doubt it. The Emperor is my great-uncle, which might sound cool, but I certainly could not be considered a member of the ‘Imperial family’.”

      “Is it possible that that’s why they wanted to kill you?”

      “It’s possible, but again, why should they?” Daniel tried to remember the attacker’s expression. Something in his posture, his voice, had been strange.

      “I have the impression... but it all happened so quickly... I have the impression that he didn’t entirely mean what he shouted.”

      “You mean he was only saying something he had rehearsed?”

      “Yes, when someone shouts ‘I fucking hate Enners, I want to kill them’, they usually put more feeling into it. This one said it like he would say, ‘well, I’ve never lifted a fifty-kilo dumbbell, I’ll give it a try’.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It was all over in a few seconds. Of course I’m not sure. It’s only a feeling... And even if I was, I don’t know what it means. Have you identified the bodies?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.” Cervi used Daniel’s rank for the first time, as if reminding himself that police records may be shared with members of the armed forces. “Two of the four already had records. Violence and attempted murder. We will know more later and...”

      “Let me in!” echoed a voice from the entrance. “I have naval credentials. Let me through!”

      Daniel raised his head. A powerfully-built man with a large beard came through the police cordon around the casino. His face wore the good-natured smile of a favorite uncle and his curly black hair trailed behind him. His eyes gleamed with the expression of a man who loves life in all its forms.

      In addition to his astonishing appearance, the man proudly wore the uniform of the Imperial Navy. On his collar, Daniel noticed the pips of a Lieutenant Commander and on his shoulder the badge of the Intelligence Service, just like the one on his own uniform.

      Inspector Cervi also raised his head to look. “And you are?”

      “Lieutenant Commander Graham Calvert,” the man introduced himself. “Intelligence Officer of the ship Hermes and Mr. Hankerson’s direct superior. Technically, I will be his superior only after he has formally reported aboard, but to hell with that.” He looked at Daniel. “Your new captain sent me here. I assume that you are all right?”

      “You could put it that way.” Another member of casino staff came towards Daniel and gave him a new towel. “I was lucky.”

      Inspector Cervi cleared his throat. “I will go interview other witnesses,” he said, indicating Wu Festian, who was sitting with a towel over her shoulders and sipping some calming drink. Next to her sat General Flaubert and a medic was treating the wound on his shoulder. Mr. Bertold was still feeling convulsive and was surrounded by several medics, more than were treating Flaubert, even though Bertold had not been injured. “Then I will have to ask you to come to the station with me, for the formalities.”

      “Certainly.”

      Cervi left and Daniel remained alone with his new superior.

      Calvert chuckled and looked at the devastation all around him.  “I see that you members of the Imperial family do things on a large scale. What a shame, it was a nice casino. I’ve been here a few times.”

      “Maybe it will be again.”

      “I hear that you vomited when it was all over. Are you all right?”

      Daniel shrugged. “Just adrenaline and stress. Probably.”

      “I also hear that you killed two of the intruders personally. Was that the first time you killed someone?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you want, there is a psychologist aboard the ship. Perhaps you should ask for an appointment. Of course, there are tons of them on the Station, but given the circumstances, Captain Golna would prefer it if you came aboard immediately. Feelings of anxiety and depression are normal after the first kill. The second is supposed to be easier.”

      “The second time I killed someone happened about three seconds after the first, so I haven’t really had the chance to analyze it.”

      Calvert chuckled again. “Yes, that is understandable. However, I appreciate your caution. The robot. I’ve heard of the bodyguard models, but I haven’t ever seen one before. Together you have taken good care of yourselves and thanks to you there were no civilian casualties... If we don’t count the fish.” Again he looked up and shifted his weight, his black shoes still in a puddle of water. “It really was a very nice casino.”

      “Kelvin – my robot – is the one who is owed thanks.”

      “How is he?”

      “They shot him to smithereens, but he is repairable.”

      “I also recommend that you bring him aboard immediately. Our engineers are bored out of their minds. They can take a look at him.”

      Daniel nodded. “Can we go straight away?”

      “We need to drop in at the police station, and when they are done with you, you can get your things from your cabin and we’ll go aboard. Just between us, I would also recommend a dry uniform.”

      “Yes, I am definitely counting on that. But why such haste?”

      “Captain Golna is somewhat old-school in these matters. If something happens to a member of his crew, he wants that member near him immediately. And I think he’s afraid of a swarm of journalists. Who knows why, but today he’s very wound up about journalists.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, how did the interview go, Captain?”

      Golna growled something and a smile split across the face of Commander Aleko Bossev, executive officer of the Hermes. Meanwhile his captain unbuttoned his dress uniform and growled again.

      When he had learned about the shootings in the Myriad Casino, he had sent Calvert there, but knew there was nothing more he could do. He had courteously escorted Ms. Eban off the ship and now he was finally alone and could take off the smart uniform.

      “About as well as I was expecting, XO.”

      “Was it really that terrible?”

      Bossev could see the captain’s expression. He had known Golna for only a few months, but he knew that his captain was not the ideal person to deal with public relations. Now the captain’s blond hair was almost grey.

      “In principle it wasn’t that terrible, no, but... Ms. Eban is certainly very good at her craft. You know how, before every interview or presentation, you have that one question in your head that you hope nobody will ask you? Ms. Eban asks those questions almost exclusively.”

      Bossev laughed as his captain dropped into the chair behind his desk. He placed the uniform jacket over the sofa.

      “Yes, but we survived, and I assume that there won’t be a court martial? You shouldn’t be so afraid of journalists, sir.”

      “I know, XO. I just... well, I haven’t always had entirely good experiences with them, and they like to rub it in.”

      “Like the incident at Tarlin?”

      “Yes, exactly that. And of course Ms. Eban also asked about that.

      “That’s the way it rolls, sir.”

      Golna changed the subject. “In any event, did they deal with the faulty coil in the machine room?”

      “Commander Rico has teamed up with some people on the station. Nobody will deal with it this evening and the Seventh Fleet still takes priority over everything else, but we should have a new one within three days.”

      “That should do. And does HCS know anything more about that attack on Hankerson?”

      Bossev shook his head. “Not yet. Maybe it really was just a random robbery and Lieutenant Hankerson was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
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        * * *

      

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “So, you failed.”

      Norman Bandon pronounced the sentence as a statement, not a question. Breathing hurt him more than usual, but for this meeting he did not dare let the device he wore round his neck release the painkillers into his body. He needed a clear head and, in particular, he did not dare risk his own powers.

      The woman sitting opposite him almost snorted.

      “My people failed and all of them paid for it with their lives. But why did you somehow neglect to tell us that the mark had a combat robot?”

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “They had to deal with the robot first, then they were liquidated by one unarmed man because an aquarium emptied itself over them.

      “The guy was an Enhans!”

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “He was a man who bleeds just like anyone else, he has no special training, he sat for hours at the table, playing cards and drinking. Do you mean to tell me that four of your meatheads with sub-machineguns weren’t able to kill him?”

      “According to your instructions we were to pretend it was a robbery.”

      “And that was so complex a role that it used all the cognitive processes they had, was it?”

      The woman glared at him, fire in her eyes. Bandon knew what she was thinking. Opposite her sat a man of unspecified age with dry, pale skin, whose jaw was clenched with pain. He had broad shoulders and looked like he worked out regularly, but his complexion, and the drug feeder attached to his neck led her to underestimate him. She, the boss of one of the better organized gangs on Hub Central, thought she was in control. Bandon had paid her a great deal of money for the attack on the casino, but she had probably concluded that the power was in her hands.

      “Beware, Mr. Jones,” – she spoke his name ironically; they both knew that it was his alias, just as “Black Fatima” was not her real name – “our services are expensive and you haven’t paid that much for them.”

      He had paid a great deal, but she needed to play the tough queen. That was why she had invited him to an abandoned warehouse in the industrial quarter, so she could meet him in a public place. She thought that she would have the advantage there.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “I paid you to eliminate him. You failed.”

      “We failed on the first attempt. Next time he won’t be so lucky.”

      Bandon heaved a sigh, which was more painful than usual. Something of this was reflected in his face. Black Fatima only grimaced. He had, of course, grown used to this over the years. When you are one of the Chosen, trifles like sharp pain with each breath do not unsettle you. Actually, it reminded him of his powers. Each breath told him that he was something more. More than normal people, more even than Enhans.

      “The mark is already aboard his ship and will depart in a few days. How do you plan your next attack? Will you shoot your way onto the ship and pretend you got the wrong door?”

      “He will have to leave the ship at some point.”

      “And you rely on this? What then? Will you pretend that it’s a random mugging? Twice in a row? You might as well go with a banner saying: ‘We’re going to kill Hankerson’.”

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      If looks could kill, he would be dead on the spot. “What happened, happened. Do you want us to return the money you paid in advance? You know it doesn’t work like that in this business.”

      Bandon stood up slowly from the folding table that had been ready for him in the warehouse. Fatima raised her eyebrows.

      “The money does not matter. What is more important is that tracks are covered. Then I will have to resolve the matter with someone competent.”

      “You are not thinking of trying some hotshot! I wasn’t born yesterday!”

      Bandon heard a clicking sound behind him. He did not need to turn around. One of Black Fatima’s people was there. He knew that they were moving closer to him. He could feel it. But he could not put on much pressure, or the person would realize that he knew.

      “I advise you to get out of here, Mr. Jones,” said Fatima. “Let’s both forget about what we have seen, then we will both be happy.”

      “I fear that you do not realize what you have got into and what has begun,” smiled Bandon.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      He turned his head. A sturdy man with a pistol stood behind him. He would probably have defeated Bandon even without a weapon.

      Or so he thought.

      “Mr. Jones, do you know how many unidentifiable corpses there are on this station?” said Fatima. “I know that you have no allies for miles around. If we throw your body into the wastewater treatment plant, the acids will dissolve it and a nanoscanner will be needed to establish that you were ever alive.”

      Bandon had to chuckle, and not even the subsequent sharp stab of pain bothered him.

      “You really have no idea what you are playing with.”

      The man behind him was already preparing to shoot, but all of a sudden, he could not.

      Bandon stood there, calmly. He didn’t even move.

      “Frank!” screamed Fatima.

      The shooter roared and grasped at his head. Bandon could already feel his mind. A sudden agony, worse than the severest migraine that the man had ever experienced. And worse still, the fear, he did not know what was happening to him.

      He clutched at his head, dropped the weapon and fell to his knees.

      Fatima stepped forward, reaching for the weapon herself. She did not know what was happening but was just reacting.

      She took two steps before grabbing her head, just like her bodyguard had.

      Bandon continued to stand there, calmly, and read both minds. Mostly he got just random thoughts. If he had wanted a detailed interrogation, he would have to ask specific questions and then observe the answers, but fortunately, he did not have to.

      Fatima had still not fallen to her knees. She was in robust health, although even she must feel as if an iron fist was squeezing her brain. She was no longer crying out. Tears streamed down her face. An almost animal terror was in her eyes, and her mind.

      “As I was saying, you have no idea what – and who – you’re playing with,” said Bandon. His chest hurt, but he barely noticed it now. The pain of his two victims was stronger than any discomfort he felt.

      It was time to stop.

      He intensified his mental grip. Behind him he heard the blow as the bodyguard fell, unconscious. Fatima was still holding out, but her tears had been replaced by streams of blood flowing from her eyes, ears and nose.

      One last effort, one last silent scream. Then her limp body hit the ground next to the bodyguard’s.

      Bandon breathed in. Connecting with a dying man was always an interesting experience.

      He took several deep breaths, resulting in piercing pain in his chest. He turned on the drug feeder on his neck and immediately felt the relief.

      He had to get rid of the go-betweens, there was no other way. Unfortunately this had not solved his main problem. If Daniel Hankerson was already aboard his ship, he would have to find another, discreet method of getting rid of him. But first of all he must find out where the ship was headed.

      He ground his teeth. He would have extra work and in several months’ time their plans would enter the final phase. He had been preparing for this for two years.

      He would find out where the ship was off to and then he would have to contact the Hammer Fleet. Communication out of plan was never pleasant, especially given that the commander of the Hammer Fleet was that bastard Wissien, but he had no choice.

      He shook his head. This was not the first small crisis he had had to contend with over the years. They would manage.

      It was time to get going.
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      “Put your hand here.”

      Daniel Hankerson obeyed and pushed his hand through the circular scanner hatch linking Hub Central with the Hermes. The entrance was guarded by a female marine and a bored male astronaut with the chevrons of a Petty Officer 1st Class. They were both acting as if they had been on guard for a long time. The marine had, however, instantly stood to attention when Daniel arrived, followed by Calvert, and looked straight ahead, as the regulations demanded.

      The scanner detected the chip in his arm and compared his DNA with the naval database. This was necessary to prevent intruders from undergoing bioplastic surgery to resemble a crew member and then penetrating the ship. DNA cannot be so easily deceived.

      When he went through the frame that performed a quick scan of the whole body, they would find the chip in his head. It was not just anybody who had such a chip. The technology used to create it was not available to the Navy, and in the whole of the Central Imperium, there were only a few dozen people with this chip. It was the Imperial Family implant, which allowed the Emperor to determine the exact position of his relatives through FTL communications stations and keep an eye on them. If anyone abducted a relative of the Emperor, they would not be able to hide from the implant. It could not be short-circuited and removing it surgically would require complex and advance neurosurgery, which would be beyond the powers of any abductors.

      In addition, the Emperor also used the implant for other things. When, during the reign of Empress Ethelreda I – the current Emperor’s grandmother – a number of Enhans threatened to revolt and take the Imperial Navy with them, Ethelreda had ordered the creation of similar chips and they had been connected with the naval vessel systems. In Ethelreda’s time, each ship already had advanced automation and the chip enabled access to the ships’ computers. In the event of an uprising, the emperor would personally be able to block certain ship functions and in theory the crew would not be able to do anything.

      In the end, Ethelreda suppressed the threat of rebellion by non-violent means, but the chip – the imperial implant – had persisted. Daniel was aware that it would be possible to circumvent the chip with a little effort. But there wasn’t usually any threat of rebellion in the Navy. The Central Imperium was in a similar situation to many monarchies on pre-space Earth: the emperor enjoyed popularity among people who did not otherwise trust aristocrats, or other Enhans. The Emperor and his family were, of course, also Enhans, but people trusted him. He was also popular in the Navy, whose members, moreover, swore an oath of allegiance directly to him.

      The scan finished, and the astronaut, surprised, stared at Daniel. He probably had no idea of how to greet a relative of the Emperor, so in the end he restricted himself to “That’s fine, sir.”

      “Thank you.” Daniel went through into the tunnel and made way for Calvert, who also had to pass through the detector.

      A few short steps later, and they were at the hermetic seal in the floor. It was not conspicuous in any way and gravity worked normally here, but it was the place where the connecting tube linked with the tube of the Hermes. Daniel went aboard his new ship.

      The hangar was just as he had imagined. When the ship was in service, it would probably be much busier, and part of the ship’s hull would open for landing shuttles. Now there were only a few vessels and the technicians surrounding them.

      However, at the end of the hatchway, another astronaut was waiting, a woman with the pips of a chief petty officer and a yellow band on her arm, which indicated that she worked as the hangar petty officer. Everyone coming aboard was required to report to her.

      “Welcome aboard, sir,” she said.

      “Lieutenant Daniel Hankerson, Intelligence Officer, reporting aboard,” he responded formally.

      Clearly she had heard the gossip and had known he was coming. Not just because she was unimpressed by who or what he was, which most people were indifferent about. But she nodded with the expression of someone who has received exact instruction and is now just reciting them.

      “Welcome. You are to report directly to the Captain.”

      “The captain?” Normal procedure was that a new officer reported to the person currently serving as deck officer, or to the executive officer. Or, where appropriate, to their direct superior, who was Calvert, just behind him.

      “Lieutenant Commander Calvert, returning aboard with our little boy lost.” He chuckled.

      Internally, Daniel shook his head.

      The higher NCO just welcomed Calvert formally, but turned again to Daniel.

      “Yes, to the captain. He gave instructions.”

      “I understand. Where is the captain’s cabin?”

      “He is not in his cabin. You must go to him on the observation deck.” She smiled when she saw Daniel’s expression. “It’s a cabin with a huge panoramic window right on the bow of the ship. I can upload a map of the ship onto your datapad so you can get to the captain easily.”

      “Thank you, Chief... Abrams,” said Daniel. In the Navy, a Chief Petty Officer was traditionally addressed as “Chief” and Daniel had no wish to depart from tradition.

      “You’d better go to him now. And then come and find me; we will also have things to talk about,” said Calvert, with a smile.

      Daniel departed, still wondering what he should think of this man. And his smile.
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        * * *

      

      The Hermes, although a prototype communications ship with revolutionary technology, offered even more in its own right.

      Even after several months, Golna was still getting to know the ship, but he had fallen in love with one place at first sight: the observation deck.

      The observation deck was a large cabin right on the bow of the ship, in the curved section of the hull. No normal cabin would fit into the space around the warehouses, but the designers had decided to set aside several square meters and create a space with a huge viewing window on the wall and ceiling. Golna told himself that, when the Hermes finally set sail, he would host a ceremony here, a celebration or anything else that would entertain the crew.

      But so far, the ship had not launched and he had the observation deck all to himself.

      It did not even matter that the Hermes was still docked at Hub Central. For Golna, this made it even more impressive. He did not have to look at the stars and sigh melancholically to feel small and insignificant. It was enough to look at the huge station and the hundreds of ships of all types, shapes and sizes around him to arouse in him an almost sacred reverence.

      The official center of the Central Imperium was the planet Hub below them. But Hub Central was the true center of all traffic and trade, the main artery of the whole empire. Ships from the five different FTL gates connecting the entire Central Imperium were headed towards it. In the whole empire, there were twenty such gates, and five of them led here, almost a half of all connections. Although each ship had its own FTL drive, the gates enabled ships to transport themselves instantly from place to place over a distance that would mean months or even years of travel for a normal ship.

      The gates were the masterpiece of the Protectors, extra-terrestrial beings who, centuries ago, had made contact with the human race, raised it up from the post-apocalyptic world after the Solar War and integrated it into the galactic community they called the Protectorate. Golna himself did not completely understand the Protectors’ motivation. In fact, nobody completely understood them. But Golna knew that the Protectors as a civilization were obsessed with order and were always uplifting other civilizations and integrating them into their empire. In this way they had raised five races, including the human race, and had made themselves responsible for their protection. None of the member races had been allowed their own militaries, but for that more money was invested in other things. The Gliesans were traders and mostly wanted to live in peace; the Lasians were an ant-like race who could build anything fast to order. Humans were also traders, transporters and cultivators. The Protectors had sent human colonizing expeditions to far-flung corners of the galaxies, where they had not yet established their network of gateways. Each colony was led by a number of modified people – the Enhans.

      The Protectors wanted the colonies to be governed by someone with the correct genetic disposition, greater resistance, stronger reflexes. So the Enhans were created and thus also the aristocracy that the Protectors had formalized by allowing humanity to create the Commercial Empire led by the Emperor, who answered directly to the Protectors and whose position was inherited.

      The Emperors and the Protectors lived on the planet Hub, but they mainly worked directly on Hub Central, which was the center of the empire and the place from where the Protectors oversaw the construction of the gates and built their empire, as if from a palace in the stars.

      Building that empire required people in another way, which was one of the reasons why they had supported the settlement of new human colonies and their population explosion.

      The gates, just like the FTL drive or communications stations, were based on the use of Gertz space; the theory underlying it had been described by Dr. Gertz in the pre- Contact era. While normal FTL drives allowed ships to cling to various levels of Gertz space and thus increase their relative speed, the gates required organic neurological material to maintain the connection allowing instant transit between two points. Unlike drives or communications, the gates needed neurological tissue to create the connections and calculate data. The Protectors had resolved this issue in a very practical way and had used human brains. Nobody knew why, but human neurological tissue was crucial for the gates’ technology and it had been necessary to kill around two million people to create one gate. Therefore, four million, since two gates were needed. None of the other races ruled by the Protectors had sufficient numbers, or were simply not compatible. Not even tissue from captive Ralgars worked, and the Protectors were not the kind of beings who would look for an alternative solution when there was a functional one right in front of them.

      Therefore the Protectors had supported the population explosion and the majority of courts routinely passed the sentence of “mandatory donation of neurological tissue”. And because demand exceeded supply – in the entire Commercial Empire there were no more than a few hundred executions of major criminals annually – the Protectors had approached the acquisition of donors in various different ways, from lotteries to “dealing with homelessness”. Before long, even this was not enough, so they had started sending soldiers to bring people in.

      In this way they constructed twenty gates, before the Protectors vanished in the war with the rival Silmani race, and humanity took power back into its own hands. The Commercial Empire became the Central Imperium and Emperor Olaf II prohibited the construction of further gateways until the Imperial Academy of Science came up with a better way. However, this was one hundred forty years ago and since that time no other method of gate construction had been discovered. In the Imperial Parliament, more and more voices were being raised in favor of overturning the Imperial ban. It was mainly Enhans proposing improvements in the Chamber, and even though Golna understood some of the arguments – such as that the organic material in the gates was gradually dying off and the oldest gates would stop functioning altogether within fifty years – he definitely did not agree that the solution was to find four million people somewhere and make them into two new gates.

      Adrian III, the current Emperor, and his cabinet still shared that opinion, meaning that no new gates were under construction.

      So the Central Imperium, for its existence, used the gates built from mass murder and was forbidden by its own laws from building more. Yet it proudly used those already built.

      Golna understood that too; quite simply, civilization needed to. But that did not change the hypocrisy. However, pragmatism was pragmatism.

      Behind him a buzzer sounded, arousing Golna from his musings. No one from the port ever came into the observation deck, but it was not a secret that the Captain sometimes spent time there. Someone must have come to see him.

      “Come in,” he called. The computer monitoring the room heard his order and opened the door.

      Golna turned around and saw a dark-haired man in the uniform of a lieutenant. He came in and approached the Captain. Behind his brown eyes, Golna saw an analyst. He knew that the lieutenant was observing and assessing his captain. Golna had heard that Daniel Hankerson was good at appraising people... maybe because he so loved going to casinos.

      “Captain. Lieutenant Hankerson reporting for duty.”

      “At ease, Lieutenant. Welcome aboard.” Golna beckoned to him to come and take the place beside him. Hankerson was relatively tall. He did not conceal his Scandinavian roots, just as his relationship with the ruling family was also apparent – the square face and relatively small nose were typical of the Hankerson lineage. The Lieutenant himself had rather broad shoulders and, even though he did not look like a great athlete, was clearly in good shape. Golna himself was taller by maybe 5 centimeters, but Golna was also thinner.

      “I heard about the attack in the casino. Are you really all right?”

      “Yes, sir. A little shaken, maybe.”

      “Lieutenant Commander Calvert has already sent me a message and has also forwarded the police report.” If the attackers really were some sort of extremists, this would be unprecedented on Hub Central. Hankerson was extremely lucky. And also somewhat foresighted...

      “That robot of yours really is an effective bodyguard. Did your family recommend it?”

      “Actually yes, although... well, since Uncle Ardon died nine months ago, someone in the family – maybe Prince Ronald, I’m not sure, recommended that it would be appropriate for even distant relatives to have a bodyguard. At the same time, they did not want much publicity, so that parliament did not make a noise about taxpayers’ money being used to protect the emperor’s great-nephew and cousin god-knows-how-many-times-removed. So, entirely unofficially, the Emperor provided money from his own pocket and recommended that we buy robots from Ashur Robotics. My parents have one of their own each, my Uncle Haskel too, and my sister.”

      “That is probably a good way of evading problems with parliament,” Golna had to admit. The ruler was obligated to protect the succession under the Imperial constitution. This meant that the Emperor and his direct heirs (meaning his children) all had compulsory bodyguards composed of members of the Imperial Guard, a small group of elite bodyguards, whose members were recruited mainly from the Imperial Army and sometimes even from the Imperial Marine Corps.

      “My uncle sometimes has these flashes of brilliance, yes,” said Hankerson. “Kelvin – my robot – saved my life. Commander Calvert recommended that I bring him aboard. He said you might be able to repair him.”

      “Certainly, I agree,” said Golna, shaking his head. “I am still fascinated by the attack. Do you really believe it was because you are an Enhans?”

      “Frankly, I don’t know. As I said to both Calvert and the police inspector, something doesn’t feel quite right.”

      “I hear that you are a good analyst.”

      “Possibly, but when someone is shooting at you, you don’t generally have the time to analyze all the details fully.”

      “That is true. But I still don’t understand. Yesterday I gave an interview to a journalist and the subject of conflict between Enhans and normals came up. I honestly thought that we had left such prejudices behind.”

      Hankerson shrugged. “It’s hard to say, sir. I’m not exactly up-to-date with the main news in the Imperium. I’ve just spent six months on Ferrel Kast on an advanced intelligence course. I am returning to Hub the day after tomorrow to celebrate Succession Day, but I have seen such prejudices on other planets, other worlds. To this day, the Enhans have a privileged position in the Imperial Parliament. The entire system is founded on government by the Enhans, including the Emperor. A lot of people off Hub – and on Earth – have the impression that the Enhans are somewhat privileged. And actually, they are right, it’s like the aristocracy in the old Earth kingdoms.”

      “That was the case under the Protectors. But now it differs from planet to planet.”

      “Yes, of course, sir, but if we think about it, the entire Central Imperium is actually just one big compromise.”

      Golna frowned. What Hankerson was saying came dangerously close to criticism of the Imperium and of the Emperor, which was not something that you should discuss with your superior officer in the Imperial Navy. However, Golna had broached the subject.

      This is a strange way of welcoming a new officer aboard. Particularly when someone tried to kill him just a few hours ago.

      “There are planets like Tarlin, where you and the Mexico City rescued the Enhans despot from his enraged subjects. The Emperor subsequently recognized the new “unenhanced” government of Tarlin and at the same time admitted the daughter of the former despot to the Imperial Parliament. It’s a mishmash. It’s a compromise. There are planets in the Imperium where Enhans can’t hold public office; there are planets where non-Enhans can’t hold public office, and the Emperor and his government try to play both sides against the middle. There is only the constitutional requirement that the Prime Minister must not be an Enhans. We have a huge empire, which is expanding whether we want it to or not.” He pointed out of the window, where a group of cargo vessels could be seen landing just a few hundred meters from where the Hermes was docked. “This is the legacy of the Protectors, which we are only just learning to live with now.”

      “Um hmm...” Golna heaved a sigh. “Maybe you’re right. But the racist attack surprised me.”

      “It really is surprising on Hub Central. It wouldn’t be unusual on planets like Tarlin or Marco Polo.”

      “Maybe not. Perhaps I am too much of an idealist... and perhaps that journalist earlier reminded me of some unpleasant memories. She also mentioned Tarlin and the Mexico City.” It really was strange to be talking in this way to so junior an officer, but this officer had had a difficult experience and also, he was not just any ordinary officer.

      It was time to change the subject. He pointed through the window at the silhouette formed by the Seventh Fleet.

      “Incidentally, the Mexico City is over there now. She’s part of the Seventh Fleet. Just like a lot of people I know.”

      “A lot of intelligence officers I know fly with the Fleet. And of course, my uncle Ronald Hankerson. He commands a cruiser squadron. Sir, I have heard that we are not joining the Seventh Fleet?”

      “It sets sail in a few days and we have not received orders yet, so, unfortunately not. But you are an analyst, Lieutenant. What do you think they will do with the Hermes?”

      Hankerson took a moment to consider this seriously. “The Ralgars are the greatest threat facing the Imperium. It will definitely make use of options provided by ships like the Hermes. But the areas attacked by the Ralgars have plenty of communications stations on the planets. The Seventh and the Third Fleets can use them for communication. I think they will send us someplace else. A long way away from the Ralgars.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “The Imperium is large and the Admiralty will not want to give the impression that we only protect planets on the Ralgar frontier. Sending the newest ship to them could be a good political move.”

      Golna chuckled. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course not. But you wanted an analysis, Captain. Analysis is guessing, just a bit more sophisticated. If you guess correctly several times in a row, you gain the reputation of a successful analyst.”

      “Is it the same when you play poker?”

      “Yes, sir. Just bluffing is harder in analysis.”

      “Well, we will see what the future will bring. Nevertheless, I am pleased that you are all right, Lieutenant. Welcome aboard the Hermes.”
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        * * *

      

      By the afternoon of the same day, Golna could be satisfied that Daniel Hankerson had not been far wrong.

      “The orders have arrived, XO,” he told Bossev, when the executive officer arrived at the captain’s cabin. “Or at least, partial orders.” He tapped on the computer monitor, as if wanting to indicate where they had come from.

      “Yes, sir?” asked Bossev, cautiously.

      “Yes. We’re flying to the Konstantin Sector.”

      “That’s completely the opposite direction from the Ralgars.” Bossev tried with all his strength not to look disappointed. Golna understood. They both knew that this was probably coming, and they wanted to leave with the Seventh Fleet at a time when the Central Imperium was facing another Ralgar Incursion, but Bossev also had more personal reasons. For Golna, only his former ship and several friends and acquaintances were leaving with the Fleet, but Bossev’s wife and the mother of his two children served on one of the ships. Bossev certainly hated the thought that he would be flying off in a completely different direction. All the more because the Konstantin Sector was the most recently settled and relatively backward.

      But the Hankerson lad’s guess was rather good.

      “Yes, it’s on the opposite side, but we knew that it would come to this. The orders are not very detailed, I only know what our aim is, and something about a ‘PR mission’. I would say that the Admiralty just wants us to show the flag there.” He glanced at the orders. “At the same time, they inform us that we are not flying alone. The Task Group 35 will be formed around the Hermes and tomorrow morning we are to welcome aboard...” he looked again at the name “...Commodore Abiola Wabara. Do you know her?”

      Bossev shook his head.

      “Me neither.”

      Bossev chuckled. “At least she will be able to use the cabin we have here.”

      Golna laughed. Like the majority of spaceships, the Hermes did not have space to waste, but because it was expected that the communications ship would be used to transport commodores and admirals coordinating the Fleet, she had a luxury flag cabin.

      “As well as Commodore Wabara, we will be joined by other ships, but the Admiralty is not yet able to tell us what sort, or how many. They only write that it will be a group of five to eight ships.”

      “That doesn’t really tell us very much. When do we set sail?”

      “On the twenty-second of this month.”

      “That’s just ten days away!”

      “Correct, XO. That’s why we need to get a move on.”
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        * * *

      

      The archaic bosun’s whistle sounded in front of the tunnel linking the Hermes with Hub Central. Captain Golna, Commander Bossev, Lieutenant Commander Calvert and another half-dozen senior officers stood to attention.

      “Commanding Officer, Task Group 35, arriving!” announced the loud-speaker in the hangar.

      Commodore Abiola Wabara was a small, stocky figure who was barely five feet tall. Her complexion was a shade lighter than her short, frizzy black hair, and her eyes burned with the self-confidence of someone who knows what they are doing

      Behind her marched a pale man with the rank of Lieutenant Commander. He appeared quite young for his rank.

      Golna took a step forward and saluted.

      “Welcome aboard the Hermes, Commodore.”

      Wabara returned his salute. “Thank you, Captain.” She looked around the hangar and the assembled officers and astronauts. “I see that you have had plenty of time to train the crew.”

      Golna was not sure if this was meant as praise.

      “Yes, Commodore. The Hermes has already undergone her space test and is ready to set sail. The last crew members will arrive in the next two days.”

      “Good, because in front of us we have a lot of work and very little time.” Wabara indicated the man with her. “This is Lieutenant-Commander McNee, my Staff Officer.”

      There was a further round of greetings. Golna then introduced his officers.

      “May I show you to your cabin, ma’am?”

      “If you don’t mind, Captain, I would rather go straight to the conference room and go through the orders with you, so we are all on the same page. Not that the orders are particularly detailed, so far.”

      “Certainly, ma’am.”

      Wabara took one last look around the hangar. “Good. I think we will soon know each other better. But we have a lot of work to do. Let’s get started.”
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        * * *

      

      By the following day, everyone on the ship knew that the Commodore was aboard. Daniel had no need to worry about this. Like on all ships, regular astronauts shuttled between their quarters, the mess and their post during normal service. As an officer, Daniel was in a slightly different position, and as his conversation with the Captain of the previous day had indicated, the command would probably sometimes be glad to know his views.

      However, this did not change the fact that he was just not interested in whether there was a Commodore aboard the Hermes or not.

      He was wearing a clean work uniform when he went through the hatch to the on-board communication center. The entrance was guarded by two marines, which was more than normally took care of the Captain’s or Admiral’s cabin. It showed just how much the Imperial Navy valued its new toys.

      The center looked like an old-fashioned telephone switchboard, just with the modern technology of the twenty-eighth century, but Daniel could not get out of his head the image of women in below-knee skirts, nylons and permed hair on which they balanced headphones. There were advanced computers here, about as many men as women and nobody was sticking wires into sockets in the machine. But the hustle and bustle, and operators seated beside each other and constantly connecting with someone were all similar, as were the supervisors walking among them and monitoring everything.

      One of them registered Daniel’s arrival, and smiled.

      Calvert.

      “Welcome, Lieutenant. Are you rested and recovered?”

      “Yes, sir, thank you.”

      “No nightmares?”

      It was difficult to tell if Calvert’s questions were meant honestly; if he was asking for something to say or if he was poking fun at the matter.

      From his eyes, Daniel realized that he was partly sincerely interested, but hiding it at the same time. Calvert was someone who loved life and did not take it too seriously, but simultaneously understood that the façade of a jolly butterball served him well as a cover and took good advantage of this.

      He was the ideal spy. Daniel himself had also long since learned that, if you give people something they can fix on to, they will ignore everything else about you.

      “No nightmares, sir,” he answered. A mere two days had passed since the attack. Ultimately, however, Calvert was right: the first night after the first killing was never pleasant. Daniel was able to justify it to himself and dared to say that he was recovering, but the first night had been complicated.

      But now he was all right and able to engage in his duties.

      “Good. Come with me, then.” Calvert moved off and Daniel followed him. “This is the communications center. The current shift supervisor is Lieutenant Chen there, she’s the small woman standing on the second floor, otherwise Commander Waykar is in charge. Part of the communications center is earmarked for us from Intelligence. This way, past the communications apparatus.”

      He led Daniel from the “switchboard” through two hatches – guarded by another four marines – and they found themselves in a hall where several technicians with Engineer badges, not communications specialists, were seated by a glass panel, behind which Daniel could see a giant ball spouting dozens of pipes and all sorts of other apparatus that he did not understand. However, he recognized the communication coils and realized that they were huge.

      Planet-based communications stations were as large as small towns, but this was in the middle of the Hermes, occupying space practically from one side of the hull to the other, but that sphere still had a radius of barely a few tens of meters.

      When the government of the Protectors was already nearing its end, Dr. Anita Parekh, of the Research Institute in New Jaipur, had invented FTL communication, described as the greatest purely human discovery. The communications apparatus could connect with any receiver through Gertz space, but it was only possible to establish contact from one side. You could talk in both directions, but only one side could make the call. You couldn’t call back from a receiver. Progress, however, cannot be stopped. The more advanced technology is, the smaller it becomes. Daniel wondered briefly if, one day, an FTL communications device would be part of a cellphone. And then it really would work in both directions.

      “Well, there it is,” said Calvert, grimacing. “The apparatus is reinforced with armor on all sides. We are actually here, in a large iron ball, which should survive even if the ship around us is shot to pieces...” He emphasized the word should. “And it is also not entirely safe if those coils are damaged, that will produce more radiation than a normal reactor, which will contaminate everything, quickly. That is why there are technicians inside the gallery, and there is also a set of repair robots. If it goes up, it shouldn’t take you out immediately.” Again, he smiled jovially. “You Enhans are more resistant, even against radiation, is that true?”

      “Supposedly, yes, but I’ve never had the chance to try it out.”

      Calvert took Daniel further. They reached a room that was considerably smaller. Astronauts with Intelligence badges were sitting at some twenty computers. Behind them loitered one more officer, wearing an expression that screamed “shift supervisor”. All young officers who were shift supervisors wore the same expression, which in principle meant “I want to look like a supervisor, and self-confident, and at the same time I’m scared of screwing up.”

      “And here is our awesome little Intelligence nest,” said Calvert. “Lieutenant Hankerson, this is Lieutenant Patricia Gabor, second shift Intelligence Officer. You will be responsible for the first shift.”

      Daniel held out his hand. “Daniel. Nice to meet you.”

      She made a face. “I know, you are the fish murderer.”

      She was only half joking. So, an animal lover, then. He wondered what she would say if she knew that he had already negotiated permission to bring a rabbit from Hub aboard.

      He looked around the Intelligence Centre. “It’s busier here than I was expecting.”

      “We are testing how it works, broadly speaking,” said Gabor. “Right now we are communicating with the Third Fleet and all our observation stations along the entire Ralgar frontier.”

      Of course, the Fifteenth Ralgar Incursion was what interested everybody right now.

      Gabor seemed to know he was interested too. She pressed several buttons and on one of the large wall screens there appeared a large map of the Central Imperium. The gates and trade routes were marked on it. To the galactic north – as the direction on the map was marked by convention, although realistically, the points of the compass did not exist in space – he could see the site of the invasion.

      This Ralgar Incursion was the worst for several decades. There were always skirmishes on the frontiers, but the Ralgars as such did not have any clear military target, certainly not one that humans would understand. Of course, they targeted large habitable planets and this time it seemed that they would like to seize the Wuwei Gate. Nonetheless, all this was random. It was as if wild clans were fighting.

      And this, perhaps, was not so far from the truth. The Ralgars were lizards who behaved like barbarian hordes, and their military tactics usually consisted of sacrificing a small group of ships to lure the enemy from their position. Most battles were based on the actions of individual warriors.

      Ralgar society was made up of a number of clans and super-clans, and they were more belligerent towards each other than humans were. They fought each other much more frequently than anybody else, but from time to time a few clans would unite and attack the Central Imperium. These wars were called Incursions, but between individual incursions there were dozens if not hundreds of smaller skirmishes.

      This time, however, it was a proper Incursion, the fifteenth large enough to be counted as such. As Daniel looked at the map, he realized that this was one of the worst Incursions.

      “A lot of clans must have united,” he muttered.

      “Yeah,” agreed Gabor. “According to the most recent reports, they have a new chief, who has united a few of the larger super-clans. Brutally, I think, if I know the Ralgars. Well, he has now promised them a new victory in the war.” She indicated on the map. “Look how many of them are converging towards Rosario. Our most populous and advanced planet in the area. That’s where we are sending the Seventh Fleet. Most of the Third Fleet has to maintain position near the Wuwei Gate, but the Ralgars are attacking along the entire frontier.”

      “It’s probably a good thing that the Seventh Fleet is leaving soon,” said Daniel.

      Calvert pointed at the map. “But they are going here, to the Rosarian gate. This will protect our planets in this region here, including Mohawk, Yaoundé and New Sydney. They aren’t going to form a united front with the Third Fleet.”

      “At least they will split the Ralgars,” said Gabor. “Hell, horrible to be stranded here. Sir, is it true that we are flying in completely the opposite direction?”

      Calvert shrugged. “We are flying where the Navy sends us.”

      “Awesome.”

      Calvert clapped Daniel on the shoulder. “Learn the ropes here, Lieutenant. Feel free to study the Ralgars and if you notice something, don’t be afraid to speak up. But our goal is elsewhere and soon we will have to concentrate on that.”
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