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      Power was awesome.

      Demeter Lardon was aware of this simple truth every evening, as he stood on the balcony of his bedroom on the highest floor of the royal residence and gazed at the night lights of Library City, the capital of the planet Folna. The entire city and the entire planet belonged to him. They came under his rule, meaning he had the lives of all the people on the planet in his hands.

      His two brothers, from the powerful House Lardon, were more ambitious. They wanted to play politics at Imperial level, to intrigue and scheme. Demeter was happy where he was. He didn’t want to rule some nameless star system. That wasn’t real power. Governing one planet was true power.

      Demeter had never made any secret of this attitude, and when the Lardons, with their agents and secret allies from the New Protectorate, had taken control of the important planet Folna, Demeter was the ideal candidate for ruler. His brothers knew that he was not as cunning as they were, but he was reliable, and that was what they needed.

      Demeter Lardon had power. His brother Arian could play high politics and intrigue on Hub, and Conan could govern their home planet of Haveloc, but Demeter had a new planet that was all his own.

      Of course, he had to sell his new government somehow. The mere fact that Lardon was an Enhans wasn’t enough for people today. He had to explain to them that Enhans were created not just to govern people but also to protect them, and that he and his allies would protect Folna and transform it into an oasis of peace in these difficult times after the collapse of the Imperium.

      And Folna really had become an oasis of peace. Earlier, this world had been a trade junction and the center of the Central Imperium’s sector of the same name. An FTL gate led from it to another important junction, at Davenport. For the better part of a year, when the New Protectorate had arrived with a bang in the Imperium, wiped out the Imperial family on the planet Hub and thrown the entirety of civilization into chaos, Folna had become all the more attractive. The Lardons were working with the New Protectorate, although not officially. By no means. Officially they were merely attempting to stabilize certain territories in the midst of chaos, as was the case on Folna, for example. Demeter knew that Arian Lardon was on Hub, negotiating almost daily with the leader of the New Protectorate there, and agreeing the new arrangement of the Imperium, where Enhans, under the patronage of the New Protectorate, would again have the privileged positions they had held before.

      Enhans had been created a long time ago now. When the Protectors arrived in the Solar System, they made poverty-stricken humanity the driving force of their interstellar Commercial Empire, founded the imperial family and created a caste of superhumans, the Enhans, who were the more resistant and more intelligent rulers of individual planets.

      But then the Protectors vanished, and even though the imperial family remained, the prestige of Enhans gradually declined. The Emperor renamed the Commercial Empire, calling it the Central Imperium, and began to suck up to the normals, rather hypocritical, Lardon realized, given that members of the Imperial Family were also Enhans.

      Lardon smiled wryly at that thought, while a gentle evening breeze wafted into his face from the twilight city. All that remained of the Emperor and his family was a giant crater on planet Hub. Officially, some youth called Daniel Hankerson was now Emperor. He was isolated somewhere and had thwarted the New Protectorate’s plans somewhat, but Lardon wasn’t worried about this. Hankerson could cause problems in the Konstantin and Barrondo sectors, but he could only reach the heart of the Imperium – where he could really make a difference – through Folna and the local gate. In the star system, Demeter Lardon had an entire task force that was loyal only to him, and the New Protectorate’s ships were on the other side of the gate. Hankerson would love to fly here, Lardon knew it; less than two months ago, he had sent a small recon force, but now he was still hanging around at Barrondo. His warships had not moved. Folna, meanwhile, was growing stronger. It wasn’t just warships that had arrived. Lardon had also used his own contacts and won some Ralgars over to his side. Granted, the Central Imperium was waging war against the Ralgars, on the other side of its territory, but here they were Lardon’s own personal bruisers. He never knew how those big lizards understood the notion of loyalty, but some “dishonored clans”, or whatever they called themselves, were often available for hire as mercenaries. Even as a child, Lardon knew that many Enhans on Haveloc had regarded a Ralgar bodyguard as a sign of prestige. Lardon now had several hundred Ralgar bodyguards across the planet. And he was acquiring more all the time.

      He smiled as he saw the lights of the large atmospheric ferry in the distance. A ship that landed in Library City, probably from a transfer station in orbit. Refugees from the entire Folna Sector were streaming to Folna, but also Barrondo and Davenport. It was peaceful here. Sometimes, Lardon himself went through the lists of asylum-seekers on the station and personally chose who would be let in and who not.

      This was where true power lies. Desperate people fleeing war then saw him as a demigod, and were so grateful to him that they would do anything for him.

      Which Lardon was more than happy to take advantage of.

      He took a last breath of night air and turned his steps back to the bedroom, where his latest discovery awaited him.

      The woman waiting for him had arrived a few days ago; she was one of the many people driven from their homes by the war. Pictures of her had reached Lardon shortly before her ship had arrived from Ta La Bar. As soon as she was in Library City, finding her and getting to know her a little better had not been a problem. She was the type of beauty who had known poverty and would do anything not to go back to it. Maybe she suspected that, for Lardon, she was just another notch on the bedpost, but there was always hope. Women are mistresses of self-deception. The girl would definitely not come off badly. Lardon rewarded his lovers generously and, if she was good, maybe he would keep her here for several nights. He gave a special pager as a farewell gift to some of his lovers. It allowed him to summon them to him. He had himself been surprised at how quickly some girls came running when he got in touch. It was another opportunity for them to leave the refugee camp or slum and spend a few days in luxury.

      Power was awesome.

      The girl noticed he was back, and bent her head. Lardon spotted that she was examining the luxury furnishings. She had never seen such luxury in her life before. Just his desk, made of sagar wood, with a built-in FTL receiver, could probably feed her family for a few years. The price of his luxurious stapler, inlaid with the same wood, that was lying on the table and used for stapling archaic paper documents, would feed her for a week.

      “You don’t need to lower your eyes,” he said to her, a little condescendingly. “I won’t bite.”

      The corners of her mouth twitched into a nervous smile, but she raised her eyes. She was beautiful, though not an absolute pageant beauty, but that was never the point. Lardon could have hundreds of models with bioplastic surgery, if he wanted, but he was drawn by women who simply caught his attention somehow. This girl had olive skin and blond hair. The roots were black, as if she had dyed it and not changed the pigment at genetic level. Her little face was pretty. She continued to look at him, smiling nervously, with eyes containing a mixture of gratitude and expectation.

      Lardon approached her. She didn’t move away. He caught her by the shoulders and kissed her, first on her forehead, then her mouth.

      She smelled lovely. He didn’t recognize her perfume. He knew that his assistants had all the women washed and perfumed downstairs, before they sent them up. They gave each one some exotic aroma, however, as a unique fragrance.

      “You see, I don’t bite,” he repeated, smiling. She was almost as tall as he was, but still tended to bend her head. Lardon kissed her hair. It was a good thing he was only wearing a bathrobe. Pants would have been too tight right now.

      “Take your clothes off,” he whispered in her ear. It sounded loving, but they both understood that this was exactly what was expected of her. He took a few steps back from her and sat down in an armchair.

      “Well, come on, then,” he told her again, and took a glass of champagne from the bedstand. It came directly from Earth. Importing it was hideously expensive.

      The girl obeyed. She was wearing a one-piece summer dress. It came off over her head immediately. A moment later, she stood nervously in front of him in her underwear, but before he could prompt her to, she continued. She kicked off her summer shoes and removed her bra and panties. Lardon drank his champagne and assessed her with the eye of an expert. Her breasts were just right, he decided, for doing it directly on, and afterwards he could stick a few banknotes on them.

      She took a few steps toward him. That reluctant smile again. “And... will you get undressed?”

      With a hint of playfulness, she ran a hand over his face. That was good. A pinch of nervousness and subordination was arousing, but Lardon was not the sort of man who wants to take all the initiative.

      “It’s necessary at such times,” he laughed. He gave her a glass, and stood up. She drank while he took off his robe. Her eyes fixed themselves to his crotch. Yes, it was obvious that he was excited.

      “You can kneel for me,” he said, smiling. Her smile was warmer now. Maybe this tempted her. Something else flashed in her eyes, something that Lardon could not identify.

      She put down her glass and stretched her hand out to his crotch.

      “Whatever you wish,” she whispered. Her voice sounded different now. But Lardon had no time to think about this before she touched him.

      Then he suddenly screamed as she tugged violently. Pain shot through him, and he lost his balance. He fell onto all fours and she moved out of his way only just in time.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he roared. She now took him by the hand and yanked it up. She tried to turn him onto his back as he lost his footing and staggered again.

      Adrenaline flooded his body and his rage awoke. His Enhans reflexes did their job and he instantly leapt to his feet. The bitch! She must have thought she could try something on him!

      Women like that came to him sometimes. Damned scum who thinks that she can be fresh with an Enhans! Lardon had imprisoned the last one who did that in an isolated cell underground, and just left her there, so she slowly starved to death, surrounded by her own excrement.

      This one looked like she would deserve a similar fate.

      He quickly slipped out of her grasp and, with all his strength, tried to kick her legs from under her. Then he would just jump on her before she recovered, and then...

      He hadn’t even noticed that the girl had moved. Suddenly he had nothing to kick at and immediately he felt a severe blow to the nape of his neck.  He reeled and lashed out at her, but again she was elsewhere. What the fuck was she?! She must be an Enhans! But that wasn’t possible. Enhans had a higher body temperature – the tax paid for a faster metabolism – he would have noticed when he kissed her forehead.

      “You bitch!” He lashed out at her again. When he missed, he jumped to the armchair and pressed one point on the armrest, and a knife appeared from a secret drawer. Lardon reached for it, but she was already beside him. He grabbed the knife, lashed out, but her hand caught his wrist. He shrieked. Not even Enhans were this strong!

      What the fuck is she?

      She flung him away. He flew through the air and landed on his back on the bed, to which barely a minute ago he had planned to pull her himself.

      He had dropped the knife. He quickly scrambled to his feet, but she was already standing over him and her fist hit him in the face. The world went dark before his eyes.

      
        
        “I’m sorry for spoiling your evening, lover boy, but today we’re playing by my rules.”
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        * * *

      

      He came to immediately, thanks to his Enhans metabolism. Adrenalin was pumping round his body and he was seething with rage. He could taste blood in his mouth. He still had all his teeth, but one moment out cold was long enough for her to tie him to the bed with no difficulties. Round his wrists he had the ropes and straps that he used in some of his more amusing little games, but normally he was the one who did the tying up!

      His arms were outstretched and each wrist was tied to the head of the bed.

      She towered over him, still naked. In one hand she held his knife; in the other, the glass of champagne, which she drained.

      “You bitch!”

      She put the champagne glass on the nightstand and looked at him. “Bitch? Well, I’ve been called worse. But at least you’re awake again.”

      Lardon was scarlet in the face. This girl really had no idea how much pain she had caused herself. First he would throw her to his personal guard. They would definitely be very glad to show a non-Enhans bitch what she was worth. Then he would leave her to die slowly of hunger.

      He signaled to the implant he had in his brain. It wasn’t as sophisticated as the chip that members of the Imperial family had in their brains; biomechanical implants were still expensive, even for most Enhans, but what Lardon had in his head was more than enough. He had just sent a signal for assistance. It would, of course, be a little embarrassing to be found tied up like this, but he wouldn’t care. It was sufficient to think about what he would then do to her!

      He heard himself chuckle. The girl just raised her eyebrows, with a hint of amusement. Then they both heard a beeping sound. From somewhere here in the bedroom. Lardon thought for an instant before realizing that that was precisely the sound of his signal for help to his bodyguards’ comlinks.

      The girl looked around, then went over to the neat heap of clothing that she had left, and dug out of it a beeping wristwatch.

      “Well, will you look at that! I must admit that I have no idea where I got this from. Either from one of those two Enners guarding the corridor, or from one of the four backups in one of the neighboring bedrooms.” She turned back to him. Lardon gaped at her, goggle-eyed, and she smiled. “When you order a girl to your room, it’s a good idea to make sure that the guards who let her in are still alive.  Remember that for next time, sweetheart. If there is a next time. That’s up to you.”

      Lardon calmed down a little. If the bitch wanted to kill him, she would have done so by now. She wanted him alive. For a ransom? Or would she demand the release of some prisoner? Even if she had somehow overcome his guards, she wouldn’t get out of the building. The whole palace might be only a renovated hotel, but even so, it was still one big fortress.

      Maybe it would be unpleasant for him. Maybe she would humiliate him, but she wouldn’t get out of here alive. For the worst-case scenario, Lardon had a chip with painkillers implanted in his body. If she wanted to torture him, he would feel very little.

      His confidence grew again. And with it, his hatred.

      “Who are you?” he growled.

      “No, no. I’m asking the questions.” She climbed onto the bed and sat down astride him. Under other circumstances this might arouse him.

      She held the knife right in front of his face. “As it happens, honey bun, I need something from you. It isn’t difficult. You can do it from here.”

      Lardon laughed. “You bitch! Do you really think I will do something for you?”

      “Bitch really is a favorite word in your family, isn’t it? Your little boy called me that too.”

      Lardon frowned. He had any number of sons and daughters with different women – the Enhans gene was dominant and it was his duty to spread it – but clearly this woman could mean only one of his sons.

      “Cassian? So that little brat sent you?”

      The family had written Cassian off when he had tried to take on Hankerson personally on Barrondo. Was he angry that daddy hadn’t stood up for him, so sent him this nonentity? Surely not.

      “I’ve met him,” said the girl. “But screw him. I need you to call the commander of the task force in orbit and summon him and all senior officers here for an unplanned night meeting. Then I want...”

      “Piss off, bitch,” he retorted.

      She bent over him until her face was inches from his. She still smelled lovely. “You’re tied up and I have a knife,” she hissed, and for the first time, there was some emotion in her voice. “I really advise you to do what I tell you. Call your commander in orbit and summon him here. If you don’t, I’ll cut off your dick and balls and stuff them down your throat!”

      Lardon laughed. “Do you know how many little bitches like you have threatened me like that? Go to hell and take your empty threats with you! You have no more than ten minutes before they come for you.”

      The girl sighed and got up off him again. The expression on her face was almost regretful. “You know, this happens to me a lot. My boyfriend is a poker player. I’d never played much, but when I’d been out with him once, I had to play too. But I have one major problem. It causes problems in poker, and sometimes in real life too. I can’t bluff. I’ve just never managed to. So no, alas, nobody will ever hear empty threats from me.”

      She bent over his crotch, seized his intimate parts and with one smooth slicing movement, fulfilled her threat.

      Lardon shrieked until his crown jewels were stuffed into his mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Why does everyone always think I’m bluffing? wondered Hila Eban, as Lardon finally succumbed to unconsciousness. She went to wash her hands, but two women burst into the room.

      “The area is secured and... my God...”

      Elda Foskan, one of the members of the Imperial Guard, whom Daniel had sent with Hila on this mission, just stared at the bound and castrated Lardon on the bloodied bed. The blood was very visible on the beige bedlinen.

      “He didn’t believe that I don’t bluff,” said Hila. She was still naked, although the other two women were dressed and armed. She picked her clothes up off the floor and began to dress herself. “Anyway, he has painkillers implanted in his body. In order to convince him quickly, I had to use something other than physical pressure. Losing something valuable always helps. I would have preferred just to threaten him with this, but he didn’t believe me.”

      The other woman, guardswoman Devika Pradhan, stared at him, goggle-eyed.  Foskan spoke up again. “How... how did you do that without him bleeding to death?”

      “It’s not too difficult. You just have to leave enough to put a tourniquet on. The stapler he has on the table was very useful for that.”

      Foskan grimaced. Pradhan looked more defiant. “Well... even so, it seems extreme to me. He was a prisoner...”

      “A prisoner? Well yes, he was. But he’s also the guy whose buddies robbed you of your leg on Lundin, or who wiped out billions of people. He had a few women killed because they wouldn’t sleep with him. Do you really think it bothers me that I cut off his dick? When it’s all over, they can press charges.”

      “More likely to be another imperial pardon,” muttered Foskan, looking at the supine Lardon. What was left of his junk lay on the pillow beside his head. “This floor is secured, we’ve blocked the lifts and that program of Mr. Foster’s, the one we downloaded onto the computers, is still working. The security guys downstairs are still getting a nice dose of knockout gas through the ventilation system. It’s the same crap that Donatra used to dope Commodore Wabara and Princess Radana. It acts more slowly, but it will knock out even Enner metabolisms, and most anti-drug implants can’t stop it.”

      “I still don’t get why this building isn’t isolated against something like this,” said Pradhan, happy that she could focus on something other than the prostrate castrato. “Isolated and separated ventilation systems should be standard.”

      “This floor is isolated,” said Hila. “Don’t forget that this was originally a hotel. Lardon had this floor sealed, but the rest of the hotel is open. He has guards there, as well as courtiers and toadies, but he was most afraid for himself. And it didn’t occur to anyone that an attacker might begin here, then take over the rest of the hotel. Now we have to convince darling Lardon here to summon those collaborators in orbit. Elda, do you have the adrenaline?”

      “Yes,” said the guard, fumbling in her pocket for a small ampoule. It wasn’t actually adrenaline, in fact, but some compound from Barrondo, but that didn’t matter. It was guaranteed to wake Lardon up. “And what if he refuses to cooperate? What will you threaten him with then?”

      “Nothing. That’s not how it works. He will do anything for us now. I’ve come across this before. He will do what we tell him to, he’s in so much shock that he won’t think of doing anything else. Also, he has the promise and hope that it will regrow at some point in future with gene therapy. It will take a few months, but the possibility is there. But only if we let him live.”

      She took the ampoule from Foskan.

      “Incidentally, you were right. His soldiers were all Enners and they have Superiori Brigade epaulettes.”

      Hila snarled. “Yes, those are the Enner units, they’re the reason the Emperor created the Omega Commandos back in the day. He didn’t trust the Enners. And here someone got hold of an entire company.”

      Foskan nodded. She knew about Hila’s involvement with the secret Omega Commandos, for which Hila had undergone illegal genetic modifications based on Ralgar DNA. Modifications that she had exhibited to Lardon too. Modifications that were the reason why she had barely seventeen years to live.

      She pressed the injector into Lardon’s hand. He woke up, gasping for breath, then roared again, but this time probably with shock, not pain.

      “Take it easy. Stay still. Now I need you to do what we want... exactly what we tell you. Is that clear? And don’t forget that I don’t bluff.”

      He did exactly what they told him.
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      Daniel Hankerson gave his cards a cursory glance and immediately threw them down.

      “Fold,” he muttered grumpily. He was well aware that his frustration did not spring from Kelvin dealing him cards as useless as a 4 and a 9 offsuit. No, he was frustrated by the feeling of powerlessness. He couldn’t stand it.

      “They should have made contact ages ago!”

      “Secret missions to enemy territory really can’t be planned to the minute, Your Majesty,” said Commander Graham Calvert, smiling, and also threw down his cards. “You should know that. You used to be in Intelligence.”

      “Yes, and I hated the feeling of helplessness there too,” Daniel sighed, looking at his former boss. Calvert was the chief intelligence officer of the ship Hermes and now also of the whole of the Emperor’s Own Task Force. Generally Daniel liked his jovial nature and the way he slid through life smiling. Not today.

      “Feeling helpless and waiting is somehow part of life in the Navy,” said the next man at the table, Commodore Alexander Golna. The lanky older man, a native of Tombara, was the Hermes’ commanding officer and now also the commander of the attached cruiser squadron. More than anything else, he was Daniel’s mentor and was surprisingly knowledgeable about what was expected from an Emperor. Nobody would guess that someone from Tombara, where the people used orgies to reproduce, would be an expert in court etiquette.

      “I know. And the waiting is worse than the powerlessness. I know, but I can let off a bit of steam in my frustration, can’t I?” Daniel shook his head as Golna placed a bet. The remaining two players called. Lieutenant Commander Ray Keto was a young ship quartermaster, whom Daniel had brought on to his staff from the beginning, to deal with the problem of groupthink syndrome, among other things. For the same reason, the Emperor’s staff also included the last member, Laura Gilbert, in its “poker sessions”. This lady was an historian by education and had originally been the governess and companion to Daniel’s younger sister Radana. When she and Radana had been liberated from house arrest on the planet Horgen, Ms. Gilbert had put her shoulder to the wheel with the Emperor’s personal staff.

      She too had had to get used to the fact that Daniel liked to discuss upcoming strategies over poker.

      “You certainly may let off steam, Your Majesty,” said Ms. Gilbert. “We are all afraid.”

      “And we all also know very well that it’s not just about feeling helpless,” said Golna, raising again, while Kelvin laid the first three cards, or flop, on the table.

      “Yes. Dammit. It isn’t.” Daniel shook his head.

      I shouldn’t have let her go, he said to himself. This was something that he didn’t dare say aloud. Not because the others wouldn’t understand his feelings, but because it wasn’t fair. Firstly because it would embroil them too much in his own problems, but primarily because it would imply that he had the right to let Hila go somewhere, or to stop her from going. The whole affair on Folna was her idea; they had gained information from Cassian Lardon on how Demeter Lardon’s government worked, and also that he frequently brought beautiful women to his residence. His spoiled, embittered son had told Calvert absolutely everything. Hila, and the team of women from the Imperial guard that Daniel sent with her, all knew how to catch the attention of someone like Lardon. Cassian had also betrayed the hotel’s security measures, and Mr. Foster of the Foster Group had provided the best hacking programs.

      It was a good plan. Completely crazy, crazier than anything Daniel had come up with himself, but good. Only it meant that the woman Daniel loved would go into danger alone.

      They had already lived through dangerous action together. In the year since they had met and fallen in love, they had survived the collapse of the entire Imperium and a great many battles. Only now he wasn’t in danger, but Hila was. Daniel was sitting aboard the Hermes playing poker, and along with the entire task force, waiting for her to report.

      He watched the game until Keto won it with a pair of tens. Then Daniel’s robot, Kelvin, who was acting as dealer, dealt again.

      Meanwhile, Golna spoke up once more.

      “Your Majesty, believe me, I know how you must feel.”

      “I know. I know. And maybe I’m annoyed that this is just the first step in a lot of things that need to happen one precisely after another. We need to go from Folna to Davenport immediately, then from Davenport we need to quickly establish contact with the Third and Seventh Fleets. And if this fails, we can just throw in the towel. Time is against us, yes. We’ve known that for a long time. Kelvin. How long will it take the enemy fleet – I think they call it the Hammer Fleet? – to get to Hub? The clock continues to tick.”

      “In one hundred and eleven days, Mr. Daniel,” said the robot baldly. “And Mr. Daniel, there is one more thing.”

      “What?”

      “You are big blind.”

      Daniel growled and threw down the obligatory bet. He had been dealt a queen and ten. Offsuit, but he could do something with this.

      “Even an Emperor sometimes needs to vent a little. Normally I vent to my girlfriend, but she’s not here, so you have to be the lightning rod today.”

      Calvert laughed. “We will survive it, Your Majesty. I definitely will.”

      Daniel won that round and it boosted his mood a little. Just a little. In the next round, he again folded, but so did everyone else except Calvert before the flop, so the intelligence officer smilingly collected those few chips.

      The staff was usually larger. Normally Commodore Abiola Wabara and Daniel’s sister Radana also attended. Only Wabara, having been promoted to Rear Admiral, had assumed command of the battle squadron, and Radana had joined the Navy and was now with Wabara aboard the Florida as a cadet.

      Maybe he could have a chat with Radana. The entire task force was keeping radio silence, but he could connect to the Florida via the undetectable laser link. He didn’t even need to use the FTL communications apparatus that the Hermes was equipped with.

      Or he could simply get a grip and wait, like all the others. Whatever was happening on Folna, he would learn about it eventually, and however it turned out, the task force would start to move. The Emperor’s personal staff was now waiting at the edge of the Folna System. It had flown there in the same way that the New Protectorate’s fleet had sailed unobserved through interstellar space as far as Hub over several years. The task force’s great warships were attached to civilian ships heading from Ta La Bar to Folna. At the edge of the system, the Emperor’s Own Task Force had detached and was waiting with the ships’ drives switched off. FTL sensors could only pick up an active drive, so they would not record them, and Daniel’s people were also waiting directly beside Folna. It was similar to the way that seagoing ships had sailed close to each other in the past, so that they appeared as a single contact on the radar.

      The Emperor’s Own Task Force currently had five battleships, one of which had been severely damaged and then hastily patched up. In addition, there were four cruisers, three drone cruisers – also variously damaged during their long voyage – and a troop carrier, the El Guettar, some supply, astrographical and repair ships, and of course the prototype communications ship, the Hermes. The only vessel capable of the FTL communication that Daniel used for his regular broadcasts to address the entire Central Imperium.

      Actually, it’s not the only vessel with FTL communications, he realized. The New Protectorate has two such ships. Much bigger, but it works for them.

      He won another round. He simply bluffed and got away with it. Or he just didn’t care if he lost. This was how he had forced Keto to fold, even though he had at least two jacks. But he had no sense of satisfaction as a result.

      They still had to wait.
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        * * *

      

      The buzzer on the nightstand sounded and Rear Admiral Benicio Taft was instantly awake. Thirty years in the Navy had taught him to wake up immediately and so he drove the last remnants of sleep out of his mind before his hand hit the button on the nightstand.

      “Yes, Admiral here,” he growled, while squinting at the clock on the nightstand. It was one in the morning. His flagship, the Punjab, was synchronized to Folna’s cycle of rotation, which meant a twenty-one-hour day. Taft was a lark anyway, but even in the short Folna days, his people had been asleep for a long time at this hour.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,” said the familiar voice of Captain Ilyushin, the Punjab’s commanding officer, and Taft’s right-hand man. “We have received a message from the surface. Prime Minister Lardon asks us to attend his residence immediately for an important meeting.”

      “What?” Taft was already sitting up. His first thought was to wonder if there had been a hostile attack, but Ilyushin would not announce this to him so calmly. In addition, Ilyushin should also be asleep right now.

      “Yes, Lardon is summoning us to the surface.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes, sir. I spoke to him personally.”

      Taft could fully imagine this. Some poor officer who had landed the night shift had received a message from Library City and instead of risking waking up the Admiral, he had first gone to the Captain. But this did not change the fact that...

      “Now, in the middle of the night?” he repeated, unnecessarily. “Did he say why?”

      “No. When I asked him, he said that he wanted to discuss combat readiness personally. That’s what he said.”

      “And he has to do it now, at night, at all costs?”

      “Yes, sir. When I asked him about it, he said the prime minister didn’t have to justify his orders. And he didn’t invite just us. Commander Sigmarson and the captains and XOs of all the other ships in Task Force Folna Alpha are invited too.”

      Rage bubbled up inside Taft, but he quickly controlled himself. He could not badmouth his boss in front of his subordinates. All the more because that boss was an Enhans, like Taft himself, and Ilyushin was not. He could think for the umpteenth time that Demeter Lardon was a weak member of a very powerful family, but he was his boss, and Taft would be loyal to him. Moreover, Enhans needed to stick together, especially now, when the goings-on in the Central Imperium might potentially restore them to their former glory.

      “Fine. Send a signal to the rest of the task force and summon all captains and XOs. Did Lardon give us a schedule?”

      “Yes, forty-five minutes. The shuttles are to land directly in the palace.”

      “So, we need to move,” growled Taft, and began to take off his pajamas. We’ll meet in the hangar in ten minutes.”

      “Aye aye, sir!”

      The shuttles would need at least fifteen minutes to descend from orbit to the planet’s surface, possibly even longer, because they couldn’t use the Gertz drive so close to it.

      He got out of bed and jumped into the vibration shower for two minutes. They also had water showers aboard, but this was faster. It didn’t refresh him as much, but that didn’t matter.

      He took his best uniform out of the cupboard. There were two gold rectangles on the collar, a rear admiral’s insignia. He stopped for a few seconds and looked at the uniform. He had sacrificed a lot for those pips. The irony had not escaped him when he told Ilyushin that they had to obey their superiors. According to the law of the Central Imperium, they were all guilty of treason here. Taft had no regrets. He had chosen his side.

      Once upon a time, the same uniform had been worn by Benicio Taft as a considerably younger cadet, who had sworn loyalty to the Central Imperium. But the young man full of ideals was gone. He had grown embittered when he had seen younger and younger officers continually promoted over him. As an Enhans, he had joined the Navy to command, to rule. He understood that he would serve under normals, and actually had nothing against them. Ilyushin was a competent officer who knew his place. But the last ten years, when all his normal peers had been promoted over him, had led him here. He had no regrets, he realized, when he put on his rear admiral’s uniform. A year ago, he had been a mere commander and for the ten years before that too.

      He had chosen his side, and would stick to it. Even though Demeter Lardon sometimes needed to make himself feel important by driving a bunch of uniformed officers to one place. Let him. He was their sovereign ruler. Folna was a technically independent world, and the Task Force Folna Alpha was something like a system guard. Taft was not only the commander of the force, but also the de facto chief of staff of the whole navy.

      He finished getting dressed, checked his appearance in the mirror and went out onto the corridor.

      Treason is an empty term. Throughout history, everybody who founded a new state was first deemed a traitor by the old state. The Central Imperium has fallen. That idiot Hankerson can say whatever he likes in his imperial broadcasts. The Imperium fell. Long live the Imperium.
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        * * *

      

      “Nordel!”

      “Yeah, she-Ralgar?”

      Nordel Tull was even bigger than the typical Ralgar. These almost three-meter tall lizards with gecko mouths were the Central Imperium’s main enemies before the New Protectorate had arrived, and were waging war against them at the other end of the Imperium. But if Daniel could do anything, it was gaining allies, and Nordel Tull and his clan had joined them on Barrondo. Nordel had been the ousted chief of Overclan Tull before Daniel hired him to help rebuild the Imperium.

      He was in the habit of calling Hila ‘she-Ralgar’. He had detected that she had Ralgar DNA by sniffing her.

      “Is the hotel secured?” she asked him, when he appeared on Lardon’s private floor.

      “Yeah, all those assholes from the palace... or the hotel, whatever, all those assholes are out cold. It doesn’t work on Ralgars. Like most things. It probably wouldn’t work on you either, she-Ralgar.”

      “That’s possible. What about the other Ralgars?”

      The main thing was that Lardon was attracted by beautiful women and, with the contacts given to Hila by Lardon’s spoiled son, Foskan and Pradhan had also been able to get into the palace. The Ralgars were the second thing. Hila knew that, for Enners, a Ralgar was frequently a matter of prestige and that Lardon had hired Ralgar mercenaries in bulk. So he had been extremely happy when a ship full of Ralgars from Clan Tull had arrived from Ta La Bar.

      Ralgars had never undertaken any sort of espionage or intelligence activities. Which was a problem, because here they were required to behave appropriately. Nordel understood this, but did not guarantee the behavior of all his warriors. However, everyone was used to Ralgars disturbing the peace every now and then.

      Lardon and his henchmen had, however, never addressed this with the Ralgars in any way. Beside the hotel-palace was a gigantic old warehouse that had been turned into Ralgar sleeping quarters. Lardon’s finance minister had simply rented it, and that was that. How Clan Tull was to fit in the warehouse with Clan Sebora and Clan Paro was not a matter that interested anyone. Lardon had only insisted that Ralgars of all clans were present in the lobby of the hotel when he received guests, and that they were adorned with their clan emblems. This made him look important and successful: he was someone who managed to attract lots of Ralgar clans.

      So, at the time when Hila had released sleeping gas throughout the entire hotel, only Ralgars from different groups had remained on their feet.

      “Yeah, the bastards from Sebora and Paro were there. Once the Enner assholes had been knocked out, they attacked us.” Nordel laughed with the deep, thunderous laughter that only Ralgars were capable of. “It was fun. We trod on some unconscious assholes a few times. Maybe not all of them survived it. But the lobby looks great now.”

      “I’ll probably never get used to the Ralgar sense of humor,” muttered Foskan, beside Hila.

      “And did you defeat them all?” asked Hila.

      “Yeah, no problem. That bastard Lardon wanted mostly the new Ralgars in the lobby to dazzle his assholes. Not to mention that we were just better. Clans Sebora and Paro are zilch compared to my Clan Tull. There were some robots too, but not the good ones they have on Barrondo. Some old cans. But they shot Derol’s paw off. He’ll survive and will at least be more careful of his new paw.”

      Hila nodded. The Ralgars regenerated, as did she. He would have a new hand within a few weeks.

      “So the hotel is ours?”

      “Yeah, that’s why I came up. Otherwise it wouldn’t have been worth visiting.” Nordel looked around and went up to the flowerpot. Hila didn’t recognize the flowers, but it didn’t matter. Nordel gobbled them down. “How is that Lardon doing?”

      “Fine...”

      “Hila cut off his dangly bits,” said Foskan, proudly. Despite not liking the Ralgar sense of humor, she could be gleefully malicious. Hila had liked the marine from the moment she had first known her, after releasing her from captivity aboard the Florida.

      Nordel thought briefly. “It won’t grow back on people, is that right?”

      “No. Well, yes, with good and expensive regeneration therapy, maybe accelerated nanotechnology, it may grow back in a year. The question is whether it will be fully functional. Now the hole is patched with a staple.”

      Nordel stared at Foskan for a moment, then looked at Hila, and roared with laughter.

      Hila reduced Foskan to silence with a glance. They really did not have time for this.

      “That’s awesome! I always knew you were awesome, she-Ralgar.”

      “Fine. What about the other Ralgars in the warehouse?”

      “We’re going to have to take care of them, but we still have time. They spend their evenings boozing and clowning around, they won’t run into the hotel just like that. But don’t worry, I came up with a way of tackling them.”

      Hila preferred not to ask. “Of course. Now we’re going to need you in the hotel hangar. Are they ready?”

      “Yeah, Tivik is already working on it.”

      “Good, drive the others there then.”

      “Sure thing... that’s what you humans say, right? Sure thing. That’s beautifully stupid.”

      “Yeah, of course.” She looked at Foskan. “Elda, go with them. You should welcome them personally.”

      Foskan grinned and left with Nordel.

      Hila went back into the apartment. Lardon was still sitting at the computer terminal, wearing a kimono. They had pumped him full of drugs, so he felt no pain when he called into orbit and used all his access codes. That is, he felt no physical pain, but was probably tormented by the consciousness that his manhood was lying on the pillow of his bed.

      Pradhan was guarding him and raised her head as Hila came back in.

      “They’re already on the way. I’ll go down. Will you guard him here?”

      “Yeah, he’s not going to run away.”

      Lardon raised his terrified eyes to Hila.

      “I’m going to need one more thing. The codes for those ships. When you removed the identification chips, so the Emperor couldn’t control them remotely, you installed something of your own there, didn’t you?”

      Lardon just nodded.

      “Good. Tell Pradhan about it. Tell her everything, got it?”

      Lardon nodded again.

      “Good. Now I have to go.”

      She went out into the corridor again. Lardon’s eyes gleamed with something like relief as she vanished.
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        * * *

      

      The Hotel Colossus, which Lardon had turned into his royal palace, was possibly not big enough to deserve the name, but it was the largest and most luxurious hotel on the planet. It even had its own small spaceport so that the incoming glitterati didn’t need to rub shoulders with those plebs at the public spaceports. It was the ideal hotel for Enhans.

      Taft studied it through the window as his shuttle prepared to land. He heard that the original government building, which the locals called the Alexander Palace, was much more opulent, but that building had disappeared along with the entire government when the commandos from the Superiori Brigade had brought about “regime change”. The Lardons simply did nothing by halves.

      Taft laughed quietly. His adjutant, a young Enhans from House Moulin, looked at him with raised eyebrows, but Taft just shook his head.

      The shuttle touched down at the hotel. The gravitational holder seized it and attached the vessel to the docking arm. The maneuver was completed flawlessly, but Taft noticed that the hotel was still using civilian gear. Maybe it should go over to military equipment.

      The pilot announced safe anchoring and the hatch opened. As the most senior officer, Taft disembarked first, followed by his officers.

      The tunnel was made of glass. He noticed that a number of shuttles from other ships had already arrived. The military tradition still held: if your commander arrives at X o’clock, you arrive a quarter of an hour earlier, to be on the safe side.

      At the end of the tunnel, a group of Ralgars was waiting for them. Taft knew what to expect. Lardon liked surrounding himself with Ralgars, but Taft felt Commander Sigmarson tense behind him. Sigmarson had fought against the Ralgars in the Fourteenth Incursion.

      Lardon had certainly sent the Ralgars as a guard of honor. His sense of humor was like that. In addition, some young woman was also waiting for them. She smiled at the new arrivals.

      “Welcome to the palace. Mr. Lardon sends his compliments. Please, follow me.”

      No military courtesies. Well, she didn’t have to, she was a civilian.

      She led them into the main arrivals hall at the hotel, where all the other officers from his ships were waiting. More Ralgars were lining the walls and most of his officers looked rather nervous.

      Captain Trendon of the Oregon was red in the face and looked as if she might explode any minute, when she noticed her boss had arrived.

      “Admiral, arriving!” someone shouted, and all the officers present saluted, while the young woman went forward to the other end of the room, where she took a position on a small raised platform. Taft noticed that there was a communications apparatus there. Well, of course, Lardon wanted to address them from the comfort of his cabin via a large hologram. His ego would find that fitting. Taft wondered whether the idiot would grace them with a visit, or whether he would then simply send them back to their ships.

      “Prime Minister Lardon thanks you for coming,” said the woman. “My name is Elda Foskan and I was asked to welcome you all here...”

      Foskan. Taft didn’t know the name, but Lardon changed his aides all the time. The woman looked competent. Something about her attitude was familiar. Was she from the army? Or maybe the marines?

      “Your ruler regrets that he cannot be here in person, but he will connect with you via holographic transmission.”

      So it was just as Taft had assumed. Lardon would sit somewhere upstairs and enjoy watching his acolytes – including his Admiral – dance to his tune.

      “So, without further delay, here is your ruler’s transmission.” Foskan pressed a few keys and in the middle of the room appeared a gigantic hologram.

      Beside Taft, someone caught their breath sharply. Several officers took a few steps back. Taft was unable to react in any way; for a few endless seconds he stared at the hologram while his brain refused to admit that this was true.

      The hologram was at least four meters high. It looked like some ancient Greek god, looking down on mere mortals.

      Only it wasn’t a Greek god, it was something much worse. It was Daniel Hankerson.

      The Emperor of the Central Imperium.

      While they were all trying to figure out what was going on, the hologram spoke.

      “Admiral Taft, officers of Task Force Folna Alpha. You have all committed treason.”

      Some of them looked around frantically, as if they wanted to run away; others stared at the hologram and refused to believe what they saw.

      Taft took the second option. And Hankerson was looking directly at him.

      “The hotel is now in the hands of the Central Imperium. The government of Demeter Lardon on Folna has been overthrown. By willfully assisting in a coup, you are all guilty of treason and by serving here, you are guilty of desertion. As senior officers of the task force, you cannot pretend that you are not involved.”

      Some of them began to protest, as if Hankerson could hear them. Someone even ran to the hatch to the waiting shuttle, but a Ralgar, laughing thunderously, blocked his path.

      The other Ralgars had weapons in their hands, mostly not firearms, they had those swords of theirs that they called karbas.

      Taft’s brain fixated on the most inessential detail.

      “You deserve only one sentence for your actions, and that is death,” the Emperor continued mercilessly. Yes, it really was the Emperor. Taft himself had considered this. “However,” Hankerson stated, and fell silent.

      The officers clutched at this word like a drowning man at a straw.

      “However, there are always extenuating circumstances. Always. There are many officers in the Barrondo Sector who received a pardon for similar offenses, and were thus able to return to service, or at least their lives were spared. The Central Imperium needs you. That is why you now have one – final – option. Tell my people absolutely everything about your people, your agreements with the New Protectorate on the other side of the gate, their defenses, your security protocols and codes. I want to know absolutely everything. Talk as if your life depended on it. Because it does!”

      Taft finally managed to move. Foskan now had a pistol in her hand, but she wasn’t aiming at anyone. The Ralgars were grinning and smirking. They all looked as if they would have preferred the officers not to accept the Emperor’s offer, but let themselves be murdered.

      “As Emperor, I can give everyone an imperial pardon,” Hankerson concluded his speech. “That is, if I consider that they really deserve it. Remember that.”

      The hologram vanished. Taft blinked. His brain tried to persuade him that maybe this was just a weird dream. A nightmare.

      But it wasn’t. The Ralgars were still there. Foskan was still there, and with one finger, she directly pointed at Taft.

      “So, Admiral, you first. We have some questions for you. I hope your answers will be worth it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “That girl is good,” said Hila appreciatively. As an NCO, Sergeant Foskan was the leader of the small detachment of the Imperial Guard that Daniel and Major Niro had sent with Hila to Folna, despite Hila’s objections. Hila protested that she didn’t need protection, but Daniel had put his foot down. He had not wanted bodyguards either, but as his partner, she was also entitled to them. At least they were all members of the enlisted. Hila had always preferred the enlisted over commissioned officers since the time she had worked as a journalist.

      “Yeah, she’s good, but I still think that we should cut something off one of them, to encourage the others,” growled Nordel beside her.

      They were both watching events from the room next door, into which Foskan now led Taft. The admiral looked as if all life had drained from him.

      Serves you right, you bastard.

      “No, I don’t think that’s necessary. Now we have to contact our people. Will you take care of those other Ralgars? Or should Colonel Sarkar just send his mechs down for me?”

      “No, we’ll manage on our own, but you come too. A she-Ralgar may convince them.”

      Hila was taken aback. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Nothing, just stand there. I’ll do the talking.”

      “Well... okay. But one thing at a time. The report first.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel threw down his cards.

      “Fold.”

      With a six and a seven suited, he had decided to wait for the flop, but when Kelvin dealt three community cards, he saw that he couldn’t make either a flush or a straight, and when Calvert began to raise furiously, Daniel folded. Maybe Calvert was bluffing, but he had no reason to take risks.

      Golna and Keto both folded too, and it was looking like a duel between Calvert and Ms. Gilbert when the buzzer sounded.

      Daniel was the first to reach for the button.

      “Yes?”

      “Comms Center, Lieutenant Chen,” said a familiar voice. “I have a message from Folna. Phases one and two are complete. I repeat, phases one and two are complete. The away team is ready for direct communication.”

      Daniel leapt to his feet immediately. Phases one and two. That meant that Lardon had been neutralized and the commanders of the ships in Task Force Folna Alpha, as they called it, had been arrested. Now it was time for phase three.

      “Good. Forward the message to Admiral Wabara, so she can commence phase three.” He looked at Golna, who he still thought of as his boss and not his subject, and Golna just nodded.

      “Yes, sir,” Chen confirmed.

      “And connect me directly with Hila Eban.”

      “Not possible. She apparently has to resolve some Ralgar problem but will be in touch as soon as possible.”

      Daniel clenched his fists. “What Ralgar problem?”
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      “It’s on,” said Rear Admiral Abiola Wabara, as she finished reading the message from the battleship Florida. “Captain, signal to the entire task force: Commence phase three. I repeat: Commence phase three.”

      “Aye aye, Admiral,” said Captain Jens Iversen, immediately forwarding the orders. According to the plan, they should see action at some point today, and Wabara and Iversen had spent most of the day on the bridge, while the ship was on high alert. The air crackled with tension, but astronauts were used to waiting.

      That is, almost all.

      “So, are we going for it?” said Cadet Radana Hankerson, behind Wabara.

      “Yes, Cadet, we are going for it,” said Wabara, and only just stopped herself from smiling as she lowered her voice. “Try not to hover like that, Cadet.”

      Radana blushed. “I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s... Despite sitting on Horgen under house arrest for six months, I’m not used to waiting. Maybe because of sitting on Horgen for six months.”

      “I know. I can’t even imagine that. For me the five-month journey from Konstantin to Barrondo was enough, with everybody around me scheming.”

      The corners of Radana’s mouth twitched. This was one of the private jokes between the newly hatched Rear Admiral and the just as newly hatched cadet. Wabara had found it difficult to reconcile herself to the fact that everybody was scheming like crazy and thinking up ploys to restore the Imperium. Abiola Wabara was a more straightforward woman. This was a mission more to her taste, phase three, during which they had to secure the entire star system militarily.

      In addition, it was up to Wabara to turn sixteen-year-old Radana Hankerson into an officer.

      She watched as the crew sprang into action. Jens Iversen had knocked the ship’s crew into shape during the not quite two weeks since he had assumed command, but it was obvious that they were somewhat subdued and were casting sidelong glances at the captain, the admiral and even at Cadet Hankerson. It was the same crew that had abducted Wabara and Radana with the intention of handing them over to the New Protectorate. Maybe they had just been carrying out the orders of the then admiral and captain, and most of them hadn’t even known about the abduction, but even so, it must have been a strange feeling to have someone like that here. Admiral Donatra might be guilty of treason, but her crew followed her with an almost blind determination.

      They had, however, already gone through one battle with Wabara, and were preparing for another. Nothing unites a crew like being shot at.

      The Emperor’s Own Task Force began to move.

      “We will be in the system in eight minutes,” announced the officer at the navigation station, and Wabara only nodded.

      The orders were issued and now she could only watch. Her BatRon 22 took up position near the hostile Task Force Folna Alpha, while the troop carrier El Guettar and the Hermes took up their positions in orbit, from where the El Guettar would send a landing force to secure the planet. The cruisers would take control of the gate and occupy all stations and traffic control centers, everything that supervised traffic in the system in any way.

      At the same time, they would also re-route traffic away from the gate by stating that there had been an accident. This still resembled intrigue a little, but Wabara wasn’t worried by it yet. People on the other side would wonder what was going on, but on the assumption that the New Protectorate had not decisively changed the rules for flying through the gate, she would leave dealing with the problem until they were on the other side, and simply divert traffic from Davenport. Fortunately, radio communications couldn’t pass through the gate. There was always the risk that the New Protectorate would warn someone via FTL communications, but Folna did not have its own source of FTL broadcasts. There was also the possibility that someone would have an FTL receiver, someone else would communicate with it and then that someone would warn the New Protectorate, but that was a risk that they simply had to take. Moreover, if it went well, most people wouldn’t even notice that something was going on until they reached Davenport.

      “We now have only a few hours to do everything, yeah?” asked Radana quietly behind Wabara, and the rear admiral nodded.

      “Yes, one day at most before they begin to suspect. We should have a few hours. And the plan will depend on what the Ralgars do, how many ships from Task Force Folna Alpha will be able to join us... It will be a tough few hours.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two groups of Ralgars were growling at each other in the large warehouse, shouting and banging their weapons on their armor as a threat. Hila thought this looked like a gathering of some ancient nomadic tribes where the decision was made about who would be chief.

      This was probably not too far from the truth.

      Hila was glad that they were mostly ignoring her. She noticed, however, that Nordel and his group were vastly outnumbered.

      And there were also Ralgar ships in orbit. The signal that she had forced Lardon to send had possibly stopped them from attacking the Emperor’s Own Task Force immediately, but as Daniel liked to reiterate, they needed allies far more than any number of bullet-ridden ships.

      So now she was standing here and watching Nordel do what the Ralgars probably thought of as diplomacy.

      When they had finally finished growling at each other, one large Ralgar stepped out in front of the second group. He wasn’t as imposing as Nordel, but he looked younger, at least as far as Hila could tell.

      I need Radana for this. She’s read everything about the Ralgars.

      “So you sneaked in here like some sort of human kviske?” he roared at Nordel.

      More shouting and growling.

      “Maybe, but that’s better than being a piece of shit for sale to the highest bidder. Who the hell are you?” answered Nordel.

      “I am Krol, askebar of Overclan Sebora! The overclan ruling all Ralgars here in the Folna Sector. And I know who you are, asshole! Nordel Tull, who destroyed his clan and let his Imats die out.”

      The growling and insults intensified. Hila knew that this would come up today. The Imats were a passive species who lived on Ralgar planets and built all their technology. In return, the Ralgars protected them. Killing an Imat was the worst crime a Ralgar could commit and allowing them to die was almost as serious.

      “Our Imats died, yes!” thundered Nordel. “And yes, this destroyed my clan, but what about yours? What happened to the famous Overclan Sebora, Krol? Or Clan Paro? How are your Imats doing?”

      One Ralgar attempted to throw himself at Nordel, but a shout from Krol sent him scurrying back. It was not an attempt at reconciliation; he probably wanted to keep Nordel for himself.

      “Our Imats definitely got the same shits that you brought them!”

      “Seriously?! I knew that Overclan Sebora takes only the biggest morons, but our clans and overclans were not neighbors. So why did our Imats catch a disease they’d never had in history before, and nobody between us caught it?!”

      “Don’t be a wise guy with me,” growled Krol. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that the one who most benefited from the destruction of our clans was Raktar. The same Raktar leading the crusade against the Central Imperium. And the same asshole who teamed up with the New Protectorate. The Protectors can do loads of shit! They produced something that Raktar used to eliminate the Imats. He destroyed Overclan Tull this way, and also idiots like Sebora and Paro, and maybe others. He gave his own overclan a boost, was named ardan and there are definitely other clans that know this, but he has threatened them. He’s behaving like some human kviske!”

      The warehouse was again filled with growls, but this time they sounded different. There was something like... uncertainty.

      “Can you prove it?” growled Krol.

      “No. I don’t need to prove any shit to you or anybody else. I say that Raktar has double-crossed us all, killed Imats, he’s the asshole in chief and I want to tear his scales off from his tail to his ugly face!” With one sword, he indicated Hila. “She is half Ralgar – yeah, she is, take a sniff if you want – and she’s the human Emperor’s partner. He’s leading the campaign against the New Protectorate and will lead a campaign against that asshole Raktar too! I want to know if you’re going to join me or if you will stay goggling like assholes on Folna!”

      Ralgars loved the word “asshole”. They also used the word “crap” for any chemical compound. The fact that both groups were speaking English – paradoxically, they did not understand each other’s languages, so used human words – meant there was no way of telling whether their languages had similar words, but they probably did.

      Krol now growled and stepped towards Nordel. “Fine words, but why should we go with you and some half-breed?” he said, squinting at Hila.

      “Because that female has already sliced up your boss Lardon, while you were scratching your asses here. But that’s not the reason. I say so, that’s the reason, and that I challenge you to Garo!”

      Hila had no idea what this meant. But all the growling suddenly stopped. You could have heard a pin drop.

      “You’re declaring Garo?”

      “Yes, the Imats are in danger, you refuse to protect them. The winner will have that honor. Garo!”

      “Garo! Garo!” Nordel’s sidekicks began to shout.

      What the hell is Garo?

      Krol growled something. “We don’t have the same customs as Clan Tull!”

      “You asshole, all Ralgars recognize Garo!” exclaimed one of his Ralgars. Hila recognized the emblem of Clan Paro. “Garo!”

      “I never came out against the Imats!” Krol growled.

      “You’re protecting the people who wiped them out.”

      “That’s what you say!”

      “Yeah, that’s why I’m convening Garo! Decide!”

      Krol only growled. “Good. But I don’t want any idiot sidekicks. I’ll take you out myself!”

      “Whatever you want, asshole!”

      Nordel had two Ralgar karba swords, and Krol was similarly armed. Hila moved back with the others.

      The two Ralgars launched themselves at each other with thunderous roars. Hila had faster reflexes and was a lot more agile, but the Ralgars weren’t so far behind her. They rammed into each other like two missiles and blood spattered on all sides. Each wounded the other. Nordel just laughed, Krol was furious and threw himself at his adversary again. They jumped around each other, slashed, growled. It was wilder than anything that human master fencers would do, but Hila could see from the start who would dominate. Nordel had spent the last few years fighting in the Crixus Arena on Barrondo and this, more than anything else, had knocked him into shape as a fighter.

      Krol hissed as Nordel’s karba blade cleaved into his shoulder. He quickly turned around and, roaring, ran toward his adversary.

      This time even Hila did not see Nordel move. The blades flashed through the air and Krol’s head flew into the crowd of Ralgars.

      Once again, silence fell.

      Nordel Tull knelt beside his opponent’s body, thrust his hand into the stump of his neck, and wiped himself with blood. Then he stood up again.

      “I am Nordel Tull!” his voice thundered. “Askebar of Overclan Tull! And you are now all part of Overclan Tull! Garo decided! You will fight for the Imats! We will go kick the New Protectorate’s ass and Raktar’s ass too!”

      The Ralgars’ roaring nearly brought down the warehouse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The most senior officer on the shuttle traditionally disembarked first, but this time it was different; the rocket that had Abiola Wabara and Radana Hankerson aboard touched down in the hangar of the battleship Punjab. It was only the second shuttle to land on board. The first had mainly carried marines.

      The ships from Task Force Folna Alpha were secured, the drive was blocked by an order from the surface with Admiral Taft’s personal code – the admiral had bent over backwards to tell Hila Eban everything he knew.

      The task force had been rendered harmless, if only because all ships were in sleep mode and the Emperor’s Own Task Force sailed beside it with weapons primed.

      But the issue was not whether the ships were harmless, but rather, whether they were battleworthy.

      Waiting for them in the hangar was a uniformed officer, who looked like a freshly turned up worm from the desert on Barrondo.

      First Lieutenant Drago was already standing beside him; he was a marine aboard the Florida.

      Wabara went up to him first, ignoring the commander. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Drago. “Nobody is resisting. They seem more shocked than anything else. But we told them that these things don’t automatically go before the firing squad in the Emperor’s Own Task Force.” Drago made a face and Radana made an uncertain noise. Drago was serving as a member of the Imperial Marine Corps aboard the Florida when Admiral Donatra had committed treason by abducting Wabara and Radana when they were aboard. But the majority of the crew had not been involved and those who were actively responsible were mostly unthinkingly following Donatra’s cult of personality rather than believing in what they were doing. In any case, Emperor Daniel had pardoned them and brought them into the fight. Drago was one of those marines who had known nothing, which was why Wabara had sent him to lead this landing party. Better safe than sorry.

      She now finally turned to the waiting commander.

      “Your name?”

      From his expression she expected him to falter, but when he spoke, his voice was clear.

      “Commander Aspen Zuwa, ma’am. I’m the ship’s navigator.”

      “Are you the most senior officer aboard?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Fine. You know what’s going on and what happened here. Unlike most of the crew aboard the Florida, you cannot claim that you suspected nothing, but Emperor Daniel is aware that not everybody was able to influence the situation, and he is also willing to pardon everything, if you join the battle immediately.” She looked around the hangar. It was clean, organized and professionally equipped. “Commander, the entirety of the Emperor’s Own Task Force will go into battle in a few hours. The fate of the Imperium will depend on that battle – I do not exaggerate – maybe even the fate of civilization as a whole. Your leaders committed treason, but I ask you and you will speak for the entire crew: Are you ready to fight? Are you prepared to help the Central Imperium, whose inhabitants you promised to defend?”

      Zuwa swallowed, but looked Wabara right in the eye. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Given the circumstances it will not be possible for you to command the ship yourself, but I will leave you in the position of first officer. What happened in the Folna System would, under normal circumstances, result in the recall of the entire ship and several months of investigations into the actions of all crew members, but as I said, a battle awaits us and we do not have the time. Prepare the ship and the crew for battle, Commander, until your new captain arrives. First Lieutenant Drago... will remain on board meanwhile.”

      Zuwa nodded. It wasn’t hard to understand. Yes, Wabara was willing to trust him and the crew of the Punjab, but she was also leaving marines aboard, to be on the safe side.

      “Good. That’s everything, but I wanted to tell you this personally. Welcome back to the Imperial Navy and welcome to the Emperor’s Own Task Force. Now let’s get to work.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Another shuttle touched down at the Hotel Colossus. Hila watched it land. It wasn’t the only one. It had appeared over the hotel with landing force shuttles that had disgorged mechs from the Highlanders regimental assault battalion. Others, full of soldiers from the support battalion, had landed in the hangar, but also on the hotel’s roof or in its grounds.

      “They’re not playing a Scottish song,” said Foskan, beside Hila.

      “No. We don’t want to wake up the entire city. We’re lucky that the hotel is on a hill and some way from the populated areas. The locals haven’t even noticed the commotion yet.”

      “I know.” Foskan shrugged her shoulders. “I love those Scottish songs that the Highlanders play when they jump under battle conditions. Scotland the Brave is great, but I like Amazing Grace even more, it’s lovely.”

      The shuttle’s passengers were already climbing out of the access tunnel. Major Niro came first. He was the commander of the Imperial Guard, which was responsible for the Emperor’s personal safety. Three more guards followed him, and Daniel Hankerson appeared only afterwards.

      Hila paid no attention to the other passengers, and before she realized it, she was holding Daniel in her arms.

      The stress and tension of the last few days eased off. Suddenly, for a few moments, everything in the universe was all right again.

      Even Hila was surprised by how much calmer she felt having Daniel with her again and holding him close.

      When they finally pulled apart, they looked at each other.

      “You have no idea of how glad I am to see you.”

      “Oh, I do,” she smiled.

      “I’m going to want to ask questions about everything, but I understand if you don’t want to talk about it straight away. How did you work on Lardon?”

      “As we assumed. He dragged me into bed. He took the bait.”

      “And he...”

      Foskan burst out laughing.

      Daniel looked at her first, then at Hila.

      Hila kissed him. “There are some things that... I really want to leave telling you until later. But don’t worry, he didn’t hurt me.”

      “But as for her hurting him, Your Majesty...” Foskan joined in.

      “I think we really will talk about that another time,” said Hila, but laughed when she saw Daniel’s expression.

      But her man was a diplomat. “Well fine then, later. The hotel is secured and the Ralgars are on our side?”

      “Yes. Nordel is licking them into shape and wants to fly off to arrange the details with Wabara personally. Everything happened up there with no problems?”

      They were in the arrival hall now. Apart from Daniel and his guards, Commander Calvert and several other intelligence officers also disembarked from the shuttle.

      “Yes. When we landed, Wabara sent a message that the ships are secured and she reported no problems. So phase three is probably complete. We also have the gate under our control and it doesn’t seem that they suspected anything on the other side. As I understand, Admiral Taft and his officers were very communicative about what’s happening there?”

      Foskan answered. “Yes, your Majesty. Very. I didn’t even need to show them images of Demeter Lardon.”

      “Elda!” Hila snapped.

      “In fact, maybe one image of that pillow with its new decoration would have been enough.”

      “Elda!”

      Daniel continued to ask no questions. That was the only good thing. Hila glared at Foskan for a moment, then shook her head.

      Calvert spoke up.

      “I will still talk to them one more time, but I think that you have successfully ascertained the basics, Sergeant Foskan. Good work.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “So that’s that. It almost scares me how easy it’s been so far,” said Daniel.

      “And it wasn’t even your plan, was it?” Hila taunted him.

      “No, it wasn’t. My first commander explained to me that a real leader surrounds themselves with people more able than they are. I’m trying to keep to that, but among all of you it hasn’t been so difficult.”

      “Just don’t undervalue yourself, Your Majesty,” said Calvert to him. “Sometimes we’re only just good enough for you. I don’t know how many other rulers would decide to finance their fleet by a poker tournament.”

      They reached the arrivals hall where, not so long ago, they had detained the commanding officers of Task Force Folna Alpha. Now it was empty again, but several army members had already secured the area. Another group was already disembarking through another hatch from another shuttle. They were all wearing combat suits with the Marine Corps insignia.

      Foskan was the first to react. She was a marine herself, one of the few whom Major Niro had recruited from the Imperial Marine Corps and not the Imperial Army, and she recognized her comrades.

      “Captain Aiden,” she greeted her former boss, who marched at the head of the team. “I didn’t know that they had selected our guys and girls from the Hermes for phase four.”

      “Hello, Sergeant,” said the commander of the marines section on the Hermes. “Yes, this decision was made after your departure. I and Master Sergeant Rogozhina apparently have the most experience with operations in zero G and boarding.” He smiled. “I’m also glad to get back to work after so long. What about you? Not bored in the Guard?”

      “No, sir. What about Norum? Doesn’t he also have experience of operations in zero G? I remember him talking about his derring-do in the Galahad System.”

      “Yes, but he’s also in the Guard and I didn’t want to touch it. That’s why I didn’t take you either. Moreover, Norum is aboard the Florida with the princess. That’s already a lot.”

      Foskan nodded. Hila knew that she had originally also been with Princess Radana, before they had chosen her to go on this mission. The marine now began to greet her other old comrades, who regaled their old friend with various more or less funny remarks about her new status in the Guard. Hila smiled. Ordinary soldiers, marines and astronauts – this was her world. She had herself been a sergeant in the Omegas, even though the Omegas had worked a little differently.

      “Will Captain Aiden have anything to fly?” asked Daniel, and Hila nodded. “Yes, it’s right here in the hangar. Come and have a look.”

      She led the procession to the large glass, through which they could see down into one of the hangars. Something lay exposed there.

      It looked like a giant needle. A golden needle with the initials D.L. on the side and a large cupola at the rear which was the “eye” of the needle.

      “Is that a ship?” asked Daniel.

      “Yeah. Those rich bastard Enners. Money really can’t buy taste, can it?”

      “I’m a rich bastard Enner and it would never occur to me to buy something like that!”

      “Because, on top of everything else, you’re not stupid. That’s Lardon’s personal yacht. It’s called the Nebula Jewel.”

      Calvert chuckled. “I wonder what he was compensating for.”

      “I really wouldn’t even start on that subject!” said Foskan.

      “Lardon, of course, gave us all the access codes and all his personal codes that he used to fly through the gate, and for the New Protectorate’s patrols. The Lardons are their big buddies. They let his personal ship fly through with his personal codes.”

      Daniel turned to Aiden. “What do you say, Captain?”

      The marine nodded. “It’ll do.”

      “Do you have any other questions?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Go aboard and get to know the ship. Let me know as soon as you are ready.”

      Aiden smiled. “Aye aye, Your Majesty.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Well?” Daniel asked two hours later, when his entire staff had assembled aboard the Hermes.

      “Well, I think that we can continue, Your Majesty,” said Wabara cautiously, looking at Golna. Some people might have interpreted this as a gesture of insecurity, but Daniel knew both Wabara and Golna only too well. Wabara was an excellent field commander, Golna was better at intrigue. But now the Commodore only nodded.

      “I agree. I don’t like a lot of things, but... I agree.”

      “How are the crews of those ships?” asked Hila.

      “It’s no miracle,” Wabara admitted. “But no, I’m not afraid that they’ll betray us. Most of them just tried to continue to do their duty, even among all that chaos. But Admiral Taft and his captains didn’t pay much attention to the training. I tried to drill the crews and, while they definitely haven’t atrophied as much as the crews of the ships that Foster held in luxury for six months on Barrondo, they still aren’t crews that I would gladly lead into battle.” She shrugged. “But as we have all said again and again over the last few weeks, we have no other options. If the New Protectorate detects anything, they will close the gate and isolate us for months again. And then it will be too late.”

      Daniel did not comment. Nobody did. They all knew that it had been one big race against time for more than six months now. The New Protectorate had arrived on the Central Imperium’s territory in the Konstantin Sector with an enormous fleet that they called the Hammer Fleet. It had been supposed to fly through the Konstantin Gate directly to Hub, from where it was to take control of the Imperium, whose fleets were elsewhere. But Daniel and his allies had destroyed the Konstantin Gate, and while the Hermes and the other ships had set off on the slightly longer journey to Barrondo, the Hammer Fleet had headed to the Bornholm Sector on its slower drives. It would be there in four months’ time. Only then would it fly unimpeded through the Bornholm Gate to Hub, where its Vanguard Fleet was holding a position. This fleet had taken control of Hub and Davenport, but otherwise had not had enough ships to take effective control of the entire Imperium.

      This had not, originally, been their plan. It was supposed to be a rapid coup d’état, after which the new Emperor, Daniel’s treacherous Uncle Haskel, would conclude peace. But Daniel had made everything a little more difficult for them by surviving and isolating the Hammer Fleet.

      Yeah, that’s me all over, I make things difficult.

      But if they occupied Davenport, they would have access not only to Hub, but also to the Wuwei Gate and to the Third and Seventh Fleets who were fighting the Ralgars there. These fleets had to be recalled to fight against the New Protectorate. If they somehow managed to resolve the Ralgar conflict.

      Well, fine, one impossible task at a time.

      Golna spoke up. “I agree with Admiral Wabara, Your Majesty. The situation is not ideal, but time is against us. We don’t have a better situation. If there’s anything I’m afraid of, it’s the lack of reliable staff.”

      “Yes, even cadets are adjutants now,” Radana muttered, and Daniel realized that his sister was still only sixteen and didn’t know when she should bite her tongue and not try to be funny.

      Yeah, she’s sixteen, but she’s also heir to the throne, despite joining the Navy.

      “As we agreed, we will place several of our officers from the original TG 35 onto each Folna Alpha ship, so we have some people whose loyalty we’re sure of on every ship,” said Wabara. “Only we already did that a few weeks ago with BatRon 22 and we’re running out of people.” She looked at Golna. “Because the Hermes will not directly participate in the battle, I can use the Hermes’ crew. Commander Linderholm will take over command of the Punjab, at least temporarily, Commander Rico will get the Yukon and Commander Mogawe from the Priscilla will get the Oregon. Other officers from our cruisers and service and supply ships will assume command of the cruisers and frigates they had here, but this means fragmenting the command cadres terribly, on all ships, and before a battle. But there’s simply nothing else we can do.”

      “And when we get to Davenport, the army will have the same problem,” said Hila. “Colonel Sarkar will have to secure Davenport with one understrength regiment, and Folna too. But that really is looking quite far ahead.”

      “Yes indeed,” added Ms. Gilbert. “And I allow myself to hope that in that time we will find some allies and gain reinforcements. The fleets may be on the Ralgar front, but there are individual ships and bases here and there all over the Imperium.”

      “That’s true.” Wabara turned to Daniel. “Let’s get to the point: I think we are ready. We know what we should to do, we know what we must do and we will never be any readier. We can proceed, Your Majesty.”

      Daniel nodded. “Good... send a signal to the Nebula Jewel to commence phase four. And prepare for phase five, Admiral Wabara.”
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