
  
    
      THE PROTECTORS’ LEGACY

      
        THE CENTRAL IMPERIUM SERIES

        BOOK 4

      

    

    
      
        JAN KOTOUČ

      

      
        
Translated by ISABEL STAINSBY


      

    

    
      NOVUS MUNDI

    

  


  
    
      The Protector’s Legacy

      By Jan Kotouč

      Translation by Isabel Stainsby

      Copyright 2023 by Jan Kotouč

      Cover Copyright 2023 by Top of the World Publishing

      Original Czech title: Odkaz Protektorů

      Cover art by Tomasz Maroński

      Cover design by Lukáš Tuma

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

      

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-961511-22-4

      Print ISBN: 978-1-961511-23-1

      

      First printing: 2022

      

      Published by Top of the World Publishing, a Texas limited liability company, inclusive of its affiliates, subsidiaries, imprints, successors and assigns, with offices at 1008 S. Main St., Georgetown, TX 78626.

      topoftheworldpublishing.com

      

      Printed in the United States of America.

      

      Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the express prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      

      Publisher’s Note

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Isabel Stainsby, who has accompanied me on this wonderful journey to new worlds.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Map]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The worst thing is that people get used to anything.

      Rigobert Nguema sipped his overpriced coffee and glanced around at the other diners in the restaurant Divine Gaze. It had always been a snooty establishment, one of the most sumptuous restaurants on Hub Central. The gigantic premises with eight private salons and three large dining areas extended under a massive dome at the edge of station, where diners could feast their eyes on the universe, the planet Hub, the local star Hub 01 and the hundreds of ships flying past.

      Formerly there were even more ships, but there used to be civilian vessels too. Today, New Protectorate warships soared above the diners’ heads.

      Under other circumstances, Nguema would have admired the beautiful, elegant curves and the overwhelmingly deadly nature of the Protector’s dreadnoughts. Only here it was merely a reminder of the things that were whirling round in his head.

      More than a year had passed since the Protectors’ Vanguard Fleet had come racing into the star system at top speed and destroyed the capital city of Limburg. During the first few days, panic had rampaged through Hub Central, followed by a few weeks of quiet terror and uncertainty about what would be. And then…

      Nguema took another sip of coffee. Then it was worse. Then people had simply gotten used to it. They were used to the janissaries on Hub Central’s streets, to martial law, to the dreadnoughts over their heads, to “military control of the station”. And that wasn’t all. They had given up their freedom in exchange for some superficial semblance of normalcy.

      Just like the people on Haveloc or Fouchet’s Moons, they nodded quietly at everything the Enners told them, because “at least they make the trains run on time”; that is, they had rapidly adjusted to being governed by the New Protectorate. A joke was even circulating on Hub Central’s streets to the effect that the best wake-up call was when janissaries pounded on your door and you can tell them that the person they were looking for lives next door.

      Things may have changed on occupied territory recently. The example set by Emperor Daniel Hankerson and his partner – actually, now his wife – Hila Eban was a powerful one. The Emperor was fighting the New Protectorate and its allies, sometimes in person. Not to mention that he helped people wherever he went.

      Once, Nguema wouldn’t have believed that. He would have willingly tarred the entire Imperial family with the same brush as other Enners. As a former member of the Omega Commandos, it was practically in his blood. He couldn’t stand Enners and barely tolerated the Emperor.

      He finished his coffee and checked the time. A few minutes more.

      He was aware that an attempt had been made on Daniel Hankerson’s life in a luxury casino right here on Hub Central a year ago. It had been staged to look like a hate crime, the murder of an Enhans.

      If they had succeeded back then, Nguema would have smiled wryly and told himself that was one less Enner parasite.  But he had to concede that Hankerson – Emperor Daniel I – wasn’t actually too bad. For an Enner.

      Unlike most of the others, he thought, and raised his head.

      A large Enner party was underway on one of the restaurant’s raised areas, hosted by Catherine Neméth, one of the New Protectorate’s local sycophants. She had invited friends from another seven collaborator Enner families. No really big game, rather descendants of the powerful who were basking in the limelight.

      The worst collaborator Enner houses were easy to recognize. They were the ones who had not been in the capital when it was attacked. Neméth had an aunt in the House of Families and had recently added approximately twenty of Hub Central’s luxury companies to her portfolio. Owners who didn’t want to sell simply disappeared.

      And now she was throwing a big party for her friends. They had so many guards around them that not even an Omega like Nguema would have dared try anything. He was surprised that they hadn’t closed the entire restaurant for the party, but maybe they liked sitting on the raised area and looking down at the plebs.

      “Another coffee, sir?” asked a waiter. A human waiter, not a robot, and Nguema nodded.

      “Yes, sure, thank you.”

      The coffee was wildly expensive, but the last Enner collaborator he had encountered on the back streets of Hub Central had had a lot of money on him.

      He checked the time again, and smiled. The clock was ticking now.

      Catherine Neméth was laughing and entertaining her guests, but somewhere inside she must be annoyed. She’d invited her friend Dennis Lom, one of the New Protectorate’s great allies, the brother of the Enner ruler of Hobart and the largest shareholder in the mines in the Pegasus Belt. He was her most significant friend. And not only had he permitted himself not to come, he hadn’t even let her know. He was already almost an hour late. She must be pissed.

      He checked his watch as the waiter brought his coffee. Yeah, Lom would arrive any minute now...

      The voices suddenly began to sound a little different. Then they became more agitated, then the screaming started.

      Terrified screaming.

      The view of the stars and the busy traffic around the station had been replaced by something else. Dennis Lom’s body was slowly floating over the dome, close to the glass.

      People often think that if you throw someone out into space, they will fly off to nobody knows where. They’re wrong. The truth is that anything you throw away will remain very close to the station’s gravitational field. And if you give it your best, the trash you throw – and Lom was definitely trash – will fly at a given speed in a given direction. Nguema was able to calculate exactly when Lom would fly past the Divine Gaze.

      The screaming got louder. Bodyguards were called, janissaries, the Space Emergency Service, anything.

      Nguema calmly sipped his coffee and listened to the horrified voice of Catherine Neméth. Her screaming drowned out everything else.

      Probably the body was now close enough for them all to see the sign on his chest.

      Do you hear the people sing?

      Nguema had a weakness for musicals. But the local Enner elite evidently did not appreciate the artform.
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        * * *

      

      “Commanding officer of the Seventh Fleet, arriving!”

      The bosun’s whistle sounded, and the honor guard of marines and astronauts snapped to attention as the call echoed from the loudspeaker in the Hermes’ hangar.

      Commodore Alexander Golna held a salute until Admiral Gian Toscano disembarked from the shuttle and saluted in return.

      Toscano was about as tall as Golna, but there the similarities ended. Golna came over as skeletal and, even if he couldn’t be considered an old man in the modern age, he had certainly lived through much. Toscano looked like a bodybuilder who had just run from the gym and put on a uniform. Golna was the descendant of immigrants from Papua New Guinea to the planet Tombara; Toscano came from one of the residential domes on Alpha Centauri and his skin was as pale as it can only be on someone who has spent most of his life away from daylight.

      “Welcome aboard the Hermes, Admiral!”

      “Thank you, Commodore Golna. I am glad to see you again.”

      The officers shook hands and then each nodded to the officers behind them.

      “You remember Commodore Stensgaard, my staff officer and now the Seventh Fleet’s chief of staff?”

      “Of course. And I am sure you remember Captain Linderholm, the Hermes’ commanding officer, and of course you know Commander Saladin too.”

      Another round of polite phrases and handshaking followed. Toscano smiled at Saladin. She had originally been a member of his staff, and before then a frigate captain, and before that the wife of Golna’s former executive officer, Aleko Bossev. A few weeks ago, she had appeared on the Hermes, applied for a transfer, and was now working as liaison officer for the Seventh Fleet, helping to arrange its redeployment from the Wuwei Sector, where the war with the Ralgars had recently come to an end, to the Davenport System, where the fleet was assembling to fly through the gate toward the Hub System.

      Golna was glad that she was here. It was clear that some liaison officer would be needed at some point. Redeploying a fleet of almost two hundred ships and providing it with logistics facilities was not a simple task. Even so, Golna wondered what exactly had led her to apply to be transferred to the ship of her dead husband. He had asked her about it several times, but her answers had been evasive.

      We all have our demons.

      “I assume that I will need to hear a detailed report from you, Anita,” said Toscano. “Are there big problems with the redeployment, or just the normal ones?”

      “Really only what you’d expect, sir,” said Saladin. “The problem is that most of the Seventh Fleet’s ships suffered damage during the last year and the repair centers on Davenport and Wuwei, and all the repair ships in the star system, are at full capacity. We’re bringing the docks on Folna into operation too, but they were never intended for battleships and definitely not for so many. Incidentally, I thought that today’s plan had three cruiser squadrons arriving as well as the Minneapolis, but only two have appeared.”

      “Yes, Squadron 92 lost a ship. The Santiago’s reactor definitively failed. The entire ship was temporarily repaired as rapidly as possible, but it wasn’t enough. The Santiago is being evacuated right now and parts that can be used for other ships are being removed. That ship has taken so much that it’s a miracle that she’s held on this long. And she was one of the luckier ones. The squadron lost three cruisers in the battle of Grammel. What’s more, the Santiago was Commodore Mifune’s flagship, and she didn’t want to leave her. But she doesn’t really have the choice now. The rest of the squadron – all four remaining ships – will arrive in a few days.”

      “Understood.”

      Toscano turned to Golna. “But that’s not why I’m here, Commodore. First of all, I would like to hear what your next plans are. The fleet is assembling at the gate to Hub. We’ve closed it, but it’s nonetheless clear that the New Protectorate is keeping it closed from the other side. I have also heard that the ship carrying the miniature FTL gate and experimental drive is heading to Earth, not Hub. I’m sure you will understand that I’d like to hear all about this. His Majesty said that he will want me to command the fleet that assembles here, but I don’t know what he’s expecting me to do with it!”

      “Certainly, Admiral,” said Golna, realizing that a complicated conversation was ahead. “Please come with me.”
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        * * *

      

      “These are members of the Emperor’s staff. You have undoubtedly met most of them. They currently function as a sort of thinktank for restoring the Imperium.”

      “Yes, I got that,” said Toscano, his eyes sliding down to a sign on the wall of the meeting room. Someone had scribbled: Restoration of the Imperium... and an extra side of fries please.

      “I’m sure you remember Commander Calvert, Lieutenant Commander Keto and, of course, Cadet Hankerson.”

      Toscano exchanged greetings with the intelligence and logistics officers and raised his eyebrows as he shook hands with the heir to the throne. “Weren’t you Admiral Wabara’s adjutant at Coral Star?”

      Radana Hankerson shrugged. “Yeah, I was, sir. But they called me back here and I wasn’t really asked many questions. I came for my brother’s wedding and to... well, they decided to make use of me with what is going on here.”

      Golna laughed. The Hankerson girl was clever and hard-working, but still only sixteen.

      “The people you don’t know are Brigadier General Arun Sarkar and Minister of Trade Wu Festian. We needed a little new blood to prevent ourselves from succumbing to groupthink syndrome.”

      Toscano greeted all of them. If he was surprised by Sarkar’s dyed rust-colored hair and beard, which sharply contrasted with his otherwise Indian exterior, he gave no sign of it. However, the presence of the Minister of Trade did surprise him.

      “Madam Minister. I thought that Prime Minister Gilbert had already assembled her entire government at Davenport and it was in normal session there. Why are you here?”

      “I’m not a permanent fixture here,” said the small woman in the elegant red robe. “But as Commodore Golna said, they needed a fresh perspective.”

      “But I would have thought that the Minister of Trade would currently have rather a lot of work. Particularly now that the Ralgar conflict is over and we have something like a central government again, and all worlds need something.”

      “That is true, but as the minister I primarily arrange things with a great number of corporations that are at each other’s throats. In the worst-case scenario, they are traitors who decided to change sides... and actually, I shouldn’t hold that against them, if I remember Mr. Foster. And there are so many pirates and smugglers who decided to become legit. We need them, but I decided to meet most of them here, aboard a warship. It always convinces them to behave themselves properly. And if not, I show them the video of the Emperor on Fairview.”

      Somebody laughed aloud.

      “I come to these meetings to relax. Preparing to destroy the New Protectorate and protecting the Imperium are actually easier to negotiate.”

      “And I would like to add, sir,” said Radana, “that Ms. Festian plays a good poker game, and she is the only person who doesn’t mind when my brother – His Majesty, I mean – forces us to play.”

      Golna looked at the Hankerson girl and this time did not suppress a sigh. Yes, maybe he would have to explain to her about protocol and correct behavior.

      All this passed Toscano by, however, as he looked at everyone present in turn. “Good. Maybe I can help you with the groupthink syndrome too. So why don’t you start? Why is the miniature gate flying to Earth? Other than because the Emperor decided that it should?”

      “It was a group decision, sir,” said Calvert, on everyone’s behalf. “I’ll explain. What do you know about the Emperor’s implants?”

      “I know that the Emperor, and members of the Imperial family” – he nodded in Radana’s direction – “have implants in their heads that enable them to control Imperial warships. It’s a defense against mutiny. For example, the Emperor can send a signal to a ship to switch off the engines, or turn off her weapons. Theoretically, he can also deactivate the life support systems and so kill the entire crew. Which is what has always horrified me the most. The system was introduced by Empress Ethelreda.”

      “Yes, the amazing Empress who was possibly somewhat too paranoid,” grumbled Calvert, and looked at Radana. “With all due respect to your great-grandmother, Cadet.”

      “That’s okay. I never knew her and it’s true that she was nuts.”

      Golna made a mental note of another thing he needed to discuss with Radana. Little things, such as that a serving officer should not publicly express a pejorative opinion about members of the Imperial family, even if those members are relatives.

      “In any case, I know that the implants don’t work on a lot of renegade ships,” Toscano continued. “They didn’t work on Admiral Donatra’s ships, nor on the Second Fleet ships on Earth, which Haskel Hankerson controls.”

      “Yes, correct,” said Calvert. “I would also add that it used to be possible to control the gates with that implant, but that no longer works either. The rebels – or the traitors or the New Protectorate’s agents, call them what we will – simply uninstalled the relevant hardware. But we found a way of circumventing it a few months ago.”

      “I am all ears, Commander.”

      “Do you know what navigation control computers do?”

      “Yes, they send regular information to Imperial ships about the movement of stars, new astrographical data and the like, using the nearest FTL communications station. If I’m not mistaken, that’s mostly for backup purposes today. Warships are able to calculate that sort of thing themselves, and afterwards they merely compare data with the navigation computer.”

      “Correct. But those computers can also provide us with a back door into controlling those rebel ships. Because the Emperor’s code can get to them through that computer too. The rebel ship has no defense against it. To do that, they would need to remove the entire navigation and astrogation apparatus, and that’s just not possible.”

      Toscano nodded. “I understand that there was one such computer on Davenport, and it was destroyed. I assume that there is one on Earth that is more accessible than the one on Hub, and that’s why your cruiser is taking the miniature gate and level-seven drive to Earth? What’s the ship called again?”

      “The Montevideo,” said Golna. “And you’re right, there’s one very accessible computer on Earth, at the Port Royal Academy. Didn’t you go there too?”

      “No, I studied directly at the Imperial Academy on Hub.”

      “There was one computer on Hub, in Limburg, so it was destroyed. There’s another on Hub Central, which is a fortress surrounded by an entire New Protectorate fleet, so we can’t get to it. The one on Earth is easier to access. And what is more,” Golna gestured expansively with his hands, “we need the Second Fleet.”

      Toscano didn’t respond to that. He didn’t have to. Even with the Sixth Fleet that Wabara was bringing into operation at Coral Star, and the Seventh that Toscano was assembling here, they wouldn’t have enough. Especially if it was true that the New Protectorate was negotiating with the Silmani. The space nomads had already betrayed the Imperium once by flying away from battle.

      The Second Fleet might consist mostly of older ships, but it was still a force they needed.

      Calvert continued: “To summarize, then, a member of the Imperial family can use those computers. If they go to them directly, they must use the DNA scanner incorporated in them. This was normally restricted to the Emperor only, but Haskel Hankerson, thinking he would become Emperor, launched the Imperium’s emergency Red Zulu protocol. This means that another member of the Imperial family can also use the computers in the event of an emergency. And logic dictates that young Ms. Hankerson here will more easily penetrate an academy full of cadets.”

      “And how will she penetrate the academy?” asked Toscano.

      “I have contacts there,” said Golna. “I will fly with her and attempt to arrange things. In the same way, I have contacts who can get us from the Montevideo onto Earth unobserved.”

      Toscano’s chief of staff was frowning more and more. “All this sounds crazily overcomplicated to me.”

      “You’re new here, aren’t you?” murmured Keto.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “I had to get used to this too,” Festian reassured him.

      Calvert shrugged. “For you it may be a crazily complicated plan with a great many risk factors. For us, it’s Tuesday.”

      “And we haven’t yet mentioned that our wonderful Emperor wants to go to Earth too. He wants to capture Haskel Hankerson and find out what’s going on with his cousin Kerstin.”

      “Isn’t that a bit risky?”

      “A bit? It’s crazily risky,” Calvert nodded at Radana. “Especially because the Emperor and the heir to the throne will both be on Earth.”

      “On the other hand, it is his family, so it’s understandable. And the Emperor is like that. He wants to deal with it in person,” said Radana.

      “And actually, where is he?” Toscano wondered.

      Golna laughed. “He and Ms. Eban are on their honeymoon. I think they’ve both earned a break, and I definitely do not intend to disturb them with questions. We actually don’t know exactly where they are.”
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      Daniel Hankerson had asserted that he would set the pace. Enhans though he was, his beautiful, intelligent new wife was an Omega, created by illegal experiments with Ralgar DNA. The pace must be set by the slowest person, and that was him, so he decided that they would stop right now.

      “I think it’s time for lunch,” he said, and sat down on the nearest flat stone.

      “You Enners have no stamina,” declared Hila, but she sat down beside Daniel.

      A year ago, that comment would have been acerbic; Hila’s defensive reflex. Now such banter was part of their relationship.

      Part of their marriage, in fact.

      “You didn’t complain about my lack of stamina last night. Or this morning.”

      “That’s true,” she said, and stroked his hair with her new fingers. They had grown back after she lost the old ones in the battle against Raktar on the planet Fairview.

      She had asked Daniel to marry her on the same day.

      He kissed her hand.

      “What’s more, the advantage of the Meden Mountains is that we can stop anywhere we like and just enjoy the view.”

      “I know, that’s why I suggested them.”

      When they were deciding where to go for their short honeymoon, there hadn’t been many options. Daniel wouldn’t have minded flopping on a tropical beach, but Davenport didn’t have many seaside resorts, and most of them were full of Seventh Fleet astronauts on well-deserved leave. By contrast, the planet did have a magnificent mountain massif that extended across the main continent, and Hila had suggested that they could combine a honeymoon with some hiking. Daniel had agreed, on the condition that they finished their trek in a luxury hotel in the foothills.

      In addition, they had set themselves some very simple rules. Daniel would not play cards and Hila would not try to get an interview with every wanderer they encountered.

      Neither of these conditions were that difficult to comply with, because they had met absolutely nobody during the last three days. Daniel knew that Captain Mackenzie and a detachment of the Imperial Guard were approximately half a day’s hike behind them and in front of them, and not far away there was a rescue aircar ready in case of emergency, but ultimately even the Imperial Guard had been willing to grant the newly-weds as much privacy as possible.

      Daniel was surprised, but then had discovered that Mackenzie, the new Imperial Guard commander, had actually been delighted that they had chosen a place like this. The Meden Mountain region – near the city of Meden – certainly lived on limited hiking and mountaineering, but during the war and brutal occupation of Davenport, tourism had dropped. They had the mountains practically to themselves, unlike all the luxury hotels and seaside resorts.

      Daniel would not have been surprised if Mackenzie had staked out a gigantic perimeter fence around the entire ridge.

      Right now, however, he didn’t care.

      He was sitting beside the woman he had decided to spend his life with, eating lunch and gazing at one of the most magnificent panoramas he had ever seen.

      Everywhere had been calm and peaceful for a few precious days.

      Daniel was aware – and not for the first time – that such moments would become even rarer and more precious. Even if everything turned out as best it could, Hila had only seventeen more years of life left. Then her genetically enhanced organism would quite simply stop functioning.

      “I have an idea,” he stated, finally, and took Hila’s hand.

      “What?”

      “Suppose we don’t go anywhere else today, but put up the tent here?”

      Hila smiled. “I think that’s not at all a bad idea, Your Majesty.”
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      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Norman Bandon did not like practices such as governing by terror. He knew that Ran-Danor, the Protector who communicated directly with the Council of Eight, was against it. It was the peak of inefficiency and waste. But now they had no other option on Hub Central. For the past few weeks, both sabotage and ordinary public protests had been rampant. A week ago, janissaries had shot a crowd of demonstrators in one of the docks, which had of course had the opposite effect of creating martyrs, but retaliation to such things was essential.

      Bandon had discussed it with Count Gellert, the Enhans head of station security, and he had decided that, in some situations, it is simply necessary to institute a reign of terror. Gellert had telepathically killed the captured saboteurs or spies himself.

      Bandon was present at these things, so it was clear that such practices had the blessing from the top. He knew that it wouldn’t be sustainable in the long term, but that wasn’t crucial.

      The Hammer Fleet would arrive in a few weeks. Bandon himself had recently returned to the station, having obtained the Silmani’s help. Not to mention the Anvil Fleet, which was waiting on the other side of the gate to Oberon. The Hammer Fleet would transport one coil to the Konstantin Sector, to be installed into the non-functioning gate there and connect with the gate to Oberon. This would increase their forces many times over. Then he would dispose of all the fleets that Daniel Hankerson could put in their way.

      When this happened, there would be lots of time to change some practices. Fear was certainly an effective form of management, but only in the short term.

      The Protectors’ plan would continue.

      Bandon looked around the hangar. The janissaries were already bringing in the first group of condemned prisoners, a mixture of men and women in violet prison overalls. Some of them were trembling, others still had expressions of disbelief on their faces, that feeling that this could not be happening to them. Others looked apathetic, or even resigned.

      Gellert would execute them using his mental grip and this fatal connection of minds using the Protector symbiont would also reveal everything they needed to know.

      Only Gellert wasn’t here. He was always ahead of time. Not today.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Bandon watched the goings-on in the hangar from the office he stood in. The janissaries stood stiff as boards, the condemned continued to wait, but they must have realized by now that something was wrong. In the central office, crew members, janissaries, normal astronauts and officers of the New Protectorate were looking around at each other.

      Finally Bandon himself spoke up. “Where is Gellert?”

      Baroness al-Jabarti, who had been Gellert’s right hand for a long time now, only shook her head. “We... don’t know, Your Highness. He’s not responding to messages. Maybe...”

      She fell silent. Maybe he forgot, remained unspoken. They both knew that someone like Gellert did not forget such things.

      Somebody would have to take responsibility for this.

      “So handle this yourself... no, wait. Find Gellert. I will take care of the executions myself.”

      Al-Jabarti nodded as energetically as the large tumorous lump on her throat – her superordinate sign – allowed. She looked almost admiringly at Bandon; she probably hadn’t expected that the supreme commander of all the New Protectorate’s forces, the First Among Equals on the Council of Eight, would personally get his hands dirty.

      They forget that I spent years here, eliminating whoever needed to be eliminated, in person. I even personally eliminated the incompetents who botched the murder of Daniel Hankerson. If I had known how many problems that would cause us, I would have made them suffer for longer.

      He took the elevator down to the hangar. It was one of the smaller hangars in an old, unused dock on Hub Central. Some of the condemned prisoners took a step back when they saw him, and others trembled.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “I am Norman Bandon, the First Among Equals in the New Protectorate’s Council of Eight. You have all committed an offense against our authority, granted to us by the Protectors. We know that many of you would have done nothing, had you not allowed yourself to be seduced onto this path by propaganda from the illegitimate Emperor, Daniel Hankerson. I understand this. However, a crime is a crime. You have all been sentenced to death. The sentence will be carried out now.”

      Someone faltered, a few people even tried to say something, maybe to beg for mercy or offer some information in exchange for their lives, but Bandon didn’t listen, and anyway, it didn’t matter. Suddenly he had them all in his mental grip.

      First they screamed, then they simply rasped. The symbiont in Bandon’s body connected with their nervous systems. Bandon felt their emotions, saw their thoughts, while he slowly killed them.

      That feeling of absolute power was incomparable with anything else. Bandon understood why people like Gellert, or the late Count Ferro, insisted on eliminating all adversaries they met in this way. It was like a drug.

      He learned a few names from their minds, contacts, friends, other potential traitors. One of them had explosives concealed in a stash in the station’s industrial zone. Lots of little things, but they would come in useful.

      He didn’t learn anything more.

      He increased his pressure. There was a final chorus of rattles and some muted cries, then ten bodies slid down onto the hangar’s floor.

      Bandon turned and wordlessly headed back to the office. The janissaries instantly began to clear the bodies away.

      But he didn’t get as far as the office. Al-Jabarti emerged from the elevator.

      “Your Highness, you should come, we’ve found Gellert!”

      “Where was he?”

      “I... it’s better that you come see for yourself.” Without waiting for an answer, she turned and headed for the hangar gates, from which they brought in the prisoners. Bandon followed her. He struggled to keep up and was pierced by a sharp pain when he did not concentrate on breathing. His symbiont made his every breath painful. It was, of course, a permanent reminder of his superordination.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      They reached the corridor leading to the freight elevators. Two janissaries with rifles were standing beside them. Bandon walked around them and saw Gellert.

      Or rather, he saw Gellert’s head. It was swinging on a length of wire in the middle of the elevator.

      Viktor Gellert had a large head without a single hair. Something had been carved with a knife onto his high forehead.

      “We have yet to find the rest of the body,” said al-Jabarti. “That’s the same bastard who’s been eliminating our allies these last few weeks!”

      Bandon started to ask how she knew this, then he looked more closely at what was engraved onto Gellert’s forehead.

      Do you hear the people sing?

      “That’s the first time he’s killed a Chosen. Do you think he’s an Enhans?” al-Jabarti wondered.

      “It’s possible,” growled Bandon.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “Search the entire station. I want that bastard found!”

      Making an example of criminals was impractical, but in the case of this lowlife, Bandon was prepared to make an exception.

      The station intercom’s speakers crackled. Bandon was still looking at the head of his longstanding friend when a seven-hundred-year-old song, based on an eight-hundred-and-fifty-year-old novel, began to emanate from the speakers.

      “Do you hear the people sing?...”

      “How did that motherfucker hack our intercom?!” roared al-Jabarti.

      Bandon only gritted his teeth as the song continued to play.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.
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        * * *

      

      “It still seems unnecessarily complicated to me,” said Admiral Toscano, at the next joint planning session aboard the Hermes. Rear Admiral Abiola Wabara, who was putting together the Sixth Fleet at Coral Star shipyard, was present via hologram transmission, as was Nordel Tull, the current chief of all Ralgar overclans.

      Or rather of those who are willing to obey him, Golna realized.

      “I have to agree with you there, Admiral,” said Wabara. “But if His Majesty can do anything, it’s miracle-working.”

      “And playing poker, analyzing people and picking up psychopaths,” muttered Radana, quietly enough so only Golna could pick it up.

      That could probably be called progress. I’m the only one who can hear her now.

      “Fine. But I would not be happy to base our entire strategy on faith in our Emperor and his sister,” he said, looking at Radana. “No offense, Cadet.”

      The Hankerson girl woke up a little when the Admiral addressed her directly. “Of course, sir. None taken.”

      Golna smiled. “If you have another idea, Admiral, please share it. You will command the fleet, or rather the fleet group.”

      “I think that a backup plan is in order. Simply, a plan B. If everything on Earth fails and the gate to Hub remains closed, we will take the entire fleet and head through interstellar space to Hub.”

      “That will take months. But I get that it will be the only alternative,” Calvert commented. “But we won’t make it before the New Protectorate’s main fleet arrives from the other side.”

      “We very probably won’t make it either way. It’s about stopping them before they gain absolute control over all the most important industrial centers.”

      “It is true that the New Protectorate was attempting to hold on to places like New Jaipur or Hobart, but they’ve already given up on that, and all of the Vanguard Fleet’s ships are being recalled to Hub,” said Calvert. “They don’t have the strength to hold everything without the Hammer Fleet and other reinforcements.”

      “And may I remind you that Prince Bandon is quite definitely not stupid?” Wabara added. “Even if everything on Earth failed and we didn’t get the Second Fleet, Bandon will not just divide his forces so we can eliminate them piecemeal. The forces we are assembling here at Davenport are still the greatest threat to the New Protectorate, even if, God forbid, the Emperor and Cadet Radana were to die. They’ll fly to meet us.”

      “I have to agree with that,” said Toscano. “Like two old-fashioned armies from the pre-cosmic age. We will gradually advance toward each other to the sound of beating drums.”

      “I only hope our tactics will be a little more effective than those of ancient armies,” Calvert commented.

      “I wonder how logistically depleted their fleet will be after so long a journey,” said Keto. “It takes us weeks to assemble the fleet here, top up supplies and do any repairs. They will be considerably worse off. It may be months before they will be able to move from Hub to anywhere else.”

      “That is possible, Commander,” said Golna, “but let’s not forget that the Vanguard Fleet now at Hub itself spent even longer in interstellar space than the Hammer Fleet has. The New Protectorate is clearly capable of equipping ships for long-term, isolated missions.”

      “Nevertheless, the enemy ships will certainly stay at Hub for at least a while,” said Toscano. “I wouldn’t want us to see the enemy fleet’s arrival as some sort of time limit that will mean defeat if we let it expire. That will definitely not be the case.”

      He sent a glance at Nordel’s hologram. “I admit that, if we need a more accurate estimate of the distribution of forces, I also need to know how the Ralgars are placed.”

      “You wanna know how many of them will come to your aid?” growled Nordel. “I don’t know that myself. Right now I’m still in negotiations with the assholes from Clan Lisk and Clan Imora. For some reason they don’t want to fight alongside the Imperium. I don’t know why. The main thing is to have heads to smash. And what’s more, the New Protectorate created that crap that killed off the Imats. So a lot of us want to cut them to pieces. I don’t know exactly how many of us there will be. But Lisk are the fuckers who were Raktar’s clan.”

      Toscano was silent for a while. “We will need all available forces to assemble here within... thirty days. Is that possible?”

      “We’ll be there,” Nordel promised.

      Toscano sent another glance in Wabara’s direction.

      “Most battleships will be operable. A few squadrons are already en route. We have no shortage of volunteers, but materials are running out. Coral Star had large stocks of spare parts, but even that isn’t infinite. I had to send some unfinished ships to Folna or even Haveloc for new components to be installed. Some of them are already heading to Davenport.”

      “Understood, Admiral, but what about the deadline? Most of that time will be taken by the journey.”

      “I think we can do it, sir. We’re dropping with exhaustion, but all our people know what’s at stake.”

      “Yes, civilization must continue, as the Emperor says.”

      “Incidentally, Admiral Toscano, as the Emperor has entrusted you with command of the fleet group, I will need your decision on who is to command the Sixth Fleet.”

      Toscano frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Among our volunteers there are several flag officers. Some of them, such as Vice Admiral Sunday, are already retired and requested demotion to captain. But there are others in active service, officers who were stuck in the Barrondo, Folna or Davenport sectors at the start of the crisis. At least four of them are Rear Admirals senior to me. I also know that the Seventh Fleet has a number of capable admirals.”

      Golna knew what Wabara meant. But he had himself expressed his wishes in this regard to the Emperor before he had left on his honeymoon. Until recently, Wabara had been only a commodore commanding a task group.

      “I understand, Admiral Wabara. Nevertheless, of all the officers at Coral Star – and indeed in the Seventh Fleet – you have the most in-depth understanding of the Sixth Fleet’s needs and situation. You also enjoy the Emperor’s favor. You will receive your official orders in a few days’ time. Nevertheless, I hereby promote you to admiral.”

      Wabara must have expected this, but her devotion to military protocol gave her no option but to protest.

      “Sir, with the greatest of respect, I don’t have the seniority for that, not by a long shot. Not to mention that, as an admiral yourself, you do not have the power to promote someone else to admiral.”

      “That is true, but I can grant you the rank at my own discretion in times of war and crises or for a separate mission. The current situation meets all three conditions. And the person who can officially promote you is the Emperor, who will certainly be glad to. And I suspect that Prime Minister Gilbert or Defense Minister Vikoro can, too. I will happily call one of them, if necessary.”

      Golna could sense Wabara grinding her teeth. “No, that’s fine, Admiral.”

      “I suspect that in the current situation it’s more of a curse than a promotion, but in any case, congratulations, Admiral Wabara.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Toscana turned to Calvert. “Something else has occurred to me. I know that after the battle on Fairview, there have been insurrections against the New Protectorate and their allies across the Imperium, particularly on the worlds around Hub. Do we know anything about the situation on Hub? Or even directly on Hub Central?”

      “We have people there, and we are in regular contact with them,” said Calvert. “There is unrest and sabotage. Some Enhans collaborators have been murdered. We also know from our agents that the New Protectorate has somehow negotiated an agreement with the Silmani. I don’t know what they promised them this time – or how they blackmailed them – but it looks like the Silmani fleet is actively helping them. And not just by flying away from battles, as they did when they double-crossed the Guard Fleet at Taylor.”

      “Understood. I need to know as much as possible about this.”

      “Our agents on Hub Central are attempting to make contact with other... let’s say sources of information. Or with people who are able to obtain it.”

      “I will need as much information as possible from any and every source,” said Toscano. “I don’t want to lead the offensive blindly. We must find out what the enemy’s options are, if at all possible.”

      “I understand, sir. And don’t worry, we’re already working on it.”
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        * * *

      

      The New Protectorate’s security officers must have thought that the mysterious murderer who was killing Enhans collaborators all over Hub Central and had even dared to assassinate the Chosen head of security was probably hiding somewhere in the ventilation shaft, an abandoned warehouse or some industrial hatch between the decks. Their searches certainly corresponded to this.

      Rigobert Nguema laughed over this while relaxing in his small apartment in one of Hub Central’s residential wings. The apartment was owned by the company Galactic Exports, which itself was owned by the company Farrel Holding. Both companies existed legally and even pursued some activities. You would need to search very deeply to find out that these corporations were largely fictional fronts. Even if you did establish this, there were dozens, maybe even hundreds of such firms on Hub Central, of which some were connected to organized crime, and others to illegal practices on the part of politicians. If the New Protectorate were to go through these companies one by one, it would take them months, if not years. Nine million people lived on Hub Central and there were hundreds of thousands of apartments.

      So Nguema was very surprised when his doorbell rang.

      He put down his bottle of D’Abbo beer and slowly moved away from the monitor on which he was preparing to watch a musical.

      Possibilities ran through his head. If they had discovered him, they wouldn’t bother with the doorbell. A group of janissaries would kick the door down and run in. But he doubted that someone had come here for some innocent reason.

      The Omega agents had eight apartments on Hub Central that were owned by some third organization, and even though the Omegas had been dissolved long ago, the apartments were still there. He should probably move.

      He checked the pistol in his belt and pressed a small button on his watch. If a platoon of janissaries really was waiting for him, he could at least take them with him. The bomb hidden under his nightstand would see to that.

      The doorbell rang again. Nguema activated the intercom.

      “Yes?”

      He saw a man standing outside the door on a small monitor. He looked like a petty official, he wore a long beige coat and had greasy brown hair. From the color of his skin, Nguema judged that this man’s ancestors had come from the same part of Africa as he did, but the man now looked like an ordinary Imperial multicultural mix and, at the same time, someone who had spent most of his life on ships and stations, far away from daylight.

      “Is that Mr. Louis Barden?” asked the man, using one of the aliases that Nguema used on the station.

      “Yes. What do you want from me?”

      “I would like to discuss something with you. It’s about our mutual acquaintance.”

      “Acquaintance?”

      “Yes. She sent me a message to let you know that Voice of the Deep has started to come out again on Rosalio.”

      Nguema did not move. For the first couple of seconds – an almost unforgivable delay for an Omega – his brain did not make the connection, but then he recognized the phrase.

      For another three seconds he considered how to respond.

      “Can I discuss this with you inside?” asked the man.

      Another three seconds of hesitation.

      “Come in,” he said finally, and pressed the button. If it were a trap, he could deal with this guy much more comfortably inside, after all.

      The door opened and the man smiled at him pleasantly. “Good day. I am glad to see you.” He held out his hand. Nguema did not take it but pointed him further into the flat.

      He closed the door.

      “Sit down,” he ordered, indicating an armchair. “Repeat what you just said to me.”

      “Voice of the Deep has started to come out again on Rosalio,” said the man. He was no longer so self-confident. He was nervous, afraid that Nguema would turn out to be a murderous psychopath.

      He was right to be afraid, but Nguema chose his targets very carefully.

      He recognized that phrase. On the planetary datanet for Rosalio there really was a magazine called Voice of the Deep, which was a tedious geological annual with a cheesy name. It frequently changed owners and was continually being canceled and brought back.

      At the same time, it was also one of the Omega agents’ codes.

      “Who gave you that password?”

      “One of our mutual acquaintances. Hila Eban.”

      Again, Nguema was silent for a long time.

      “You probably know Hila Eban?”

      “Yeah, our new Empress.”

      “I mean, you know her from before.”

      Finally Nguema nodded. If this turned into a shoot-out, he would gain nothing by delaying. “Yeah, we were Omega agents together. But I think I only met her once or twice in real life. I saw that bastard Deshir more often.”

      The man laughed. “Aha, so you’ve heard of him too.”

      “Yeah, when the future Empress takes out her former colleague and shoots the heir to the throne in the process, that news flies through Gertz space.”

      “I understand.”

      “So who are you?”

      “My name is Katenko. Imre Katenko. I am... one of the Emperor’s contacts here on Hub Central. I think the New Protectorate would reward you generously if you turned me in. But something tells me that you specifically cannot turn me in. If I am not mistaken?”

      This guy was brave. He was still nervous, but he knew what he was getting himself into when he rang the doorbell. Nguema smiled.

      “You’re not. I make things much hotter for them here.”

      “Yes. They’ve allegedly started calling you Jean Valjean since you hacked the station intercom.”

      Nguema shrugged. “That was just a little prank at the end of a difficult day.”

      “Yes. I also hear that you killed a Chosen?”

      “He wasn’t that Chosen. It certainly didn’t help him.”

      “How come you survived, if I may ask? The Chosen have the ability to kill anyone telepathically, provided they’re not an Enhans.”

      “I don’t believe that Enners are better in any way. I... I have drugs. They increase my resistance to that sort of thing a little. A few seconds is enough.”

      Katenko smiled. “I am pleased to hear that. I would like the recipe, before I go.”

      “If you go,” emphasized Nguema. “Fine. We found each other. You’re speaking on Eban’s behalf and so probably the Emperor’s too. Everyone knows that the Emperor is heading this way. When his fleet flies in, it will be the biggest battle since the war between the Protectors and the Silmani. It’s clear that they need some intelligence officers on the station, but if you want to recruit me, that’s not my thing. I prefer more direct approaches.”

      “I entirely understand. And it is precisely one such more direct little job that I need from you.”

      “What sort?”

      “Do you know who Vaster Doss is?”

      “Count Vaster Doss?” Nguema snorted. “One of the Chosen. Bandon’s close aide. The rumor is that they want to make him a prince.”

      “Yes. According to my information, he is in charge of planning. He knows everything that Bandon knows.”

      “Yes, and?”

      “Bandon is in the spotlight, but Doss often goes about his business on the station alone. We would need you to get hold of him and find out everything he knows. What the New Protectorate is up to.”

      “And how am I supposed to do that?”

      Katenko’s expression became serious. “In whatever way you can. As you so aptly observed, our fleet will arrive soon and many of our spooks – including me – have noticed that the New Protectorate’s command is somehow... more self-confident. The Emperor would call it an ace up their sleeve. His Majesty loves poker analogies. We need to know what it is, and we need to know it fast.”

      “And doesn’t some non-Chosen who I could pick up know it?”

      “Possibly, yes, but I can only think of Admiral Mordekan, the commander of the Vanguard Fleet. However, he only appears on the station rarely and he’s accompanied by a large group when he does. That would probably be even more difficult.”

      “Yes, probably.” Nguema again allowed himself three seconds of hesitation. “Okay then, I’ll do it.”

      “I admit I had expected you to negotiate more, and harder.”

      “No. I wanted to kill Doss soon anyway. After Gellert he was one of the logical next targets.”

      “But don’t forget we need information from him.”

      “I know. And if you know Hila Eban, you definitely know that we Omegas are good at obtaining information.” He looked at his watch. “But now you really shouldn’t stay any longer. It’s already suspicious. You probably have a way of contacting me.”

      “Of course.” Katenko handed him a business card. “You can get hold of me on that number.”

      “Excellent. So give my greetings to the Empress and be on your way. I want to watch a musical.”

      “Les Misérables?”

      “No, I got hold of an amateur video filmed on Valakor a few years ago. Evita, with Ralgar actors and singers. Every Omega loves pain on some level and I just got to see this.”
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      “His Majesty the Emperor, arriving!”

      Daniel should have realized that this would not just be an ordinary return from honeymoon. Not when you’re the Emperor and the supreme commander of the armed forces. So, even now, as the magnetic tow pulled the Eagle into the Hermes’ hangar, Daniel understood that Golna had attempted to reduce welcomes to the barest formalities. But there was still an honor guard in the Imperial Guard uniform, mustered astronauts and marines behind it, with Admiral Toscano as well as Golna and Linderholm at the head.

      Hila came behind him and the second announcement surprised her, for a change.

      “Her Majesty the Empress, arriving!”

      Daniel was glad he couldn’t see her expression. Under Imperial law, the husband or wife of the monarch was also Emperor or Empress, not the “prince or princess consort”. Maybe she couldn’t make all the decisions that the Emperor made, if only because she did not have the Imperial chip in her head, but she could speak on the Emperor’s behalf and execute decisions. This was one of the methods for dividing power introduced by Emperor Olaf III. It even applied if the monarch was in a polyamorous relationship; there would simply be several empresses or emperors. To avoid confusion in such cases, the term “Empress consort” was sometimes used, but in cases like Daniel and Hila’s, it was clear who was meant.

      “Welcome back, sire,” Golna welcomed him, and this time they all shook hands, abandoning the old formality a little. “I hope you have lots of photos.”

      “Of what, Commodore? But yes, Hila’s robot-camera took a lot of pictures... I mean, the landscapes and mountain ranges and the interesting things we saw.”

      “Your Majesty, I may be from Tombara, but I really have no interest in what went on in your tent.”

      Admiral Toscano cleared his throat meaningfully. “For myself, I am very glad to see you again, Your Majest...ies.” He looked at Hila too.

      “Of course, Admiral. On the way we could see that things in the star system are starting to get busy.”

      “The transfer of the Seventh Fleet is underway more slowly than I expected, but we’re getting there.”

      “Do you intend to move to the Hermes permanently? As communications ship, she was made for a commander who will coordinate a group of fleets across star systems.”

      “I know, but I will leave my flag on the Minneapolis for the time being. I am used to a smaller, more nimble ship, on which I can fly in person to scout out the battlefield. I can’t afford to risk a communications ship in that way. Moreover,” and a smile appeared on his face, “the Hermes is your flagship, sire.”

      “But I’m about to set out for Earth.”

      “Yes, we wanted to talk to you about that. When you’ve had a rest.”

      “I think that we’re rested enough,” said Hila, her eyes running over the many new members of the Imperial Guard. She paid no attention to protocol, and as soon as she had exchanged greetings with the officers, she’d gone to greet and chat with the honor guard, especially the new members. She had also greeted the new marines, including their new commander.

      No, it’s not that she’s ignoring protocol, Daniel realized. She’s creating a new protocol.

      “So when we’re ready, we would like to discuss the forthcoming operation with you. And also some... dynastic questions.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The Montevideo will arrive in the Solar System in five days’ time. Tomorrow she will decelerate and fly in the sensor shadow of a freight ship carrying our allies,” said Calvert to the assembled members of the Emperor’s staff. Prime Minister Gilbert was also attending this meeting remotely.

      “How far can we trust the crew of the freighter?” asked Toscano.

      “As far as we trusted anyone else over the last year.”

      “And that means?”

      Calvert looked at his superior officer with a hint of indulgence. “Less than you and more than Admiral Donatra. Let’s say about as far as we trust Mr. Foster.”

      “Incidentally, Mr. Foster wrote to me this morning,” Golna added, glancing at Daniel and Hila. “Apparently he’s coming here. He wants to discuss something with you.”

      “I’m curious.”

      “In any case, the Montevideo will fly to the Solar System and take up a position near the Iapetus Base. We have other agents there and they will take us to Earth. There’s a regular shuttle from Iapetus to Earth, every day.”

      “I will fly first,” said Golna. “Admiral Toscano and I agreed this. We definitely cannot all fly at once and I am... the one who is... well, let’s say, the most expendable, at least as far as you and Cadet Hankerson are concerned.”

      “I’m a cadet, you’re a commodore!” Radana objected.

      “You are the heir to the throne, I’m not. Get used to it, Cadet.”

      “And that’s the second thing,” said Toscano. “Cadet Hankerson’s mission has... if I may say so, higher military priority than yours, sire.”

      Daniel would have liked to argue. He knew that they had to destroy Haskel somehow. He also wanted to know – maybe for sentimental reasons – what side Kerstin had taken, but at the same time, from the purely pragmatic perspective, he knew that they could use her to get to Haskel. But they needed more fleets.

      “I understand. So you want to send Radana first?”

      “Exactly. Then you will go, maybe a few days or even weeks later.”

      “But if we do not disable the Second Fleet, Haskel will be able to do something. We don’t know what options he has. He could have had a bomb planted on every ship in the Second Fleet.”

      “I understand, sire. Nevertheless, I think that we really should not expose both you and Cadet Hankerson to danger at the same time. And given that we have to penetrate as far as the navigational computer at Port Royal Academy, Cadet Hankerson is the more suitable choice.”

      Radana nearly burst with pride as an admiral four times her age designated her the best choice for this mission.

      “Either way, though, we cannot prevent either Daniel or Radana from coming into danger,” said Hila. “And that’s that. When the fleet arrives near Hub, they will each be on a different ship, but they will still both be in danger. I hope you’re not planning to force Daniel to stay somewhere on Davenport. If so, you won’t succeed.”

      “Definitely not,” agreed Daniel.

      “Not to mention the boost to astronaut morale,” Hila added. “The Emperor personally leading his fleet into battle.”

      “Yes, of course, sire... Your Majesties...”

      “I get that you can’t call me Ms. Eban anymore, but why not Hila?”

      “Unfortunately that isn’t possible. But I can try ‘ma’am’.”

      Hila sighed, then shrugged.

      Toscano went on.

      “I agree with you leading the fleet. For all the reasons mentioned. I even agree that we cannot avoid sending both the Emperor and the heir to the throne into danger in the long term. I’ve talked about this a little with Commodore Golna.”

      Golna was reluctant to speak, which didn’t happen very often. Finally, however, the old commodore threw up his hands. “Well. As Admiral Toscano already mentioned in the hangar, we should address the issue of the dynasty, sire.”

      Daniel and Hila exchanged glances. An obvious blush crept across Toscano’s pale skin. To Golna, a native of Tombara, it did not seem at all strange.

      Calvert simply made a face like a schoolboy who has found a rude video. Keto put all his efforts into becoming invisible.

      Radana looked as if this were the most boring thing in the universe.

      “What exactly about the dynasty?” he asked, neutrally.

      “I think they want us to produce heirs,” Hila explained.

      Toscano was already completely scarlet in the face.

      “But we talked about this from the beginning, if I am not mistaken,” said Daniel. He wasn’t entirely comfortable dealing with this, but it was clear that this simply was not just between him and Hila.

      “Yes, we did, sire. But I think that right now it is more pressing. We have a government and a real chance of victory,” said Golna, nodding at Ms. Gilbert. “And whatever we may like to say about your luck and ability to work miracles, both you and Cadet Hankerson may die. Even though you have excluded Haskel from the succession, he could still have a claim. And even if he doesn’t, we’ll still need an Emperor.”

      “Actually, why? Wouldn’t a republic do?” said Hila, whose expression made it clear that she was joking.

      Mostly.

      Ms. Gilbert raised her hand. “I may be an old republican, but if anything is holding the current ruin of the Imperium together, it’s the Emperor. Any Emperor. This really is not the right time to refashion the Imperium. What’s more, I am a pragmatist. I don’t want to change something that has functioned for hundreds of years and that is, despite everything, actually the best option in the current universe. A republic would disintegrate into little statelets within a few years, and they would be snapped up by the Ralgars or the New Protectorate. Or by someone like Kalinga and...”

      “Fine, fine, it was a joke.” Hila also waved her hand. “I know that you mean well, and Daniel and I have discussed this. Trust me, we will work on the dynasty.”

      Now it was Daniel’s turn to blush.

      “I am afraid that it is not just a question of your willingness,” said Golna. “We will arrive on Earth in literally a few days. It would be ideal if there was a succession soon.”

      “You do know that this can’t be arranged just like that?”

      “Of course. I know. On Tombara we have... erm... experience of this. No, we mean that we can speed things up. Meet things halfway.”

      “Well, I admit I did not expect the debate to turn in this direction,” confessed Daniel.

      Toscano could hold back no longer.

      “Sire. Ma’am. I beg your pardon. Nevertheless... as commander I have to consider all the possibilities that may arise. The succession needs to be clear, in case anything happens to you.”

      “As if I would leave Hila aboard in... what did they call it at court? A delicate condition?”

      “Forget that,” said Hila so decisively it surprised him. “You will need me there. And not just because I’m an Omega.”

      “But...”

      “No, I’m going with you, and no, I don’t want to spend the rest of this war barefoot and pregnant.”

      Now even Golna felt that the tabletop was suddenly extremely interesting. “There are also other options, which are becoming more and more common. Not on Tombara. We prefer the old-fashioned method there. But those other options are much less demanding for the mother and, from the medical perspective, much safer for both the mother and the fetus.”

      “Do you mean an artificial uterus?” asked Daniel.

      Both he and Radana had been born in this way. His mother, Erika Hankerson had chosen this method, like most other women on Hub and other central planets. Of course, it wasn’t available to everyone in the Central Imperium. Daniel knew that Hila had been born in the “old way”, like all the children in the Colbran slums.

      “I...” Hila began, then thought twice. “I always thought I would have children... well, fine, to put it another way, until recently I didn’t know if I even could have children. When Doctor Olgarmi told me I could, I wondered whether I would carry it myself, but... I understand those arguments. And I know that even... well, I don’t know if that’s the strategic viewpoint, but even there, it makes sense.”

      She looked at Daniel. “I think we’re going to need to talk about this.”
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        * * *

      

      “I confess I was not expecting a discussion like that on our return from honeymoon,” stated Daniel, as he and Hila strode down the long corridor to their cabin aboard the flagship Hermes. Captain Mackenzie and two other guards were keeping a respectful distance.

      “Well, I heard that the question ‘and when are you going to have a baby?’ was normal after a wedding.”

      “But I didn’t expect it to start immediately!”

      “Me neither. But I have to admit that Golna has been warning us about it from the moment you became Emperor. Just then it was on the ‘maybe one day’ principle.”

      “I know, I know. And it makes sense. It just seems...”

      “Like the medieval court that is obliged to watch the wedding night, to ensure that the marital duties were discharged?”

      “We don’t even need to go back that far. It would be enough to ask Golna to take us to Tombara on holiday. But yes, something like that. Although Jazz watches us most nights, so we do have something like a courtier there. And indeed, sometimes Kelvin...”

      He stopped short. Kelvin. He had even managed to forget about him for a few days. His robot and servant who had sacrificed himself in the battle on Fairview. Part of his memory was stored in the Hermes’ backup databases; they could download it into another robot’s body, but it still wouldn’t really be Kelvin.

      They arrived at the flag cabin, indeed the Imperial cabin, and the guard at the door stood to attention. He was new. About as tall as Daniel, with short black hair and skin almost as dark. Daniel got the impression that he was watching them with a certain expectation, as if he wanted to say something, but the rookie guard – a corporal, judging by the two chevrons on his shoulder – probably didn’t want to start a conversation with the Emperor and his new wife just like that.

      Hila’s solution was simple; she started the conversation. Daniel didn’t know if her assessment was the same as his. More likely she simply wanted to talk to another member of the enlisted. “We don’t know you, do we?”

      “No, ma’am, sire,” said the soldier. “Corporal Biwott, ma’am, sire. I’m one of the new recruits. I came aboard only a week ago.”

      “Biwott. That name sounds familiar,” said Hila, frowning. “Where did you serve before?”

      “In the 205th Engineers Regiment. We fought on Grammel and Bykov as part of the 57th Corps. But you haven’t met me before.”

      Daniel clicked where he knew the name from. “Are you related to Esau Biwott?”

      “Yes sire. My older brother.”

      “The same Esau Biwott who died on Lonely Star after firing asteroids at the New Protectorate’s fleet?”

      “Yes, that one, ma’am,” said the youth in a tone combining uncertainty with a definite dose of pride.

      He applied to the Imperial Guard because of his brother, Daniel realized. He sees us as superheroes. And at the same time, he sees the example of his brother as something to follow.

      How did they select this man?

      “Wasn’t Esau significantly older than you? I know that I can’t really comment, as someone with a sister sixteen years younger than me, but even so.”

      “Esau was the third of thirteen children, sire. I’m the second youngest.”

      “Thirteen children?” Hila gasped. “Well… that is…”

      “It’s entirely normal where I come from, ma’am.”

      Yeah, on Earth with artificial uteri.

      Mackenzie and the other guards now also reached the door. The new commander of the guards only nodded. “Lieutenant Howard accepted him, and Sergeant Norum wrote his reference, sire.”

      There was an unspoken question in this statement.

      If you like, I can send him away.

      “If I may, I would like to add that it is an honor to serve you,” said Biwott. “I hope that I will be able to at least come close to the example of my brother.”

      “Your brother was a hero, but don’t follow his example too closely,” Hila reminded him. “We don’t want suicides here.”

      “Of course not, ma’am. I just meant that, well... that it really is an honor. With everything you’re going through...”

      “Most of the stories circulating about us are exaggerated,” said Hila.

      “There’s a video recording of your battle on Fairview.”

      That silenced her.

      What can you say to that?

      “Well, we will excuse ourselves,” said Daniel.

      “Of course, sire, ma’am. Good night.”

      They went into the cabin and the guards stayed at the door.

      The attendant courtiers.

      Jazz hopped up to them and began to run around Daniel’s feet. When Daniel didn’t drop anything for him, he tried again with Hila.

      She knelt down beside the rabbit and scratched him behind the ears. He enjoyed this, sensing the promise of a carrot.

      “I know that it will seem even worse to you, but all this hero-worship is taking even me aback a little.”

      “Yeah, but look at your résumé for the last year. They probably do see us as heroes. Even if I see the concept of ‘hero’ a little differently, as an old Army girl.”

      She didn’t need to add anything more. Everyone who has been through any sort of battle knows who the real heroes are: the people who remained on the battlefield.

      “Yeah, but I don’t know if someone like young Biwott doesn’t long for glory.”

      “He wants to follow in his brother’s footsteps – or in his shadow. I saw that a lot when I accompanied soldiers on battlefields. A lot of them were following in someone’s footsteps, their dad, mom, brother, sister, whatever. Most of them got killed.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      Hila stood up, walked over the cabin’s luxurious carpet and sat down on the couch. “I admit I was more surprised by those thirteen children.”

      “That’s normal in a lot of cultures. Even Emperor Olaf II was one of eight. He himself went on to have seven. The oldest was Empress Lynn.”

      “I know. It just... struck me. It sent me back a bit to the previous topic of discussion.”

      “Yeah, I hear you.” Daniel sat down beside her and put his arm around her shoulders. Jazz attempted to scramble up their legs.

      “I... maybe it surprised me a bit too,” he admitted. “I want children. I just didn’t expect that we’d talk about descendants in a conference room full of people, like it was some sort of insurance policy for the succession. I want to see my children grow up, if I’m going to have them.”

      Hila looked at him, her eyes etched with deep pain. “You know, I also want to see them grow up. But I won’t see longer than sixteen years of their lives, even if we started now. Radana is already older than our child would be when my modified body says so long and I just switch off.”

      Daniel would have liked to object, or console her with some words about the Hex Research scientists coming up with something, but when the doctor had examined Hila four months previously, she hadn’t given them much hope.

      Hila’s adapted organism functioned by inertia.

      “Golna and the others took me by surprise,” Daniel admitted, while Hila put her head on his chest. “I wanted to discuss having children with you. I knew that our child would one day be Emperor or Empress, but I didn’t expect them to suggest children as some sort of safeguard.”

      “Fuck them. Fuck the Imperium and all intrigues and safeguards. Do you want a child?”

      “Of course. Yes.”

      Hila raised her head and kissed Daniel for a long time.

      “So actually, we don’t have anything to discuss, do we?”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I know I’m right. The offspring that we want will also be an insurance policy for the Imperium. That’s a bonus.”

      Daniel did not ask if she really did not wish to stay in the background, instead of going on the mission to Earth, and later with the fleet to Hub. However, he knew that it did not come into consideration.

      If it did, Hila would not be the woman he had married.

      The couch was very comfortable, but they soon headed into the bedroom.

      Jazz understood that there would be no carrot today.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel knew that modern methods were surer, more practical and also faster, because there were none of the delays inherent in conceiving naturally. This knowledge, unfortunately, did not much help him when he sat in the ship’s hospital on the Hermes and Doctor Olgarmi took him through the individual steps.

      It would be relatively simple, for him.

      “And that’s everything, Your Majesty,” the ship’s doctor finished his lecture and his eyes gleamed with enthusiasm. He came over as a village doctor whose humdrum work had been spiced up.

      “I admit I am surprised that we have an artificial uterus aboard,” said Daniel.

      “Sometimes it happens that a crew member’s contraceptive implant fails, and they get various surprises. Don’t worry, we will take the artificial uterus to Davenport immediately afterwards.”

      “That’s good. The Hermes definitely must not fly to battle with it.”

      “And now I must ask you for this.” He handed Daniel something that medical jargon called a ‘gamete collection vessel’, but was only a jar. “I will leave you here on your own. Please... provide the contents.”

      His eyes were sparkling.

      “Please remove that idiotic grin from your face!”

      Olgarmi burst out laughing. “But, well, yes, sire. I am only a doctor, after all.”

      He took several steps toward the door. “I know that the Empress could help you, but for her the procedure is somewhat more invasive, so you will have to manage without her.”

      “Yeah, yeah, just get the hell out!”

      The doctor turned around one last time in the doorway. “If you want a video for this, just use that terminal there.”

      “Go!”

      “We even have a database of videos from Tombara.”

      “Out!”
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        * * *

      

      “Captain Mackenzie, do ye hae a wee minute?”

      Denver Mackenzie was not sure whether he did. Since the former master sergeant of the 195th Mechanized Regiment had become a captain and commander of the Imperial Guard six months ago, he definitely could not complain of an excess of free time. He was ultimately responsible for the lives of the Emperor, the new Empress and the Crown Princess.

      Nevertheless, when your former commanding officer, who is now a brigadier general, approaches you, you simply make time for him.

      “Yes, sir?”

      General Arun Sarkar indicated that Mackenzie should not get up, and took the seat opposite. At this time of day, the officers’ mess on the Hermes was almost deserted, so Mackenzie had slipped in for a quick early lunch before throwing himself into inspecting new guards for his three charges. Then he had a session with First Lieutenant Howard to go through the résumés of other candidates. After that, he needed to start preparing the madness for Earth...

      “I need somethin’ from ye,” said the General. “It’s aboot the succession.”

      “I believe the Emperor and Empress are dealing with that in the ship’s hospital. Blackburn and Timons and Pradhan are with them, and...”

      “Aye, I ken they’re safe. Mairover, there’s nae threat tae them aboard the Hermes. But Commodore Golna has brocht my attention tae the fact that the... errrmm... wee successor will need a guard an’ aw.”

      “Already?”

      “Weel, if the mither decides to carry the bairn in the traditional manner, it’s simple, ye guard the mither, which ye already did before. Although it’d be easier because a pregnant woman cannae run that fast.” Sarkar laughed. Mackenzie had no idea what was so funny. “But, if the fetus is put intae that artificial uterus, outwith the mither’s body, ye’ll need to guard the fetus.”

      “Even though it’s two cells?”

      “In nine months’ time they twa cells will be the legitimate heir tae the throne. So, aye, we need tae guard even twa cells.”

      Mackenzie suppressed the urge to rub his eyes. “Very well, sir. Thank you for letting me know. This afternoon I will discuss it with Lieutenant Howard and we will take on more new guards.”

      Sarkar observed him for a while. “And how are ye, Denver?”

      “Everything is fine, sir.”

      “Crap. I ken that ye didnae want this job, and hanestly, I didnae choose ye for it. I chose Niro, but he’s deid, so it’s fallen tae ye. How are things gaeing?”

      “Well... to be honest, sir. I don’t know if I’m right for this job. I’m not the officer type. I’m not the guard-of-honor room-decorating type.”

      “I dinnae ken. I think that ye served with General Debbs as ane o’ his personal lackeys afore ye came tae the Highlanders. Debbs always cared that everyane aroond him looked like they’d jumped out o’ a recruitment poster.”

      “Yes, and I applied to the Highlanders from there, sir. What’s more, the Imperial Guard is not about having to look good. And honestly, sir, if you think that someone should replace me in the position of commander, I will gladly hand over to them. I think that I haven’t needed to worry about how this would damage my career for a long time now.”

      My career shifted in an unexpected direction a year ago.

      “That isnae entirely my decision. Whit’s mair, the Empress hasnae stopped singin’ yer praises after whit ye achieved on Valakor.”

      “That was mostly Sergeant Foskan. She saved us all and sacrificed herself and...”

      “I ken.” Sarkar bent toward him. “Dae ye think I like no commanding the Highlanders nae mair? When the Emperor appointed me commander o’ aw the armed forces in the Emperor’s Ain Task Force, that’s how it went. And I’m no even that the noo. I’m like a fifth wheel. I mean the craziness wi’ Golna and Calvert an’ the ithers.”

      “Your work is undoubtedly important...”

      “Tae hell wi’ it, I ken that, and yours is too. But fae some reason I must fight wi’ it. I mean that I understand ye, and I’m scunnered an’ aw. Aince mair untae the breach, dear friends.”

      Mackenzie raised his eyebrows. “Once more unto… I often hear that sentence in the Army. What does it even mean?”

      “It’s Shakespeare. Henry V. Ye’re right, practically everyane uses it.”

      “And what does it mean?”

      “Somethin’ like: ‘Let’s try it again’. I didnae use it correctly. I simply meant that I wish tae go tae battle again. But that’s also whit they’re sayin’.”

      “Of course, sir. I’ll be careful.”

      Sarkar stood up and again waved his hand, meaning Mackenzie could remain seated. “It’s aboot the fact that this still isnae the Imperial Guard we kent afore the war. When all this is ower, the Guard will probably double, triple in size and it will be commanded by some colonel an’ it will contain ony number o’ grunts. It’s aboot the fact that noo – especially wi’ the mission tae Eairth in preparation – we still need experienced bams mair than managers. An’ that’s ye, Mackenzie. Ye hae experience fae Horgen, Valakor an’ Fairview an’ ye cannae say that ye’re no a bam ony mair.”

      “Somehow the presence of the Emperor and Empress does that to you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Shutting down the drive in two minutes, Captain.”

      “Understood,” said Captain Jerome Sung, the commanding officer of the cruiser Montevideo, as he watched the display.

      For the last few days, the ship had successfully hidden in the shadow of a gigantic freighter, the Maru Tando, whose crew had been expecting her and were part of the local spy network.

      So it seemed, at least. Calvert had warned Commander Sung that he should not trust anyone, to be on the safe side; nevertheless, they needed assistance. Gertz drives could be picked up by long-range sensors, and the Maru Tando’s signature successfully covered the signal of the smaller Montevideo. The New Protectorate’s entire fleet had traveled as far as Hub in a similar fashion.

      At least, Sung had heard so, and he hoped it was true, because this would mean that it would also work now. The alternative was that the enemy saw them and set a trap. The whole Second Fleet was based in the Solar System, but was currently under the control of the traitor Haskel Hankerson.

      In addition to the experimental level-seven drive, there was also a miniature FTL gate aboard the Montevideo. This was the key to this operation, but at the same time, it and the drive simply must not fall into enemy hands. In the captain’s cabin, Sung had orders binding him to destroy the ship, along with the entire crew, if there was any danger of it being captured.

      All this scheming was a bit much for Sung. He was a naval officer from a long line of officers. His great-great-grandmother had been one of the founders of the restored Imperial Navy during the reign of Olaf II. His grandparents and parents had also served in the Navy, so he had never even considered any other career. He had earned all the badges, climbed the career ladder and was waiting to get his own ship, in time. He saw an admiral’s pips in his future.

      The war had complicated everything. While he had gotten his own ship sooner than expected, he also found himself surrounded by intrigue. Super-secret missions were not his strong suit, but because the Montevideo needed to undergo repairs anyway, it was simplest to install the new technology here.

      “Stopping in twenty seconds,” announced the helm.

      “Understood,” repeated Sung.

      “Ten seconds... five... deactivating the Gertz drive.”

      The INS Montevideo stopped moving. The Gertz drive was reactionless, so the ship was now sailing at the same relative speed as before leaving Davenport.

      The Maru Tando continued on her way to her destination in Jupiter’s orbit. The Montevideo became an empty point in space. Unless some ship sailed close enough for someone to see them with the naked eye, they were invisible.

      The problem would arise when the shuttle departed, but their local allies were supposed to deal with that. The System Guard’s single rescue shuttle was to fly here twice a day with a crew loyal to Emperor Daniel.

      And then they would arrive at the naval base on Iapetus. Then Earth.

      “I think that nobody noticed us. We’d have found out by now,” said Commander Thorn. Sung remembered that his XO had once served on Iapetus.

      “Maybe it’ll stay that way. How long until the Hermes gets in touch?”

      “Two hours ten minutes.”

      “Good. Let’s prepare a report. Then we’ll open the gate.”

      He squinted at the long-range sensors. Most of the Second Fleet – and all battleships – were in Earth’s orbit, and currently on the other side of the ecliptic from Jupiter. The fleet was larger than estimated.

      “Tactical, find out everything we can about those battleships in the star system.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” said Lieutenant Pasadan.

      “There are definitely more of them than we would like to encounter,” said Thorn.

      “Well, the Emperor doesn’t want to encounter them. It’s worse than that. He wants to force those ships to join us. Because without them, we have almost no chance against what is coming.”
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