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      This isn’t how I imagined retirement.

      Oliver Cassidy stood on the side of a large yellow hill and looked down into the valley. The wind was blowing into his face and ruffling the last few hairs on his head.

      He used to love this wind. He had even gotten used to the fact that the local atmosphere stank like rotten eggs. But now it was as if the wind was bringing the portent of another disaster. They’d had enough of those over the last few weeks. Or indeed months.

      Like everybody else on the planet Kiscelli, Cassidy had been shocked when, four months ago, they had received the news that an unknown fleet had entered the Konstantin Sector and destroyed the planet Paskin. It had simply annihilated every living thing on the surface. This had been followed by more and more crazy news.

      The Guard Fleet that had blocked this new enemy’s path had been completely annihilated. Limburg, the Imperium’s capital city on the planet Hub, had been flattened, and the Emperor, his family, and the entire government had died. Control of Hub and all FTL gates in the system was in enemy hands. A gate in the Konstantin Sector had been destroyed. Cassidy hadn’t known that destroying gates was even possible. And he had no idea why anyone would even want to. There were only twenty gates in the Imperium and no new ones had been built for over one hundred fifty years.

      Most of the Imperial Navy was on the opposite side of the Imperium, fighting the Ralgars in another incursion. Now they couldn’t come home. And the bad news just kept on coming.

      Perhaps even worse were the reports that contradicted each other.

      Some boy called Daniel Hankerson – Cassidy had never heard of him in his life – was allegedly now the Emperor in exile. But then another report came, saying that some Haskel Hankerson was Emperor – and Cassidy had never heard of him either. Daniel had then made contact on several occasions, from aboard a ship capable of FTL communications – finally something that Cassidy understood. Although he had left the Navy seventeen years ago, even then there had been talk of FTL communications stations small enough to fit aboard a ship., The first such ship had been launched about six months ago.

      So, two alleged Emperors ruled the Imperium, even if Daniel was probably the real one, because they likely wouldn’t obey a false Emperor on a warship. Not that it mattered. It seemed that the whole glorious Central Imperium was going down the pan. Various planets had declared independence, governors and local governments took care of their own backyards and most of the Navy remained isolated.

      Cassidy shook his head as the wind in his face grew stronger, until a few small objects appeared on the horizon. Small objects that were getting bigger.

      There weren’t many of them. He knew from radio communications that their fighter attack had failed, but... he counted seven birds. They had sent off thirty. Now there were... yes, five atmospheric fighters and two robotic drones left.

      The birds disappeared into the hangars somewhere below him. Cassidy was standing in the old geothermal power plant built into the rock. So that was the famous attack, then.

      Despite all the chaos in the Imperium, everything was okay on Kiscelli. This world was one of the very new colonies financed by the Foster Group conglomerate. Cassidy and his family had arrived with one of the first waves of colonists. The first child to be born here was now just nineteen. The planet had barely three hundred thousand inhabitants. It was a beautiful world and Cassidy had planned to spend his retirement here, in the company of his daughter, her husband and their three children. He had taken up a position in the Imperial System Guard, put on a uniform again and received the rank of Commander. It was relatively quiet work, like when an old soldier becomes a sheriff. He commanded the patrol vessels – there were several of them – that maintained order in the system. Sometimes he and his people caught smugglers or rescued wrecked ships.

      But seventeen days ago, the collapse of the Imperium had made it as far as here; the Kalingan Fleet had arrived. Cassidy knew that this pirate faction operated somewhere on the frontier here, but he had never seen them with such a large fleet. Maybe it wasn’t a real fleet as such, but it had easily gotten the better of his twelve patrol vessels. The encounter in space had been fast and brutal, and Cassidy and his five remaining ships had been forced to withdraw to the planet’s surface. The enemy troops pursued them, captured the capital city, defeated the local army – which could barely be considered an army at all – and began to advance further.

      And so Commander Oliver Cassidy, leader of the system’s Imperial Guard on Kiscelli and adjacent areas, became the leader of the resistance.

      Only seventeen days, but it seemed like an eternity.

      He fished a cigarette out of his breast pocket. He hadn’t smoked for years, but his commitment to not indulging in this bad habit again had died along with his daughter and two of his grandchildren.

      He went back into the power plant that served as the control room. The question was how long it would hold out. It was undoubtedly clear to the enemy that their ships started from here. But an attack on their planetary control room was a risk that Cassidy simply had to take, and his people were fully behind him.

      In the control room the usual mix of people was waiting for him. Former police officers, his subordinates in the System Guard and a lot of volunteers. An elegantly-dressed woman was also standing there. She represented the Foster Group, whose robots were a great help, but there weren’t many of them.

      Clayton Deshir was also standing by the computer console. He was the leader of a group of “private military contractors” marooned with his team on Kiscelli, who had joined the defense in exchange for the promise of future rewards. Cassidy was grateful for any assistance – three of the aircraft destroyed today belonged to Deshir – but he had never much trusted people who fight for the next paycheck. “Private military contractors” was a fancy name for “mercenaries”.

      But they had no choice, and Deshir was a pro. Cassidy had the impression that Deshir had also served in some armed unit in the past, but the mercenary leader never talked about his life.

      Now Deshir ran his fingers through his brown hair and turned to Cassidy.

      “Well, that could have gone better, couldn’t it?”

      “Yes, said Cassidy baldly. “At least we destroyed several enemy birds, so we can call it a tactical success.”

      “Bullshit to tactical success. We wanted to cut them off from the electricity supply, and that didn’t work out.”

      Cassidy nodded.

      It hadn’t worked out.

      “Do you have any suggestions now?” asked Ribeira. The Foster Group representative still looked as if she was sitting in a shareholders’ meeting and addressing plans for the next fiscal year. Cassidy knew she was a tough woman; she knew what was at stake under that commercial façade. But everyone needed some way of escaping from reality, even Ribeira.

      “Right now I don’t have any more suggestions. Our advantage was that the enemy also did not have an army big enough to just take over the entire planet. We forced them to extend their strength and we will attack their weak points. But the enemy still controls the orbit and could gradually liquidate us bit by bit.”

      “So what do you suggest?” Ribeira repeated her question.

      “The same as always. We will fight while we can.”
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      Citizens of the Central Imperium, this is your Emperor, Daniel... I know that you must be getting fed up of these regular reports. This dude you’ve never heard of is trying to encourage you from goodness knows where. You have your own problems, whether your world has been affected by war, the economic crises caused by the trade violations or some local chief playing despot. I know that nothing I will say to you can relieve your suffering in any simple miraculous way. But despite this my conscience obliges me to at least let you know something of what is going on. Maybe I don’t know what ordeal you are going through, but I know what it’s like when your life turns upside down.

      My life changed four months ago. I never wanted to be Emperor. The thought never even came into my head. It couldn’t! I was happy in the Imperial Navy. I liked my job and I mostly did stuff that I enjoyed. I was ninth in line to the throne. But then my entire family died. For you, maybe, it was the Emperor and his family, some of you admired him, others perhaps didn’t know what the point of an Emperor was. But he was my great-uncle. And with him died my grandfather, my mother, my younger sister and many other relatives who I will never see again... This burden fell on me, I became Emperor and my previous life was over. At the same time, there is no government, so as ruler I theoretically have authority that my great-uncle never dreamed of.

      But those who murdered my family wanted to destroy our entire Imperium. The Protectors have returned and by destroying every living thing on Paskin and bombarding Hub they have proved that they are not concerned with the welfare of the people in the Imperium. Just as they weren’t interested in the welfare of the millions of people liquidated to build the FTL gates.

      What we face now is no provincial war far away. This threatens our civilization itself. Our Imperium is facing a crisis greater than any since the Final War. But I would like to recall the words of my ancestor Olaf II, the last Emperor of the Commercial Empire and the first of the Central Imperium. ‘Civilization must continue’. It sounds like a cliché, but if you don’t have civilization, what do you have?

      We can’t provide you with physical help right now, but all the Central Imperium’s information is available to you and we will remain in touch. Whatever you need, tell us about it.

      Remember: civilization must continue.

      

      Daniel Hankerson turned off the recording equipment and rubbed his tired eyes.

      “God, how I hate these motivational speeches.”

      “I think your listeners aren’t too enthusiastic about them either. They would completely piss me off,” said Hila Eban. She moved to stand behind Daniel and began to massage his stiff neck. “Just imagine, you’re stuck in a trench somewhere, your planet is at war because your Enner prime minister teamed up with the Protectors, so you have to fight not to be made into an FTL gate. And what do you get? Reinforcements? Economic sanctions against your enemies? No! A message from some young whippersnapper who claims to be Emperor and tells you how crap your life is, but he’s thinking of you.”

      “Thanks. You know how to cheer me up.”

      “But the poor sod in the trench doesn’t realize that he needs these messages. That he wants them. He swears at them, he sounds off about that Daniel I, who is somewhere safe but bangs on about how everything will be okay, but he still listens to your broadcast. Because somewhere deep down he knows that the alternative is much worse.”

      “What alternative?”

      “Silence. Just silence. The idea that nobody thinks it’s worth supporting you even with words. He doesn’t care that he’s one of tens of thousands of listeners you’re speaking to from the Hermes. He still wants to hear from you.” She finished the massage and kissed his hair. “So carry on with what you’re doing, Your Majesty, you do it very well... or at least as well as you can.”

      “Thanks... that… makes sense. I think.”

      He stood up and turned to face Hila. There wasn’t much space in the small cabin in the bowels of the Hermes, in the communications center, the room that Captain Golna had earmarked for his regular “broadcasts to the people”. Usually there was nobody here with him.

      So he didn’t need to be shy about putting his arms round Hila and kissing her.

      “You know what’s the worst?” he said, when they had pulled apart. “When I talked about my family... it doesn’t hurt as much as it did the first time, not any longer.”

      They both remembered the time when Daniel Hankerson learned that the New Protectorate – as their enemies called themselves – had wiped out the entire family, including his mother, father and sister Radana. Daniel had lain in Hila’s lap and she had stroked his hair as he cried until he had no tears left.

      “It’s already been four months.”

      “I know, and that’s what’s the worst. They murdered my entire family and... I’ve gotten used to it. And the feeling disgusts me! I don’t want to be used to it!”

      Hila said nothing. They had been together for several months now; she knew he didn’t expect her to reply.

      “And just... I wonder – again – what the actual point of all this is. They took away everything I had and ultimately I still say ‘yeah, whatever, life goes on’?”

      “They didn’t take away everything you had.”

      “I know they didn’t, but... you know what I mean.”

      “I do. Sorry.”

      “Just... I sometimes have the impression that I’m not even the Emperor. That is, I have that impression most of the time. I’m a guy on a ship in the middle of nowhere and a computer decided that I am the Emperor. And what can I do?”

      She nodded. “I hear you. But it’s like the Emperor said in that recording. Civilization must continue.”

      Daniel nodded. The recording was made by Emperor Adrian III, his great-uncle and the deceased monarch. He had received it a few hours after his coronation through the reserve data exchange system somewhere in the heart of the Central Imperium and the Hermes had downloaded it with the other ordinary data, in much the same way as the computers had determined that Daniel was the Emperor. The recording had arrived marked for Daniel’s eyes only and had to be unlocked with his personal code.

      He still remembered seeing it for the first time, and he replayed it regularly.

      A hologram of his great-uncle, his dead great-uncle, stood before him. His mouth was smiling but his eyes were not.

      “Daniel,” said the recording of the Emperor. “This message is intended for you in the event that the Central Imperium suffers a disaster that takes us unawares. If what I am afraid of has happened, I am now dead and most of our family are too.

      “I sincerely hope that we will be able to look at this message together and laugh at my paranoia, but if not – if not – I have to tell you everything I know.

      “Over the last few months we have noticed increasing unrest throughout the Imperium, a lot of isolated things, Enhans wanting more and more powers on their planets, massive civilian protests, growing numbers of pirate raids on the peripheral planets. In the more distant Sectors, corporations are getting out of hand and seizing more and more power. On top of this came another Ralgar incursion, probably the worst we’ve had for a very long time.

      “There’s nothing that I could actually point at specifically. Nevertheless I, and my closest advisers, all had the impression that this is part of something much bigger. A massive conspiracy organized by some new faction that nobody knew about. You know from your studies of military history that one of the parties in every new war is caught off guard because it has prepared for years to fight in the same way as it did in the last war. That’s what’s happening now in the Central Imperium. We know how to deal with the Enhans nobility, we can deal with pirates, the Ralgars, but I have the impression that some new enemy is controlling all of this. An enemy whose aim is to destroy House Hankerson and the entire Central Imperium.

      “I hope I’m being paranoid. I pray that I’m being paranoid and that I turn out to be an old fool who falls back on conspiracy theories. But if not – if not – if that enemy really is here and really does want to destroy us, I have put countermeasures in place.

      “House Hankerson is the target and I have decided to disperse us as much as possible. That’s why I arranged for you to go to the frontiers of the Imperium aboard the Hermes. Your parents sent your sister Radana to Horgen of their own accord, but you have no idea how glad I was that Radana was far away from the capital city.

      “If it actually happens, if someone actually attacks House Hankerson, it will be here in the capital city. And it’s possible that they will come after you wherever you are and it’s possible – it’s really possible – that you will become Emperor. That’s why I’m sending you this message. Because if you become the ruler of the Central Imperium, you will take on an incredible responsibility.

      “The Central Imperium is very fragile, full of different, feuding factions. The Emperor is and always has been a uniting force. Remember the words of the first Emperor of the Central Imperium: Civilization must continue. Daniel, that’s what it’s about. The Central Imperium isn’t ideal, but it’s the best thing we have and all imaginable variants are worse. The Emperor is the defender of civilization. If what I fear has actually happened and our entire family was murdered, you must bear the torch of hope. You are the Emperor. You must ensure the survival of civilization as we know it.”

      Daniel shook his head to himself. He understood his uncle, even though he wasn’t so sure that House Hankerson really was that important; Captain Golna had tried to explain to him that this really was the case.

      Hila looked at her watch. “Well, there are still two hours until the staff meeting. Can the Emperor’s concubine do anything for the Emperor’s pleasure?”

      Daniel surfaced from the thoughts and memories from his uncle’s recording and laughed. Hila frequently called herself the Emperor’s concubine. She had probably started because Daniel had more than once asked her if she minded that she would be Empress if the relationship worked out and she stayed with him. When he had mentioned it the first time, her response was that she had been a pawn all her life, and as the genetically modified agent of the top-secret Omega unit she knew what was what. A good pawn naturally becomes a queen when it reaches the final square of the chessboard.

      She never missed an opportunity to point out that the probability of them surviving and the probability of successfully renewing the Imperium was small. And even if everything worked out, the genetic modification that Hila had undergone, while it had made her a top soldier, had also shortened her life. As an Enhans, Daniel could easily expect another eighty or ninety years of life, but Hila’s time was measured almost mathematically; she did not have longer than eighteen years.

      “I think the Emperor would like that,” he said with a smile. Maybe relieving his sorrows in this way was a low trick, but he was only a man, and it worked.

      
        
        He put his arms round her again.***

      

      

      The luxurious flag cabin was the jewel in the crown of the communications ship Hermes. A ship capable of FTL communications was likely to have aboard an admiral who would coordinate the operations of an entire fleet, so she provided lots of space for an admiral and associated staff, including a flag cabin as large as a two-room apartment.

      When the Hermes had set sail, Commodore Abiola Wabara, who commanded Task Group 35, had lived in the cabin. But then Daniel had become Emperor and she had insisted on vacating the cabin for him. Daniel had protested. He was happy where he was, but Wabara and his mentor, Captain Golna, had vehemently talked him round. It was not appropriate for the Emperor of the Central Imperium to share a small cabin with another low-ranking officer, particularly when the Emperor also had a rabbit. So Daniel had moved into the flag cabin, where his rabbit Jazz also lived with him. Right now Jazz was gnawing very loudly on the bars of his hutch in the vestibule to the bedroom.

      By moving, Daniel had caused a large upheaval. Not even a ship as big as the Hermes had unlimited space; there were no guest rooms here. When Daniel had “displaced” Wabara, she had moved into the captain’s cabin, thus ejecting Captain Golna. He had taken the Executive Officer’s cabin, in turn meaning Commander Linderholm had to move out. She had moved into the most senior officer’s cabin, and so on and so forth. Somewhere on the lower decks, some poor soul had ended up living with the marines.

      Though possibly not, because Hila also lived here with Daniel, though reluctantly, so a bed had become free in an enlisted cabin. When, years ago, she had finished her tour with the Omega unit – or rather, when the Omegas were disbanded – Hila had studied journalism and worked as a military correspondent. She had held the same role on the Hermes at the time the ship had set sail. Nevertheless, she had not turned down Daniel’s invitation to live with him in the cabin.

      She had probably made a remark about not looking gift horses in the mouth.

      They were lying together on the big bed. Daniel breathed out as Hila coiled herself around him like an anaconda. She liked to have things under control. It was something they had in common.

      “So, do we feel better now?”

      “Less frustrated, yes. I’m still angry with myself for getting used to the fact that my family was murdered. Or that it doesn’t stop me from functioning normally.”

      “If sex stopped the death of your family from bothering you, there would be something very wrong with you.”

      “I know. But I needed to vent.”

      “Of course, even you perfect Enners sometimes need that.” She kissed his forehead and he chuckled.

      
        
        “Yeah, so I think I can be Emperor again now and put on my Emperor expression. Also known as poker face.”***

      

      

      Members of the Emperor’s inner circle were already waiting in the conference room when Daniel and Hila entered. They were followed by Kelvin, Daniel’s personal robot bodyguard, who served refreshments at these meetings and, if the password was called, had a rifle and a grenade launcher ready to shoot anyone attempting to harm his master.

      “His Majesty the Emperor!” announced Commodore Wabara, and everyone present rose to their feet. It was a strange feeling. Before he became Emperor, Daniel had been a mere lieutenant and he hadn’t gotten used to the glory that was now his.

      However, protocol insisted, and as Captain Golna had explained to him, all these traditions and ceremonies made sense because they emphasized the continuity, the consciousness that some things would continue. Homage to the Emperor was not for Daniel’s benefit, but for that of others, who saw that the Imperium was continuing despite all the terrible things that had happened.

      Civilization must continue.

      “Sit down, sit down,” he prompted them, and sat down himself at the head of the table. Hila sat to his left and Commodore Wabara next to him. The stocky African had the reputation of a contemplative analyst. She still commanded Task Group 35, a group of ships that had joined the Hermes during their voyage.

      Beside Wabara sat Captain Alexander Golna, the commanding officer of the Hermes and the man who had become Daniel’s somewhat unofficial mentor. It was ironic that someone from the planet Tombara, known for its, let’s say, relaxed morals, was teaching him about imperial protocol.

      Golna was tall and skinny. Lieutenant Commander Graham Calvert was short and fat with the permanent jolly smile of someone who does not take life too seriously. As the Hermes’ intelligence officer, he had been Daniel’s direct superior until recently.

      The last person present was Lieutenant Ray Keto, a logistics officer and Daniel’s former roommate. As usual, Keto looked like a lost puppy. Daniel had appointed him as his staff officer and logistics expert. The young man from the planet New Seoul had not found this easy at first, but ultimately his laid-back side had triumphed and now he no longer appeared to be drowning in a flood of pips and stripes.

      They all looked at Daniel as if expecting him to drop some new wisdom. While he was, after Keto, the second-youngest in the room.

      “So, let’s get to the point. Do we have any good news, before we dive into these problems?”

      “Well, the good news is that Admiral Toscano has stopped the Ralgars advancing on Dawson’s Cove and New Sydney,” said Wabara. “But this is just a delaying tactic. Admiral Cross and the Third Fleet have had problems ever since she was cut off from Davenport. She is withdrawing to Wuwei and the gate there.”

      “Do we have any news from Davenport?”

      All gates to Hub had been blocked since the New Protectorate’s fleet had taken control of the system. The blocking of Davenport had come a little later, when a group of the New Protectorate’s super battleships had flown through the gate and secured the system. According to the most recent reports they had, an occupying authority was on Davenport with several thousand of the New Protectorate’s tank-grown soldiers, called janissaries. Formally, however, the local government, led by Esther Gellart, still governed the planet. It had escaped no one, of course, that Gellart was an Enhans and had officially “negotiated peace” between Davenport and the occupiers. Thereby also coming to power.

      “We know nothing, as usual,” said Calvert. “I tried to contact all agents on Davenport, but nobody is responding.”

      “And what about Folna?” asked Wabara. “If we fly through the gate away from Barrondo, Folna will be our next objective.”

      Everything was already very complicated. The gate from Barrondo led to the Folna Sector and the planet Ta La Bar, but the main industrial center was further away, on the planet Folna. Unlike Hub or Davenport, the Folna Sector did not have gates in one place. One, near Ta La Bar, connected the sector to Barrondo and another, near Folna, after which the entire sector was named, connected to Davenport.

      But they knew even less about Folna than they did about Davenport.

      “Folna isn’t reporting,” said Calvert. “I’ve connected with a few receivers, but the only message they had for me was that everything is fine or some such phrase. And they didn’t want to talk to me.”

      “It’s possible that they just want to sit on their butts and then congratulate the victors,” said Hila.

      “I’m more worried about the silence we hear – or rather, don’t hear – from the various units of the fleet,” said Golna. “We have connected with some cruiser, or even a battleship here and there, but the whole fleet has fallen silent and... I don’t know, I don’t think it’s been destroyed. The entire Second Fleet, let’s say.”

      “I know. As Emperor I should be able to connect with them using the authorization codes that my dear great-grandmother Ethelreda had installed into each ship in the Fleet,” said Daniel. The debate quickly reverted to things they had already discussed several times. The Second Fleet had long been considered as a kind of backup formation. It had no new ships and was headquartered on Earth, where cadets from academies like Port Royal, where Golna had studied, normally trained on the ships. But the whole Second Fleet was no longer in contact. In the same way, Daniel was unable to connect with his Uncle Haskel, who was apparently somewhere on Earth.

      “We know nothing about your uncle either,” said Calvert, as if reading Daniel’s thoughts.

      “Of course. Thanks. But we already discussed all this till we were blue in the face. So, anything new? Let’s not hesitate to embark on new disasters.”

      “The task group needs a few months in the docks,” said Wabara. “A large number of our vessels took part in the Battle of Konstantin and the repair ship cannot fix everything. We are running out of spare parts and frankly, it’s also a psychological burden on the crews. In a normal situation we could rotate them home, but our people are months away from the world, far away from everything, in the middle of interstellar space.”

      “But the Seventh and Third Fleets are in similar position,” said Daniel.

      “And they have problems there too,” objected Hila. “Soldiers and astronauts are not machines.”

      “I’m sure Mr. Daniel knows that,” Kelvin cut into the debate, placing a glass of water on the table in front of each person. Daniel could have sworn that the robot was offended by the notion that someone as ineffective as the personnel of the Seventh Fleet could be called a machine.

      “I think that it’s a more serious problem for us. We are travelling through interstellar space. In the Seventh Fleet there are always ships in orbit around some planet, there is the possibility of leave, relaxation. Here we only have tension. They’re afraid for their families, they’re afraid of what is happening in the Imperium and they have no way of relaxing. Captains can arrange as many entertainments as they like to raise morale, but the astronauts just want to get out. If only for a few hours.”

      “Of course, I get it. But there isn’t really anything we can do. We won’t be in Barrondo for another month.”

      “I would strongly advise a stop somewhere sooner, Your Majesty,” suggested Wabara. Daniel tended to flinch whenever anyone called him that. “There are lots of planets on the edge of the Sector, like Kiscelli or New Exeter.”

      “Not to mention the fact that the Imperial Navy’s Stephen Rider station is still in the Prinn System,” said Calvert.

      “As far as I know – we haven’t been able to connect to the station for four months now,” Golna remarked.

      “Yes, that’s true. And we also don’t know what happened to the ships that were there. According to the archive of operational orders we received after... well, after His Majesty became Emperor, we know that Cruiser Squadron 114 and frigate escort was located there, and that it was summoned to join the Third Fleet after the situation started to deteriorate. The local commander was supposed to leave something there on guard, but we don’t know how many there are. Barrondo largely organizes and assembles its own guard and most planets have at least a few patrol vessels from the System Guards. Incidentally, while we are on the subject, I would be careful with leave on Barrondo. We still don’t know exactly what the situation is there. From the outside it appears calm, but don’t forget that your sister was killed here, in Horgen.”

      “Believe me, I won’t forget that,” said Daniel, his face suddenly made of stone. Hila placed her hand on his.

      “I’m sorry, Daniel,” said Calvert, using his first name. “I meant that we don’t know what’s going on there, but the Protectors definitely have agents here too, probably someone in the Foster Group itself.”

      “All the more sensible, then, to stop on some planet at the edge of the Sector and get hold of more information,” said Wabara. “The communications ship can only connect with those worlds we can call.”

      “Agreed,” said Golna. “We need more information.”

      Daniel nodded slowly. “Yes, I understand. And I’m definitely not going to question the views of a commodore and a captain. Emperor or not, in terms of experience I’m just a lieutenant.”

      Keto spoke up. “I would like to say that we have problems not just with maintenance and morale, but also with supplies. And that, in turn, is also related to morale. The task group has supplies for many months, but most of our ships were operating in the Konstantin Sector for a long time before we were... umm... exiled here. Without the Flamingo and the Peccary, we would probably already be on half rations. And I don’t just mean food. We’re running out of everything.”

      “We can replenish our supplies in Barrondo.”

      “Yes, but this brings me to another problem, Daniel.” Keto usually correctly addressed him as “Your Majesty”, but when immersed in thought, he forgot it, to Daniel’s delight. Moreover, Calvert had paved the way for him. “We have to buy those supplies with something. We do not have the funds.”

      “What do you mean? We have the whole treasury of the Imperial Navy, indeed all the funds of the Central Imperium.”

      “Do we?” asked Keto. “Really?”

      Daniel opened his mouth, then quickly closed it again. He had not considered this. Yes, he was the Emperor of the Central Imperium. But the Central Imperium had collapsed. All that was left of the capital city, the entire business junction, was a crater. The Ministry of Finance too. There was no vault full of banknotes anywhere on board. What could he do, write a check to someone? He did not dare even to guess how the currency was doing on the stock exchange...

      “I... hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I must admit that I hadn’t either,” said Golna. “But... the money must be somewhere.”

      “Yes, it is,” said Keto. “But not here. We don’t have it. Not on this ship.”

      “Can’t we... I don’t know, just requisition the things we need?” suggested Calvert.

      Hila drew herself up to her full height. “You mean plunder and steal? Or are you using that historical euphemism, ‘live off the land’? Is that what we’ve come to?”

      “No. But we are a military task group cut off from supplies, we have to fly through a potentially hostile Sector and then through a gate to another potentially hostile Sector, then through the gate to Davenport, where we will probably have to fight.” Calvert shrugged. “We need supplies and, as Lieutenant Keto has aptly pointed out, we have nothing to procure them with. And I’m also wondering how the Imperial guilder is doing?”

      “Last time I contacted the Central Bank on Earth – the one on Hub was destroyed – I established that the guilder is no longer falling, but it hasn’t gone up much since this conflict began. Everything now is about three times more expensive than it used to be. It’s being kept stable by a few large corporations ensuring business as normal.”

      “Well, of course, half of them are collaborators,” hissed Wabara.

      “That’s possible, ma’am, but it’s also quite possible that we don’t have hyperinflation thanks to them. And no, I’m not kidding.”

      “Is there any way we can earn that money?” wondered Hila. “And no, I don’t mean by dancing on a square somewhere, but simply do something.”

      “I don’t like it,” Golna admitted. “We’re the Imperial Navy, not a band of mercenaries, but...” He looked at Daniel. “I understand that the Emperor must make the final decision.”

      “The Emperor honestly does not know and, one way or another, that’s something that we won’t resolve now. We can take time to think about this. Ray, I want to know exactly what our financial options are and also if any sort of electronic transfer or... I don’t know, something that will get us money is possible.”

      “Of course. But I’m not terribly optimistic.”

      “None of us are... Okay, I think it’s time to brainstorm. Kelvin?”

      “Yes, Mr. Daniel?” said the robot in his guttural voice, described as “Christopher Lee” in the voice database.

      “Bring the cards and chips.”

      Nobody raised any objection. They were used to this. As Daniel was Emperor, he was allowed some eccentric requirements. One of them was that when his staff was discussing ideas, they did it over poker.

      None of them was exactly a great player, but it was enough to stimulate their brains.

      “Fine, but today we will play Omaha, if Your Majesty permits,” said Hila.

      “Why Omaha, for heaven’s sake?”

      “Because with Omaha we have more cards and more options. That will definitely stimulate our ideas for solutions to all our problems. Because we need to find as many options as we can!”

      As Kelvin began to distribute the chips, Calvert’s comlink beeped.

      “Excuse me, Your Majesty.”

      He talked into it for a while, then raised his head. “Communications center, they’ve established routine contact with Kiscelli, it’s on the edge of the Barrondo Sector, just a few days’ flight from here. I think you should listen to this.”
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      The twenty-second day of occupation.

      Oliver Cassidy was not sure whether they would live to see the twenty-third.

      The Kalingan soldiers had attacked their base in the old power plant three days previously and Cassidy had lost almost half of his people in those battles. They had also attacked lots of other resistance bases. During the attack they had also lost the FTL receiver, satellite connections and most of their airborne and atmospheric technology. All they had left was some artillery and a lot of rifles.

      Now the former Commander of the System Guard was standing in an open bunker on another slope and watching at least forty enemy tanks roll over the hill toward their position. They were former Imperial models, the DS-45, nicknamed the Colossus, that the Imperial Army had decommissioned thirty years ago. Kalinga must have gotten hold of them somehow, which was just further proof that they were no more than common pirates.

      Pirates or not, there were lots of them, and they had numerical superiority. Cassidy had prepared the best defense he could, but today’s main objective was to hold the enemy for long enough to allow as many civilians and non-combatants as possible to flee to safety, or rather relative safety.

      Cassidy wiped the sweat from his forehead and checked his rifle again. The Imperial Army manuals allegedly stated that the commander of an infantry squad needed only to make sure that his twelve soldiers were shooting in the right direction, and if he himself needed to shoot, that meant that he had done something wrong.

      I am the commander of the whole resistance and I have a rifle in my hands, with which I intend to fire. I must have done something horribly wrong.

      The enemy tanks were moving downhill and had encountered a group of robots from the Foster Group. They were infantry security models and a couple of heavy-duty guard models, of the sort purchased by large firms to guard important warehouses.

      They had no chance against a tank battalion, but they would take enough of them with them.

      Then it would be up to the people.

      Cassidy watched the massacre in front of him with a strangely detached feeling, like a driver who can see the truck heading towards him and knows he can do nothing now and...

      He frowned. He had good ears for his age and he thought he could hear something. It sounded like... music. At least he thought it was music, it was only borderline audible, and...

      “Can you hear that too?” he asked aloud.

      Clayton Deshir, standing beside him, was taken aback. The mercenary leader also frowned. “What am I supposed to hear? I can hear the battle.”

      “It’s like music. It’s a long way off, but getting closer.”

      Deshir shook his head. “You’re losing it, Cassidy, there’s nothing... hang on! I can hear it too, there’s something there!”

      “Where’s it coming from?” asked Cassidy. In the distance a robot exploded and almost overturned a tank.

      “Hhmmm... from somewhere up there... yeah, I can hear it really clearly now, it’s... what the hell is it?”

      Other heads were raised. Now it was clear that there was a melody was playing out of the sky.

      “Is that... the bagpipes?” someone else asked.

      Deshir slung his gun over his shoulder and reached into his pocket for his comlink. “Hang on, I have an app that identifies music.”

      In the distance, a single Kalingan tank destroyed the last few robots.

      “The app has found the music!” said Deshir, squinting at the display. “Apparently it is Scotland the Brave. Composer unknown. Words by some Cliff Hanley. Twentieth century. Well, we can’t hear the words, if there are any. Just the bagpipes.”

      In a corner of his mind, Cassidy realized just how absurd it was to be discussing this in battle.

      But it was also absurd that music eight hundred years old was playing to them from the sky.

      “Shuttles! Shuttles arriving!”

      Cassidy raised his head to the heavens. They were right, because he could see several birds on the horizon. And the music got louder as they approached.

      “What the hell...?”

      
        
        At that moment, a salvo of missiles emerged from the approaching ships and sprayed the enemy tanks.***

      

      

      Colonel Arun Sarkar, Imperial Army, felt like an aggressive dog that has been chained up for too long, but has finally been let loose and allowed to attack someone. So he had decided to lead the attack personally and his commanding mech landed on its feet just a few dozen meters from an enemy tank’s windshield.

      “Surprise, bawbags!” he shouted on the frequency of the entire regiment, while his mech’s pilot roughed up the tank with a few projectiles.

      From his command seat, Sarkar watched the display showing that A Company of the Assault Battalion, formed of seventy-two mechs, had elegantly cut off their path. Behind them, G Company was landing the Support Battalion.

      The enemy was completely caught off guard. Sarkar knew nothing about Kalinga other than that they were pirates led by some Enhans. And that they were attacking Imperial planets.

      For months, he and his elite soldiers in the 195th Highlander Regiment could only sit helplessly and listen to the stories about tragedies unfolding elsewhere in the Imperium.

      That had changed now. Now they had only the simplest problem, a cut and dried situation. The unfortunate colonists had been attacked by the pirate army and the Highlanders flew in to save them. Like the cavalry in old westerns.

      Sarkar was in seventh heaven.

      Other companies from attack and security battalions were touching down in towns on the other side of the valley. The enemy here was just as surprised as those in orbit had been when Commodore Wabara had dealt with them.

      And now the enemy was, if it were possible, being surprised by something more. Seventy-two robotic mechs didn’t just land in their path every day. And not every mech wears a kilt and plays the bagpipes over loudspeakers.

      
        
        “To all units, Loch Ness here,” he announced with his call sign. “Advance.”***

      

      

      Captain Dennis Niro jumped out of the shuttle with the other soldiers and looked around.

      All the soldiers from his G Company, support battalion, ran to do their tasks. The mechs would take care of the tanks, but the HUD in Niro’s helmet was showing him a number of enemy contacts; a group of infantry had detached from the destroyed tank and was running toward them.

      “Falkirk Beta 3 here, contact in my sector,” Corporal Blackburn announced in Niro’s headphones. Blackburn was the commander of one of the gun teams in the platoon.

      “Do you think they’re on drugs?” asked First Lieutenant Heather Selbe via the commanders’ circuit. “They’re running to meet our entire formation.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Niro decided. “Enemy confirmed. Take care of them.”

      “Roger. Falkirk Beta to Falkirk Beta Three, open fire.”

      Within a few minutes the battlefield had been wiped completely clean.
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        * * *

      

      Sarkar watched as the last enemy units entered the city where two more mech companies were already operating. The enemy was trapped. Units in other cities were rapidly coming to the aid of their compatriots, but Sarkar was calling reinforcements against them too.

      The 195th Mechanized Highlander Regiment had two combat battalions, one assault, one support. The assault battalion had five companies, each with 72 mechs. In the support battalion there were foot soldiers in combat suits. And now the entire regiment fell on the desperate remnants of the enemy force.

      “Loch Ness to Loch Ness Zeta.”

      “Loch Ness Zeta here,” said his adjutant, Lieutenant Marcus Johnston, who was piloting the mech beside him.

      “This calls for something thematic. Those bastards against us have no chance now. Maybe we could send them on their way with a bit of culture.”

      He could see his adjutant smiling.

      “Absolutely, sir. Hang on.”

      After a while, a new song resounded from the speakers of all mechs and rockets. Sarkar leant back comfortably in the commander’s chair and watched the battle.

      The mechs advanced to deliver one last blow as the first notes of Amazing Grace wafted above them.
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        * * *

      

      “Colonel Sarkar seems to have everything under control on the surface,” said Alexander Golna, reading the message on the display at his workstation on the bridge of the Hermes. His ship, with the troop carrier El Guettar and cruiser Akureyri, was orbiting Kiscelli. The wrecks of the two Kalingan cruisers would probably fall into the atmosphere and burn up within a couple of hours. Anything left would fall into the ocean.

      “That’s good,” said Wabara, beside him.

      “I am honestly surprised that we caught them so unawares,” said Golna. “According to reports from the surface, they had greater numerical superiority when they arrived. Those are... they look like refurbished cargo ships.”

      “Something of the sort,” Wabara confirmed. “They should have been able to deal even with the System Guard’s patrol vessels with that. From what Calvert dug up about Kalinga, I have the impression that there really are a lot more of them.”

      Just a few minutes later, the officer at the tactical station spoke up.

      “New contact! Multiple contacts have decelerated to the second level near Kiscelli.”

      “Details,” said Golna, while red icons jumped around his screen.

      “At least two ships confirmed as Kalingan. That is five, I repeat, five, Mola-class frigates, two cruisers... that’s the old Imperial Canberra-class. Those frigates are almost as large as the Protectors’ light cruisers. They could have caliber 4 weapons.”

      “Could they be the Protectors?” asked Wabara.

      “No, ma’am. The emissions and configurations are completely different. It’s just the same tonnage.”

      “That’s something, at least,” said Golna, monitoring the approaching enemy. That pair of armed cargo ships must have been left here as a decoy. Kalinga wanted to attract the Hermes and the remainder of the task group.

      Now the enemy was speeding toward his ship and Golna could virtually feel the enthusiasm. The communications ship was armed at caliber 5 level only, as was the cruiser Akureyri. The El Guettar, according to the agreed emergency plan, was retreating, so as not to get in the way of the warships.

      “Canberra-class?” asked Commander Linderholm, the Hermes’ executive officer. “I thought they were scrapped by the Navy eighty years ago.”

      “They’re old and disgusting, but they are still dangerous,” said Wabara. “Tactical, what is the ETA for range?”

      “The enemy will be in range in two minutes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Captain Golna, send an FTL signal to the Montevideo: battering ram. I repeat: battering ram.”

      “Aye aye, ma’am.”

      The communications ship Hermes was a prototype ship with FTL communications apparatus. The intention was to enable any admiral aboard her to coordinate the activities of an entire fleet from aboard, across interstellar space, in real time. But in practice, Wabara and Golna were learning how to use the ship’s communications equipment in tactical battle. They had drilled this during the long journey to the Barrondo Sector, and now the crews of all the ships in Task Group 35 could use it in their sleep.

      The Hermes sent precise tactical and telemetric coordinates to the cruiser Montevideo, which was waiting at the edge of the system with three drone cruisers, the Slayton, the Lovell and the Leonov.  Normally it would be dangerous to jump directly into a planet’s orbit at the third Gertz level, but real-time FTL communication changed everything.

      As soon as he had received the signal, Captain Jens Iversen of the Montevideo gave the order to his detachment and within a few seconds, they jumped.

      The four new warships decelerated to the second, then the first level just a little way behind the enemy formation. So close that they found themselves in range almost immediately.

      The drone cruisers released the remote-control drones that gave this type of ship their name. Each cruiser carried ten drones and each drone had caliber 9 beam cannon, the same caliber as a large battleship.

      The Kalingan vessels identified the new threat. Golna could vividly imagine their commander ordering the about-turn, in order to deal with the new enemy.

      But it was too late.

      Iversen gave the order to fire and the first two enemy vessels were ripped to shreds.

      “To all units,” said Wabara. “Fire at will.”

      The Hermes and the Akureyri joined the fight.

      It was all over in a few minutes, in space as well as on the surface.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you are the Emperor? For some reason I don’t want to believe this.”

      “I don’t either,” Daniel assured the balding man who had introduced himself as Oliver Cassidy. Now they were sitting on several crates on the improvised landing ground at the last remaining resistance headquarters on this planet. In the distance they could still hear sporadic explosions and gunshots, as the Highlander regiment finished cleansing the city. All accompanied by music, of course.

      “I thought you’d be better looking.”

      “Can’t help you there.” Daniel looked around. Dozens of medics from the Hermes and El Guettar were tending the wounded, supervised by Dr. Olgarmi, the Hermes’ chief physician, who, just like Daniel, was wearing field uniform, but looked terribly offended at having to leave the comfort of his on-board hospital.

      “We’re taking care of your wounded. Is there anything else you need?”

      “I think you have done enough... Your Majesty. I admit that I did not believe that anyone would come. Even after your message. When they destroyed our communications receiver, well, I thought that I wouldn’t survive the day.”

      “You have done a fantastic job. You have kept your people alive.”

      A bit of light went out of Cassidy’s face. “Not all of them.”

      Daniel looked at him and, for a moment, saw the faces of his mother, and Radana, and all his family, in the man’s eyes.

      He decided not to ask questions, but changed the subject.

      “I know that this will sound strange as the first question from your monarch, but why does it smell of rotten eggs here? I hope you haven’t had food problems too?”

      Cassidy chuckled. Evidently he was only too happy that the previous subject had been dropped. “That’s not rotten eggs, it’s the air. It smells like that everywhere on this world, but it’s worse in the mountains. It’s the sulfur that escapes from under the ground. Can you see those yellow-green flecks on all the rocks around us? That’s sulfur. You will get used to it. Although you probably won’t be here for long, will you? You need to continue and restore the Imperium. At least, that’s what the army captain was saying, the one who talked to me. I think his name was Niro. He told me interesting anecdotes, like how they tried to kill you on Lundin or how you blew up the gate to the Konstantin Sector so you had to get here the long way.”

      “There was no other way of doing it.”

      “I know, you don’t have to tell me, Captain Niro had to give us a brief summary somehow, so we didn’t get bored and he satisfied our desire for information. We don’t learn so much from your motivational broadcasts.”

      “I will make a mental note of that and incorporate it into the next one.”

      “So you’re flying to Barrondo?”

      “Yes, but first we need to know a bit more about what we can expect there. We believe that the Foster Group was helping our enemy.”

      “Well, they helped to found this colony, but those big corporations are always doing that sort of thing, so that’s not conclusive, is it? Their robots helped us here. They’re more combat models than that one of yours.” He glanced at Kelvin, who was standing behind Daniel.

      “Yes, Mr. Oliver, I was made by Ashur Robotics, which belongs to the Foster Group,” said Kelvin.

      Cassidy nodded. “And their manager here, Ms. Ribeira, she’s been in the shit with us since the start.” Cassidy indicated another cluster of crates, where a medic was treating an elegant lady. Calvert was standing beside her. As the chief intelligence officer, that woman interested him considerably.

      A little further away, Hila was chatting to some of the wounded. Commodore Wabara and Captain Golna were slowly approaching him.

      He looked at Cassidy again. “So, do you think that the Foster Group lady is trustworthy?”

      “Young man... Emperor... Your Majesty. I don’t know what you are. I’ve just gone through three weeks of hell during which I lost... well, simply, in which I lost a great deal. I don’t know shit about the Foster Group or political machinations. The only thing I know is that Ribeira and her people and her robots were here, with us, the entire time, just like the group of mercenaries and other dubious beings. So forgive me if my perception of good and evil doesn’t deal with intergalactic issues, but with those who covered my back while we were in this shit.”

      As Emperor, Daniel had to deal with greater problems, but he could see Cassidy’s expression. He had lost someone in this fighting. Probably a child or a grandchild. When Daniel had first seen Cassidy, it had been clear that he was a man who, under normal circumstances, would be able to see the bigger picture. He knew that from the way he asked about what was going on in the Imperium and from how quickly he had pulled everything together.

      But everyone has moments of not being interested in the wider situation. Daniel constantly remembered that moment when he had discovered that his entire family had been murdered.

      “The Emperor certainly understands, Commander Cassidy,” said Hila, who was now standing beside him. “He has been through hell himself. You must have picked that up from his broadcasts.”

      “Of course, I know.” Cassidy waved his hand. “And who are you?”

      “Hila Eban, Imperial Digest.”

      “The newspaper?”

      “Yes, although I don’t exactly know whether I even have a job right now. The Imperial Digest’s offices were in Limburg, on Hub, which is now just a large crater. I was on the Hermes as a correspondent and somehow I got involved in all this.”

      “And when it’s all over, you will probably have material for a heap of articles and books and you will collect a few Pulitzer prizes.”

      “If it ever is all over. Which is something that we must address, unfortunately. So yes, we need to know as much as possible about Barrondo. But I’m sure the Emperor agrees that we don’t have to address it right now, do we?”

      Daniel nodded.

      “So, what happened here, Commander?” Hila asked. After months on the Hermes she was back in journalist mode once again. “As I understand it, you command the system’s Imperial Guard.”

      “Yes, I originally served in the Imperial Navy. I retired as a Lieutenant Commander. Then I accepted the command of the System Guard here in Kiscelli, so I moved here with my children.” A shadow passed briefly across his face again. “Mostly it was routine, even when the Imperium collapsed. We had twelve FTL patrol boats. As well as Kiscelli, we are responsible for all the colonies this side of Barrondo. But the command headquarters were here.”

      Daniel nodded. The Imperial System Guard was part of the armed forces of the Central Imperium, primarily responsible for the safety of space transport, rescuing shipwrecked persons, catching smugglers and occasional skirmishes with pirates. It was an Imperial military organization and as such was entered on the list of reserves, but was partly financed by planetary governments – or corporations – and partly by the Imperial treasury. Given its activities, the System Guard came under the aegis of the Imperial Ministry of the Interior, not the Ministry of Defense. System Guard members were, of course, frequently drawn from the ranks of retired Navy personnel, just like Cassidy.

      “We sometimes squared up against Kalinga, we knew that they were the most dangerous of all the pirate gangs and that they also have their own weapons programs, but we didn’t know that they were this strong. Imperial intelligence let us down on that one. You didn’t say, Your Majesty, that you used to be in intelligence.”

      “Well... I used to be. Although neither Kalinga nor the Barrondo Sector were ever really my area of responsibility.”

      “Well, Kalinga mostly attacks the peripheral worlds, but those used to be small raids. They ignored Kiscelli, but some of the frontier colonies like Sagara, Marlow and New Augusta were routinely attacked. The Imperial Navy rapped their knuckles a few times, but when there’s a much greater threat from the Ralgars on the other side of the Imperium, a few dead or enslaved colonists aren’t top priority. Kalinga is much more powerful than we expected.”

      “Enslaved colonists? Do they regularly make slave raids?” Daniel remembered reading about this, but he was still surprised. A society based on slavery was economically unviable; history had demonstrated this countless times.

      “Yes, Kalinga does this,” said Hila. “Once I did an interview with some people who the Navy had liberated from Torada, some asteroid where Kalinga was mining.”

      “It happened here too,” Golna added. He and Wabara were standing close to them. “Colonel Sarkar reports that the city is almost secured. He has established that the Kalingan general, who was ruling the city, had selected a few young women and was planning to take them away with him. We learned this from their testimonies. The women killed the general themselves, as soon as the battle turned against him.”

      “Okay, I understand.”

      “Just twenty-two days ago, Kalinga arrived on Kiscelli. I had twelve vessels in space, another four outside the system. I lost seven... then I had no choice but to land the remaining ones on the surface. Then the occupation began. Those fucking cultists made short work of them, they did away with the planetary government and with everyone who was capable of command. And, as a warning, they destroyed several blocks of the town. They knew that their army here wasn’t too large, but they could still effectively occupy every corner of the planet, so they wanted to rely on terror. We managed to bleed them a bit, but... well, if you had arrived tomorrow and not today, I don’t know what would have happened.”

      “I was surprised by their ships. They evidently built them themselves,” Golna admitted. “I thought they just collected old ships from the Imperium and elsewhere.”

      “I was surprised too,” said Wabara. “But they tried to lure us into a trap and that caught me completely off guard. They wanted to destroy the Hermes.”

      “Because I was aboard?” asked Daniel.

      “Probably yes, Your Majesty. But somehow I think that isn’t everything.”

      Daniel thought. “Maybe the whole thing was a trap – the occupation of Kiscelli.”

      Cassidy frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it. You said that Kalinga never came as far as Kiscelli. Then, all of a sudden, they arrive with a large fleet and the intention to occupy. Why? You’re a long way from them and the System Guard headquarters are located here. What do you have here that makes it worth their while?”

      “Nothing,” said Cassidy. “The Foster Group financed the colony because of a few exotic plants and trees we have here, and they considered building giant spas on those sulfurous springs, but there’s nothing here to attract invaders.”

      “But they knew that once you got in contact with us – and the Hermes attempted to communicate with every planet in the Sector – we would come to your aid.”

      “So you mean that everything... everything that happened, was because of you?” Cassidy sounded more tired than furious.

      “But why would Kalinga do this?” asked Hila. “If the Protectors were supporting the Foster Group – and it looks like they are – why would they support Kalinga against them? Commander Cassidy is right. Whatever the Foster Group is, they were fighting alongside them here and definitely hadn’t made any secret agreements with Kalinga.”

      “Maybe not, but I will want to talk to that lady, their representative,” said Daniel, and again looked to where Calvert was questioning Ribeira.

      “You can... I... I don’t know what to think about all this.” Cassidy waved towards another group of resistance fighters. “Most of the time I just sat here. But those mercenaries who were here with us, they may know more. They’ve crossed swords with Kalinga before.”

      Daniel turned around and saw approaching him a man who looked like a mercenary commander. He was young, handsome and wore the expression of someone who knows what they are doing. Now he was marching directly towards them, but he wasn’t looking at Daniel, or even at Cassidy. With an astonished expression, he was looking at...

      “Hila? Is that you?”

      It took Hila a moment to recover. “Clayton?”

      The man’s face lit up and he immediately threw his arms around her. “Hila Eban! You’re the last person I expected to see here!”

      Daniel stood up straighter and cleared his throat meaningfully. “And … you are?”

      The man Hila had addressed as Clayton pulled away. “I am Clayton Deshir, head of the private military contractor group, Deshir’s Devils.”

      “You always were melodramatic,” Hila goaded.

      “The guys and girls like it. We call ourselves the DDs.” He turned to Daniel. “So you are the new Emperor, Daniel I?”

      “The DDs. Supportive as well as decorative,” muttered Hila, slightly too loudly.

      “Yes, I am,” said Daniel, suppressing the urge to take Hila’s hand. He wondered how to ask how he and Hila knew each other, but of course Hila intuited the question.

      “Clayton and I were in the Omega units,” said Hila. “A different team. We were team 8, you were in team 5, right?”

      “Yes. I haven’t seen you since... since Sadan.”

      “Yeah, after that all the Omegas went down the pan.”

      “What happened on Sadan?” Daniel asked. “Was that the operation that led to the Omegas being disbanded?”

      “No, that was another, Operation Tenerife, on the moons of Fouchet. We last saw each other on Sadan. It wasn’t much better.”

      Deshir blinked at Daniel, then back at Hila.

      “He knows everything,” said Hila, putting her hand on Daniel’s arm. “He’s the Emperor, but he knew I was in the Omegas before, when I had to... well, I had to use my abilities in a fight once.”

      “Yes, my people know all about me too,” said Deshir.

      “So you became a mercenary?”

      “We call it private military contractor, but yes. There’s always plenty of work for us in Barrondo and here on the frontiers, sometimes things have to be done that nobody else much wants to do.” He grinned at Golna and Wabara. Both officers wore expressions made of stone.

      “Weren’t you yourself a member of the Imperial Army, as an Omega?” asked Wabara.

      “I was, but that was a long time ago and we never considered ourselves normal soldiers. The Emperor – the previous Emperor, I mean – needed us to take on stuff that the Imperial Army didn’t have the stomach for. But Hila has already told you that, right?”

      “A little,” Daniel admitted. Hila still had some secrets from her time as an Omega that she didn’t want to talk about. He understood that she had had to let herself be beaten up, even raped, to complete a mission. Not just once, but several times. Then she had killed the man who did it with her own hands.

      “And how did you get here, Hila?” asked Deshir. “I heard you’d become a journalist. I sometimes saw your articles.”

      “Yeah, I was aboard the Hermes as a correspondent. And so, somehow I got into all this.”

      Deshir again looked at her, then at Daniel. Now he got it. “I understand. You always aimed high.”

      “That’s not what I mean, but...”

      “Never mind. I’m happy for you. I made my living doing what I know. What the Imperials made me. But I’m not complaining. I have maybe eleven years left, so I’m making the most of them.”

      Eleven years. Deshir probably underwent the procedure before Hila. Daniel knew that members of the Omega Commandos had undergone genetic modification that turned them into super-soldiers, with the help of Ralgar DNA among other things. For example, Hila could move faster than an Enhans and her tissues regenerated. But all these enhancements came at a price. Hila had just under eighteen years left to live. One day, her body would simply switch off.

      “Commander Cassidy has spoken of you in the highest of terms,” said Daniel. “I hear you fought at his side?”

      “I’m no great altruist, Your Majesty. Mr. Cassidy paid me extremely well. Normally only the largest corporations can afford my team.”

      “What did you pay him with?” asked Wabara, looking around as if she wanted to be sure that there was nothing valuable on Kiscelli.

      Cassidy got to his feet. “Well, we were desperate. I gave him one of our five remaining patrol vessels.”

      “What?”

      “The vessels were no use to us in the atmosphere, the enemy was orbiting, we didn’t have a choice. So, yes, I promised him a vessel.” He looked at Daniel. And with all due respect, Your Majesty, I think that he really deserves it and we concluded an agreement.”

      “But you didn’t own the vessel!”

      “No, it was half-owned by the Kiscelli Government and half by the Ministry of the Interior.” Cassidy grinned, but didn’t look as if there was a lot to laugh about. “The Government of Kiscelli was murdered and a giant rock fell on the Ministry of the Interior on Hub, so I am de facto the highest state power with those vessels at my disposal. Or I was, until the Emperor here arrived.”

      “My people have already prepared the ship for departure,” said Deshir to Daniel. “So, Your Majesty, will you withdraw from the agreement?”

      Daniel could feel the eyes of everyone present watching him. This was something unheard of in the Central Imperium. But the Central Imperium had collapsed, and if he was to save it somehow, anyhow, he had to do unheard-of things.

      “Take it, it is your remuneration and Commander Cassidy promised it to you on behalf of the Imperium. And as Emperor, I confirm the agreement.”

      “Your Majesty...” Golna began to protest, but Daniel stopped him.

      “No, Captain. It is a debt, and Deshir’s Devils were very helpful here. Moreover, whatever awaits us in the future will not be affected by one patrol boat more, or less.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” said Hila.

      “Of course you agree,” said Golna, grimacing. “You’re old friends. But yeah, I take it all on board, and I agree. It’s not my decision, nor the Commodore’s.”

      Wabara just nodded. She did not look happy, but she also understood Daniel’s logic.

      “Fine, the ship is yours, Mr. Deshir. But you probably know what is going on here. I don’t just mean in the Imperium, but in the Barrondo Sector too.”

      “I only know a little, but I don’t trade in information.” Deshir pointed at Ribeira. “If you want to know what the Foster Group is doing, ask them directly.”

      “So you mean that information isn’t free? I understand. I would like to buy some from you. And not just information. A long and dangerous journey lies ahead of us. We could use an experienced unit. I’ve seen Hila in action and would definitely be glad of another Omega.”

      “I don’t know what action you’ve seen Hila in,” Deshir sneered, then stopped dead when he saw Hila’s expression. “I apologize. But no, you can’t hire me, either as a mercenary or as a source of information.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t have anything to pay me with.”

      “What do you mean? The Central Imperium has funds...”

      “The Central Imperium is in ruins and so is your economy, Your Majesty,” Deshir retorted. “The guilder is somehow just about holding on, but you don’t have enough banknotes on you to afford me. So what are you going to pay me with? A check? Bank transfer? None of that will help. You have nothing to hire me with.”

      Daniel suddenly remembered what Ray Keto had told him. The Emperor certainly did not have much finance available. Actually, he had none at all.

      He was an Emperor with no money.

      “You know that I will be able to reward you a hundred times over, if we win,” he said finally.

      “I believe you. But I don’t make such uncertain deals, Your Majesty,” said Deshir. “I have nothing to do with the counter-revolution either. It’s a very uncertain business.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a counter-revolution. I see it as an attempt to stop the ongoing revolution.”

      “Whatever. No, Your Majesty. I know that in your luxurious cabin aboard that awesome ship you feel that entire galaxies are at your feet. But you have absolutely no money to hire me with. Unless you want to give me one of your cruisers, but that would be too high a price to pay for the services of sixty people, am I right?”

      Daniel tried to look dignified and even-tempered, so suppressed a sigh.

      “Yes, I probably understand how you see it. In that case I will simply wish you good luck.”

      He remembered history lessons about the European monarchs who spent most of their reign riding to visit individual nobles and pleading for money. Why did he have the impression that it would be the same for him?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you Emperor Daniel I?”

      The woman Cassidy had called Valencia Ribeira stood up as Daniel approached her.

      “Yes, but I prefer Daniel Hankerson. I’m not much used to the Emperor bit yet.”

      “Ms. Ribeira hasn’t told me much,” said Calvert, and a grimace appeared on his fleshy face. “Mr. Foster, the head of the Foster Group, will probably send his best people to Kiscelli.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m responsible for security in this area. We’re keeping an eye on our local investments. That’s why we have robots here. It would be better if Mr. Foster sent a few of our warships.”

      This woman seemed to be the type that nothing disconcerts, or maybe the type that possibly – and this was more likely – keeps all emotion on the inside. She had had to endure three weeks of hell, just like Cassidy, but apart from her dirty hair and clothes, she looked like someone who was going to speak to a shareholders’ meeting in five minutes’ time.

      Daniel felt that she would behave even-temperedly, whoever she was going to communicate with. Then she would go home and cry, or get drunk or shoot up some drugs, whatever released the stress.

      “You will certainly understand that we are interested in knowing what we can expect from the Foster Group,” said Daniel. “Commander Cassidy has told me how you have helped the resistance since the beginning. But that tells us nothing about the corporation as a whole. In the Konstantin Sector, Xerxes Combine double-crossed us at the most critical moment, and according to the reports we received, it seems that the Foster Group is doing something similar here. But we don’t know anything.”

      Ribeira smiled. “As I have already told Lieutenant Commander Calvert here, I don’t know much. My task when they sent me here was to protect our investments and prevent chaos. That’s what I was doing when the news about the collapse of the Imperium arrived. But the Imperial System Guard worked with us from the beginning. We have various reports from Barrondo and other places, but there’s no great unrest, as far as I know.”

      “Except that the Emperor’s sister was murdered on Horgen,” said Calvert. “A world directly under the control of the Foster Group. There was an Imperial patrol station on Prinn. We can’t contact them and they haven’t contacted us. And you know nothing?”

      “You’ve already asked me that once, so you don’t need to play your part in front of the Emperor. No, I don’t know. But a month ago I got an interesting message from Mr. Foster. I’m very low down on the corporate ladder, I hardly ever get instructions from the top, but this time he contacted me personally via central communication on Barrondo.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He told me that if the Emperor came here – he meant you – I was to give you a message from him. He wants to talk to you, ideally in person, but he says he understands if you don’t want to talk to him. Please call him on his personal receiver.”

      “We tried to contact all receivers on Barrondo,” said Calvert.

      “Yes,” Ribeira conceded, “but his personal receiver isn’t in the database or in your list of numbers. I’ll give you the frequency.”

      “What does Mr. Foster want from me?”

      Ribeira smiled. “Given what’s going on here and across the Imperium, I can think of a thousand things he’ll want to discuss with you, Your Majesty.”
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      “It seems that the situation on the surface has stabilized, Your Majesty. The last pockets of resistance have been secured.”

      “Did anyone from the civilian government survive?” asked Daniel, looking outside through the window. He had decided to hold this meeting on the Observation Deck in the bows of the Hermes, so he was standing at the window with his back to the others, watching the planet beneath them. The greenish-yellow tint on the rock was apparent even from orbit. It looked beautiful, and entirely peaceful.

      “No ministers or senior officials,” responded Cassidy. The Commander of the System Guard was rested and refreshed and now appeared more equable. Wabara, Golna, Hila and Colonel Sarkar were also here.

      “The most senior official we found was some poor deputy secretary to the transport ministry,” said Sarkar. “People on Kiscelli see Commander Cassidy here as the liberator, so I think that from the practical point of view, he’s now in charge.”

      “Hang on a minute!” protested Cassidy. “I’m not a politician. I’m retired and commanding the Imperial System Guard was my hobby! I never wanted to be a prime minister or president!”

      “And I never wanted to be Emperor. Shit happens.” Daniel turned around to face the others, who were all seated at the small table. “So, whether you like it or not, Commander Cassidy, you are the best this planet has. Unless you want to join us?”

      “No, definitely not! This is my home. The people need me!”

      “You see, that was the right decision. I hereby recall you to active service in the Imperial Navy and I appoint you my military governor of the planet Kiscelli. You will hold the role until the planet holds new elections. It’s up to you when exactly that will be. At the same time, you will command naval units and the System Guard in the region.”
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